
Who would have imagined forty-five years ago 
when EMQ was still in its founding years that 
issues in the future would focus on patronage, 

church-based mission, proverbs, syncretism, heart language, 
community, persecution, development, grief, short-term 
church-planting mission, and restriction levels? 

And which EMQ readers might have dared to dream that instead of all the 
authors being Western males, they would be treated to insights while sitting at 
the metaphorical feet of seasoned authors representing the entire globe in all its 
ethnic, gender, geographical, and age diversity? 

I’m excited about this issue as much by the content and lessons tying into 
the lives of cross-cultural ministers of the gospel as I am by the opportunity to 
learn from sisters and brothers who have lives so radically different from my 
own. It is truly a new era in missions—one in which it is possible to genuinely 
learn from each other, encourage each other, challenge each other—and mutu-
ally grow more in the likeness of the One who died for us all. It is my prayer that 
you enjoy the feast we set before you in this issue—and perhaps be even more 
motivated than ever to draw on the wisdom God has given to those among 
whom you serve. 

A. Scott Moreau 
Editor
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The Bad Question of 
Proclamation vs. Social 
Action: A Symposium

I read with interest the article, “The 
Bad Question of Proclamation vs. So-
cial Action:  A Symposium” (July 2012), 
but there still seems to be a lack of 
clarification and some important issues 
were not addressed.

“Proclamation vs. social action” is a 
debate, not a question, and this is one 
of the problems. A debate invites po-
larization and caricatures of the posi-
tions involved. A debate inevitably stirs 
up competition, and is not conducive 
for finding truth. So I think that we can 
safely say that this is a bad debate. The 
question that is posed, “Which has pri-
ority–proclamation or social action?” 
is a good question. The issue here is 
priority. We can only talk about the pri-
ority of proclamation or social action if 
we are clear on the end toward which 
we are striving. In this sense, the ques-
tion is a necessary one, and clarifica-
tion of the issues involved can be help-
ful if we consider the different kinds of 
priorities that can exist.

If the missionary task is to make 
disciples of all nations (Matt. 28:19), 
then the gospel of the kingdom has to 
be preached in the whole world (Matt. 
24:14; Luke 24:47), so that people can 
hear, believe, confess, and be saved 
(Rom. 10:1-15). The gospel is procla-
mation by its very nature. So perhaps 
we can say that proclamation has a 
teleological priority.  Whatever else we 
do, if we are making disciples, the gos-
pel has to be proclaimed at some point.

But if we consider how we can pro-

claim the gospel, then we have to think 
about strategy and tactics. How can the 
gospel gain a hearing? How can people 
be prepared to genuinely hear it? It is 
here that social action plays a crucial 
role. It can be a demonstration of the 
gospel, of the love and grace of God 
coming in flesh. So, depending on the 
context and stage of the work, or de-
pending on the role and gifting of the 
missionary, social action can take on a 
functional or strategic priority, as well as 
being the natural product of the gospel.  

This should not be a competition. 
Proclamation and social action are both 
necessary, both commanded. But they 
have different roles. We need to keep 
our mind on the final goal and remem-
ber that no matter who plants or who 
waters, it is God who gives the growth.

Dr. Jim Dahl, WorldVenture
Tyndale Theological Seminary, 

the Netherlands

letters to the editor

OOPS

In the October 2012 
issue, we regret that 
the author photo of 
Kyle Faircloth was 
incorrect. Here is  
the real Kyle.

Send letters to the editor by email to: 
emq@wheaton.edu. Include your name and 
organization. Letters that are used will often 
be edited and excerpted. Keep to four hundred 
words or less. 

Your Feedback is Important!
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Time to Reboot Agency/Church 
Relations?

for new missionary recruits should not 
trump getting the right people properly 
prepared.

Assumption #2: Churches can 
and should delegate to agencies the 
screening of candidates, as well as the 
field supervision and member care of 
missionaries. Missionary care is a pri-
mary responsibility of the agency, but 
supporting churches should be consult-
ed and engaged when serious issues arise. 

While agency communication with 
the home churches of missionaries fac-
ing crises of various kinds has generally 
improved in recent years, room for im-
provement remains.

Annual reviews should be the norm 
for all mission workers, and their home 
churches should be copied the results. 
Areas of serious concern should be 
shared with the home church as early 
as possible. When crisis situations do 
arise, the home church should be fully 
involved in providing an effective re-
sponse. None of this will work, however, 
if agencies and churches are strangers, 
which underscores the importance of 
implications from the remaining as-
sumptions.

Assumption #3: Agency account-
ability to churches is handled ad-
equately through the regular re-
porting of missionaries sent, the 
provision of more general agency re-

 Events of the last few years have 
raised serious questions about 
the adequacy and accuracy of 
assumptions about how mis-

sion agencies and churches relate, and 
what is necessary to correct shortcom-
ings in existing patterns. Our purpose 
here is to describe several of the as-
sumptions that currently exist, discuss 
places where reality contradicts those 
assumptions, and suggest steps to im-
prove the situation. 

Assumption #1: Churches are the 
God-ordained senders in missions. 
Agencies exist to assist the churches 
in fulfilling this task. 

Unfortunately, churches often 
don’t take seriously or don’t recognize 
their God-ordained role as senders, 
and agencies often function as if that 
doesn’t matter. Likewise, too many 
churches and agencies don’t adequate-
ly embrace the churches’ role in ensur-
ing the suitability and preparation of 
candidates for missionary service. 

Agencies should refuse to process 
candidates who come to them without 
the enthusiastic endorsement of their 
home church, based on a history of 
effective and faithful ministry in that 
church. If frequent moves or other fac-
tors have rendered this impossible, the 
agency should require time going for-
ward to achieve it. Organizational goals 

Commentary by EMQ associate editor, Gary Corwin

a second look
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ports and publications, field visits by 
occasional short-term church teams, 
and the presence of select church rep-
resentatives on agency boards. 

While all of the above are useful in-
gredients, it is a mistake when agency 
accountability to churches is handled 
more as a public relations function than 
the development of a multi-faceted rela-
tionship built around shared passions. 
So how can such relationships be fos-
tered, particularly when agencies must 
relate to so many churches?

The answers are not easy, and there 
is little doubt that hard choices must be 
made. Although most churches want 
to support their own, whatever agency 
they go out under, there is no reason 
why agencies and churches cannot also 
negotiate special relationships based 
on shared purposes and values, and 
reciprocal services. What that will actu-
ally look like depends on the particular 
needs and strengths of each, but it can 
indeed be done. Some are doing it.

A more intense and intentional lev-
el of relationship and shared purpose 
between agency and church will not 
only go a long way in addressing issues 
of accountability more adequately, but 
also stoke congregational passion.

Assumption #4: Mission strategy 
is left in the hands of the agency 
unless some theological or missio-
logical approach is brought to light 
with which churches vigorously dis-
agree. Withholding funding is the one 
meaningful action that churches can 
exercise in response. 

It is rare that forums of agencies 
and church leaders come together to 
discuss God’s purposes in mission and 
explore theological and missiologi-
cal fault lines. Instead, this should be 
a regular feature on agency calendars 

each year—not that the same church-
es are included each year, but that the 
whole spectrum of engaged (or at least 
interested) churches might be covered 
over a three or four-year cycle.

If this were done, I suspect that far 
fewer churches would resort to with-
holding funding or instigating peti-
tions as their primary means of ex-
pressing concern. The fact that such 
approaches are being employed is 
symptomatic of a broader communi-
cation and relational breakdown. The 
churches should not be, and cannot be, 
allowed to be passive spectators.

Assumption #5: Our church is 
more than capable of handling its 
own mission involvements. Agencies 
are an aberration that wouldn’t be nec-
essary if churches were properly exercis-
ing their God-given role in missions.

For a tiny minority of large and well-
staffed churches this assumption may 
actually be accurate. Some churches can 
handle the functions of training and 
oversight that agencies normally do. But 
such churches will in effect have to also 
become agencies to do so. When that is 
the case, agencies should welcome the 
church-based agency to their fraternity, 
and be as helpful as they can be. There is 
little doubt that the church agency will 
also learn some humility in the process.

Whatever the actual pattern of re-
lationship, churches and agencies do 
need each other. The sooner they get 
more serious about strengthening 
their relationships, the better it will 

be for achieving God’s 
purposes.  

Gary Corwin  is associate 
editor of EMQ and staff 
missiologist with the inter-
national office of SIM. 
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In much of the world, 
both students and 
national faculty 
     come into theological 
    institutions with a life
   experience profoundly
   shaped by patron
   client relationships.

Patronage,
            Exemption,

Photos courtesy Perry Shaw

[
]
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The future health of the global 
Christian movement depends 
on the quality of leadership 
training. The growing com-

mitment to quality control, capacity 
building, and accreditation in minis-
try training programs is therefore not 
a surprise.

Accrediting agencies around the 
world expect clearly-defined and imple-
mented policies as an essential element 
for healthy institutional functioning; 
consequently, reputable schools and 
programs have devoted significant time 

to the documentation of their policies 
and procedures. In practice, however, 
for many schools the written policies 
are little more than ink on paper, and 
the actual processes are based on pa-
tronage and exemption.

Rule of Law vs. Patronage
Because westerners believe in the 

“Rule of Law,” they desire clear institu-
tional policy. In general in the West, the 
law is perceived as a “friend”, existing 
for the communal good, and providing 
a level of protection for the weak. 

In much of the world, however, the 
law is seen as an “enemy”, designed 
by and existing for the benefit of the 
strong. In many places, laws are con-
tradictory and open to varying inter-
pretations, such that whoever is in the 
most powerful position ultimately de-
cides what is and is not lawful.

In such contexts, the weak have no 
choice but to enter into a dependent 
relationship with a patron. A good pa-
tron is someone who has sufficient in-
fluence to intercede on behalf of the 
weak client and provide an “exemp-

tion” from some decision through in-
fluencing a decision-maker to change 
his or her mind, or through accessing 
a higher authority to overturn the de-
cision of the slightly lesser authority. 
The cost to the client is unquestion-
ing loyalty to the patron, and turning 
a blind eye to the patron’s shortcom-
ings and wrongful acts.

People from the West often have 
difficulty appreciating some of the 
strengths of the patron-client system, 
such as its ability to promote interde-
pendence and deal with individuals 

 and Institutional 
                        PolicyPerry Shaw

People from the West often have difficulty 
appreciating some of the strengths of the patron-client 
system.
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as persons. A friend from the Philip-
pines, for example, told me of the com-
mon expression “debt of the heart” to 
describe client-patron relationships, 
pointing to the humanizing and rela-
tional aspects of this approach. 

In contrast, Rule of Law can some-
times be quite dehumanizing, and 
certainly promotes a level of indepen-
dence which undermines the sense 
of community consistently affirmed 
by scripture and rooted in the divine 
community of the Trinity. 

The major weakness of the patron-
client system is that it can lead to a 
high level of lawlessness, especially 
in contexts where there is more than 
one all-powerful person of authority. 
I have witnessed firsthand this law-

lessness in the multi-patron political 
scene of many Majority World coun-
tries, where the judiciary is simply a 
pawn in the hands of the various ri-
val patrons who use it as a test of their 
relative power. 

Patronage in Christian  
Colleges

In much of the world, both stu-
dents and national faculty come into 
theological institutions with a life ex-
perience profoundly shaped by pa-
tron-client relationships. There is a 
general perception of all regulations as 
the “enemy”, and the expectation that 
a powerful “patron” in the institution 

will help the individual work through 
the system, and get around what regu-
lations need to be circumvented in or-
der to complete the program of study. 

Many students will spend the early 
part of their studies feeling their way 
through the system to discover where 
the power lies and ingratiating them-
selves to the major power-broker(s) in 
the school. Most of this process is not 
even conscious; it is simply a familiar 
pattern.

In these contexts, there tends to be 
a high level of relationship and sense 
of belonging between the patron and 
those under his or her patronage. Ac-
ceptance into the school is often based 
on who you know, and the decisions 
of the acceptance committee are vetted 

by the patron, who makes the ultimate 
decision. For the more benevolent fa-
therly patrons (common in theologi-
cal colleges), direct punishment of 
any student is seen as shaming the stu-
dent, the institution, and the patron. 
Consequently, irrespective of the writ-
ten policy, actual practice is based on 
the decision of the patron. 

Unless the student commits a crime 
of such magnitude that removal from 
the community is necessary for the 
protection of the community, the stu-
dent will continue to be granted a level 
of “exemption”, being allowed to do 
quiet compensation for wrongful acts 
rather than suffering the consequences 

Many students will spend the early part of 
their studies feeling their way through the system 
to discover where the power lies and ingratiating them-
selves to the major power-broker(s) in the school.



Recognize the realities associated with the patronage culture 
from which both students and faculty come. Before even con-
sidering the establishment of policy, the institution needs to ensure 
that there are multiple layers of pastoral care in place that promote 
the relationship and community so valued in patronage societies. At 
our own school we have seen a direct relationship between student 
commitment to institutional policy and the pastoral heart of the 
academic dean and the dean of students.

Time must be given to introducing students and faculty to 
the policies, and in what ways institutional policy serves them as 
individuals and as a community. Policy needs to be personalized 
rather than distant and abstract. 

Explain the reasons. For the more sensitive and commonly-ap-
plied policies (such as cheating, plagiarism, and lateness), we have 
developed purpose statements that explain how the issues at stake 
in the policies contribute to the students’ own formation as emerg-
ing Christian leaders. Both students and faculty have found these 
purpose statements beneficial.

Provide extra layers of grace. We are currently experimenting with 
an academic dishonesty policy that gives a “first time grace,” in which 
students who are caught are warned and then given the opportunity 
to resubmit without penalty, with the strict discipline beginning at 
the second offense. With many policies, we see the first offense as an 
“educational phase,” and in some cases have asked students to write 
a reflective paper on the relationship between the policy they have 
broken and their own personal formation as emerging leaders. On 
the second offense we work through the policy with the students, 
ensuring that they understand the rationale. We then ask students to 
make a written commitment to do what is right. Significant discipline 
comes on the third offense. These levels of grace and learning help 
to personalize the policy and most students come to see the policy as 
a vehicle for learning rather than punishment.

Simplify the policy as much as possible, including only what is 
essential. Writing a detailed policy with dozens of clauses and regu-
lations is an invitation to seek gaps and exemptions. 

        
Balancing Quality 
      Assurance and 
  Relationships in Community

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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delineated in the written policies. Any 
record of wrongful act is seen as sham-
ing the student out of proportion to 
the act, so little is ever recorded. 

For example, in several schools I 
have observed a zero tolerance to ac-
ademic dishonesty on the books, but 
in practice students are given repeat-
ed opportunities to redo plagiarized 
work. To do otherwise would be seen 
as inappropriately harsh for someone 
who is “one of ours.” 

The Problem with Patronage
While the highly relational aspects 

of a patronage system have many at-
tractions, the approach is fraught 
with difficulties, and can easily under-
mine the quality of learning necessary 
for preparing future leaders for the 
Church of Jesus Christ.

Perhaps the gravest concern of pa-
tronage systems is that, for the sake 
of preserving harmony and image, 
students with foundational character 
flaws are “pushed through the sys-
tem.” Patronage covers the flaws, and 
these weaknesses are not addressed 
prior to graduation. The student then 
carries these same weaknesses into 
church leadership.

At a more immediate level, the 
dominance of patronage over policy 
provides little genuine protection of 
faculty from the wrongs of students—
or students from the wrongs of faculty.

In communities with mixed West-
ern and Majority World faculty, the 
tensions are magnified by the differing 
attitudes toward Rule of Law and pa-
tronage. Westerners see Rule of Law as 
empowering and reassuring. For many 
in the Majority World, it is seen as un-
generous, demeaning, inhospitable, 
and offensive. 

However, the patronage system ef-
fectively undermines initiative: all ini-
tiative must be seen to come from the 
patron, and any creative initiative with 
which the patron disagrees will be 
undermined. Work rapidly becomes 
“just a job,” with responsibility but 
little genuine authority. Most Western 
workers have limited patience in such 
contexts, and schools that function 
with a patronage system tend to have 
high turnover of foreign workers.

Assessment
Scripture contains many examples 

of patronage. It could even be argued 
that the well-quoted Council of Acts 
15 was not genuine consensual lead-
ership, but more a pattern of Middle 
Eastern tribal leadership, with James 
functioning as the sheikh with his shura 
(patron and council). However, the ex-
tent to which these biblical examples 
are supposed to be paradigmatic or 
merely descriptive is a major herme-
neutical question.

Of greater significance is the imper-
ative of shared leadership modeled by 
God himself (Shaw 2006), practiced 
by Jesus (Mark 6:6-13) and the apos-
tles (Acts 3:1; 8:14-17; 13:1-3; 15:39-
16:3), and repeatedly emphasized in 
Paul’s letters (1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:11-16). 

The model of shared leadership 
questions the tradition of “one-man-
show” patronage in institutional 
contexts and calls for a form of team 
leadership where all are empowered to 
use their gifts for the common good. 
Such consensual leadership is depen-
dent upon a universal commitment of 
all those with authority to some sort 
of shared understandings, and these 
shared understandings are the foun-
dation for institutional policy. When 

“Best of” books
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consensual understandings are over-
ridden by any individual, the shared 
leadership process is undermined. 

Rule of Law emphasizes truth; 
patronage emphasizes grace. Only 
through a balance between these two 
approaches can the life of Christ be 
modeled for the emerging leaders in 
our care. How then do we respond? 
On page 11 are five ways we can con-
front this issue in a biblical manner. 

Conclusion
The quality of leadership training is 

a major factor in serving or hindering 
the effectiveness of the Church in ful-
filling its missional mandate. Ignoring 
the building of capacity and quality 
in training programs is not an option. 

May God grant us all wisdom in the 
way we structure our leadership train-
ing so that grace and truth prevail in 
all we do. 

Reference
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M
any of us worshipping in 
scattered parts of the world 
have enjoyed listening to 
older preachers who in-
spired and delighted con-

gregations by the wise use of local prov-
erbs. They did not have much formal training, 
but spoke in ways that the local people under-
stood and enjoyed. 

We have also heard others—young preach-
ers or foreigners—who shared correct scrip-
tural truths, but did not inspire or delight the 
congregations. They had formal training, but 
spoke in ways unfamiliar to the people—ones 
that reflected a college or seminary setting. 

In each situation, the congregation re-
sponded differently. One of the reasons for 
the differences in response was that the old-
er, traditional speakers used local proverbs  
and other traditional oral art (Salisbury 2004).  

Using Local 
Proverbs 
in Ministry
Peter Unseth

You have washed your body; 
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how will you wash your soul? 

Do local proverbs 
contain God’s wisdom? 

What should we 
do if local proverbs 
contradict scripture?

You have washed your body; 
Afghan proverb

Photos courtesy Peter Unseth
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In many parts of the world, the sign 
of being a good public speaker is ap-
propriate use of proverbs, because 
their use adds to the credibility and 
authority of the speaker and his or her 
message. 

How can we best use local prov-
erbs in Christian ministry? This article 
gives reasons why we should use local 
proverbs in ministry, and presents ways 
that they can be effectively utilized. It 
is written with a strong African input, 
but the principles can be applied else-
where.

Ultimate Authority
In some countries of the world, such 

as Liberia, early Christian missionaries 
did not allow the use of local proverbs 
in ministry; instead, they regarded 
them as tainted since they were part of 
a non-Christian culture (Karnga 1996, 
49). However, many local proverbs 
affirm high moral values that agree 
with scripture. These proverbs can and 
should be used in Christian ministry.

Before we discuss how we can use 
local proverbs in ministry, we should 
stop and consider the question of au-
thority. Do local proverbs contain God’s 
wisdom? What is the relationship between 
local wisdom and scripture? What should 
we do if local proverbs contradict scripture? 

Proverbs often represent a society’s 
highest efforts to command and de-
scribe a moral life, “the product of the 
common grace given to humanity at 
large” (Tewoldemedhin 2006, 747). 
But proverbs are based on fallen, hu-
man wisdom, and they cannot provide 
the power to obey, nor provide a way 
of forgiveness. Although we can benefit 
from the study of human proverbs, 

We must always be sure that the Bible 

is the basis of our message; for the Bible 
must eternally remain the highest author-
ity insofar as the Christian is concerned. 
Proverbs as well as other aspects of cul-
ture must be subject to Biblical teaching. 
(Karnga 1996, 50)

Some local proverbs seem to echo 
biblical teaching (sometimes even in 
structure). For example, “Alcohol bites 
harder than a snake” (Nepali) is simi-
lar to Proverbs 23:31-32: “Do not gaze 
at wine when it is red, when it sparkles 
in the cup, when it goes down smooth-
ly! In the end it bites like a snake and 
poisons like a viper.” Although many 
local proverbs are in harmony with 
scripture, there are also local proverbs 
that contradict scripture. For example, 
there is a Bassa proverb from Liberia 
that sanctions lying, but Abba Karnga 
reminds us, “The Gospel does not sup-
port any kind of selective truth-telling” 
(1996, 46), pointing out that Colos-
sians 3:9 and Ephesians 4:25 teach us 
that we must speak the truth. 

Since scripture is authoritative 
above all traditions, we must be care-
ful not to endorse the message of all lo-
cal proverbs. The collective wisdom of 
our ancestors is still flawed and fallen. 
Jay Moon shares how he worked with 
Ghanaian church leaders to examine 
their proverbs in light of scripture. 
Sometimes they decided that scripture 
condemned values and practices that 
were expressed in their proverbs, but 
sometimes it affirmed traditional val-
ues expressed in proverbs (2009).

Use of Local Proverbs 
in the Bible

Some have questioned the validity 
and wisdom of using local proverbs 
in Christian ministry. The simplest 
reply to this is that Jesus and other 
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writers in scripture used local prov-
erbs in their ministries. One example 
is in Luke 4:23, where Jesus used a 
local proverb to introduce a topic, “I 
am sure you will quote this proverb 
to me, ‘Doctor, heal yourself.’” In an-
other example, to illustrate a point, 
the Apostle Peter quoted two prov-
erbs together, one from the Old Tes-
tament and one from the local cul-
ture: “What happened to them shows 
that the proverbs are true: ‘A dog goes 
back to what it has vomited’ and ‘A 
pig that has been washed goes back 
to roll in the mud’” (2 Pet. 2:22). 

Evangelism
Proverbs can be used as part of 

evangelistic ministry, particularly in 
areas where many local people view 
Christians negatively, either as violat-
ing traditions or as following some 
sort of ungodly religion. 

Using local proverbs works to 
“overcome the distrust of... unbeliev-
ers... who see the Church as an im-
ported religion” (Karnga 1996, 10). 
When the gospel message is linked 
to local proverbs, it helps ground the 
message in local culture. Using local 
proverbs shows that we as Christians 
share and affirm some deeply-held 
positive values of the community. In 
our conversations, we can open up 
discussion of spiritual things by talk-
ing about local proverbs that call for 
virtue and high moral behavior, in-
cluding forgiveness, sobriety, marital 
faithfulness, and respect for elders. 

Every culture has values that will 
agree with biblical positions, and 
these values are typically reinforced 
by proverbs. Having agreed with the 
positive moral values taught by lo-
cal proverbs, we can gently point out 

that nobody does all of the things 
proverbs tell us to do, and nobody 
refrains from doing all that proverbs 
advise against. From there, we can 
point to scripture that confirms we 
all are sinners. 

Now we have a point of agree-
ment between local assumptions and 
our Christian message. This naturally 
leads us into a discussion of our need 
for forgiveness by our Creator.

Proverbs in Teaching  
and Preaching

When preaching, it is often useful 
to reinforce a point by quoting a rel-
evant local proverb. Joshua Kudadjie 
comments, 

Their use will help immensely to teach 
the truths of many biblical themes and 
stories, and to affect the moral, social and 
spiritual lives of the people for the bet-
ter; for when a proverb is used correctly, 
it speaks to the intellect, the soul and the 
heart… They can, thus, be used to great 
advantage in Christian preaching and 
teaching. (1996, 11) 

For example, when teaching from 
Matthew 7:1 about not judging oth-
ers, it would be relevant among the 
Tonga to quote, “A whip used on 
someone else should be put away or 
tomorrow the same whip will be used 
to whip you.”  

A Jabo proverb from Liberia says, “A 
tree grows up before we tie a cow to it” 
meaning that experience and growth 
are necessary before others will trust a 
person in a position. It would be ap-
propriate to quote this proverb in a 
Jabo congregation when teaching on 
the qualifications for elders/overseers: 
“The overseer… must not be a recent 
convert” (1 Tim. 3:2, 6).
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There are times when a good 
preacher can take a local proverb 
and change it slightly. Such changed 
proverbs can often be used to help 
an audience remember a point. For 
example, in Amharic, Spanish, and 
Arabic, there is a proverb that reads, 
“Into a closed mouth, no fly will en-
ter.” A preacher in such a congrega-
tion could twist the proverb and re-
mind the congregation that, “Out of 
a closed mouth, no praise will come,” 
reminding people that we must not 
neglect praising Jesus. Scripture pro-
vides the authority, but the local 
proverb provides reinforcement and 
an aid to memory. 

Proverbs for Titles  
and Outlines

A local proverb may provide a title 
for a sermon. For example, a sermon 
in Amharic about gentle speech (us-
ing passages such as Eph. 4:25-32) 
could be titled “A Word from the 
Mouth,” based on the local proverb, 
“A word from the mouth, out, spo-
ken; an egg from the hand, down, 
broken.” The scripture is the main 
authority, but the truth of the sermon 
is easier to remember if it is tied to 
a local proverb. The full form of the 
proverb can be used in the sermon, 
but the opening phrase can also be 
used as a title to get people’s atten-
tion and remember the message.

A Builsa Christian from Ghana 
used the local proverb, “A human be-
ing hides in the feathers of a fowl” in 
a creative way (Moon 2009, 111). The 
proverb refers to the fact that chick-
ens can be used to pay off debts or as 
sacrifices; in both circumstances the 
person is protected by a chicken. He 
then referred to Psalm 91:4, noting 

that God protects us, “He will cover 
you with his wings.” For the Builsa 
listeners it was a memorable and 
powerful image.

Local proverb style may also provide 
an outline for a sermon. For example, 
there are many Somali proverbs that 
are formed using a list of three. For ex-
ample, “Three things bring the down-
fall of sultans: biased judgment, mean-
ness, and indecision.” Following such 
a local pattern, a Somali pastor might 
introduce a sermon on 1 John 2:16: 
“There are three things that lead us into 
sin: the cravings of sinful man, the lust 
of his eyes, and the boasting of what he 
has and does.” Or one might consider 
creating an introduction or outline that 
sounds like a local proverb. For exam-
ple, “There are three things we should 
do with our mouths: praise God, min-
ister to other believers, and tell the 
gospel to nonbelievers.” In producing 
literature, local proverbs may be good 
as titles or section headings. 

Proverbs in Counseling  
Ministry

Proverbs can also be used in 
counseling (“counseling” in a broad 
sense). For example, when trying 
to reconcile people who are bitter 
at each other, we should always use 
scripture. But we can also use relevant 
local proverbs that remind us all of 
the need for forgiveness, the impor-
tance of living in harmony, the im-
portance of  husband and wife being 
united and faithful, etc.

As an example of a local proverb 
that has relevance for marital and 
premarital counseling, consider the 
Amharic proverb, “Husband and 
wife are drawn [like water] from the 
same lake.” This proverb allows us 
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to remind the prospective husband 
and wife that both partners in a mar-
riage need to be Christians. Also, it 
reminds us that since both originate 
from the same source (Christ), they 
must treat the other as a beloved 
member of the Body of Christ. Ad-
ditionally, because of their unity in 
Christ, possible divisions from their 
backgrounds (such as ethnic or clan 
differences, family friction, etc.) must 
become less important than the new 
marital bond of unity.

By using local proverbs in addition 
to scripture, we are providing multiple 
reasons for people to choose the wise 
and godly action. If a person is not 
fully committed to the authority of 
scripture, he or she may be more will-
ing to listen to a local proverb. One of 
the reasons proverbs are traditionally 
used in advising people is that they are 
often indirect and less confrontation-
al. Especially when the person giving 
the advice is younger, such as a young 
pastor speaking to an older person, 
proverbs allow the speaker to advise 
gently, invoking the community’s wis-
dom, not merely speaking his or her 
own opinions. Scripture should still 
be used, but local proverbs can also be 
an important tool.

Proverbs in Discipling
In many places, proverbs are used to 

teach the young the community’s val-
ues. Proverbs may need some explana-
tion of their meaning and the intended 
application, but they are a standard tool 
for teaching. Whatever the age group 
comparison, when we look at new con-
verts to Christianity as being young in 
the faith, the use of proverbs in teach-
ing them how to live in their new com-
mitment to Christ is appropriate.  

Proverbs in Songs
Songs are sometimes written based 

on local proverbs. Local proverbs can 
also be used in writing Christian 
songs, such as using (part of) a prov-
erb as a unifying theme for a song. 
We can ask a local Christian musician 
to write songs using specific proverbs, 
composing in the local musical style. 
For example, if these styles use a verse 
and a repeated refrain or chorus, a 
song might consist of a local proverb, 
a brief situation where it is needed, 
and a repetition of the proverb. This 
might be followed by a second situa-
tion, then repeating the proverb. 

Proverbs in Comparing Local 
Traditions to Scripture

Moon documented how he en-
couraged church leaders among the 
Builsa of Ghana to compare their 
traditional proverbs to scripture. In 
some cases, they found proverbs that 
were parallel to scriptural teaching, 
but they also found some that ex-
pressed cultural values that were not 
in agreement with scripture. By look-
ing at their own cultural values as ex-
pressed in their proverbs, the church 
leaders were better able to discuss and 
decide which parts of their traditions 
they should keep, which they should 
modify, and which they should reject 
(2009).

Proverbs in Theological 
Teaching

Proverbs have traditionally been 
used to teach and guide both chil-
dren and adults in a variety of local 
contexts. We can also use appropri-
ate proverbs for formal teaching in 
a Christian context. If teachers in 
theological colleges and seminaries 
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use local proverbs in their teaching, 
both as teaching tools and as topics 
of study, this will demonstrate to the 
students that using local proverbs is 
appropriate and effective.

Karnga pleads for theological col-
leges and seminaries to focus on 
proverbs, both as teaching tools and 
as “part of courses in biblical exege-
sis, hermeneutics, exposition, gos-
pel contextualization, techniques of 
preaching, and the use of Jesus’ par-
ables” (1996, 51). Moon wrote about 
a class where he asked students to de-
scribe their ministry situation with a 
local proverb (2004, 168; 2009, 171). 
The students responded enthusias-
tically. One teacher assigned theo-
logical students to collect and study 
proverbs from their people (Bennett 
1997). This led to rich discussions of 
many topics, including difficult top-
ics related to marriage.

Collecting and Organizing 
Proverbs for Ministry

We should all collect proverbs that 
may be useful in ministry. The idea 
of collecting proverbs for preaching is 
at least as old as St. John Chrysostom 
(AD 345-407). Over 1,600 years later, 
Johann Christaller published a col-
lection of over six thousand proverbs 
from Twi in Ghana with the hope that 
they would be used for preaching the 
gospel to unbelieving Twi-speakers. 
Since then, many collections have been 
published by Christians in ministry.

When you hear a proverb, write 
it down. It may be useful to collect 
large numbers of proverbs1, instead 
of just writing down those we hear 
in ordinary conversation. Collecting 
these lists gives us opportunities to 
have serious discussions with respect-

ed, older members of the local com-
munity, whether they are believers or 
not. The proverb-collecting process 
gives us opportunities to spend time 
with local elders discussing topics 
that are important to them and to us. 

After collecting proverbs, catego-
rize them for different kinds of min-
istry applications. Organize them so 
that they can be easily found when 
needed. Some may be useful for fu-
nerals, some for evangelism, some for 
counseling wayward young people, 
and some are relevant for specific 
scripture texts. Some proverbs will be 
useful for more than one purpose so 
these should be categorized for each 
purpose. 

This can be done in a database, or 
something as simple as a notebook, 
arranged so that one can later find 
proverbs related to various topics. For 
proverbs that relate to specific pas-
sages of scripture, it is helpful to write 
these proverbs (or the first few words 
of each proverb) in the margins of 
one’s Bible.  

It is also important to notice and 
collect examples of local proverbs 
that promote values, actions, and atti-
tudes that do not agree with scripture. 
One can use a proverb to introduce 
the topic, but then give the scriptural 
teaching that corrects it. In the Bible, 
Ezekiel did this, quoting a local prov-
erb, then telling them that the attitude 
expressed in this proverb was wrong 
(Ezek. 12:22-23). This could be intro-
duced using Jesus’ formula, “You have 
heard that it was said… But I now tell 
you...”, or “But the Bible says...”

Conclusion
These thoughts are intended to 

stimulate Christians to use local 
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proverbs in ministry. We should use 
these when they naturally come to 
mind, but also make an effort to find 
and create ways to include proverbs 
in our ministry, making this effort 
part of our regular preparation for 
teaching and preaching. 

For an African context at least, 
Karnga has made the explicit sugges-
tion, “Find and cite at least one ap-
propriate indigenous African proverb 
every sermon or major address that 
you deliver” (1996, 52). By using 
proverbs, outsiders can provide the 
example and affirmation for local 
Christians to use their own proverbs. 

Proverbs can make any speech or 
conversation tastier and more memo-
rable. A proverb, whether biblical or 
local, is a beautiful way to express an 
idea. “An idea well-expressed is like 
a design of gold, set in silver” (Prov. 
25:11). 

Endnote
1. I have prepared suggestions on how 

to collect proverbs: www.gial.edu/GIALens/
vol1-1/Unseth-Proverbs-Article.pdf. 
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A
idan was a superior student in the under-
graduate degree program at the school 
where I taught intercultural studies. In fact, 
he was awarded the outstanding graduat-
ing senior distinction. So it was no surprise 

that such an astute question came from him. Aidan had 
just come from his evangelism class and had asked the 
instructor the question, “How much syncretism is allowed 
in the Church?” Aidan, however, was not satisfied with 
the answer. 

The heart of the question lies in the age-old discussion 
of contextualization vs. syncretism. What one assesses as 

How Much Syncretism 

Is Allowed?
Lynn D. Shmidt

the combination of different forms of belief or practice

syn-
cre-tism:
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good contextualization another will 
label syncretism and heresy. This dis-
cussion began in the early Church 
and has continued through today. The 
terms contextualization and syncre-
tism “function on the boundary line 
between heresy and orthodoxy, with a 
strong suspicion that syncretists have 
crossed the line into heresy while con-
textualists have enabled people to ex-
perience new creativity and depth in 
their faith” (Heideman 1997, 38). 

Good missiology would suggest 
that contextualization is the goal and 
is normally framed positively. Logical-
ly, this seems to suggest that rejecting 
syncretism should be a complemen-

tary goal, which is usually described 
in negative terms.  

Of course, the issue is larger than 
just a theological question, and bleeds 
over into the practice of Christians. 
Lesslie Newbigin asks the question, 
“How far should the gospel be ‘at 
home’ in a culture, and how far should 
it resist domestication?” (1989, 144). 
The debate comes to light especially in 
the Majority World, where new believ-
ers strive to live in faith to Christ and 
yet retain their cultural identity. 

One of the more prominent exam-
ples of this struggle is Messianic Juda-
ism; however, former Muslims, Bud-
dhists, and Hindus are also wrestling 

with it. The International Journal of 
Frontier Missiology reports that the issue 
of contextualization and syncretism 
was prominent in a workshop held 
at their meeting in September 2009. 
Workshop moderator H. L. Richard 
referred to an “insider paradigm”—
believers who retain their cultural 
involvement. The key is maintaining 
one’s faith in Jesus while living con-
tentedly (legally and socially) within 
one’s society.

What answer did Aidan receive from 
his evangelism instructor?  “None, of 
course.”  No syncretism is allowed in 
the Church—the point being that the 
Church is to be pure and all that is be-

lieved and practiced should be bibli-
cal. As the Church, we must never give 
in to syncretistic or sinful practices or 
imperfect beliefs.

My initial response was that we 
must always allow for some syncre-
tism in the Church, because the earth-
ly Church will never become com-
pletely without fault or failure while it 
remains on earth. My response was in-
adequate, but the question stimulated 
my thinking.

What Is Syncretism?
A general definition of syncretism 

suggests the blending of religious 
traditions. Simply put, a person who 

The issue is larger than just a 
theological question, and bleeds over 
into the practice of Christians. 
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draws from two or more belief systems 
at the same time is guilty of syncre-
tism. He or she is reaching for the best 
of two religious worlds.

This type of syncretism was illus-
trated to me while I was among the 
people of Botswana and observed 
the way they sought physical heal-
ing. Botswana, being semi-arid, was 
hot and dry, and consequently peo-
ple constantly used products to keep 
their skin moist. One useful product 
was Vaseline, which was often sold in 
small round tins. It was common to 
see people take out their small tins 
and dab a bit of the ointment some-
where on their faces or heads. 

I thought nothing of it other than 
they were moisturizing their skin. 
However, a local pastor confronted me 
one Sunday, advising that we needed 
to do something about the large num-
ber of believers who were using muti 
(or medicine) from the witchdoctor 
(referred to as a traditional doctor in 
Botswana). He claimed it was so bad 
that you could even see them using it 
in church. 

He explained further that tradi-
tional doctors used the 
Vaseline tins to distrib-
ute their healing con-
coctions, often mixed 
into the Vaseline. As an 
outsider cross-cultural 
minister, I thought the 
use of Vaseline tins was 
totally innocent, but to 
the insider local pastor, 
their use signified a syn-
cretistic faith among his 
people.

If this is the extent 
of the meaning of syn-
cretism, then I would 

agree with the pastor who suggests 
we should allow no syncretism in the 
church. This type of blended system 
suggests an incomplete conversion or 
a simplistic faith without much depth 
or transformation of one’s worldview.

I find a more appropriate explana-
tion of syncretism in Darrell White-
man’s article, “Effective Communi-
cation of the Gospel amid Cultural 
Diversity” (1984). Whiteman articu-
lates a culture/faith matrix by which 
effective communication of the gospel 
moves an indigene from the pagan/
indigenous quadrant of the matrix to 
the Christian/indigenous quadrant 
(see illustration below). The goal is 
to communicate the Bible through 
indigenous cultural forms so that no 
cultural dislocation takes place. 

However, an ethnocentric approach 
by a cross-cultural minister may intro-
duce Western Christian forms without 
adequately conveying the associated 
Christian (biblical) meanings. In this 
scenario, an indigene is essentially 
converted to a Western form of Christi-
anity. Whiteman suggests that syncre-
tism may result through the ascription 

Indigenous Culture

Christian 
Faith

Western Culture

Pagan 
Faith
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of local or indigenous 
meanings to Christian 
or Western forms used 
in the church (see illus-
tration to the right). 

In this case, the in-
digenous believer looks 
Christian by Western 
standards, but may in-
ternally attribute his or 
her own cultural un-
derstanding to the new 
Christian practices. West-
ern forms of Christianity 
given indigenous mean-
ings are syncretistic.

I was brought face to face with this 
issue while preparing a group of local 
pastors in Botswana for a large evan-
gelistic gathering. Our plan was to 
minister physical healing in one of the 
services, and we were discussing the 
logistics of the service. Near the end of 
the training, I told the pastors I would 
provide vials of oil for anointing the 
seekers coming for healing. Suddenly, 
one local pastor erupted, “I will never 
anoint my people with oil for heal-
ing!” Initially shocked by his some-
what violent reaction to the use of oil, 
I asked for clarity. 

While most of the experienced pas-
tors accepted the customary use of 
anointing oil, this pastor and several 
newer pastors had a very legitimate 
fear. They feared that if they used oil 
to anoint the sick, their people would 
associate the act with magic. That 
truly would be syncretism: using the 
Christian form of anointing with oil 
but associating a worldview of magi-
cal manipulation to it. The pastor was 
wise and suggested that he wanted his 
people to know that healing was only 
by the grace of God through prayer.

I believe Whiteman’s explanation 
of syncretism causes us to rethink our 
response to syncretism. Meanings com-
municated must be Christian, whether 
the form used is Western, Hebrew, or 
indigenous to any other culture.

Going back to Newbigin’s per-
spective on the gospel and culture, 
he states, “There is no such thing as a 
pure gospel, if by that is meant some-
thing which is not embodied in a cul-
ture” (1989, 144). There is truth that is 
above culture, but for us to appropri-
ate it, truth must have meaning within 
our realm of understanding (that is, 
the gospel is interpreted through cul-
tural forms and structures). 

Our struggle to communicate the 
gospel in cultural forms is not new and 
therefore, the debate between contex-
tualization and syncretism is also not 
new. In fact, the struggle for Christian 
authenticity has been a long-standing 
missionary worry in each culture and 
society touched by the gospel. Wilbert 
Shenk summarizes, 

This is understandable, for missionaries 
were encountering exotic cultures and try-

Indigenous Culture

Christian 
Faith

Western Culture

Pagan 
Faith

Convert
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ing to communicate in strange languages. 
They learned early that terms important to 
the Christian faith either had no parallel 
in the other language or meant something 
quite different. They had to make many 
choices in working out a presentation of 
the gospel that was culturally and linguis-
tically understandable and yet faithful to 
what they understood it to be. Missionaries 
continually walked a tightrope between adap-
tation to culture and rejection of those features 
that could not be reconciled with the gospel. An 
uncritical accommodation led to syncre-
tism that diluted or denatured the gospel, 
while failure to adapt would have meant 
that the gospel remained foreign and inac-
cessible. (1999, 127, emphasis mine)  

Walking that tightrope is essential for 
churches today. Shenk terms it “critical 
syncretism” (1999, 127) by which the 
Church communicates the gospel cred-
ibly through meaningful adaptation to 
the surrounding culture, maintaining 
the position of being salt and light to 
the culture rather than merely being a 
religious reflection of the culture.

If I take the view that syncretism has 
been and is in the Church, then my 
questions may rather need to be, “How 
much syncretism should be expected?” and 
“What is the appropriate response to the 
syncretism found in the church?”

Responses to New Questions
The Bible presents an ongoing 

struggle between contextualization 
and syncretism within the lives of the 
people of God. A Bible/theology col-
league rightly points out that simply 
reading the Bible is a serious cross-
cultural experience and the task of the 
Christian today is to re-contextualize 
the gospel. The Bible is contextualized 
in the “skin” of the ancient Hebrews 
and then of the first-century Greco-
Roman world. The New Testament au-

thors struggled with contextualization 
of the gospel into new cultural settings, 
as we see in the multitude of problems 
and questions they must address. Amid 
a multitude of biblical examples of 
syncretism, I have settled on two.

Example 1: Exodus 32. Let’s look 
briefly at the episode in Exodus 32, 
when the people of Israel break the 
covenant they had recently made with 
God. Because Moses is on the moun-
tain with God for an extended amount 
of time, the people become doubtful 
of God and his leadership into the fu-
ture. So, following the customs of the 
surrounding nations, they construct a 
golden calf to be their god, giving it 
the honor that rightfully belonged to 
Jehovah. This is clearly syncretism of 
the first type discussed above, “mixing 
and matching” pagan beliefs and prac-
tices with those revealed by God.   

Example 2: Acts 8. Another stark 
example is in Acts 8 when Simon, a 
former sorcerer of Samaria, believes 
in Jesus and becomes baptized. Hav-
ing seen the Holy Spirit fall on people 
who are touched by John and Peter, he 
seeks to receive the same power as the 
disciples. However, he seeks the gift 
wrongly, wanting to buy the power 
from them. Simon continues to act 
from his former worldview as a sorcer-
er, believing that supernatural powers 
are something he can manipulate and 
obtain by means that are not of faith. 
This is syncretism of the second type, 
in which a Christian form (laying on 
of the hands) is imbued with an indig-
enous meaning (that the result is an 
imposition of one’s will on a higher 
will for one’s own benefit). Simon’s 
worldview is still that of a magician.  

From these two examples I want to 
draw three significant conclusions. 
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Responding through PRIEST

allowed! 

Person: 
Accept and respect the person involved in syncretism. Regard him or her 
as someone genuinely seeking God, authentically striving to know God, 
although not yet matured to a fully orthodox Christian in belief and prac-
tice. Acceptance of the person fosters influence through relationship.

Recognize: 
Recognize and address syncretism when it is found. Whether in one’s 
own culture or in cross-cultural experiences, syncretism should be iden-
tified because it represents a fusion of opposing religious systems and 
ultimately leads to a diminished understanding of God.

Inform: 
Let scripture inform our thinking and direct people to the Bible as the 
one true authority. The biblical narrative must be taken very seriously as 
it informs theology and practice, while cultural context is a secondary 
source. Cultural practices that are contrary to the best biblical interpre-
tation should be regarded as sinful and abolished. Cultural practices af-
firmed in the Bible should be welcomed. If the Bible seems to be silent, 
then let the people involved make their best culturally-informed decision.

Ethnocentrism: 
Be aware of ethnocentrism and how it could lead someone to impose 
his or her own cultural convictions on a situation rather than relying on 
scriptural evidence to affirm or condemn a belief or practice. Allow the 
local people (instead of ourselves) to have the responsibility of giving a 
definitive response and determining compliance. 

Spirit: 
Allow the Holy Spirit to convict and lead through the process.  

Time:
Recognize that responding to syncretism takes time; as with all mission, 
it takes a long-term commitment and process.

no syncretism 
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First, God is displeased with 
syncretistic beliefs and practices 
because they dishonor him. In Exo-
dus 32:7, God speaks of the people of 
Israel as being “corrupted” because of 
their action. He says, “They have turned 
quickly out of the way I have com-
manded them” (v. 8). In Acts 8:21, Pe-
ter proclaims to Simon that “your heart 
is not right in the sight of God.” Beliefs 
and practices dissimilar to the revealed 
truth of God will not please him.

Second, God uses human agents 
to address syncretism. In Exodus, 
Moses is that agent, going to the 
people to rebuke them for their sin  
(v. 21) and proclaiming the conse-
quence (vs. 26-29).  In Acts, Peter 
speaks up immediately when con-

fronted by Simon, rebuking him, 
“Your money perish with you, because 
you thought the gift of God could be 
purchased with money” (v. 20).  God 
gives discernment to his people to dis-
tinguish between truth and falsity, and 
he uses people to accomplish a true 
contextual understanding of God.  

Third, when confronting syn-
cretism, God expects his human 
agents to uphold the highest bibli-
cal standards of belief and practice 
while tempering their attitudes to-
ward weaker believers with mercy. 
Moses exemplifies this principle in 
Exodus 32. He pleads for mercy on 
Israel’s behalf and even turns from 
God’s offer to begin a new nation 
through Moses (vs. 10-11).  Moses’ 

plea demonstrates his great devotion 
to God and to the people of Israel. He 
fears that God’s name will be dishon-
ored among the nations if they perish 
in the wilderness after such a great 
deliverance from Egypt by God. 

Then, when Moses returns to 
speak to God after delivering his re-
buke and discipline to Israel, he iden-
tifies so completely with the people 
and their sin that he concludes his 
plea for mercy with the words, “…but 
if [you will not forgive their sin] blot 
me out of your book which you have 
written” (v. 33).

In Acts 8, we see in Peter’s response 
his absolute adherence to God’s truths 
and also an offer of mercy to Simon. 
He says to Simon, “You have neither 

part nor portion in this matter” (v. 21), 
implying that Simon’s understanding 
and pursuit of the ministry of the gift 
of the Holy Spirit is totally out of line. 
Peter’s response draws attention to the 
truth that the gift is from a sovereign 
God who is not controlled by hu-
mans, but who freely gives according 
to his desire. Peter condemns Simon’s 
request and his spiritual condition (v. 
23) as wicked, but then offers Simon a 
merciful remedy, “Repent therefore…
and pray God if perhaps the thought 
of your heart may be forgiven you” (v. 
22). Being God’s agents for address-
ing syncretism requires a role that 
encompasses devotion to God’s holy 
standards and a heart to serve others 
with compassion.  

Beliefs and practices dissimilar to the 
revealed truth of God will not please him. 
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My Response
Two voices that direct us to a prop-

er response to syncretism are Gai-
lyn Van Rheenen and Paul Hiebert. 
Van Rheenen reminds us that Paul 
teaches in Colossians to stay centered 
on Christ as a “check on syncretism” 
(2006, 13). Hiebert acknowledges the 
necessity to study scripture, but adds 
that we should not “reject the study of 
humans [culture] for fear of losing the 
Gospel” (2006, 33). 

Because God entrusted his rev-
elation to humans in history, and 
revealed himself most definitively in 
the incarnation of Jesus, our struggle 
to know the gospel encompasses the 
dimensions of understanding both 
scripture and our human contexts. 
The role that I believe unites the voices 
of Van Rheenen and Hiebert is the role 
of priest through the example of Jesus, 
who acts as our Great High Priest, 
upholding the highest standards, yet 
responding to people in their context 
with great compassion. I suggest that 
serving as priest is the most appropri-
ate response to syncretism. See box 
on page 31 for principles for respond-
ing to syncretism using the acronym 
PRIEST.

 
Conclusion

In the West, we tend to want to 
draw a line between contextualiza-
tion and syncretism, using categories 
of “either/or”, and so in some way 
quantifying them. But the truth is that 
it may be more of a fuzzy line or at 
least a convoluted line that has no 
absolute explanation. However, the 
concepts are worthy of ongoing dis-
cussion and debate, and as mediators 

of the gospel, we need to critically as-
sess syncretistic/contextual questions 
in the Church. The real danger is if we 
no longer recognize the distinctions 
and the debate ends. Then maybe we 
have abdicated to our cultures and the 
relevance of the gospel is lost.
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y team and I long to see God’s 
kingdom purposes become a re-
ality for the culture in which we 
work. Our philosophy of ministry 
is to go in obedience where God 

sends, to look for what God has been and is do-
ing there, and to join him in what he is doing. 
Of course, we have in mind some of what God 
desires for the culture in which we serve—locals 
becoming passionate disciples of Christ commit-
ted to God’s kingdom purposes, going and mak-
ing disciples of all nations. 

Eleonora Scott



EMQ   January 2013   37
Photos courtesy Eleonora Scott



38   EMQ   January 2013

We believe God wants to share 
himself, to help locals understand 
who he is and what he is doing, 
and we believe that the primary way 
God chooses to do this is through 
his word in people’s heart lan-
guage. Heart language is the lan-
guage in which people feel most 
comfortable relating to others and  
thinking deeply. In this article, I share 
how we have seen God use heart lan-
guage to encourage heart worship in 
our context and ten principles for do-
ing mission in many contexts.

 
Look for How God Is  
Working in the Culture

How do we start in a culture which 
doesn’t yet have a Bible that is easily 
understandable? How will people be 
motivated to read and use scripture if 
they don’t like to read as part of their 
culture? And how do we encourage 
our friends to use their own language 
for faith-related activities in contexts 
in which this is not normal? 

As we asked God our questions, he 
opened our eyes to see how he was al-
ready working in the culture. He had 
especially gifted our national friends 
with musical ability. Perhaps music 
would be the vehicle through which 
our friends could use their heart lan-
guage with God.

  

 
Remember that Relationships 
Are the Soil in Which to Plant 
Seeds

In spite of the lack of access to 
vernacular scripture, there are com-
mitted Christians in the culture in 

which we work. They are educated, 
multi-lingual, and they struggle with 
reading the scriptures in the national 
language and in English. These were 
the friends God had given us. Because 
relationships are so important in the 
culture, we started with our closest 
friends who had musical gifts. We 
began with asking them two simple 
questions: “Do you pray in your own 
language?” and “Why are there no 
worship songs in your language?” We 
planted these seeds and then waited 
to see what God would do.

 
Prayer in the Heart Language 
Opens Doors

Some of our friends began to use 
their own language to pray, and this 
motivated them to pray more often 
and to encourage their friends to pray 
using the heart language. We soon 
asked if our friends wanted to have a 
Bible study together about worship-
ping God in their heart language. 
The response was very positive, so we 
organized a heart language worship 
song-writing seminar, and invited 
our closest friends.

Use a Multi-Lingual Approach
The first seminar was very encour-

aging. Twenty-three participants came! 
Using a multi-lingual approach, we 
sang and studied the Bible together, 
and had great discussions. We dis-
cussed their heart language, how it was 
God’s gift to them, and how it could 
be used to glorify him. By using more 
than one language in this context, and 
by encouraging group discussion in 
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the heart language, our friends could 
see equality among languages such 
that it raised the status of their heart 
language.

 
Let Biblical Truths Take Root

Our friends came to see that God 
loved all languages, and that he want-
ed to be worshipped in all languages. 
However, they feared that their lan-
guage would not be suitable for wor-
shipping God. It was not “normal” to 
use their heart language in church, so 
they had reservations. 

For example, they wondered wheth-
er it was appropriate to refer to God 
as “you” in their language. They were 
afraid it would be disrespectful. Af-
ter some discussion and looking at 
examples in the Bible, they were still 
hesitant; it was a new concept that 
they could refer to God in such a per-
sonal way. But as they realized God 
wanted to be their friend, they dis-
cussed the possibility that their heart 
language could free them to talk to 
God as they talk to other friends. 

 
Encourage Nationals 
to Ask God for Help

We discussed whether their heart 
language would be appropriate for 
singing worship songs to God. Since 
no one had written any worship 
songs in their heart language, this was 
an important step of faith. We asked 
if they believed that God would give 
them songs to worship him if they 
asked. Because some of them had 
already seen God answer their heart 
language prayers, they believed he 

would. So they asked God for songs 
with which to worship him, and they 
broke into three smaller groups to 
work.

 

 
Be Ready to Witness 
God’s Power

To our complete amazement, 
within a couple of hours the groups 
were ready to present their songs. We 
had hoped for some ideas or chorus-
es, but God had quickly given them 
songs to praise him. Tears streamed 
down my face as I heard them sing 
to God for the first time in their lan-
guage:

Hallelujah! 
Now I’m free! 
Hallelujah! 
I have a new life
because Jesus has changed my life 
into something meaningful!

What a privilege to witness this! 
The group discussed singing the 
songs at a street concert the following 
Friday, and meeting together again 
in one week. We told them we were 
happy to meet if they wanted to con-
tinue. We gave thanks together and 
went our separate ways.

 
Expect Opposition 
and Resistance

We went to the street concert full of 
anticipation, but they decided not to 
share the new songs. The song lead-
er was ill, and the rest of the group 
didn’t feel confident. Tears streamed 
down my face again, this time out 
of disappointment. If they were not 
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motivated to sing the songs God had 
given them, how would they be moti-
vated to do other faith-related things 
in their heart language? And if they 
were not comfortable using their heart 
language with God, how would they 
understand the personal relationship 
God desires to have with them? 

Remember that God’s 
Strength Is Made Perfect 
in Weakness

The next day, only four of our na-
tional friends came to the session. We 
cried together in disappointment and 
prayed that God would show us what 
he wanted to do. It was a beautiful 
and vulnerable time, a time of out-
pouring to God, and a time of God 
giving visions and words of comfort 
and encouragement. 

Our national friends believed that 
even though there were only four of 
them, God would give them a song if 
they asked. So they prayed, and God 
in his grace gave them another song 
within a couple of hours. It was a 
beautiful song, an anointed song:

Hosanna!  
We will praise you! 
We will worship!
We will lift up Your Name above all names!
Lord, take our hearts, 
our dreams,
our lives – 
we give everything to You! 
Thank You for everything You’ve done  

        for us! 
May our lives be filled with Your glory!

The group believed that God gave 
them this song to share with others. 
God also gave them the motivation 
to do so. They arranged to sing it 

at church the next day. They taught 
it to their friends and sang it at the 
next street concert. And the locals 
responded very positively, making 
comments such as: “I can’t believe 
how close I feel to God when I sing 
to him in my language,” “I feel free in 
my spirit when I worship God in my 
language,” and “It is better to use our 
own language to worship God—it is 
the fragrance of our land.”

 
Trust God to Bring about 
His Purposes in His Time  

We met again the next week, and 
God gave our four national friends 
two more songs. They soon began 
encouraging other friends to ask God 
for songs. As we left for furlough just a 
few weeks later, our friends sang us the 
tenth song at the airport. And since 
that time our friends have been work-
ing on getting the songs written and 
are now moving toward making a CD. 
This is an important step in helping 
others see that it is good to use their 
heart language for heart worship.

Recently, I got a call from one of 
my national friends who shared that 
a group was going to sing the songs at 
a local youth center, but the electric-
ity was out (as it often was for hours, 
or even days at a time). The group 
prayed using their heart language. 
As soon as they finished praying, the 
electricity came back on so they could 
have the concert. After the concert, 
they received positive feedback re-
garding the songs. The team felt very 
encouraged by the power of God at 
work in their lives through their heart 
language. Since that time, our friends 
have also been featured on the radio. 



Conclusion
Praying and worshipping God in 

one’s heart language has great impact 
on a community. In fact, it is very im-
portant to the task of mission. 

When people use their heart lan-
guage, they are freer to share with 
God everything on their hearts. They 
grow deeper in faith, feel God’s pres-
ence with them, and sense the kind 
of relationship he desires. It pre-
pares people for the intimacy that 
friendship with Jesus demands and 
creates a thirst for knowing more of 
God, which prepares their hearts for 
greater discipleship. This also helps 
prepare hearts to hear God speak 

back to them in their own language 
as scripture is translated into the 
heart language. Finally, as they hear 
God speak in their heart language, 
their heart worship may lead them to 
understand God’s heart for mission. 
May all the nations praise him!

Eleonora Scott and her 
husband, Graham, are 
members of Wycliffe Bible 
Translators Australia hav-
ing served in Southeast 
Asia. They are working 
toward doctorates in Bib-
lical Studies, serving in 

an Asian church, and training cross-cultural 
workers in SIL Australia’s EQUIP program.
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 I
t was a warm Wednesday afternoon at the cen-
ter. Several men sat around the circle of sofas chat-
ting about the latest news. I sat with my back against 
the shelves of Arabic, Farsi, and other books and 
watched the passersby on the street. 

Search

Roland Muller

Islam, Christianity, and 
MBBs in the Middle

In

Community:
of

A young woman on the sidewalk 
hesitated, turned, and made her way 
through the small parking lot toward 
us. I glanced around the room, but 
one of our women had already no-
ticed and was preparing to rise. The 
men continued their conversation, 
aware that someone new was now in 
the center. The women sat behind a 
counter and during the next hour I 
could hear bits of the conversation: 
from Afghanistan, help with paper-

work, etc. Soon they were busy at the 
computer. 

Later, we learned this young lady, 
only 28 years old, was divorced with 
two young children. She was strug-
gling to make ends meet, depressed, 
afraid, and aware that her employer 
was underpaying her. She was afraid 
she couldn’t pay her rent at the end of 
the month. The lady helping her had 
tried to encourage her, and suggested 
she pray. She asked if they could in 
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fact pray together and the Afghani 
woman soon bowed her head and lis-
tened to the prayer. Afterwards, they 
hugged and she left.

When the Afghani woman’s story 
was related to the men, one of the 
older men’s eyes shone with inter-
est. Only four months before he had 
come to the center depressed, afraid, 
and thinking of suicide. Now his eyes 
sparkled with new life, and he want-
ed to share with everyone the healing 
he had found in Jesus. He returned all 
his medications to the doctor, shar-

ing his testimony with such joy that 
the doctor could do nothing but re-
spond with enthusiasm and hug him 
as he left his office, a cured man. Now 
this young woman had come to us for 
help. 

Our conversation changed to dis-
cussing her situation and what we 
could do. Prayer was first on the list, 
but perhaps we could do much more.

The next day, the young woman 
was back. She had found such peace 
at the center that she wanted to re-
turn. Another woman spoke with 

Every few days God brings someone new into the 
center, and every few days our community has 
opportunities to respond to the needs of others. 

Photo Courtesy 
Roland Muller
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her this time, hearing her story once 
again. This time, she included a 
dream in which a man in white ap-
peared and told her to endure a little 
longer, and then things would change 
for the better. What could this dream 
mean? With a smile on her face, one 
of our ladies shared her own story of 
meeting Jesus.

Every few days, God brings some-
one new into the center, and every 
few days, our community has op-
portunities to respond to the needs 
of others. What started as the vision 
of one man has grown into a blos-
soming community of new believers 
in Jesus from a Muslim background 
(otherwise known as Muslim Back-
ground Believers, MBBs). What is 
their secret? Why are people coming 
to Christ through this community? 
And what am I, a westerner, doing in 
this setting?

After twenty years of ministry expe-
rience in the Muslim world, I began to 
write several training manuals which 
have now been compiled into one 
book: The Messenger, the Message and 
the Community (2nd edition published 
in 2010). In this manual, we attempt-
ed to help new missionaries learn how 
to become accepted as valid messen-
gers in their target setting. We also ex-
plored worldview in the form of guilt, 
shame, and fear-based cultures, dis-
covering how to share the gospel mes-
sage in a contextualized way. 

The last section of the book deals 
with creating community for new be-
lievers. In the book, I lamented that 
we have not yet seen viable forms of 
community that expressly meet the 
needs of those coming to Christ out 
of Islam. 

Since writing this in 2005, a great 

deal has happened in this area. Some 
of my fellow missionaries have ex-
plored the idea of allowing MBBs to 
stay within Islam to experience the 
community they desire, and to influ-
ence the communities of which they 
are a part. Others have experimented 
with various forms of community, 
from house churches to cell groups 
to Jesus Mosques to various kinds of 
“simple church.” All of us are search-
ing for an adequate expression of 
community for MBBs.

And so in 2009 an MBB couple 
from Kuwait started the center and 
invited others, including my wife and 
myself, to join them. During the next 
year the community slowly grew, with 
new believers added every couple of 
months, then more often. Once the 
community was established, how-
ever, trouble set in, both within the 
group and from outside, in the form 
of repeated break-ins and thefts. 

The Islamic community on the 
other hand was quiet as they ob-
served us. When the Imam came to 
visit us, we received him with honor, 
and gladly placed his offered Qur’an 
in our library, along with other Islam-
ic historical literature. From time to 
time curious Muslim leaders drop in 
to see what we are doing.

Community Structure
Our community has rented a store-

front where we meet daily. During the 
day, several volunteers help people 
who come in the door. We have a 
lending library of books and videos, 
as well as several sitting areas. The 
main sitting area in the center of the 
front room is a circle of sofas where 
the men sit. Off to one side is a mufrag, 
where people can sit on the floor. 
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The women usually sit at a table on 
the other side between the reception 
desk and children’s play area. Coffee 
and tea are always available free of 
charge. In the back are several class-
rooms, bathrooms, a TV viewing area, 
a larger area for community meals, and 
a small room for our thrift store—an 
area where we collect donations, and 
provide them free to newly-arrived im-
migrants one afternoon a week. 

The center is very simple. It is a 
gathering place for our community 
and the wide circle of friends we have 
made. Some days, only a few people 
pop in; other days, the place is bus-
tling with activity. There are only a 
few simple rules. One is that we dis-
courage animated discussion of reli-

gion and politics. These topics divide 
people and our purpose is to meet 
people and build community. 

However, in the course of time, a 
newcomer might comment to one of 
our members, “I thought you were 
a Muslim, but you don’t sound like 
one.” This is an opportunity to invite 
the enquirer to a nearby coffee shop 
or to our homes for a more in-depth 
discussion. This protects the center 
from becoming a place of evangelism 
and thus a place to be avoided by 
Muslims. 

We continually try to find ways 
of introducing new people to the 

center. We have a sign on the street 
advertising our library, photocopies, 
help with paperwork, etc. We offer 
free classes in English conversation, 
as well as Arabic classes to those who 
want to learn or improve their Arabic 
language. In the past, we have offered 
sewing and haircuts at discounted 
prices. We also occasionally offer 
seminars on certain topics, including 
job hunting, filling out government 
or embassy paperwork, and complet-
ing income taxes. The purpose of 
these classes is to provide people an 
opportunity to come into the center 
and meet our community. 

On average, a person needs to visit 
us three times before he or she begins 
to feel attracted to the community. 

We all smile encouragingly when he 
or she exclaims, “I just love coming 
to this place.” We love it too. That is 
why so many people drop in to chat, 
drink coffee, spend time, and take ad-
vantage of the services we offer. We 
now have over 150 different families 
on our email list.

Transitional Community
After two years of experimenta-

tion, we have come to realize that 
we are a transitional community. On 
one side, we have the various Mus-
lim communities around us. Mus-
lim communities are family-based. 

On average, a person needs to visit us 
three times before he or she begins to feel attracted to  
the community.  We all smile encouragingly when he or  
she exclaims, “I just love coming to this place.” 
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On the other side, we have Chris-
tian communities. These are usually 
building-based, with people from 
various ethnic groups attending ser-
vices in the building. 

From years of experience we have 
seen that the Muslim communities 
and Christian communities seldom 
mix, or even meet. That is why the 
center is unique. It is a community 
that exists between the two. Mus-
lims see it as their community center. 
While we are not family-based, we act 
as an extended family for each other. 
Christians, on the other hand, see it 
as a place of outreach. Here leaders 
have to do some educating, because 
zealous Christians want to confront 
Muslims with their Jesus, rather than 
“live him out” in their lives. 

Our “no religion and politics” 
guideline is as much for the Christians 
who visit us as it is for the Muslims. 
We put our rhetoric aside and live out 
our faith in a Book of Acts-type of 
Christian community, caring for each 
other and for those who come to us. 
We have found that what attracts Mus-
lims the most is when they see Jesus 
being lived out, not only in the lives 
of individuals, but more powerfully 
in the lives of a dynamic community. 
Once exposed to this type of commu-
nity, many begin to dig deeper to find 
out what makes us different.

Once an enquirer comes to Christ, 
he or she discovers that many of the 
people at the center are also followers 
of Jesus. They are then encouraged to 
attend Bible studies held in the eve-
nings, and are invited to explore the 
wider Christian community by at-
tending a church with someone from 
the center. The center itself is not a 
church—it is a transitional commu-

nity, helping Muslims transition from 
the Islamic community into fellow-
ship within the Christian community.

Security Issues
But not everyone digs deeper. 

Some Muslims have come to the 
center for over a year. They enjoy the 
fellowship and benefit from the pro-
grams and the help offered, but they 
never engage anyone in a religious 
conversation. This is perfectly fine, 
and in fact this has been our salva-
tion. These Muslims defend us in the 
wider community. They tell the Mus-
lim community that they have been 
coming to the center for over a year 
and no one has tried to convert them. 
They claim the center is harmless, 
and at the same time very beneficial. 

The greatest threat comes from the 
Christian community. Zealous Chris-
tians want to make the center overtly 
evangelistic. Western Christians want 
to volunteer their services. They are 
often focused on the services we of-
fer, but ignore the community aspect 
of the center, and are usually igno-
rant of the protocols and subtleties of 
Muslim culture. This has divided our 
community. Why shouldn’t we open 
the doors to everyone? We learned a 
painful lesson when a Western wom-
an helping with the English class 
hounded an older Muslim man to 
“get back into class!” 

Several days later, the woman 
didn’t bother to rise to her feet when 
the same man entered the center. Ev-
eryone else stood, but she was “too 
tired.” It took a lot of diplomatic ef-
fort to deal with the offended Muslim 
man. After similar events, we had to 
ask the woman not to come back. It 
was extremely painful for everyone. 
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We have come to the conclusion 
that many westerners are so individu-
alistic that they are “community chal-
lenged.” It is my opinion that they 
should first work at building com-
munity in their own churches before 
coming to the center to help us.

When visitors ask us who funds 
the center, we point to the donation 
boxes. Sometimes, we try to explain 
what it means to operate “by faith in 
God,” but our explanations never re-
ally communicate the anguish we go 
through each month as we wait on 
God to provide the needed money for 
the rent. Perhaps this simple reliance 
on God and each other is the glue that 
keeps our small community together.

Style of Community
The question of MBB community 

has been plaguing the missionary 
movement for over a decade. As mis-
sionaries have gathered new believ-
ers in Jesus from a Muslim back-
ground together, a debate has begun 
as to whether these new communi-
ties of faith should be part of the 
more Western-type Christian com-
munity, or could be identified as part 
of the Muslim community of faith. 

This search for identity is be-
ing made much more complex be-
cause at the same time the Muslim 
and Christian communities are also 
wrestling with their own identity is-
sues. Thus, some confusion reigns 
on all sides. 

It is my belief that the type of “ei-
ther/or” thinking illustrated above 
is limiting and that there is a lot of 
room between these two communi-
ties of faith so that we can explore 
building our new communities. 
There is, therefore, a continuum be-

tween the two paradigms of Christian 
and Muslim. 

The situation, however, is much 
more complex. There is not just one 
continuum, but many.  On page 50, 
I have illustrated four basic contin-
uums and placed our community on 
the lower continuum. 

Our goal is to transition followers 
of Jesus from a Muslim background 
into an existing Christian commu-
nity. We typically encourage them 
to attend a MBB church which uses 
non-Western music and worship, 
rather than one that is a translation 
of something Western. Some of the 
new believers, however, are so dis-
gusted with Islam that they want to 
find something totally new. Others 
prefer something closer to them cul-
turally. This is why variety in expres-
sions of worship is important.

The Way Ahead
Recently, a group of MBBs gathered 

from across North America to discuss 

The Muslim
Community

of Faith

Christian 
Communities
of Faith
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the need for a wider association of 
MBB individuals and communities. 
They began to wrestle with how to 
link themselves and their respective 
MBB communities together to support 
one another and the waves of new 
converts who are joining them. They 
met again some weeks later in Canada 
at the MBB Jesus in the Centre confer-
ence to explore more together. 

I am excited about this because 
this is an effort led by MBBs from a 
variety of different communities and 
expressions of worship. Their desire 
is to network together and explore 

Christian 
Communities

of Faith

Western traditional expression 
of Church (Anglican, Lutheran, 

Reformed, Baptist, etc.)

Western modern expression
of Church (Uses translated 

modern hymns, media, etc.)

Eastern traditional expression of 
Church (Coptic, Orthodox, etc.)

National expressions of church
(Using ethnic music 

and style)

The Muslim
Community

of Faith

Various continuums where community may be created

the kinds of community where fol-
lowers of Jesus from Muslim back-
grounds would feel more at home. 
These meetings are key because MBBs 
are taking the leadership and wres-
tling with issues that we westerners 
only can view from the outside (see 
illustration below).

I strongly believe that MBBs and 
Christian missions need to work to-
gether to explore various forms of 
community in this area between tra-
ditional Muslim and Christian com-
munities of faith. It is here, however, 
that our MBB brothers and sisters 

The Muslim
Community

of Faith

The Christian
Community
of Faith



must lead. Those of us from the West 
can share our perspectives, but they 
are only that—perspectives. 

Our worldview, culture, politics, 
and religious backgrounds all limit 
us from fully participating in this area 
of exploration. MBBs need to grapple 
with issues that we don’t understand, 
and build communities of faith that 
draw from the strengths of both ends 
of the continuum. 

Years ago, missionaries were 
obliged to leave China, forcing the lo-
cal believers to create expressions of 
Christian community that reflected 
Chinese culture. What emerged was 
a variety of house-church movements 

which were a Chinese expression of 
Christian faith. Today, MBBs are wres-
tling with the same issues. Can the 
Church stand back and let them work 
out solutions without insisting that 
they create their communities in a par-
ticular way or that they be nearer one 
end of the continuum or the other?

Roland Muller (pseudonym) is a mission-
ary with WEC International, and the author 
of several books, including The Messenger, 
the Message and the Community (which 
contains the earlier book Honor and Shame, 
Unlocking the Door). He and his wife have 
been church-planting tentmakers in a number 
of Middle Eastern countries. Their website is 
http://rmuller.com.
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I
ncreasingly today, Christians have had to 
come face-to-face with the reality of reli-
gious persecution, a problem which, unless 
one is a post-millennial optimist, promises to 
increase as we march toward the time of our 

Lord’s return. 

Don’t Call It 
Persecution
When It’s Not! 

J. Keith Bateman

So what exactly   
is religious  
persecution? 

Photo Courtesy IMB
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again in many Muslim lands, there is 
technically freedom for churches to 
exist, but it is illegal to build within a 
certain radius of a mosque. So as soon 
as it is known that a church plans to 
build in a certain location, a mosque 
might be hastily constructed across 
the street, thus marking the end of the 
church building. Is this latter persecu-
tion? After all, it’s certainly unjust. And 
it is directly related to the faith of the 
participants. But it is not necessarily 
personally costly. Even believers from 
such churches tend to term these dif-
ficulties “harassment”, reserving the 
term “persecuted church” for people, 
not buildings. 

Second, it must be unjust and 
undeserved. Occasionally, a group 
of exuberant teens from the West will 
visit a “closed” country, and contrary 
to wise counsel from both veteran mis-
sionaries and national church leaders, 
boldly proclaim the gospel. Several 
weeks later, the group is politely asked 
to leave the country. Participants may 
congratulate themselves for having 
“suffered persecution for the sake of 
the gospel.” While their enthusiasm is 
commendable, and their plight a result 
of the gospel message, was it entirely 
undeserved? In fact, their activities 
may have hurt both long-term Chris-
tian workers in the region and national 

This is important, not only for the 
obvious reason that we need to know 
more about it, but also because, as 
westerners, we tend toward hyperbole. 
An example is the term “hero”. At one 
time, this referred to a person of cour-
age and bravery, usually at risk to his or 
her own life. Today, the term is just as 
likely to be applied to a kid who hits a 
home-run or finishes his dessert. 

And so it can be with persecution. 
As people generally unaccustomed 

to suffering as a result of our faith, there 
is sometimes the temptation to overre-
act to even the slightest misfortunes, la-
beling them persecution, when in fact 
that may not be the case at all.

Thus we should look again at what 
we call persecution. From my experi-
ences both as a Christian in general, 
and as a missionary in particular, 
I would suggest that, minimally, it 
must possess the following three ele-
ments. Anything less, however incon-
venient or annoying, would simply 
be harassment.

First, it must be personally 
costly. In most Muslim countries, 
an individual’s decision to convert to 
Christianity can have a number of con-
sequences, virtually all of them nega-
tive: loss of job, freedom to travel, one’s 
inheritance, spouse and/or children—
even a loss of life. On the other hand, 

A Symposium

It is important that we understand what is, and 
is not, persecution and recognize and encourage those 
who are paying a high price for their faith.
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believers, who often end up paying a 
much stiffer price than simply having 
a visa revoked.

Third, it must be a direct result 
of one’s faith in Christ. When I was a 
missionary in Sudan, I was once taken 
into custody by the army after sharing 
my faith with some soldiers. I later dis-
covered, however, that the primary rea-
son for questioning me was that there 
had been a coup attempt that day in 
the capital, making any contact/con-
versations with soldiers suspect. True, 
they blustered a bit and ordered me 
to “keep it in the church,” but it was 
certainly not specifically directed at my 
faith. It was simply a case of doing the 
right thing at the wrong time.

Other Matters
These same criteria might also be 

extended to our use of the term “mar-
tyr”. The wife of our field leader in 
Sudan was shot and killed while trav-
eling along a rural road. While unde-
served and personally costly, it doesn’t 
appear to have been a direct result of 
her faith, but rather, a case of mistaken 
identity. The vehicle in which she was 
a passenger happened to be similar to 
one owned by a tribal/political leader 
whom enemies were trying to elimi-
nate. While tragic, it was again simply a 
case of being in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. 

There is also the degree of difficulty 
concerning persecution. While cer-
tainly not equating loss of one’s friend-
ships or job as the equivalent of torture 

or death for one’s faith (and for which 
there is a special martyr’s reward [see 
Rev. 6:9-11, etc.]), I believe that a les-
son from scripture may be instructive. 
It concerns a time when David and 
his men had returned from battle. The 
question arose as to the distribution 
of the spoils. The feeling among some 
was that those who merely kept the 
baggage out of harm’s way didn’t de-
serve as many of those spoils as those 
who had put their lives on the line. Da-
vid disagreed, saying each deserved an 
equal share. 

I would suggest that the one who 
undeservedly loses his or her job, or is 
denied academic tenure, or deserved 
promotion, or faces other discrimina-
tion because of his or her testimony is 
not simply being harassed. He or she is 
being persecuted. The one who is the 
center of office jokes, snide remarks, 
and ostracism as a direct result of his 
or her faith is being persecuted. This 
person has chosen to acknowledge 
Christ openly and has suffered the con-
sequences.

For Christians, the world is becom-
ing increasingly hazardous, whether in 
the Middle East or in Middle America. 
It is therefore important that we under-
stand what is, and is not, persecution 
and recognize and encourage those 
who are paying a high price for their 
faith. It is also our duty not to dilute 
the term by applying it to situations 
that may not qualify. 

J. Keith Bateman is director of MECO-USA.
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 Patrick Sookhdeo 

 Jesus said, “If they persecuted me, 
they will persecute you also” (John 
15:20). The persecution of Chris-

tians is inextricably linked to Christ, 
their Master. It is a mark of our faith-
fulness, our loyalty, and our identifi-
cation with him. Persecution is not, 
then, wholly negative. In being per-
secuted, we become like him, for we 
have the privilege of sharing with him 
in his sufferings (Phil. 3:10).  

Bateman is right in the three neces-

sary elements of persecution that he 
defines. However, there is a sense in 
which I believe Bateman’s definitions 
do not go far enough. He does not, for 
instance, recognize that a community 
can suffer persecution, as individuals 
can. The issue of church buildings in 
Muslim-majority contexts is a clear ex-
ample of the persecution of a group—
the worshipping congregation. The 
sharia regulations about church build-
ings originally banned the erection 
of any new church buildings, and re-
stricted the usage and even the repair 
of existing ones. We see the same an-

We Need to Add to the Definition

tagonistic attitude perpetuated today in 
the kind of “harassment” that Bateman 
describes, also in the loudspeakers of 
minarets turned toward nearby church-
es so that the Muslim call to prayer will 
drown out the Christian worship.  

Harassment of an entire congrega-
tion like this is persecution, just as 
much as if one individual member of 
the congregation were singled out for 
oppression or discrimination. 

Last year, I produced a devotional 

book on Christian martyrdom with 
366 daily readings. In selecting the sto-
ries, I had to give careful thought to the 
definition of Christian martyrdom. 

As Bateman rightly says, anyone who 
dies because of his or her faith in Christ 
is counted a martyr. A soldier who dies 
in the course of his duty, or people who 
die through accidents or other tragedies 
are not normally martyrs. 

However, I believe that there is 
another category of martyr. These are 
believers who have died in the service 
of the Lord in a dangerous situation, 
who would probably not have died 

Harassment of an entire congregation is persecution, 
just as much as if one individual member of the congregation 
were singled out for oppression or discrimination. 

Response
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had they not served him so faithfully. 
An example is John Smith, who died 
in prison in my homeland of Guyana. 
He was in prison for teaching slaves 
the Bible, and is hailed in Guyana as 
the country’s first martyr. Many other 
missionaries have similarly died, not 
in a situation where denying Christ 
would have saved their lives, but in 
situations were refusing his call to ser-
vice would have saved their lives. I be-

Symposium

Carl Moeller  

 Bateman provides a great service 
by encouraging us to more care-
fully define what we mean by the 

word “persecution”, while refusing to 
fall for the ever-present temptation to 
exaggerate. Christian persecution is 
a critical problem around the globe 
and does not require our hype. Yet we 
must take care not to be too restrictive. 
On to his main points:

The persecution must be per-
sonally costly. While personal suf-
fering is indeed often a component of 
Christian persecution, this doesn’t al-
ways need to be the case (nor does the 
author reveal how he arrived at this 
point). Bateman needs to take more 
seriously the community aspect of per-
secution. He describes a hypothetical 
case in which a congregation is denied 

lieve that these too will receive a mar-
tyr’s crown, from the hand of our first 
martyr, Jesus Christ, who laid down 
his life for us.  

Patrick Sookhdeo, PhD, is a pastor, evan-
gelist, Bible teacher, academic, and author 
and serves the persecuted Church worldwide 
as Barnabas Fund international director.  He 
lectures on Islamic, multicultural, and race is-
sues as director of the Institute for the Study of 
Islam and Christianity.

Yes and No: Let's Define Our Terms while 
Avoiding Unnecessary Distinctions

permission to construct a building in a 
Muslim area—suggesting this is more 
akin to harassment. However, perhaps 
we need to imagine the inconvenience 
or loss of access to public worship for 
affected Christians. It might well be 
that they would be forced to break the 
law or travel far out of their way to exer-
cise their faith. That is serious business. 
It is persecution.

The persecution must be unjust 
and undeserved. I agree; foolish exu-
berance, deliberate flouting of the law 
and ignorant actions that bring repri-
sals do not constitute biblical perse-
cution. The Apostle Paul exhorts us 
to “live peaceful and quiet lives in all 
godliness and holiness” (1 Tim. 2:2). 
However, I make a distinction when 
it comes to evangelism, which is a 

Response
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Nik Ripken

 Bateman does the Kingdom of 
God a great service with this arti-
cle. There is a difference between 

persecution and discrimination, and 
seldom do those who report on per-
secution educate their readers enough 
to make this distinction. Bateman is 
correct in asking for a reevaluation of 
the hyperbole surrounding reports of 
persecution. For instance, many orga-
nizations continue to report in excess 
of 150,000 martyrs per year. My wife 

biblical mandate. If the government 
forbids us from sharing our faith, “We 
must obey God rather than men” (Acts 
5:29). Even so, we must do so with 
grace. Let people reject us for our gos-
pel, but never for our obnoxiousness.

The persecution must be a di-
rect result of one’s Christian faith. 
I agree with Bateman’s point, but not 
his example. Once in the Soviet era 
some soldiers in Kazakhstan stopped 
me because we were lending Bibles 
to students. “You can believe what-
ever you want,” they warned, “but you 
can’t share the Bible.” Christians who 
experience opposition for doing what 
they believe the Bible commands—
whether sharing God’s word, doing 
evangelism, etc.—are being persecut-
ed directly for their faith.

I suggest that we as a global Chris-
tian community move forward by 
carefully defining our terms. Because 
there are different kinds of persecu-
tion, let me suggest that we use a 
sliding scale. Level A would describe 
extraordinary forms of persecution, 
such as martyrdom; Level B would 
correspond to legal strictures; Level C 
would denote social harassment; and 
so on. Open Doors uses a similar tool.

J. Keith Bateman is right; we need 
to be more careful in how we describe 
persecution. But let’s not exclude the 
many subtle attacks Christ’s people ex-
perience on a daily basis.

Dr. Carl A. Moeller is former president/CEO 
of Open Doors USA. Carl is the co-author of 
The Privilege of Persecution (Moody Pub-
lishers, 2011).

Persecution Is Not Bad or Good, It Just Is 

and I continue to visit those countries 
which are the most well-known for 
their persecution of followers of Christ. 
For the past fourteen plus years, we 
have been unable to verify a fraction 
of the numbers published. It is as if Sa-
tan has raised up a “straw man” for the 
Church to focus on in order to blind 
the Church to the true realities of wide-
spread and effective persecution.  

It is an interesting exercise to call 
the organizations that report such 

Response
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numbers, simply asking them in which 
countries these large numbers of mar-
tyrdoms are occurring as well as how 
many martyrs per country. The last 
time I attempted such an exercise 
only one researcher could answer my 
inquiry. This is a huge issue that re-
quires another conversation.  

In reality, persecution is neutral. It 
is neither good nor bad. If you have 
someone in your church or on your 
team who is fearful of persecution, 
then you have a spiritual problem 
that needs to be biblically addressed. 
If you have someone in your church 
or on your team who likes persecu-
tion, then take them to a counselor 

because they have a mental issue. You 
neither run away from persecution 
nor run toward persecution. Persecu-
tion just is; it is a normal response to 
the activity of Christ in the world.

Bateman is right that persecution 
is unjust and undeserved. Yet there’s 
more to the biblical story in regard 
to transforming Satan’s attacks when 
he comes at believers from the blind 
side. For instance, Paul and Silas 
were beaten, humiliated, and thrown 
into prison for non-religious reasons 
(Acts 16). Yet they used this attack 
from the evil one to plant a church 
in the Philippian jailer’s household. 
Their incarceration was an indirect at-

tack by Satan, but they transformed 
this arrest for “unlawful customs” 
into a witness and church-planting 
event. What is true is that they were 
in Philippi for the cause of Christ, but 
Satan used a financial issue to attack 
them. This battle between “principal-
ities and powers” has to be nuanced 
to fully understand the activities of 
God, and Satan’s opposition to that 
activity.

One of the principal concerns of 
our team in Somalia from 1992 to 
1997 was that we would be killed be-
cause we were westerners rather than 
due to our positive witness for Jesus 
Christ. Yet we might want to, again, 

nuance what constitutes a martyr. 
When someone is killed for his or her 
witness to the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, or for his or her intent to be 
such a witness, we need to look for 
the extraordinary activity of God in 
one or two locations. 

Look for fruit in the location where 
the martyrdom took place, or look 
for fruit within the family, church, or 
sending agency that sent their loved 
one out as a sheep among wolves. 
Sometimes, when little fruit is seen at 
the location of the martyrdom, much 
fruit emerges as many others are 
raised up by his or her sending body 
to take the place of the martyr.  

Symposium

There’s more to the biblical story in regard 
to transforming Satan’s attacks when he comes at 
believers from the blind side. 
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Alex Toorman

 Rarely ever is someone persecuted 
purely because of the gospel. 
Out to hurt God, Satan and his 

minions are probably the only ones 
who persecute God’s people with the 
“purest” of motives. He does not real-
ly care how pure the motives are of his 
human agents, lest they may under-
stand the gospel. Most human perse-
cutors are driven by perceptions they 
have about Christians: their associa-
tion with Western nations, moral cor-
ruption they associate with Christian-
ity, assumed disloyalty and dishonor 
to a culture, pre-supposed enmity, etc. 
Rarely ever is one persecuted purely 
because of the gospel of a crucified 
and risen vicarious Christ. Often, per-
secutors don’t differentiate between 
cultural and real Christians. 

That, of course, makes the defini-
tion of persecution difficult on this 

side of eternity. Bateman’s criteria are 
a helpful step, however, since there is 
indeed the danger to include suffering 
which should not qualify as persecu-
tion. I’ve known several cases where 
Christians from the West acted fool-
ishly or even sinfully, provoking “per-
secution”. When reported in the West, 
only one side of the story was shared, 
thus leading to a belief that a great in-
justice was done to Christ. So, some 
criteria will be helpful to know what 
we call and report as persecution. 

At the same time we cannot be-
come too legalistic about a definition 
of what constitutes true persecution. 
I don’t think God uses a checklist for 
that. Every list of criteria will likely 
have limitations, different cultural 
contexts, etc. All suffering has a God-
ordained place in the life of the believ-
er (and beyond) and can be redeemed 

Response #4: Criteria Can Limit God’s Purpose in Persecution

Criteria Can Limit God’s Purpose 
in Persecution

This raises the real question for 
us: Are we to focus on the persecutor 
and the persecution, or are we focusing 
on Almighty God and the witness of 
the believer? Too much reporting is 
sensationalized and our focus turns 
to the power of the persecutor and 
its persecution. This is terribly un-
fortunate.

Nik Ripken (pseudonym), DMin, is a mission 
veteran of twenty-eight years, having served in 
Malawi, South Africa, Kenya, Somalia, Ethio-
pia, and Germany. He and his wife currently 
serve as mission strategists in sensitive countries. 
Nik is the author of numerous articles on mis-
sions and has done extensive interviews and 
research in regard to bold witness and church 
planting among followers of Christ who live in 
environments framed by persecution.
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by him for his glory. God does not 
waste any suffering of his beloved 
children. The task for the believer is to 
follow the Good Shepherd, keep one’s 
life from willful sin, and keep growing 
and walking in his presence daily. 

Then, whatever suffering he allows 
will not be wasted for eternity, be it 
labeled persecution or something else. 
The Holy Spirit will use suffering for 
the gospel to inspire followers and 
build the Church. The murder of Jim 
Elliot and his companions in 1956 
was done before the gospel was shared 
or even a hint of it was understood by 
the Auca Indians. Although it may not 

have fit some definitions of persecu-
tion, God greatly used this martyrdom 
to enhance his glory. 

Other suffering in secret may be 
only known to God, and is just as pre-
cious to him. It is not our task to el-
evate certain causes of suffering solely 
on a list of criteria, but a list of criteria 
can be a helpful tool to keep us in line 
with his purposes.

Dr. Alex Toorman has been 
with OMF International since 
1994 and networks, mobi-
lizes, and prepares people and 
resources for the growth of the 
kingdom in Southeast Asia.
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Transformational

The ideas of “holistic” or “transformational” develop-
ment have been floating around in the missiological 
realm for quite a few years. In his groundbreaking work, 

Walking with the Poor (1999), Bryant Myers explains the principles 
practitioners need to understand in order to do exactly that: walk 
with those who are poor. Myers’ paradigmatic work has been backed 
up with other pieces such as When Helping Hurts by Steve Corbett and 

Brian Fikkert (2009). 
These, along with a plethora of other recent publications, have 

done a thorough job of explaining a theory of transformational  
development. Meanwhile however, there is still doubt among 

Development 

Lessons from 
Central Asia

VZ
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Christians as to whether transforma-
tional development is possible and 
within certain flavors of Christianity, 
whether or not Christians should even 
be engaging in such a ministry. 

New Lessons in New Areas
Upon graduating from Houghton 

College in 2007, I joined InterAct Min-
istries and within a year found myself 
in a rather remote part of Central Asia. 
My job title upon joining was “trans-
formational developer.” Taking into ac-
count that the job position was created 
for me as well as the relatively horizon-
tal organizational structure of InterAct 
Ministries, I was given great freedom in 
defining this new position and putting 
into practice that about which I had 
spent the last four years reading.    

By partnering with an existing not-
for-profit organization which my pre-
decessor had successfully established, 
I began the process of getting to know 
my new home, at least one of the two 
main languages, and figuring out with 
whom to partner.

I soon found that many people 
were in agreement that the lack of 
jobs in the villages was one of the 
major hindrances for the penetra-
tion of the gospel. In fact, a number 
of churches in the capital city were 
entirely composed of economic mi-
grants who had heard the gospel and 
responded, but were forced to aban-
don their homes in search of work in 

the capital. 
Further complicating the issue was 

the village church’s perspective. Pre-
vious failures with entrepreneurship 
had led to a “hands off” policy which 
discouraged people involved in min-
istry to become entrepreneurs. The 
concept developed to the point that to 
an outsider it appeared as if a quasi-
Gnosticism of holy vs. non-holy (spir-
itual vs. flesh) that Myers so elegantly 
denounced had emerged within the 
church itself. In fact, there were at least 
three main issues we faced in begin-
ning transformational development 
in this area.

Issue #1: Submitting to the Lo-
cal Church. In order to receive the 
blessing of the local church to work 
with believers in the villages, we had 

to submit ourselves to the church. 
Working without their blessing was 
not an option. It also meant that if 
we wanted to last longer than a year, 
we weren’t going to be given a second 
chance, and we quickly needed to 
make a small business that was king-
dom-oriented and profitable. 

This requirement for an extremely 
high level of quality led to the creation 
of our small business development 
model. Working with materials from 
the Oregon State Chamber of Com-
merce and a Business as Missions 
guide put out by Jesus People USA, 
in the summer of my first year we 
set about writing our small business 

The lack of jobs in the villages was one 
of the major hindrances for the penetration 
of the gospel.
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plan development booklet. In its cur-
rent form, this booklet is fifty pages. 
It combines the best of simple secular 
business thinking with a firm biblical 
foundation. 

Issue #2: Finding the Right Per-
son to Lead. We needed the right 
person to pioneer the first transfor-
mational development project. It 
soon became clear that one of the 
local men who helps lead the indig-
enous service in one of the capital 
city’s churches was the right fit. He 
and his wife wanted to open a café 
so we combined our theory, faith, 
hard work, and access to capital and 
together we opened our first small 
business. 

Today, this cafe is turning a profit, 
paying back its initial start-up capital 
on a regular basis, and providing jobs 
for economic migrants in the capital 
city. Furthermore, the cafe has recent-
ly been granted permission to build a 
new extension. 

Issue #3: Working in the Midst 
of an Economic Crisis. The eco-
nomic crisis of 2008-2009 should 
have deflated us, but didn’t. In fact, 
a large sum of money appeared from 
one of our major sponsors. With the 
legal avenue of transferring funds es-
tablished through an agreement with 
the local organization here and Inter-
Act Ministries, we were able to trans-
fer large sums of money to set up de-
velopment projects. 

Many economists and sociologists 
acknowledge the difficulties of work-
ing in this part of the world from a fi-
nancial perspective. Nothing is cheap 
and we understood going in that we 
were going to need huge financial re-
sources. 

I would warn individuals going 

into transformational development 
to make sure that the necessary finan-
cial resources are available and acces-
sible before beginning work (which 
of course is a biblical principle; see 
Luke 14:25-33). Donors need to real-
ize that setting up businesses around 
the world does not necessarily mean 
setting up fruit stands along the 
streets of New Delhi. 

There is a world of difference be-
tween micro-financing and the devel-
opment of SMEs (small and medium 
enterprises). In this part of the world, 
the smallest amount of capital we’ve 
given out was $500 for a welding ma-
chine for an individual entrepreneur; 
the largest amount was $61,000 for 
an accounting firm.

Our desire to not engage in micro-
financing was not because there is 
anything inherently wrong with it. 
To the contrary, if done correctly, in 
the right economic environment, it 
can do a great amount of good. How-
ever, our objective was not resale. 
We based our business development 
model upon wealth creation through 
production, which, although absurd-
ly simple, has proven to be trustwor-
thy. 

We defined production as any 
process that takes things of lesser 
value, puts them together, and cre-
ates something of greater value. This 
can include agriculture, construction 
supplies, manufacturing, refrigera-
tor repair, etc. The important thing 
is to use God’s creation around us 
to be creative ourselves and in that 
sense, allow our God-given and God-
blessed creativity to blossom. 

What does transformational de-
velopment actually look like? Let me 
share two case studies.
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Case Study #1: 
Block-making Factory 

In one village, we have been part-
nering with a local pastor to create a 
block-making factory. A widely prac-
ticed way of making blocks in this 
part of the world is taking leftover 
coal slag, mixing it with sand and ce-
ment, and putting the mortar into a 
vibrating mold and creating construc-
tion blocks. 

This small business is now entering 
its second year of operation. With his 
own handmade equipment, this pas-
tor is able to crank out between two 
and three hundred blocks a day. There 
is a huge demand for construction 
supplies and this work is capable of 
earning him $40 a day. 

The largest material needed to 
start up was the purchase of a five-ton 
truck. Since cement in this village is 
eighty percent more expensive than in 
the next nearest city, located five hours 
away, purchasing a good truck was a 
necessary step. Our organization was 
able to provide the necessary organi-
zational skills for writing a good busi-
ness plan and obtaining the funds for 
a truck.

We have run into only a few com-
plications. First, we are facing the issue 
of underproduction. This is largely re-
lated to the culture of a non-service-
oriented economy. We are working on 
improving owner/client relationships 
and becoming more service-oriented 
through maintaining a sufficient in-
ventory of blocks. 

Second, in highly-impoverished 
communities there is often an unwill-
ingness to sign a labor contract. This 
can be due to a number of reasons 
such as being deceived by past em-
ployers, a general lack of understand-

ing of labor laws, or a fear that in sign-
ing a labor contract, one is giving up 
part of one’s freedom. Getting three 
people who are capable of working 
together and showing up for work on 
time has been a major challenge. We 
are, however, convinced that with time 
and finding the right people, this too 
will change.  

Within this business, however, we 
have seen reliable profits that have en-
abled the church to purchase its own 
fuel for the winter for the first time, 
instead of relying upon aid from the 
sister church in the capital. The church 
has been able to use earned funds to 
replace all of its windows with new 
plastic windows. This new business is 
also providing a more reliable wage 
for the pastor, his wife, and their four 
children. He in turn is able to give jobs 
to believers and nonbelievers alike, 
which has a positive influence on the 
community as a whole.  

Case Study #2: 
Agricultural Project 

A major challenge in this part of 
the world is the drug trade. Marijua-
na, bound for European and Russian 
markets, grows wildly and abundant-
ly. In many villages, all jobs are some-
how connected with the drug trade. 
Unfortunately, this puts believers at 
a real economic disadvantage as they 
are given the option of either moving 
to the capital city in search of work or 
watching their families suffer. 

We believe there is a third option. 
In one such village we started an ag-
ricultural project. Working with the 
leader of a house church, we began 
planting potatoes and oats. In the 
first year we had a medium potato 
harvest. Roughly half of the potatoes 
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were shipped to the capital city and 
sold. The other half was used to pay 
the laborers. The oats harvest on the 
other hand was a bumper crop. Five 
sacks of oats trades for one goat or 
sheep, so in the first year we were able 
to acquire fifty head of livestock. 

There were enough spuds left over 
to plant potatoes again. This year, we 
have already locked into a deal to sell 
potatoes in a region where the weath-
er conditions do not allow for grow-
ing potatoes. This will allow us to re-
ceive a premium price for the harvest. 
We also stored oat seed from the pre-
vious harvest which will be planted 
to trade for more livestock and pro-
vide necessary feed. The livestock it-
self is multiplying and we are expect-
ing roughly eighty head of livestock 
by fall. Finally, we will be purchasing 
four cows, which will also provide 
dairy products for the church family 
now and beef in a few years.

We have found that medium-scale 
agricultural projects can be highly 
successful. Our organization stepped 
in with consulting, raising funds for 
start-up capital, and purchasing a ve-
hicle for personnel and harvest trans-
portation. This project has provided 
jobs so that next year these workers 
will receive not only potatoes, but ac-
tual cash for their labor. Most impor-
tantly, however, after years of having 
to choose between uprooting oneself 
from one’s home or participating in 
an illegal trade, participants will be 
given an opportunity to see them-
selves as God sees them: valued, loved, 
and capable of improving their lot.  

How We Function
Our organization is working to-

ward the development of kingdom-

oriented businesses that recognize 
Jesus as their ultimate leader, and, in 
anticipation of his second coming, 
they are actively pursuing ministry to 
spread his kingdom on earth. 

Our organizational culture is 
one of our greatest assets and en-
ables us to work toward a common 
goal. We have monthly meetings in 
which members who are available 
get together to discuss business. We 
hear updates on the development of 
their enterprises, their needs, and the 
blessings they are receiving. We also 
have a business lesson that is based 
on biblical principles. Imagine “In-
troduction to Business” meets “Year 
of the Jubilee.” We always have tea 
with a snack; sometimes a full meal. 
We work toward being an authentic 
team.

One of the biggest parts of my 
work is monitoring the cyclical fund. 
We simply don’t operate as a funnel 
for funds from Western donors to 
reach entrepreneurs in Central Asia. 
As an organization of humanitarian 
aid by law, we have the right to give 
organization members aid and at the 
same time collect donations. Our cy-
clical fund operates along the follow-
ing principles: 

1. After filling out the business 
plan guide, our entrepreneurs com-
plete the course “Money and Assets” 
published by Precept Ministries. 

2. Upon receiving a written recom-
mendation from their pastor, they are 
given the opportunity to present their 
entrepreneurial vision at one of our 
monthly meetings. 

3. The members present vote 
whether or not to allocate funds from 
our cyclical fund to finance the proj-
ect. 
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4. Upon reaching an agreement for 
receiving funds, if the future entrepre-
neurs are not already members, they 
must apply for membership within 
the organization. 

5. They must then write a special 
request for the funds in which they 
specifically describe how the funds 
will be used. 

6. If the entrepreneurs do not use 
the funds as allocated, we have the 
option of referring to the law en-
forcement authorities. (However, in 
the past three years of operations we 
have never had to exercise this right.) 

When we started creating our ap-
proach to transformational develop-
ment, we decided that we would have 

a ten percent interest rate. However, 
the local believers were shocked since 
scripture speaks time and time again 
against usury. Our understanding of 
usury became any act of giving mon-
ey with interest; therefore, we had to 
be creative. 

7. Instead of implementing an in-
terest rate, when people receive funds 
for their enterprise, we expect repay-
ment in the course of five to seven 
years. We believe this is a biblical ap-
proach, and with rare exceptions, we 
will not entertain ideas that will take 
more than seven years for repayment. 
This money is loaned without inter-
est. 

8. At the same time, these entre-
preneurs have become members and 

there is an expectation that they will 
continue partnering after the initial 
start-up capital has been paid back. 
This gives us a great advantage in that 
we can raise large sums of money 
quickly among entrepreneurs who 
want to participate in the develop-
ment of other kingdom-oriented 
businesses. 

9. As more and more small busi-
nesses return their start-up capital to 
the cyclical fund, and therefore at-
tain a higher level of profits, we will 
be developing this means of quickly 
raising funds. We have already used 
this model to fund the start-up of a 
knitting facility. 

10. When we enter into contracts 

with entrepreneurs, we also make an 
internal agreement that upon bank-
ruptcy our organization will acquire 
the assets that the entrepreneurs used 
for the start-up capital. This protects 
us if bankruptcy occurs. 

We are also working on a way for 
individuals interested in investing 
in SMEs to earn money as investors 
without having to refer to a stock 
broker or a bank. We are developing 
a system of loaning money to existing 
entrepreneurs who will use the mon-
ey to produce raw materials. Upon 
the sale of the finished product, they 
will return the initial investment with 
a predetermined additional sum. We 
call it Asset Based Investing (ABI). 
ABI is based upon actual value added 

We are excited about what God is doing 
in Central Asia through transformational 
development and its effect on people's lives.
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to a product, not a timeframe. This 
model also allows our investors to re-
ceive a much higher Return on Invest-
ment (ROI) than is available at banks. 

This first attempt at asset-based in-
vesting was successful and we’re hop-
ing to expand these creative invest-
ment opportunities in the future. 

Benefits to the Local Church
How does this help the church 

meet its financial objectives? Due to 
our sinful nature, it is easy for us to 
waste money on non-necessities. It 
takes a tremendous amount of dis-
cipline to actually reallocate newly-
raised revenue. Therefore, we are 
developing a concept called Teach-
ing Sacrificing (TS), in which we ac-
knowledge that the entrepreneurs are 
paying back a debt. This is done on a 
monthly basis. 

What we are encouraging is that 
once the debt is paid back in full, the 
entrepreneurs will continue to set the 
same amount of money aside on a 
monthly basis, but now redistribute 
it with a large portion going to the 
church as a sacrifice (this is on top 
of their regular tithe), part of it go-
ing to our organization (thus gener-
ating revenue to pay overhead) and 
part being reinvested in the business 
itself. While we are currently three 
years away from fully implementing 
TS, education is taking place. Our 
entrepreneurs understand and are ex-
cited about God using their resources 
for his kingdom. 

Having attended the 2008 trans-
formational development conference 
at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, I can’t help but recall the 
words of the conference’s emcee. On 
the opening night she read a lecture 
whereby she started out with (to 
paraphrase), “The reason Christian 
development organizations are not 
doing better than secular develop-
ment organizations is that we don’t 
do anything differently.” These words 
stayed with me. 

I am concerned that we, as Chris-
tian transformational developers, all 
too often put our eggs in the same bas-
kets as the world. I like to think that 
what we’ve done here in Central Asia 
has taken the best parts of various ap-
proaches and enhanced each one with 
what’s revealed to us in scripture. 

No doubt we have a long way to 
go. However, we are quantitatively 
moving in that direction. We are ex-
cited about what God is doing in 
Central Asia through transforma-
tional development and its effect on 
peoples’ lives as their faith is being 
reflected in their economic activities. 

References
Corbett, Steve and Brian Fikkert. 2009. 

When Helping Hurts: Alleviating Poverty 
Without Hurting the Poor and Yourself. Chi-
cago: Moody Publishers. 

Myers, Bryant. 1999. Walking with the 
Poor: Principles and Practices for Transforma-
tional Development. Monrovia, Calif.: World 
Vision International. 

VZ (pseudonym) graduated from Houghton 
College in 2007 with a degree in intercultural stud-
ies. Having taken multiple trips to Central Asia, 
he was thrilled to become a “transformational 
developer” with InterAct Ministries. Currently, he 
oversees the development aspect of a local Central 
Asian not-for-profit. 



NORTH AMERICA HAS BECOME A MISSION FIELD
Join us for this inaugural gathering where pastors, thought leaders, and 
other missionary-minded servants will gather to engage some of the most 
pressing theological and cultural issues of our day.

A MISSIO ALLIANCE GATHERING
APRIL 11-13, 2013 | ALEXANDRIA, VA 

THE FUTURE OF THE GOSPEL:
RENEWING EVANGELICAL IMAGINATION FOR MISSION

facebook.com/missioalliance  twitter.com/missioalliance

MaryKate Morse
Dallas Willard
Scot McKnight
Don Coleman

Howard John Wesley
Fred Harrell
Roger Olson
Amos Yong

Gary Nelson
Cherith Fee Nordling
Jo Saxton
Tory Baucum

missioalliance.org

PRESENTERS & FACILITATORS



72   EMQ   January 2013

t was after dinner and 
my wife and I were sit-
ting in our living room 
with a missionary cou-
ple who came seeking 

advice. For some time, the wife had 
been worried about her husband and 
was encouraging him to talk to some-
one about the behavioral changes 
she was observing. They had read 
some books on burnout and made 
some changes to reduce his stress, 
but she felt the problems were get-
ting worse. He felt tired from all the 
ministry on his plate, and he needed 
a long break. “Not a bad idea,” I sug-
gested, “maybe some R&R would be 
good for him.” The wife turned to 
her husband, saying, “But dear, when 
we do take a break you don’t rest.” 

Frederick Jansohn

Dealing with Unresolved Grief
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This raised a red flag for me. I increas-
ingly find missionaries who think 
they are just stressed from work or 
overburdened with demands on their 
time, but a closer look reveals that 
more is going on beneath the sur-
face. Such was the case with this man.  
He didn’t realize that he was barely 
performing his work or that his moods 
were so dark so often that gloom had 
become his natural state. 

When I asked him to name the last 
time he felt peace, joy, or content-
ment, he was shocked to realize that 
he couldn’t even remember. Yet he 
continued to blame overwork, stress, 
and the need for a longer vacation. 
So I probed a little further and as we 
began to talk, he admitted that he 
would sometimes sit for hours at a 
time and not be able to work, even 
though he had a long list of things to 
do. 

He was consistently quick to an-
ger to the extent that his family was 
learning to “test the water” when they 
were around him to see how to ap-
proach him. (He later discovered that 
his children called this period of his 
life his “angry time.”) In fact, he had 
lost hope and found it hard to care 
about the next day, let alone the fu-
ture. 

What was going on in his life? Did 
he need a change of ministry or scen-
ery, a new understanding of his posi-
tion in Christ, or a renewed passion to 
serve the Lord? What was the source 
of his hopelessness, fatigue, and frus-
tration? As we worked together it be-
came apparent that, like a number of 
other Christian workers with whom 
I have recently spoken, this once-vi-
brant missionary was suffering from 
unresolved grief.

Grief
Grief is what we experience when 

there is loss in our lives. It can be 
very painful—sometimes immobiliz-
ing. Grieving is healthy, however, and 
is the way we process and heal from 
loss. Unresolved grief occurs when we 
don’t grieve our losses or don’t grieve 
them properly or completely. 

Different cultures grieve differently, 
but most have some type of ritual that 
aids the process of closure. This helps 
people to acknowledge their loss, 
come to terms with it, and continue 
with their lives. In her landmark book, 
On Death and Dying, Elizabeth Kübler-
Ross suggests a process called “The 
Five Stages of Grief” (1976). These 
stages are familiar to many people:

• Denial: “This can’t be happening 
to me.”

• Anger: “Why me? This isn’t fair.” 
“God, how could you let this hap-
pen?”

• Bargaining: “Just get me through 
this and I’ll…” “I’ll do anything if…”

• Depression: “What’s the point 
in trying?” “Nothing will work, why 
go on?”

• Acceptance: “It will work out 
eventually.” “I need to continue on.”

What people may not be familiar 
with, however, are the difficulties that 
can arise when a person either avoids 
the process or stalls somewhere in the 
middle instead of working all the way 
through it. The pain of the loss contin-
ues and instead of allowing the heal-
ing process to occur, a person seeking 
to avoid the pain stalls in denial, an-
ger, bargaining, or depression. Unfor-
tunately, the “coping mechanisms” 
the person must develop to maintain 
these states cannot be sustained in-
definitely and eventually cause greater 
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problems than originally existed.
In order to avoid dealing with loss, 

a person can form a habit of avoiding 
grief to the point that he or she rarely 
deals with even the small losses. These 
losses build up, each one contribut-
ing its share of negative symptoms. 
The person is then caught in a vicious 
circle, expending more and more of 
his or her resources to overcome the 
mounting symptoms of loss until the 
resources are depleted. 

When this happens, he or she is no 
longer able to live a normal life. There 
are not enough resources to cope with 
normal life and overcome the negative 
symptoms of the accumulating grief. In 
the case of the man mentioned above, 

several large losses had occurred and 
then a number of small losses began 
to pile up, leaving him unable to cope 
with the everyday stresses of life.

Hidden Loss
There are two elements of grief, and 

specifically unresolved grief, which 
make loss harder to see and deal with: 
accumulated grief and ambiguous grief. 

Accumulated grief occurs when loss-
es are not dealt with properly or com-
pletely. As described above, the losses 
add up until a person is no longer 
able to bear the burden. The problem 
is that most of the losses are so small 
that a person doesn’t register them as 
being something to grieve about until 
these have accumulated into an over-

whelming mass. Sometimes, a person 
develops a “tough-it-out” mentality 
and attempts to ignore the losses. 

Let me use an illustration: If you 
throw a frog into hot water, it will im-
mediately jump out; but if you put 
it in cool water and turn up the heat 
slowly, it will stay in until it is too late. 
As the water heats slowly, the frog is 
able to tolerate the new temperature 
and considers it normal. This keeps 
happening until the frog succumbs to 
the heat. The problem for the frog, of 
course, is that it can only tolerate a fi-
nite amount of heat stress.

Ambiguous grief clouds the picture 
as much as (if not more than) accu-
mulated grief and refers to the hidden 

losses in life. For example, mission-
aries move a lot, and each time they 
leave behind people and things that 
have become an important part of 
their lives. In the past, this has been 
considered a normal, though difficult 
part of missionary life. It was some-
thing that needed to be endured, not 
grieved over. Studies show, however, 
that this type of loss has profound 
effects on us and our children (Third 
Culture Kids, TCKs). It is only recently 
that this is being recognized in main-
stream thinking as a type of loss. 

Has anyone ever asked you, “How 
did you get that bruise?” Until he or 
she brought it up, you may not have 
even noticed the bruise—after all, we 
all bang our arms and legs and often 
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ignore the little bumps. If you are too 
rough on your body, however, the 
aches and bruises add up until it can 
be difficult to exercise or even stand. 

Missionary life, too, can bring a lot 
of bruises. As a matter of fact, if the 
missionary lifestyle were a sport, it 
would be an extreme sport. Sure, such 
a “rough-and-tumble” lifestyle can be 
exciting and rewarding, but there are 
a lot of bumps as a matter of course 
and we ignore their accumulation to 
our own peril. If we’re not careful, we 
can find ourselves depleted of the re-
sources necessary to live a normal life, 
and it may come as a surprise that the 
effects of these small and sometimes 
unseen losses have become so large 
that they can’t be avoided any longer. 

Missionaries are especially sus-
ceptible to this. The same deep com-
mitment that most missionaries feel 
toward their calling can actually lead 
them to suppress feelings of loss and 
either avoid or shorten the grieving 
process as they press forward in serv-
ing the Lord with alacrity and fervor.

Prevalence 
So just how prevalent is the prob-

lem of unresolved grief? Although sta-
tistics are not that easy to come by for 
missionaries, there is other research 
that can give us an idea of the scope of 
this problem.

An interesting way to approach this 
question is by first looking at how 

much loss a person can endure. In one 
study, Thomas Holmes and Richard 
Rahe examined the medical records of 
five thousand people to see if stress-
ful events could cause illness (Holmes 
1967). They found a close correlation 
and published their results as The So-
cial Readjustment Ratings Scale or The 
Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale.  

Forty-three life events were placed 
on a scale and points were assigned 
depending on how much effect the 
event had on a person’s life. The high-
est was the death of a spouse at 100 
points, and a minor violation of the 
law the lowest at 11 points. Patients 
were asked to list the events they had 
experienced and the score for each 
person was totaled. The authors dis-

covered that a score of 150 indicated 
a slight risk of illness, 150-299 indi-
cated a moderate risk, and 300+ indi-
cated a definite risk. 

Although the research was designed 
to study stress, a large percentage of the 
life events listed in the scale have at least 
a small component of loss and some 
largely so. The correlation between loss 
and stress is clearly seen. Loss causes 
stress and great loss causes great stress. 

I have spoken to several colleagues 
over the past few years and the con-
sensus is that while people in the 
States endure scores of 400, some mis-
sionaries often live at sustained levels 
of stress at around 600 on the scale. 
The thought is that we are able to live 

  
 



1. Are you unsure how well you are functioning? Ask 
someone! Spouses and teammates can give extremely valu-
able feedback. Be sure you approach them with an open 
heart and listen without being defensive. Don’t be afraid 
of the truth. (Prov. 1:5, 12:15, 19:20)

2. Ask God to give you discernment to understand how 
you feel, what others are saying, and what he wants to teach 
you through this. (James 1:5)

3. If God begins to show you that unresolved grief is a prob-
lem in your life, humble yourself under his hand and be will-
ing to investigate your patterns of living with a heart that is 
willing to change. (Ps. 139:23-24; 1 Pet. 5:6) 

4. Don’t despair. You have already demonstrated your ability 
to bear pain as you have struggled with unresolved grief; 
now turn that strength to dealing with the actual problem 
and see it all the way through to joy. When you deal with 
loss and grief, instead of wearing you down it forges a stron-
ger faith and a deeper relationship with God that leads to 
increased joy and new levels of love and service. (John 10:10, 
15:11; Ps. 51:8)

5. Talk to someone who has experience in helping others 
with grief. This could be a pastor, a member care person, or 
a counselor. With training and experience he or she will be 
able to help you identify your losses, point out any coping 
mechanisms you have adopted, and help you build a strate-
gy for healing. (Just as importantly, he or she will be able to 
tell if your symptoms are being caused by something other 
than unresolved grief.)
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like this for periods of time because as 
Christians and trained missionaries 
our resource pool tends to be deeper 
than most and so we are more resil-
ient. However, even missionaries are 
not able to live at this level indefi-
nitely and will eventually develop the 
symptoms of accumulated loss and 
unresolved grief unless they are able 
to properly deal with the situation. 

Looking at the question of preva-
lence from another angle, David Pol-
lock and Ruth E. Van Reken discuss 
the difficulties that TCKs experience 
because of loss (2009). In fact, this 
can be one of the most prevalent is-
sues with which adult TCKs deal. If 
children experiencing these losses 
need help in dealing with the resul-
tant grief, then it follows that their 
parents and other adult missionar-
ies who have lived under these same 
stresses for longer periods of time will 
also need to deal with their losses. If 
loss is considered to be prevalent, and 
if missionaries have a tendency to ig-
nore loss, then unresolved grief will be 
prevalent as well. 

Member care professionals and 
mission leaders do well to consider 
unresolved grief when evaluating 
personnel experiencing difficulties. It 
is also important to note that it is a 
spouse or co-worker who will often 
bring this to light as the missionary is 
often blinded to the seriousness of his 
or her condition.

Symptoms
The symptoms of unresolved grief 

are not necessarily clear cut. They can 
mimic those of other problems like 
marriage issues or overwork. Burnout, 
for example, is often a reality with 
missionaries who have carried heavy 

loads, and in the last twenty years 
much time has been devoted to un-
derstanding, diagnosing, and resolv-
ing burnout and its many causes. I 
am finding, however, that burnout is 
often a symptom of unresolved grief. 

To confuse things further, some-
times the inappropriate coping mech-
anisms a person has developed can 
make his or her life look like he or 
she has actually processed and han-
dled the loss well. Take the grieving 
workaholic, for example. Instead of 
dealing with his or her loss and grief, 
the person blocks the loss from his or 
her mind and throws him or herself 
into an unrealistic amount of work 
in order to forget or avoid the situa-
tion. The insidious thing is that the 
person can actually receive praise for 
how much he or she is accomplish-
ing in his or her profession while he 
or she and the family languish until 
eventually it all comes crashing down 
around him or her.

If someone doesn’t see that the 
source of the problem is actually un-
resolved grief and the worker is merely 
treated for a symptom of the problem, 
then the real problem of unresolved 
grief will remain unresolved. In the 
end, vacation, instruction in time man-
agement, marriage seminars, and prior-
itizing will provide only temporary re-
lief and the problem will continue. It is 
vitally important to continue working 
until the root problem is uncovered.

So, what are some of the main 
symptoms of unresolved grief?

• Burnout—no vision, no desire: 
“What difference is it going to make if 
I do this?” “I don’t even feel like going 
to work anymore.”

• Marriage issues—lack of com-
munication, romance, intimacy: “I 



EMQ   January 2013   79

feel like we’re growing apart, but I 
don’t have the energy to do anything 
about it.” 

• Parent/child relationships—
lack of communication, nurturing, 
discipling: “I just can’t deal with them 
right now.” “I just need to be alone. 
They (spouse) can deal with it.”

• Unreasonable emotions: Some-
times a person can go for days and not 
get out of a chair. He or she may have a 
“quick fuse” that can trigger intense, un-
reasonable anger with little provocation.

• Lack of hope: It’s hard for the 
person to consider doing something in 
the future when he or she doesn’t have 
enough energy to deal with today.

• Lack of forgiveness: This person 
has typically either refused to forgive 
or to be forgiven.

• Blocking out the past: This per-
son may refuse even good memories 
in order to avoid bad ones.

This last symptom is fairly com-
mon and often seems to characterize 
unresolved grief. Painful memories 
can range from a difficult childhood 
to a demanding job or the death of a 
loved one.  They may include being be-
trayed by a co-worker or someone we 
trusted, or experiencing a very difficult 
term on the field. It can seem easier 
to avoid thinking about a dear friend 
we’ve had to leave behind rather than 
remember the good times we had if it 
means we must experience the hurt of 
separation again. Unfortunately, this 
robs us of all the good that was there, 
as well as making the problem worse.

While this article is too short to 
encompass all the possibilities for di-
agnosis and solution design, there are 
some practical things a person can do 
to get started on a path of healing (see 
page 77). 

Conclusion
Grief is a difficult, painful process 

and it may seem that avoiding it 
would be beneficial. Yet when grief 
goes unresolved, it will eventually 
deplete our resources until we can no 
longer function properly. The good 
news is that when the grieving pro-
cess is completed, it brings renewed 
health and the ability to go on with 
greater strength. There is relief from 
the burden of pretending to handle 
things, and from striving to cover up 
with inadequate coping mechanisms. 

We need to understand the path 
to healing and make sure that we do 
not skip or shortcut the journey. Re-
member that you don’t have to strug-
gle with this on your own—there are 
others who can help you find your 
way through to joy. Most importantly,  
Jehovah Raphi is God, our Healer, 
and he can heal the pain of loss and 
bring you to new levels of peace and 
joy in your life. There is always hope 
in him.
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Church Planting 
in a Week: 
Implications for Long-term Ministry
—Bolivia, a Case Study

Michael Chung with Enzo Saavedra and Mike Jorgensen

 For years, our church 
has been sending short- 
term mission teams. Often, 
their reports would read  

something like this:

Our 34 North Americans worked with . . .
27 ministry partners (translators) and . . . 
83 local Bolivian believers who saw  . . . 
1,044 professions of faith and helped start… 
6 new churches and helped strengthen . . . 
6 existing churches and saw . . . 
37 new Bible study groups formed.1

Having been on staff with Campus Crusade for Christ (CRU) for 
eight years, I had been exposed to quite a few short-term mission 
trips. Participants would often share the gospel and see people come 
to accept Christ as Savior.  

I have also been on the other end, the one who follows up from 
short-term teams. I discovered many of the numbers people stated 
were false and many of those hailed as “future leaders” were in many 
cases still unbelievers. Additionally, other nationals—both believers  
and non-believers—were left with a bad impression of short-term 
team members. Whether an un-kept promise to stay in touch, being 
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Church Planting 
in a Week: 
Implications for Long-term Ministry
—Bolivia, a Case Study

offended or treated rudely, or being 
taken advantage of or taken for grant-
ed, many issues arose which required 
cleanup by the long-term team.  

Indeed, much has been written 
academically on the pitfalls of short-
term mission trips. Jo Ann van Engen 
writes: 

Because short-term groups often want 
to solve problems quickly, they can make 
third-world Christians feel incapable of 
doing things on their own. Instead of 
working together with local Christians, 
many groups come with a let-the-North-
Americans-do-it attitude that leaves na-
tionals feeling frustrated and unappreci-

ated. Since the groups are only around 
for about a week, the nationals end up 
having to pick up where they left off—but 
without the sense of continuity and com-
petence they might have had if they were 
in charge from the beginning. (van Engen 
2000, 22)

Another charge against short-term 
missions is that nationals become de-
pendent upon outside aid. Robert Re-
ese writes,

Short-term missions may unwittingly 
contribute to a feeling of powerlessness 
among the very people that they seek to 
help. This in turn creates dependency….
the unhealthy reliance on foreign resourc-

Photos courtesy Michael Chung
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es, personnel, and ideas, which stifles local 
initiative. It is expecting someone else to 
do for you what you could do for yourself. 
In mission history, dependency resulted 
from western missionaries importing for-
eign forms of worship, church organiza-
tion, institutions, and theology during the 
colonial period. Indigenous people could 
not operate such foreign systems and 
found they had to depend on outsiders to 
run them. It is for this reason that some 
churches in developing nations continue 
to be weak and ineffective. (2009)

What factors create dependency? 
Reese writes, 

Short-term volunteers are currently sup-
plying pastors in Zimbabwe with all sorts 
of money and equipment from computers 
to cars, without accountability for their 
use. Church members become amazed 
that their pastor is driving a new car and 
has money to send his children to the best 
schools, or to visit foreign countries, while 
they remain in poverty. (2005, 151) 

There are many issues that ar-
gue against the validity and utility of 
short-term missions. Should short-
term missions stay? Is it time for a 
missiological movement against these 
trips?

Despite all the criticism, short-term 
missions are not going anywhere. 
Gary Corwin explains, “The enormous 
popularity of short-term missions is a 
reflection of local churches’ desire to 
be involved more directly in global 
missions” (2000, 422). Each year, over 
one million are sent out. And not only 
can short-term missions contribute to 
preaching the gospel, but if done well, 
they can also model effective long-
term church planting.

It was only when I went with e3 
Ministry Partners to Bolivia that my 
attitude changed. I must confess that 

I originally did not want to participate 
in the trip. The only reason I even con-
sidered it was because my wife was the 
youth director of our church and was 
using the trip as her summer mission 
opportunity for the youth. 

Despite my attitude and previous 
experiences, I was pleasantly surprised 
and found myself in deep thought 
throughout the week. There was noth-
ing earth-shattering about this particu-
lar trip, but I can say that nothing has 
taught me more about church plant-
ing. After much reflection, I realized 
that the trip’s effectiveness and efficien-
cy can be summed up in three words: 
simple, biblical, and transferable. 

Simple. We were not required to 
have a theology degree or training. We 
were not subjected to a week-long or 
even all-day training. We were simply 
taught the uncomplicated ministry 
multiplication practices that we were 
to model for our national partners. 
For example, the day of our arrival, 
our training simply consisted of do-
ing the same Bible study we would use 
the next day to lead the nationals who 
were interested in learning more. 

The Bible study was focused on 
Luke 10:1-9. We discussed six ques-
tions2 that we also used when we led 
nationals in a Bible study. The first two 
questions were:   

1. What did you like? 
2. What did you not like or find 

confusing?
After some discussion, we read the 

Luke passage again. We then discussed 
two more questions: 

3. What does this teach about peo-
ple? 

4. What does this teach about God?
After more discussion, we read the 

Luke passage again. The final two were 
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called the “Live and Tell” questions: 
5. How will you live this out? Be 

specific.  
6. Who will you tell about what 

you have learned? Give a name.
We did the same thing the next day 

with the nationals who came to our 
meeting. We modeled inductive Bible 
study for our national partners, help-
ing them to learn, and then teaching 
new believers how to effectively study 
the Bible for themselves. We did not 
need any books, pamphlets, or videos 
outside of the Bible. Because Bolivia is 
one of the poorest countries in South 
America, resources were limited any-
way. So the fact that our only neces-
sary resource was the Bible made the 
study simple. T. Aaron Smith writes, 

had no commentary from a promi-
nent scholar, no systematic theology, 
no materials from the West. Our only 
possessions were the word of God, the 
Holy Spirit’s power, faithful hearts, 
and guided discussions.  

Biblical. In Luke 10:1-12, Jesus 
sends out the 70/72 into the harvest 
to do the work of the Lord.  The 70/72 
were to find a “person of peace” who 
showed significant interest in the 
work. During the day, we went into the 
community and shared the gospel with 
people on the streets or in their homes. 
There was also an eye clinic that was 
advertised in the neighborhood. Mem-
bers of the short-term team and local 
believers were trained to conduct eye 
checks and distribute reading glasses of 

different strengths. Afterwards, people 
receiving glasses were invited to sit 
down with someone and hear a gospel 
presentation. Although they were free 
to leave with their new glasses already 
in hand, most stayed for this spiritual 
counseling.

After we shared the gospel, we ex-
tended an invitation to the study in 
the evening. During the studies con-
ducted over a few evenings, we were 
to identify the person of peace. This 
would be an individual who displayed 
noticeable interest in the Bible, com-
ing to the study and often bringing 
others along with him or her. Many 
Christian groups emphasize evange-
lism and discipleship, but the person 

Our only possessions were the word of 
God, the Holy Spirit’s power, faithful hearts, and 
guided discussions.  

True community Bible interpretation oc-
curs when the urban poor discuss the text 
themselves, while the Bible study leader 
operates as facilitator. He or she guides the 
study ensuring that everyone participates, 
maybe giving some interpretation hints, 
and ensuring that their observations come 
from the text. Community Bible interpreta-
tion is not a Bible study done with a group 
that is being led by someone who did pri-
vate Bible interpretation and is sharing his 
or her personal insights with the group. 
True community Bible interpretation hap-
pens when, under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, the hermeneutical community reads 
and discusses the passage in order to deter-
mine the author’s intended meaning and 
then discerning what the passage means for 
them. (Smith 2010, 177-178)

This is exactly what we did. We 
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of peace concept directs people to take 
special note of those who show a lot 
of interest and could be future leaders 
of the new church plant.

Transferable. The ministry was 
done alongside partners from the lo-
cal church. Local pastors recruited 
members of their church to work with 
the short-term teams. Enzo Saavedra, 
e3’s national director, visited the city 
several weeks before the short-term 
team arrived in order to train local 
believers with the same principles and 
methods with which the short-term 
team would be trained. The members 
of the church would be with the team 
throughout the week. 

The first few days, the church 
watched and helped translate as the 
gospel was shared and the evening 

Bible studies were led. Gradually, they 
took more responsibility, doing more 
of the evangelism, helping with the 
evening Bible study, and eventually 
leading the study on their own. 

On the last night of the mission, 
the pastor of the partnering church, 
along with the members, conducted 
the first church service of the church 
plant. Nationals themselves were en-
couraged. According to Saavedra, 

Short-term missions are great motiva-
tion for the churches, because it helps them 
to assume a commitment in accomplish-
ing the Great Commission. We believe 
that 80% of the churches planted continue 
growing, which shows us the positive and 
good result this type of strategy brings to 
our country. I believe it is very important 

to continue supporting and having these 
teams continue coming for three reasons. 

First, it is a life-changing experience for 
those who come to do the work from out-
side Bolivia. It helps them to see the needs 
of people, cities, and the country. It is also 
a life-changing experience for the nationals 
who are challenged to do ministry outside 
their zones of comfort. Second, it helps to 
find new leaders and develop their lead-
ership potential. Third, the strategy moti-
vates the churches to do God’s work and 
the training is not overbearing. It is not 
necessary to have days and days of training 
before the churches can begin the work.

Clearly, Saavedra has challenged us 
to continue the work because it ben-
efits everyone, both expatriates and 
nationals. 

Recently, I was informed that the 

church we started in Bolivia is still 
meeting. Ten children, six youth, and 
a number of adults are meeting with 
three members of the church with 
which we partnered. I was a skeptic 
before my trip, but I have seen God 
use short-term missions to plant a 
church in a week. These principles can 
be applied to any setting over time. 
With determination, a church can in-
deed be birthed. 

Endnotes
1. Personal email from Mike Jorgensen, 

June 30, 2011. Thanks also to Julia Rodri-
guez de Luna and Edgar Guerreiro, Boliv-
ian ministry partners for their input on 
this article. Julia helped translate for Pastor 
Enzo as well as called churches planted by 
our team.

I was a skeptic before my trip, but I have seen 
God use short-term missions to plant a church in a week.
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2. This methodology comes from the 
orality movement, where similar discus-
sion questions are used to engage oral 
people groups with Bible stories. This 
methodology also has been embedded 
into the small group curriculum developed 
for the I am Second project of e3 Partners 
Ministry. A mission trip participant with 
e3 Partners can use tools available at www.
iamsecond.com/groups. 
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Restriction & Risk

Carlos Diaz

 News came to us that 
the opposing army 
was racing toward 
the city. The govern-

ment forces were making a weak at-
tempt to fend off the invading army. 
By nightfall, the government forces 
had snuck out under cover of dark-
ness, leaving the city empty for the 
arrival of a new regime.  

Two months later, this new regime 
was forcing religious restrictions on 
the community; these were based on 
a very strict fundamental interpreta-
tion of Islamic laws. Before the new 
governing religious leaders came into 
the city, girls were allowed to attend 
school and women could freely move 
around the city and participate in the 
workplace. 

Now, young girls could no longer 
enter a classroom and women were 

Measuring Levels of Restriction 
and Risk and Determining
                         Appropriate
                         Strategies

restricted to their homes. Listening to 
music, watching television, or even 
having pictures of family members 
on the wall of a private home was 
prohibited. Along with these laws 
came greater restrictions on religious 
groups outside of Islam. For instance, 
no religious practice or expression of 
one’s faith other than that of Islam 
was allowed. For Christians, gath-
ering and meeting for worship, let 
alone sharing our faith with others, 
was extremely dangerous.          

For those of us who had been 
working and serving in the country 
prior to the new regime, life was dif-
ficult and limiting. Even more dif-
ficult was communicating the mes-
sage of Christ to those around us. We 
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knew that although life was difficult, 
we could continue to live our lives in 
Christ by quietly serving the physical 
needs of those around us. 

However, we also knew that God 
had called us not only to live out our 
faith in quiet practice, but to commu-
nicate his message of salvation as well. 

Our question now was: With these 
restrictions forced upon us and the risks 
involved, even imprisonment, how could 
we continue to communicate the gospel 
and teach and support those who had 
already put their faith in Christ?

We knew that if we were to stay 
and serve in that country, we had to 
consider three things. First, we need-
ed to understand the restrictions 

and limitations placed on us by the 
government and society. Second, we 
needed to evaluate the risk involved 
in sharing the gospel and ask how 
much risk we were willing to take 
for ourselves personally, as well as 
for our team and the local believing 
community. Third, if we were going 
to remain and work in the coun-
try, we needed to develop a strategy 
within the restrictions we faced. 

By determining the restrictions 
and risk, and developing an ap-
propriate working strategy and ap-
proach, we were eventually able to 
remain in the country and have a 
productive ministry through the 
grace and power of God.

By understanding 
and adapting to the 
specific level of risk 
in a region, one can 
develop ways to 
communicate 
and minister. 
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Determining Levels  
of Restriction and Risk

Within each country, and even 
within each region of a country, dif-
ferent restrictions and risk levels may 
exist. For example, in one region of 
a country, there may be little or no 
restriction, and a worker may be free 
to stand out in the open and share 
and teach others. However, in other 
regions the worker may face stricter 
restrictions in sharing the gospel 
openly. In each situation, the worker 
must determine the restrictions and 
risk and how he or she is going to 
minister to those in the community. 
Although my experience has been 
mostly within a Muslim context, sim-
ilar opposition to the gospel can also 
be found in regions of other religious 
groups as well as political ideologists 
opposed to religious freedom. 

As we began to develop our work 
and help other teams working in dif-
ferent regions, we developed a scale 
(which we call the R-scale) to deter-
mine the level of risk so that we can 
apply an appropriate approach for 
each level. R represents the level of 
restriction and risk that exist in vari-
ous areas of ministry. The numbers 
0-4 shows the level of restriction and 
risk, with 0 being no restriction or 
risk and 4 highly-restricted situations 
with the greatest risk. The R-scale is in 
the pullout box to the right. 

Developing an Appropriate 
Approach 

As defined by the R-scale, we see 
that not all areas of ministry are the 
same. Although a specific strategy or 
approach may be successful and ac-
cepted in one region, it may not be 
appropriate or possible in other areas. 

However, a ministry will not need to 
be stopped. By understanding and 
adapting to the specific level of risk 
in a region, one can develop ways to 
communicate and minister.  

If we consider Levels 0–1, we see 
that a worker has no or very little restric-
tion to consider. The strategy a worker 
or his or her team would employ could 
be one of working freely, exposing his 
or her ministry, and openly commu-
nicating the gospel message. Various 
strategies can be used in such open ar-
eas of ministry, from organizing open 
meetings to which the community can 
be invited to opening a center to meet 
the population’s physical needs while 
freely communicating the Christian 
faith. Materials such as tracts and me-
dia can be freely handed out, and open 
assemblies are under no threat.   

While Levels 0-1 are free of restric-
tions to both the worker and those 
who believe and decide to follow 
Christ, Levels 2-4 differ greatly in that 
sharing the gospel and teaching those 
outside the Christian community is 
highly opposed and may even carry 
legal punishment and personal suffer-
ing. Those restrictions made by the so-
ciety create great obstacles to both the 
worker and person open to the mes-
sage. Yet if a worker is to continue to 
faithfully minister and make disciples, 
he or she will obviously have to em-
ploy a different approach.  

During our first term, we moved 
into a country in Asia that would be 
what I consider an R-2. As foreign-
ers, we had the freedom to meet in a 
church building and work with the lo-
cal Christian community, but we were 
restricted by the local authorities, both 
religious and governmental, in shar-
ing and ministering to those outside 
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R-0: Existing religious and political freedom, possible secular state where 
Christians are allowed to meet freely and propagate and teach their message 
openly without any opposition. Freedom for individuals to choose which faith 
to follow without any negative repercussions from government or society.

R-1: Existing religious and political freedom where Christians are allowed 
to meet freely and propagate and teach their message openly to all. How-
ever, while government authority has no laws banning religious freedom or 
conversion, social and religious opposition exists, and both those propagat-
ing and those renouncing their former faith may face great opposition.

R-2: Existing religious and political freedom where Christians are allowed 
to meet freely and propagate and teach their message openly. However, this 
is only for those within their own religious group. Proselytizing to a non-
Christian with the intention of conversion is illegal, and both those propa-
gating and those renouncing their former faith will face opposition and legal 
action by either government or religious authority. 

R-3: Religious and political freedom is limited and although Christians are 
allowed to gather and worship, significant restrictions are placed on them 
by the major faith and government. Christians are considered a lower class, 
and are denied privileges that the majority community enjoys.  Propagating 
or teaching the Christian message to non-Christians is strictly prohibited by 
the government and religious authority, and conversion is strictly illegal. The 
apostate can face imprisonment or the death penalty. 

R-4: Religious and political freedoms do not exist. The citizens of this 
country or area are all considered to be of the majority religion. Anyone 
propagating another religion will face great opposition and danger, both by 
the government and religious authority, and conversion is strictly illegal. The 
apostate can face imprisonment or the death penalty. 

of Restriction and Risk
LEvELS

The R-Scale

Def•i•ni•tions& 
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the Christian community. 
Nevertheless, we still enjoyed the 

freedom to open Christian book-
stores, broadcast Christian radio and 
television programs, and talk openly 
with those outside the Christian faith. 
Our freedom to meet in public and 
practice our faith openly was a testi-
mony of our faith in Christ to those 
around us, and the freedom to sit, 
discuss, and answer questions openly 
about our faith offered great opportu-
nities and opened many hearts. 

Later, my family and team mem-
bers entered a different area of minis-
try in an area I would define as R-3. 

While living under greater restrictions, 
we still benefited from some freedom 
to express our faith and gather for 
worship, but there was no longer a 
national Christian presence. We were 
not allowed to communicate through 
media or literature, and openly shar-
ing our faith could cause immediate 
expulsion from the country. 

A year after moving into this area 
of ministry, the country fell to R-4. At 
that time, we were not even allowed 
to express our personal faith openly, 
and sharing our faith would bring im-
prisonment and even death. We were 
forced to look for ways in which we 
could continue to work under such re-
striction and even danger. How could 
we continue to proclaim and teach 
those in our community?

As we prayed and sought God for 
wisdom, we began to see and learn var-
ious ways in which we could sensitively 
and wisely continue to share with those 
around us. We found we were still free 
to communicate when we were asked 
specific questions concerning our faith. 
Peter instructed the persecuted believ-
ers to “Always be prepared to give an 
answer to everyone who asks.” He con-
tinued, “But do this with gentleness 
and respect” (1 Pet. 3:15). No matter 
what situation or place we were in, we 
always felt free to answer questions 
concerning our beliefs and explaining 
why we believed. Although not every-

one received our answers, we were still 
able to give an answer.         

We also began to explore how to 
share our faith in contextualized forms 
that made the message of Christ clear 
while not directly speaking against the 
majority religion. One of these was us-
ing the parables Jesus used to commu-
nicate truth about God and his king-
dom. In our place of ministry, where 
the population was of an oral tradi-
tion, storytelling and proverbs were 
widely accepted and commonly used. 
We began to retell selected parables, 
using vocabulary and forms, especial-
ly religious forms that were acceptable 
to the audience and communicated 
specific truths about salvation and the 
Kingdom of God. 

One of our favorites was the Phari-

As we prayed and sought God for wisdom, 
      we began to see and learn various ways in which 
we could sensitively and wisely continue to share 
           with those around us. 



see and tax collector found in Luke 
18:9-14. As we shared these stories, 
the Holy Spirit began to open many 
hearts. Jesus said, “He who has ears, 
let him hear” (Matt. 13:9). We also 
used other forms such as popular po-
etry and proverbs to express truth and 
local folklore to share principles of the 
Kingdom of God. At times, we would 
also use their religious books, but 
with much care and only as a bridge 
to move to biblical truths. 

There are many other forms and 
methods that can be applied in working 
in such restricted areas, whether that risk 
is religious or political. These are but a 
few examples of some of the practical 
methods we learned to use to continue 
to share God’s message. We must re-
member that as ambassadors of Christ, 
he will give us the wisdom to know how 
to speak and what methods to use in ful-
filling his Great Commission.   

As we seek God and continue to 

obey his Great Commission, the Lord 
will lead us and give us the wisdom 
to share his great news. We do not 
need to become paralyzed, stop, or 
limit our work because of restrictions 
placed on us by worldly authorities 
who are opposed to the will of God. 

However, it is imperative that we be-
come well aware of those restrictions 
and the levels of risk that exist in the 
area in which we are serving. Once we 
understand them, we can develop and 
apply those appropriate methods to be 
a witness for Christ. Whether we have 
open access to sharing the truth or many 
restrictions, we can continue to share 
God’s message in love and wisdom.

Carlos Diaz (pseudonym) is an area lead-
er in Central Asia for TEAM. He has been 
working with Muslims for twenty-five years. 
He is also involved in lecturing at theological 
institutes throughout Latin America as well 
as coaching teams working in hard-to-access 
areas around the world.
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In the 20    30 Gap

“…David, after he had served 
the purpose of God in his own gen-
eration, fell asleep and was laid 
with his fathers…” (Acts 13:36) 

T hese words have stirred 
me from an early age. Ful-
filling the purpose of God in 
my generation is an orient-

ing goal that has provided overall di-
rection for my life and informed my 
choices. What strikes me is the phrase 
“in his own generation.” 

David lived centuries before Jesus, 
yet what he did in his generation had 
profound results on future genera-
tions, including the one that gave the 
world Jesus.

However, there’s a problem in assess-
ing success for this “in-my-generation” 
goal—it is best done via epitaph, dis-
covered in hindsight. That was true for 
David, and it’s true for me. How then do 
I determine what God’s purpose is for 
my generation? What is my generation’s 
relationship to the work of Christ? 
Ironically, the clues to answer these 

Opening Ourselves to 
New Movements, Voices, 
and Opportunities
Roy Eyre

questions may be found by looking at a 
group that missed God’s purpose.

Rejecting God’s Purpose
Luke 7:30 says, “…the Pharisees 

and the lawyers rejected the purpose 
of God for themselves…” I can’t imag-
ine a more horrible epitaph! The reli-
gious leaders of Jesus’ day were in stra-
tegic positions of influence in an era 
that gave them one main purpose—to 
look for the Messiah to come—and 
they missed it. How? 

In Luke 7, John the Baptist began 
to express doubts about whether Jesus 
was the Messiah. Jesus answered, not 
by rebuking John’s doubt or offering 
intellectual proof, but by reminding 
John of the messianic scriptures Jesus 
fulfilled daily as he cared for the needy. 
He then turned to the watching crowd 
to challenge their understanding of the 
eccentric prophet. Those crowds re-
sponded in two ways: those who were 
baptized by John “declared God just,” 
while those who were not baptized 
sought to declare themselves just. In 

(Editor's note: In this issue we start a new column where we hear from younger leaders 
initiating innovative, visionary efforts which are resulting in fruit for the kingdom. Our hope 
is that we will learn and be inspired by them even as they learn from and are inspired by 
those of us on the other side of the gap.)
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so doing, they rejected God’s purpose.
So, where did the latter—the reli-

gious leaders and lawyers—go wrong? 
According to the text they had three 
main problems: 

First, they had dogmatic expecta-
tions. While the people responded to 
Jesus’ message by concluding it proved 
God’s plan right, the Pharisees insist-

ed they were right. As professional 
students of the Bible, they arrogantly 
found ground to judge everyone else’s 
beliefs, practices, and expectations. 
Sadly, the Pharisees’ heart attitude of 
rigidity and self-righteousness caused 
them to miss God’s plan in their gen-
eration.

Second, they were unresponsive. 

Photos courtesy Roy Eyre
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The Pharisees had not been baptized 
by John. We know they heard his mes-
sage, but they rejected it. Jesus faulted 
their lack of empathy and the distance 
they maintained from their followers. 
They looked at the world from high 
above, too proud to get their hands 
and robes dirty with real life.

Third, they were blind leaders. 
The same proof Jesus offered to John 
about his claim to be the Messiah 
was available to the Pharisees as well. 
While others believed, they refused 
to see truth. If a leader is not able to 
understand the times, see what God is 
doing, and know what to do and how 
to respond, then he or she needs peo-
ple around him or her to fill that role. 
Even the heathen kings of the Old Tes-
tament knew this (see 1 Chron. 12:32, 
Esth. 1:13, Dan. 10:1).

So how do I, how do we, avoid the 
same problems? We need a three-fold 
counter-attack to open our minds to 
new movements, our hearts to new 
voices, and our eyes to new opportu-
nities. 

1. Keep expectations flexible. The 
key challenge for every generation is to 
set aside expectations. The move of God 
in this generation is going to look very 
different than in previous generations. 
At a recent Lausanne Consultation for 
North American Younger Leaders, I 
was part of a group that summarized 
the shifting tides of mission during the 
past century in this way: 

Mission has moved from:
doing mission to all peoples
to doing mission for all peoples
to doing mission with all peoples
to receiving [mission] from all peoples.

Think about the history of Bible 

translation. When Wycliffe’s key part-
ner, the Summer Institute of Linguis-
tics (SIL), began, its personnel were 
the experts, approaching a project as 
ministering to an unreached people 
group. There was little awareness 
of the capacity of those unreached 
peoples to participate in translation 
themselves. As that awareness grew, 
the work then shifted to translat-
ing for a people group. The more ex-
pat translators relied on their nation-
al translation assistants, the more the 
nationals showed their capabilities. 

The result? An explosion of na-
tional Bible translation organizations 
in the 1980s launched an era of do-
ing translation with national believ-
ers. Many of these organizations 
proved to be well-run, effective, and 
sustainable. 

By 1999, the rate of Bible trans-
lation had settled into a methodical 
pace that would require another 150 
years to begin Bible translation proj-
ects for the remaining languages. For 
any language to wait five generations 
was asking too much. So in order to 
accelerate Bible translation again, 
Wycliffe, SIL, and church leaders 
adapted a new vision: to make God’s 
word accessible in every language 
needing it in this generation. Wycliffe 
and SIL therefore re-tooled to be en-
gaged to build capacity in others and 
cultivate sustainable Bible translation 
movements worldwide.

That was the year I fell in love with 
Wycliffe all over again.

2. Pay attention to the margins. 
In contrast to the Pharisees, we need 
to be responsive to God, to those we 
follow, to those we lead, and to those 
with whom we co-labor. Given the 
fact that the Holy Spirit is in all be-
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lievers, God can speak through those 
we may consider beneath us, specifi-
cally to those in the margins. In a glo-
balized world, the margins are much 
more under our noses than we might 
expect. Let me suggest a few places we 
can look.

Today, there are deep thinkers, 
bold missionaries, and battle-hard-
ened pastors among the world’s mi-
nority communities. Missiologists 
looking at South America are talking 
of three waves of mission in Brazil 
that are joining together as a move-
ment. The initial wave of foreign mis-
sionaries to Brazil yielded a national 
Church, which in turn began to ex-
pand its attention to the indigenous 
tribes within the country. Today, this 
young indigenous church is growing 
its vision to reach fellow indigenous 
peoples (Combs 2009). This move of 
God that is happening in Brazil can 
also be found in places like Nigeria 
and Papua New Guinea.

But you don’t need to leave North 
America to find minority communi-
ties. Peoples and language communi-
ties who don’t have access to reading 
God’s word or hearing the gospel 
message are showing up in North 
America and Europe as diaspora in 
great numbers, and few besides social 
services organizations know where 
they are. One reason we’re missing 
them is because those who focus on 
the global missionary task are not 
the same as those who focus on ur-
ban mission in home countries. And 
the vast majority of Western mission 
agencies have few effective strategies 
for engaging the Church in our cities.

One of those marginal groups 
linguists have recently been made 
aware of is the deaf community and 

the breadth of sign languages being 
used around the world. There may 
be as many as four hundred unique 
sign languages used globally, and 
their spiritual situation rivals people 
in some of the most unreached plac-
es on earth. For instance, only 1% of 
American deaf children will attend 
church as adults, and less than 7% 
will ever have the gospel presented 
to them in a way they can under-
stand—in America! The situation is 
likely the same in Canada. They are 
literally right in our midst, yet virtu-
ally unseen.

3. Understand our times. Look 
around. What is God doing in this 
generation that’s unique? Where is 
he at work? I see the Church shift-
ing east and south. I hear voices from 
non-traditional corners of Christi-
anity calling the West to repentance 
and orthodoxy. I see the nations, all 
ethne, rising up to take their place 
in the Church and in full participa-
tion in mission, biblical exegesis, and 
theological discourse. 

I also see technology hitting its 
stride at just the right time in critical 
areas like information sharing, lin-
guistic breakthroughs, accessibility, 
and technological possibilities. Let 
me unpack this. 

Information sharing. Informa-
tion is power, and it’s now available 
to the masses. Information on un-
reached people groups and languages 
without the Bible is available today 
with the click of a button. The re-
sult should be increased partnership 
and collaboration. I was encouraged 
recently that a major denomination 
in the United States recommended 
that anywhere from two to ten mis-
sionaries should be sent to every one 
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of the two thousand languages where 
Wycliffe is working in order to see the 
impact we all desire. 

Linguistic breakthroughs. Futur-
ist Ray Kurzweil says the pace of any 
technological development is pre-
dictable, but it’s impossible to predict 
where breakthroughs will come. He 
anticipates numerous breakthroughs 
in computational linguistics in the 
next two decades (Kelly 2011). SIL has 
pioneered many aspects of linguistic 
technology, including the AdaptIt 
software that allows translators to use 
scriptures translated in one dialect to 
create a first draft of a New Testament 
in a related dialect. I suspect the next 
breakthrough is not far off, and it will 
not come from SIL. Some reasons for 
optimism:

• Microsoft hires more linguists 
than anyone else in the world, which 
has driven universities to train more 
linguists than ever before. 

• Apple has created the incred-
ibly sophisticated Siri feature on its 
smartphones, and is gathering a huge 
amount of data on how people con-
verse with their technology. 

• Google is putting energy into 
its translation capabilities as well as 
launching the Endangered Languages 
Project. 

Accessibility. Nomads in the 
Middle East today are more likely 
to camp around technology hot 
spots than water sources (Williams 
and Gray 2010). Many of them carry 
smartphones even when they don’t 
have access to cell signals so they can 
pass files, videos, and photos by Blue-
tooth to each other. In addition, lan-
guage groups and people groups are 
setting up Facebook groups. And Sky-
pe and other teleconference software 

are connecting the remotest locations 
with the rest of the world; Bible trans-
lation teams in Indonesia can interact 
easily with a language program coor-
dinator living in Dallas and a transla-
tion consultant in Amsterdam. 

Technological possibilities. As 
stated earlier, the marginalized deaf 
communities have created new chal-
lenges for Bible translation. The 
printed Bible is more likely to be 
replaced by one on video. Sign lan-
guage is visual, after all. But that’s the 
beginning of the complexity. Some 
cultures would find reason to reject a 
signer if they’re the wrong gender, the 
wrong skin tone, or the wrong age. In 
other cases, some signers do not want 
to be identified by their repressive 
governments. To these challenges, 
technology offers the use of avatars. 
Teams are currently using computer 
animation to create the set of signs 
and the ability to add a “skin” of the 
right gender, ethnicity, or generation 
so that everyone has access to the 
word of God.

Technology hasn’t taken us as far 
as promised by 2012—flying cars and 
home robots are not quite common 
yet—but the time is ripe for technolo-
gy to bring Great Commission break-
throughs. I believe God’s encourage-
ment to Habakkuk could apply just 
as well to our day as it did to Paul’s 
day in Acts 13: “Look, you scoffers, be 
astounded and perish; for I am doing 
a work in your days, a work that you 
will not believe, even if one tells it to 
you” (Acts 13:41).

A Challenge for this  
Generation

I can’t say with confidence what 
God’s purpose is for me and my gen-
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eration. But a significant challenge 
has been laid at our feet: the word 
of God in every language in this gen-
eration. Today, about a third of the 
world’s languages have access to at 
least a New Testament, a third have 
translations in progress, and a third 
have a definite need for translation to 
begin. 

We’ve seen an incredible move of 
God in the past twelve years since Vi-
sion 2025 was first articulated: trans-
lation has begun in almost one thou-
sand languages. It has now become a 
worldwide movement. But it’s still a 
big, hairy, audacious goal that requires 
the pace to double again for the re-
maining third of the world’s languages 
which are among the most marginal-
ized people groups in the world. 

It’s a challenge worthy of this gen-
eration.
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The Local Church 
in Mission:
Don Everts

Voices in the Local Church

F
or five years, I’ve been watching my 
suburban church fall in love with 
mission. That process has been, 
for me, beautiful and instructive 

and… well, pretty surprising. Watching 
mission blossom here at Bonhomme 
Presbyterian Church has challenged 
many of my assumptions about mis-
sion and the local church because (I’ll 
just be honest) I’m something of a 
recovering mission snob.

You see, for fourteen years I served 
as a campus missionary with InterVar-
sity Christian Fellowship and spent 
a great deal of that time training and 
equipping young missionaries—mis-
sionaries of the radical, sacrificial, and 
incarnational variety. Young mission-
aries whom we proudly sent into the 
inner cities of the U.S. and megacities 
of the developing world. This, I knew, 
was true mission. And it had little to 
do with the comfortable, entitled, im-
mobile suburban church.  

Confessions of a Recovering Mission Snob 

(Editor's note: In this issue we start a new column where we hear from those in local 
churches do ing mission in fresh and often fear less ways. Our hope is that we will learn and 
be inspired by what these churches are contributing to God's kingdom.)

But then God 
called me to serve 
her. His suburban 
church, that is.

In specific, God 
called me to help 
folks here in 
the suburbs of 
St. Louis, members of a 197-year-old 
Presbyterian church, to get caught up 
in God’s work in this world. This task 
(part midwife, part coach, part trainer, 
part cheerleader) has changed how I 



view God’s mission in this world and 
the local church’s place in that mis-
sion. Watching people with minivans 
and mortgages get swept off their feet 
into God’s mission has taught me sev-
eral important lessons.   

Lesson #1: 
Diving in with Bulky Shoes

As someone who had often 
laughed (and sometimes cried) at 
the occasional, self-serving mission 
spasms that many suburban churches 
seemed to go through around spring 
break time, I came to Bonhomme 
committed to serious, careful, incar-
national mission involvement.  

I began to pass around wonder-
ful books like When Helping Hurts 
by Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert. If 
it were up to me, no one from Bon-
homme would go traipsing around 
the city with their big, awkward sub-

urban shoes on, making cultural faux 
pas and violating biblical mission 
principles with an innocent, well-
meaning smile on his or her face. 

But then I had coffee with a minis-
try partner in the city. I was expressing 
my desire to carefully train everyone 
at Bonhomme in cross-cultural skills 
and incarnational mission habits. No 
way were we going to add to the mass 
of cliché white Christians who mean 
well but actually do more harm than 
good! I thought this would meet with 
approval from my urban mission 
friend, but it didn’t.

Instead, he cautioned me: “Don’t 
raise the bar too high. If you do, no 
one will ever take the first step. Just 
have people dive in… then the train-
ing begins.” When I protested that we 
needed to first rid ourselves of our 
big, awkward suburban “shoes”, my 
friend just smiled and sipped his cof-

Photos courtesy Don Everts
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fee. “Brother,” he said, “you’ll always 
have those shoes. Come and minis-
ter with us, and we’ll have grace with 
you, as we learn together.”  

I began to wonder if never taking 
the first step into mission is worse 
than studying forever and never diving 
in. There’s something beautiful about 
simple, teachable obedience. One 
small group at Bonhomme has been 
showing me this over the last year.   

This is a small group of couples in 
their 50s. They’ve been a small group 
together for years, studying the Bible, 
sharing about their lives—normal 
small group stuff. But an interest-
ing thing happened about eighteen 
months ago: they grew bored with 
each other. At least that’s how they 
describe it.  

Their journey began simply 
enough: as a church, we were doing 
a Lenten small group series that was 
somewhat missional in theme. At the 
end of one of their small group times, 
one member challenged the rest of 
the group: “You know, we’ve been to-
gether for years. I know all your sto-
ries. And you know mine. But are we 
ever going to go out there and just do 
something about all this?” And just 
like that the group dove in.  

They had heard of Oasis Ministries, 
a ministry among refugees in St. Lou-
is, and so they called and asked how 
they could help. At first, they helped 
organize a “lamp drive” for Oasis—
collecting dozens of lamps from folks 
at Bonhomme so that newly-placed 
refugees could have light in their 
apartments. But that was only the be-
ginning; they’ve gone on to become 
intimately and regularly involved as 
a small group in the lives of refugees 
in the city. And as they are all going, 

our partners at Oasis are training and 
equipping them for wise and gracious 
cross-cultural ministry.  

Is this dive-in first approach messy? 
Oh yeah. I didn’t even hear about 
what this small group was doing until 
months after they had started! (After 
all, aren’t you supposed to ask your 
minister of outreach for permission—
and training—before going into the 
city?) Messy, but beautiful.    

Lesson #2: 
The Need to Train

That being said, we’ve also been 
realizing the need to increase our cul-
tural and missional IQ as a body. It 
turns out vacationing in Cancun isn’t 
great preparation for how to enter into 
other cultures with grace and humil-
ity. And being successful in business 
(as many at Bonhomme have been) 
doesn’t exactly equate to understand-
ing successful mission partnerships.  

And so we need to train and equip 
all these folks that are getting caught 
up in God’s work. As pastors and 
teachers, we are called to “equip the 
saints for the work of ministry” as 
Paul tells us in Ephesians. And train-
ing isn’t easy work. There’s no rea-
son that folks at Bonhomme would 
implicitly know how to engage post-
modern non-Christians, or develop 
a healthy cross-cultural partnership, 
or understand the complexities of 
community development. And so we 
need to train.

For example, our church has a 
healthy, thriving Alpha ministry that 
draws many non-Christians to the 
table to hear about Jesus. But not all 
of our Alpha volunteers understand 
how to help a distrustful postmodern 
non-Christian take a step closer to Je-
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sus. So we train them on postmoder-
nity and evangelism.

Our church has a blossoming part-
nership with a small orphanage in 
Honduras. But not all of those ini-
tially involved understood the dan-
gers of dependency and so chartered 
some unhealthy courses for our part-
nership. So we began to train them on 
the principles of healthy international 
partnerships and how to pursue sus-
tainability.

And here’s the trick about training 
that I’ve been learning: if God is at 
work all around us, then this means 
folks from Bonhomme could get 
caught up in all sorts of mission, from 
family healing to relational evange-
lism to urban mercy to global partner-
ships. This is inherently much messier 
than a top-down, more focused ap-
proach to mission. And this means 
(here’s the tricky part) we need to be 
prepared to equip and train people in 
various kinds of mission work.  

This is how I wound up writing a 
book that could provide a biblical un-
dergirding for our diverse mission, as 
well as lay the ground work for basic 
missional training in different areas. 
Go & Do: Becoming a Missional Chris-
tian has provided us a sort of Missional 
101 training on-ramp to help keep our 
growing mission stream flowing along 
wise, biblical, strategic channels.    

Lesson #3: 
The Beauty of Generations

For years, Bonhomme has been in 
partnership with the Comfort Foun-
dation, a Christian ministry in the 
Vologda Oblast of Russia. We send 
teams to help staff strategic camps for 
children living in government orphan-
ages. During my first year at Bonhom-

me, I was invited to go on one of these 
trips—my first short-term trip with a 
generationally diverse team.    

During team training, I began to 
realize that my years on campus had 
subliminally made me equate short-
term mission work with young adults. 
But our team flying over to Russia 
was truly multigenerational: we had a 
couple teenagers, a young adult, a few 
of us “middle-aged” folks, and a few 
folks in their 60s and 70s.  

It didn’t take long for me to real-
ize the beauty of such a team. Having 
experienced travelers among us was 
calming; having retired profession-
als among us turned out to be quite 
strategic and helpful to our Russian 
partners; and having youth among us 
helped us connect naturally with the 
Russian children. I experienced first-
hand the brilliance and simplicity of 
generations serving together in mis-
sion.    

But tapping into this generational 
beauty isn’t always simple or easy. 
Upon my return from Russia, I began 
to see the retired members of Bonhom-
me with new eyes: here was a group of 
experienced, educated Christians who 
had time on their hands. I was sitting 
on a potential missions gold mine! 
But over time, I’ve found that some 
mission partners assume, and even 
prefer, youth and energy over age and 
experience. One friend with an NGO 
in Kenya confessed to me that they had 
developed all their plans and logistics 
assuming youth and energy. His agen-
cy, he realized, had to come to terms 
with their “ageism”.  

Our conversation was gracious and 
enlightening, and hasn’t been the last 
one I’ve had trying to handle the beau-
tiful complexities that come when 
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God moves people of all ages (from 
5 to 105) into mission. Now obvi-
ously not every ministry is suited for 
children or for the elderly. We have to 
use wisdom and discernment in mo-
bilizing folks—and we always need to 
take our cues from our mission part-
ners. But also I’ve been so struck by 
the sheer beauty—and strategy—of 
generations laboring side by side in 
mission. This is one of the strengths, 
I now think, that the local church 
brings to mission.        

Lesson #4: 
The Strategy of Stories

During my first year at Bonhom-
me, I began to meet mission heroes 
all over the church: the couple in 
their 90s who had been visiting pris-
oners for years, the carpenter who 
had brought dozens of non-Chris-
tians to Alpha over the years, the 
young businessman who had found 
a way to provide steak dinners to the 
homeless. I was truly inspired by the 
mission heroes in this church.

But then I would meet with 
church leaders who would lament 
the fact that “hardly anyone” cares 
about missions at Bonhomme. Ini-
tially I was confused, but eventually I 
realized that we had a story problem 
at Bonhomme. We needed to get bet-
ter at telling our stories of mission. 
Not only would this give us opportu-
nities to praise God for his work, but 
it would also help inspire others to 
take their own next step in missions. 
Stories, we’ve found, create culture.  

Before starting to tell our stories in 
a more purposeful way, mission was 
perceived as a far-away specialty for 
professionals. For years, Bonhomme 

held an annual “Missions Sunday”, 
but hardly anyone would come to 
the missions fair after worship, and 
many people, we found out, were 
actually skipping worship that week 
because they assumed it had nothing 
to do with them. That was our cul-
ture of mission before.

So we’re trying to get better at tell-
ing our Bonhomme mission stories: 
we’ve created a mission display, we 
have testimonies during worship, 
and we get regular tweets from our 
mission teams. We definitely haven’t 
arrived, but through simple, God-
honoring stories, we’re seeing mis-
sion move from the periphery of our 
life as a congregation to the center. 
It’s no longer just a program; it’s be-
coming a way of life.  

And perhaps that’s what best sum-
marizes what I’ve learned about mis-
sion and the local church: mission 
is inextricably bound up in what it 
means to be a Christian—no matter 
where you live.  Mission, as the great 
Scottish preacher James S. Stewart 
put it, “…is the distinctive mark of 
being a Christian. To accept Christ is 
to enlist under a missionary banner.”

Even Christians here in suburbia, 
here in the local church, have enlist-
ed under a missionary banner.  And 
that, I’m finding out, is a beautiful 
thing.   

Don Everts, a long-time 
campus missionary, currently 
serves as minister of outreach 
at Bonhomme Presbyterian 
Church, a 197-year-old church 
in the suburbs of St Louis. His 
most recent book is Go & 
Do: Becoming a Missional 

Christian (InterVarsity Press, 2012).
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Excellence in Missions

 For over forty years I have been involved in church plant-
ing, observed church planting, and consulted with church 
planters. During that time, I have seen a number of common 
mistakes, some of which have been my own. In order to help 

new church planters avoid potential pitfalls, here are ten major errors 
which can occur when planting churches.

and money. The Apostle Paul would 
have laughed at such an idea. One of 
the ways we can determine whether we 
have made the mistake of making the 
church plant too dependent is looking 
at what happens when we leave. 

Mistake #2 
Planting a “mule church” instead 

of a “horse church.” This is a meta-
phor I learned from Mike Barnett at 
Columbia International University. A 
mule is sterile; a horse is not. We err 
when we put all our effort into planting 
one church so that the church is turned 
inwards and never reproduces itself. 
Some people seek to plant a church 
that becomes “large enough” to start 
new churches. Many pastors say that 
they will one day give birth to a new 
church when they are “large enough” 
or “strong enough.” The question, 
however, is “What is large enough?” 
(Vajko 2005, 294-299). 

Ten Mistakes Church 
Planters Can Make
Robert J. Vajko

Mistake #1 
Wrongly developing dependency 

in the church we are planting. This 
can be done in a two major ways. First, 
we err in helping too much in the begin-
ning of a church plant. This makes those 
in the church think that we are the 
only ones capable of doing ministry. 
Leaders who have had a lot of formal 
training are most likely to make this 
mistake.  

Second, we err when we help the 
church too much either from our own 
funds or by gifts given from elsewhere. We 
can help a caterpillar out of its cocoon, 
but it will then die. Likewise, we can 
help new believers so much so that 
dependency develops and cripples 
the work. If we help too much in the 
area of finances, we hinder the growth 
of the church and its power of multi-
plication. People start to believe that 
they can only plant new churches if 
they have trained and ordained pastors 
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Best Practices from Missio Nexus

Mistake #3 
Not adequately empowering lead-

ership from within the church plant 
from the start. This was a mistake 
we made when planting a church in 
the New City of St. Quentin, France. I 
was waiting passively for leadership to 
emerge. Instead, I should have been 
actively looking for, and developing, 
potential leaders.  

However, when we were involved 
in a new church plant in Australia, 
I sought to make this a priority from 
the start. Thus, potential leaders were 
encouraged and developed, resulting 
in more leadership coming to the fore-
ground. Today, one of those involved 
in the church plant is leading a church 
that is planting daughter churches. We 
forget that the fruit of a leader is an-
other leader and the fruit of a church 
planter is another church planter. 

Mistake #4 
Not understanding the impor-

tance of starting small groups at the 
beginning. This was another mistake 
we made in the above church plant 
in France. Here, once again, after the 
church had grown, we moved from one 
main prayer meeting and Bible study 
to several small groups. The result was 
that more leaders developed and the 
ministry was shared as new groups 
started up.

Mistake # 5 
Not balancing the quantitative, 

qualitative, and organic elements 
in starting a new church. We need 
to grasp the importance of these three 
types of growth. It is a question of 
keeping evangelism, edification, and 
church structure together as we plant 
new churches. If we major in evange-

not empowering
no small groups

not having help
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sponsibility to a pastor who replaced 
us in a church in France, we first prayed, 
then began the search.

The candidate was interviewed by 
the local leadership, who subsequently 
asked the national church association 
for their advice. 

After a potential pastor was cho-
sen, he spoke on a Sunday; this was 
followed by a church meeting during 
which he and his wife were asked ques-
tions. The church had a dedicated time 
of fasting and prayer after which there 
was a church meeting that resulted in 
an overwhelming decision to call the 
pastor. (Warning: Never consider a per-
son without full and complete harmo-
ny of the leadership.) When the pastor 
began, the transition was harmonious.  

Principle #5. Celebrate the transi-
tion and show how God was at work in it. 
This makes a big difference as leader-
ship shifts. People more readily follow 
someone whom current leadership 
backs with all their heart.

Mistake # 7 
Not having an adequate approach 

to discipleship in the new church. 
In new churches, there is a tendency 
to have what has been called a “con-
voy” mentality. This approach wants all 
Christians moving together, no matter 
what the present state of their disciple-
ship. For example, a convoy mentality 
would state as a goal, “We want every-
one in this new church to read through 
the Bible this next year.” Another ap-
proach was presented to me in a mod-
ule on discipleship given by Bill Hull 
and Bob Gilliam (1995). Their ap-
proach was similar to that explained by 
A. B. Bruce (1971), where he speaks of 
three stages. 

Hull and Gilliam suggest the fol-

lism without proper teaching, people 
will come in the front door and go out 
the back door. If we major in teach-
ing, we will find ourselves building up 
the believers who stagnate. If we do 
not build organically, we will find the 
church growing, but not developing as 
an organism should.  

Mistake #6 
Not understanding how to handle 

the transition period from church 
planter to new leadership. This ap-
plies primarily to those whose job it is to 
“plant and go” and not “plant and stay.” 
Even those who are not missionaries 
need to understand the importance of 
care during the transition period. Here 
are some basic principles.   

Principle #1: Seek to build relation-
ships between believers in the church in 
such a way that you are not the center. A 
healthy church is a church where be-
lievers find and use their spiritual gifts. 
Your job is to encourage this and to see 
gifts helping gifts.  

Principle #2: Work on the transition 
long before the transition takes place. Pray 
and plan right from the beginning. This 
is one of the values of working with an 
association of churches. In two of the 
transitions we worked in, we were glad 
that we had a network so that the new 
leadership had approval from both the 
church and from godly leaders. 

Principle #3: Find leaders who have 
proven themselves effective already. I rarely 
recommend placing an inexperienced 
person into a new church plant who 
has not proven himself. It is important 
to have someone in the new role who 
has shown a capacity to lead.  

Principle #4: Take time to pray and 
work through the transition with the lead-
ership of the church. When passing re-
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lowing four stages: 
Stage #1: “Come and see”: The 

evangelistic and beginning discipleship 
phase in which contacts are exposed to 
who Christ is and what he has done, 
leading to faith in him.

Stage #2: “Come and follow”: The 
stage where discipleship is advanced as 
those who have come to faith in Christ 
are taught to pray, give, and read the 
word with a greater commitment than 
phase one.

Stage #3: “Come and be with me”: 
The phase where leaders are developed.

Stage #4: “Remain in me and go”: 
The phase of sending out. (For church 
planters, this is the phase where they 
train church planters who reach out to 
plant new churches.)

Mistake #8 
Not understanding the impor-

tance of where a new church should 
be planted.  Veteran church planter 
Bob Logan explains that church plants 
often fail because of “wrong person, 
wrong plan, and wrong place” (Logan 
2005). It is unfortunate to have a quali-
fied person in the wrong place and 
see a church plant fail. What are some 
wrong places?

1. Very difficult, resistant, older 
areas with aging populations. I have 
seen church planters seek to plant 
churches in regions like this and finally 
give up in discouragement. 

2. Rural areas where everyone 
knows everyone else. In this area, it is 
very difficult for a person to step out 
and trust Christ openly. 

3. Areas where people are leav-
ing. When we sought out an area for 
a church plant in Australia, we went 
to the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
to discover where the growing areas 

were in Adelaide. We aimed to plant 
a church in a growing area and stayed 
away from areas that were emptying 
out for various reasons. The result was 
a much more solid church plant.

It is not a mistake to seek to plant 
churches in very difficult areas, but it is 
a mistake to not count the cost. 

Mistake #9 
Not having help in planting and 

developing a new church. Looking 
back, this is one of my biggest mis-
takes. I did have counsel and help from 
time to time, but if I were to do it again, 
I would seek out a veteran church 
planter who has successfully planted 
churches and ask him to mentor and 
meet with me regularly. I do remember 
times when I avoided mistakes by ask-
ing national pastors for help in situa-
tions where I was culturally unsure. I 
also watched other missionaries who 
were planting churches effectively and 
learned from them. However, I would 
have benefited by being mentored reg-
ularly by someone who had success-
fully planted a church.

Mistake #10 
Planting a church without a net-

work of other churches. If you plant 
an independent church without net-
working with other churches, you are 
emphasizing independence at the cost 
of interdependence. Is Christ divided? 
Is your church the only church faithful 
to the word of God—or are there oth-
ers? Can a truly biblical church live and 
work without a relationship to other 
biblical churches? 

Whether this means being part of a 
fellowship of churches or a network of 
churches is not as important as having 
a relationship of some kind. Research 
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shows that church plants do much 
better when they network with others 
churches (Tuggy and Oliver 1972, 115).

Are these the only mistakes church 
planters make? No. However, a church 
planter who wants to plant a church 
that survives and thrives would do well 
to begin by looking at these ten before 
and while starting a new church. May 
we bathe the church plant in prayer 
and ask God to teach us to evaluate 
what we do in order to have a more ef-
fective ministry for his glory. 
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Biblical Multicultural 
Teams: Applying Biblical 
Truth to Cultural 
Differences

Sheryl Takagi Silzer. William Carey In-
ternational University Press, 1539 E. 
Howard Street, Pasadena, CA 91104, 
2011, 178 pages, $9.55.

—Reviewed by Marcus W. Dean, as-
sociate professor and chair, Department 
of Intercultural Studies, Houghton Col-
lege; former missionary in Colombia and 
Puerto Rico.

I am always looking for more ideas 
for teaching students about cul-

tures and how to serve meaningfully 
in them.  Sheryl Takagi Silzer helps 
us understand our reactions to and 
feelings about other cultures by tak-
ing a proven concept for understand-
ing culture from anthropologist Mary 
Douglas. This can be compared to 
how Sherwood Lingenfelter—from 
whom Silzer learned of Douglas—
uses the concepts to explain how 
to introduce change into a culture 
(Transforming Culture: A Challenge for 
Christian Mission, 1992).   

When reading this book, it is im-
portant to grasp three ideas in the In-
troduction before heading to Chapter 
1. The first is the definition of a “Cul-
ture-based Judging System”—a useful 
tool that explains why we respond 
as we do to cultural differences. The 
second is the juxtaposition of four 
cultural types—based on Douglas’ 
ideas—and biblical truth explored 
throughout the book. The third is 
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the connection of the first two with 
the title of the book. This connection 
is stated in two places. Admittedly, 
I missed the first and only caught it 
when I got to the second in Chapter 
10. I would have understood the book 
better on the first read if I had grasped 
that “the main purpose of this book is 
to foster biblical multicultural teams 
by helping them to recognize how 
their Culture-based Judging System 
(CbJS) works and applying biblical 
truth to cultural differences” (p. 4).  

The book is loosely divided into 
three parts. Chapters 1 and 2 present 
the underlying concepts of the book. 
Chapter 1 develops the biblical truth 
of “what it means to be created in 
God’s image” (p. 9) and how its dis-
tortion by culture leads to cultural 
misunderstanding. Chapter 2 explores 
how the CbJS works in relation to 
the four cultural types: individuating, 
institutionalizing, hierarching, and 
interrelating. Chapters 3-9 explore 
aspects of our childhood that Silzer 
sees as forging our CbJS and how each 
interacts with the four cultural types. 
Finally in Chapter 10, Silzer briefly ties 
together the application of the previ-
ous ideas. Each chapter also includes 
exercises to help with the learning and 
application.

I encountered a few things about 
this book that I felt were detracting. 
For me, the tie to multicultural teams 
was too implicit, thus leaving a sense 
that the title was misleading. Also, I 
found that I had to refer back to the 
charts on pages 32 and 33 to keep 
track of the nomenclature for the cul-

tural types used throughout the book, 
as the usage seemed inconsistent. 
Even with these limitations, I find this 
to be a useful book that adds to our 
understanding of cultural adjustment 
for both teams and individuals.  
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Comprehending Mission: 
The Questions, Methods,  
Themes, Problems, and  
Prospects of Missiology

Stanley H. Skreslet. Orbis Books, P. O. 
Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0302, 
2012, 243 pages, $30.00.

—Reviewed by David R. Dunaetz, 
assistant professor of organizational psy-
chology, Azusa Pacific University; former 
church planter in France.

Stanley Skreslet, dean of faculty at 
Union Presbyterian Seminary and 

former missionary to Egypt, has suc-
cessfully created a new type of intro-
duction to missiology. Whereas other 
introductions either focus on mission 
theology or preparing students for 
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missionary service, this textbook seeks 
to present a brief, but scholarly over-
view of the entire field of missiology—
“the systematic study of all aspects of 
mission” (p. 12). 

I have to admit I was skeptical. My 
conservative evangelical values made 
me doubt the value of a textbook 
claiming to be a scholarly introduc-
tion to missiology which included 
Catholic, ecumenical Protestant, and 
evangelical perspectives. However, my 
skepticism quickly faded as I soon un-
derstood the value of Comprehending 
Mission.

The book is addressed to both 
scholars (including missiologists and 
non-missiologists) and practitioners, 
presenting a summary (or at least a 
representative sample) of the research 
that has been done on this field. It is 

written from a relatively objective aca-
demic point of view. Such a perspec-
tive is important if missiology is to 
be considered a worthy field of study 
in both secular and diverse Christian 
contexts. The book not only covers 
mission-oriented research by histori-
ans and theologians, but also by social 
scientists, including anthropologists, 
sociologists, psychologists, linguists, 
and organizational scientists.

Skreslet organizes the book around 
six themes: the Bible and mission, 
history of mission, theology and cul-
ture, mission and world religions, the 
means of mission, and the mission-
ary vocation. The section on the Bible, 
for example, includes an overview of 
the many facets of how God’s word is 
related to mission, including mission 
in the Bible, biblical contributions to 
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the theology of mission, and the role 
of the Bible in the practice of mission 
(such as Bible translating and evange-
listic ministries).

As a textbook, Skreslet’s goal is not 
to present new, groundbreaking infor-
mation, but to provide readers with an 
overarching framework to understand 
the existing state of the field, perhaps 
motivating them to contribute to it 
through their own mission-related 
research. Most missiological research 
in the past has been done by histori-
ans and theologians. There has been 
far less done by social scientists, most 
of which has been descriptive in na-
ture, rather than focusing on discov-
ering the relationships between vari-
ous beliefs, practices, and outcomes. 
However, Skreslet notes that the social 
sciences have been playing a more im-

portant role since the 1970s, but this 
research has not been fully integrated 
into the theological research.

Students of missiology at the ThM 
or PhD level will undoubtedly find 
this book quite beneficial in shaping 
their understanding of all the field 
encompasses. I would strongly recom-
mend this book be included in either 
an introductory or capstone course 
in such programs; I personally would 
have greatly benefitted from the in-
tegration that it brings to the field. 
However, at the undergraduate, MA, 
or MDiv level, the scholarly perspec-
tive might not be fully appreciated by 
many students primarily concerned 
with preparing for ministry. However, 
those who put in the time and effort 
necessary will greatly appreciate it.
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Cultivating Sent 
Communities: Missional 
Spiritual Formation

Dwight J. Zscheile, editor. William B. Ee-
rdmans Publishing Co., 2140 Oak Indus-
trial Dr. NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49505, 
216 pages, 2012, $30.00.

—Reviewed by Lee Beach, assistant 
professor of Christian Ministry, McMas-
ter Divinity College, Hamilton, Ontario. 

There can be a potential tension in 
Christian spirituality between the 

ideas of “being” and “doing”. On one 
hand, Christian spirituality has deep 
roots in a contemplative tradition that 
emphasizes prayer, retreat, solitude, 
and scripture meditation. On the 
other hand, Christian spirituality is an 
activist spirituality that places promi-

nence on “going” and doing the work 
of ministry and serving others. 

The “missional” movement would 
seem to place an emphasis on the lat-
er, as it stresses the need to get out of 
the cloistered church community and 
intentionally engage the world in ac-
tive ministry. However, as the move-
ment matures, it is also asking the 
question, “What does it mean to form 
faithful disciples of Jesus Christ in the 
missional church?” Cultivating Sent 
Communities: Missional Spiritual Forma-
tion is written to address that question. 
It explores the relationship between 
the “doing” of mission and how that 
can contribute to the spiritual forma-
tion of individuals and churches.

The book comes out of the sixth 
annual Missional Church consulta-
tion conference at Luther Seminary 
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in 2010. Edited by Dwight Zscheile, 
assistant professor of congregational 
mission and leadership at Luther 
Seminary, Cultivating Sent Communi-
ties features a range of topics such as 
spiritual formation through short-
term missions, the role of scripture 
in missional spiritual formation, 
mission in the spiritual formation of 
youth and children, and the practice 
of discernment. 

Zscheile also includes an introduc-
tory chapter that helpfully orients 
the reader to the ongoing “missional 
conversation” as well as the place of 
spiritual formation within it. He notes 
how Christian spirituality is often 
equated with withdrawal from the 
world and that the end of Christen-
dom in the West and the advent of a 
missional movement invites new con-

siderations of the role mission plays in 
the development of one’s relationship 
with God.

Of further note is Allen Hilton’s 
chapter, which offers an alternative 
reading of familiar “missional texts” 
along with some profound practical 
application. This particularly engag-
ing section of the book will inspire 
fresh thinking and practice from many 
who take time to reflect on Hilton’s in-
sights.

Beyond these chapters, the book 
runs into another traditional ten-
sion—that of academic rigor and 
practical application. For a book that 
is ultimately about a very “practical” 
topic (spiritual formation), it is not 
very accessible to the average practitio-
ner. While it expertly explores theories 
of spiritual formation in a number of 
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important categories, it rarely touches 
down in ways that would lead the 
reader into concrete ideas of how to 
actually apply them. 

The book is a good piece of aca-
demic research and writing, but lacks 
the kind of clear guidance that would 
be of immediate help to a working 
pastor or church leader. This is not a 
criticism per se, but it is necessary to 
acknowledge.

Mission is intrinsic to spiritual for-
mation; it is essential the church un-
derstands this dynamic link. This vol-
ume contributes to this journey, but 
it will have to be left to subsequent 
entries to make the ideas presented 
here more tangible to those seeking 
to “cultivate a sent community.”         

Global Theology in 
Evangelical Perspective: 
Exploring the Contextual Nature 
of Theology and Mission

Jeffrey P. Greenman and Gene L. Green, 
editors. IVP Academic, P.O. Box 1400, 
Downers Grove, IL 60515, 267 pages, 
2012, $26.00.

—Reviewed by Marvin J. Newell, se-
nior vice president, Missio Nexus.

It is noteworthy and refreshing to 
see more and more newly released 

mission-related books intentionally 
inclusive of global voices. This is an-
other and rightfully so, since the topic 
is theology.

If the reader expects this book to 
address the content of regional the-
ologies, then he or she will be disap-
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pointed. As the subtitle suggests, the 
book focuses instead on the context of 
regional and continental theologies. 
This affords an exposure to the rich-
ness of explicit diverse cultural settings 
along with their unique tensions that 
will benefit any English-speaking be-
liever who reads this book wherever he 
or she may be in the world. Thus, the 
book is not just for Western readers. 

The book is a compilation of essays 
that came out of the 2011 Wheaton 
Theology Conference presented by 
global mission thinkers. The line-up 
of leading scholars from around the 
world who were conference presenters 
is impressive. Some are well known; 
others are new names to many of us 
in the West. Although a plethora of 
church traditions are represented, as 
the title suggests, all contributors are 

evangelical and the evangelical per-
spective is maintained. 

What I as a North American found 
unique and insightful was the help-
ful inclusion of minority communi-
ties represented that are right here 
in North America. The theological 
context of Native Americans, African 
Americans, Asian Americans, and His-
panic North Americans added to the 
cultural richness of the book. They 
each brought to light worldviews and 
tensions from their particular com-
munities that are many times missed 
by the middle-class Caucasian com-
munity. 

If there is any weakness in the 
book, it would be its underrepresenta-
tion (actual exclusion) of essays from 
East Asia (other than Chinese), South-
east Asia and the island world. Since 

2013_ConnectMe.pdf   2   10/4/2012   2:44:04 PM

Why BiBle College? 

•   Will it help make me a disciple? 
•   Will it prepare me for the 
mission field?

Maryland Bible College, one 
of the world's great missionary-
sending Bible Colleges has opened
29 FREE Bible College courses to 
everyone; no cost, no passwords 
needed, no information taken.

Discover today that Bible College is the 
highest form of education and trains a 
person not only for missionary life but 
for life itself. 

Make today the day you become a 
disciple of Jesus Christ and go into 
all the world!
open.mbcs.edu 
Open and free to
everyone!



122   EMQ   January 2013

the Church is strong, dynamic, and 
theologizing, the book would have 
been more globally comprehensive 
with the inclusion of these areas. For 
instance, the theological context of 
Millennial Movements (Cargo cult) 
of the south Pacific islanders would 
enlighten readers. 

In the book’s kick-off essay, An-
drew Walls makes the observation 
that because of the multi-centric na-
ture of today’s Christianity, theologi-
cal interaction has become possible 
on a scale previously inconceivable. 
That being so, it is imperative that 
those of us who interact with the 
Global Church come to a better un-
derstanding of the theological con-
texts in which it is embedded as enu-
merated in this book. 

The Rise of the  
Global South:  
The Decline of Western 
Christendom and the Rise of 
Majority World Christianity

Elijah J. F. Kim. Wipf & Stock, 199 W. 
8th Ave., Suite 3, Eugene, OR 97401, 524 
pages, 2012, $58.00.

—Reviewed by Diane Stinton, dean of 
students and associate professor of Mis-
sions, Regent College; associate professor 
of Theology, Africa International Univer-
sity (NEGST), Kenya.

Not every book on global Chris-
tianity emerges from a clear 

sense of God’s voice instructing one 
to research and write. In this case, 
Elijah Kim, a Korean missionary pas-
tor, heard the call while serving in 
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the slums of the Philippines (p. xvii). 
From here, he travelled to the United 
States and England to study Christian-
ity, particularly the current shift in the 
center of world Christianity from the 
West to the non-West, also referred 
to as the Global South or the Major-
ity World. What marks Kim’s contri-
bution to the growing subject is the 
spiritual passion and the perspective 
he brings as an Asian missionary prac-
titioner and scholar. 

The purpose of this book is to ana-
lyze the dynamics of this historical 
transition in global Christianity. In so 
doing, Kim highlights a key problem: 
despite the demographic changes in 
Christianity worldwide, “Churches in 
non-Western regions still follow West-
ern forms of worship, theology, and 
mission practices” (p. xxiii). In view 

of this incongruence, Kim seeks to ex-
amine the decline of Christianity in 
the West and the rise of Christianity 
in the Global South so as to foster fur-
ther unity and shared responsibility 
among all Christians in world evange-
lization.

Proportionately, the book focus-
es more on the decline of Western 
Christendom than the rise of Majority 
World Christianity. The first chapter 
surveys the global changes in twenty-
first century Christianity, drawing sig-
nificantly upon statistical data from 
Todd Johnson and Kenneth Ross’ 
Atlas of Global Christianity 1910-2010 
(2009). It also sets forth Kim’s basic 
premise that “Pentecostalism is the 
dominant force in global Christianity 
today” (p. 1). 

Chapters 2 through 7 examine 
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Western Christianity in terms of the 
historical and theological dynamics 
of revival and decline. From the birth 
of the early Church in Jerusalem at 
Pentecost to the twentieth-century 
explosion of global Pentecostalism, 
Kim traces key developments in the 
history of revival movements. Con-
versely, he examines the waning of 
Christianity in the West, particularly 
in relation to secularization, drawing 
comparisons between Europe and the 
United States. 

The final chapter outlines global 
trends in Christianity today: for ex-
ample, globalization, urbanization, 
migration, and the significance of 
Pentecostal and Charismatic church-
es. Kim also introduces developments 
in Global South Christianity such as 
contextualization and inculturation, 
plus postcolonialism and socio-po-

litical changes. Finally, he concludes 
with reflections on diversity in unity, 
insisting that “mainline, evangelical, 
Pentecostal and Charismatic church-
es should endeavor together for the 
Great Commission” (pp. 424-425).

There is much to commend in 
Kim’s extensive analysis of global 
Christianity, with the fresh insights 
he offers throughout the work. 
While he generally succeeds in the 
challenge of articulating historical 
developments and global trends in 
Christianity, he sometimes falls prey 
to questionable generalizations. For 
example, in describing Christianity in 
medieval Europe, he asserts that the 
Catholic Church and the Eastern Or-
thodox Church “were not known for 
spiritual experiences, except for a few 
cases in monasteries and occasional 
ascetic movements” (p. 3). Finally, 
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it is crucial for scholars from the 
Global South, like Kim, to offer their 
perspectives on issues in world Chris-
tianity. However, in view of the on-
going hegemony of English in global 
discussions, it is incumbent upon 
publishers in the West to lend ad-
equate editorial assistance to scholars 
from the Majority World to ensure 
clarity and credibility. Nonetheless, 
Kim’s work will undoubtedly inform 
and inspire all those who share his 
passion for world evangelization.

Check these titles:
Jacobsen, Douglas. 2011. The 

World’s Christians: Who They Are, Where 
They Are, and How They Got There. 
Chichester, U.K.: Wiley-Blackwell.

Kim, Sebastian, and Kirsteen Kim. 
2008. Christianity as a World Religion. 
London: Continuum.

River of God:  
An Introduction to World Missions 

Doug Priest and Stephen Burris, eds. 
Wipf & Stock, 199 W. 8th Ave., Suite 3, 
Eugene, OR 97401, 292 pages, 2012, 
$32.00.

—Reviewed by Stan May, PhD, for-
mer missionary and mission professor; 
pastor, Immanuel Baptist Church, Olive 
Branch, Missouri; president, Chronolog-
ical Bible Teaching Ministries.

How does anyone write about 
the complexities of reaching 

the world to students who’ve never 
been to the world? Doug Priest and 
Stephen Burris, former missionaries 
and now co-workers at CMF Inter-
national, have edited River of God to 
introduce world missions to under-
graduate students. This compilation 

includes contributions from mis-
sionaries and theologians. Tetsunao 
Yamamori’s Foreword offers a five-
section overview: Biblical/Theologi-
cal Exposition of Missions, Expan-
sion of Christianity, Cross-Cultural 
Understanding, Mission Strategies, 
and Urban Missions. 

The editors immediately commit 
themselves to holistic mission. Influ-
enced heavily by Christopher Wright, 
William Dyrness and James Engel 
(Changing the Mind of Missions), and 
Arthur Glasser, Priest and Burris as-
sert, “It’s okay to just feed someone in 
the name of mission or evangelism. 
We don’t have to feed them and bap-
tize them all ourselves, as this isn’t 
about us or our egos, it’s about God’s 
plan for them; all actions are still 
evangelism” (p. 3). The editors em-
phasize the ultimacy of evangelism, 
rather than its priority (borrowed 
from Wright). 

Several fine chapters stand out. Paul 
McAlister’s chapter on Old Testament 
missions (“The People of God and His 
Purpose”) argues unapologetically 
for a view that accepts Genesis 1-11 
as “indispensable for the unveiling of 
the biblical worldview and recogni-
tion of the mission of God” (p. 41). 
Robert Kurka’s “Missiological Reading 
of the New Testament” compliments 
McAlister’s chapter nicely; he weaves a 
majestic tapestry of a “kingdom vision 
of reality” that summarizes the heart 
of Christian belief (p. 49). 

Mark Moore’s “Teach Them to 
Obey All That I have Commanded” 
employs the next-to-last phrase of 
Matthew’s commission to elicit from 
the four Gospels 110 commands of Je-
sus that he separates under five head-
ings: Following Jesus, Religious Piety, 
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Money, Treatment of Others, and 
Preaching and Persecution. This pow-
erful section is blunted by Moore’s 
questioning of salvation by faith 
alone; he argues that the word “faith” 
be translated “faithfulness” in order to 
avoid the “sharp dichotomy” he sees 
in “some branches of Christian theol-
ogy” between faith and works (p. 63). 

Stephen Burris’s two-chapter his-
tory of missions identifies both in-
dividuals and trends by which the 
gospel spread to the nations. Priest’s 
chapters on anthropology overview 
the subject theoretically, but never 
seem to fully answer the “so what” 
question. Donovan Weber and Bill 
Weber critique short-term missions, 
illuminating missiological cautions 
about the practice as well as show-
ing genuine benefits. Janice Lemke’s 
delightful chapter reflects a practical 
turn in her forthright discussion of 
culture shock; her insights are both 
scriptural and helpful.

Overall, the work is a readable, 
standard introduction to the field. 
Although more scholarly than Roger 
Greenway’s Go and Make Disciples, 
the work lacks Greenway’s breadth as 
a good student work, but will chal-
lenge readers to deal with contempo-
rary mission issues.

Check these titles: 
McGavran, Donald. 1966. How 

Churches Grow: The New Frontiers of 
Mission. New York: Friendship Press. 

Moreau, Moreau, Gary Corwin, 
and Gary McGee. 2004. Introducing 
World Missions: A Biblical, Historical, 
and Practical Survey. Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Baker.

Serving God Globally: 
Finding Your Place in  
International Development

Roland Hoksbergen. Baker Academic, 
P.O. Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516, 
240 pages, 2012, $21.99.

—Reviewed by Seth Barnes, executive 
director, Adventures In Missions.

Young people are more globally 
minded now than ever before. 

But how does a Christian 20-some-
thing looking for his or her place in 
the world actually find it? Serving God 
Globally is Roland Hoksbergen’s re-
sponse to the question.

Young people may not see it, but 
there is a sea change afoot in the mis-
sionary labor force. While the number 
of church-planting missionaries from 
China, India, and South Korea is sky-
rocketing, the corresponding number 
from America is on a downward slope. 
Of those who do serve in missions, a 
growing percentage is engaged in in-
ternational development work. 

Hoksbergen’s book is more con-
cerned with helping those American 
youth who are interested in going to 
the field understand the path that will 
get them there. Hoksbergen, a profes-
sor at Calvin College, writes from a 
scholar’s perspective. Serving God Glob-
ally is a good survey of the issues that 
young people needs to understand as 
they prepare to pursue a possible ca-
reer in development.

Hoksbergen, however, doesn’t write 
from an ivory tower. He’s loaded his 
book with helpful stories of those who 
have struggled with a discovery process. 
On almost any page we see examples 
of people working through the issues 
he outlines. Moving from an overview 



of missions and development to basic 
missiological principles, Serving God 
Globally helps college students under-
stand where they potentially fit in the 
world of development. 

While the book’s subtitle is “Finding 
Your Place in International Develop-
ment,” Hoksbergen is most concerned 
with the preparatory steps that those 
exploring international development 
might take before they actually begin 
looking for specific opportunities. This 
is a book for college students thinking 
about whether or not they should pur-
sue a career in international develop-
ment. The first two-thirds of the book 
walks readers through the questions 
and issues they should be asking.

On the other hand, if readers have 
already settled on going overseas and 
are looking for a book explaining how 
to research opportunities, they may be 
somewhat disappointed. When at last 
readers get to the three pages on “Over-
seas Internships with NGOs,” they find 
a couple of good examples, but few spe-
cifics. At the end of the day, those of us 
working internationally will tell you, 
“We need more help.” This book helps 
those who might provide it prepare 
themselves to get on the plane and go.

Other Books Received
Daniels, Gene. 2012. Meditations for 

the Missions Heart: Forty Days to Renew 
Your Mission Vision. n.p.

Harries, Patrick and David Max-
well, eds. 2012. The Spiritual in the Sec-
ular: Missionaries and Knowledge about 
Africa. Grand Rapids, Mich.: William 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.

Lawrenz, Mel. 2012. Spiritual Influ-
ence: The Hidden Power Behind Leader-
ship. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan.

McClung, Grant, ed. 2012. Azusa 
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