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Plagued by thoughts of statistics and boring analysis, 
activist-oriented missionaries may be too quick to dis-
miss research. Ultimately, this oversight hurts us and 

the service to which we have been called. Research must play 
a vital role in the life of every church, agency, team, and mis-
sionary. As you will learn from Stan Nussbaum, it does not 
have to be “academic” to be helpful. The bottom line is that research can dig 
out the information that helps you where you are and where you sense God is 
calling you. 

In addition to Stan’s very helpful and Breakthrough process, throughout the 
rest of this issue you will benefit from the fruit of good research. Learn with 
Melody Wachsmuth to listen to the stories of the Roma of Croatia and discover 
how God is at work among them. Glean from Bob Waldron’s picture of mission-
ary compensation drawn from interviews with agency leaders. Discern the per-
ceptions of missionaries towards email from Edward Scheuerman’s survey—and 
discover what role it should play in member care. As you will discover, research 
is as varied as we are. I anticipate that you will finish reading this issue better 
equipped—and inspired—to use research to answer the questions you face.   

A. Scott Moreau 
Editor
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www.omsc.org/seminars                     study@omsc.org    

Serving God’s Servants

Serving God’s Servants
Seminars for International Church Leaders, Missionaries, Mission Executives, 

Pastors, Educators, Students, and Lay Leaders
September 11–12, 2014 
U.S. CHURCHES TODAY.
Rev. Geoffrey A. Little, All 
Nations Christian Church (New 
Haven), provides an overview 
with a guided tour of New Haven 
and area churches. $95.

SEPTEMBER 15–17 
SPIRITUALITY & LEADERSHIP.
Dr. Tow Yow Chew, Malaysia 
Theological Seminary, Serem-
ban, urges Christian leaders 
from Ephesians 4 and Romans 
12 not to overlook their own 
personal transformation as 
they disciple others toward 
Christlikeness. $95.

September 18–19 
LEADERSHIP, FUND-RAISING, 
& DONOR DEVELOPMENT 
FOR MISSIONS.
Mr. Rob Martin, First Fruit 
Institute, Newport Beach, 
California, outlines steps for 
building the support base, 
including foundation funding, 
for mission. $95.

September 23–24
STRESS & THE MISSION-
ARY:  SEEKING A HEALTHY 
RESPONSE
Ms. Barbara Hüfner-Kemper, 
psychotherapist and United 
Methodist missionary, White 
Plains, New York, helps par-
ticipants walk through com-
mon experiences of stress. 
She asks, “What does stress 
do to the brain and the body 
and how can we find a healthy 
response? $95.

September 29–October 2
HOW TO DEVELOP MISSION 
AND CHURCH ARCHIVES.
Ms. Martha Lund Smalley, Yale 
Divinity School Library, helps 
missionaries and church lead-
ers identify, organize, and pre-
serve essential records. $175.

October 6–9
THE INTERNET & MISSION: 
GETTING STARTED.
Mr. Wilson Thomas, Wilson 
Thomas Systems, Bedford, 
N.H., and Dr. Dwight P. Baker, 
Overseas Ministries Study 
Center, in a hands-on work-
shop, show how to get the 
most out of the World Wide 
Web for mission research. 
$175.

October 20–23
NURTURING & EDUCATING 
TRANSCULTURAL KIDS.
Ms. Janet Blomberg, Interac-
tion International, and Ms. 
Elizabeth Stephens, of Libby 
Stephens: Humanizing the 
Transition Experience, help 
you help your children meet 
the challenges they face as 
third culture persons. $175.

October 27–30
BUILDING BRIDGES WITH 
HINDUS IN DIASPORA.
Dr. Atul Y. Aghamkar, OMSC 
senior mission scholar, South 
Asia Institute of Advanced 
Christian Studies, Bangalore, 
India, will discuss Hindu mi-
grants’ beliefs, practices, and 
perceptions about Christian-

ity, and suggest ways Chris-
tians might relate with Hindus. 
$175.

November 10–14
DISTINGUISHED MISSION 
LECTURESHIP.
Professor Andrew F. Walls, Uni-
versity of Edinburgh, Liverpool 
Hope University, and Akrofi-
Christaller Institute. OMSC’s 
tenth Distinguished Mission 
Lectureship series—five lec-
tures with discussions. $175.

November 17–20
HEALING THE WOUNDS OF 
TRAUMA: HELP FOR OUR-
SELVES AND OTHERS.
Dr. Harriet Hill, Trauma Heal-
ing Institute of the American 
Bible Society, helps partici-
pants use Scripture and basic 
mental health principles to 
find healing of emotional pain 
and equips them to help oth-
ers. $175.

December 1–4
THE GOSPEL OF PEACE IN 
DYNAMIC ENGAGEMENT WITH 
THE PEACE OF ISLAM.
Dr. David W. Shenk, Eastern 
Mennonite Missions, explores 
the church’s calling to bear 
witness to the Gospel of peace 
in its engagement with Mus-
lims, whether in contexts of 
militancy or in settings of mod-
eration. $175.

Costs, schedules, cosponsors, 
and links to register are online. 
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Is It a Heterogeneous or a 
Homogeneous Unit Principle?

More than a half-century ago, Donald McGavran in-
troduced the world of missions to the homoge-
neous unit principle, the idea that church-planting ef-

forts can be much more effective if focused on a specific ethno-linguistic 
people. Rather than a generalized approach expecting people to over-
come unnecessary cultural and ethnic obstacles in order to embrace the 
gospel, the goal was to enable people to confront Christ and his claims 
without that additional burden. This approach, described most fully in 
Understanding Church Growth (1970), became the dominant frame-
work undergirding church-planting strategy for the last several decades.

Commentary by EMQ associate editor, Gary Corwin

a second look

Much more recently, however, Erik 
Hyatt, in “From Homogeneous to a 
Heterogeneous Unit Principle” (EMQ, 
April 2014) has articulated a strong 
biblical and practical case for an alter-
native approach. Based largely on his 
own experience with a church-planting 
endeavor in Minneapolis (and the 
breadth of cultural pluralism that he 
described in “Middle America” Minne-
apolis was somewhat shocking), Hyatt 
describes the great advantages that 
have become apparent in establishing 
a church intentionally designed to at-
tract persons representing a multitude 
of cultures and ethnicities. 

Is this something new, or is it an 
adaptation of something that has been 
visible for decades—the appeal of out-
reach focused on sociological group-
ings of people and not just ethno-

linguistic ones? In the circumstances 
which Hyatt describes, there are a mul-
titude of ethno-linguistic groups repre-
sented in a church plant designed to at-
tract minority ethno-linguistic persons 
who share the common bond of being 
aliens in a land where they were not 
born, or in the case of their children, a 
land not dominated by cultural norms 
that are second-nature to their family.

A parallel example of this phenom-
enon has been the success over many 
decades of International Churches in 
many of the world’s major cities, par-
ticularly in the Global South. These 
churches have had remarkable suc-
cess in showing forth the breadth of 
Christ’s Church, made up of a wide 
variety of those from every nation and 
people. The often-overlooked phe-
nomenon is that the members of these 
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churches, as ethnically diverse as they 
usually are, also represent a unique 
people group themselves. They are a 
heterogeneous amalgam of people 
who share a significant common 
characteristic—they see themselves as 
internationals—people who have ex-
perienced and understand the culture 
and ways of a globalized modernity. 
They are in effect a homogenous unit 
of ethnically heterogeneous peoples.

Another example of this phenom-
enon is the student and young people 
movements to Christ found on many 
university campuses and in many ur-
ban centers around the world. In these 
circumstances, a common educational 
and social experience, steeped in a 
common generational culture, more 
than overcomes the common ethno-
linguistic bonds that tend to domi-
nate in their parents’ lives. 

In his article, Hyatt points out how 
impactful the witness of recent and 
not-so-recent immigrants is among 
others who share the dramatic expe-
rience of cross-cultural international 
migration. What they share in that ex-
perience goes a long way in overcom-
ing the cultural barriers that would 
otherwise naturally tend to exist. 

The main point of Hyatt’s article 
is to explain why even the best-in-
tentioned outreach to minorities of 
mono-cultural churches will usually 
fall short, and why planting new het-
erogeneous churches is both more ef-
fective and more affirmed biblically. 
But what he describes also exhibits 
why ethnically heterogeneous church-
es, where the experience or aspirations 
of the members are more homoge-
neous (e.g., migration, alien in a new 
land, desire for a new sense of belong-
ing), can be equally exceptional in 

evangelism and making disciples.
So in effect, it is not that the ho-

mogeneous principle (“that birds of a 
feather prefer to flock together”) has 
ceased to be a truism of evangelism 
and church planting, but that ethnic-
ity is not the only characteristic that 
binds people together. This really is 
the point of the biblical passages that 
emphasize the new oneness that ex-
ists among God’s people in Christ—
that union with him is a stronger glue 
holding people together than the usual 
bonds that impact humanity (nation, 
people, tribe, or language). Common 
experience and aspiration are also at-
tractive magnets that can draw the lost 
to believers and their message. Inten-
tionally planting churches where that 
can happen most easily is simply good 
missiology and good practice.

I don’t believe anything I have said 
contradicts what Erik has written, but 
it is to assert a word of caution lest 
the casual reader assumes the homo-
geneous unit principle is dead, or at 
least replaced by a heterogeneous 
unit principle. While the typical ap-
plication of the homogeneous unit 
principle has been to ethno-linguistic 
peoples almost exclusively, and that is 
clearly inadequate to explain all that 
is taking place, the basic principle in-
volved is still true—people prefer to 
associate with people like themselves, 
and keeping that in mind can be a 
huge help humanly speaking in mak-
ing evangelistic and church-planting 

efforts more effective. 

Gary Corwin  is associate 
editor of EMQ and staff 
missiologist with the inter-
national office of SIM. 
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 Professional 
        Missionary, 
              Amateur 
                   Father: 

Stephen Lambert and 
David Dunaetz

Using Missiological 
Principles and 
Family Systems 
Theory to Raise 
an Emotionally 
Healthy Family



One of the saddest events that 
either of us has ever witnessed 
occurred at the retirement party 
for a missionary who had planted 

several churches and led many people to the 
Lord. One of the missionary’s children stood up and started to

summarize her father’s many  ministry-related accomplishments. It 

was an impressive list of achievements that led to lasting fruit in a 

difficult field. 

She then went on to say that her 
one wish was that her father would 
have given as much time and energy 
to his children as he had to the people 
whom he had felt called to serve. She 
described how she and her siblings 
felt ignored, and even abandoned by 
their father. She expressed her belief 
that many of the difficulties that she 
had experienced in life, which includ-
ed losing her faith, could have been 
avoided if she had only had a father 
who had been there for her when she 
needed him. 

Everyone in the audience was 
shocked. It was one of those moments 
that was impossible to foresee….Or 
was it? A quick Google search of “mis-
sionary abuse” indicates that there are 
many stories of missionary families 
suffering greatly because of the fail-
ures of highly esteemed professional 
missionaries. Could these stories have 
been prevented? It is impossible to 
say. Only God can answer that. How-
ever, it is likely that some missionary 
fathers, like most fathers, lack some 
of the skills that would enable them 
to raise their children as they would 
hope.

Her one wish 
was that her father 
would have given 
as much time 
and energy to his 
children as he 
had to the people 
whom he had 
felt called to serve.
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Because of their passion and zeal 
for the Lord’s work, many missionary 
men are highly motivated to learn all 
they can about effectively serving the 
Lord in cross-cultural contexts, using 
whatever resources available. Unfor-
tunately, their fathering skills might 
not be as developed as their mission-
ary skills. However, many missionary 
principles (especially missionary team 
principles) can be applied to family 
life to help prevent a family shipwreck 
like the one described above.

Like missionary teams, missionary 
families can be very complex. Family 
members with different personalities, 
backgrounds, expectations, gifts, and 
roles can function harmoniously to-
gether as a loving family that accom-
plishes great things for the Lord. Or, 
they can form a hodgepodge of indi-
viduals who do little else but frustrate 
one another because of their different 
interests. Thus, the dynamics of a fam-
ily may be very similar to the dynam-
ics of a team.

Just as missionary teams have pat-
terns of communication and behavior 
which either help them or hinder them 
from achieving their goals (White 
1992, 235-246), so do families. Look-
ing at patterns of communication and 
behavior is not simply a way of under-
standing missionary team dynamics. 
Salvador Minuchin’s family systems 
theory (Minuchin 1974; Minuchin, 
Nichols, and  Yung 2006) encour-
ages exactly this approach in order 
to understanding how families func-
tion. Minuchin focuses on the invis-
ible behavioral and communication 
patterns that determine whether the 
relationships between individual fam-
ily members are healthy or unhealthy 
for the family as a whole. By compar-

ing missionary families to mission-
ary teams, some of the processes that 
make or break a missionary family can 
be better understood.

Unhealthy Alliances
Let’s take the example of two mis-

sionaries, Al and Chris, who tend to 
have very different values. Al, the field 
chair, is an older missionary who has 
been on the field for over thirty years. 
He is a rugged individualist who has 
created various institutions during his 
life of ministry. He has a heart for evan-
gelism, but as he approaches the end 
of his career, he tends to focus on pre-
serving the gains made in the past and 
avoiding risky undertakings. Chris, on 
the other hand, is much younger and 
more relationally oriented. He is inter-
ested in experimenting with new forms 
of evangelism and church planting. He 
has trouble seeing the value of older 
institutions that the national believers 
are not interested in maintaining.

As can be expected, these differ-
ences have led to tensions between Al 
and Chris. Al views Chris as inexperi-
enced, insensitive to the work God has 
done in the past, reckless, and insub-
ordinate.  Chris views Al as living in 
the past, insensitive to the work God 
is trying to do now, closed minded, 
and a poor leader. This has created 
an unhealthy atmosphere among the 
missionaries. A third missionary, Bill, 
who is in his 40s, finds himself in the 
middle of the situation.

Up to this point, Bill, who is also a 
member of the field leadership coun-
cil, has wanted to remain loyal to Al, 
partially because it is easier, partially 
because he wants to respect author-
ity, and partially because he has seen 
people who have disagreed with Al 
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removed from leadership or forced to 
resign from the field. However, Chris 
trusts Bill and has asked Bill to medi-
ate the dispute between him and Al. 

Bill has a choice to make. One op-
tion for Bill is that he can take Al’s side 
as he usually does. This is much easier 
and Bill personally risks losing noth-
ing. Undoubtedly, Al will use his pow-
er to silence Chris’ complaints, either 
through threats or administrative ac-
tion. Bill can justify supporting this in 
the name of legitimate authority and 
for the unity of field. If Bill takes this 
route, this would be an example of an 
unhealthy alliance between Bill and Al. 
Missionary teams exist to empower 
their members to accomplish more 

than they could as individuals. How-
ever, if alliances form which make it 
more difficult for other team mem-
bers to accomplish their goals, rather 
than empowering team members, the 
team disempowers them. Unhealthy 
alliances are unspoken patterns of 
complicity and cooperation between 
two members of a team which prevent 
other team members from accom-
plishing their goals.

The other option for Bill is that he 
can play the role of a mediator who 
can help the two parties understand 
each other and find a mutually ben-
eficial solution. He could be a sort of 
Yokefellow from the church of Philip-
pi whom Paul asked to help two quar-

reling co-workers who were not get-
ting along (Phil. 4:3). Bill’s mediation 
would change the power imbalance 
that has enabled Al’s hurtful behavior 
in the past when he has faced people 
who disagreed with him. However, 
it may be risky. Al could turn against 
Bill, and remove both him and Chris 
from ministry.

Bill must choose. Does he allow the 
unhealthy alliance to continue? Or does 
he balance the power and work toward a 
mutually beneficial solution? Missionary 
fathers face similar choices in raising 
their families.

Family applications. Like mis-
sionary teams, families often suffer 
because of an unhealthy distribution 

of power. In a healthy family, each 
member has enough power to influ-
ence other family members so that his 
or her physical, social, and emotional 
needs are met. Even little babies have 
enough power (by crying) to get par-
ents to change their diapers. 

Family members should have 
enough power to feel assured that they 
are understood and accepted as they 
progress through life. However, mem-
bers of a family may join forces, inten-
tionally or unintentionally, to limit 
the power of another member. This 
cooperation, often involving a parent 
inappropriately delegating respon-
sibility to oversee a child to another 
child, is known in family systems the-

Family members should have enough 
power to feel assured that they are understood and 
accepted as they progress through life. 



270   EMQ   July 2014

ory as an unhealthy alliance. 
Unhealthy alliances lead to de-

structive imbalances that disempower. 
Let’s consider the Smiths, a hypotheti-
cal missionary family starting a house 
church in an unreached country. Both 
Mr. and Mrs. Smith grew up in immac-
ulately cared for homes. Big sister Brit-
tany imitates her parents and strives to 
be clean and organized. Unfortunate-
ly, little brother Micah is anything but 
clean and organized. Brittany often 
makes negative comments about Mi-
cah being messy and disorganized. Be-
cause of the age difference, any efforts 
Micah makes to straighten his room 
are inferior to his sister’s, and Brittany 
quickly discounts his efforts. 

Because Mr. Smith is so involved in 
ministry outside of the home, he has 
little energy to provide encouragement 
to members of his family. He counts 
on the female members to be the emo-
tional regulators of the family. Rather 
than using his own power and judg-
ment to notice Micah’s progress, Mr. 
Smith takes Brittany’s naïve (but highly 
vocal) position, unaware of the un-
healthy alliance he is forming with her. 

Micah’s efforts are overlooked, re-
gardless of his efforts to be neater. The 
alliance between Brittany and her fa-
ther has led to Micah’s disempower-
ment. In effect, Mr. Smith has created 
an unfair power balance by forsak-
ing his responsibilities and allowing 
Brittany to assume a parenting role 
vis-à-vis her brother, a role she is not 
equipped to play. 

This unhealthy alliance has dis-
empowered Micah and has prevented 
him from receiving the encourage-
ment he needs from his father as he 
tries to make age-appropriate prog-
ress in accomplishing his responsi-

bilities. If Micah cannot receive the 
encouragement he longs for from his 
father, where will it come from? The 
unhealthy alliance will need to be re-
placed with something healthier if Mr. 
Smith wishes to be an encouragement 
to his son.

Healthy Alliances
Many of us have had experiences 

with missionary teams, some good and 
some bad. One of the factors that deter-
mine whether missionary teams func-
tion well or not is the degree to which 
the members are committed to com-
mon goals (Dunaetz 2010, 442-449). 

On the most fundamental level, 
missionaries must be committed to 
the goals of the team in order for the 
team to function effectively. However, 
high-performing missionary teams 
have members who are also commit-
ted to the relationships within the team. 
What is important to one team mem-
ber becomes important to another, 
even if it has little or nothing to do 
with the purpose of the team.

Apart from the team’s goals, each 
missionary has individual, personal 
goals. These may be specific to the indi-
vidual and irrelevant to the team task, 
such as making progress on a stamp 
collection or developing a website fea-
turing photos of local birds. They may 
be indirectly related to the missionary 
task, such as when one team member 
especially enjoys cooking and sharing 
good meals with friends or another is 
working diligently to complete a grad-
uate degree. 

These personal goals may also in-
clude goals that are common to all hu-
mans, such as living consistently with 
one’s values and beliefs or having pos-
itive, friendly interactions with one’s 
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co-workers. Other personal goals that 
all missionaries share to some degree 
include caring for family and friends 
and making decisions that concern 
them in a fair and efficient way. 

In healthy teams, members will en-
courage each other to achieve not only 
the team’s goals, but also each other’s 
personal goals. When two missionar-
ies collaborate to help a third mission-
ary, this is especially encouraging. It 
helps solidify the team and motivates 
the third missionary to persevere, even 
when the going gets tough. This col-
laboration between two missionar-
ies to help a third is an example of a 
healthy alliance. 

The two aligned missionaries co-
ordinate their efforts to help a third 
missionary achieve his or her personal 
goals. For example, if Al and Bill no-
tice that their missionary colleague 
Chris seems a bit discouraged that a 
Bible study he is leading is not grow-
ing very quickly, they could agree to 
both thankfully mention Chris and 
the positive aspects of his Bible study 
in their next field meeting, knowing 
that Chris would be encouraged and 
strengthened to persevere when he 
hears a positive evaluation of his ef-
forts in public.

Family applications. Healthy al-
liances in families occur when two 
members work together to empower 
another family member to achieve his 
or her goals. For example, consider 
the hypothetical Jones family that is 
working with street children in a poor 
neighborhood of a large Asian city.  

Mr. and Mrs. Jones are both very 
involved in ministry and in raising 
their three children. At breakfast on 
their day off, mom says she is think-
ing about cleaning the house and go-

ing grocery shopping although she is 
exhausted. Shortly after breakfast, dad 
proposes to his 5-year-old son, Jacob, 
“Let’s do something really fun today 
that will help mom feel better.” 

Jacob smiles and agrees. Dad sug-
gests to Jacob that they go to the su-
permarket to buy food for the week 
so that mom can stay home to rest. 
As dad and Jacob go up and down the 
grocery aisles, they have fun discuss-
ing the foods and the colorful wrap-
pers they see, trying to choose the 
foods that mom would most appreci-
ate. When they arrive home, they put 
away the groceries, pretending to do 
so without mom noticing. 

They then go into Jacob’s room 
and dad says, “Let’s have a race to 
see who can pick up the most toys 
in five minutes.” Each one races to 
pick them up. As they work together, 
they start laughing. There is a playful 
mood between them, and everything 
is straightened in just a few minutes. 
Dad states, “Jacob, you sure are a good 
kid. You’ve done a great job helping 
mom.” In this story, not only did dad 
and Jacob form a healthy alliance to 
help mom achieve her goals, but they 
also strengthened their relationship 
by successfully achieving their own 
goals through cooperation. 

The Executive Dyad
In missionary settings where a na-

tional Church already exists, there 
are often two key organizations—the 
national church association and the 
organization that has been formed 
by the missionaries—which might be 
anything from a formal field confer-
ence to an informal missionary team. 

The head of the national Church 
(often a cultural and ethnic insider) 
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and the head of the mission (typically 
a foreigner) are both responsible for 
executing the programs necessary for 
accomplishing the mission of their 
own organization. The relationship 
between these two leaders, who may 
be called an executive dyad, is espe-
cially important for coordinating the 
efforts of the two organizations. A 
healthy executive dyad works together 
to achieve goals that are common to 
both the national churches and the 
mission organization. 

In a perfect world, these goals and 
interests coincide with God’s, and 
there is no conflict between the two 
heads. However, in a fallen world 
characterized by self-serving biases 
and cultural diversity, the national 
Church and the mission often have 
seemingly contradictory goals. The 
national Church might want the mis-
sion to provide pastoral leadership 
to established, stagnant churches, 
while the mission wants to prioritize 
evangelism and church planting in 
unreached regions. Or the national 
Church might want the mission to es-
tablish new works in difficult-to-serve 
areas, but the mission wants to avoid 
stressing its missionaries beyond what 
they are able to handle. 

Nevertheless, the head of the mis-
sion and the head of the national 
Church need to work together to find 
solutions to resolve these tensions—
solutions which are not only accept-
able to both organizations, but which 
benefit each organization and their 
individual members.  

Family applications. In a family 
situation, the executive dyad consists 
of the mother and the father. Typi-
cally, parents have different roles and 
responsibilities. Rather than creating 

inequality, different roles may actually 
strengthen the executive dyad, as each 
member brings some specific skill or 
strength into the relationship and the 
family. Each parent focuses on meet-
ing different needs of the family mem-
bers according to their gifting. 

For example, the mother might use 
her gifts and skills to provide empathy 
and comfort; the father might use his 
to provide structured time for the fam-
ily members to make meaning out of 
the events of the day. The parents may 
also have different interests which 
they will be motivated to address. The 
father may be more concerned about 
long-term financial planning, while 
the mother may be more concerned 
about responding to the immediate 
needs of the children.

Just as the national Church leader 
and mission leader must listen to each 
other to resolve differences, it is es-
sential that each spouse respects the 
opinions of the other as they make 
decisions together. 

If either the husband or the wife tries 
to dominate the other, the executive 
dyad is weakened because at least one 
member will not be able to perform 
optimally. Joint decision-making be-
comes unlikely and optimal solutions 
are less likely to be found. The children 
are especially likely to suffer from a dys-
functional executive dyad because their 
well-being depends almost completely 
on it. Although they might not be of 
one mind on every detail of an issue, 
if the parents listen to and respect one 
another, they can collaborate to make 
the best decisions possible. Such unity 
in decision-making provides the family 
with the stability necessary for children 
to grow up securely.

Just as the executive dyad consist-
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ing of the national Church leader and 
the mission leader tries to make deci-
sions that benefit all who might be af-
fected (national pastors, church mem-
bers, those outside the church, and the 
missionaries), the executive dyad in a 
family (the parents) must make deci-
sions that maximize the benefits for 
the family while minimizing the costs. 

Making the best decisions for a 
family is not always easy considering 
the fatigue that missionary parents 
might be experiencing, including both 
physical and emotional fatigue. For ex-
ample, if the father is too tired because 
of a day full of travel and meetings, he 
may lack the energy to communicate 
constructively with the rest of the 
family in order to resolve problems. 

Emotional fatigue may be caused 
by continually experiencing nega-
tive emotions such as sadness, anger, 
fear, and confusion. This may occur 
when one parent experiences negative 
emotions directly (when something 
disagreeable happens to him or her) 
or indirectly, when the parent spends 
considerable time empathizing with a 
person who is experiencing something 
disagreeable. Emotional fatigue is es-
pecially dangerous for the well-being 
of a family because an emotionally fa-
tigued parent may lack the energy to 
care for and respond appropriately to 
either his or her spouse or the children 
and thus damage relationships.   

Conclusion
Effective fathering is difficult, even 

in a monocultural situation in which 
financial stability is the norm. In a 
missionary context, fathering can be 
even more difficult. Missionary fa-
thers might be highly motivated to 
focus on the missionary task that lies 

before them and less motivated to 
invest in family relationships. How-
ever, since God has also given us the 
mission to love and serve our fami-
lies, any failure in our families must 
be considered a failure in missions. 
Looking at missiological principles 
and applying them to our families 
is one way to avoid some very costly 
mistakes.
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E-care: 

Edward A. Scheuerman

Using Email as a 
Tool for Effective 
Member Care

Member care is the responsi-
bility of everyone, begin-
ning with the missionary 
him or herself. However, the 

field leader is entrusted with the responsibility of 
ensuring that each missionary under his or her care 
is well looked after. It is a challenge for even the 
most caring of field leaders. As a former area  lead-
er over Mainland Southeast Asia for PIONEERS, one 
of  my responsibilities was the care of the agency’s 
missionaries  in that part of the world.



Member care takes many forms and is done in multiple ways. 
One of the tools available to the field leader is email. Email in and 
of itself is an insufficient tool for caring for missionaries on the 
field; however, in combination with personal visits, phone calls, 
and other relationship-enhancing tools and activities, email can 
play an integral role in caring for missionaries. Unfortunately, 
many field leaders are inadequately prepared to make maximum 
use of email as a tool for member care.

The Internet has drawn the missionary community together in 
many ways. Email forums exist to assist those serving from all parts 
of the world to all parts of the world. Websites that provide valu-
able resources to the missionary community abound. As countries 
develop their infrastructures, missionaries are better equipped to 
keep in touch via email, Skype, Facebook, Twitter, etc. Social me-
dia is a great touch point and resource, but is insufficient for more 
substantive communication. 

Mission agencies need to develop protocols to help field leaders 
and missionaries to determine which media to use. For example, 

when is social media appropriate, but when would 
email be a better vehicle? And when does the situa-
tion warrant a personal visit?

Email provides three strong benefits over 
social media: (1) it is asynchronous—that 
is, a person can reply at his or her own dis-
cretion; (2) it is secure (when using a secure 
server); and (3) it creates a permanent record 
of the communication.

Additionally, each mission agency that 
values member care should develop an email 
protocol so that those leaving for the field 
would have a basic understanding as to how 
email can be used positively. Some of these 
basic understandings would include:

• Confidentiality
• Care about using informal communica-

Social media is a great 
touch point and resource, 
but is insufficient for more 
substantive communication. 
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tion tools (e.g., emoticons)
• Awareness of how miscommuni-

cation takes place (e.g., flaming—us-
ing all caps)

• Basic writing skills, including (a) 
proper grammar, (b) sensitivity to the 
level of formality needed for each par-
ticular situation, and (c) proper spelling

Taking Responsibility  
for Communication

Relevance theory emphasizes the 
fact that senders make decisions that 
affect the receptor’s ability to receive 
the intended message. The goal is to 
have the missionary feel as though he 
or she has been cared for by his or her 
field leader. When using email, the 
field leader should make decisions 
that increase the likelihood of this 
goal being achieved.

What can be done to better ensure that 
the message sent is not only the right mes-
sage for this receptor, but also that it is 
being delivered in a way that reflects an 
understanding of how that person will best 
receive the message? If the team leader 
recognizes that one of his or her goals 
is to help each team members feel a 
greater measure of care, he or she will 
strategically consider team members 
individually when it comes time to 
writing emails.

While Charles Kraft (1991) asserts 
that the receptor is the one who deter-
mines whether or not communication 
takes place, Daniel Shaw and Charles 
van Engen (2002) argue that it is the 
sender who must bear responsibility. 
The team leader attempts to make ac-
curate assumptions about the field 
member. These assumptions, along 
with the use of feedback, then impact 
the likelihood that appropriate com-
munication happens.

One makes decisions about what 
level of formality to use with some-
body based both on the relationship 
and the situation. The team leader 
needs to assess the current level of re-
lationship he or she has with the team 
member he or she is about to email, as 
well as the situation about which he or 
she is writing.

The team leader seeks to establish a 
trust relationship, a safe haven, credi-
bility, and relevance. To the extent that 
these are felt to exist, the team leader 
will enjoy greater opportunities to en-
hance the perceived level of care each 
team member feels. With cross-cultur-
al teams, the field leader has an addi-
tional factor to consider.

The Field Leader as Learner
For part of my doctoral disserta-

tion, I sent an online survey to five 
mission agencies. Each agency sent the 
survey to a minimum of one hundred 
members. We processed 286 respons-
es. Factors examined were both objec-
tive (e.g., age, gender, nationality) and 
subjective (e.g., Myers-Briggs type). 
The primary goal of the study was to 
identify specific email communication 
techniques that could be employed to 
enhance the level of care provided to 
missionaries by their field workers.

Perhaps the best piece of advice 
that a field leader can receive as relat-
ed to this study is that he or she needs 
to be a learner. Missionaries have long 
been told that they need to be learners 
of the host language and culture. Field 
supervisors need to recognize that 
they should also constantly humble 
themselves and to be learners. 

They need to be learners of those 
whom God has called them to serve 
as a team leader, area leader, etc. Most 
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field leaders receive some measure of 
paperwork from the sending agency as 
part of the screening and appointment 
processes. But so much more is need-
ed if the missionary, his or her team-
mates, and the field supervisor are to 
enjoy good working relationships.

If the field supervisor takes time to 
get to know the new missionary ear-
ly on, it will pay dividends for a long 
time to come. Part of that introduc-
tory time should include getting to 
know how best to communicate with 
the field worker and letting him or her 
know how best to communicate with 
the field leader. A simple, short ques-
tionnaire with the following questions 

would go a long way toward helping 
the missionary feel that he or she is 
more than adequately cared for by the 
field supervisor:

• How do you use email?
• How often do you check email?
• Do you use secure email?
• How reliable is your phone line?
• Are you able to receive large files 

as attachments?
• How would you rate your level of 

knowledge with the computer: mini-
mal, moderate, expert?

• What do you see as being some of 
the advantages of using email?

• What do you see as being some of 
the disadvantages of using email?

• Whom do you foresee as your 
primary source of member care while 
you’re on the field?

Please rank, from first (most im-
portant) to fifth (least important) 
the following in terms of what you 
value: frequent emails from me, 
lengthy emails from me, a short 
response time to your emails from 
me, emails initiated by me, the tone 
of my emails.
• How frequently would you expect 

an email from me?
• How quickly would you expect an 

email response from me?
If the field leader has each team 

member fill out this simple question-
naire, he or she will be in a better place 
to make accurate assumptions and to 
help team members feel a higher lev-

el of care. To be clear, the field leader 
cannot meet every need of every team 
member; however, it does not take 
much to raise the level of felt care. Be-
low are five examples of what the field 
leader can do.

Consider the response time. Re-
sponding within three days will be 
sufficient for most people. If there is 
some reason why this cannot be done, 
the field leader could send a quick 
email saying that he or she received 
the email and hopes to respond soon.

Increase the frequency of emails. 
Sending an email to each of his or her 
team members as often as once every 
two or three weeks would let the team 
members know that they are valued.

Initiate emails (not just respond-
ing to those that are received). Being 

The field leader cannot meet every need 
of every team member; however, it does not take 
much to raise the level of felt care.
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the first to send an email speaks much 
to team members.

Assess the tone of emails. Even 
emails that send information carry a 
tone. Just as the field leader might do 
a spell check or a grammar check, it 
would be wise if he or she also does 
a tone check to see how it will come 
across to the team member. This can 
be done by doing a periodic assess-
ment with the team members to ask 
how his or her emails are coming 
across.

Consider the length of emails. 
Writing long emails is not necessarily 
seen as a measure of the field leader’s 
care for the team member, although 
some team members will be disap-
pointed with an email that is shorter 
in length than the one sent to the field 
leader.

Of course, the field leader needs to 
know him or herself well enough to 
know how much he or she can rea-
sonably handle, both in quantity and 
in quality. Not all field leaders will be 
able to process emails as quickly or 
as well as others. It is up to the team 
leader to communicate his or her limi-
tations to the team members so that 
they are able to have accurate expec-
tations and can better extend grace as 
needed.

Findings from the Research
My research of how team members 

feel cared for by their field leaders has 
yielded much information. The data 
from the research makes it possible 
to draw some conclusions. However, 
people are individuals and need to be 
treated as such, and thus, the applica-
tions and conclusions drawn from this 
study are no substitute for taking the 
time and effort to develop relation-

ships by means beyond simply using 
email.

Among the results related to age, 
younger missionaries in their 20s 
spend more time online and expect 
more online interaction from their 
field supervisors. When it comes to 
member care issues, older people 
(those 50 and older) indicated that 
they see their primary source of mem-
ber care being either themselves or 
one of their family members. Howev-
er, the field leader should not neglect 
the older people under his or her care.

Gender plays a much larger role in 
how one uses and views email than 
age does. For example, female field 
workers tend to expect more com-
munication from their supervisors by 
means of email than do their male 
counterparts. Therefore, field supervi-
sors might need to be more proactive 
in initiating email contact with the fe-
males under their care.

In response to the question related 
to uses of email, 53.7% of females 
saw the social aspect of email (“for 
keeping in touch with family and 
friends”) as the most important use. 
But only 21.1% of male field leaders 
agreed with this choice. For 56.3% of 
them, sending information was most 
important. The contrast is less dra-
matic when comparing female field 
leaders’ choices with those of the to-
tal male respondents’ choices. Clearly, 
male field leaders need to be aware of 
this information, as it will help them 
to recognize that the amount of time 
spent on email means different things 
to different people. In this case, it 
might mean that using social media 
over email is a better choice.

In examining how the male respon-
dents and the female field leader re-
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spondents differed in response to the 
question about the biggest disadvan-
tage to using email, a very important 
contrast arose. While 44.6% of male 
respondents recognize that “it is easy 
to misunderstand intended mean-
ings,” that number was much higher 
(71.4%) for female field leaders. When 
one sees this as the number one dis-
advantage to email, it is more likely 
that two things could happen: (1) the 
sender may become more (overly?) 
cautious in what he or she writes, and/
or (2) the receiver may read emails 
through a filter (either positively or 
negatively) that shades the intended 
meaning. 

Certainly, the level of trust is a rel-
evant factor. Therefore, the field leader 
may need to practice active listening 
techniques (repeating back to the 
writer what the reader understands the 
other has just said/written). For some 
member care issues, email might be 
used for information gathering. But 
the field leader may need to quickly 
move to phone calls or a visit, depend-
ing on the urgency and depth of the 
issue.

When it comes to response time, 
the percentage of female field lead-
ers who desire to hear from their su-
pervisors within two or three days 
is far higher (60%) than the average 
for men, whether male field leaders 
(51.5%) or the total male respondent 
population (45.2%). For area leaders 
with female team leaders (and similar 
situations), this is helpful information.

As with any other aspect of an in-
dividual’s make-up, psychological 
type (here, the Myers-Briggs Type In-
dicator) is not to be taken on its own. 
Each individual is unique, owing to a 
large variety of factors. Each of these 

factors (age, gender, psychological 
type, family, culture, etc.) impacts 
the person’s worldview, behavior, etc. 
Having a good understanding of how 
psychological preferences impact an 
individual (e.g., as it relates to deci-
sion-making), will assist the field lead-
er in being more effective in his or her 
care of others.

One of the keys to utilizing psycho-
logical type is to look for the imbal-
ances between sub-groups. The field 
leader needs to do two things: (1) see 
what is true about him or herself and 
(2) learn what is true about those un-
der his or her care. When this is done, 
considerations and adjustments can 
be made.

This is seen most clearly in the 
judging-perceiving dichotomy. With 
the knowledge that three-fourths of 
the missionaries surveyed have a pref-
erence to judging, the wise team lead-
er will actively seek to balance his or 
her team with those who have a pref-
erence to perceiving. However, those 
who prefer perceiving are more likely 
to not be good email communicators 
for two reasons: (1) their spontaneity 
might make it difficult to feel pinned 
down to something put in writing, 
and (2) their wanting to be flexible 
may make it difficult for them to be 
forward thinking, preferring to re-
spond rather than to plan.

Likewise, the field leader will ben-
efit by knowing the make-up of his or 
her team when it comes to the com-
bination of the introvert-extrovert di-
chotomy and the sensing-intuiting 
dichotomy, which results in the ability 
to compare how individuals use infor-
mation. The field leader will need to 
seek out those who will balance each 
other. Innovators will need to be en-
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couraged to express their creativity, and 
email can be a great way to do this, es-
pecially for those who are introverts. 

However, realists sometimes tend to 
be seen as putting a damper on creativ-
ity and new ideas and can be encour-
aged to do so through email. By using 
email to share these feelings, leaders 
can increase the possibility of shielding 
team members from developing feel-
ings of resentment toward each other. 
The field leader can become a type of 
incubator or filter for both the innova-
tors and the realists. As this preliminary 
discussion takes place with the field 
leader, the realists have an opportunity 
to process thoughts and to feel valued.

The combination of the judgment 
and external orientation presents a ba-
rometer for leading/following styles. 
As this includes the judging preference, 
there was a high percentage of decision 
makers, whether based on logic (TJs) 
or values (FJs). That there was such a 
small percentage (5.1%) of supportive 
coaches (FPs) indicates the need for 
field leaders to be more encouraging in 
their support of team members. It also 
shows the need to monitor how deci-
sions are made and implemented. 

This is where email can be a valuable 
tool. The field leader can initiate emails 
to the team members to inquire as to 
how they are feeling about a particular 
decision or plan and how it will be im-
plemented. The field leader should al-
so take care to ensure that the problem 

solvers (TPs) are given the freedom to 
express their thoughts. Writing emails 
that emphasize why they should be 
interested in a particular issue will en-
courage them to be involved.

The above applications are poten-
tially helpful, but the extent of their 
help rests upon the shoulders of the 
field leader. He or she needs to con-
stantly be aware of how each team 
member responds to emails and how 
each best communicates, whether 
through email or other means. 

Indeed this is a challenge, for field 
leaders typically have many demands, 
not the least of which is his or her 
email load. And even the most capable 

of email communicators has other du-
ties and commitments to which he or 
she must attend. Understanding needs 
to not only be given by the field leader, 
but also received from team members.

The information presented is not 
designed to simply provide short-cuts 
that allow for the field leader to neglect 
putting in the time and energy of de-
veloping relationships with those on 
the team. Email is not sufficient to ini-
tiate and/or develop relationships. It is 
a tool that can, when combined with 
other relationship-enhancing activi-
ties, augment what the leader does to 
demonstrate true care to others.

The wise field leader will also en-
courage those on his or her team to 
do the same with regard to their team-
mates and, yes, their field leader. If a 

Email is a tool that can, when combined with 
other relationship-enhancing activities, augment what 
the leader does to demonstrate true care to others.



field leader, educated in how to better 
utilize email as a tool to enhance the 
giving of care, in turn educates those 
under his or her care to do the same, 
the effort will have been well spent 
and will pay rich dividends.

The goal of providing the best care 
for missionaries is to help them to be 
what God wants them to be so that 
they can, in turn, do what God has 
called them to do. May God be glori-
fied through the efforts of field lead-
ers seeking to serve him in the Great 
Commission.
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How Much 
Is Adequate? 

Bob Waldron

In Search of Equitable Missionary 
Compensation



T
he chair of a local church mission committee 
asked, “How much should we pay our mission-
aries? Do you have any data that might help us?” These 
questions are being raised by an increasing number of 

congregations who are providing direct financial support for the mis-
sionaries they select and send, independent of a mission agency. This 
trend is problematic because local churches often have no set policies 
or standard practices regarding the important financial issues neces-
sary for determining a reasonable compensation package for their 
missionaries. 

Mission agencies are also wondering how effectively they are providing for 
their missionaries because, due to limited communication and collaboration, 

they often silo their expertise and unwittingly cloak their com-
pensation practices in secrecy, not knowing how they com-

pare with other agencies.   
Leaders in both of these groups need hard data to help 
them exercise good stewardship of both the financial 

and human resources entrusted to them. That is 
why Missions Consulting International was 

asked to conduct a study of the compen-
sation practices of respected evangelical 
mission agencies. 

Facets of the Research
Our research touched on several ma-

jor issues regarding missionary support 
levels:

•  What should be the base salary for a 
missionary and how is that determined?

•  What part does experience, educa-
tion, age, and size of family play in deter-
mining missionary salary?

•  Does the cost of living variable for 
different countries factor into the mission-
ary support level? 

•  In addition to salary, what additional 
funds or benefits are commonly provided 
for missionaries?
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Research Steps
We prepared an interview format 

and conducted telephone interviews 
with personnel in executive and man-
agerial positions from five evangelical 
mission entities which have years of 
experience in missionary compen-
sation. These ranged in size of their 
career missionary force from fewer 
than five hundred to more than four 
thousand. Agencies included the As-
semblies of God, Christian and Mis-
sionary Alliance, Presbyterian Church 
USA, Southern Baptist International 
Mission Board, and The Evangelical 
Alliance Mission (TEAM). At their re-
quest, we are keeping their responses 
anonymous, referring to them in ran-
dom order as Agencies A-E. 

We verified the accuracy of the re-
search by sending typed copies of the 
notes to the persons interviewed for 
editing and, if needed, for additional 
explanations. We then assessed the 
data from the telephone interviews 
and correspondence, prepared a draft 
of the report, and sent it to each of the 
entities for final editing or input. 

Elements of Equitable 
Missionary Compensation 

Jerry Burgess, who serves in the 
Professional Services Group of Missio 
Nexus as a missionary compensation 
consultant, stated that there are three 
considerations in determining mis-
sionary compensation: (1) we could 
hire missionaries like we would hire 
a coach, a CEO, or a corporate lawyer 
by asking what the market dictates—
the more capable the individual, the 
more we would pay; (2) missionaries 
could realize that this is a high calling 
and that they must be willing to make 
a financial sacrifice towards its accom-

plishment; and (3) the church could 
exercise stringent stewardship on be-
half of the donors (including both the 
wealthy members and the poor wid-
ows) whose offerings are used to sup-
port the missionaries. Burgess states 
that what is needed is a balanced ap-
proach that takes into consideration 
all three components. 

Missionaries are not entitled to 
extravagant salaries, but agencies and 
churches that support them should 
ensure that their missionary servants 
are not being punished for choosing 
to serve the Lord overseas. This entails 
supplying an equitable salary, provid-
ing adequate housing and utilities, 
honoring their years of field experi-
ence, keeping abreast of the cost of liv-
ing variables from country to country, 
providing educational opportunities 
for their school-aged children that are 
comparable, whenever possible, to 
what they would receive in the U.S., 
and offering a benefits package that 
includes insurance and retirement. 
These elements are discussed below.

Base salary. We asked the agen-
cies how they determined the level of 
support needed by their missionaries 
worldwide. Three of the five agencies 
did not consider education, age, or size 
of the family in setting the base salary. 
Agency A seems to have one of the 
most objective standards for determin-
ing the base salary of their missionaries, 
linking it to the average annual teach-
er’s salary as reported by the American 
Federation of Teachers and multiplying 
that amount by seventy-five percent 
for a missionary couple with children. 
In 2012, the average teacher earned 
$52,289 x 0.75 = $39,217. Couples 
without children receive eighty percent 
of this, or $31,374 as a base salary, and 
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singles get sixty percent. 
Agency B determines their base 

salary on the historical salary they 
have been providing to their mis-
sionaries, which, at some time in the 
past, was roughly equivalent to what 
a mid-sized U.S. congregation would 
pay their preacher. Single missionaries 
receive sixty percent of this amount. 

Agency C determines the base 
salary by the national trend and the 
economy. It is the only entity which 
reported that new missionary couples 
can negotiate the amount of their base 
salary, which is set at a maximum of 
$24,900. In addition to base salary, 
and exclusive of longevity allowance, 
missionaries under this agency receive 

monthly service increments based 
on their years of service, increments 
which can vary from missionary to 
missionary. A family that has been on 
the field for ten years could receive an 
annual increment of approximately 
$3,000 per year, increasing their base 
salary to a maximum of $27,900.

Agency D provides the highest 
base salary, but reduces the compen-
sation package in other areas. They 
determine their base salary on the his-
torical amount once provided to their 
missionaries, plus annual percentage 
increases to that amount over the in-
tervening years. Their base salary for a 
career missionary couple sharing one 

position is $22,440 for each of the two 
spouses, or $44,880 for the couple. 
Single missionaries receive sixty-six 
percent of this amount. If the mission-
ary couple fills two positions, the base 
salary increases to $53,856. 

Agency E also has an objective stan-
dard for determining the missionary’s 
base salary by taking into account the 
salary of a local school teacher with a 
Masters degree and ten years of experi-
ence and the average salary of a pastor 
of a congregation of one hundred to 
three hundred members. After using 
these as guidelines, they add the cur-
rent U.S. Cost of Living Allowance to 
form the base salary. 

Housing Allowance and Utilities. 

All of the agencies cover one hundred 
percent of the housing costs. Several 
have agency-owned housing or stipu-
late that housing must be approved by 
the agency to qualify for reimburse-
ment. The highest amount provided is 
$2,800 monthly. None of the agencies 
allow their missionaries to own their 
homes.

Three of the agencies pay one hun-
dred percent of the cost for utilities, 
but Agencies A and E include those 
costs under the caps they have set for 
housing. Agency B provides a portion 
of the cost for utilities, if those costs 
exceed those of comparable utilities in 
the U.S. Agency D holds that utilities 

Missionaries are not entitled to 
extravagant salaries, but agencies and churches that 
support them should ensure that their missionaries 
are not being punished for choosing to serve the 
Lord overseas.
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are the personal expense of the mis-
sionary. 

Longevity Allowance. All of the 
agencies provide a longevity allow-
ance to express appreciation to their 
long-term missionaries and to help 
avoid the attrition of seasoned person-
nel. This allowance begins at the start 
of the second or third five-year term. 

Agency A, which submitted data 
only for the first fifteen years of ser-
vice, grants $720 annually for the 
second term and $2,400 annually 
during the third term. Agency B calcu-
lates the longevity allowance at $200 
monthly for each completed five-year 
term. Agency C gives $600 per year 
during the second five-year period and 
caps the allowance at $1,200 annually 
for each following term. Agency D 
begins their monthly allowance at the 
start of the tenth year, providing ten 
percent of the base salary for the third 
term, increasing to fifteen percent for 
the fourth term, and twenty percent 
for each succeeding term. Agency E 
provides $910 annually per couple for 
those in their third term of service, 
with increases for each succeeding 
period up to $3,638 for couples who 
complete more than twenty-five years 
on the field. 

Cost of Living Allowance (COLA). 
The purpose of the COLA is to afford 
the same buying power for all mission-
aries whether they live in expensive 
cities like Moscow or less expensive 
places like La Paz. To accomplish this 
objective, the agencies determine the 
amount needed for a livable salary 
in the United States and use that as a 
baseline, adjusting it with a COLA to 
cover the various costs of living in oth-
er parts of the world. 

Agency E was the only group that 
subtracts from the base salary for 
those living in less expensive countries 
than the U.S., in some cases reducing 
the base salary by more than $10,000 
annually. 

All of the interviewed agencies re-
port that they use the services of Mer-
cer (www.mercer.com), a global con-
sulting group, to provide the COLA 
rates. If individual direct-support 
churches cannot afford Mercer’s ser-
vices for the COLA, they can use In-
ternet resources, applying the recom-
mended amounts only to the cost of 
goods and services, which include 
everything except reserves, housing, 
and taxes. Mercer does the math and 
provides a simple dollar figure as the 
COLA for the missionary’s salary level. 

Years Agency A Agency B Agency C Agency D Agency E

0-5 0 0 0 0 0

6-10 720 2,400 600 0 0

11-15 2,400 4,800 1,200 4,488 910

16-20 ? 7,200 1,200 6,732 1,819

21-25 ? 9,600 1,200 8,976 2,729

26-30 ? 12,000 1,200 8,976 3,638

Figure 1: Annual Longevity Allowance by Agency
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On-field Education for Mission-
ary Children. All five of the agencies 
we interviewed provide one hundred 
percent of the on-field schooling costs 
for missionary children, but adds the 
cost to the missionary’s taxable in-
come. 

Schooling options can range from 
home schooling to private schools 
to missionary boarding schools. For 
Agency B, the amount varies from 
kindergarten through high school 
with the maximum of $4,000 annu-
ally per student in high school for 
home schooling and up to $9,000 per 
student for those attending national 
or international schools. The agency 
pays the majority of the Social Secu-
rity tax on this benefit.

Agency C requires the child to at-
tend the agency’s approved school in 
their area or be appropriately home 
schooled. Agency E pays the full cost 
for school expenses as taxable income 
to the missionary, but one hundred 
percent of the resulting additional So-
cial Security and Medicare tax liability 
is paid by the mission as additional 
taxable income to the worker. 

Insurance. To help alleviate the 
stress that accompanies disasters, 
emergencies, and health issues, all five 
agencies provide health and evacu-
ation insurance, prescription drugs, 
and life insurance. 

Agency A also allows missionar-
ies to raise up to an additional $100 
monthly in salary per spouse for a 
Health Savings Account. Four of the 
agencies also include a dental plan. 
Disability insurance is provided by 
all except Agency A. Agency C has 
no established plan to cover disabili-
ties, but decides on a case-by-case ex-
amination. Three of the agencies also 

provide personal property insurance 
against fire, flood, or theft.

Retirement/Pension. All of the 
agencies provide 403(b) plans for 
their missionaries. Agency A has dis-
continued its pension plan for new 
missionaries, and requires couples to 
raise $160 in additional taxable sup-
port, which the agency then pays into 
their plan and will also match the mis-
sionary’s personal contribution up to 
another $60 per month. Agency B 
contributes an amount equal to five 
percent of the missionary’s base salary 
into a 403(b), which comes to $1,290 
per year, and will match up to another 
three percent. A one-time retirement 
grant, based on years of service, is 
also provided to assist missionaries 
in reestablishing themselves during 
retirement. After twenty-five years of 
service, for example, a couple would 
receive $16,800. Agency E contrib-
utes about $1,000 per year per couple 
to their 403(b) account, an amount 
that varies from field to field. Agency 
D offers a 403(b) plan as an option 
for their missionaries, but has a pen-
sion plan into which the agency con-
tributes $6,418 per couple, represent-
ing a retirement contribution of 14.3 
percent of the base salary. These are 
reasonable amounts considering that 
missionaries must rent their homes 
and cannot build equity. 

Annual University Allowance for 
MKs. The size of the missionary’s sala-
ry generally makes it difficult for them 
to fund their children’s university edu-
cation. This is compounded by the 
fact that foreign governments often do 
not allow spouses to work outside the 
home. 

Four of the five agencies provide 
some help toward the cost of the MK’s 
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university education as additional 
taxable income. Agency A provides 
$7,260 per year for up to four years 
over a five-year period for each MK at-
tending a university or college in the 
U.S. Agency B provides a maximum 
of $5,000 a year per MK for up to four 
years for undergraduate schooling at a 
university. The family must have been 
on the field for at least three years and 
submit a request to the agency. Agen-
cy C does not cover any expenses for 
the university education of their MKs. 
Agency D contributes $600 a year per 
MK toward a college savings plan for 
every year they are on the field, up to 
age 22. A child born on the field and 
leaving for university at 18 years of age 
would have $10,800 to help with col-
lege expenses. 

Agency E, while not providing 
any scholarships, reports that com-
pensation rates take into account the 
number of children in the home. “In 
the home” includes two fiscal years 
after the year they graduate from high 
school, even if the children are away 
at university. This does not benefit 
families with only one or two chil-
dren, since no increase in base sal-
ary is provided for them. Missionary 
couples with more than two children, 
however, receive a stipend of $3,720 
annually, a total of $7,440 per child if 
they leave for university immediately 
after their high school graduation. 

Taxes. Agencies A and D provide 
no assistance with Social Security tax-

es, seeing these as the sole responsibil-
ity of their self-employed missionaries 
(if they are classified as clergy). Agen-
cy B also looks upon their missionar-
ies as self-employed and liable for one 
hundred percent of their Social Secu-
rity taxes, but factors into the base sal-
ary, the COLA, and the Longevity Al-
lowance a grant to cover one-half the 
cost of Social Security taxes. 

Agency C also considers their mis-
sionaries as responsible for paying 
their own Social Security taxes, but 
allows the missionary to raise an ad-
ditional $3,480 of annual taxable in-
come to offset this expense. Agency E 
provides a grant as additional taxable 
income to clergy workers to cover fifty 
percent of their Self-Employment Tax. 
The agency pays the employer portion 
of Social Security/Medicare for non-
clergy workers.

Some nations levy either or both 
income and Social Security taxes on 
income derived from other nations. 
All five agencies cover one hundred 
percent of the foreign income tax and 
all but Agency C also provide one 
hundred percent of the foreign Social 
Security tax. Funding for these taxes is 
considered additional taxable income 
for the missionary.

The purpose of the following chart 
is not to compare one agency with 
another, but to show the widespread 
agreement among mission agencies as 
to the kind of compensation mission-
aries need. 

Agency A Agency B Agency C Agency D Agency E

6.7%
$2,640

8%
$2,064

Up to 21.5%
Up to $6,000

14.3%
$6,418

3.1%
$1,000

Figure 2: Percentage of Annual Base Salary 
Paid to Retirement by Agency
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Item Agency  
A

Agency 
B

Agency  
C

Agency D Agency  
E

Salary

1 Base Salary 39,217 25,800 27,900 44,880 31,824

2 Housing 100% up 
to 2,800

100% 100% 100% 100 % 
up to 
2,500

3 Utilities Included 
in housing

A Portion 100% No Included 
in housing

4 Longevity 
Allowance

2,400 4,800 1,200 4,480 910

5 Cost of Living 
Allowance

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

6 Schooling for 
Each Child 
on the Field

100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Benefits

7 Health & Evacua-
tion Ins.

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

8 Prescription Drugs Yes Yes Yes Optional Yes

9 Dental 
Insurance

Yes Yes Yes Optional Yes

10 Life Insurance 10,000 125,000 75,000 Amount 
varies

60,000

11 Disability Insur-
ance

No Yes No estab-
lished plan

Yes Yes

12 Personal Property 
Ins. 

No 15,000 12,000 Amount
 varies

No

13 Retirement 403(b)
2,640

403(b)
2,640

403(b)
up to 
6,000

403(b)
optional

403(b)
1,000

14 Pension No No No 6,148 No

15 Annual 
University Allow-
ance for Each MK 
(4 yr. max.)

7,260 5,000 No Alternate 
plan

Alternate
plan

Taxes

16 Social Security No Yes Yes No Yes

17 Foreign Income or 
Social Security Tax

100% 100% 100% of 
income tax 

only

100% 100%

Figure 3: Overview of Annual Compensation Packages by Agency 
Based on a North American Missionary Couple with One Child 

Beginning their Eleventh Year of Service in 2013



Application to the Mission 
Community

Interviewing representatives from 
the five evangelical groups provided 
a window through which we can ob-
serve a range of good mission practic-
es, honed for decades by people com-
mitted to preaching Christ around 
the world. 

The interviews highlighted the 
agencies’ commitment to good stew-
ardship, both of the funds entrusted to 
them by faithful donors and the lives 
of the missionaries entrusted to their 
care. The results of this research can be 
useful both to direct-support churches 
and established mission agencies in 
determining an equitable compensa-
tion package for their missionaries. 

Missionaries would be wise to 
adopt a policy of not spending all their 
income on the field, but to live as mod-
estly as possible, identifying physically 
as closely as possible with the people 
they serve. The goal, after all, is not to 

leave a large financial footprint, but a 
large spiritual footprint.
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the mission community.
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fter more than three 
decades of tremendous 
growth, the churches in 
mainland China are trying 

Kevin Xiyi Yao

The Next Superpower 
in World Mission?

to find new vision and create 
new ministries to project their 
energy for the sake of the gospel. 
Not surprisingly, cross-cultural 
missions began to fall under the  
radar screen of the churches in 
China, primarily house churches.



In these early decades of the twen-
ty-first century, we hear a lot about 
the rising tides of cross-cultural mis-
sions launched by the Chinese Church 
and their potential impacts on world 
Christianity. It has been said that the 
twenty-first century will be the cen-
tury of Chinese missions (Lee 2002, 
13). But what is actually happening on 
the ground? What are some of the Chi-
nese Church’s potentials in that regard? 
What would these cross-cultural missions 
launched by the Chinese Church look 
like? What could be their strengths and 
challenges? Below I seek to address 
these issues. Given all the complex-
ity of Christianity in China today, I 
will focus on the Protestant Church in 
mainland China and its cross-cultural 
missions. 

Historical Survey
The emerging missionary endeav-

ors on the part of the Chinese Church 
began to attract significant attention 
only recently. However, their vision 
for and participation in global mis-
sion can be traced back to the early 
twentieth century.

As the Chinese churches came of 
age in the early twentieth century, 
it did not take long for them to em-
brace the vision of cross-cultural mis-
sion. As early as 1918 a united minis-
try was launched to reach the ethnic 
minorities in the remote border areas 
of the country. In the late 1920s and 
1930s, Chinese evangelists were sent 
to Southeast Asia. 

After the end of World War II, a 
number of evangelical groups caught 
the vision of evangelizing the Muslim 
population in the northwestern parts 
of the country and Central Asia. As a 
result, two missions were launched: 

the Northwestern Spiritual Ministry 
(1946) and the Back to Jerusalem 
Evangelistic Band (1947). Before these 
mission initiatives bore any signifi-
cant fruit, they were thwarted by the 
triumph of the communist revolution 
in China in 1949.  

From the early 1950s to the ear-
ly 1980s, the Church in mainland 
China struggled for its survival.  Un-
der mounting political pressure, the 
Christian communities were either 
integrated into the government-sanc-
tioned Three-Self Patriotic Movement 
(TSPM) or forced to go underground.  
Organized cross-cultural missions be-
came impossible. 

Current State
As unprecedented Christian revival 

and growth unfolded in the 1980s 
and 1990s, the missionary vision of 
the previous generations of Chinese 
Christians was re-captured and re-
kindled. In fact, there have been in-
creasing signs pointing toward the 
awakening of interests and growing 
participation in world missions, espe-
cially among the house churches. Let 
me share four examples of this. 

Example 1: The Great Commis-
sion has once again become one of 
the most talked about themes. Even 
the 10/40 Window has been popular-
ized to some extent. And the point 
has been made widely and constantly 
that it is time for Chinese Christians 
to seize the baton from the Western 
missionaries and to shoulder the re-
sponsibility to spread the gospel to 
the ends of the earth. 

As a result, mission mobilizations 
are being conducted in various ways, 
and an increasing number of indi-
vidual churches and networks have 
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Christians to other countries. Sub-
sequently, new Chinese churches have 
been established there, and mission 
outreaches to the Chinese population 
in the diaspora and local non-Chinese 
populations have ensued. 

The above four examples indicate 
that the Chinese churches’ engage-
ments in cross-cultural missions are 
indeed significant. A few agencies have 
made attempts to come up with the 
figures for the number of Chinese mis-
sionaries. The World Christian Database 
put the total number of all Christian 
missionaries (including non-Protes-
tants) from China at 5,100 for 2010 
(Johnson 2013). Operation World lists 
the cross-cultural missionaries from 
China at 20,000 (Mandryk 2010, 
216). Given the religious restrictions 
and clandestine nature of the house 
church movement, it is impossible to 
figure out the exact number, and these 
available numbers are best estimates.

For the past three decades, the 
best-known cross-cultural missionary 
movement from the Chinese Church 
has been the Back to Jerusalem Move-
ment (BJM), which was started in the 
1980s when some house church lead-
ers recaptured the vision of the 1940s, 
and began to pray for a new adven-
ture. In comparison to the 1940s, 
contemporary BJM seems to have 
broadened its vision: “Not only were 
we meant to go westward through the 
Muslim world, we were also called to 
take the gospel to the ethnic minori-
ties in Southwest China and the na-
tions of Southeast Asia. Our vision 
also includes the North Asian coun-
tries of Japan, North Korea and Mon-
golia” (Hattaway 2003, 96). At the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, 
the vision began to be translated into 

begun to send missionaries to the 
ethnic minorities inside the country 
and to foreign countries. These mis-
sion initiatives are still largely indi-
vidual churches’ undertakings, and 
not connected or coordinated. And 
no well-organized mission agencies 
are in operation yet. In recent years, 
some churches have begun to attempt 
establishing organizational structures 
for mission.

Example 2: Missionary training 
is on the rise within the Chinese 
Church. In one particular province 
a church recruits between twenty and 
thirty missionaries each year. After 
eight to twelve months of training, 
they are divided into small groups 
and settle in different countries for 
mission purposes. Another church re-
quires its missionaries to learn a pro-
fession and related skills so that they 
can become self-supporting. Some 
churches prepare their missionaries by 
sending them to the ethnic minority 
regions inside the country or overseas 
in order to gain experience in cross-
cultural missions and learn local cul-
tures (Lam 2011). 

Example 3: Some overseas mis-
sion agencies have begun to recruit 
and support the Chinese missionar-
ies from mainland China. The Gospel 
Operation International for Chinese 
Christians is one of the most promi-
nent Chinese mission agencies for 
cross-cultural missions. Having a hard 
time recruiting long-term missionar-
ies among overseas Chinese Christian 
communities, they have turned their 
eyes to the Christian communities in 
mainland China (Lam 2012). 

Example 4: The recent rush to 
do business and work abroad has 
also brought an influx of Chinese 
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action. It was said that the first team 
of thirty-nine Chinese missionaries 
departed China in March 2000 for a 
neighboring country. In recent years, 
the image of the movement has been 
tarnished by financial scandals, ques-
tions about the personal integrity of 
some top leaders, and critique of its 
theology and operations. But the BJM 
is no doubt still the most visible and 
symbolic mission effort initiated by 
the house church movement in main-
land China.

It is no doubt that the house 
churches have been carrying the main 
burden of the Chinese cross-cultural 
missions. What about the TSPM and 
China Christian Council? The fact is 
that their national leadership and offi-
cial organs shy away from any serious 
discourse and engagement in mission; 
missionary rhetoric has become a sort 
of taboo. This has to do with (1) the 
limits of the larger social environment 
and (2) some of its leaders’ theologi-
cal orientations, which are not keen 
on evangelism.  

Having said that, we must acknowl-
edge three things: (1) while the na-
tional leadership keeps silent on mis-
sion, some of the grassroots churches 
do not hesitate to promote missions 
and actively engage in cross-cultural 
missions; (2) even its national lead-
ership appears to welcome the tre-
mendous growth of churches, which 
is actually the fruit of missions; and 
(3) the TSPM does openly encour-
age Christians to witness their faith 
through charity and social services. 

How should we evaluate the current 
state of the Chinese Church’s cross-cultur-
al missions? It is fair to say that there 
have been many ferments, prepara-
tions, and isolated initiatives. How-

ever, major Chinese contributions to 
international missionary movement 
are still a far cry from a reality. In any 
case, the churches from mainland 
China have demonstrated great vision 
and energy for cross-cultural evangeli-
zation, and seem on the threshold of 
much more significant engagements 
in world mission. Ten years ago, Paul 
Hattaway described the BJM as “the 
small trickle signaling a great flood to 
come” (2003, xi). Ten years later, this 
still holds true when we consider the 
Chinese cross-cultural mission move-
ment. And the days of a mission move-
ment to China are being replaced by 
the days of a mission movement from 
China (Lam 2011).

Prospect of the Chinese 
Church’s Roles in World 
Missions

Most observers of the Chinese 
Church sound very optimistic con-
cerning the future of the Chinese mis-
sionary movement. After surveying 
Christianity in each province of Chi-
na, a Korean missologist concludes 
that cross-cultural missions from Chi-
na would explode between 2020 and 
2024 (Li 2011, 12). 

According to a prominent leader of 
the overseas Chinese Church, Chinese 
missionaries will become the largest 
missionary force by 2025. Given a 
minimum of fifty million Protestants 
in China today, and if one out of every 
one thousand believers dedicates him 
or herself to world missions, then we 
can have at least fifty thousand mis-
sionaries (Lee 2002, 14). Another fig-
ure thrown out is 100,000 missionar-
ies from China. The math is based on 
one out in ten full-time church work-
ers (one million total) sent to the mis-



300   EMQ   July 2014

sion field (Hattaway 2003, 116).
It can certainly be questioned how 

realistic these figures are, and whether 
this grand vision can eventually be 
translated into reality. But the predic-
tion is not just the outcome of a num-
bers game. In 2011, another Korean 
missiologist reported the finding of 
his mission survey among the Chinese 
churches: 

• 90% of ministers in both urban 
and rural areas care about mission

• 41.18% believers in urban 
churches are preparing for participa-
tion in mission

• 21.57% of ministers from small 
to mid-size cities are involved in over-
seas missions

• 17.65% of urban believers from 
professional background are involved 
in overseas missions. (Li 2011, 12) 

No doubt there is widespread sup-
port for world missions among the 
Chinese churches.

Furthermore, the tremendous de-
mographic and geo-political shifting 
of recent decades has created an en-
vironment conducive to the Chinese 
Church’s mission. The rise of China as 
an economic and political superpower 
is largely viewed as a bonus to the Chi-
nese Church’s participation in world 
mission, just as the superpower status 
of Great Britain and the United States 
helped turn the nations into major 
mission-sending powers. Recent waves 
of Chinese emigration have led to a 
Chinese diaspora of eighty million 
people and nine thousand churches 
around the world (Li 2011, 13) which 
could serve as a valuable network of 
bases for Chinese missionaries. Addi-
tionally, a strong international interest 
in the Chinese language and culture 
and increasing volume of trade with 

China are creating opportunities and 
channels for Chinese missionaries to 
travel and settle in the fields.

Sharing a common history of being 
victimized by Western colonialism, 
China maintains good relationships 
with many countries in the Global 
South. Therefore, Chinese missionar-
ies do not arrive with inherent image 
problems and are often welcomed by 
local peoples. Additionally, Chinese 
Christians have ample experience of 
persecution and suffering, and thus 
are more ready to endure harsh condi-
tions. 

Will world missions of the Chi-
nese Church have some uniquely 
Chinese characteristics? As some Chi-
nese Church observers explain, we 
may take some cues from the unique 
church growth model in China. Giv-
en the prominent roles of the laity in 
house churches, could lay leadership 
and evangelists as tentmakers (rather 
than full-time and professional mis-
sionaries) feature more prominently 
in Chinese mission outreach?  Given 
their learning-by-practicing model 
of church leadership training, could 
the Chinese churches train their mis-
sionaries differently? If the Chinese 
churches develop a rather unconven-
tional approach to world missions, 
that should not come as a surprise 
(Lam 2008). 

Challenges Facing the 
Chinese Mission Outreach

In most assessments of the future 
roles of the Chinese Church in world 
missions, optimism is overwhelm-
ing. There is even an overtone of na-
tional pride in some of the rhetoric 
from the Chinese churches. In fact, 
there are already minority voices that 
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both caution the churches against un-
healthy nationalist sentiment or eth-
nocentrism and question the Chinese 
churches’ readiness for a major role 
in world evangelization (En 2010). 
We need to take these minority voices 
very seriously, simply because current 
and future mission endeavors initi-
ated by the Chinese churches do face 
huge challenges. Below are four major 
challenges. 

Challenge 1: The Chinese church-
es need to provide missionaries 
with better education concerning 
the Bible, missiology, languages, cul-
tures, cross-cultural communications, 
and even necessary career skills for 
tent-making. Most Chinese theologi-
cal schools and programs inside and 
outside the country do not have sig-
nificant mission study components 
in their curriculums. Although some 
Chinese churches and theological 
schools have begun to change this, 
systematic missionary training will 
still be in great demand.

Challenge 2: A significant num-
ber of Chinese missionaries were 
sent out with one-way plane tickets 
but without adequate training, super-
vision, financial support, and spiritual 
care. Not surprisingly, many ended up 
frustrated and returned to their home-
land after only a short stay on the field. 
Chinese church leaders are beginning 
to see the necessity and urgency for 
the mission-minded churches to net-
work, and to develop a better mecha-
nism or organizational structure for 
better recruitment, planning, training, 
evaluation, fundraising, logistics, and 
missionary care. 

In order to achieve this, they must 
get more connected with established 
international mission agencies so that 

they can learn from their experience 
in supporting and running missionary 
teams. 

Challenge 3: Mission-minded Chi-
nese churches need more solid the-
ologizing. Within and beyond their 
countries, mission fields are increasingly 
socially, culturally, and religiously com-
plex. By reflecting on their own mission-
ary heritage and other global churches’ 
experiences, Chinese missionaries can 
be adequately equipped with a theology 
of mission and religions. 

Unfortunately, an anti-intellectual-
ist overtone seems lingering in contem-
porary Chinese discourse on mission. 
Mission is often comprehended and 
presented as all about doing instead 
of thinking, action instead of contem-
plation. Training the first generation 
of Chinese mission theologians, an-
thropologists, and historians is not yet 
on the agenda of the mission-minded 
churches in China. 

However, a Chinese mission with-
out solid theological foundation will 
be shallow, will easily get disoriented 
and go astray, and will be ineffective 
and even counterproductive in its 
reaching out to other faith communi-
ties and social groups. 

Challenge 4: There are signs of 
theological disorientation and con-
sequent questionable mission ap-
proaches and rhetoric. For example, 
ignoring their own spiritual heritage 
and taking cues from certain evangeli-
cal circles in the United States, some 
Chinese house church leaders, espe-
cially in urban areas, have begun to 
naively embrace Christendom mental-
ity and rhetoric. 

In forging a Chinese vision for 
world mission, they sometimes sound 
dangerously triumphalist. Rather than 
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witnessing, they talk about conquering 
or Christianizing. Transforming the 
nations into the so-called “Christian 
ones” becomes the ultimate goal for 
mission. Rather than distancing them-
selves from the earthly power and 
principality, they seem to indiscrimi-
nately tie the success of mission with 
the political and economic might of 
the particular nation. 

This could also lead to an ethno-
centric and paternalistic attitude on the 
part of the missionaries from mainland 
China, the rising world power. The ob-
vious fact here is that a mission from 
weakness and margin is forgotten in fa-
vor of all kinds of “grand vision,” and 
the Chinese Christians’ past experience 
of suffering and humility is also unfor-
tunately lost. The questions we can ask 
today include: 

• Are these mentalities and rhetoric 
biblically based? 

• Can they turn the coming army of 
the Chinese missionaries into a con-
structive force in world missions? 

• May being a “faithful minority 
with a loving witness and prophetic 
voice in a pluralistic world” be a better 
vision for the mission-minded Chris-
tian communities in China?

The Chinese churches are at critical 
point in their mission outreach. Awak-
ened and zealous, they are bound to 
supply global Christian mission with 
new blood and energy. Let us pray for 
them, engage them, and assist them. 
Together, we can make a significant 
difference around the world.
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There is an ongoing debate about the 
limits to appropriate contextualization 
in ministry among Muslims. I have had the 
privilege of being a part of some exceptional 

discussions, debates, and even arguments over these 
issues in a yearly meeting called “Bridging the Divide.” 
As with any complex issue, there are many different 
facets to the debate: Bible translation, use of the Qur’an, 
and the new believers’ identities to name a few. 

Saying the 
Shahada: 
Matters of Conscience, 
Creed, and Communication
Gene Daniels



We must remember that it is no 

witness at all if we intentionally 

miscommunicate.
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One of the more tightly focused 
debates has to do with an issue that 
lies at the core of Islam, the Shahada: 
“There is no God but Allah, and Muham-
mad is his messenger.”1 Specifically, 
there is disagreement about whether 
or not a believer in Christ can, with a 
clear conscience, say the second half, 
“…and Muhammad is his messenger.” 

This article is based on a presenta-
tion I made at “Bridging the Divide 
2013.” Before diving into my own 
opinion, I should briefly summarize 
the position with which I will spend 
the rest of this article disagreeing.  

Reinterpreting Muhammad
I don’t know if others have used 

the term or not, but “reinterpreting 
Muhammad” seems to me the best 
way to describe what I hear some 
missionaries call for. They are urging 
the mission community to adopt a 
more positive view of Islam’s prophet 
than the polemical one common in 
the Church. 

Although I cannot do justice to 
all the nuances of their position in a 
short paragraph, I will briefly explain 
their line of reasoning. In both the 
Bible and Christian history, there is 
a very broad use of the term prophet, 
some of which fits with the central 
figure of Islam. Some also point out 
that there were many varieties of 
prophets in the Bible. Some of these 
were canonical (i.e., participants in 
giving us the canon of scripture), but 
others had, shall we say, dubious re-
cords (e.g., older prophet in 1 Kings 
13:1-22 who lied to another man of 
God causing his death). 

Furthermore, missionaries taking 
this position remind us that the term 
prophet is commonly used in some 

contemporary Christian circles for 
people who are basically charismatic 
spiritual leaders, certainly not infal-
lible oracles of God. Finally, those 
who reinterpret Muhammad contend 
that allowing for his prophethood 
does not obligate us to endorse a full 
Islamic view of him. 

Now, if this was as far as they 
wanted us to go, if missionaries in 
this stream of thought were only 
arguing for a general softening of 
Christian attitudes toward the central 
figure of Islam, then I would person-
ally pitch my tent on the outskirts 
of their camp. But what troubles me 
is the conclusion which many are 
drawing from this line of reasoning. 
A number of missionaries have pro-
posed that if a person has the above 
understanding of prophet, then recit-
ing the second half of the Islamic 
creed does not conflict with either the 
Bible or historic Christian experience. 
Thus, followers of Christ (particularly 
those from a Muslim background) 
can recite the Shahada with a clear 
conscience—if they chose to do so. 

With that said, let me make a fair 
disclosure statement: I advocate a 
fairly high level of contextualization. 
I am thrilled when believers from 
Muslim backgrounds find ways to re-
tain significant parts of their pre-con-
version identity and remain in their 
natal communities to the degree that 
is possible. 

But I also believe we must be 
sure our practice of contextualiza-
tion is careful and discerning, along 
the lines of what Paul Hiebert called 
“critical contextualization.” I am con-
cerned that when it comes to saying 
the Shahada, those who would “rein-
terpret Muhammad” have not been 
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robust enough in their practice of 
contextualization. While their posi-
tion is based on sophisticated analy-
sis of biblical material and historical 
analysis, I see other important con-
cerns that they have ignored. Thus, 
I believe this idea still needs the cri-
tique of other tools that are part of 
the missionary’s contextualization 
tool box.  

Perhaps I should put it this way: 
I am not concerned by the way a re-
interpreting of Muhammad causes 
missionaries to think about him, nor 
about how they speak of him in the 
general sense. But I am troubled by 
what is communicated when a follower 
of Christ recites the Shahada. This is 
much more than a random string of 
eleven words; it is a creed, an act of 
bearing witness, and as such it is an 
act of communication. Therefore, it is 
imperative that we consider the issue 
in light of communication theory.

Applicable Communication 
Theory  

When considered from this per-
spective, saying the Shahada is what 

communication theorists call a 
“speech-event.” This helps denote 
the different factors that play a role 
in shaping a message and its interpre-
tation (Duranti 1997, 284). Speech-
events have several important ele-
ments, four of which are particularly 
relevant to this discussion: 

1.  The context of the speech-event
2. The communication unit (the 

words themselves)
3. The encoded message (the 

speaker’s intended meaning)
4. The decoded message (the re-

ceivers’ understood meaning)
In brief, this model proposes that 

communication can be understood 
in the following way: A speaker has 
certain meanings in mind which 
he or she encodes into a statement. 
Those words move to the receptor, 
who must then decode the words, 
something he or she does according 
to his or her own understanding of 
the words and their context. The dia-
gram below illustrates the concept.

This model leads us toward a key 
issue. The word “communication” 
itself is derived from the Latin com-

Meaning encoded by speaker. 

Receptor

Words

Speaker

Meaning encoded by speaker. 

Diagram 1
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munis (common), thus referring to a 
“commonness” of understanding be-
tween speaker and receptor (Hessel-
grave 1991, 46). Therefore, in order 
for authentic, clear communication 
to take place, there must be shared 
units of meaning, or codes, between 
speaker and receptor, in a given con-
text. With this in mind, let us consid-
er the statement “Muhammad is God’s 
messenger” as part of the Shahada for 
the codes it carries, what possible 
communis exists between a follower of 
Christ as speaker and a typical Mus-
lim as receptor, and the communica-
tion context.

Unpacking Context 
and Codes

We should begin by observing 
the codes involved. In the Shahada, 
the first code we encounter is the 
word “God”, or Allah. The relation-

ship between God and Allah is also 
a hot topic in missiology right now, 
but is a separate one. Since I have 
enough controversy on my hands 
with the issue of Muhammad and 
his prophethood, I think it is best 
to refrain from commenting on the 
Allah/God debate here. Moving on, 
we can skip any discussion about the 
code “Muhammad” since we can be 
fairly certain that both the speaker 
and receptor agree this word refers to 
a particular historical person. In oth-
er words, there is clearly a common 

code at play here. 
This leaves us to consider the final 

code in the creed: the word “mes-
senger”, specifically Muhammad as 
messenger, or prophet of God. At this 
point, we must ask ourselves, “Does 
this code carry a common meaning 
for both the follower of Christ and the 
Muslim community? Or “Is the same 
meaning being encoded as is being de-
coded in the context of the Shahada?”

This brings my concern into sharp 
focus. The biblical ideas and histori-
cal examples that some use to “rein-
terpret Muhammad” are held, at best, 
by only one party (the speaker) in the 
speech-event we are considering. That 
is, some missionaries and Muslim 
Background Believers (MBBs) may 
encode novel meanings into the word 
“messenger”, or “prophet”, but I am 
fairly certain that in the context of 
the Shahada, the community on the 

receiving end of that communication 
will decode those words differently. At 
this point, we should return to dia-
gram 1, but this time with specifics 
added (see diagram on page 305). 

I recognize that there are differences 
of opinion about Muhammad across 
the Muslim world, but I would argue 
that the vast majority of Muslims un-
derstand Muhammad’s prophethood 
in terms that closely resemble one of 
the two possibilities presented in dia-
gram 2. I would not argue that every 
Muslim everywhere holds these views 

The fundamental purpose of confessions 
and creeds is to produce and maintain commonly-
held meaning. 
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Meaning encoded by speaker: "I believe that Muhammad fits into 
  a category of people who were/are Chrismatic 
      spiritual leaders, men who teach about the unity
            of God and lead people away from idolatry.

Listening 
Muslim 
Community

"There is no God but Allah...

"...and Muhammad 
  is his messenger."

Followers
of Christ

Meaning decoded by receptor: (two most likely possibilities)

Devout Muslim: "This person agrees that Muhammad (PBH), is the
final, greatest and seal of the prophets, the one who brought to us the
flawless word of God—the Quran."

Nominal or secular Muslim: "This person agrees that Muhammad is 
the most important religious figure of true religion."

of Muhammad, but that is irrelevant 
because we are not talking about con-
versations between two or three indi-
vidual Muslims. We are discussing the 
recitation of a creed. 

When a follower of Christ says 
that Muhammad is God’s messenger 
in the context of saying the Shahada, 
he or she is not communicating that 
Muhammad fits one or more biblical 
categories, or that he conformed to 
ideas that later emerged in Christian 
history. Rather, the person is making 
a confession, and as such is commu-
nicating that he or she agrees with the 
Muslim community’s commonly-
held propositions about Muham-
mad. This is the fundamental pur-

pose of confessions and creeds—to 
produce and maintain commonly-
held meaning. 

The second diagram clearly dem-
onstrates that although a follower of 
Christ may say the Shahada with a re-
interpreted Muhammad in mind, his 
or her encoded meaning is very differ-
ent from the meaning decoded by the 
listening Muslim community. This is 
a classic case of miscommunication. 

Perhaps I can make my case in 
slightly different terms. Charles Kraft 
warned that in the matter of cross-
cultural communication, the greatest 
weight must be given to the mean-
ing understood by the receptor. This 
is because “people tend to perceive 

The Shahada

Diagram 2
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messages in such a way that they con-
firm already held positions, whether 
or not that communicator intended 
them that way” (Kraft 2005, 159). 

Now I realize that an MBB saying 
the Shahada in his or her own culture 
is not an example of what we typi-
cally think of as cross-cultural com-
munication. However, if a follower 
of Christ holds to the kind of reinter-
preted Muhammad and his prophet-
hood that I outlined at the beginning 
of the article, his or her perspective 
is radically different from that of the 
community. Thus, for all practical 
purposes the person is communicat-
ing cross-culturally when he or she is 
saying the Shahada.  

By applying communication 
theory to this issue, we deduce two 
mistakes by those who believe a 
reinterpretation of Muhammad’s 
prophethood allows for saying the 
Shahada. One, it completely neglects 
the context in which such a speech-
event takes place—a creed—which by 
nature implies a fixed understanding 
of the meaning. Two, relying on a re-
interpretation of Muhammad places 
exclusive weight on the meanings en-
coded by the speaker rather than those 
decoded by the receptor, thus causing 
miscommunication. These mistakes 
are not trivial. They run contrary to 
one of the primary purposes of con-
textualization—that is to make our 
message clear.

Context Is Critical
It feels a bit strange taking issue 

with those who argue for a kinder 
view of Muhammad, one that will 
allow for saying the Shahada in good 
conscience. The reason is that I have 
used much the same logic, but in a 

different context. I remember a long 
conversation I had with a devout 
Muslim friend several years ago. 
When the subject turned to Muham-
mad, I built my argument along very 
similar lines to those who reinterpret 
his prophethood—albeit without the 
same level of academic sophistica-
tion. But precisely because this hap-
pened in the context of a conversa-
tion, I had time to fully explain the 
ways I sometimes use the term prophet 
and how I might be willing to apply 
the term to Muhammad. This per-
sonal antidote points to why context 
is so important—and why we should 
practice contextualization. 

In a conversation like I described 
above, you have time to explain the 
nuances of your position. There is 
space for give and take. Answers are 
followed by more questions. That is 
how the encoding of my words, and 
my friend’s decoding of the same, were 
brought into alignment. I used the 
same logic as those who reinterpret 
Muhammad to show respect for my 
friend’s beliefs, but in the end he had 
no doubt that my view of Muham-
mad was not the same as his. Yet the 
context is very different when some-
one recites the Shahada—there is no 
give and take. Saying the Shahada is 
a confession, a singular act of com-
munication, with no time for expla-
nation. 

Conclusion
I agree with those who reinterpret 

Muhammad in that Christians of-
ten use the word prophet with a very 
wide berth, and that possibly the ac-
tual, historical person of Muhammad 
would fit into this wider usage. Fur-
thermore, I agree that it would help if 



Christians stop demonizing Muham-
mad, especially considering the fact 
that some of those we call prophets 
have serious flaws themselves. 

Nevertheless, I remain quite criti-
cal of the idea that Christian liberty 
can stretch so far as to confessing the 
standard Islamic creed, specifically 
the part “…Muhammad is his [God’s] 
messenger.” In saying that, I am well 
aware of the pressures that followers 
of Christ in Muslim lands sometime 
face, and I am more than willing to 
extend grace to those who recite the 
Shahada under cohesion or threats. 
However, that is quite a bit differ-
ent than reinterpreting the problem 
away. 

So while I agree that reinterpreting 
Muhammad’s prophethood may lead 
us to a more respectful witness, we 
must remember that it is no witness 
at all if we intentionally miscommu-
nicate.

Endnote
1. The Arabic word rasul can be trans-

lated either “messenger” or “prophet”; for 
the sake of this argument, the two words 
are interchangeable.
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Kelly Malone

Power 
The

of Biblical 
Storytelling 



A FEW MONTHS AGO at a 
church where I was serv-
ing as interim pastor, I 
had the opportunity to 
give a series of messages 

on King Saul. I shared stories that 
were familiar with the congrega-
tion, such as Saul’s anointing by 
Samuel (1 Sam. 9-10) and his visit 
with the witch at Endor (1 Sam. 
28). Although church members 
knew the stories well, each week 
anticipation grew to hear the next 
story and its lessons for life appli-
cation. People love to hear stories. 
And biblical stories have the power 
to produce spiritual change in the 
lives of those who are ready to re-
ceive their teaching.

Jesus’ Use of Stories
Jesus was the master storyteller. He often 

taught people in the form of parables. These 
are stories taken from everyday experiences 
that convey spiritual truth. But not everyone 
is prepared to receive this truth. When Jesus’ 
disciples asked him why he taught the peo-
ple in parables, he responded, 

The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom 
of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. 
Whoever has will be given more, and he will have 
an abundance. Whoever does not have, even 
what he has will be taken from him. This is why I 
speak in parables: though seeing, they do not see; 
though hearing, they do not hear or understand. 
(Matt. 13:11-13)

Jesus used parables to divide his audi-
ence. Those who were spiritually minded, 
who had some understanding of the things 
of God and were seeking to know more, re-
ceived the “secrets of the kingdom of heav-

Many stories 

in the Old 

Testament 

teach the 

importance of 

obedience 

to God’s 

leadership 

in our lives. 
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eration. Those distant from one an-
other may gather into communities 
because of stories. Small groups may 
form around storytellers that eventu-
ally can lead to the development of 
new churches. People may develop 
new ways of understanding God, life, 
and the world (Dillon 2012, 23-30). 
But we must also keep in mind that 
not everyone who hears our stories 
will become sympathetic. Some may 
become more hostile to the gospel. 
They may reject a biblical worldview.

My preparation for mission service 
included training in Chronological 
Bible Storying. Sometimes referred to 
as “Creation to Christ,” this method 
begins with the biblical account of 
Creation in Genesis and goes through 
the stories of Jesus’ crucifixion, resur-
rection, and ascension in the New 
Testament. The intention is to give 
an overview of the biblical narrative 
so that people can understand how it 
fits together. We were taught that this 
method was for use primarily among 
illiterate peoples as an alternative to 
literate methods of Bible study. 

My first thought was, “What does 
this have to do with me? I am going 
to Japan: one of the most literate soci-
eties in the world!” However, early in 
my missionary career, I taught Bible at 
a women’s college in southwestern Ja-
pan. Most of the students were nomi-
nal Buddhists who had never opened 
a Bible before they came to my class. 
Their presupposition was, “I am only 
here because this course is required 
for my degree. It has nothing to do 
with me.” In this setting, it occurred 
to me that some form of storytelling 
might be useful to give these students 
an overview of the biblical message. 
So I spent the next six years using 

en.” But those who had no spiritual 
understanding and whose hearts were 
indifferent to spiritual matters failed 
to receive the truth found in his par-
ables. 

This point can be illustrated in the 
“Parable of the Sower” (Matt. 13:3-
9, 18-23). The seed represents God’s 
word, which is sown among all man-
ner of people, but only bears fruit 
among those who “hear the word and 
understand it” (Matt. 13:23). Those 
who are unprepared for the word due 
to the work of the “evil one,” “trou-
ble and persecution,” or the “worries 
of this life and the deceitfulness of 
wealth” (Matt. 13:19, 21-22), do not 
experience the life-changing power 
that results from receiving God’s word.

God’s word has a cleaving qual-
ity. It penetrates and cuts to the very 
core of our being in a way that causes 
discomfort and calls for change (Heb. 
4:13). This change both purifies the 
heart and gives new life (John 3:1-8; 
2 Cor. 5:17). The word also divides 
people. At the end of Jesus’ “Bread of 
Life Discourse,” many of his disciples 
said, “This is a hard teaching. Who can 
accept it?” So “from this time many . . 
. turned back and no longer followed 
him” (John 6:60, 66). Jesus said that 
even families would be divided be-
cause of him: brother against broth-
er, father against son, and children 
against parents (Matt. 10:21). 

Why We Should Tell Stories 
In her book, Telling the Gospel 

through Story, Christine Dillon em-
phasizes that stories change people. 
People who are hostile to the gospel 
may become sympathetic. Those who 
see Jesus as a non-factor in their lives 
may begin to give him some consid-
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“Creation to Christ” among very liter-
ate Japanese college students. 

I witnessed the power of storytell-
ing with my own eyes. Many students 
who had never read the Bible before 
became interested in scripture. Some 
began to ask questions about Jesus. 
Others became active in chapel and 
other expressions of Christianity. One 
student told me, “Most of our classes 
teach us what we need to know to 
make a living. But in your class we 
learn about life.” On the other hand, 
I saw what Jesus said about the hearts 
of the unprepared, as well. There were 
students who rolled their eyes, took 
the maximum number of excused 
absences, and made it clear that they 
thought Jesus and the Bible had noth-
ing to do with them. One student 
went so far as to tell me she thought 
the stories were foolish fairytales.  

 Who Needs Stories?
My experience in Japan is not 

unique. Recent research has shown 
that the usefulness of stories is not 
limited to illiterate societies. They 
are useful in post-literate societies, as 
well. There are many people in the 
world who can read, but that choose 
not to. In fact, roughly two-thirds of 
the world’s people are “oral learners” 
(Willis 2004, 3-5). These are people 
who know how to read, but learn best 
by non-literate means, such as hearing 
stories, seeing pictures, or watching 
films. Avery Willis notes,

Many oral learners can read but prefer 
to learn by oral means. If their culture is 
traditionally oral, they frequently prefer to 
learn through oral methods, even if highly 
educated. When many people in a culture 
are oral learners, it affects the whole cul-
ture and permeates many aspects of peo-

ple’s lives, such as thought processes and 
decision-making. (2004, 6)

 
Recent research has shown that 

while only about five percent of Amer-
icans are totally illiterate, almost fifty 
percent are not able to function at a 
high level of literacy. Similar reading 
levels have been found in other de-
veloped nations such as Australia, 
Canada, Germany, and the United 
Kingdom (Willis 2004, 18-19). One 
reason for this is that people who 
learn to read while they are in school 
do not continue to read after they 
finish school. Many high school and 
university graduates do not continue 
to read books after they complete 
their education. As a result, within a 
few years their reading may revert to a 
sixth-grade or seventh-grade level. 

In a course I teach on storytelling, 
I sometimes use this information to 
warn my students that they need to 
keep reading. I tell them, “You have 
spent too much money on your edu-
cation to only be able to read at a sev-
enth-grade level!” Each time I teach 
this course, I survey the students to 
find out the percentage of oral com-
municators and print communicators. 
Normally, about fifty percent of my 
students prefer oral methods of learn-
ing and communication over print 
methods. This is no surprise, since it 
is consistent with the national average. 
It reflects a culture in which young 
people tend to gain their informa-
tion from television and by non-text 
means via the Internet rather than by 
reading books. 

We live a culture in which abstract 
literary analysis paired with theoreti-
cal discussion is receding into the past. 
It is being replaced by the concrete se-
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quential assessment of information 
consistent with oral learning patterns. 
In this type of setting, narrative should 
be paired with visual representations 
such as art, drama, and symbolic acts 
in order to help people experience the 
truth in terms of event. In both scrip-
ture and Christian history, there are 
rich resources for this type of represen-
tation of the gospel, beginning with 
baptism and communion, but also 
including visual art forms and drama. 

Unfortunately, visual representa-
tions of the gospel have sometimes 
contributed to idolatry, so that evan-
gelical iconoclasm has tended to reject 
their use. In response, we must en-
courage the development of art, dra-
ma, and ritual in appropriate ways to 
convey spiritual truth. We should also 
consider the use of “down-to-earth 
stories” (parables) as well as “dia-
grams, pictures and artifacts of various 
kinds” (Hesselgrave 1978, 228-233). 

Kinds of Stories
My initial training in telling stories 

stressed the used of the chronological 
method, so I came away with the im-
pression that this was the only tool in 
the storyteller’s toolbox. I used only 
this method of storytelling for a num-
ber of years in southern Japan. When 
I relocated to Tokyo, however, I found 
it difficult to gather a group of people 
that would allow me to tell them Bible 
stories in this chronological fashion. 

On the other hand, I began to de-
velop relationships with new believers 
who wanted to grow spiritually, but 
had big questions about how to live 
the Christian life in a society that was 
at least apathetic, if not opposed to 
the gospel. As we met over coffee to 
discuss these issues, I discovered that I 

could use Bible stories to teach princi-
ples in a way that responded to the is-
sues with which they were struggling. 

For example, many stories in the 
Old Testament teach the importance 
of obedience to God’s leadership in 
our lives. Two that were especially 
powerful were the stories of the call of 
Moses (Exod. 3-4) and the call of Isa-
iah (Isa. 6). The story of the witch at 
Endor (1 Sam. 28) spoke to the issue 
of ancestral practices, and the story of 
the woman caught in adultery (John 
8) could be used to explain how Jesus 
wants forgive our sins. Through this 
experience, I realized that there was 
much more to storytelling than the 
chronological method.

In my storytelling course, I teach 
students how to use four kinds of sto-
ries for evangelism and discipleship. 

Chronological Bible storytell-
ing. This is the “Creation to Christ” 
method that I learned many years ago. 
The purpose is to enable listeners to 
understand how the Bible fits togeth-
er, as well as to see the relationship 
between important doctrines such as 
Creation and redemption, and sin and 
salvation. It is important to make the 
Christ-event the fulfillment of the bib-
lical narrative, so the Old Testament 
stories must be told in the motif of 
promise and fulfillment: the issues of 
the Old Testament find their resolu-
tion in Jesus Christ. 

Dialogical Bible storytelling. 
This is the conversational approach to 
storytelling that I found so useful in 
Tokyo. My experience has been vali-
dated by the writings of a number of 
experienced storytellers. Daniel Sheard 
writes that people who do not read of-
ten learn in bits and pieces through the 
“verbal exchange” that takes place in 
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the context of everyday conversation. 
In this context, “short stories with sim-
ple plots” can become the means that 
“God uses to draw people to Himself” 
(Sheard 2007, 12, 18-19). 

Christine Dillon refers to this ap-
proach as “storying in one-off oppor-
tunities.” Her experience is that these 
opportunities may vary from thirty 
minutes to three hours, and may al-
low a person to tell only one biblical 
story or a whole set of stories. The key 
is to be aware when God gives us the 
opportunity to share and then use the 
time we have available well (Dillon 
2012, 173-175).

Eugene Peterson reminds us that Je-
sus was a master at using stories in the 
context of everyday conversations in a 
way that “fit each person and [their in-
dividual] circumstances” (2008, 18). 
Peterson writes that we may be used 
as God’s instruments to convey spiri-
tual truth, even when we are unaware 
or unintentional about the process.

The Holy Spirit is as present in our 
spontaneous and casual conversations 
as in formal preaching and intentional 
teaching… The Holy Spirit conveys in and 
through our language words of Jesus’ peace 
and love and grace and mercy when we are 
not aware of it—at least not at the time it is 
taking place. (Peterson 2008, 22, 24) 

Many times when I was in Japan, I 
have shown up for a disciple-making 
opportunity with a carefully-planned 
agenda. Soon, however, I would throw 
my agenda out the window because 
the issues the other person was deal-
ing with were not what I had prepared 
to talk about. Rather than forcing him 
or her to go through my prepared 
study, I found myself saying, “Can I 
tell you a story that may relate to what 

you are going through?” The response 
would always be something like, “Yes, 
please do. Anything you can do to 
help me would be appreciated.” Then, 
I would plunge into a Bible story re-
lated to this latest crisis, followed by 
a discussion of possible applications 
of the biblical narrative to the current 
situation.

I still use this approach today with 
college students who show up at my 
office asking for advice on how to deal 
with issues they are facing. I have found 
biblical stories to be a virtual treasure-
house of God’s wisdom for today’s 
post-literate, post-modern Millennials. 
They do not want to be preached at, 
but they do enjoy good stories, espe-
cially when they understand how these 
stories relate to their lives.

Contemporary parable. Jesus 
used parables. It only makes sense 
that we would follow his example by 
using these stories as well. However, I 
have found courses on biblical story-
telling seldom cover this most biblical 
model. I suggest two approaches to us-
ing parables.

1. Reset biblical parables for your 
target audience. If your audience is 
contemporary city-dwellers in the 
American Midwest, the “Parable of the 
Lost Sheep” (Luke 15:1-7) might be-
come a parable about how a child on a 
field trip becomes separated from her 
class, and then her teacher leaves the 
other students to find her. Call it “The 
Parable of the Lost Child.” Among the 
cattle-herding Maasai of East Africa, 
the “Good Shepherd” might become 
the “Good Cattle-Herd.” And among 
rice farmers in rural villages in East 
Asia, the “Parable of the Sower” (Matt. 
13:1-9) might become the “Parable of 
the Rice Farmer.”
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Needless to say, there are some po-
tential problems with this approach. 
The meaning and theological signifi-
cance of the biblical story may be lost. 
In order to guard against this, I teach 
my students to study the biblical par-
ables in their original context in order 
to understand their essential details: 
points of the stories that cannot be 
changed without also losing what the 
story is about. I also encourage them 
to find the central theological truth in 
the parable, and then to try to re-caste 
the parable in a contemporary setting 
in a way that continues to convey the 
same truth.

2. Develop contemporary parables. 
This is done by following Jesus’ ex-
ample of taking common objects and 
scenarios from everyday life and using 
them to explain spiritual truths. While 
this is a difficult process, it is impor-
tant to remember that a parable well 
told is not just a good story. Rather, it 
is intended to call “forth a response on 
the part of the hearer” (Fee and Stuart 
1982, 126), challenging him or her to 
a change of heart or action—calling 
him or her to either begin to follow 
Christ or to grow as a Christ-follower. 

I inform my students that I am a 
fellow traveler rather than a guide in 
the use of parables. I have been learn-
ing about the contemporary use of 
parables for about five years. While 
I am still early in this process, I have 
learned that parables have the power 
to grab the hearer’s attention and to 
help him or her understand truth that 
he or she might otherwise miss. 

Personal testimony. Sharing per-
sonal stories about God’s work in our 
lives is almost a lost art. Many people 
are reluctant to make themselves vul-
nerable by sharing openly about their 

own experiences. Yet these stories 
provide irrefutable evidence of God’s 
love and his power to change lives. I 
encourage my students to share not 
only the story of how they became fol-
lowers of Jesus Christ, but also about 
how he is at work in their lives today. 

If the only story we have to share is 
about something God did in our lives 
five or ten years ago, it will leave the 
impression that God is distant and un-
caring. But if we can share about what 
God is doing now, we give the impres-
sion that not only is God real, but that 
he also loves and cares for us. This use 
of personal stories provides a helpful 
bridge to biblical stories which reveal 
God’s power and grace to a world in 
need of his transforming love.
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Nicole Abraham

In the 1970s, contextualization was suggested as an approach 
for theological education, especially in the Third 
World. Later, it was applied to a variety of theological 
methodologies.  For others, contextualization has 

become a missiological approach. And recently, JdO 
(2010, 306ff) has reflected on local responses to 
contextualization efforts that have been refused. 

Implications of 
Three Models of 
Contextualization 
for Local Ministry



My aim is to demonstrate that an analysis of 
local attempts at theologizing within a cultural 
context is a tool for establishing foci for ministry. 
It assumes that any attempt to apply theological 
understanding to practice within a cultural 
context is a facet of contextualization. The 
framework for this analysis has four dimensions: 
(1) the handling of the Bible (reading and 
application), (2) biblical traditions (including 
interpretations of the Church universal), (3) 
culture, and (4) social change. 

Using this framework, I outline three distinct 
models I encountered as a missionary in an Asian 
Islamic context (note: a weakness of this study 
is that it does not include any model of how 
an illiterate person might contextualize). While 
these models are abstractions formed from con-
crete situations, they provide a descriptive analy-
sis of the complexities of these particular efforts.  

Since these models are based on case stud-
ies, they reflect the strengths and weakness of 
that methodology. A benefit of the case study 

method is that it presents 

I outline 
three distinct 

models 
I encountered 

as a missionary 
in an Asian 

Islamic context.
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the researcher with a realistic view of 
the actual situation while also placing 
it within the context of the particular 
values and cultural milieu. On the 
other hand, the specifics of the 
study mean that it can be difficult 
to generalize and draw conclusions 
regarding a larger context. Neverthe-
less, case studies provide illustrative 
material from which principles can be 
extrapolated and tested.  

A Definition
Contextualization of theology is the at-

tempt to understand the Christian faith 
in terms of a particular context. Where 
local individuals are both attempting 
to understand the Christian faith from 
within their culture and endeavouring 
to express these beliefs in word and 
action, they are unconsciously contex-
tualizing. This practical demonstration 
of their spiritual journeying is naturally 
expressed in their particular cultural 
framework. 

Common Background 
for All the Models 

Cultural background. Since the 
mid-1900s there has been a grow-
ing emphasis on being Islamic, even 
though Islam has been a significant 
influence in the country for hundreds 
of years. Underneath this Islamic influ-
ence is an underlying ancient heritage 
of animism and Hinduism. In some 
areas, there is an additional underlay 
of Buddhism. Some of the cultural 
practices reflect Hindu and\or Islamic 
influences, while many appear to have 
animistic origins. 

During the last three to four centu-
ries, significant Western influence has 
impacted urban areas, in particular. 
While the living standard of the West 

is considered a goal to emulate, more 
recently conservative Muslim cler-
ics have been deriding Western moral 
decadence. 

So any local model of contextualiza-
tion is likely to reflect Islamic influenc-
es—that is, local practices and beliefs 
continue unquestioned until chal-
lenged, even when only fitting uncom-
fortably. Since Islam does not practice 
dynamic equivalence, it creates prob-
lems for contextualizing the Christian 
message. Consequently, Christian at-
tempts at ministering to Muslims are 
misinterpreted and misunderstood. 
Similarly, when Muslims find Chris-
tians using their cultural forms, say, in 
worship, Christians are accused of be-
ing deceitful.

Attitude to revelation (The Bi-
ble). The prevailing worldview means 
that the Bible is regarded as a holy 
book and is therefore accepted as God’s 
revelation, although how individuals 
interpret that differs. Although not us-
ing the term “supracultural”, both the 
book and its contents are considered 
“divine other reality.” It is read with a 
sense of awe and regarded as having 
authority.  

The Bible: A formal correspon-
dence translation. The current Bible 
is a formal correspondence transla-
tion usually resulting in readers using 
a “plain meaning” hermeneutic—that 
is, they assume the meaning is as writ-
ten. Consequently, their understand-
ing reflects the inherent weaknesses 
of that method, including not recog-
nizing different levels of abstraction. 
Where cultural equivalents are lack-
ing, deducing implications is usually 
ignored. Conversely, many local cul-
tural practices appear similar to their 
biblical equivalents. 
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In this country, the primary liter-
ary language has a significant Arabic 
component, giving it an affinity with 
Hebraic ideas and concepts. However, 
a Muslim reader can be confused when 
Arabic-derived words have a “biblical” 
meaning. Since for most, this language 
of education is a second language, any 
understandings may not penetrate 
significantly deeply into their world-
views to induce change. However, for 
Muslims, some of the impact comes 
because they understand what they are 
reading—rather than reading Arabic, 
which they don’t understand.

The basis of religious experience. 
Evangelicals claim that God’s primary 
desire is for relationship. They also 
claim the Holy Spirit guides and leads 
people into truth. When God is expe-
rienced in relationship through the 
reading of the Bible, it becomes, in 
transcendental terms, a “genuine re-
ligious experience” (cf. Sheikh 1980, 
chap. 4-5). For many Muslims, a power 
(truth) encounter with the “Christian” 
God convinces them of the reality of the 
gospel. The genuineness of the experi-
ence is reflected in their transformed 
lives. The Bible then becomes the judge 
and assumes a greater significance than 
culture. 

Introducing the Models
G, a young woman from the minor-

ity Christian community, represents 
the first model, a disciple model. Her 
Hindu forebears adopted Christian-
ity during the mid-nineteenth century. 
She is an active church member and a 
believer. She also meets together with 
a small group of (female) friends who 
discuss the Bible’s teaching and its im-
plications for their living. In this, they 
are unique. Her efforts at contextual-

ization arise because she wants to obey 
God’s word. 

The second model, a typical Chris-
tian model, is represented by J. His 
forebears adopted Christianity early 
in the twentieth century. He is also a 
church member and a believer. He 
reads the Bible reasonably frequently 
and can readily quote verses. How-
ever, he is unlikely to consider that it 
has any practical implication for his 
life. In fact, he almost seems to re-
sist any attempt to apply scripture to 
his particular situation. This reflects 
the Islamic attitude of not actively 
interacting with the Qur’an.  

The third is a seeker model, repre-
sented by A, a slightly older male whose 
family has a long Islamic tradition. His 
search for truth has led him to read the 
“Books”. His daily recitation of the Fati-
ha expressed this longing. Obedience 
became an issue later. At first, A’s atti-
tude was one of ambivalence: on one 
hand, he had been taught “the Bible” 
had been changed; on the other hand, 
he knew it had his prophet’s recom-
mendation. Others begin to read the 
Bible out of curiosity or dissatisfaction 
with Islam (Masood 1986). Some 
do so to prove a point: that the Bible 
has been changed (Subkhan 2001), 
or that Islam’s doctrines are superior 
(Muhammad 1996). 

Model 1: Disciple Model 
As G studies scripture she allows it 

to challenge her. At times, it becomes 
a personal “revelation” (e.g., the 
command “to honor one’s parents”). She 
contrasts “modern” cultural attitudes 
of “minimal respect” (especially to less 
well educated parents) to the “honor” of 
scripture. In so doing, she uses a type of 
hermeneutical circle. 
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Similarly, she approaches scripture 
with culturally-shaped questions like, 
“Who should be responsible for ar-
ranging my marriage?”Again, she stud-
ies the Bible and reads some Christian 
books on the topic. During this pro-
cess, the Bible, tradition (represented 
by the interpretations in the Christian 
books), and culture are being weighed 
(although G’s desire is to put God first). 

In this process, she develops her 
own theological understandings and 
propositions. Because she lacks for-
mal training, she is unable to compare 
her understandings with the rest of 
Christendom, except what is reflected 
in Christian books she reads. On oc-
casions when attempting to apply her 
learning, she feels that the weight of 
culture makes it impossible for her to 
respond to God in what she feels are 
culturally appropriate ways. 

There are times when, in obeying, 
she “bucks the system.” At other times, 
she compromises. While going as far 
as she can biblically, she still remains 
cultural, even though she feels she isn’t 
being as radical as God’s requirements 
demand. She prays to be personally 
changed, but recognizes that by herself 
she cannot change the culture. 

Unfortunately, her church reflects 
a conservative, Western tradition. As 
yet, it is not tackling the questions G is 
asking. Yet, G is recognized within the 
church for her spirituality and her lead-
ership gifts. She is often asked to speak. 
In that way, she has potential for influ-
encing both the church and the youth. 

From this model, one of the chal-
lenges for ministry is to foster G’s at-
tempts at contextualization. A far 
greater challenge is getting the church 
asking culturally-shaped questions 
with implications for Christian living. 

A potential problem for G is that of 
interpretation. Without adequate train-
ing, she could move in the direction 
of heresy or syncretism. On the other 
hand, she has potential as an agent of 
change.

Model 2: Typical Local 
Christian 

Unlike the disciple model, in which 
the Bible, tradition, and culture are 
weighed and evaluated, this second 
model emphasizes culture. J‘s typi-
cal response to a biblical challenge is, 
“But we don’t do it that way” or “That’s 
not our culture.” In part, this response 
reflects the fact that the Bible is a for-
mal correspondence translation. It also 
reflects the Islamic attitude that mere 
reading is meritorious. Paul describes it 
as a “veil over their faces,” preventing 
understanding and obedience (2 Cor. 
3:12-18). The Western model, with its 
emphasis on cognitive understanding 
of the faith, has reinforced this model. 

J also represents the many Chris-
tians in this country, who although 
literate, do not react with or respond 
actively to what they have read. 

The challenges for ministry from 
this model are several. The first relates 
to the Bible translation. This is a diffi-
cult and controversial issue. For many, 
this proves the point that the Bible has 
been changed. The next issue is this 
apparent reticence to apply the word 
of God to everyday life and to be ac-
countable to God’s designs for living. 
This relates to the issue of exegesis and 
its application to life and living, which 
creates problems not only in terms of 
application leading to personal and so-
cial change, but also obedience. Added 
to this situation is that most Christians 
have come from the servant classes and 
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are not used to taking initiative. While 
education is impacting that mental-
ity, their minority position within the 
country can seem to make implemen-
tation of change difficult.

  
Model 3: Seeker Model 

A’s quest began when he had be-
come disillusioned with Islamic prac-
tices and theology (cf. Masood 1986). 
After acquiring a Bible his first discovery 
was that it was very different from the 
Qur’an. He found its sheer frankness 
and simplicity impressive. Like John 
Abdul Subkhan (2001, 29), he found it 
spoke directly to him because he could 
understand its language. Slowly, he was 
convinced that it was truly God’s word. 
Later, he acknowledged the role of the 
Holy Spirit in bringing understanding, 
which also brought challenges to obey.  

As A reads, he uses the interpre-
tive techniques of a Sufi, so his focus 
is on the transcendental and personal. 
A Shi’ite might use a more esoteric ap-
proach than the more direct Sunni ap-
proach (cf. Gätje 1971). In this context, 
culture as represented by Islam, is ini-
tially the authority. Gradually, however, 
the Bible begins to assume first posi-
tion (Sheikh 1980, Masood 1986). Si-
multaneously, many of A’s negative at-
titudes and pre-conceptions are slowly 
eroded and shown to be wrong. The 
result is tremendous emotional and 
mental conflict. At this point, he pleads 
with God to show him the truth (Mu-
hammad 1996, 197- 201; Selby 2000, 
26, 91, 116).

As A begins theologizing, he slowly 
realizes the life-changing implications 
that are before him (e.g., Jesus as God’s 
son and the death of Jesus). Initially, he 
raises issues within Islam itself, but he 
soon realizes his quest is not appreci-

ated. He has to choose: run for his life 
or face death (cf. Masood 1986). A be-
lieves that if his Christian experience 
is true, then his life should reflect it. 
When the family learns that the change 
is due to A’s becoming a Christian, they 
are not impressed. However, they can-
not refute the reality of his changed life. 

When the local Muslim cleric issues 
a fatwa for his death, the family rise s 
up against the cleric. When asked why, 
their response is that although they are 
Muslims, they have never witnessed a 
changed life. Others testify to changes 
A’s personal attitudes, actions, and way 
of life.

While A’s search began in the Is-
lamic traditions, he struggles to find 
Christian equivalents.  Lacking tools 
and teaching, he finds himself within 
the web of cults and heresies (cf. Alam 
1994, 37). Later, he also finds the 
many different Christian perspectives 
confusing.  

In his aloneness, A wonders if he 
has understood correctly. He assumes 
he has (cf. Miller 1969, 58), and tries 
to find Christian support. Like others, 
at first he is wary of other “believers”. 
Later, however, he meets with a num-
ber of others. But how do such lone be-
lievers come to an orthodox belief and 
maintain that belief? A does despite his 
initial contact in a heretical group.  The 
case of the Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8: 
26-39) is instructive. The scriptures 
provide no record of any mechanism 
for preventing the development of syn-
cretism or heresy other than exposure 
to the word of God (scripture). 

The isolation becomes greater. A is 
thrown out of his family and barred 
from his mosque.  He discovers that 
he is barely tolerated by the Christian 
community, and when in their com-
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pany, feels uncomfortable with their 
practices. Yet, the changes in his life 
impact others. 

A presents a unique challenge to 
ministry in a number of ways. First, 
there is sufficient witness within the 
Qur’an to encourage people to search 
for Jesus Christ. What a challenge for 
prayer! Second, the Holy Spirit can 
take those searchings and call people 
to himself, with virtually no other 
human input. Third, through access 
to the Bible, the Holy Spirit can re-
veal the divine truths in such a way 
that there is a personal response of 
devoted allegiance. 

The question needs to be asked, 
How can this be maximized? Should the 
Bible be printed in the original languag-
es together with both the formal corre-
spondence “interpretation”, and a more 
dynamic equivalent one?1 The lack of 
fellowship and the problem of relat-
ing to the Church universal are signif-
icant issues that must be addressed.

Conclusion
The purpose of the study is to 

show that an analysis of local at-
tempts at contextualization provides 
a tool for focusing ministry. The anal-
ysis of each model has pointed to sig-
nificant areas in which approaches to 
ministry, and ministry itself, needs to 
be honed. 

However, this study is just a be-
ginning. Each model requires a more 
detailed analysis in each of the areas 
of Bible, tradition, culture, and social 
change if the tool is to be used to its 
maximum effectiveness. L.D. Water-
man (2008, 166ff) suggests eight 
questions relevant to attempts at local 
theological contextualization. While 
not all the questions are relevant in 

this context, many apply in further 
consideration of these models. 

Endnote
1. Any “translation” of the Qur’an is 

only considered an interpretation.  To fully 
understand the Qur’an, it is necessary to 
learn Arabic.

References
Alam, Christopher. 1994. Through Blood 

and Fire, A Muslim Fanatic Becomes a Fiery 
Evangelist for Jesus Christ. West Sussex: New 
Wine Press. 

Gätje, Helmut. 1971. The Qur’an and 
its Exegesis, Selected Texts with Classical and 
Modern Muslim Interpretations, translated 
and edited by Alford T. Welch. London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul.

JdO. 2010. “The Non-contextualization 
of the Gospel.” Evangelical Missions Quar-
terly 46(2): 306-309. 

Masood, Steven. 1986. Into the Light. 
Carlisle: OM Publishing.

Miller, William M. 1969. Ten Muslims 
Meet Christ. Grand Rapids, Mich.: William 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.

Muhammad, Paul, Sultan. 1996. “A 
Muslim’s Journey to Salvation.” Interna-
tional Journal of Frontier Missions 13(4): 
197–204. Accessed February 14, 2014, from 
www. wciu.edu/ijfm/13_4 _PDFs/06_Sul-
tan%20M%20%20Paul.pdf.

Selby, Pauline. 2000. Persian Springs. Sur-
rey: Highland Books.

Sheikh, Bilquis, with Richard Schneider. 
1980.  I Dared to Call Him Father. Waco, Tex.: 
Word Book Publishers. 

Subkhan, John Abdul. 2001. Bishop Sub-
khan, A Sufi’s story. Lahore: MIK (Urdu).

Waterman, L.D. 2008. “Contextualiza-
tion: A Few Basic Questions.” Evangelical 
Missions Quarterly 44(2): 166-173.

Nicole Abraham (pseudonym) spent many 
years in an Asian Islamic country. Her primary 
concern is facilitating the spiritual growth of 
Muslim seekers of Jesus Christ.  Currently, she 
is also assisting with the University of Birming-
ham's Christian Muslim Relations Historical 
Bibliography project.



Teach English in the U.S. and internationally
Learn from experienced ESOL teachers
Work skillfully with diverse student populations

MA IN TESOL

MA IN GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT & JUSTICE
Focus on compassion, alleviating poverty and combating injustice
Explore “business as mission” and “micro-credit” opportunities
Minister to children at risk, refugees and migrants

Discover ministry opportunities across the globe
Gain expertise in your field by studying abroad
Learn from professors with extensive missions experience

BA IN INTERCULTURAL STUDIES

Explore the role of evangelists in an ever-changing world
Receive support and guidance from a faculty mentor
Get inspired by guest lecturers such as Luis Palau

DMIN (GLOBAL EVANGELISM TRACK)

MULTNOMAH.EDU

p o r t l a n d
o r e g o n

FOUR GREAT PROGRAMS
ONE GREAT SCHOOL



E
very mission practitioner worthy of 
the name desires to become more 
fruitful in his or her ministry, but very 
few see field research as a workable route to 

fruitfulness. They either do not see the practical value 
of research, or they do not think they are capable of 
it. Unless they take some years out to do research for 
a graduate degree, they simply cope as best they can 
without attempting any field research at all.

❝Breakthrough❞ 
  Process:

observation
CONCERN

prayer
4 “What does God want 

me to do?”

Reflections of a Missiological 
Field Research Coach

The

Stan Nussbaum



This is a tragedy, limiting the mis-
sion harvest in countless ways. We are 
sending the harvesters out into the 
ripe fields with pocket knives instead 
of scythes. Or to change images, we are 
graduating illiterates from our mission 
training centers. They are not illiterate 
in terms of books, of course. We metic-
ulously train them to read and analyze 
written documents, but we never give 
them a day’s training in how to “read” 
a situation. They do not know the ABCs 
of field research—how to turn a prayer 
request into a research question, what 
to ask people, how to ask it, whom to 
ask, how to draw insight from the re-
sponses, and how to apply the insights 
to ministry.

One of the delights of my life has 
been the privilege of developing the 

“Breakthrough” process, a type of non-
formal education that equips ordinary 
practitioners with these ABCs (Nuss-
baum 2011). In effect, it is a miniature 
version of a DMin or DMiss project. 
The development, under the auspices 
of GMI Research Services, has involved 
coaching expat and local mission prac-
titioners over the last twenty years by 
email and in a variety of classroom and 
tutorial settings in places like England, 
Peru, Malaysia, Egypt, and Burundi.

The Breakthrough definition of field 
research is: 

Asking the right questions to the right 
people in the right way in order to gather 
information that provides fresh insight 
leading toward creative recommendations 
and actions according to God’s will and for 
his glory. (cf. Phil. 1:9-11)

action
insight

hypothesis
 “What could I understand better 

about my situation that might help 
me realize what God 

wants me to do?”

5
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I offer the following reflections 
on my ups and downs in coaching. If 
hindsight is 20/20, these may be use-
ful to others who long to see more 
fruit in their mission activities.

The Great Disconnect
The heart of the Breakthrough 

process is the “Master Worksheet,” 
which was developed very early and 
has proved its value repeatedly. One 
American worker at a respected mis-
sion training center commented, “I 
got further on defining my research 
topic by filling out that one page than 
I had in the previous three months of 
classes, library work, and discussions 
with my advisor and fellow students.” 

The “great disconnect” between 
mission practitioners and missiologi-
cal field research is the disconnect be-
tween 4 and 5 on the Master Worksheet 
(see page 335). Practitioners easily fill 
out steps 1-4 because they are describ-
ing experiences in familiar ways. Then 
things fall apart.

Practitioners who do not know the 
ABCs can rarely manage the jump from 
4 to 5, which is the bridge from a min-
istry concern to a research project (in 
most MA or PhD projects, a literature 
review replaces steps 1-4 and provides 
the foundation and framework for step 
5). They often write two action ques-
tions or two insight questions instead 
of one of each. They simply do not see 
the connection between item 4, “What 
does God want me to do?” and item 5, 
“What could I understand better about 
my situation that might help me real-
ize what God wants me to do?”

Their typical way of wrestling with 
item 4 is either to continue doing 
what they were doing (and perhaps 
pray harder about it) or to experiment 

with some adjustment they hope may 
be more effective. They also pray for 
God’s guidance. Breakthrough invites 
them to take the new step of recogniz-
ing that research can be interwoven with 
prayer, enabling them to see things from 
new angles, pray in new ways, and make 
adjustments better aligned with God’s will.

For example, a Nigerian missionary 
in Kenya was trying to mobilize pas-
tors in combating child abuse. His im-
pression after some months of mobi-
lization efforts in the community was 
that the pastors were taking the issue 
lightly. He wanted them to share more 
of his passion about the problem. 
When he interviewed several pastors 
for his Breakthrough research project, 
he found that they were far more open 
than he thought. Many were simply 
unaware of some basic facts and un-
sure what steps to take. 

He became less judgmental and 
more helpful, less discouraged by the 
uninterested pastors and more focused 
on the cooperative ones, all because 
his mind was no longer clouded by 
negative questions like, “What is wrong 
with you pastors? Why don’t you see 
how serious my issue is?” When I see 
researchers’ hearts change like that, I 
am convinced that the Lord is in it.

The Great Discoveries
Let me share six key points in the 

Breakthrough process.
Personal experience. If there is 

one main thing I have learned from 
two decades of research coaching, it 
is that I cannot convince a researcher 
of anything, no matter how strongly I 
emphasize it in the Breakthrough man-
ual or during the workshop. Research-
ers must convince themselves, and by 
God’s Spirit at work in them, they do.



1. CONCERN. An area where I/we need a ministry breakthrough is… [state in 
eight words or less] ________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

2. OBSERVATION. This area of concern is on my mind because in my ministry I 
have noticed that…________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3. PRAYER. My prayer for a breakthrough in this area is that God would…

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

4. ACTION QUESTION (“practical question”). I need to know what God wants 
me/us to do next about this part of my/our ministry. The specific action ques-
tion I/we need to resolve is…  _______________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Note: Your action question may start with a phrase like, “Should we,” 
“How should we,” or “What could we.” An action question is a question 
about you. The “insight question” (below) will be a question about “them,” 
the people you are going to research. 

5. INSIGHT QUESTION (“central research question”). As I seek God’s guid-
ance about this action question (# 4), I will also seek deeper insights into 
the people and the situation I am concerned about. The thing I/we need to 
understand better is… _____________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Note: Your insight question may focus on people’s behavior, values/beliefs, 
motivations, or some combination of those levels. It may start with a phrase 
like, “What do people think,” “How can it be that, “Why do,” or “Why 
don’t.” Remember that your insight question is the most important ques-
tion you will write in the entire Breakthrough process. It will guide and shape 
your whole project. 

6. HYPOTHESES. Some possible answers to my insight question (# 5) are…
_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Master Worksheet 
for the “Breakthrough” Process
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For example, an American work-
ing in Venezuela did Breakthrough 
research to determine why a project 
he worked hard on had melted away 
to nothing after a few months. As he 
interviewed Venezuelans, he discov-
ered so much about their perspective 
on learning that he decided to change 
his whole approach to dreaming up 
projects. Instead of sitting in his study 
drawing up the “perfect” plan, and 
then going out to implement it, he 
would seek out valuable Venezuelan 
input much earlier in the planning 
process. A simple lesson? Perhaps, but 
one that transformed his style of mis-
sion and consequently the Venezuelan 
attitudes toward him. 

Preparing quality questions. 
The central skill Breakthrough teach-
es is preparing quality questions. A 
learning game called the “TEACUP 
Olympics” has worked well to com-
municate the six “TEACUP” criteria 
of a good question—tolerable, essen-
tial, answerable, clear, unbiased, and 
penetrating. One judge is assigned for 
each criterion, and the panel of judges 
scores the questions of “contestants” 
one at a time (cf. Skott and Ward 
2013, 71-75). Stated more clearly, one 
contestant sits on the “hot seat” and 
presents one of his or her questions 
to the panel. Before the judges reveal 
their scores, the rest of the class writes 
down their own guesses on what the 
scores will be. 

Asking smaller, more direct 
questions. The most common mis-
take untrained researchers make when 
trying to solve something is what I call 
“shooting from midfield” (a phrase 
used in soccer, when trying to score by 
kicking the ball at the goal as soon as 
one crosses the midfield line). What 
researchers think they should do is ask 
either their “insight question” (“What 
is wrong?”) or their “action question” 
(“What should we do about it?”) di-
rectly to the respondents. In effect, 
they are asking other people to solve 
their research problem for them. 

When this happens, typically a small 
number of predictable answers come 
forth, none bringing any new insight to 
the issue. Breakthrough training helps 
researchers find ways of breaking their 
big question into several smaller ques-
tions respondents can handle.

For example, an Indian mission 
trainer would have been shooting 
from midfield if she had asked her 
former students, “Why don’t you plant 
churches the way we trained you to in-
stead of trying to recreate churches that 
look like your home church?” Instead, 
she asked smaller questions: Were the 
trainees not understanding the training 
in the first place? Did they understand 
it, but not believe in it? Did they believe 
in it, but not know how to apply it in a 
new situation? Her discoveries were ap-
preciated so much by the directors of 
her training center that they postponed 
the next intake of students so she and 
her colleagues could retool the center’s 
curriculum.

Context and story. Unfortunately, 
first-timers may equate field research 
and survey. This makes the prospect of 
“research” far more intimidating than 
it needs to be. Survey is the most dif-
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ficult method for first-time research-
ers, and it can be woefully deceiving if 
they get it wrong. 

Furthermore, the survey method 
is severely limited in global useful-
ness because it is based on a Western 
premise—that an idea can be com-
municated without a context. A sur-
vey question avoids describing a con-
text in order to isolate and measure a 
single variable. This is very tricky even 
in Western cultures, but in the Global 
South it is a lost cause. Researchers can 
rarely formulate such questions and 
respondents cannot meaningfully an-
swer them. Questions, responses, and 
data interpretations are flawed.

In Global South settings, I encour-
age researchers to add context—ex-
actly what Western research textbooks 
advise against. For example, I promote 
“suppose” questions like: “Suppose 
you are in a community meeting 
where X is being discussed. Someone 
says A, someone else says B. Which 
view do you think the meeting will 
support:  A a lot more than B, A a little 
more than B, Both equally, B a little 
more than A, B a lot more than A?”

Over the years, I have put less and 
less emphasis on the survey method, 
and I never touch the subject of sta-
tistics. The aim of Breakthrough is to 
equip entry-level researchers to do 
what is possible with simple percent-
ages and usually without cross-corre-
lating any answers.

The interview method allows 
more opportunities for the researcher 
to realize when a question is being 
misunderstood. I encourage “story 
questions” in interviews: “Do you 
remember ever being in a situation 
in which….Tell me about it.” The 
respondent starts telling a personal 

story, which is much easier than rating 
things on a scale or stating a personal 
opinion without knowing whether 
others agree with it. As the respon-
dent relaxes, insight leading toward 
truth is more likely to ease into view. 
Of course, story data is trickier for the 
researcher to analyze than survey data, 
but tentative conclusions from stories 
are more helpful than the deceptive 
precision of a flawed survey.

Evaluative research. One of my 
Kenyan students noticed that two New 
Testament translations his agency had 
painstakingly produced were not hav-
ing the expected impact on the health 
of the churches after a couple of years. 
Meanwhile, his agency had five other 
New Testament translation projects 
underway in his region. When com-
plete, would they turn out to be a mas-
sive waste of time and money? 

How carefully do mission agen-
cies typically check the value of the 
first two projects before they invest in 
the next five similar ones? How many 
mission funding decisions are based 
on impressions and/or wishes, rath-
er than on field research? Is it worth 
$1,000 to do research that will affect 
how $100,000 will be allocated?

Actionable, reliable results. Aca-
demic research is often aimed at defin-
itive conclusions. Therefore, research-
ers spend a long time digging deeply 
into a very small topic. By contrast, 
Breakthrough research looks quick 
and dirty. The sample groups are too 
small to be definitive and the research 
is too brief to provide “assured conclu-
sions.” However, Breakthrough’s aim 
is more to generate insights that will 
advance a discussion than to reach a 
conclusion rendering all further dis-
cussion unnecessary.
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For example, an Egyptian research-
er observed in just a couple of years 
a drop from 180,000 to 120,000 
children in his organization’s sum-
mer Bible School program for chil-
dren in poor communities. He did 
not have the resources to attempt a 
scientific sampling of that group and 
all its sub-groups, but he could do a 
small Breakthrough project and test a 
couple of theories he had about tradi-
tional teaching methods that were out 
of touch with today’s children. 

What he learned enabled him to 
spark a more serious organizational 
discussion of the issue than he could 
have with a theory alone. He proposed 
experimental changes in teacher train-
ing. These may not have been as well 
designed as if he had spent four years 
on a doctorate with a scientific sam-
pling of the 120,000 children, but 
the weaknesses in his design could be 
worked out by monitoring the results 
of his proposals. The point is that he 
got some actionable, reasonably reli-
able results in the short term with the 
available resources. 

The Great Disappointment 
and Challenge

Personally, the most surprising 
thing about the Breakthrough resource 
is that even though there are now many 
“satisfied customers,” and even though 
it has become a required part of one in-
ternational program with about eight 
hundred MA students at any one time, 
the idea has still not caught on wide-
ly with the main group I wanted to 
help—ordinary mission practitioners. 

I designed a method of non-for-
mal, on-the-job, continuing education 
and made it available at www.gmi.org. 
However, it has been adopted mostly 

as an ordinary college or graduate 
course for academic credit, taught as 
a workshop followed by email super-
vision. Unless people are taking the 
course for credit, their typical response 
when they hear of the Breakthrough 
concept is, “That’s really interesting,” 
or “That would be great”; however, in 
the real world people never find time 
to do things that are merely interest-
ing. They must have a compelling rea-
son that will benefit them directly and 
justify their investment of time and 
money. This reality creates a Catch-22 
situation for Breakthrough training. 
People only discover how beneficial 
field research is when they do it, but 
they are not motivated to do it unless 
they can foresee its benefits.

The training director at one large 
mission agency discovered who in her 
organization could solve this prob-
lem. It was not the president, the re-
search department, or herself; instead, 
the regional and country directors 
were the ones in a position to recog-
nize the value of research because they 
knew where their field workers were 
stuck or where they were facing com-
plex, new opportunities. They could 
identify which workers had research 
aptitude and were in a position to al-
locate a worker’s time via an instruc-
tion such as, “Please research issue X 
on behalf of the team and write up 
three or four pages with recommenda-
tions for us to discuss at our annual 
planning meeting.”

An instruction like that bypasses 
the Catch-22 and alleviates two as-
sumptions:  (1) realistically, there will 
never be time for research except dur-
ing home leave and (2) Breakthrough 
research is “continuing education,” 
always a low priority. In other words, 



the potential for the Breakthrough ap-
proach to catch on in mission agen-
cies may depend on it being seen not 
as something for the training depart-
ment or the research department, but 
as part of the strategic planning led 
and driven by the regional and coun-
try directors.

Conclusion
The Great Commission implies a 

need for small-scale, up-close, and 
personal research. The better we un-
derstand the people we are trying to 
bring into the Kingdom of God, the 
easier it becomes to make disciples 
of them. It will never be easy, and re-
search is not a magic solution, but I 
have seen over and over that it does 
help disciple-makers understand what 
God wants them to do differently or 
to do next in their ministries. New 
prayers are prayed, new conversations 
start, and new fruit is produced. God 
is glorified and the missionaries have 
new God-stories to write home about.
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HERE ARE MANY WAYS TO EXPRESS the integra-
tion of gospel proclamation, church planting, and so-
cial action (relief, development, justice, and compassion 
ministry). I serve on a global equipping team that comes 

Holistic  

Gene Wilson

Moving Beyond 
Polemics to
Obedience

T
alongside national partners in different ways. My emphasis is church 
planting, but others contribute through training pastors, coaching 
and mentoring training, medical and dental missions, storying for 
oral cultures, community health education, narrative evangelism, 
and narrative discipleship. We sometimes travel and teach together. 
And although we all believe in a holistic expression of the gospel, I 
struggle at times with the reasons given for that integration. 

Church 
Planting:



Most church planters I know 
naturally integrate evangelism 
and compassion ministry in 
local ministry.

Our director of crisis response has 
been sending his relief workers to our 
annual church-planting school, and 
has joined our teaching team to help 
us integrate thinking as well as practice. 

My desire in writing this is to move 
beyond the polemics, yet without to-
tally bypassing the issues, and suggest 
a different point of integration that 
will foster holistic church planting. 
However, I also believe that faulty di-
agnosis (rooting the problem in shaky 
theological constructs) has been part 

of the problem in that it has, accord-
ing to what I have observed, led to 
more debate than actual integration 
in the work of the gospel. 

In other words, rather than add-
ing some theological insight to the 
discussion, I would like to show how 
unclear constructs hurt the cause of 
integration, and suggest a more fun-
damental point of integration for 
church planting and social action 
that most evangelicals can agree on, 
and, just as importantly, act on.
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Early Attempts 
to Redefine Mission

Until 1995, John Stott had main-
tained the priority of gospel procla-
mation in our mission as a Church. 
But in his 1995 work, Christian Mis-
sion in the Modern World, he described 
gospel proclamation and social ac-
tion as equal partners in symbiotic 
relationship, declaring: “Mission is all 
the church is sent in the world to do.” 
He included a political dimension of 
social action, saying, “The quest for 
better social structures in which peace, 
dignity, freedom and justice are se-
cured for all men” (1995, 30). Stott 
integrated spiritual and social work 
under the rubric of incarnational ser-
vice as Jesus did (John 20:21), and 
believed that to be the essence of the 
Great Commission. He continued,

If we can accept this broader concept 
of Mission as Christian service in the 
world comprising both evangelism and 
social action—a concept which is laid 
upon us by the model of our Savior’s mis-
sion in the world—then Christians could 
under God make a far greater impact on 
society…(1995, 34) 

Many others have responded more 
ably that I could (cf. DeYoung and 
Gilbert 2011, 52-58). For instance, 
D.A. Carson reminds us that there is 
an “ontological gap” between Jesus’ 
mission in the world and that of his 
disciples (1990, 566). He explains 
that the gospel, is in its essence, news 
of what Christ has done in the cross 
and resurrection, and is doing today. 
Although in some ways we pattern 
our service after his (John 20:21), the 
gospel (the good news about his life, 
death, and resurrection) is essentially 
distinct from the advance of the king-

dom in history. 
Certainly, scripture speaks of the 

“big gospel” (another one of Carson’s 
expressions) that stands at the center 
of the work of transformation. But 
even in the extension of the reign of 
Christ on earth, his part remains for-
ever distinct from ours. If the rule of 
Christ inaugurated by the gospel were 
part of the gospel, then the gospel 
would only be complete when lived 
out fully and faithfully. 

Recent Attempts to  
Redefine the Gospel

Richard Stearns wrote a Christian 
bestseller entitled The Hole in Our Gos-
pel. In order to restore an expression 
of Christianity that integrates love in 
word and deed, he suggests that the 
reason we fail to serve our fellow hu-
mans as we should is that we have 
neglected a part of the gospel. This 
idea has taken hold because it reflects 
a generational shift toward making a 
difference in the earth (rather than 
merely talking), a growing awareness 
of human need and suffering, and a 
more holistic worldview. 

Stearns just put words to what 
many (especially Millennials) were 
thinking and actually doing. But be-
cause of the way he grounds his chal-
lenge to the Church at large, we end 
up with a shaky foundation for ho-
listic church planting and other ex-
pressions of Christian ministry. Why 
is that?

One problem is that when Stea-
rns speaks of a deficient gospel (one 
with a hole), and contrasts it with a 
“whole gospel,” he fails to differenti-
ate the gospel itself from that which 
flows from it. Thus, the distinction be-
tween what the gospel is and what it 
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accomplished becomes blurred: “[The 
gospel] is shorthand, meant to convey 
the coming of the kingdom of God 
through the Messiah” (2009, 15). This 
is unfortunate.1 We end up with the 
same ontological blurring between 
what Jesus accomplishes and what he 
expects his disciples to do. 

In other words, if the gospel were 
defined by our success in living it out, 
we would have a defective gospel on a 
massive scale! Fortunately, that is not 
the case. The gospel stands gloriously 
upon the merits of Christ, even when 
those of us who are transformed by 
it fail to be the agents of transforma-
tion that God would like us to be.

The hole is not in the gospel, but in 
our obedience to the Great Command-
ment and Great Commission. Even 
more fundamentally, the gospel is 
not about what we do—it’s about 
what Jesus Christ has done. The New 
Testament authors express the gospel 

as a “fait accompli” at times. At oth-
ers times, it is personified as ever-liv-
ing and active, ushering in a new age. 
Yet always, it is the work of God. 

The other problem is that when 
the gospel is joined at the hip with 
a particular missional cause, however 
noble and righteous it might be, the 
gospel loses its lustrous shine and 
priority. It is the power of the gospel 
that transforms—not our efforts to 
speak it and live it out. In this, God 
receives all the glory.

A Third Way: Obedience-
based Holistic Ministry

The primary point of integration 
of renewed thinking, living, and dec-
laration of faith is the Lordship of 
Jesus Christ. We touch people with 
Christ’s love and share his message 
with them because we are his disciples. 
We follow his example and obey his 
command to proclaim the good news 

The gospel —
The good news 
of what Christ 

has done

The second ring is 
transformation: The 
good news of what 
Christ is doing in his 
redeemed people

The third ring is 
mission: The good 
news of what Christ 
is doing in the 
world through his 
redeemed people
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of the cross and resurrection, and 
love others by serving them. 

This was exemplified by the good 
deeds of Dorcas, the hospitality of 
Priscilla and Aquila, and the healing 
of Peter and Paul, among others. Jesus 
contrasted the Good Samaritan with 
the religious leaders who walked by 
without helping. The Good Samaritan 
was given to us as a role model when 
Jesus said, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 
10:37). 

James wrote, “In the same way, 
faith by itself, if it is not accompanied 
by action is dead” (James 2:7). John 

added, “We know that we have passed 
from death to life, because we love our 
brothers… Dear children, let us not 
love with words or tongue but with ac-
tions and in truth” (1 John 3:14, 18). 
And Paul summarized, “Love must be 
sincere… Share with God’s people in 
need. Practice hospitality. Bless those 
who persecute you” (Rom. 12: 9, 13-
14). 

Do we fail to love because we have a 
narrow gospel, or because we disobey the 
Great Commandment? How do we ex-
press that in our mission? That may vary. 
The mission organization through 
which I serve, ReachGlobal, roots in-
tegration in its mission statement: to 
“glorify God by multiplying transfor-
mational churches.” This missional 
core is very biblical. It reflects the inte-
grated ministry we observe in the New 

Testament and affirms the centrality 
of the Church, however imperfect, in 
God’s program of redemption, recon-
ciliation, and transformation. 

As we make disciples in obedi-
ence to Christ’s command, we seek 
to gather them into indigenous, self-
supporting, reproducing churches that 
transform lives, families, and com-
munities. Our desire is to see entire 
regions transformed in breadth and 
depth. Therefore, we don’t want to 
make just any kind of disciple, nor 
plant just any kind church. Disciples 
should be kingdom agents expressing 

the rule of Christ in three dimensions:
1. The Great Calling: To glorify 

God and declare his worth
2. The Great Commandment: To 

love each other and our neighbors as 
ourselves

3. The Great Commission: To 
make disciples of all nations

Expressed through Example
Some have ministries that are pri-

marily social or physical, and must 
find ways to integrate proclamation. 
Let me share a few examples.

• My father served as a non-med-
ical director of a missionary hospital 
in Morocco in the 1960s. They had 
people share a brief message in the 
waiting room several times a day, but 
the most powerful witness came from 
the nurses and doctors themselves in 

As we make disciples in obedience to 
Christ's command, we seek to gather them into 
indigenous, self-supporting, reproducing churches.
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out hypocrisy? When we, as followers of 
Christ, live out these three dimensions 
of ministry, they will be a foretaste of 
the kingdom to those around us, as 
well as instruments of Christ’s rule. 

Expressed in Discipleship
New disciples need to understand 

that the gospel changes everything. 
For example, when Zacchaeus met 
Jesus, his life changed drastically and 
suddenly. He believed and repented. 
Evidences that the gospel had come 
into his home were many: hospital-
ity, restitution, transformed business 
practices, and generosity. This came 
from a changed heart, not some sort 
of structural societal change. Jesus ex-
plained, “Today, salvation has come to 
this house, because this man too, is a 
son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9). Then, 
Jesus affirmed the reason for his com-
ing: “For the Son of Man came to seek 
and save what was lost” (19:10). 

Is there any question that love 
in action, as well as in word, is the 
central mark of discipleship? Jesus 
commands us to teach them to obey 
(obedience-centered, love-motivated, 
Spirit-empowered living) everything 
he has taught us (Matt. 28:18-20). If 
we model and teach the Great Com-
mission, Great Commandment, and 
Great Calling, there is a far greater 
chance that new believers will inte-
grate word and deed. Paradigm shifts 
are needed, but they are usually made 
through obedience to the word.

Expressed in the Kind 
of Churches We Seek 
to Develop

Our ecclesiology should also reflect 
the same holistic integration. Through 
church-planting efforts, we gather those 

the examination rooms. 
• My wife, Linda, and I were church 

planters in Quebec. We were put to the 
test early in our church-planting min-
istry. Linda opened our home several 
nights a week, even though she had 
two babies. She provided free day care, 
week after week, because the seekers 
and new believers needed the teaching 
of the word more than she did. 

• One evening, a friend and I vis-
ited a depressed single mother. She 
had dirty dishes and pots and pans 
all over the kitchen, as well as in her 
bathtub. We worked until the early 
morning hours cleaning while she got 
some sleep. We realized she needed 
medical help for her depression. Her 
7-year old son was out of control and 
threatened me with a knife. The first 
couple that came to Christ took him 
in as a foster child, and he finally start-
ed turning around. 

I have found that most church 
planters I know naturally integrate 
evangelism and compassion ministry 
in local ministry. And, in most coun-
tries, the question of theological inte-
gration is a non-issue. 

In the 1990s, holism began to be 
a key emphasis in urban mission. In 
Montreal, a multi-cultural context, 
we identified several felt needs that 
we addressed intentionally through a 
ministry center: loneliness, confusion 
coming from the New Age movement, 
struggling marriages, and the lack of 
guidance in raising kids. When two 
French Canadian social workers came 
to Christ and helped us with work-
shops and personal follow up, our 
ministry grew. 

We must begin with our own lives. 
Are we living out the fruit of the gospel 
in word and deed ourselves? Is love with-
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disciples into new churches that express 
that integration of word and deed. 
God’s people in a collective sense, as 
local fellowships, are called to display 
these same three dimensions. We want 
them to be kingdom communities that 
function as salt and light and transform 
whole cities and regions in time.  

These three dimensions—the Great 
Commission, the Great Commandment 
and the Great Calling—comprise the full-
ness of what it means to be the church, 
the people of God’s choosing, kingdom 
communities. Different churches will evi-
dence them in different measure. Yet all 
must be present and each contributes to 
the other. (Ott and Wilson 2011, 398)

Each dimension informs the other. 
Our efforts to make disciples in obe-
dience to the Great Commission are 
infused with love (Great Command-
ment) and glorify God (Great Call-
ing) when carried out humbly and 
graciously. How do we assess holistic 
obedience in church fellowships? 

One way is to help churches evalu-
ate how much of their energy and re-
sources is invested in edifying those 
who are already believers, and how 
much is invested in serving those out-
side the Christian fold. Often, up to 
ninety percent goes to the small mi-
nority of already-believers. 

The other point of assessment is 
the balance between proclamation 
and social or compassionate action. 
Some have shifted to almost all ac-
tion and very little internal verbal 
witness. Others focus the lion’s share 
of the effort on literature, radio, and 
visitation ministry which is declara-
tory in nature. Ministries should be 
demonstrating biblical balance and 
integration.

Conclusion
The emphasis of “word and deed” 

disciples gathering in kingdom com-
munities does not rule out the need 
for para-church organizations and 
non-profits with a special ministry of 
relief, compassion, or development. 
However, Tim Keller reminds us that 
programs and ministries acting alone 
won’t change cities—they can only 
hope to if they act together to create 
an eco-system of new churches that 
generate transformational ministries. 

Keller states, 

The vigorous, continual planting of 
new congregations is the single most cru-
cial strategy for reaching a city… This is an 
eye-brow raising statement. To those who 
have done any study of the subject howev-
er, it is not even controversial.” (2009, 619)

There is no need to redefine the 
gospel or the Great Commission. The 
point of failure is also the point of inte-
gration: full expression of the gospel of 
Christ through lives that demonstrate 
the love and lordship of Christ. This is 
the best hope for real transformation. 

Endnote
1. I believe Christian leaders are too 

quick to turn their emphases, however true 
and noble, into “gospel additives.” We had 
the “full gospel” that claimed certain char-
ismatic expressions were essential to a true 
expression of the gospel. The expression 
“social gospel,” on the other hand, was a 
derogatory label given by theological con-
servatives to those who engaged in political 
action and social engineering in the name 
of the gospel. Now, we have a new push 
for a “whole gospel.” We should be care-
ful not to make our missional emphases 
part of the gospel, even if it is for the sake 
of emphasis. The gospel once delivered 
to the saints is the common ground that 



united believers across denominations and 
across history. DeYoung and Gilbert (2011) 
talk about a wide- angle view of the gos-
pel and a narrow lens view as both being 
legitimate. Likewise, Carson (1990) speaks 
of the “small gospel” (what Jesus did on 
the cross and resurrection) and the “big 
gospel” (what he is doing today redemp-
tively). But neither include the Church’s 
mission in the gospel. 
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Discovering the Secret 
Stories of God
Melody J. Wachsmuth

The woman told me her story quietly as we huddled 
around the table in her cramped home in Serbia. She 
was younger than me, and yet her face bore the deeply worn 

evidence of hardship and struggle for survival. Like many other Ro-
mani people in Eastern Europe, she was impoverished and illiterate, 
and I found myself completely captured by her story. Married at 16, 
she had her first of seven children at 17. Both of the men who fa-
thered her children were abusive alcoholics. 

But ten years ago a series of dreams 
began a spiritual awakening in her: in 
one, she saw a man talking about Je-
sus in the nearby town’s graveyard. In 
the other, a sinister man tried to lure 
her into frightening places she did not 
want to go. One day, she heard about 
the arrival of a Roma evangelist, so she 
made the trek into town to hear him—
and she was shocked to discover that 
he was the same man from her dream. 
Still, she resisted and her nightmares 
continued. Finally, another traveling 
preacher visited her and she decid-
ed to follow Jesus. When the pastor 
picked up his guitar and wrote a song 
to express his joy at the woman’s deci-
sion, she was overcome by a “strange 
and wonderful feeling.” 

Her shy brown eyes offered me her 
story as if it were a gift—and sudden 
emotion and unexpected tears over-

came me. Indeed, I was in a holy mo-
ment. For me, her story was a small, 
but clear window into the heart of 
a God who reaches out to everyone, 
regardless of how little or how much 
value others place on them. 

My strong reaction to this wom-
an’s story proved to be a defining mo-
ment early on in my journey to be a 
mission research journalist. I realized 
that much was going on in this part 
of the world and that many people 
would likely never know about it. I 
sensed that God seemed to be doing 
something special among the Roma. 
I found that I had a passion to listen 
and tell the untold stories so that 
people could be both encouraged 
and challenged by God’s activity.  But 
how did I come to this particular voca-
tion and find myself in this part of the 
world?

In the 20    30 Gap
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Training for the Journey
Although I did not know it at the 

time, preparation for this unexpected 
journey began in my first career as a 
20-something wilderness instructor in 
a Christian outdoor program. As I led 
groups into the wilderness, I learned 
how to listen as I facilitated group 
dynamics, innovate in the face of 
challenges, adjust plans according to 
unforeseen factors, and expect the un-
expected in terms of how God worked 
in people’s lives in the wilderness. 
Later, I realized that these shaping ex-
periences formed how I understood 
mission praxis: operational flexibility, 
collaborative creativity, intentional 
listening, openness for the unantici-
pated, and a willingness to change 
strategic direction. 

Although I always knew that my 
life would be oriented towards serving 
God and others, involvement in cross-
cultural mission was not something I 
seriously considered until I started my 

Masters of Cross-Cultural Studies de-
gree at Fuller Seminary. Near the end 
of my degree program, I wrestled with 
how to use my strange combination of 
skills, my love for writing, and my new 
passion for God’s mission—for which 
I now had language, concepts, and a 
deeper understanding. 

One of my professors came along-
side and began to dream with me, and 
together we came up with the idea 
of being a mission research journal-
ist. He encouraged me to think about 
Southeastern Europe since there was 
little current research and stories avail-
able to the Global Church. 

Thus, the concept of Balkan Voices 
was born: sharing research and telling 
stories that unite, inform, and encour-
age the Global Church. True and com-
pelling stories have the potential to 
influence individuals and communi-
ties towards God’s purposes. Effective 
field research is an indispensable tool 
for churches and missionaries in their 
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participation in God’s mission. 
Driven by these convictions, I be-

gan this adventure in May 2011, a jour-
ney with a high learning curve and 
often-bumpy road, but one in which 
I am continually learning, growing, 
and refining my direction. I have come 
to believe that storytelling as a missional 
practice has two primary functions in the 
Body of Christ— storytelling reveals in-
sights into the mission of God and story-
telling connects the Body of Christ. 

#1: Storytelling Reveals
Stories that reveal insights into 

God’s mission can broaden our 
paradigms and challenge our often 
“too small” conceptions of God. 
During my journey over the last three 
years, I have most clearly seen this in 
my involvement with Romani commu-
nities. Shortly after my arrival in Croa-
tia, I decided to visit a nearby commu-
nity with a young Roma couple that 
had been regularly visiting and teach-
ing the Bible house-to-house. 

At the first house, a toothless, but 
smiling husband and wife warmly 
greeted us. I tried to not gawk at the 
cave-like room with no indoor plumb-
ing, constructed of makeshift concrete 
blocks and cluttered with battered 
pieces of furniture—but in truth I was 
taken aback to find such abject pov-
erty in Europe. At this point, I knew 
virtually nothing about the Romani 
people except that they were almost 
universally derided—often even by 
Christians—throughout Europe.  

After this initial visit, my writer’s 
curiosity caught a whiff of something 
happening, an instinct that was fur-
thered by the scattered rumors I heard: 
miracles, dreams, and visions in Roma 
communities? The largest evangelical 

church in Serbia was Roma? Whenever 
I was not traveling, I regularly began 
accompanying the Roma couple on 
their house visits. In the beginning, I 
went simply out of curiosity. However, 
my friendship soon began to grow 
with the couple, and I began to glean 
profound personal and missional in-
sights. Two years later, I realized I was 
hooked because I began to deeply love 
all the people.

During these years, I began visit-
ing numerous Roma communities 
throughout Southeastern Europe. I 
discovered that each community is 
different, but I also began to see cer-
tain common themes. I am convinced 
that God’s mission to the Roma is like 
a slow-growing tree that will suddenly 
burst into bloom, taking the world 
by surprise. Because of their often 
difficult history and adverse present 
circumstances, I believe transformed 
Roma communities will act as a pro-
phetic witness pointing to the King-
dom of God in a unique way. 

 
#2: Storytelling Connects

Discovering themes and patterns 
emerging from numerous stories over 
a given region points to the other 
important function of storytelling: 
this strange vocation can serve as 
a kind of connective tissue for the 
body’s major limbs and organs. I 
have seen this happen in several dif-
ferent ways. 

1. Since I travel over a whole region, 
the research and stories can fill in infor-
mation gaps and connect people who are 
working along similar lines. Sometimes, 
I find individuals who have very little 
idea of what other ministries exist in 
the same city, country, or neighbor-
ing country. Usually, once people hear 
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what is happening, they are eager to 
network with those who share a simi-
lar ministry vision. 

2. Stories can cross the invisible 
“boundaries” that rigidly separate Chris-
tians in different traditions, denomina-
tions, and ministries. For example, in 
this part of the world there is a mu-
tual suspicion existing between the 
Catholic Church and Protestant evan-
gelicals—a skepticism arising from a 
historical fusion of ethnic, national, 
and religious identities. But in my 
research and story collecting, I have 
found numerous accounts emerging 
from the Catholic world which chal-
lenge stereotypes that Protestants 
often hold—stories that tell of char-
ismatic experiences, serving the poor 
and underprivileged in the name of 
Jesus, and an openness and love to-
ward Protestants. Stories like this can 
subvert people’s tribalisms, doctrinal 
and denominational boundaries, and 
expand their vision of God’s multifac-
eted works. In this way, everyone can 
gain a more complete picture of God’s 
mission in a particular region.  

3. Listening to stories can reveal pat-
terns and issues that are happening at a 
regional level. For example, I began see-
ing patterns of difficult relationships 
between local believers and mission-
aries. I have listened to local believers’ 
stories of past hurts with missionary 
organizations and individuals, and 
the missionary community’s frustra-
tions with local believers. How can 
some of these stories be told in a way 
that brings healing so that our partici-
pation in God’s mission, marked by 
love and unity, becomes more fruitful? 
In collaboration with national friends, 
I have tentatively and sensitively be-
gun writing about this issue to see if 

by bringing the issues into public dia-
logue, we might take steps toward rec-
onciliation. 

The Journey Continues
Pursuing this vocation is not with-

out its difficulties. It is an ongoing 
challenge, for example, to find appro-
priate outlets for the stories and re-
search so that they can properly serve 
the Church. It is sometimes difficult to 
discern what should be my focus, and 
sometimes I realize I am doing too 
many different things and not going 
deeply enough into any one of them.  
Finally, although there are many ad-
vantages to not being part of a large 
mission bureaucracy, I must also be 
intentional about fostering relation-
ships that keep me accountable, con-
nected to others, and that care for my 
own soul.  

But relational cooperation across all 
kinds of lines and traditional bound-
aries is part of twenty-first-century 
mission. Staying flexible and ready 
to shift direction in accordance with 
evolving circumstances has been criti-
cal for this vocation. I must be willing 
to partner with and be accountable to 
the people God puts in my path. Mis-
sion practice is now interdependent, 
concentric circles of people sharing 
resources, knowledge, and service. It is 
thoughtful, lightweight, flexible, col-
laborative, and fluid.  

God continues to surprise me with 
new twists and turns on the journey. 
My role as a storyteller took on a new 
dimension, for example, in the fall of 
2012 when the Roma couple decided 
it was time to start a church for the 
handful of new believers in the vil-
lage where we had been visiting. At 
this point, our friendship naturally 
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evolved into a leadership partnership 
and now there are four of us who are 
leading the new church. I was sur-
prised to find myself, the storyteller, 
suddenly woven into the story itself 
so that I am not just writing about the 
people, but also participating in the 
narrative God is writing within this 
Roma community. 

The secret stories of God change us. 
Telling the whole story—even the un-
pleasant parts—expands one’s paradigm, 
particularly when it is accompanied by 
thoughtful analysis. Stories have made 
me more wary about judging others or 
arrogantly dismissing their ministries. 
I have become more willing to listen 
carefully, learn from others, and adjust 
my ideas and praxis accordingly de-
spite differences of theology, denomi-
nation, and culture. I hope that the 
stories I write and the research I share 
will continue to build up, connect, 
and challenge the Body of Christ to 
new ways of understanding and par-
ticipating in God’s mission. I would 
like to create for the reader the same 
sense of wonder I experienced when I 
heard of God’s relentless pursuit of an 
unknown woman living in the heart 
of rural Serbia.

Melody J. Wachsmuth 
has been a mission re-
search journalist living 
in Croatia since May 
2011. Her work has ap-
peared in Christianity 
Today and the Interna-

tional Bulletin of Missionary Research. 
She blogs regularly at www.balkanvoices.
wordpress.com.
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Published by Zondervan.
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Walking with Jesus  
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Chris Castaldo
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1 CITY.
800 LANGUAGES.
69 UNREACHED 
PEOPLE GROUPS.

SEE YOU THERE.

Find out more about church planting among 
the unreached in New York—and other 
North American cities—in the “Multiply” 
video series at Pioneers.org/Multiply.
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We aren’t mad at the Masons. We’re not at odds with 
the Odd Fellows. And we’ve got no beef with the Moose.
The two of us just aren’t going to join the Masonic Temple, 

the Independent Order of Odd Fellows, or the Moose Lodge. No matter 
how well they decorate their meeting places. No matter how well their 
speakers speak. We’re just not going. For one thing, their rituals seem 
rather peculiar to us as outsiders. More importantly, we simply don’t 
see that they offer us any value. Again, we aren’t in opposition to them; 
we’re just not going to go to their meetings or join their ranks.

Fresh Expressions of Church
Chris Backert and Travis Collins

Millions of people feel the same 
about your church and mine. They 
aren’t mad at us. They might even be 
glad our building is in the neighbor-
hood (as long as we increase their 
property values and don’t clog up the 
streets). If we have a fall festival on 
the lawn, they might even bring their 
children. But they aren’t going to join 
us or come to our meetings. For one, 
our rituals (even our “contemporary” 
rituals) seem odd to them. And they 
just don’t see that our church has any 
value for them.  

This is no surprise to any church 
leader (or most members for that 
matter). Regardless of the denomina-
tion, the Church in the West is facing 
startling challenges, the likes of which 
have not been felt in several hundred 
years. Externally, radical changes such 
as new technology, globalization, and 
new organizational structures have 

outpaced the assumptions and tradi-
tions under which most established 
churches and denominations operate. 
Internally, the Church is aging and the 
structures that have offered so much 
stability are aging, too. Many consider 
the church to be part of a bygone era. 

So here is the sobering news: you 
can start an innovative new worship 
service, hire an eloquent preacher, and 
install expensive carpet…and most 
still aren’t going to come. (We believe, 
by the way, that this is a tragedy with 
real and eternal implications.)  

However…and this is a vital “how-
ever”…God has an enduring and in-
exhaustible mission for this world 
through the Church. So we must 
figure out how to get the Church 
Jesus loves closer to the people  
Jesus loves.

That doesn’t make your church 
obsolete. And it doesn’t mean your 

Voices in the Local Church
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most missional members are going 
to have to leave your church in order 
to fulfill their missionary calling. Not 
at all. On the contrary, it means that 
you can help leverage the strengths 
of your church and the missions pas-
sion of some of your people to start 
something new, something that will 
fit naturally in a corner of the world 
just beyond your walls. 

Somewhat lightly tethered to your 
present congregation, there can be an 
innovative expression of the Body of 
Christ to engage people your church 
wants to engage but simply cannot. In 
England, leaders speak of “the mixed 
economy church,” reflecting the be-
lief that the one “economy” of God’s 
Church today needs both our inher-
ited approaches and our novel ap-
proaches—novel approaches that are 
true to the Bible and to their specific 
contexts.

Fresh Expressions, then, is not 

about supplanting the church you 
call “home.” It is about a new form 
of Church that can come alongside 
your congregation. Fresh Expressions 
is about a creative, simpler, probably 
smaller group who have the potential 
to exhibit all the elements of church: 
worship, fellowship, discipleship, 
ministry/service, and evangelism/mis-
sions. 

Another way to describe the con-
gregational characteristics of a fresh 
expression is this: “There is growth 
UP towards God, OUT in mission, IN 
in fellowship, and growth in people’s 
sense of being part OF the whole body 
of Christ.” 

The term “fresh expressions of 
church” appeared in the Church of 
England report titled Mission-shaped 
Church in 2004. A year later, the net-
work/movement called “Fresh Expres-
sions” organized. This loose organi-
zation, “Fresh Expressions,” supports 

Growth UP towards God,

OUT in mission,
IN in fellowship,

OF the whole 
body of Christ 
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the ecumenical and international at-
tempts to launch these new forms of 
church. 

“Fresh Expressions” helps call out 
congregations and individuals who 
are willing to be part of an innova-
tive type of church, then equips and 
encourages them. There are no prod-
ucts to push and no template to fol-
low. The goal is to help people find 
an approach that is indigenous to its 
context, so these fresh expressions of 
church vary dramatically from situa-
tion to situation.

(By the way, “Fresh Expressions” 
[capitalized] refers to the organiza-
tion/movement; “fresh expression” 
[lower case] refers to the local com-
munity of faith that takes on a new 
form of church.)

Defining a Fresh Expression is a 
bit like defining “love”. The lines are 
somewhat gray, and an explanation 
somewhat challenging. Nevertheless, 
here is a definition of a fresh expres-
sion which originated in England:

A fresh expression is a form of 
church for our changing culture es-
tablished primarily for the benefit of 
people who are not yet members of 
any church.

• It will come into being through prin-
ciples of listening, service, incarnational 
mission, and making disciples.

• It will have the potential to become 
a mature expression of church shaped by 
the gospel and the enduring marks of the 
church and for its cultural context.

A fresh expression is not…
• A new worship service
• A mission project
• Church-lite
• About relevance, hip-ness, and 

cool-ness
A fresh expression is…

• Commonly initiated by an estab-
lished church and connected some-
how to an existing/inherited church  

• Outside the walls and traditions 
of established churches

• Primarily for those who are not 
likely to engage with an established 
church

• An ongoing community  
• Characterized by the elements/

enduring marks of a church. In other 
words, a fresh expression will have 
the potential to become a mature ex-
pression of church with the enduring 
marks of the church and appropriate 
to its cultural context 

• An opportunity for us to re-
consider our notion of “church”. We 
have to re-think the day and time of 
the gathering, who leads or facilitates, 
the location and size of meeting space, 
our expectations of “success”, and 
what “membership” means.

•  Contextualized; indigenous
• Attentive to a micro-climate or 

environment (i.e., a group of people 
who share a similar interest, hobby, 
need, or meeting place)

• Small-scale (Think big enough 
to throw a party, but small enough to 
know everyone’s name.)

• Putting the church that Jesus 
loves closer to where the people Jesus 
loves actually are

This is somewhat different from 
church planting, at least from the typi-
cal means of church planting. For one 
thing, church planting often begins 
with a group of Christians starting a 
worship service and inviting people to 
come to it. For another thing, no mat-
ter how pure our intentions, most new 
church plants attract people who have 
at least some affinity for church. Many 
of those who come to a new church 
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plant come from existing churches, 
and many others are merely lapsed 
church members.  

A fresh expression, on the other 
hand, exists primarily for people who 
are far from God, so it begins with 
service, incarnation, and listening. A 
fresh expression begins with an agen-
da no more complicated than loving 
people and wanting somehow to be 
like Jesus to them. From that grow op-
portunities to invest in people’s lives, 
ways to serve them, conversations 
about things that matter and, after 
time, invitations to some sort of get-
together in a home or neighborhood 
gathering spot.  

As God provides sacred openings in 

people’s lives, there will emerge some 
form of discipleship, worship, fellow-
ship, ministry/service to each other 
and to others, and even an outward 
orientation toward missions and evan-
gelism. A full-blown fresh expression 
has been born when there is a Jesus-
centered community of faith exhibit-
ing all these elements of Church—just 
not in the form of Church that you 
and I probably know—among people 
who probably never would have come 
to your church building or mine.  

Of course, a fresh expression could 
grow out of the desires of devoted 
Christ-followers who want to experi-
ence Church in a way more meaning-

ful to them than an existing congre-
gation can provide. The movement is 
rooted, however, in a passion for those 
far from God and his Church.

Let’s be clear: This is not a faddish 
program to grow the attendance at our 
churches. It’s not a gimmick to funnel 
people in through our doors. True, our 
congregations might grow if someone 
who attends the fresh expression then 
decides to come to our church. Or, 
people might hear about our fresh 
expressions and be drawn to the mis-
sional reputation of our churches. 
But we can’t count on either. A fresh 
expression is not a means toward the 
end of increased attendance at estab-
lished churches. Bigger numbers in 

our church buildings is not the point. 
The point is the Great Commandment 
and the Great Commission.

When we speak about Fresh Ex-
pressions, often someone from an 
established church will ask, “So what 
is to keep a fresh expression from go-
ing rogue?” It’s a fair question and, 
frankly, there is some risk involved 
here. However, ties to an existing con-
gregation and solid “founders” maxi-
mize the potential for orthodoxy and 
orthopraxy. Then, at some levels we 
have to trust the Spirit to do as he did 
in the Book of Acts with a new move-
ment. So here's some questions to ask 
ourselves as we consider fresh expres-

As God provides sacred openings 
in people's lives, there will emerge some form of 
discipleship, worship, fellowship, and ministry/service 
to each other and to others.



sions of church:
• So what might a fresh expression 

look like where you live?
• What about a workplace church? 

(More than chaplaincy or a workplace 
Bible Study—a genuine faith community 
made up of people who work at the same 
place and engage in discipleship, worship, 
missional activities, and fellowship.)

• What about a faith community 
based on recovery from addiction?

• What about a fire department fresh 
expression?  

• What about a retirement community 
fresh expression?

• What about identifying a subculture-
without-a-church (a subculture defined by 
age, vocation, common interest, residence, 
need, lifestyle, etc.) and beginning a fresh 
expression?

• What about a fresh expression 
among a people bound together by a lan-
guage other than English?

• What about a fresh expression that 
grows out of years of ministry among pros-
titutes?

• What about a fresh expression in the 
arts community?

In this one volume you will find fifty of 
the top articles on Muslim ministry from 
EMQ. You'll learn from more than thirty 
experienced academics, missiologists, 
and practitioners who have been 
involved in Muslim ministry from five 
years to five decades.  

“Best of” from EMQ!

Envisioning Effective Ministry: 
Evangelism in a Muslim Context

The possibilities are limited only 
by the capacity of our imaginations to 
respond to the promptings of God’s 
Spirit. Samuel Shoemaker asked, “Can 
your kind of church change your kind 
of world?” It’s a poignant question. If 
you cannot answer with a strong af-
firmation, don’t chuck your church; 
instead, use the strengths of your con-
gregation to begin a fresh expression.

Chris Backert (DMin) 
serves as national director of 
both Fresh Expressions US 
and the Ecclesia Network. 
He is also acting executive 
director for the newly-form-
ing Missio Alliance and 
serves on the teaching team 

of Pathways Church in Forest Hill, Maryland.

 
Travis Collins (PhD) 
serves as director of mis-
sion advancement for 
Fresh Expressions US. He 
is author of Directionally 
Challenged and Tough 
Calls. His third book, based 
on Acts 20:28, will be re-

leased in the fall of 2014.  

Order online at
BGCBookstore.com
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Excellence in Missions

As an increasing number of mission agencies desire 
to involve more gifted women as decision-makers 
in their executive and board leadership structures, they are 

experiencing difficulty in finding them. How can we create more 
avenues to find, develop, support, and retain more gifted women 
to bring the perspective and talent that we desire for our organiza-
tions? This article is an attempt to summarize key issues that can 
help move an organization from where it is in this dilemma to where 
it would like to be. 

women often come to us in support 
roles with no real avenue for growth. 
Either they remain under-utilized, or 
they leave and take their experience 
and knowledge of the organization 
with them.

b. Women who serve alongside their 
husbands or male teammates, often ful-
filling similar roles and doing similar 
work, but aren’t officially recognized. 
Can we pull them out of hiding and 
engage their gifts more honestly and 
fully?

c. Women who don’t know where they 
fit in the agency they are already in. One 
HR director of a well-known mission 
said, “Our men seem to know where 
they fit…Many of our women, how-
ever, become lost between the work 
that is laid out for their husband and 
their own experience, which typically 

Engaging Women  
in Mission Leadership
Wendy L. Wilson

Three Benefits to Better 
Overall Outcomes 

Before we will make any real head-
way in engaging more gifted women 
in mission leadership, we must be 
convinced that it is beneficial. As more 
women give added leadership to the pres-
ent and future of our organizations, they 
will help unlock the gifts of women all 
across the spectrum of gifting and service.

1. Better engagement of exist-
ing personnel. Likely, much of our 
needed people resources for a variety 
of roles are right under noses. “Wom-
en are possibly the most underuti-
lized natural resource in the world” 
(CARE, International Humanitarian 
organization). Here are a few places 
to find women with gifts:  

a. Women who enter our agencies in 
support roles. Gifted, yet undeveloped, 
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Best Practices from Missio Nexus

falls short of their hearts desire to be 
a part of the mission.”

Reflect: What assumptions might 
you be making about the women 
already in your organization? How 
might you better leverage their expe-
rience and commitment?

2.  Attracting new talent for the 
future. More candidates are choosing 
an organization based on its com-
mitment to utilizing, nurturing, and 
promoting its women in broad and 
integrated ways. If an organization 
cannot provide a meaningful place 
for their particular service, they will 
choose one that can. We will and are 
losing these important constituents in the 

future success of our efforts if we don’t 
address well the changing relationship of 
gender to mission leadership. 

a. Experienced, talented, mid-life 
women coming out of corporate lead-
ership and careers, wanting to serve 
in roles that steward this gifting and 
experience.

b. Younger couples are coming into 
missions with a partnership, shared 
home-responsibility framework in 
marriage and child-raising. They 
want meaningful job descriptions for 
both spouses.

c. Parents are looking for organiza-
tions that will be a place where their 
daughters can grow up with models 
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and families—health care, equal pay, 
education, community building, di-
minished violence, childcare

Since over half of the Church is 
women/girls, how do our strategies 
and plans address the major concerns 
of women and children? Women in 
our decision-making structures are key 
to capturing more effectiveness around 
these areas of connection.

Reflect: Who are the true decision 
makers in your organization?  How 
might the 30% Solution give you di-
rection in the practical and cultural 
shift you want to make regarding un-
derutilized contributions of women?

Three Barriers to Transform 
into Opportunities

The following issues come up fre-
quently regarding barriers to engaging 
more women in mission leadership, 
but they can be readily transformed 
into opportunities for progress. 

1.  Organizational readiness. Pre-
paring our organizations and teams for 
needed shifts can go a long way toward 
a more effective, systemic change over 
time.

a. Who is already on board? Who are 
our people who could be brought pro-
ductively into exploratory discussions?  

b. What are perceived barriers/threats? 
What do current leaders think the bar-
riers are, and what do the women 
think the barriers are? Any discon-
nect may give us helpful information 
about what we need to address.

c. Where do we already have common 
ground? Is there already agreement on 
aspects of the issue that we can build 
on (i.e., we value women and can 
make better use of their giftedness)? 
Identify the theological underpin-
nings of your culture. Are there incon-

and thrive as kingdom partners across 
the spectrum.  

Reflect: In terms of women, what 
do you communicate about who you 
are looking for, and what you would 
like them to contribute?

3.  Better organizational results. 
There are an increasing number of 
studies on the issue of gender and lead-
ership. In her book, Women Lead the 
Way, Linda Tarr-Whelan puts forth her 
research on what has been called “The 
30% Solution,” which asserts that at 
least thirty percent of women in decision-
making roles create more effective, sustain-
able, and profitable organizations. 

There was a clear correlation be-
tween balanced leadership and bet-
ter results in the organization’s goals. 
Rather than one or two women at the 
top, thirty percent proved to be the criti-
cal mass in any group of decision mak-
ers at which women’s voices resonate 
fully to add the affirmative difference of 
their experiences and values. The 30% 
Solution puts the focus firmly on bet-
ter outcomes as we pursue our goals 
together, not on quotas or tokenism. 

When voices of women are ampli-
fied enough to be heard and heeded, 
different options become possible:

• More alternatives are offered, 
more skill sets are used, and more 
out-of-the-box thinking occurs from 
both genders

• Change accelerates, modernizing 
old ways

• A preference for collaboration, a 
longer and wider time horizon, and a 
focus on preventing crises 

• Higher financial performance (as 
much as eighty percent of spending 
decisions are reported to be made by 
women) 

• Improved policies for women 
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sistencies that arise from “unwritten 
rules”? 

d. How can we bring others on board? 
What discussions can be planned 
with various groups of staff and vol-
unteers?  

e. Give regular, public affirmation. 
Where can current leaders give public 
affirmation to women in identified 
ministry roles? Have gifted women in 
appropriate up-front roles at plenary 
meetings. Ask for their input about 
recognized, crucial issues. 

f. Identify where decisions are made. 
Are there meetings or events in which 
women are not present, but decisions 
are made—formal or informal? 

g. Prepare for resistance. What stake-
holders may be uncomfortable with 
such a shift? How will you address it? 
What do you believe you will gain in 
the long run? What are you willing to 
sacrifice?

Reflect: On a scale of 1-10, how 
would you rate your organization’s 
readiness to consider making orga-
nizational changes so women have 
greater access to leadership roles? 
What might be a best next step to-
ward it?

2. Intentional pathways into 
leadership. Actively inviting women 
with leadership gifting into ways they 
can serve will help more women feel 
confident to respond.  

a. Identification
i. Evaluate your current leadership 

recruiting profile. Establish what your 
(perhaps unspoken) leadership pro-
file is, then evaluate how it might re-
late to gender assumptions. 

ii. Evaluate your current recruiting net-
works, internal and external. Where do 
you typically find your leaders? Where 
else might we look to find them?   

• Executive coaching and placement 
agencies

• Women’s professional networks 
• Volunteer networks
• Your support constituency 
iii. Evaluate your internal gift assess-

ment and development of all staff. 
• Who are the women who may 

have been overlooked because they 
have not been carrying visible roles 
in the organization?

• Women often need to be sought 
after and affirmed that they are rec-
ognized with leadership gifting and 
potential. Too often, women lack 
confidence or believe they shouldn’t 
be functioning in leading roles of all 
types. 

Once you’ve identified them . . .
b. Development
i. Consider what pathways cur-

rently exist or could possibly exist to 
move her from her current role into a 
leadership position.

iii. Seek a mentor for her or for a 
few women at a time to help them 
develop.

iii. Identify and encourage skill ac-
quisition. Put it in their budgets and 
job descriptions.

Once you’ve engaged or placed 
them…

c. Support  
Have a clear statement and consis-

tent practice of public support for her 
leadership. Don’t allow her to be a 
“lightning rod.” Are you ready to lose 
some staff (and gain others) as you 
move forward in this shift? Are you 
ready to lose some donors (and gain 
others) as you shift toward integrat-
ing more women? We chose whom 
we will gain and lose by the decisions 
we make.

Reflect: What processes might you 
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need to put into place to ensure that 
these change agents (new women 
leaders) thrive?  

3. Organizational policies and 
language. Structural issues can be 
evaluated in terms of how our orga-
nizations function practically to en-
courage women to participate. 

a. Organizational language. Re-con-
sider your organizational communi-
cations:  personnel and policy docu-
ments, mission/vision statements. 
Begin to change to gender-neutral lan-
guage where appropriate (one, they, 
we, the staff member), or alternating 
gender pronouns (he/she, her/his, 
men/women) so that it feels more ac-

cessible to women and men both.
b. Job descriptions. Are they writ-

ten to attract both gifted men and 
women? What are our expectations 
regarding hours, travel, or meetings? 
Do we consider part-time, flex time, 
job sharing, or interim positions?

c. Pay structures. Dual or split sala-
ries can be a way that communicates 
value of both spouses when couples 
are recruited for service. Like it or not, 
paychecks communicate the value of 
our roles. When women don’t get one, 
they undervalue their contribution to 
the organization. And it can put them 
at peril for other benefits in the future 
with no employment record. 

d. Benefits. Creative solutions to 

benefits such as childcare, education, 
health care, or pensions may encourage 
women to participate more fully. 

e. Educational requirements. What are 
our expectations of women regarding 
pre-field and continuing education, re-
quired, or encouraged training and de-
velopment, so that women participate 
in gaining valued competences? 

f. Evaluation and feedback processes. 
Regular times of evaluation through 
life stages can help women stay envi-
sioned and help transitions occur with 
changing interests and experiences.

Last, policies for balancing family 
and work are probably the most influ-
ential aspect of engaging more women 

overall, but especially women in leader-
ship. More than likely, women will al-
ways wrestle with this tension when 
both work and family matter greatly 
to them. In the traditional work-cen-
tric culture, dedication and commit-
ment are measured by extraordinarily 
long hours rather than outcomes. 
Most women, and more men, reject 
the work-centric model in favor of 
a dual-centric one with family and 
work creatively intertwined. Having 
more women in our decision-making pro-
cesses can help us develop more creative 
approaches to this reality.

For example, a dual-centric model 
can be encouraged through two high-
impact issues. First, “project-based” 

Having women involved in setting 
priorities and allocating resources in the tough choices 
about policy, operations, and procedures is essential to 
maximizing the contributions women can make.



rather than “position-based” respon-
sibilities can be very effective in pro-
viding on-ramps and off-ramps dur-
ing more need-intense family years. 
They have a limited time frame (i.e., 
three to six months, one to two years) 
with specific parameters so that gifts 
and contributions of women are not 
neglected but engaged, also improv-
ing morale. Second, flexible hours, 
whether from home or an office, can 
allow women to “get the work done,” 
but in a rhythm that also allows rea-
sonably for family needs. 

Reflect: What are the current atti-
tudes in your organization regarding 
a dual-centric culture?  

Conclusion
Women may be a huge pool of 

underutilized talent for our organiza-
tions. Having women involved in set-
ting priorities and allocating resourc-
es in the tough choices about policy, 
operations, and procedures is essen-
tial to maximizing the contributions 
women can make. Intentionally en-
gaging gifted women in mission lead-
ership will bless our organizations, 
and thus the Great Commission, in a 
multitude of ways. There is hope as 
we seek to find and retain them! 

Wendy Wilson serves the 
Great Commission com-
munity by highlighting 
the privilege of steward-
ing the gifts of women 
who comprise over fifty 
percent of our missions, 
churches, and educational 

institutions. She coordinates the collaborative 
Women’s Development Track (www.womens-
developmenttrack.com) and serves as the con-
sultant for ministry development of women to 
Missio Nexus members.
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Asia in the Making  
of Christianity:  
Conversion, Agency, and 
Indigeneity, 1600s to the Present

Richard Fox Young and Jonathan A. 
Seitz, eds. Brill, P.O. Box 9000, 2300 
PA, Leiden, The Netherlands, 444 pages, 
2013, $150.00.

—Reviewed by Aminta Arrington, 
PhD candidate, Cook School of Intercul-
tural Studies, Biola University.

The history of Christianity in Asia 
is not to be equated with the his-

tory of missions in Asia. This is the 
central premise running through this 
edited collection, beginning with the 
title itself. Although many histories 
of Christianity in Asia are mission-
ary-focused, “simply the story of how 
the missionaries got there, how they 
introduced a ready-made religion, 
opened churches, and went about 
catalyzing and galvanizing Asia’s 
modernization and Westernization,” 
this book self-consciously seeks to 
move in the direction of a differ-
ent kind of story—one in which the 
Asian converts are the subjects, not 
the objects. Missionaries are present 
in these narratives, but in a support-
ing role; the lead roles are played by 
the Asian Christians themselves.

“Conversion” is the analytical en-
try point: conversion of individuals 
and conversion of groups, historical 
accounts of conversion and accounts 
more ethnographic in nature, stories 
of conversion from Japan and stories 
from India and stories from many lo-

Featured in this issue: 
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cales in between. In each case, the es-
says attempt to discover the meaning 
of conversion from the inside: Con-
version, here, is not a successful out-
come of missionary strategy, far from 
it. Conversion is examined within the 
cultural context in which it occurs, 
taking into account the rippling ef-
fects it then has upon relationships 
and identity and the social world of 
the converted.

The essays cover a broad swath of 
Asia and encompass a 400-year span 
of history. Moreover, each individu-
al essay, from the tale of a Catholic 
Korean patriot who assassinated a 
Japanese statesman in 1909, to the 
account of how political conditions 
in Upper Burma made the Kachin 
receptive to mission Christianity, is 
situated in its own microcontext. A 
more tightly focused collection of es-
says may have been able to put for-
ward a theory of Christian conversion 
coming from an Asian context. This 
book makes no such attempt, as the 
introduction notes. 

Despite its vastness in coverage, 
the book succeeds in what it sets out 
to do: to examine Christian conver-
sion from an emic standpoint, to 
investigate what conversion looks 
like from the inside, and to give full 
agency to the converted themselves. 
In Bangladesh, imandars worship Je-
sus, but use Muslim religious catego-
ries and maintain a Muslim identity, 
viewing Jesus as the “superior proph-
et.” Seventeenth-century Vietnam-
ese convert to Catholicism because 
it does what a Vietnamese religion 

is supposed to do: give supernatural 
power, particularly effectiveness in 
healing, over material concerns in 
this world. Among today’s Garo of 
India, or among nineteenth-century 
Chinese of Shandong province, con-
version to Christianity means adding 
Jesus to an existing pantheon of dei-
ties. And in India, a Christian novel-
ist re-imagines a conversion that does 
not produce a rupture with his past.

In every essay, conversion to Chris-
tianity transformed the individual or 
ethnic group discussed. But the point 
of this volume is that in the pro-
cess, Christianity was transformed as 
well. Ultimately, this book is “about 
Christianity’s own conversion into an 
Asian religion.” 

Check these titles:
Hefner, Robert W., ed. 1993. Con-

version to Christianity: Historical and 
Anthropological Perspectives on a Great 
Transformation. Berkeley, Calif.: Uni-
versity of California Press.

Moffett, Samuel H. 2005. A History 
of Christianity in Asia, Vol. II: 1500-
1900. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books. 

Beyond Literate  
Western Models:  
Contextualizing Theological 
Education in Oral Contexts

Samuel E. Chiang and Grant Lovejoy, eds. 
International Orality Network in coop-
eration with Capstone Enterprises, Hong 
Kong, 229 pages, 2013, $9.95 (Kindle) 
or free download from the International 
Orality Network.
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—Reviewed by Lynn Thigpen, cross-
cultural worker in Southeast Asia and 
PhD student in Intercultural Education, 
Cook School of Intercultural Studies, Bio-
la University. 

Through a focus group of Cambo-
dian church planters who work 

with oral learners, I uncovered that de-
spite the fact that the majority of Cam-
bodians are oral learners, the church 
planters expressed a strong conviction 
that leaders in local house churches 
must be readers. They have patiently 
taught many oral learners, but could 
not conceive of any of them as lead-
ers. I quickly realized we had a serious 
problem to address.

Millions of similar learners across 
the globe have been excluded from 
needed theological and leadership 

education. James Krabill shares that a 
recent tome on theological education 
had “virtually no reference to how 
the Church should be working at the 
monumental task of leadership train-
ing in oral settings” (p. 114). Thank-
fully, that oversight is addressed in 
this cutting-edge volume. Emerging 
from a consultation of forty-two rep-
resentatives from eighteen institutions 
and fourteen agencies, Beyond Literate 
Western Models examines four per-
spectives in relation to the oral learn-
er:  formal institutions, non-formal 
training programs, educating the oral 
learner, and issues related to the oral 
learner him or herself. As a researcher 
and practitioner in the field of orality, 
I relished reading such scholarship 
straight from the “trenches.”

In each of the four sections, con-
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tributors present their perspectives 
and a final writer responds—result-
ing in fifteen chapters of information 
pertinent to the theological training 
of oral learners. A glossary, annotated 
bibliography, and links to video clips 
and interviews add to the value of this 
resource.

The book begins with an examina-
tion of the education of those who 
plan to work with oral learners but 
quickly transitions to training in Ma-
jority World settings such as India, 
Africa, and the Amazon. For instance, 
Phil Walker from Africa Theological 
Seminary proposes the use of syner-
gogy—a type of group learning; while 
LaNette Thompson writes about 
sound andragogical practices—such 
as problem-based learning. Miriam 
Adeney responds with an emphasis 

on the importance of the metanar-
rative of scripture and an allowance 
for contextual theologies. Afterward, 
Krabill, among others, discusses lo-
cal movements, the effective ministry 
of William Harris of Liberia, and the 
surprising results of setting the truth to 
music.

While gleaning from the fifteen 
chapters, I found myself most fasci-
nated with Bauta Motty’s discussion 
of theological education in Nigeria. 
Motty’s insights were powerful glimps-
es into orality as a way of life and the 
unique relational task of teaching oral 
preference learners.

If there are any concerns with the 
book, one might be the continued 
amalgamation of orality and storying. 
Certainly, an emphasis on the use of 
narrative with oral preference learn-
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ers is warranted, but the field of oral-
ity is much broader than storying. As 
research and experience progresses in 
this new frontier, a deeper understand-
ing of oral learners and more tools and 
strategies for theological education—
such as oral hermeneutics—will un-
doubtedly follow. Meanwhile, Beyond 
Literate Western Models is a commend-
able start in the right direction.

Check these titles:
Klem, Herbert V. 1982. Oral Com-

munication of the Scripture: Insights from 
African Oral Art. Pasadena, Calif.: Wil-
liam Carey Library.

Koehler, Paul F. 2010. Telling God’s 
Stories with Power: Biblical Storytelling in 
Oral Cultures. Pasadena, Calif.: William 
Carey Library.

Developing a Strategy  
for Missions:  
A Biblical, Historical,  
and Cultural Introduction

John Mark Terry and J. D. Payne. Baker 
Academic, P.O. Box 6278, Grand Rapids, 
MI 49516, 304 pages, 2013, $26.99.

—Reviewed by Gerald Roe, associate 
professor, Intercultural Studies, North 
Greenville University.

It has been said that in times of con-
flict, enduring peace is not won by 

strategy alone; there must be action. 
Missions at its heart is nothing less 
than the engagement of the gospel in 
the ongoing conflict between Satan 
and the Kingdom of God—an engage-
ment based on a call to human action: 
“go, teach, baptize.” Therefore, action 
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based on sound mission strategy is 
essential to engaging the conflict and 
winning the peace. John Mark Terry 
and J. D. Payne provide an essential 
introduction to strategy development 
that will enhance missionary success 
and encouragement.

One of the key strengths of the 
book is the carefully thought-out pre-
sentation of the material. As Keith 
Eitel of Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary points out, “The authors are 
thinker-doers.” The value of the au-
thors’ “thinking-doing” approach is 
immediately obvious. Reflecting their 
instructional backgrounds, Terry and 
Payne lay out the material as teachers 
might in a classroom, moving from 
solid theory to practical, action-ori-
ented application. 

Chapter one provides definitions 

of terms and concepts vital to under-
standing the subject at hand. Chapters 
two and three make a sound case for 
the necessity of “crafting” a mission 
strategy based on missiological prin-
ciples. Further, the authors candidly 
enumerate several contemporary ob-
jections to missionary strategy. Follow-
ing these chapters, the reader is well 
prepared to move forward with discus-
sions that include the historical back-
ground of strategy development (chap. 
6-15); the use and practical application 
of demographics (chap. 16-18); recep-
tivity, need, and vision (chap. 19-21); 
issues regarding team building, re-
source appropriation, and goal setting 
(chap. 22-24); and finally, appropriate 
methods, execution of the strategy, and 
the evaluation process (chap.25-27).

If there is any weakness with the 
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book, it would be in the compara-
tively brief discussion of executing 
the completed strategy. While the au-
thors make it clear, by quoting Larry 
Bossidy and Ram Charin in Execu-
tion: The Discipline of Getting Things 
Done, that “execution is fundamental 
to strategy and has to shape it,” the 
mere six pages given to the subject 
do not seem to convey the weight of 
that conviction. Perhaps this brevity 
is because, as the authors note, strat-
egy is an effort to predict the future in 
a world that is always changing and 
“the details of change can rarely be 
predicted.” In other words, execution 
is the area of strategy development 
that requires the greatest amount of 
reaction, as opposed to pro-action. 
At the same time, however, it would 
appear that the certainty of change 

makes execution a subject requiring 
detailed attention.

In the final analysis, there can be 
little argument that strategic thinking 
and action in missions is essential. 
Terry and Payne have provided an 
excellent and thoroughly readable re-
source for mission students, academ-
ics, and field practitioners. As such, 
it has enormous value as both a text 
book and field manual.

Check these titles:
Beals, Paul A.  2012.  A People For His 

Name: A Church-Based Missions Strat-
egy. Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey 
Library.

Van Rheenen, Gailyn. 1996. Mis-
sions: Biblical Foundations and Contem-
porary Strategies, 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Zondervan.
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From Times Square  
to Timbuktu:  
The Post-Christian West Meets  
the Non-Western Church

Wesley Granberg-Michaelson. Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., Grand Rapids, 
MI 49516, 189 pages, 2013, $18.99.

—Review by Chuck Davis, partner 
professor, Intercultural Studies, Alliance 
Theological Seminary; senior pastor, Stan-
wich Church, Greenwich, Connecticut.

In his stirring missionary mes-
sage to the Athenians, Paul de-

clares, “And He [God] made from 
one man every nation of mankind 
to live on all the face of the earth, 
having determined allotted periods 
and the boundaries of their dwelling 
place, that they should seek God, and 

perhaps feel their way toward him and 
find him” (Acts 17:26-27a). What was 
true of the apostle’s own epoch, when 
pax Romana allowed the safety and in-
frastructure of great mobility, has be-
come prophetic reality multiplied in 
our day of globalization.  

Wesley Granberg-Michaelson re-
views this movement, noting the won-
derful diversity of the Church in mul-
tiple localities (chap. 1-2, 8) and the 
shift of the center of gravity for world 
Christianity to the southern hemi-
sphere and the East, or the Majority 
World. Whereas this global expansion 
fulfills missio Dei as echoed in Paul’s 
sermon, the growing Church body 
has lost some kingdom synergy. The 
Church struggles under a number of 
dividing factors—endlessly denomi-
nated, geographically separated, 
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spiritually bifurcated, institutionally 
insulated, and generationally isolat-
ed (chap. 3). As such, our pilgrim-
age feels schismatic, more akin to the 
dispersion of Babel than the sending 
forth of Pentecost.  

The model of God in Trinity is uni-
ty, and his call for the Church is the 
same (chap. 4).  Granberg-Michaelson 
points to past efforts to foster global 
unity through institutions such as the 
World Council of Churches (chap. 5) 
with a call for new global Christian 
forums (chap. 6). He then dedicates 
chapters 7 and 9-12 to excellent stra-
tegic and theological reflection on this 
pilgrimage of a re-united Church that 
is finding more potential engagement 
through the proximity offered in glob-
al mobility. 

Four aspects, woven through each 

of these practical chapters, become 
important places of interaction. First, 
the most fundamental place for shared 
journey is in worship and prayer. Sec-
ond, unity in missional outreach be-
comes a safe ground of shared prac-
tice. Third, theology must always be 
local and contextual, but our most im-
portant place for interaction is in the 
themes of power and suffering. The 
Majority World is better positioned 
to lead the way in these times, which 
have not been regular aspects of West-
ern theology. Finally, the most impor-
tant place of enhanced relationships 
is in local settings through hospitality 
and listening. Partnerships, whether 
in Mali or in New York City, are often 
laced with an undercurrent: “We have 
a plan, come join us.” In the space of 
hospitality, our eyes of understanding 
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will be opened as the journeyers on 
the Emmaus Road.

The one quibble with the book 
would be out of concern with the pro-
motion of large global institutional ef-
forts. Granberg-Michaelson has been 
closely involved with their movements 
and thus cares deeply for their efforts. 
Could more local-to-local global ex-
changes and local initiatives between 
diverse communities bear more tan-
gible fruit?  

Granberg-Michaelson’s work is a 
valuable voice in this discussion, with 
practical suggestions to walk together 
on a common pilgrimage. He invites 
us to proactively engage in this global-
ized, yet local pilgrimage.

Check these titles:
Jenkins, Philip. 2011. The Next Chris-

tendom: The Coming of Global Christian-
ity. New York: Oxford University Press.

Sanneh, Lamin. 2003. Whose Reli-
gion Is Christianity? The Gospel beyond 
the West. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co.

God Has No Favourites:  
The New Testament on First 
Century Religions  

Basil Scott.  Primalogue Publishing Me-
dia.  #32 2nd Cross, Hutchins Road, St. 
Thomas Town PO, Bangalore 560 084 
India, 208 pages, 2013, $9.99 Kindle.

—Reviewed by Joel Rainey, executive 
director, Mid-Maryland Baptist Associa-
tion; adjunct professor, Southeastern Bap-
tist Theological Seminary; Capital Bible 
Seminary.

Basil Scott seeks to leverage his de-
cades of experience in order to 

provide readers with both an exegeti-

cal and practical approach for engag-
ing followers of other faiths in a multi-
faith world. In part one, Scott seeks to 
provide an exegetical foundation from 
which evangelicals can take a new ap-
proach to engagement with the world’s 
religions by identifying “the approach 
of the New Testament to the religions 
of its time” (p. xi). Primarily, he fo-
cuses on the accounts in Acts relative 
to Jew-Gentile relations, extrapolating 
from the apostolic approach described 
by Luke in an attempt to conjecture 
how these encounters might be com-
pared to evangelical engagement with 
other world religions today.  

Although Scott is clear in stating 
that the apostles did not approve of 
the religions they encountered, he is 
much less perspicuous regarding the 
role these religions played in moti-
vating their first-century adherents 
toward the pagan practices that Paul 
openly condemns. Scott continues 
with additional examples in the bibli-
cal record of those outside the bound-
aries of traditional Hebrew monothe-
ism (i.e., the Magi from the East, and 
the Centurion of Capernaum) whose 
sincere search for God was rewarded.  

In part two, Scott seeks to apply 
these exegetical conclusions to current 
missiological approaches where other 
religions are concerned. His main 
point in this section is simple—to 
demonstrate that saving faith can be 
explored and even discovered while 
still inside the boundaries of other 
world religions. Although he main-
tains that “Christ is the personifica-
tion of the way of faith” (p. 181), he 
states in his final analysis of the vari-
ous approaches to other religions that 
“though Christ is God’s way of salva-
tion, this does not mean that he can-
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not save people who do not know the 
Gospel” (p. 198).

Readers should appreciate Scott’s ef-
forts to communicate clearly the global 
scope of God’s invitation. This book 
is a helpful reminder to missionaries, 
or any faithful Christian in our multi-
faith environment, that God is indeed 
at work in all contexts, drawing people 
to himself even from within other 
world religions. It is unfortunate that 
in order to make this case, the author 
found it necessary to equivocate be-
tween boundaries of religious belief 
and those of geography and ethnicity. 
Such category confusion is unnecessary 
in order to present Christianity as “the 
only world religion, which is both in-
ternational and not territorially based” 
(p. 183). In the end, the author’s sin-
cere attempts to demonstrate the 
global reach and invitation of Jesus are 
clouded by hermeneutical leaps that 
are both unnecessary, and potentially 
harmful to the clarity of gospel procla-
mation, and thus to Christian mission.

By the title of this book alone, the 
author gets it right: God has no favor-
ites. And this is precisely why everyone, 
without exception, must come to him 
through repentance and explicit and 
exclusive faith in Jesus.

Check these titles:
Roberts, Bob. 2013. Bold as Love: 

What Happens When we See People the 
Way God Does. Nashville, Tenn.:  Thom-
as Nelson.

Rommen, Edward and Harold Net-
land, eds. 1995. Christianity and the Re-
ligions: A Biblical Theology of World Reli-
gions. Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey 
Library.

Volf, Miroslav. 1996. Exclusion and 
Embrace: A Theological Exploration of 

Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation. 
Nashsville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press.

Good News from Africa:  
Community Transformation 
Through the Church

Brian Woolnough, editor. Regnum Re-
sources for Mission, Oxford Centre for 
Mission Studies, Woodstock Road, Oxford, 
OX2 6HR, UK, 125 pages, 2013, £9.99.

—Reviewed by Elizabeth C. Parsons, 
former missionary to Southern Africa; lec-
turer in Religion, Culture, and Develop-
ment, Boston University School of Theology.

Africa is often depicted as a land of 
total disaster or as a lab for glob-

al entrepreneurs—either bad news 
for everyone, or great news for a few. 
Countering both these continental 
caricatures, this book refreshingly de-
clares broad-based good news result-
ing from the everyday work of people 
in ordinary circumstances. Not that the 
book’s scope is small—it covers many 
issues preoccupying high-level profes-
sionals in the global development in-
dustry. However, by focusing on efforts 
“with and through the local church,” 
Good News from Africa illustrates how 
Christian groups can be far more than 
vehicles for secular development inter-
ventions. They can inspire actions for 
what it calls “holistic wellbeing.”

The book accomplishes its task by 
using case studies by Majority World 
authors, mostly from Eastern and 
Southern Africa. Complementing their 
eight cases are thoughtful introduc-
tory and concluding chapters by Brian 
Woolnough, an editor quite experi-
enced in international development. 
Altogether, the work tells stories of ef-
fective initiatives to increase economic 
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security, restore health, and provide 
education. 

What sets the book apart are its con-
frontations of potential cross-cultural 
misunderstandings that too frequently 
escape notice as policies are made and 
programs planned. The book acknowl-
edges, for instance, radically different 
notions of “development” itself; the 
natural resourcefulness of local groups; 
the ways in which westerners’ hyper-
developed lifestyles affect others; and 
the costs of focusing on institutional 
programs rather than being with those 
for whom the institutional programs 
are designed. Packed with specific or-
ganizational names, statistics, and 
concrete suggestions, these stories also 
contend with a potentially skeptical de-
velopment industry that seems preoc-
cupied with counting and measuring.

The one concern worth mentioning 
has to do with how many Americans 
might interpret the book’s depiction 
of development as alleviating material 
and spiritual poverty. While some of 
the United States’ most recent interna-
tional interventions have tempered its 
citizens’ confidence, a persistent story-
line still assumes that our way of doing 
things remains the best. So, observa-
tions in the book about reasons that 
development initiatives often fail and 
Africans as having a simple but practi-
cal faith, for instance, risk reinforcing 
our own national narrative. Other state-
ments may be too subtle to jostle even 
well-intentioned American Christians 
into genuinely learning from African 
Christians (e.g., the risks of letting do-
nor priorities dominate and the harm 
caused by seeing the world through a 
“prosperity gospel” lens). Direct lan-
guage might be needed to keep many 
of us from missing the point.

Regardless, this book could easily 
serve as a good resource for develop-
ment studies’ students or congrega-
tions considering mission and out-
reach engagements. It, along with the 
Spirit’s ability to fill other gaps in un-
derstanding, could benefit a variety of 
caring people wanting to make a differ-
ence in the world.

Check these titles:
Gardner, Gary. 2006. Inspiring Prog-

ress: Religions’ Contributions to Sustain-
able Development. New York: W. W. 
Norton & Co.

Krotz, Larry. 2009. The Uncertain 
Business of Doing Good: Outsiders in Afri-
ca. East Lansing, Mich.: Michigan State 
University Press.

Parsons, Elizabeth C. 2010. What 
Price for Privatization? Cultural Encoun-
ter with Development Policy on the Zam-
bian Copperbelt. Lanham, Md.: Lexing-
ton Books.

Sister Churches:  
American Congregations  
and Their Partners Abroad

Janel Kragt Bakker. Oxford University 
Press, 198 Madison Ave., New York, NY, 
10016, 320 pages, 2013, $29.95.

—Reviewed by Benjamin Espinoza, 
director of youth and community life, 
Covenant Church, Bowling Green, Ohio.

With the onset of globalization, 
the fall of colonialism, and the 

rapid expansion of the Majority World 
Church, new models of mission have 
emerged, including the so-called “sis-
ter church” model. Sister churches 
are those congregations who partner 
together across the globe for the pur-
pose of mutuality, solidarity, and mis-
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sion. In her groundbreaking study, 
Janel Kragt Bakker puts forward both 
historic and ethnographic research on 
sister churches, providing one of the 
few in-depth studies on the subject in 
existence today. 

In her opening chapter, Bakker lo-
cates the sister church phenomenon 
against the broader backdrop of the 
rise of Global Christianity. This back-
drop gives context to Bakker’s next 
chapter, which chronicles the devel-
opment of the sister church model in 
North America since the 1980s. From 
here, Bakker launches into the core 
of her book, describing twelve con-
gregations engaging in sister church 
partnerships. Bakker profiled Catho-
lic, mainline Presbyterian, evangeli-
cal Anglican, and African-American 
Baptist congregations in her study. 
She compares and contrasts the the-
ologies and cultures of these congre-
gations, examines their cross-cultural 
partnerships from the perspective of 
individual church members, evaluates 
the outcomes of such partnerships, 
and explores the challenges that these 
partnerships have navigated success-
fully. Particularly, Bakker recounts the 
difficulties that sister churches share 
in their mutual mission in terms of 
fostering cross-cultural relationships, 
navigating cultural barriers, and man-
aging logistical concerns.  

Bakker’s dense, thorough, and in-
formative study demonstrates the 
exciting ways that God is working to 
bring about redemption and recon-
ciliation in this world through sister 
church partnerships. Through this 
barrier-breaking model, churches are 
forming fruitful partnerships that fa-
cilitate personal and social transfor-
mation across global contexts. In ad-

dition, congregations are finding new 
ways to minister in their own con-
texts. Bakker concludes her book by 
highlighting the results of her study, 
particularly the strengths of the sister 
church model. She acknowledges that 
more research needs to be done on the 
effects of these partnerships outside of 
North America, and offers several pro-
posals for further research.

Scholars and thoughtful practitio-
ners will benefit from Bakker’s find-
ings as they navigate the contours of 
Global Christianity and its emerging 
models of mission. Congregations 
and missionaries interested in this ex-
citing approach to mission will benefit 
from the numerous case studies Bak-
ker puts forth, as they detail the initial 
challenges of securing a sister church 
partnership and carrying out fruit-
ful mission. While Bakker’s writing is 
very academic and leaves no stone un-
turned, her text is full of real-life indi-
viduals and congregations whose lives 
have been transformed by partnering 
with other believers across the globe. 
Since this work is among the first in 
this emerging field of study, we can ex-
pect to see a boom in the literature on 
sister churches in the years to come.
Check these titles:

Heffernan, Tara. 2007. Twinning 
and Faith Development: Catholic Par-
ish Partnering in the U.S. and Haiti. 
Bloomfield, Conn.: Kumarian Press.

O’Connor, Dennis P. 2007. Bridges 
of Faith: Building a Relationship with a 
Sister Parish. Cincinnati, Ohio: St. An-
thony Messenger Press.

Wuthnow, Robert. 2010. Boundless 
Faith: The Global Outreach of American 
Churches. Berkeley, Calif.:  University 
of California Press.
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The Rebirth of the Church: 
Applying Paul’s Vision for Ministry 
in Our Post-Christian World

Eddie Gibbs. Baker Academic, P.O. Box 
6278, Grand Rapids, MI 49516, 272 
pages, 2013, $20.99.

—Reviewed by Brian Lays, MDiv stu-
dent, Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. 

There is little doubt that the West-
ern Church is in an epochal transi-

tion. The long age of Christendom, in 
which the Church enjoyed consider-
able social, political, and cultural in-
fluence, is waning. As Western culture 
becomes more secularized, the Church 
faces rising indifference, obscurity, 
and hostility. In order to respond to 
such challenges, the Church must re-
evaluate its leadership to ensure that 
its capacity to engage Western culture 
remains intact. Eddie Gibbs approach-
es this reevaluation by engaging Paul’s 
approach to mission as recorded in 
Acts and the Pauline epistles. 

Gibbs’ initial two chapters outline 
the basic characteristics of our mod-
ern context and Paul’s first-century 
context, offering preliminary com-
parisons and making the case that the 
Church, not government entities, must 
strive to transform Western cultures. 
From this foundation, he considers the 
strategic importance of cities, where so-
cial networks can serve as conduits for 
evangelism. Chapters four through six 
assess birthing, caring for, and grow-
ing churches, as Gibbs argues for the 
Church’s need to be reproducible, well-
connected, and transformational—ca-
pacities Paul always sought to foster. 

After discussing church growth, 
Gibbs reaffirms the need to maintain 
the integrity of the gospel in all mis-

sional endeavors. The temptation to 
compromise the teachings of the New 
Testament to appease a particular audi-
ence befalls the Church, from within 
and without, and must be resisted with 
bold humility. The book concludes 
with a strong exhortation to commu-
nity—relationships within the Church 
can serve as a powerful witness to the 
rest of society. When a church commu-
nity is unified in its commitment to the 
core values of the gospel, it can mobi-
lize its ministry for the sake of God’s 
mission to the world. 

The book remains general in its 
approach, and doesn’t derive much 
from specific case studies or extensive 
analysis. Yet Gibbs’ succinct, direct 
style is comfortable and engaging. His 
extensive, careful research is evident 
as he draws upon several contempo-
rary missiologists and theologians on 
nearly every page. Each section is rel-
evant to the larger discussion as Gibbs’ 
passion for evangelicalism and mis-
sions emerge. 

Throughout the book, Gibbs is 
careful to affirm that the Church can-
not solve its current dilemmas by sim-
ply reproducing the attributes and ap-
proaches of the fledgling first-century 
Church. A degree of application is 
required of each principle Gibbs ex-
pounds. Through careful exegesis and 
attentive practical evaluation, Gibbs 
offers hope that God’s mission for 
the Church can bear fruit in the post-
Christian world. 

  
Check these titles

Gehring, Roger W. 2004. House 
Church and Mission: The Importance of 
Household Structure in Early Christian-
ity. Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson. 

Hirsch, Alan, and Debra Hirsch. 
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2010. Untamed: Reactivating a Mission-
al Form of Discipleship. Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Baker Books. 

Understanding  
Christian Mission:  
Participation in Suffering  
and Glory

Scott W. Sunquist. Baker Academic, P.O. 
Box 6278, Grand Rapids, MI 49516, 464 
pages, 2013, $34.99.

—Reviewed by Brendan A. Ashley, 
MDiv student with a church planting em-
phasis, Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. 

The main missional thread driv-
ing Scott Sunquist’s work, Un-

derstanding Christian Mission: Partici-
pation in Suffering and Glory, is that 
“missionary existence is life in Christ, 
and life in Christ is a call to be faith-
ful unto death.” However, “The final 
word in mission is glory—not suffer-
ing. The final word is God’s glory that 
will be revealed through the church 
in this age and in the age to come” 
(p. 410).  Sunquist’s extensive work is 
born after many years of experience 
on the mission field. The main thread 
of participation in suffering and glo-
ry for God brings together the three 
parts of his mission history, and its 
implications for today’s Church. 

Part one is an overview of where 
missions has come from. It gives wit-
ness to key time periods, figures, and 
people movements that have revealed 
the suffering of the Church, and those 
who were the recipients of the Church’s 
mission, for the glory of God. 

Part two of the book formulates 
a missional theology that seeks to 
shift away from a Colonial perspec-
tive in order to make way for a Post-

Colonial perspective. This shift saw 
the West move into the periphery of 
mission, while the Global South be-
came the center. It also saw missions 
become more focused on the people 
rather than on one missionary hero. 
Sunquist’s missional theology is built 
on the theology of the Trinity, who is 
a relational God, and uses the word 
of God through scripture to reveal 
that God’s work is relational and 
through the medium of a story. He 
then goes on to discuss each person 
in relation to the other—the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. This is impor-
tant to establish a missional theol-
ogy, because God is on mission (the 
missio Dei) and sending his Church in 
to the world. 

The third and final part of this 
book seeks to express the missio Dei 
through “The Suffering and Glory of 
the Church in Mission Today.” This 
part stresses the importance of the 
missio Dei and how the Church itself 
views its mission. The two foci of the 
Church’s mission are worship and 
witness, and in a world that is becom-
ing more urban and global, the need 
of the good news of the Triune God 
is in immediate demand. As poverty 
and injustice rise, the Church’s suffer-
ing and glory with God needs to cul-
tivate communities in global, urban, 
and poor contexts. In that mission to-
day, the strong and enduring love of 
God is carried by the weak and fragile 
host, the Church.

Although Sunquist periodically 
discusses eschatology throughout 
the book, a chapter on eschatology 
would be beneficial in developing a 
missional theology of suffering and 
glory that is firmly planted and point-
ing toward the reign of God. 



Check these titles:
Newbigin, Lesslie. 1995.  The Open 

Secret. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co.

Schroeder, Stephen B. and Roger P. 
Bevans. 2013. Constants in Context: A 
Theology of Mission for Today. Maryk-
noll, N.Y.: Orbis Books.

Tucker, Ruth A. 2004.  From Jerusa-
lem to Irian Jaya. Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Zondervan.

Other Recommended 
Mission Reads

Adogame, Afeosemime U., Janice 
A. McLean, and Anderson H. M., eds. 
2014. Jeremiah Engaging the World: 
Christian Communities in Contemporary 
Global Societies. Oxford: Regnum Inter-
national. 

Fountain, Daniel. 2014. Health for 
All: The Vanga Story. Pasadena, Calif.: 
William Carey Library.

Gehman, Richard. 2014. From 
Death to Life: The Birth of the Africa In-

land Church in Kenya, 1895-1945. Ann 
Arbor, Mich.: C-M Books.

Getu, Makonen. 2014. Transforming 
Microfinance: A Christian Approach. Eu-
gene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock. 

Lekundayo, Godwin. 2014. The 
Cosmic Christ: Towards Effective Mission 
Among the Maasai. Eugene, Ore.: Wipf 
& Stock. 

McRae, Fred. 2014. A Case Study 
in Contextualization: The History of 
the German Church Growth Associa-
tion 1985-2003. Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & 
Stock.

Mukdani, Herry. 2014. An/Other 
Praxis: A Critical Option for Ecclesial 
Freedom. Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock.

Priest, Doug. 2014. Fullness of Time: 
Ethnohistory Selections from the Writ-
ings of Alan R. Tippett. Pasadena, Calif.: 
William Carey Library. 

Todd, Scott. 2014. Hope Rising: How 
Christians Can End Extreme Poverty 
in this Generation. Nashville, Tenn.: 
Thomas Nelson Books. 
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Individual, group, career, short-
term health plans.  Coverage for: 
Short-term teams, furlough, missionar-
ies settling back into the USA, medical 
and political evacuation, terrorism cov-
erage, non-Americans studying, visiting 
or working in the USA.  Also term life 
plans.  Good Neighbor Insurance is 
one of the most recognized brokers of 
health insurance for overseas, charita-
ble and missionary organizations.  Visit 
www.gninsurance.com.  Email: info@
gninsurance.com; toll free: 866-636-
9100; fax: 480-813-9100.

Missionaries!!! If you are considering 
changing mission boards, or looking 
to affiliate with a non-denominational, 
evangelical mission sending agency, 
consider serving with Ripe for Harvest. 
Contact Dr. Tim Smith at (480) 373-
9387, rfhphoenix@gmail.com, or visit 
us at www.ripeforharvest.org. Member 
of ECFA and NAE.

Global Recordings Network. Share 
about Jesus in 6,000+ languages. www.
globalrecordings.net  Call 888-444-
7872.

ESL/EFL Teacher Training. Are you 
planning to teach English as part of 
your ministry? Our Reach Out with 
English course can equip you and 
your volunteers with the foundation 
you need for teaching or tutoring. The 

classifieds
course is taught as a 1 week summer 
intensive, over three weekends on cam-
pus, or on location at a hosting church. 
Institute for Cross-Cultural Training, 
Billy Graham Center, Wheaton Col-
lege. E-mail: icct@wheaton.edu. Web: 
www.wheaton.edu/bgc/icct.  

Online Course for Language Coach-
es. Our online course, Foundations 
of Language Coaching, offers practical 
help for working with on-field lan-
guage and culture learners. Available 
beginning fall 2013, this is the first in a 
series of courses for language coaches. 
Institute for Cross-Cultural Training, 
Billy Graham Center, Wheaton Col-
lege. E-mail: icct@wheaton.edu. Web: 
www.wheaton.edu/bgc/icct.   

Online Second Language Acquisi-
tion. Are your new missionaries well 
prepared for the task of language learn-
ing? Our SLA learner-training course 
can make a significant difference in how 
quickly and how well missionaries learn 
the language and culture—and for some 
it can make a difference in whether they 
learn the language and culture. Our on-
line course is offered five times each year 
and can be taken pre-field at home or 
on the field. Institute for Cross-Cultural 
Training, Billy Graham Center, Whea-
ton College. E-mail: icct@wheaton.edu. 
Web: www.wheaton.edu/bgc/icct.








