
Greg Parsons:   Just over 10 years ago, I met a man named Peter Harris. Peter is a patriarch at the 
intersection of the Gospel and the environment. He founded Arocha. Their US website you can find at 
Arocha.us. They work in 22 different countries.   

Anyway, when I met him, I could clearly see that he'd thought deeply about these issues. I remember 
one idea he shared, which stuck with me. He said, “When you look at the greatest environmental needs 
in the world, they impact the poor the most.” He probably said it more eloquently than that. He also 
said this. He said that “When believers work on environmental projects, two groups here, the Gospel, 
the poor who lived there and the environmentalist's who've come to work, they are shocked to find 
believers who care about such things.” The problem is that we don't always know where the 
intersection is between human suffering and the lack of gospel witness. That was the question that one 
group sought to answer during InterVarsity's Urbana 18 Hack4Mission. Can we visualize our world in 
ways to help us see it more clearly and to see where we should be going with the gospel? 

Gus: So the question that I had was, can you even take the existing databases and parse it down to the 
specific people group level, down to the level of detail where you can make an intelligent guess at what 
this one particular people group is dealing with. 

 
Greg Parsons:  That was Gus. I'll tell you more about him later. Now from Dan Scribner who heads up 
Joshua Project: 

 
Dan Scribner:   “Remarkably the most complicated part of the world. Oh, we have the greatest depth 
of data where you can drill down to the district level in six different countries in South Asia and see all of 
the distinct communities or people groups. 

 
Greg Parsons:   In this third episode of these Follow-up Urbana 18 podcasts, we get to look into the 
world of hackathons. For the second time, Urbana hosted the hack for mission. As you probably know, 
various tech types do this kind of thing regularly. Whether you do or don't even know what a hackathon 
is, one thing you should know is that all kinds of skills are needed. Not just computer scientists. This is 
our last Urbana 18 follow-up episode, but I'm sure that I'll use more of the interviews that I did at 
Urbana in my future podcasts. For example, I talked with a global worker who served in Peru, figured 
out and translated a tribal language that had never been written down. Fascinating stuff. I also talked to 
a brother from the Arab world who has a great ministry, loving Muslims into the kingdom. Talked with a 
sister who felt called to go, went for a couple years but can't go back. And other Jewish sister who lives 
in the US shares Jesus with Jewish people. And an Indian brother from the business world who loves to 
engage folks who work in business and tech for God's purposes. And there are about 20 other interviews 
as well. You can get more info on how to get ahold of these podcasts at the end of this episode. And if 
you haven't listened to the first two Urbana episodes, you can find them at frontierventures.org/blog . If 
you don't see them there, just search for Urbana. So what is a hackathon? 

 
Greg Parsons:   Remember the movie “War Games” made in 1983? In order to play an online game, a 
young Matthew Broderick hacks into the U.S. government computers that control nuclear weapons and 
he sets in motion a course of pending destruction. Of course, he doesn't know that, but it's a classic 
movie even if fanciful, like most movies. But as you might guess, a hackathon comes from a similar idea, 
but this time in this case, it's designed to produce something for good. What happens is that people get 
together and usually for 24 hours to several days meet either face to face or virtually to work on a 



project. Often they work with minimal sleep, but now instead of nefarious hacking to steal government 
secrets or technology, they work to address real world problems through innovative solutions. To pull 
one off, you need people who work in the tech sector but also other skills: artists, interface designers, 
project managers, domain experts, math, science...all joined to create something that otherwise would 
not get done in part because there's no money in it. 

 
Greg Parsons:   In a case of Urbana 15 and 18 the hack for mission participants didn't have time to fully 
implement an idea during the week Urbana. InterVarsity wanted them to be part of the conference too, 
but they worked refining the concepts and frameworks for nine challenges. Each had mission 
organizations who contributed real world needs. So about 140 students gathered to develop new 
approaches to mission by collaborating together to serve God's purposes for the nations. Again, it was 
all done in partnership with eight different mission organizations who came up with the basic project 
needs. They worked on solutions to things like creating a way to survey remote runways with drones or 
to help find a mentor in the Arab world or to develop a way to demonstrate the diversity of language 
through a dashboard translation app and others. Frontier Ventures designed one of the challenges 
which sought to visualize data so the believers can see the intersection of societal needs, specifically 
among the unreached where there is no church or very few believers. Let me introduce you to one of 
our Frontier Venture staff members. Sharon Mo heads up our communications team. 

 
Sharon Mo: My husband Shou and I were co-leaders working on the data visualization for mobilization 
project with Urbana and Frontier Ventures. Our other co-leader was a Princeton data scientist named J 
Nathan Mathias. 

 
Greg Parsons:   So this project sought to combine data sets about the unreached with those of the 
environmental issues and human suffering. 

 
Sharon Mo: What Frontier Ventures did was highlight the concept that we can help people see the 
global need in a contemporary way. That also opens up the way that Christians who might not see 
themselves as missionaries can play a part in the story that is being told behind the data. 

 
Greg Parsons:   The 20 students in this challenge were able to work with professionals from NASA and 
Princeton University. The team sought to analyze and visualize specific data sets to understand the 
problems more clearly and understand issues like “Which unreached people groups are most vulnerable 
to environmental issues. How does the Gospel connect with environment-related suffering?” To help 
that process, they broke the project into three parts: an interactive map to show various suffering 
impacts on specific people groups; personal stories of what it would look like to live in these areas; and 
data analytics to provide insights as to what a single people group is vulnerable too. I asked one of our 
Frontier Ventures staffers why he was involved in the data conceptualization. I've known Gus for 25 
years, and I've seen how his unique skills and probing questions have helped refine our ministry. I asked 
him why data is interesting to him and his vision and his way of seeing the world. 

 
Gus:That’s an interesting question. Nobody has ever asked me that. I'm a visual person. For me, that 
data gives me a picture and I can look at a set of data, kinda imagine what it would look like if you were 



to graph it out or visualize it. And that gives me actually a lot more clearer picture than just trying to 
read a bunch of text. 

 
Greg Parsons:   So let's assume it works. What would we do with this project? What and how might we 
interpret the data to help believers see the world and its needs more clearly. So let's go back to Dan 
Scribner. 

 
Greg Parsons: What is Joshua Project? 

 
Dan Scribner:  Joshua project is data gathering and dissemination effort to highlight the least reached 
people groups of the world. We network with global researchers and gather data from many sources 
regarding the people groups of the world; and then consolidate it into a standardized system; and then 
present that via web, mobile app, podcasts, and other ways to highlight the unreached and places of the 
world where the Gospel has had the least impact. 

 
Greg Parsons:  So what was Joshua Project’s role in the Hack4Mission? 

 
Dan Scribner:  We provided a people group data and country level data that then these students took. 
Their focus was on data visualization, like turning raw data into something meaningful that people could 
look at like an infographic or dynamic map or various ways of looking at information that kind of brings 
out the message rather than just a raw set of statistics. So they combined that people group data and 
the country data with a number of other sets of, I believe, climate data and clean water data (things like 
the human development index put out by the UN, looking at infant mortality, gross national product, 
education levels, etc). The intent was to paint a picture and create a message that you could grasp 
quickly through data visualization. 

 
Greg Parsons:   Our team brought in a guy named Ed Brown. Ed is the Director of Care of Creation and 
one of the Catalysts for Creation Care at the Lausanne Movement. We asked him what he observed 
during his time at Urbana as he sat in on part of the Hack4Mission. 

 
Ed Brown: Well, we were planning to go to Urbana with three other environmental groups, and I had 
been in touch with your folks at Frontier Ventures. And they told me that this Hack4Mission thing was 
going on and they would like an environmental consultant, as it were, to be able to sit in with the team. 
In the end, they made a tremendous amount of progress. The idea would be you could click on a people 
group and have right away a visualization of what kind of environmental threats that group was going to 
be facing. Or you can click on a region and discover what the environmental threats would be and what 
the people groups are that live there and that sort of thing. I was invited to attend the final session 
where each team gave its presentation and where your team gave a presentation then ended up 
winning the award for the best project. And what they essentially had was some screenshots of mock 
ups. What the kind of thing would look like; cause they obviously hadn't had time to produce an entire 
app that could be downloadable and usable. That would take a lot more work, and I think that's where 
they're at and you guys are at right now. But I was amazed what they showed and what the potentials 
were for it. 



Greg Parsons:   Here's Sharon again… 

 
Sharon Mo: In the future, we foresee this tool being used in an amazing way. My husband and I spent 
time on site with the challenge project participants in mentors, and it was really encouraging to see 
them wake up to how they could use their skills. As we look forward, we know that this Urbana 
Hackathon project is significant. We immediately had people approach us after the Urbana 
presentation, people who didn't even work on the project, and they asked us how they could get 
involved in developing it. We have had great interest among data scientists, healthcare workers, and 
others who were intrigued by the story behind the numbers. I joined my colleagues recently to share 
with several audiences to report on what was done and how they can help reach the nations. I recently 
presented a research paper at a Regional Gathering at the Evangelical Missiological Society. What we 
see emerging as an opportunity to engage new audiences, to reimagine the way we do missions and a 
fresh and exciting way. 

 
Greg Parsons:   We'll have Sharon share a little bit more about what has grown out of the 
Hack4Mission and some of the things that are planned. Hang on for that. The Hack4Mission Slack 
channel will remain open to the participants to preserve the community and the connections made. 
They'll post opportunities for the students in the Hashtag Opportunities Channel. If you're interested in 
joining, you can sign up the kingdombuilders.io, which is the Slack community Urbana15 set up and it's 
open to all to other groups. Quite Uncommon and Cru Indigitious, I-N-D-I-G-I-T-I-O-U-S will host an eight 
week program for digital specialists. Check that out and other info on how you can get involved at 
indigitious.org/hack   

 
Greg Parsons: Course, all these organizations are looking for people with various skills, technology, and 
otherwise, to serve the Kingdom. So if you’re interested in joining our staff, just let us know. Thanks for 
listening. If you've enjoyed one of these three Urbana 18 follow-up episodes, let me know. I'd love to 
hear from you. Private message me at Twitter, @parsonsgh. My wife and I've been on staff with Frontier 
Ventures for more than 35 years and I've spent a lot of time networking and interacting with leaders 
globally. I've heard creative and challenging ideas that have helped these leaders. So for a few years, I 
have been recording interviews. Now I’m putting those together in a new, theme-based podcast that 
will cover all kinds of areas of global mission in God’s Kingdom. My goal is to include a number of voices 
from around the globe. I’m also starting a video-blog, which will be more of my reflections on the 
amazing things that I see and that God is doing in the world. And sometimes, how you can connect with 
those. It’s my deep desire that these will engage, inform, and challenge you with cutting edge global 
stories and Gospel-spreading insights, past and present. So, again, follow me on Twitter: @parsonsgh 
where you’ll see it announced. Or, keep your eye on frontierventures.org/blog. And, as you can imagine 
having listened to this, I could use some help. It’s just me with a few people that help me get the thing 
posted the right way. Here’s a little bit more from Sharon: 

 
Sharon Mo: At Frontier Ventures, our Joshua Project and Winter Launch Lab are developing this 
challenge so that students and people in the future can come alongside us and teach us how to use big 
data to help mobilize others. We wanted them to see how they could play a part in our vision of seeing 
movements to Jesus that express the fullness of Kingdom within every people. We hope that what we 
do in the next 3 years will open up pathways for people with diverse backgrounds to imagine how they 
can make a Kingdom difference. We enjoyed working with Urbana and want to engage more with the 



next Urbana and their next Hackathon. We plan to go beyond this particular experience. We plan to now 
integrate project teams that will work on this; we’ll be sharing more news about this in the future. What 
is exciting is that we are continuing to work with environmental missionaries and creation care 
advocates who are encouraging us to develop what we started at the hackathon at Urbana. Our next 
Creation Care at the Frontiers of Mission Conference has been scheduled in the spring of 2020, and we 
are planning to include a hackathon so we can continue to engage technologists and creatives so they 
are involved in frontier missions work.  

 
Greg Parsons: Thanks for listening. Love to hear from you. If you want to get any more info on the 
websites or ministries mentioned, just go to frontierventures.org/blog. Thanks! 

 


