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Background 
 
Broadly speaking there is growing consensus in almost every sphere of life that the challenge of 
our day is not change but the pace of change. This is evidenced in many ways: 
 

● Rapid technological development. 
● Social reengineering with phenomena such as delayed adolescence, redefinition of 

marriage and shifting morality now defining most societies. 
● The rapid rise of militant Islam. 
● Huge migrations of people around the world. 

 
The history of the Church has not equipped it to deal with rapid change. From the early 
councils of the Church to its resistance to the discoveries of the Renaissance our DNA is one 
that resists rapid change. This is perhaps the single biggest underlying reason for the 
constant new expressions of Church evident in the 21st Century – new Church 
‘entrepreneurs’ cannot survive in existing structures and so have no theological difficulty in 
starting their own. Thus I suggest the following framework for discussion: 
 
1. The Myth of the “Foreign” Missionary 
 
In my view this person no longer exists. Many Western church structures require the 
perpetuation of this language and church movements in developing nations that have 
strong ties to developed nations conveniently adopt this structure. In reality, the 
distinction between “foreign” and “home” missionary disappeared in the final twenty years 
of the 20th Century and contemporary church leaders need to be more proactive in 
recognizing this. 
 
2. The Challenge of “Orthodoxy” 
 
Evangelicals generally accept the principal of a dynamic theology. While holding strongly 
to the position that the Bible is God’s inspired word we accept that our understanding and 
practice of truth can mutate and change. The question is who gets to decide what mutation 
is legitimate and what is not? As authority structures globally shift and the global 
population is democratized, not only politically but also technologically, church authorities 
no longer have the same control or power. Thus almost anyone can now declare his or her 



interpretation of truth as legitimate without fear of ecclesial reprisal. Consequently the 
missionary of the 21st Century operates in a theologically diverse world. How does the 
 
global community of Christ-following people respond to the many syncretistic expressions 
of Chinese Christianity? How do Christians who are persecuted for their faith in many 
developing nations respond to sub-cultural expressions of Christian faith so evident among 
their American brethren? 
 
3. The Pervasiveness of Pluralism 
 
The New Testament narrative of the day of Pentecost seems to have provided the basis for 
the contemporary church’s near obsession with cultural diversity. Many pastors will boast 
how many nationalities are represented in their church above all other indicators of church 
health. This phenomena, by extension requires a new level of cultural understanding to be 
evident in every Christian leader. Messages from the pulpit in any single church could be 
interpreted in a variety of ways. Barna suggested as many as ten years ago that 27% of 
those attending Evangelical churches in the US believed in reincarnation. God’s sovereign 
blessing to some is no different to Karma to others. The missiological opportunities of 
globalization have created a new set of cross cultural communication challenges. 
 
4. The Aggressive Legislative and Regulatory Climate in Most Countries 
 
Almost universally there is a regulatory climate that makes missionary activity more 
challenging than it was in the twentieth century. Visa requirements, financial transactions 
and a host of other regulations make traditional international mission difficult. Recently 
India enacted a new law making financial transactions for non-Indians very difficult. This 
single factor will require new missionary methodologies to emerge. Importantly, 
supporting constituencies will need to be aggressive in the education of churches and 
Individuals. 
 
5. Stereotypical Training Models 
 
An analysis of successful missionary activity in the twentieth century will show that 
training was a central part of that success. Fuller Theological Seminary was a leader in the 
academic and formal education of missionaries. YWAM were outstanding in the offering of 
DTS and other courses. Some of the excellent work done by these and other organizations 
still serves us now but I would suggest that many of these models are proving 
unsustainable. Concerted discussion and agreement must be reached by sending churches 
and organizations regarding the diversification and development of training models. 
 
6. The Embrace of Dual Career Missionaries 
 
The luxury of career missionaries from developed nations but soon become a thing of the 



past. While this model is as old as the New Testament it will have to be more fully 
embraced by both sending and receiving churches. 
 


