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They don’t know where to start, what to do or if they can really 
make a difference at all in the lives of orphaned and vulnerable 
children. And if we’re honest, sometimes as leaders we don’t know 
what to do or where to start either. 

How do we as church leaders “flip the script” on the message our 
people are hearing – from an overwhelming message that paralyzes 
them to a compelling one that catalyzes them? What steps can we 
take, language can we use and simple structures can we put in place 
to help our people feel empowered to care for vulnerable kids and 
families, or support those who do?   

The three principles presented in this short document will help you 
clarify your message, connect with your audience and catalyze 
movement in your church or ministry. 

Sometimes the 
problem feels 

really big, and 
our people feel 
really small. 
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Shrinking the problem means presenting it in a way that 
people can relate and respond to. It is not minimizing 
the problem, but communicating it in such a way so that 
solutions feel more manageable for your people. 

------------ 
Suppose you asked me to help you lose 15 pounds. The problem 
is, you have a disease — a disease called “fast food”! You’re 
addicted to the #1 value meal at your favorite restaurant which 
includes a burger, fries and a drink. You’re eating it almost daily 
for lunch. We quickly identify this to be part of your problem. 

What if I inform you that your favorite meal deal is a total of 
1,100 calories. Sounds like a lot of calories, right? Yes, it is! But 
probably not enough to cause you to think twice about ordering 
that meal again. 

It tastes too good not to. Ask any fast food restaurant company 
and they’ll say the same thing — people discard facts about their 
health for the sake of their own personal satisfaction. It’s just 
what we do. 

#1

SHR I NK  THE  

PROB L EM

The Art of "Scaling"

____________________________________________  2



But what if I were to scale it down for you into different terms 
and tell you that 1,100 calories is equivalent to eating nearly 
FOUR candy bars for lunch? Would you eat FOUR candy bars 
for lunch? Probably not. Yet, on a calorie level, that’s 
essentially what you’re doing with the fast food meal. A large 
number, like 1,100 calories, is intangible. We have no human 
experience tied to it, no frame of reference to measure its 
proportions by and 
nothing to compare it to. Also, has anyone 
ever really seen a calorie? Held one? 
Touched one? Not that I know of. They’re  
these little, evil invisible things we know 
are out there but have no personal, tangible, 
relatable experience with. 

Since we can’t see them or feel them or comprehend the 
enormity of 1,100 calories, we discard the facts and choose 
taste over health. Four candy bars, however, is easy to see. It’s
more relatable to our human experience and much simpler to 
hold on to — literally. You can hold them, touch them, feel 
them and understand them, and therefore have a much more 
difficult time discarding the facts about them. 

This is “scaling” — contextualizing something of grand 
proportions into more tangible, relatable terms. In this case, 
from 1,100 to 4. Scaling provides a smaller perspective 
through which we’re able to better see, understand and grasp 
the bigger picture. It doesn’t negate the reality or significance 
of the problem, it simply provides a platform upon which to 
engage with it more efficiently. 
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------------ 
The statistics are daunting: millions of children around the world, 
hundreds of thousands within the United States, dozens of 
thousands within your state and city, hundreds and thousands 
within your community alone — all needing safe, loving 
permanent families. 

The problem is big, but with numbers like that 
it’s hard for people to wrap their minds around 
what to do, where to go and how to even begin 
to be a solution to the problem. It’s too hard to 
grasp and therefore too easy to dismiss. And 
most people do — they dismiss the facts for the 
sake of their own personal satisfaction, comfort and convenience. 

Part of engaging the whole of your church includes scaling the 
crisis for them — in such a way that they can see it, understand it, 
grasp on to it and engage it more effectively. The goal is not to 
minimize the magnitude of the problem, but to provide a platform 
upon which your people can more easily see the problem and 
more readily identify their role in helping to solve it. 

"Scaling" the Vision of Your Ministry
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------------ 
It seems no one gets lost anymore. When was the last time you 
stopped to ask for directions? With GPS tracking technology 
and little “Siri” voices in our phones, there’s rarely a lack of 
clarity about how to get to where we need to go. Because 
technology has increased our 
clarity, our anxiety levels decrease — even 
when traveling to places we’ve never been 
before. Why? Because Siri will tell us how to 
get where we’re going. 

The vision of your ministry should increase clarity and 
decrease anxiety. It should communicate values, mission and 
direction in such a way that those involved in your ministry 
know where you’re going, why you’re going there and how 
you’re going to get there. 

A "SCALED" STATEMENT 
--------- 
For example: “We want to eradicate the foster crisis in our 
city” is not a vision. It sounds good and noble, but doesn’t paint 
a clear picture for people. It’s too big and heavy and lacks 
direction. The average person buckles under the weight of a 
statement like that. 

It needs scaling. 

Perhaps something like this: “Our county needs 50 more foster 
families; we want 25 of them to come from our church in the 
next year.”  

Increase Clarity and Decrease Anxiety
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Or, “There are 14 children in our county waiting to be adopted; 
we want our church to bring this number to zero this year.” 
These are clear and bold, but more manageable, actionable and 
achievable. People can wrap their minds around them. 

MAKE IT PERSONAL 
--------- 
It also applies to how you challenge your people personally. 
Raising awareness about the 143 million orphans in the world 
with no real personal application might not be the most 
effective approach. Perhaps it is far more realistic — and more 
personally challenging — not to focus on changing the world for
every orphan, but to focus on how each individual can change 
the world of at least one. 

Everyone can do something to change the world of at least one. 
A clear vision is much more difficult to discard. 
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In what ways is your current message helping to “shrink the 
problem” for your people by giving them clear, tangible, 
relatable pieces of information to act on? 

In what ways is your current message actually working in a 
counterproductive way — overwhelming and perhaps 
paralyzing people from acting? 

What specific things about your message can you change to 
help make it more relatable and actionable for your people? 

What pieces of information do you need to gather (i.e. smaller 
statistics locally or globally, special needs that can be met in 
the community, etc.) that can be incorporated into your 
message? 

Questions to Consider
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Grow ing  you r  peop l e  i s  d i s c i p l e sh i p  — equ ipp i ng  and  
empower i ng  them i n  bo th  the i r  awareness  o f  the i r  new  
i dent i t y  i n  the  gospe l  and  the  un i que  ways  God  has  
w i red ,  r e sou rced  and  g i f ted  them .  

Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to Me. Therefore go and make disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that I 
have commanded you. Matthew 28:19-20 

--------- 

Many years ago while working with junior high and high 
school students, a mentor of mine was talking to our staff 
about the vision of our ministry. In reference to the students 
in our city, he said, “What we bring them in with will likely 
be what we keep them with.”  

#2

GROW  YOUR  

PEOP L E
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We wanted our ministry to students to be rooted in strong 
biblical teaching, authentic relationships and living on mission 
together — not entertainment. Of course we were going to 
have fun together, but the primary thing we held out in front of 
students each week was not how entertaining our ministry was 
to them, but how meaningful and valuable it was for them. 

If we were bringing them in with entertainment, then what 
happens when they’re no longer entertained by us, or 
something else down the road becomes more entertaining than 
we are? Our ability to entertain may have had the ability to 
bring them in, but it wouldn’t have the power to keep them 
there. 

However, if strong biblical teaching and deep rich relationships 
are what originally connected them to the ministry, then even 
when life is hard or not very entertaining — no matter the 
circumstances these students were going through — the truth 
of God’s Word and loving, meaningful relationships would keep 
them connected. That’s where we poured most of our efforts. 
That’s what we wanted to keep them with. 

What are you bringing them in with?

In a counterintuitive way, the goal of our ministry is not to 
recruit more families faster; it’s to disciple the right families 
longer. That’s how we “grow the people” — through 
discipleship. Not bringing them in with the “need,” but 
growing them in the gospel and empowering them to act 
upon the need in front of them. While the need is 
overwhelming, it is ultimately the gospel that compels and 
sustains. 
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Obviously God is not opposed to us meeting needs. Over and over 
in scripture He reiterates the importance of meeting the needs of 
those around us: 

What good is it, my brothers, if someone claims to have faith, but has 
no deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is 
without clothes and daily food. If one of you tells him, “Go in peace; stay 
warm and well fed,” but does not provide for his physical needs, what 
good is that? James 2:14-16 

If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need 
but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person? 1 
John 3:17 

Scripture is clear: Disciples — those who claim “to have faith” and 
to have “the love of God” in them — meet needs. That’s just what 
disciples do. It is possible to motivate people to meet others’ 
needs without becoming disciples of Jesus. However, it is 
impossible to be a disciple of Jesus and not meet needs. It’s just 
what disciples do. 

Needs-Based vs. Gospel-Driven

If we are primarily bringing people in with the need, we will 
need to keep them with that need. However, the problem 
occurs when the need gets too hard, too costly and begins to 
require too much. As is often the case, people are emotionally 
compelled in the moment to meet immediate needs, which is 
not always a bad thing, but can sometimes result in people not 
being prepared to stay engaged in the long and necessary work 
required to fully meet the need. 
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When their need to help has been satisfied or the need itself 
has become too much, they are likely to move on and leave the 
need for someone else to meet. 

However, if we are primarily bringing people in through the 
gospel — growing them down deep in discipleship and 
empowering them to live through an identity-informed 
paradigm — our goal will be to keep them with the gospel. Even 
when the need gets hard or heavy or costly, the gospel gives 
meaning to the struggle and purpose to the process. It reminds 
people that their work is worth it. It keeps them. 

The sustaining, refreshing power of the gospel has greater 
capacity to “keep” people engaged in the need. So we bring 
them in with the gospel, and we keep it in front of them always. 
The gospel is both a) what we bring our people in with, and b) 
what we keep them with. 

Front-End Motivation

The gospel compels us to speak on behalf of and stand for 
the sake of those who cannot speak and stand for 
themselves — because that is exactly what God has done for 
us through Jesus. It is our “why.” 
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Back-End Support

Foster and adoptive parents need support, but the kind of 
support they need is varied and will come through a 
dynamic set of mediums — all of which are critical, but none 
of which is ultimately suf cient on its own. 

FOUR ESEENTIAL AVENUES OF SUPPORT 

1) TANGIBLE Families who are opening their homes to 
foster care and/or adoption may need a variety of different 
practical items — such as meals delivered, baby supplies, 
furniture, help with transportation, etc. 

2) RELATIONAL Foster and adoptive parents face a unique 
set of circumstances and experience a range of emotions 
that few outside of the foster care and adoption community 
can relate to. Give them a place to connect, share 
experiences and encourage one another.  

3) EDUCATIONAL As well,  finnd ways to provide on-going 
training for parents who are opening their homes to children 
from hard places.  

4) SPIRITUAL As you are able to help them connect 
regularly, continue to provide the prayer and spiritual 
support they need to continue on this journey in a healthy, 
gospel-centered and sustainable way. 

We do not motivate our people into this with the hope of the 
gospel and then leave them hopeless when the journey gets 
hard. Instead, we remind them that the same gospel which 
compelled them will also provide the hope they need to 
sustain them. 
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To dive deeper into principles of discipleship and 

how they can be uniquely applied to your church 

and ministry context, download the ebook

Building a Discipleship 
Pipeline: Five Essential 
Elements of Movement for 
Your Foster Care and 
Adoption Ministry
 www.cafo.org/church
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Char t i ng  the  pa th  means  es tab l i sh i ng  c l ea r ,   f l u i d  a c t i on  
i t ems  mov ing  fo rward .  I t  i s  t he  “next  s teps ”  t ang ib l e  
pa thway  fo r  peop l e  to  t ake  tha t  makes  i t  eas i e r  fo r  
them to  do  the  r i gh t  th i ngs  next .  

--------- 
As we have already discussed, increasing clarity decreases 
anxiety — not just in how you communicate your vision, but 
also in the actionable “next steps” you provide for your people. 
Where is your ministry going? How are you getting there? 
What are the steps people need to take? Who should they talk 
if they have any questions? Where should they go if they want 
more information? 

These questions, and many others just like them, are “path” 
related questions. They’re directional and tangible — they tell 
people where to go and give them the resources they need to 
get there. 

Leadership isn’t just telling people where to go, it’s giving them 
what they need to succeed along the way. 

#3

CHART  THE  

PATH
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Are the answers to your “path” questions clear for your 
people? If not, a clearly defined “path” will become essential 
in helping your people know where the ministry is heading 
and how to get involved. 

Identifying Your Path

Right now your ministry is likely operating in one of two 
different environments: 

“Top-Down” 
The leadership of the church is driving the vision and 
implementation of the ministry, either exclusively or in close 
partnership with lay/volunteer leaders. Church resources like 
stage time and  nances are utilized for promotion, awareness 
and engagement. 

“Bottom-Up” 
The leadership of the church is either not “on board” with the 
ministry, or supports it in principle but not in practice. Little, if 
any, church resources are allocated to support the ministry. 
It’s largely driven in a grassroots way through passionate 
advocates. 

The first step to charting a clear path is identifying where 
your starting point is: Are you currently working in a “top- 
down” culture or a “bottom- up” culture? 
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A "TOP-DOWN" PATH

A clear “top-down” path starts big and moves people into 
smaller levels of community and discipleship where they can 
 nd connection, support and clarity as they identify their role 
and take their next steps. 

Recognizing Orphan Sunday, or preaching a 

sermon/series. (engage the crowd)

Hosting a follow-up luncheon or informational meeting 

where people can connect, hear vision and learn more. 

(build a bridge)

Facilitating a class or small group study. (connect & 

equip)

Connecting people to their “next steps”. Examples 

include a local foster care agency, adoption agency, 

support team coordinator, etc. (take next steps) 

Your strategy could include: 
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KEY PRINCIPLES to consider: 

Do not implement one stage without having the next step 
planned (example: Engage the Crowd on Orphan Sunday AND 
be ready to announce the “Bridge” event  immediately). 

This four-stage rhythm can become a consistent engagement 
process in the church, perhaps starting once a year, then twice 
a year, then once a quarter. 

Just like with pre-marital counseling, we walk couples through 
a process before the wedding day. Similarly, before 
connecting families with outside agencies, consider the 
importance of journeying with them through this connection 
and equipping process. 

A "BOTTOM-UP" PATH

A clear “bottom-up” path starts with the foundation of 
community. It works to build community among those already 
involved before starting a ministry to engage more. The goal 
is to identify what culture already exists in your church, who 
is already involved and how can the ministry be built to best 
serve and support them. Then it expands from there. 
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Your strategy could include:

Identify who in the church is or has been involved 

with foster care and adoption in some capacity and 

invite them to a social gathering. (connect the 

involved) 

Over time, begin expanding the circle by inviting 

those who have expressed interest in getting 

involved. (invite the interested) 

Eventually, begin approaching the leadership of the 

church with a proven model and a realistic, strategic 

plan moving forward. (approach the leadership) 

KEY PRINCIPLES to consider:

Ask, “When was the last time we had everyone in our church 
who is fostering/adopting or has fostered/adopted in the 
room together?” If never, start there. 

The legitimacy of your ministry is not compromised by the 
fact it’s not driven from the top; it simply means the 
trajectory of your ministry will look different. 

Nearly everyone involved has had someone express interest 
to them in some way. Examples: “I’ve always wanted to do 
that” or “My husband and I have been praying about that.” 
Invite them into the next phase of your community. 

Approach your church leadership with strong proof of 
concept for the ministry (built upon the community you have 
formed). Demonstrate the work you’ve already done, not all 
the work you’re asking them to do. 
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To access more resources like this for your church, simply visit 
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