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What do you mean when you use terms such as 
unengaged, unreached, hidden, and frontier? We use 

them all the time, but rarely do we consider whether we 
have a shared understanding of what they mean. In our Symposium, several 
significant mission leaders challenge and explore “engaging the unengaged.” 

Over the past two decades, books and articles have appeared exploring 
the implications of honor and justice and their complements shame and 
guilt. We’ve come to see that using justice and guilt-based approaches to 
communicating the gospel often misses the mark in honor and shame-based 
settings. Werner Mischke adds to the discussion with a scale for honor/
shame settings. We anticipate that readers who serve in such settings will 
better understand those among whom you serve—perhaps resulting in 
helpful retooling for Christ’s sake.

Be sure to explore the rest of this issue as well—with topics ranging from 
short-term missions to partnerships to training. I pray that you will find 
several that make an impact on your life and ministry. 

A. Scott Moreau, Editor
word from the editor
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With an Eye on the Future

At the Missio Nexus-sponsored North American Mission 
Leaders Conference last September, a reception took place 
honoring the 50th anniversary of EMQ. As part of the pro-

gram, I was asked to make some comments on what I thought EMQ 
might be keeping its eye on in the future. It occurred to me that my list 
might be of interest to all of our readers. 

For the anniversary, I came up with three items. Another has come to 
mind since, so I’ll offer it here as well. I must warn you, however, that I am 
neither a prophet nor the son of a prophet. My only basis for prognosticating 
is that there are trends we are seeing that would seem to have a high probabil-
ity of continuing and enlarging in the years ahead. Those that I believe could 
be significant for the mission community are as follows:

#1: The shift in Christian and mission leadership from the West to 
the Global South, following now on the heels of the numerical strength 
shift that has already taken place. We are still in an early stage, but anyone 
who attended Cape Town 2010, or has kept an eye on leadership develop-
ments among international missions and networks, has seen the signs. 

The big question that remains is how gracefully those of us from the West 
will continue to make a significant contribution to the great cause when we 
are no longer setting the agenda, and how patient those from the Global 
South will be with our likely awkward efforts. EMQ will certainly be keeping 
an eye on this one, and as our October 2014 issue shows, we are likely to have 
an increasing level of excellent input on this and many other issues from all 
corners of the globe.

#2: The waning of the Pax Americana as the dominant factor in 
global geo-politics. Politics are fickle, but as any Brit in his or her senior 
years can testify, the trappings of global influence and power can shift rap-
idly. The impact for missions will be most startling for those of us from North 
America who have come to take certain advantages related to travel, currency,  
security, acceptance, etc. pretty much for granted. 

Again, the signs of autumn change are already observable for those with 
eyes to see. For the cause of missions more generally, however, this change 

Commentary by EMQ associate editor, Gary Corwin

a second look
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may very well bring signs of spring and new life, even if tempered by the 
seasonal storms that accompany such transitions. Yes, there may even be 
greater turmoil unleashed than most of us have seen in our entire lifetime, 
but God has a way of using turmoil to accomplish his purposes in ways that 
would not otherwise be possible. So hang on to your hat, but keep your eyes 
fixed for signs of the Spirit’s moving. EMQ will be.

#3: The simultaneous and counter-intuitive growth and significance 
to the global landscape of both Islamic militancy and movements to 
Christ of Muslim peoples. As I sat at my computer writing this, the world 
was reflecting on the latest escalation of conflict with the forces of Islamic 
militancy in Iraq and Syria. I don’t believe this latest episode in a 1500-year 
clash of civilizations will be over any time soon. 

Yet, as David Garrison has so wonderfully documented in A Wind in the 
House of Islam, God has chosen to use such a time as this to bring more 
Muslims to Christ by far than had ever taken place before. Only two move-
ments to Christ of Muslim peoples (defined as one thousand believers or one 
hundred churches planted) occurred in the whole period before 1980.  
Another thirteen occurred between 1981 and 2000. And an astounding sixty-
nine more between 2001and 2012! 

God is doing something truly remarkable (which helps explain why there 
is controversy over what is happening). EMQ will be continuing to monitor 
the progress and the debates, so stay tuned.

#4: The changing landscape of North American cultural attitudes 
and actions toward churches, and the resulting impact on church life, 
including commitment to and resourcing of missions. I believe it is not 
too early to be thinking seriously about how mission agencies would respond 
under various unwelcome scenarios. The changes that come could be as 
simple as removing tax deductions for charitable giving to churches, or cur-
rency exchange controls. Or they could be as heavy-handed as requiring  
licensure and approval through the State Department for citizens doing any 
kind of business overseas, or licensure and approval for any public gathering 
over a certain number of people. 

The point is that the trajectory for full religious freedom, let alone public 
appreciation for religious institutions, has long been moving in the wrong 
direction.

Our pastor, Dr. Mike Ross, spoke recently of being asked by a younger 
pastor, “Does the gospel have a shelf life?” The younger man, of course, was 
reflecting on the long history of decline and even extinction of Christian 
influence in many parts of the world where it once flourished. Pastor Ross’ 
response was that it is neither the gospel nor the Christian religion that has 
a shelf life, but that the church in a town, region, or nation can and often 
does. We ignore such possibilities to our peril.

Gary Corwin is staff missiologist with the international office of SIM.
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 O
ver the past year or two, there has been a big push 
by a number of missionary agencies to “engage the  
unengaged.” Partnerships have been created, lists have 
been drawn up, and the sense is that momentum must 

be built for this missiological concept. The idea is simple and effective 
as a communication tool. Starting the work in a people group with 
no work is an obvious first step. These efforts are related to what has 
become known as “closure missiology,” which emphasizes the  
completion of the Great Commission via missionary strategies.1

For the uninitiated, let me share some background on the term “unengaged.” 
It cannot be defined without understanding the broader (and more widely 
accepted) phrase “unreached.” The IMB provides us with these definitions:

A people group is unreached when the number of Evangelical Christians 
is less than 2% of its population. It is further called unengaged when there 
is no church planting methodology consistent with Evangelical faith and 
practice under way. 

These definitions highlight church-planting methodologies. Of the handful 
of definitions that I have found, this one at least quantifies the task while point-
ing to necessary strategies for reaching the people group. Church planting  
encompasses evangelism and discipleship. It is a broad, yet focused strategy. 

The list of unengaged people groups on the Finishing the Task website 
(www.finishingthetask.com) contains people groups “which have no 
KNOWN workers engaging in full-time evangelism and church planting.”  
It rightly observes that there may be unknown workers, and as soon as they 
are known, they can be removed from the list. 

However, this definition emphasizes full-time workers, which is an inad-
equate idea at best. Often, people groups have been engaged not by full-time 

s y m p o s i u m

The Unengaged: 
By Ted Esler
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workers, but by tentmakers, returning prodigals, or through non-contextu-
alized means. In other words, it is a messy business in which the Spirit of 
God shows little restraint. In defining unengaged, there is an unstated  
assumption that full-time missionaries are the only (or at least best) way to 
reaching the people group.

Currently, there are a couple of lists circulating that highlight the unengaged. 
These lists are “prone to wander,” which is revealed by the inconsistency 
between them. They represent missiologists’ best attempts to define and 
categorize people groups that are inherently difficult to define and categorize. 
I fault no one for pursuing the thankless job of developing these lists.

Now, to be sure, nobody wants to pour cold water on a good thing. I am 
not in any way questioning the motivation of the folks involved in develop-
ing the unengaged paradigm. Some are my friends (at least they were before 
this article went to print!). However, we need robust missiological dialogue. 
It is in that spirit that I offer my thoughts on “the unengaged” (note: these 
are my thoughts, not those of my mission organization, Pioneers).

1. The unengaged paradigm is a mobilization tool, not a missiological 
goal. The definition of unengaged is woefully inadequate to explain 
or describe the reality of spiritual needs within a people group. Mere pres-
ence does not qualify for engagement, nor does the deployment of a particu-
lar missionary strategy. The concept of unreached peoples as a goal of 

An Engaging Strategy   
                       ...or Not?

In defining unengaged, there is an 
unstated assumption that full-time missionaries 
are the only (or at least best) way to reaching the 
people group.
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missionary effort was already considered by some to be too narrow and 
nuanced. The term “unengaged” only adds further reduction to our under-
standing of mission.

The real value of the term has more to do with motivating Western  
Christians to participate in the Great Commission than it does with setting 
sound goals in reaching people groups with the gospel. Engagement is not the 
goal. The spread of God’s kingdom, as evidenced by churches coming into 
existence, is a much better yardstick.

When mission agency leaders, pastors, and authors highlight engagement, 
we are not really speaking about the missionary task. The missionary task (and 
this is the task of the Church) is to fulfill the Great Commission. The concept 

of engagement is a small slice of this task. It emphasizes the need to go (to 
engage) rather than the need to evangelize, baptize, and make disciples. The 
Great Commission is not about the presence of missionaries; it is about the 
presence of God’s kingdom within a culture.

2. The unengaged paradigm is reductionist. Past definitions of 
unreached people groups had some sort of a quantitative indicator for being 
reached. Most often used and quoted is two percent, which can be seen in the 
IMB definition above. Is two percent enough to be confident that the gospel message 
has been adequately absorbed in a culture? Is two percent enough for a people to be 
considered reached? 

These are difficult questions to answer. None of us would be satisfied with 
a church in our own culture that represented only two percent of the popula-
tion. Yet, when we look at many of the unreached people groups in our world 
today, a church of two percent in each of them would be nothing short of  
miraculous. Perhaps that is why it is tempting to make the goal the deploy-
ment of workers to the unengaged. The larger goal (which is already rather 
reductionist) seems unattainable. Setting a lower goal makes our task easier.

An article in Christianity Today on Rick Warren’s current mission emphasis 
highlights this sort of reductionism. He states, “We are making sure that we 
get a church and a Bible, or at least part of the Scriptures, translated, and a 
Christian in every one of those 3,400 unengaged people groups.” Praise 

s y m p o s i u m

None of us would be satisfied with a 
church in our own culture that represented only 
two percent of the population.
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God for Pastor Rick’s passion and vision. If only more pastors had this kind 
of thinking! Yet, note the difference between his vision and the long-held 
two percent goal. It is quite a long way from where we started.

3. The unengaged paradigm is a stop along the way—it is the  
engagement, not the bride. By this time, many of my detractors are no 
doubt thinking, “Ted, relax, before we can get to the larger goal we need to 
start work in all of the unengaged groups.” I understand this is true. 
However, why then do we use names like “Finishing the Task” to describe 
these efforts. Why not call it what it really is: “Starting to Get Serious about 
Finishing the Task” or “Reducing the Task to Something We Think We Can 
Actually Do?”

I would suggest that the unengaged paradigm is tactical, not strategic.  
It defines a battle within the larger war. I challenge leaders to ask themselves 
this: When there is a missionary presence in all of the unengaged groups, will the 
task of the Great Commission then be complete? Certainly not! Let’s not move 
our eye off the ball. The long-term goal is not to be engaged, but to have a 
bride. We want to see the Bride of Christ maturing in all people groups. 

4. The unengaged paradigm creates a fog in the pew. A consultant I 
have met likes to repeat the phrase, “If there is a mist in the pulpit, there is a 
fog in the pew.” My sense is that few who stand behind our pulpits are clear 

on the missiological idea behind “unreached.” After thirty-plus years of 
Perspectives courses, books, agency focus, and many other efforts, we are 
just now getting to the point in which the average pastor knows what an 
unreached people group is. 

Concepts like the 10/40 Window have been remarkably helpful in making 
this happen. Knowing these concepts and building on them to take action, 
however, are very different. We need to consolidate the gains, not move the 
markers.

The unengaged paradigm does highlight the reality of our collective  
inability to mobilize missionaries (either by sending our own or partnering 
with churches in cultures). Sometime in the next decade or two, I assume the 
list of unengaged groups will dwindle down to nothing. What then? Will our 

My sense is that few who stand behind our 
pulpits are clear on the missiological idea behind 
”unreached.“
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sense of accomplishment deflate our sense of urgency in the task?
As a frequent speaker in Perspectives courses, I often highlight that the 

deployment of missionaries globally reveals that most Christian workers 
continue to focus on people groups with some Christian exposure. While 
progress has been made, the same emphasis that was needed in 1978 is still 
relevant and still needed. Just as the unreached paradigm may be making 
critical gains, the unengaged paradigm seeks to displace it.

5. The unengaged paradigm is not a product of academic and 
international collaboration. My final concern is that the concept was not 
vetted or discussed globally within the broader Church. My first taste of this 
happened in a conversation with a mobilizer who works in the Spanish-
speaking world. I was informed that the phrase “unengaged” might work 
well in English, but it is a disaster in Spanish. There is no equivalent phrase 
that resonates clearly in the Hispanic world.

Could it be that the unengaged concept is one more in a long list of American 
ideas that was not properly studied by missiologists and considered by the Global 
Church? I certainly hope not, because the Majority World Church represents 
the largest opportunity for kingdom expansion. The unengaged paradigm 
would be much stronger if it were coming from Majority Church leadership 
rather than told to them. Laying a foundation of collaboration should be the 
minimal effort we make before launching marketing campaigns.

Moving Forward
Unengaged is here to stay. Too many organizations and churches have 

already gotten on the bandwagon. My own organization is wrestling with 
how to respond to it. In light of this, what steps should missiologists, missionaries, 
and churches take to make sure that this new paradigm is maximized while doing as 
little harm as possible to longer term goals?

First, let’s define our terms and make sure that the members of our 
organizations and churches understand what we are talking about. 
Deploying missionaries to the unengaged is a tactical step along the way; it 
does not finish the task. Our people need to be aware of this and embrace the 

s y m p o s i u m

The unengaged paradigm would be 
much stronger if it were coming from Majority 
Church leadership rather than told to them.
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difference. One missiologist has recommended that agencies consider using 
the phrase “least engaged” as an alternate to unengaged. The advantage of 
that word “least” is that it represents a continuum rather than the “on/off” 
paradigm that unengaged represents.

Second, we need to raise missiological awareness regarding church 
planting. “Church planting” is a missiological phrase, not a term we find 
in the Bible. It is an overarching concept for all of the strategies and method-
ologies we utilize to obey the Great Commission. The Church and the  
multiplication of the Church make possible other strategies. Only church 
planting encompasses evangelism, baptism, discipleship, and makes Christian 
maturity possible. We should continue to wrestle with the qualitative nature 
of the Great Commission, not just the quantitative aspects. 

Third, we need to raise awareness about scripture translation. Many 
of these unengaged groups are oral and we must consider the type and quality 
of translation work we do in communicating with them. These concepts must 
be done in the context of the local culture, as well as in partnership with the 
broader, culturally-near church. Past the oral efforts we must then look to 
helping with translation efforts so churches can thrive.  

Finally, we need to take a page from Warren’s book and learn how 
to communicate like he does. He is a master in taking a complicated task 
and making it attainable. This reveals the primary benefit of the unengaged 
paradigm. Utilizing its effectiveness as a communication tool is important 
for us even as we simultaneously work to raise the bar, not lower it, in the 
Church’s understanding of the Great Commission mandate.

Endnote
1. There are many theological assumptions behind closure missiology as well as 

ramifications about this emphasis on completing the Great Commission. For example, 
some who advocate closure missiology may quote Matthew 24:14: “And this gospel 
of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all 
nations, and then the end will come.” In doing so, they are making the case that they 
are hastening Christ’s return by their activities. This is a rather human-centric view 
of eschatology in which the actions of people determine God’s timing. Since believ-
ers in the first century were prepared for Christ’s return, it is likely best that we don’t 
consider our efforts as ushering in the new kingdom.

Ted Esler is executive vice president of Pioneers USA. Ted was a church 
planter in Bosnia Herzegovina during the 1990s and has a PhD in 
missiology from Fuller Theological Seminary.
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Response #1

Balance in Mission Strategy
By Steve Sang-Cheol Moon

T ed Esler’s article is a careful missiological reflection on the unengaged 
paradigm. His argument for “robust missiological dialogue” is  
convincing. It is desirable that mission strategists and missiologists 

have more time for fellowship and dialogue. 
Esler’s article reminded me of the need for balance in strategizing  

missions. Basically, we need balance between different emphases and 
orientations, which is not necessarily a matter of right or wrong. Different 
individuals and organizations can rightly have particular commitments and 
foci, but need to respect the perspectives of other harvest forces. Let me 
suggest five areas in which we need balance.

First, we need balance between passion and reflection. Mission strat-
egists and mobilizers are passionate, whereas missiologists are reflective. 
They need to learn from one another, and they need to complement and  
reinforce one another. 

Second, we need balance between regular missions and frontier 
missions. Pioneers of frontier missions did not promote frontier missions at 
the expense of regular missions. Missionary service in more receptive areas 
consolidates the foundation of frontier missions in the next generation. 

Third, we need balance between task-orientation and relationship-
orientation. Strategists and mobilizers in the West tend to be task-oriented, 
whereas relationship comes before tasks in the Majority World. Mission 
consultations and forums need to set aside time for relationship-building to 
create a secure setting of dialogue before dealing with specific agendas. If this 
time isn't set aside, then participants from the Majority World will be very 
careful not to pour cold water on the dominant opinions. 

Fourth, we need balance between a sense of urgency and a long-
term perspective. Strategists of frontier missions carry a sense of urgency, 
especially in their “closure missiology,” which often provides churches and 
Christians fresh, motivating energy. Missiologists study mission academi-
cally so they tend to think broadly in their geographical scope and time span. 
We need both perspectives. The sense of urgency could raise the level of  
effectiveness and efficiency as long as it overcomes myopia. 

Fifth, we need balance between strategic planning and keeping in 
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step with the Spirit. The approach of strategic planning can fall into the pit 
of artificial plans and campaigns unless it is controlled by the guidance of 
the Spirit. Missiologists need to pray more to be led by the Spirit in doing 
missiology. Mission strategists need to pray more to be guided by the Spirit 
before setting specific goals.

We need one another in order to keep balance better. We need to pay  
attention to what others say at the deep level. We need to respect different 
roles, commitments, and orientations in doing missions. In the process, let’s 
be careful not to claim a paradigmatic theory as the grand unified theory. 

Response #2

Steve Sang-Cheol Moon is executive director of the Korea Research 
Institute for Mission. He is a graduate of Trinity Evangelical Divinity 
School with a PhD in intercultural studies.

A “Straw-man” Case? 
By Paul Eshleman

 In his final words to his followers, Jesus told them to make disciples of all 
nations or peoples. The idea that 2,000 years later there should still be 
unengaged, unreached people groups is a sad and heartbreaking indict-

ment of the Global Church. Despite 12 million vocational workers and 
43,000 denominations, we seem unable to make disciples in the few thou-
sand people groups that remain. 

Unengaged, unreached people groups (UUPG) have no church, no  
missionary, and no one planning to go to them. Most have no translated 
scripture and no known believers. Forty-one years after Ralph Winter 
sounded the alarm, it is long past the time to be obedient to the One who 
cared about one lost sheep, one lost coin, and one lost son. 

In his article, Ted Esler builds a “straw-man” case. If Esler had checked the 
general approach of most ministries embracing the “unengaged” paradigm, 
he would have found most of his concerns already being addressed. As a 
leader of just one of these networks, let me offer a few observations. 

1. Measuring the workers. Esler has a problem with a people group not 
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being considered engaged without “full-time workers.” This was simply an 
attempt by the Finishing the Task Network to measure the quality of the  
engagement by the amount of time given by the workers to evangelism and 
church planting. The progress has been amazing! The FTT Network has 
tracked the new engagement of 1,213 people groups since November of 
2006. Nearly 295 churches and organizations have sent out 14,810 full-time 
workers and are coordinating the ministry of 47,514 bi-vocational workers 
and part-time workers. Of these workers, 96% are nationals from the country 
of the UUPG.  

2. Defining engagement. Most mission leaders don’t equate “deployed” 
with their definition of engaged. FTT uses the International Mission Board’s 
definition which is (1) full-time workers, (2) living among the people group, 
(3) seeking to minister in the people group language, (4) for the long term.  

3. The ultimate goal. Of course, the ultimate goal is the fulfillment of 

our Lord’s Great Commission. The task we are finishing right now is the task 
of beginning to make disciples in every people group. That seems to me to 
have a greater basis in scripture than the arbitrary two percent evangelical 
believers proposed by missiologists some years ago. All mission work begins 
with being obedient to do what Jesus told us to do. Go, make disciples, teach 
them to observe all things I have commanded you. Therefore, I believe the 
engagement paradigm is a great mobilizing tool and an important first step 
toward our ultimate goal of making disciples of all nations. 

There is much work yet to be done. Engagement is just a beginning. Teach-
ing them to “observe all things I have commanded you” will take a lifetime. 
Let’s continue to encourage one another and pray the Lord of the Harvest to 
send workers into his harvest until we have scripture in every language, the 
gospel for every person, a church in every village, and a disciple-maker in 
every people group.

Dr. Paul Eshleman is vice president of partnerships for Cru. Paul 
founded the JESUS Film Project and served as its director for 
twenty-five years. He currently serves as the director of the Finishing 
the Task Network and president of the Issachar Initiative. 

All mission work begins with being 
obedient to do what Jesus told us to do.
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Priority and Strategy
By John Becker

I commend Ted Esler for writing this helpful article. He raises important 
questions regarding the missiological impact of the concept of the unen-
gaged. His four suggestions on the way forward are excellent and I want 

to be a part of seeing these realized. Although I affirm what Ted has written, 
I do want to challenge some of his conclusions. 

#1. A mobilization tool, not a missiological goal. Engaging the unen-
gaged has always been about church-planting presence, not just presence alone. 
The first time I encountered this terminology was in 2005 during a discus-
sion on priorities for our network. We believe we were acting in the spirit of 
the Apostle Paul, who made it his “ambition to preach the Gospel where 
Christ was not known” (Rom. 15:20) and according to his question “How 
can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they 
hear without someone preaching to them?” (Rom. 10:14).  

For lack of a better term, we adopted “unengaged” as a way to discuss 
prioritizing those people groups that, to our best knowledge, had no known 
laborers among them with the goal of seeing indigenous churches emerge. 
We then defined “engagement,” which includes sowing the good news in 
such a way that everyone can hear and movements may result. The real goal 
is multiplying communities of believers among all people groups (panta ta 
Ethne) so that the universal Church of Jesus Christ reaches its full maturity. 

#2. Reductionist. I believe focus on engaging the unengaged is about 
priority and strategy. First, we must do everything possible to ensure there is 
access to and the presence of the gospel. Monitoring engagement follows this 
to ensure ongoing and effective church planting is underway. We define  
“effective” as strategies, with Holy Spirit empowerment, that lead to  

Response #3

The goal is multiplying communities of believers 
among all people groups so that the Universal Church 
of Jesus Christ reaches its full maturity.
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coordinator of the Global Muslim Ministries Network. 

significant numbers of the population having a viable way to hear, respond 
to, and become disciples.

#3. Fog. We certainly have a long way to go. However, I believe Esler’s 
article does not appreciate the growing success of this focus. The average 
Christian does not know how the Church is doing on fulfilling the Great 
Commission and is surprised that there are still groups who have no access 
nor church. 

Issachar, FTT, Call2All, Unleashed for the Unreached, and our network 
are making significant progress remedying this. Pat Murdock, executive  
director of Issachar, shared with me that as a result of the seven summits they 
have sponsored, over two thousand marketplace, mission, and church lead-
ers had their first opportunity to embrace the unengaged as a priority. This 
has resulted in billions of dollars pledged and new strategic initiatives.  

In our network, we have seen 259 new engagements since January 2008, 

as well as solid, time-oriented commitments to engage another dozen. 
#4. Full-time workers. I want to also affirm Esler’s caution on assuming 

that engagement is only going to happen by “full-time workers,” which I 
believe him to mean full-time sent expatriate missionaries. In fact, we are 
seeing the most effective engagement and multiplication of churches by 
near-culture believers, and the resident diaspora church that has caught a 
vision for their unengaged neighbors. 

#5. Collaboration. Esler touches on something very important—the 
need for deep, robust, and diverse dialogue about the unengaged. We have 
fallen short on this, but it has always been the goal. Those leading the  
conversation have sought to be biblical, spiritual, and inclusive. I believe this 
has not just been the product of America, but godly leaders from all over with 
a common passion for where there is no church. Together, let’s keep on learn-
ing towards obedience. 

Esler touches on something very 
important—the need for deep, robust, and 
diverse dialogue about the unengaged. 
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 In recent years, much has been said about the 
good and the bad of short-term missions. Short-term 
missions have been around long enough to have  
history. In that history, there is as much to be ashamed 

of as there is to celebrate. 

But we are learning. We are learning what’s right and what’s wrong with 
making short trips on a mission that requires a long obedience. 

Looking back, we now know that short-term missions are a consequence of 
globalization—a product of wealth, freedom, mobility, and Global Christian-
ity. But something deeper is drawing us out. Something more powerful than 
globalization has given rise to short-term missions. We find it tucked away in 
Paul’s letter to the church in Philippi.

First, however, there is something you need to know about me. It turns out, 
I have been a short-term missionary my entire career spanning thirty-five 
years. The first hint of that deep tug came long before I knew what it was. It 
started when my wife, Michele, and I visited a tiny church in Michigan where 
we met a man from India. Rev. John told of his ministry in India, the orphans 
he cared for, the school for Christian workers, and the churches he had 

Short-Term 
Mission 
Partnerships:
By Daniel Rickett

Lessons from Paul and the Philippians



planted. He was not a particularly impressive man, except he seemed to be as 
spiritually rich as he was materially poor. 

We forgot about John until months later when we received a letter. He  
explained his son’s desire to go to Bible college and asked for help. Two years 
later, we had gathered enough money to bring the young man to the U.S. and 
enroll him in college. Unfortunately, our intentions were pure but our plan 
was flawed. The young man was not prepared for Bible college. He returned 
home within two years without completing his studies.

It was a crushing disappointment. We had sacrificed a lot and did our best 
to act in brotherly love, but it all came apart and everyone got hurt. 

But I’m getting ahead of the story. Let me back up. We were in Bible college 
at the time. We were learning to do whatever Jesus said and we knew he said, 
“Love one another.” It only seemed right that if we could go to Bible college 
then our brothers and sisters in Christ ought to have the same opportunity. 
With the help of classmates, we launched a ministry to provide scholarships 
for international students.  

It was during that time that we became increasingly aware of the  
enormous scope and diversity of Global Christianity. We discovered that 
countless brothers and sisters in Christ live under extreme conditions and 
nearby peoples yet unreached with the good news. 

Photos ourtesy Daniel Rickett



148   EMQ   April 2015

After college one late and very dark night, God crystallized it for me in a 
vision. I stood at the end of a long dock on the Gulf of Mexico. Several islands 
created a barrier between me and the open water. I could not distinguish where 
water ended and land began. But I could see lights in the distance. On one end 
of the horizon, the lights of a bridge to the islands shined like stars leading to 
a cluster of lights. As I scanned from left to right, the band of lights dwindled 
to a few lights in the darkness. Beyond them the horizon was completely dark 
save for a single red blinking light. 

I knew immediately I was looking at an image of the world today where the 
light of Christ does not shine and fellow Christians stand alone. I fell to my 
knees and wept for those in darkness and our brothers and sisters in Christ 
who suffer for his name. Since that day, I have ordered my life to serve the 
servants of God in the hard places. 

What compelled me then compels short-term missions today. It is this: we 
who believe in Jesus are citizens of heaven on earth. It is our heavenly citizenship 
that draws us out and draws us together. In Christ, we have the same identity, 
we love the same things, and we’re all in the same struggle—to live like citizens 
of heaven on earth. 

Showing up, working together, and partnering in the gospel is not merely a 
strategy or method of mission. It’s part of who we are in Christ. It’s an  
expression of our new citizenship. It is in our character—the new character we 
are receiving—to have the same purpose, love the same things, and serve with 
self-sacrificing humility and love. Standing together and working together is 
woven into the fabric of our new identity. It’s who we are now, or more accu-
rately, who we are becoming. 

Are you getting it? This is living as citizens of heaven on earth. Or it can be. 
It can be if we follow the example of Paul and his dear friends in Philippi. 
When we study Paul’s relationship with the church of Philippi, we discover a 
lot about how to live as citizens of heaven on earth. 

What did they have together? Among all of the churches Paul started, what 
made this relationship an example worth following? Some say that Paul’s rela-
tionship with the church of Philippi doesn’t provide a model for mission 
partnerships. But what does it matter? Model or not, Paul’s relationship with 
the church of Philippi is worth emulating not because of the similarity of  
circumstances with our day, but because of the basis of their fellowship in the 
gospel. 

So what was it? What did they have together? Three points stand above all 
the others. As citizens of heaven on earth, Paul and the Philippians had the 
same passion, shared the same identity, and were all in the same struggle. 

#1. Paul and the Christian believers in Philippi had the same  
passion: Christ and the gospel. Paul was all about the gospel. It was the 
singular passion of his life. To proclaim the gospel was to proclaim Christ. For 
Paul, Christ and the gospel were nearly interchangeable. 
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In the course of their relationship, the Philippians came to share Paul’s 
passion for the gospel. It was this passion that both defined and energized 
their mutual affection. It’s no wonder Paul loved them so dearly. They loved 
what he loved. They were with him in the furtherance of the gospel. They 
demonstrated it by sending him material help on more than one occasion and 
by living out the truth of the gospel in Philippi under difficult conditions. 

Paul and the Philippians cared deeply about the progress of the gospel. This 
models for us that a passion for Christ and the gospel must be at the center of 
our short-term mission partnerships. Nothing else is strong enough to hold us 
together. Allow an ideal or a cause to eclipse the centrality of Christ in your 
relationship and it will eventually fall apart or fizzle out. Shared values are 
powerful. They bring people together and hold people together for a time. It’s 
not uncommon to see people rally around a cause. 

In our broken world there are plenty of causes. End hunger. End poverty. 
End slavery. These are all important and noble causes. I am personally involved 
in fighting the global plague of abuse and exploitation of women and girls. Yet, 
as compelling as such causes are, human suffering is not the energy of the 
gospel. The energy of the gospel is that Christ is in it with us. 

It all turns on Christ. Christ Jesus is not merely an ideal around which 
people may rally. He is the One anointed to put everything under his charge. 
He is the head of the Church. He lives and works in believers through the 
presence of the Holy Spirit. He is the source and means of the reconciling work 
of God in the world. 

#2. Paul and the Philippians shared the same identity. They were 
fellow citizens with God’s people and members of his household (Eph. 2:19). 
Their names were written in heaven. 

When the Philippians confessed Christ, it changed everything. They re-
ceived a new family. Fellow Christians were now their new tribe, no matter 
their ethnic origin, social class, or former religion. They received a new way of 
life, a way of life characterized by love, joy, blamelessness, unity, selflessness, 
and humility. They received a new distinction, “the distinction between the 
righteous and the wicked, between those who serve God and those who do 
not” (Mal. 3:18). 

In Christ, the Philippians became citizens of heaven on earth. As new citi-
zens, however, they had much to learn and very little of their past prepared 
them for it. They had to learn to “set their hearts on things above, where Christ 
is, seated at the right hand of God” (Col. 3:1). 

#3. Paul and the believers in Philippi were in the same struggle—to 
live like citizens of heaven on earth. In Christ, their citizenship had been 
transported from earth to heaven. But they were still on earth and unschooled 
in their new life. And so they struggled. They struggled within themselves, 
among themselves, and against those opposed to Christ and his gospel. 

We find in Philippians the struggle for the progress of the gospel plays out 
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in three dimensions: the personal level, the community level, and the global 
level. On the personal level, the struggle is to be fully conformed to Christ. It is 
the transforming work of God in the believer’s life whereby he or she is restored 
to the purpose God intended. And although it is a process begun in this life 
and completed at the resurrection, the struggle is to go all the way with Christ.

On the community level, the struggle is to experience the spiritual oneness 
that is already there in Christ. But just as the Philippians must learn to be 
conformed to Christ, so they must learn to maintain the unity that is  
produced by the Spirit. Such unity is the key to steadfastness in the face of  
adversity and the evidence of their heavenly citizenship. 

On the global level, the struggle is to announce Jesus Christ, Lord and Savior, 
and all that follows the reign of God in human affairs. As the Bible says, “He 
has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of 
you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” 
(Micah 6:8). 

In the face of all these struggles, Paul had one thing to say to the Philippi-
ans: “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel 
of Christ” (1:27). 

I have two daughters. They are adults now and precious to me. All their lives 
I have urged them to abide in Christ and walk in the Spirit. And whatever 
happens, I’ll know they are okay. I’ll know they have the peace that transcends 
understanding and the strength to live with joy. 

This was Paul’s fervent appeal to the Philippians. He cared deeply for them. 
He wanted the best for them. So he packed it all in a single line, something 
they could easily remember: “Walk in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.” 
Only in this way will they live as citizens of heaven on earth. 

A Different Paradigm
Paul’s relationship with the church of Philippi calls for a different paradigm 

of short-term mission. It changes the way we envision and plan short-term 
missions. It changes our approach from a hodgepodge of unrelated trips to a 
series of intentional engagements with the same people in the same place. It 
changes our starting position from being givers to first being friends. It 
changes our orientation from being teachers and service providers to being 
companions in the gospel. It changes our methods from doing for others to 
accompanying others in living like citizens of heaven on earth. It changes the 
impression we leave from being tourists to being fellow citizens in the struggle 
to act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with God (Micah 6:8). 
What Must We Do? 

Where do we go from here? I have seven ideas.
1. We must put the fellowship of the gospel at the center of our mis-

sion relationships. We do this by praying together, worshiping together, 
partaking of the Lord’s Supper together, encouraging one another in the faith, 
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and supporting one another in the progress of the gospel in our personal lives, 
in the church, and in the world.

2. We must not think or work on a short-term scale. It takes time to 
understand the concerns and interests of others. It takes months of listening, 
learning, and building relationships in order to effectively enter into and share 
in the work of others. 

3. We must stop presuming the lead role in cross-global ministry and 
instead recognize that the lead roles are played by the local  
Christians. If we presume to have the lead role, we won’t have partnering 
relationships, we’ll have paternal relationships. And we’ve already seen the 
debilitating consequences of paternalism. 

4. We must give up the notion that the main goal of short-term mis-
sions is to find ourselves, develop our gifts, or make sense of life. These 
things may come, but to put them first is to put ourselves first and others sec-
ond. In actual fact, we become conformed to Christ by practicing his example 
of self-sacrificing humility and love. 

5. We must quit “moving on” when things go wrong and learn to stay 
put. The Philippians didn’t give up on Paul when it seemed to be going badly 
for him. Instead of pulling back, they stepped forward to get closer and join in 
Paul’s struggle. If we view relationships as disposable, it’s hard to have  
authentic partnership. 

6. We must make global, globally adapted partnerships, standing firm 
in one Spirit, and striving together as one for the faith of the gospel. Just 
as the Holy Spirit’s presence is the key to unity in the local church, so his pres-
ence is the key to working together for the gospel in the Global Church. 

7. We must understand that partnership in the gospel is not so much 
a method of Christian mission as it is an expression of our heavenly citi-
zenship on earth. It is the nature, the new nature, of our unity in Christ to 
pursue the progress of the gospel together. 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians informs us that partnership is above all fellow-
ship in the gospel. But the letter does more than inform. It also demonstrates 
how to live as citizens of heaven on earth. 

Everything we know about the “body life” of the local church applies to 
the Global Church. All over the world, brothers and sisters in Christ struggle 
against poverty, injustice, and opposition to the good news of Christ. But 
they don’t have to struggle alone. We have each other. We’re made for this. 
And now is the time. 

Daniel Rickett is executive vice president of She Is Safe. He is author 
of Making Your Partnership Work (2002) and Building Strategic 
Relationships (2008). Additional articles and resources on partner-
ship can be found at www.danielrickett.com. 
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Why did the Momina people of the south-
ern lowlands of West Papua, Indonesia, 
convert to Christianity? What were the 
cultural and social forces that precipitated the 
people movement among the Momina? I would 

suggest that seven recognizable motivating factors led to the conver-
sion of the Momina people of the village of Sumo, and subsequently 
to the majority of this people group.1

#1. New Revelation
In March 1979, my wife, Wapke, and I, along with Joel, our 4-week-old 

son, went to live among the Momina people of the village of Sumo. A man 
named Moorookoo prepared them for our coming and for hearing the  
gospel. He had a dream which foretold the coming of the white people with 
a new revelation. 

One evening, about ten to fifteen years prior to the first contact with RBMU 
International2 missionaries in 1974, Moorookoo fell asleep after a hard day’s 
hunting. As he slept, he dreamed of being taken up to the dwelling place of 
the “people who shed their skin” (ke keeaeema mee nya) in the sky. 

He was looking around trying to get his bearings when he was confronted 
by the sky “people who shed their skin.” They informed him that at a future 
time people with white skins and straight hair like a cassowary would come 
to his village with a new revelation that they must obey. They also told him 
that these outsiders would fell the trees at the junction of the Sumo and the 
Akiin Rivers. When he awoke, he shared his dream with the people of his 
longhouse. They took what he said very seriously and remembered it.

One year before the first mission contact was made, Moorookoo went into 
the jungle with two men named Sooai and Obaee from the Sumo longhouse. 
After some time in the jungle, Moorookoo saw a ladder reaching up to the 
sky. At the top of the ladder, he saw the sky people who were calling him to 
come and join them. Sooai and Obaee, however, could not see the ladder and 
were mystified when he told them that he was going to leave them to go to 

A man named Moorookoo prepared 
them for our coming and for hearing the gospel. He 
had a dream which foretold the coming of the white 
people with a new revelation. 
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the place in the sky. 
Not wanting him to leave them, Sooai and Obaee responded by physi-

cally restraining him and dragging him back to the village against his will. 
Within two days, Moorookoo died of no apparent cause. For several nights, 
the people of the longhouse talked among themselves trying to figure out the 
meaning of these events.

When Bruno de Leeuw and John Wilson trekked into the Sumo area from 
the Yali village of Ninia between February 4 and 14 of 1974 to establish the 
first expatriate missionary contact with the Momina people, the Momina 
agreed that these must be the white people of whom Moorookoo had spoken. 

Three years later, when the trees were cut down at the junction of the Sumo 
and Akiin Rivers to build the Sumo airstrip, the rest of the dream began to 
fall into place. Finally, when my family and I moved to Sumo after overseeing 
the work from the Yali village of Holuwon during the previous year, we were 
identified as the bearers of the new revelation.

Thus, Moorookoo’s dream foretelling the coming of the white people with 
a new revelation both prepared and predisposed the Momina people of 
Sumo towards the acceptance of the Christian message. This is arguably the 
single most important factor in their initial acceptance of Christianity. The 
fact that Moorookoo’s dream involved the sky “people who shed their skin” 
and thus have eternal life, gave this revelation genuine credibility. It created 
a sense of expectancy, with respect to the restoration of communication and 
the regaining of eternal life, which had been lost because of the breaking of 
the primeval prohibition.

Application: In mission, it is important to recognize that God gets there 
before we do. He is at work in the lives of communities and individuals before 
the missionary arrives on the scene. As we enter new situations, we need to be 
open to what God is already doing and endeavor to appropriately reconcile our 
mission with his mission.

#2. Relevance of the Initial Message
The Christian message was initially, yet unwittingly, presented to the 

Momina as the way to eternal life. This touched them at the point of their 
deepest longing and was an important motivating factor in their acceptance 
of the message. Although during the early stages of my time among the  
Momina I was ignorant of the Momina myth concerning the fall and the loss 
of eternal life and the many life motifs within their spirit cosmology, they 
were not and they reinterpreted the message in light of their longing and 
expectation.

Application: We must work hard at discovering the significant worldview 
themes and motifs that act as bridges over which the gospel may flow. We may 
stumble upon these at first, but eventually we must develop these themes and 
motifs in a comprehensive manner if the gospel is to take root in a society.
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#3. Desire for Peace
Christianity came to the people of Sumo at a point in time when they were 

decreasing numerically because of the raiding of the Citak people to the 
south and the internal feuding among themselves. They were tired of this 
cycle of events from which they could find no escape. This lifestyle of conflict, 
violence, and fear can best be illustrated by offering three examples of events 
that occurred during our early years of living among the Momina: 

First, a man from the Momina village of Morokoo was living among 
his traditional enemies in the Citak village of Wemeni. Three years 
earlier, he had married into this longhouse community in an attempt to  
secure peace between the two warring parties.3 He had lived there for those 
three years and the peace had been maintained. One night in November 
1979, just seven months after we had moved to Sumo, he arose in the middle 
of the night while everyone was sleeping and broke the arrow tips of the men 
living in that longhouse. 

Just before dawn, he signalled to the men from his own village of Morokoo 
to commence the raid. They moved in silently and attacked, killing seven 
men and causing the rest to flee into the jungle by way of escape. During the 
raid, they captured eight women who were taken by the raiders as wives. 
Several children were also captured and adopted into the group.

Second, in the Momina village of Rekai a woman was killed by the 
villagers. She had been one of the four wives of a leading man called Bobe, 
who had died the previous year. The people of the village believed that she 
was responsible for her late husband’s death, having killed him by means of 
sorcery. For several nights, they discussed this among themselves. 

Then, one day in June 1983, they decided to take revenge. As a group, they 
went to the woman’s house early in the morning. Dragging her outside, they 
bound her arms and legs with vines and proceeded to beat her with sticks 
until her arms and legs were broken. After this, they took her to river and 
threw her into the fast-flowing water to her death.

Third, in September 1985 a man from the Momina village of Kei Kye 
decided he wanted to take another man’s wife as his own. He persuaded 
his own wife to commit adultery with the other man. When she had done so, 
she reported back to her husband who pretended to become very angry. He  
demanded that the other man make payment for his wrongdoing. 

Christianity came to the people of Sumo at a 
point in time when they were decreasing numerically.
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After receiving three pigs, he still pretended not to be satisfied and per-
suaded five younger male relatives to seek out the man and kill him. Finding 
him at his jungle house, where he had gone to escape the demands of the 
angry husband, they made a surprise attack and filled the man full of arrows. 
Later, the husband who had arranged the killing claimed the dead man’s wife 
as his own.

One of the leading men at Sumo, Kotakenee, who became a prime advo-
cate for the acceptance of Christianity, had five of his six brothers killed by 
the neighboring village of Makoo. So when the Dani evangelists bore witness 
of how the acceptance of Christianity had brought peace, the result was that 
Kotakenee and others viewed Christianity as a vehicle for bringing peace to 
their strife-torn community. 

Application: Christianity never enters a vacuum; there are always socio-
cultural and political factors that either contribute to or hinder the accep-
tance of the Christian faith. It is important to understand these factors if the 
gospel is to be presented in a way that has the best possibility of acceptance.

#4. Material Advantages
The Momina associated the coming of Western material goods with the 

arrival of the Christian message. I remember talking to a man named Ake 
about two years after we had moved to Sumo. He asked me, “Resee (Les), did 
your people have axes, machetes, and clothes before you became Christians?” 

He was quite shocked when I explained that we had all those things 
before we became Christians. He had associated these Western material 
goods with the acceptance of Christianity. Clearly, many of the Sumo 
people were at least partly motivated in their acceptance of Christianity by 
their desire for Western goods. While the Momina have not participated in 
a cargo-type movement, they, like many other Melanesians, are cargoistic 
in their thinking. Darrell Whiteman is correct when he writes:

The traditional religion of Melanesians was a pragmatic one, and so 
concern with social and economic well-being was of paramount impor-
tance in religious beliefs and ritual. It is therefore not unreasonable to 
assume that their interpretation of Christianity would be similar. That 
is, the obvious wealth and power of the European was related to his 
practice of Christianity. (1980, 190)

In the eyes of the Momina, there is a definite linkage between adopting 
Christianity and economic and material well-being.

Application: It is important to be aware of the mixture of motives that 
individuals or communities have in coming to faith in Christ. Misunder-
standing and misperceptions can only be addressed if they are recognised 
and brought out into the open.
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#5. Christianity: A Religion of Power
The Sumo people, like most other Melanesians, are concerned with the 

acquisition of power. Since Western material goods were esteemed and West-
ern medicine was regarded as superior, it was not unnatural for them to  
assume that Western religion must be more powerful and therefore desired. 

Through modern medicine and prayer, the sick were healed in ways that 
the shaman could not do. The introduction of new crops and better methods 
of agriculture showed power over the environment. Contact with me and my 
family made them realize that there was a world out there of which they 
knew little, and precipitated in them a thirst for knowledge of and contact 
with the outside world. Planes, radios, and other products of our technology 
were considered instruments of power. 

However, it would be wrong to overemphasize the identification of West-
ern power and wealth with Christianity in the minds of the Momina. Paral-
lel to their encounter with Western mission, there was an almost 
simultaneous, yet periodic, encounter with a variety of non-Christian  
westerners, including German tourists, Indonesian government officials, 

commercial pilots, and a Japanese television crew which distributed large 
quantities of material goods in a very indiscriminant fashion. The Momina 
soon realized that all white people were not the same; neither did they all 
subscribe to Christian beliefs and practices. 

We must also take into account the fact that power encounters played a 
significant role in the conversion of the Momina. The first of these was pre-
cipitated by the Dani evangelists. On one of my visits towards the end of 
1978, the Dani evangelists explained that the Sumo people wanted to destroy 
their fetishes. They told how they had advised them to wait until I moved 
there permanently, and other Momina groups agreed, so that several Mo-
mina villages could do it together at a large fetish-burning ceremony in true 
Dani style. 

However, that was not the Momina approach, and sometime during our 
first few months in Sumo they decided as a community to dispose of their 
fetishes. After an extended period of consultation among themselves, they 
simply threw them in the river without any ceremony or fuss. The Dani 
evangelists had advocated this change by their witness to what had  

The fact that Christianity was regarded as a 
religion of power was an important motivating factor.
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happened among their own people, while the Sumo people responded  
positively to this new idea by destroying their fetishes. 

This was their first step in the process of conversion to Christianity. In 
destroying their fetishes they were rejecting their old primal religion as a 
system and accepting Christianity. They were both saying and proving by 
this act of faith that the God of Christianity was in a significant way stronger 
than the spirits of their primal religion. 

At this point, their knowledge of the God of Christianity or his Son Jesus 
Christ was very limited, but they acted on that limited knowledge and expe-
rienced God to be powerful in this authentic life encounter. This was the first of 
many subsequent steps in the process of what Alan Tippett calls multi-individu-
al conversion. In talking with a number of the older men of the village a few 
months after this event, they explained that when they threw their fetishes into 
the river, they visibly saw the spirits depart from the village.

Over the coming months, many visitors from other villages came to visit 
their kinsmen. I became aware that they were taking off their fetishes prior 
to entering the village. Out of curiosity, I questioned one of the visitors as to 
why they were acting in this way. His reply took me by surprise: “This is 
God’s place, we don’t need them here.” 

The destruction of the fetishes and the associated change in allegiance 
precipitated a process of gradual reassessment in many areas of Momina life. 
This reassessment is particularly evident in the way that the Sumo people 
handled the issue of taboos. Shortly after the destruction of the fetishes, 
several of the leading women in the village began to ignore important food 
taboos and started to eat the red pandanus fruit and pork which had previ-
ously been forbidden. 

Initially, this caused quite a stir and some of the men became angry  
because they had not been consulted by the women taking this action. The 
women responded by stating, “The Dani women do not obey these taboos 
(weetee) and they follow the Jesus trail, so why should we obey them?” 

One of the older men, Kotakenee, advised the men to wait and see what 
happened, which they agreed to do. When it became obvious that the 
women experienced no negative consequences because of eating the forbid-
den food, other women began to follow suit. The men, after much discussion, 
also began to break their own food taboos. It was through many similar 
power encounters in which the Momina people trusted God for protection 
that other taboos were laid aside. The fact that Christianity was regarded as 
a religion of power was an important motivating factor in their acceptance of 
Christianity.

Application: In taking the gospel to the primal peoples of the world, there 
are two aspects of power that we need to take into consideration. The first is 
the power differential that exists between Western missionaries and the 
primal people they serve. This power differential can easily distort the gospel 
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and result in a misunderstanding of the Christian faith. Second, power  
encounter should be orchestrated by God and not deliberately precipitated 
by the missionary.  

#6. Influence of Papuan and Expatriate Missionaries
Undoubtedly, some of those who became Christians were influenced in 

their decision through personal friendship with both Papuan and expatriate 
missionaries. Daniel Woin, who is today one of the most influential leaders 
within the Momina church, looks back upon his life and identifies the time 
when he agreed to help Hans Doyapo, our Papuan co-worker, chop firewood 
on a regular basis as the most significant turning point in his Christian life. 
The result of that commitment and friendship was that he became serious 
about the things of God.

The Anaboin clan, who moved to Sumo at the end of 1979, were strongly 
influenced for the gospel by the love that my wife, Wapke, showed them in 
caring for the children of the Oomatena, the daughter of the clan headman. 
On one occasion, Oomatena brought her son, Markoo, to our house. He was 
very sick with dysentery and diarrhea, which was going through the village 
at that time. 

Wapke and I had spent about three hours dripping drops of dehydration 
fluid into Markoo’s mouth. When I went into the kitchen to prepare an injec-
tion of penicillin, Markoo made a huge mess all over the back porch. Wapke 
calmly cleaned it up and when I returned Oomatena turned to me and said, 
“See, she loves me so much she would do that for me and my child.” We 
treated Oomatena’s five children on many occasions and it was incidents like 
this that opened the Anaboin clan to the gospel.

Application: I would suggest that the primary vehicle of the gospel is the 
missionary—“The missionary is the message.” We must be careful that we do 
not substitute programs for relationship. It is through weak fragile human 
beings that the gospel comes most powerfully.

#7. Vernacular Approach
Teaching, preaching, and literacy in the vernacular language played an 

important role in the communication of the Christian message to the Sumo 
people. It gave the message an inherent credibility because it came to them 
in their own language and facilitated a clear understanding on their part. 

The communication of God’s word in the vernacular language enhanced 
the value and status of language in the eyes of the Momina people. This was 
important, because the Momina were a dejected and declining people prior 
to the coming of the gospel. While it is incorrect to call this a motivating 
factor, it certainly was a factor which caused them to be receptive to the 
Christian message.

Application: There is no substitute for the communication of the gospel 
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in the heart language of the people to whom it is being communicated. 
Therefore, it is imperative that cross-cultural missionaries learn both the 
language and culture of the people they serve.

Summing Up
The Momina chose to innovate and adopt Christianity from a complex 

basis of multiple motivations, both latent and manifest. These seven moti-
vating factors functioned together as a whole and not in isolation from each 
other. 

Because of their holistic worldview, it is unlikely that they would separate 
one particular part from the whole package. The motivating factors in the 
conversion of the Momina were mixed and complex, as they always are. No 
one comes to Christ out of pure motives. The motives for conversion became 
the issues that needed dealing with during the discipling process so that they 
did not become obstacles to further growth in the faith and a deepening of 
relationship with Jesus Christ.

Endnotes
1. Darrell L. Whiteman deals with this same issue in the broader Melanesian 

context writing, “It is important, however, to note that what motivates one islander 
to adopt Christianity may be quite different from that which motivates another. In 
addition, the level of understanding as to what was being adopted, and what the  
potential benefits and responsibilities of the new religion entail varied considerably 
from one convert to another” (1980, 188). 

2. RBMU International was previously known as Regions Beyond Missionary 
Union. It traces its roots to Harley Bible College in London, founded in 1873 by Irish 
revivalist H. Grattan Guinness. In June 1995, World Team and RBMU International 
amalgamated to form World Team. However, in West Papua the mission is still known 
as RBMU International for legal purposes.

3. For the Momina, peace was established between two warring parties, either 
through the exchange of women in marriage, usually in the form of sibling exchange, 
or the exchange of children in similar fashion to that practiced by the Sawi in their 
“peace child” ceremony (cf. Richardson 1974).
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Third Culture Kids 
in the Church: 
By Michael Pollock

Finding Where You Belong

It matters what kind of 
community we choose. Not 
every church is equally 
faithful to Christ the Living 
Word and to the scriptures 
that we have been given. 



W hen returning to our passport country as 
Third Culture Kids (TCKs) or passing through another 
country getting educated, many of us feel that we 
don’t fit into the culture. Unfortunately, we can also 

feel like we don’t fit into churches, as well. 

This can be especially disorienting if church is one of the places we are 
expected to “belong.” You know the one—the one filled with all the people 
who knew you when you were little.  Or perhaps the one you visited as you 
began college, thinking that since you were a visitor, you would be made to 
feel welcome, but you weren’t. Maybe it was when you returned from overseas 
and thought you would “slip back in” to a familiar group of Christians, but 
you didn’t.  

What do you do? Does it matter? My answer to the second question is a 
resounding, YES! It matters a great deal. As to the first, let’s look at the big 
picture.

A Firm Foundation: Christ
As a follower of Christ, you belong to the Body of Christ, the universal  

Church.  This group of people, currently estimated at 2.18 billion according 
to a Pew Research study in 2011, is incredibly diverse and growing. These are 
your people, or at least, you will find your people among them.

My simple encouragement is to choose to belong to a local group of those 
believers, even when they are not as diverse or aware of the Global Church as 
you may be. Claim your heritage as a child of the Father, seek out those who 
also lift up Jesus Christ—those who honor the scriptures and actually try to 
live out what it says.  

I suddenly have the queasy feeling that after spending our first year and 
a half back in the U.S. after being in China that I might write something 
like…”There are so many varieties of practice and form that one is bound 
to find a church that suits your tastes.” No. Please, God, don’t let me become 
a consumer of the church experience!

A Firm Foundation: Community
In fact, I believe in my soul that the essence of the church is the relation-

ships that encourage each person to fidelity in life and practice to the love 
that holds the universe together, embodied for us in Immanuel, God with us, 
Yeshua of Nazareth, our Saving One. If you think I’ve gotten that first title 
wrong, check out 1 John 4:8 and 16 and Colossians 1:17.  Figuring out what 
it means to be a responsive disciple of Christ in our current context is what 
life and practice is all about. We were made to do this with one another.

So it matters what kind of community we choose. Not every church is 
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equally faithful to Christ the Living Word and to the scriptures that we have 
been given. Therefore, discernment is important, and that takes more than 
just a cursory drop-in to see if I like the dress code (Jeans or not jeans?), the 
welcome (Did I just get free coffee or did someone actually greet me and ask 
about me?), the worship style (Do I like drums behind plexi-glass or an  
organ? Did I feel like I could enter in? Was there depth as well as emotion? 
Did I feel that I was worshipping in the Presence of God with other believers?), 
and the preaching and teaching (Was it scriptural? Relevant? Challenging? 
Actionable?)  

It takes time and courage to meet people, to find out what makes that 
group of Christians tick, to know where their heart is as a congregation, and 
to know if that body has what I need and needs what I have. (Yes, it is ok to 
enter in with your needs as well as what you have to give!)

It is in community that our character is tested and honed (although I also 
agree that character is what a person chooses when no one else is looking). 
What I mean is that key elements of character (patience, faithfulness, kind-
ness, honesty, and the like) cannot be tested in a vacuum. It takes participation 
in a community of others to find out if I can apply character beyond the bounds 
of my own solitary kingdom-of-self.  

Among others, I am able to take initiative with my gifts in service and love 
towards other believers, which is, as Jesus taught in John 13:35, the key signi-
fier that I am actually a disciple of his.  

A Firm Foundation: Mission
Then there is the matter of reaching out to serve the greater community 

and to share the good news that Jesus brought. We are not intended to go out 
on our own to do that work. Funny how people often say we should not be 
lone rangers when even the famous Masked Man went everywhere with 
Tonto. Well, it is true that we can get way off course with a “just me and Jesus” 
mentality. 

When Jesus sent out his disciples, he did so in pairs and then brought 
everyone back for debriefing and further teaching. We need a local group of 
believers who will not only keep us accountable, comfort and encourage us, 
and give us a place to share our gifts, but will also send us out both near and 
far, carrying the transforming power of Christ’s love into difficult and spiri-
tually dark places. Belonging to that community of believers gives us a place 
to return, to share, to grieve, to learn, and to set out again refreshed.

Seeking the Right Community
After nine years overseas and far from our previous church home, my 

wife, daughter, and I are visiting churches, introducing ourselves, telling our 
story to people, asking questions, listening to the stories of others, compar-
ing websites to practice, and inviting pastors over for dinner.  We are explor-
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ing with caution and looking for resonance of the Spirit. I’m an MK, with 
scads of visitation experience, and honestly I have had to repent over judging 
the culture we observe. It is hard not to do so at times. Desiring to be biblical, 
we are inspecting the fruit of these various churches and looking for the 
connection to the vine (Matt. 7:15-17).  

We have attended Mass, worshipped with a great community of Charis-
matic Episcopals, put on 3D glasses for a video illustration, gathered in a 
warehouse and praised God with ripped jean guitarists, and lifted our voices 
with an organ amidst stone and stained glass. 

So what do we look for? 
1. That God-in-Three-Persons is central in life and worship.
3. That the Bible is taught and the gospel is preached.
4. That seeking the Kingdom of God is evident.
5. That the community loves each other and that love spills over to the 

greater community and world.
Some days, I deeply dislike this process, but mostly I revel in the diversity 

of Christ’s body and the expressions of a life of worship together. It is going 
to take time to feel “at home” and I wonder if feeling alien is simply one of 
the places that I am comfortable as a TCK.

For you, it may take time and may not look like your parents’ idea of church, 
but jumping into the deep end is ultimately necessary and rewarding. The 
heritage of the Body of Christ is ours and is not something we should give up 
easily. You BELONG. 

To paraphrase C.S. Lewis, once you have determined that specific groups 
of Christians really are “in the house” of belief in God through Christ, it is a 
loss to yourself to remain in the corridor of that house, shuffling your feet. 
Find an expression of the bride of Christ and pick a room! Enter in fully; you 
have much to gain and much to give. And lest you TCK readers think it is all 
up to you to make it work, it isn’t. 

What Churches Can Do
The other side of the equation is the local church, the Body of Christ. This 

body, if it is functioning correctly, receives visitors—the poor, the curious, 
the church-shopper, the out-of-towners, the returning Missionary Kid (MK), 
and many others. A welcoming community of caring Christians makes it 
much easier for a person in transition.

Surely, we are in line with our mission to reach every creature with the 
gospel of Christ when we learn to minister to each person who walks through 
the doors. It does not matter who the visitor is when he or she enters our 
community and building. Scripture says that we may even entertain angels 
by welcoming all who come. 

When it comes to MKs and other TCKs who walk through the doors, 
however, there are some points to keep in mind that can make the difference 
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between a person who will just pass through and one who is cared for, nur-
tured, and grown, and who is able to share his or her gifts and talents in and 
through the church.

The following are some ways in which our churches can increase the prob-
ability that a global nomad will find a home in a church community.

#1. Look for TCKs. Remember that there are lots of TCKs who are not 
children of missionaries. If they are studying, they may not be citizens of the 
host country. It is important to learn how they are different from interna-
tional and exchange students. 

For starters, this is not the first time they have left “home” and “home” for 
them is not necessarily the country on their passports. TCKs who are not 
residents in your passport country may speak the language like a native due 
to international schools they attended. Realize that many, like a young friend 
who grew up in a village in Southwest China but holds a U.S. passport, will 
be “hidden immigrants” looking and sounding like everyone else but often 
with deeper cultural differences. 

Some MKs never leave their own borders, but grow up on Reservations, 
Reserves, or urban settings, and they experience similar issues of dislocation. 
Many times, the question, “Where are you from?” will be met with a pause 
and may have a surprising answer. Dig a little bit and stay curious. It helps to 
keep in mind that TCKs are often talented “chameleons“ who might never be 
suspected unless they reveal their past.  

#2. Know your MKs. When a church sponsors or supports missionaries 
from its congregation, those people are going overseas (or to a national loca-
tion) as an extension of the love and obedience of that home group, not in 
the place of that home group. That implies that the home group is involved 
in financial support, prayer, visiting, and other tangible encouragements 
while the family is away and in practical encouragement and support when 
that family returns. 

Anything less is a lack of understanding of mission and the work and life of 
the body. (By the way, the same is true of the missionary family who has a 
responsibility to be aware of and supportive of the work going on in the home-
body. The Great Commission is a communal task, not a specialist one.) 

You can communicate regularly with families overseas and know when 
they will be in the area as a whole or as part of the family. Ask for updated 
photos so you will recognize the kids and prep someone in the church to 
meet and welcome them when they arrive. If and when you ask them to 
share, also ask them what they need, how you can help, and how to pray with 
and for them.

#3. Listen to your TCKs. Everyone has a story and TCKs are no different. 
One difference that TCKs often find is that people rarely want to hear or are 
able to listen to their stories because the stories are “alien” or because it 
sounds like the person is bragging with all of their “When I was in… [fill in 
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exotic location]” tales. The thing is, those places are not exotic to them; they 
are just events that happened. 

Like everyone, TCKs want to be known. Usually. Sometimes, however, 
those stories don’t come out for a long time because the person just wants to 
fit in. So do ask and also be patient. Your ability to mentor and connect is 
often enhanced if you have a cross-cultural background. Careful listening is 
also necessary in discerning needs.

#4. Meet typical and special TCK needs. We must recognize the hu-
manity of the person above his or her particular experience. Often, what a 
person needs in community is because he or she is a person: physical needs, 
safety, belonging, relationships, significant work, and the chance to contrib-
ute and grow.  

At the same time, a TCK may have needs that others do not have. Reverse 
culture shock is real and takes time to process with feelings of anger, denial, 
confusion, sadness, being overwhelmed, and exhausted. Practical needs may 
abound because of gaps in knowledge and experience. These can include 

filing taxes, getting a drivers’ license, opening a bank account, buying  
appropriate clothing for the climate, registering to vote, getting a job, and 
knowing how to be safe in the context. (A female student I know grew up in 
Afghanistan with a passport from Korea. In college in the U.S., she hitch-
hiked to go shopping until friends warned her not to do that. She thought 
because the U.S. was a “Christian nation” and she was in a Christian college 
town that she would be fine.)  

There may also be needs stemming from losses, hurts, and wounds from 
a mobile and ministry-focused life that need care, comfort, and healing. 
Being prepared to refer these global nomads to specialists with TCK back-
grounds and training can make a world of difference. Oftentimes, a TCK 
most needs a mentor in the community to help introduce him or her to the 
community and to listen and to help with practical needs. 

#5. Recognize and build on potential. TCKs in the church carry varying 
degrees of global experience and insight, cross-cultural experience and skills, 
ability to work with and appreciate people from diverse backgrounds, spiritual 
insights from a life that was often rich in biblical instruction and practically 

I believe that ”home-based“ church 
communities can and must foster a cross-cutlural 
mentality in which each party recongizes that it can 
benefit from the skills and experiences of the other.
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applied faith, and maturity in overcoming obstacles and challenges.  
The increasingly global culture and multi-culture of our communities 

means that we need those skills. I believe that “home-base“ church com-
munities can and must foster a cross-mentoring mentality in which each 
party recognizes that it can benefit from the skills and experiences of the 
other, thereby enriching everyone.  

I’m not suggesting a one-size-fits-all approach, but rather a personalized 
process of getting to know one another, discovering common ground as well 
as uniqueness, seeking God’s direction and calling, and finding a match in 
the ministering of the Body of Christ that brings affirmation of the gifts and 
blessing to those under ministry. This is what the Apostle Paul was talking 
about in Romans 12. 

After returning from China, my family was living along the Chesapeake 
Bay and heard of a rural community that had recently seen a large new  
settling of Mexican families. We were told that the church didn’t know what 
to do next. I wondered how many local church bodies harbored TCKs with 
Mexican and/or Hispanic backgrounds who could become bridges between 
communities. 

I see many similar opportunities across the U.S. and the globe. The world 
is on the move and people with cross-cultural skills and mobile childhoods 
are uniquely poised to serve and minister to uprooted people since they can 
empathize and anticipate the needs.

Christian community is a two-way street. In order to create a sense of 
belonging to one another, we must all receive and take hold of the grace, 
peace, and power of Christ that unites us into a worshipping, responsive, 
faith-filled, and faithful house of the Most High. We do that by keeping our 
eyes on Christ and by committing to love and serve each other just as Jesus 
has loved us. 

Endnote
 1. A TCK is an individual who, having spent a significant part of their develop-

mental years in a culture other than the parents’ culture, develops a sense of relation-
ship to all of the cultures, while not having full ownership in any. Elements from each 
culture are incorporated into the life experience, but the sense of belonging is in  
relationship to others of similar experience. 

Mike Pollock is a Pastor’s Kid (PK), a Missionary Kid (MK), a Third 
Culture Kid (TCK), and a former educator in China. He and his wife 
now live in Michigan where he founded and directs Daraja, a young-
adult MK/TCK development initiative.
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Levels of Awareness of Honor/
Shame in Cross-cultural Ministry
By Werner Mischke

H/S-1 to H/S-5: 



 Since 2009, I have been on a learning journey 
about the dynamic of honor/shame in scripture and its 
significance for cross-cultural ministry. By God’s grace, 
I’ve had the opportunity to read and conduct research, 
to write on the subject, to introduce the subject of 

honor/shame (H/S) through numerous seminars and workshops, to 
create resources, and to teach collaboratively with two indigenous 
ministry partners. 

Photos courtesy Werner Mischke
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My work has led me to discover five levels of awareness concerning H/S 
dynamics in cross-cultural ministry. Proposed below are these five levels: 
H/S-1 to H/S-5. 

H/S-1: Unawareness
At level H/S-1, there is little to no awareness of honor/shame dynamics in 

scripture or culture. The key term is: blind spot. This lack of awareness is 
considered negative because H/S is vital not only for understanding a large 
number of cultures of the Majority World, but also for understanding the 
Bible, which has H/S as its “pivotal cultural value” (Neyrey 1998, 15). This 
cultural and theological blind spot occurs for various reasons. 

First, consider Christian seminary education and the significance of 
systematic theology in training pastors, missionaries, and leaders. 
Timothy Tennent writes, 

Since Western systematic theology has been almost exclusively written 
by theologians from cultures framed primarily by the values of guilt and 
innocence, there has been a corresponding failure to fully appreciate the 
importance of the pivotal values of honor and shame in understanding 
Scripture and the doctrine of sin. (2007, 92–93) 

LEVEL 1

Unawareness
LEVEL 2

Ethical
LEVEL 3

Functional
LEVEL 4

Evangelical
LEVEL 5

Teleological

Blind spot Inferior values Bible cultures Gospel message Glorious kingdom

Little to no awareness 
of honor/shame 

dynamics;
cultural / theological

blind spot

Awareness of only 
the unethical 

or dark side of 
honor/shame

Awareness of honor/
shame as the pivotal 
cultural value of Bible 

societies leads to 
removal of Western 

lenses for interpreting 
Scripture

Awareness of honor/
shame dynamics as 

central to the 
meaning and 

proclamation of the 
gospel of Christ

Awareness of honor/
shame dynamics as 
central to the Bible’s 

narrative of a 
doxological destiny 
for Christ and for 

believers from among 
all the peoples 

of the earth

Figure 1: Five levels of awareness of 
honor/shame in cross-cultural ministry
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Tennent cites Bruce Nicholls’ article in the Evangelical Review of Theology 
(2001, 232) as research showing that in the Bible, the occurrence of the word 
guilt and its derivatives are half as frequent as the word shame and its 
derivatives. Why is the atonement of Christ almost exclusively presented in 
the West as a cure for sin/guilt without any reference to sin/shame? It’s a 
blind spot.

Second, literature about honor/shame is recent (Mischke 2014, 24–26); 
therefore, it has only marginally been incorporated into the academy or the 
mainstream literature for Christian discipleship. 

Third, theological blind spots are common. All theology is smaller 
than the whole of biblical revelation. Lesslie Newbigin writes, “We must start 
with the basic fact that there is no such thing as a pure gospel if by that is 
meant something which is not embodied in a culture. … Every interpretation 
of the gospel is embodied in some cultural form” (1989, 144). 

Commenting on the missionary enterprise of the Church, David Bosch 
writes, “By the time the large-scale Western colonial expansion began, Western 
Christians were unconscious of the fact that their theology was culturally 
conditioned; they simply assumed that it was supracultural and universally 
valid” (1991, 448). 

Could it be that today Western Christian leaders—including many cross-
cultural workers—are still “unconscious that their theology is culturally 
conditioned?”

Consider “The Four Spiritual Laws,” a gospel message typical of Western 
presentations. The message is directed to individuals, not families or com-
munities. The principles are legal, not regal; there is no mention of the gospel 
of the kingdom and its honorific meaning for believers. The cross provides 
forgiveness for sins and guilt; no mention of sin and shame. Moreover, the 
presentation is abstract (using diagrams), rather than concrete in a narrative 
form. The majority of Western presentations of the gospel reflect this same 
set of values.

Fourth, the majority of Christian leaders around the world have 
been taught by westerners, Western-trained teachers, or use Western-
published textbooks. Even if a Christian leader is serving in the Majority 
World among people whose pivotal cultural value is H/S, he or she is still 
usually unaware of the extensive material in the Bible by which to articulate 
the gospel in H/S language. 

It’s not surprising, then, that many pastors, mission educators, theologians, 
and cross-cultural workers trained from a Western theological perspective 
have little awareness of H/S dynamics. 

H/S-2: Ethical Level of Awareness 
At level H/S-2, Christians are aware of honor/shame dynamics, but only 

see the dark side. The key term is: inferior values. H/S is viewed negatively as 
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an unethical value system. It is morally corrupt; to be recognized, yes, but 
replaced by superior (Western Christian) values.

To be sure, there is a dark side to H/S cultures. One may think of “saving 
face” as a common but negative practice among some people. A believer at 
level H/S-2 may acknowledge the cultural feature of H/S, but may think, 
Why save face? Just look me in the eye and tell the truth! Or if a suicide has 
occurred, the person may think, It was stupid to commit suicide to “save face” for 
his or her family.

Consider “honor killings.” Honor-based violence is committed against a 
family member to restore family honor. It is mystifying to think that a fam-
ily would, for example, conspire to murder a daughter because she has 
shamed the family by dating someone outside their religious background. 
Clearly, evil aspects of H/S cultures abound in our world.

Here’s a more ambiguous example: Suppose an indigenous Christian 
leader in an H/S culture in which achieved honor is routinely recognized 
accepts expressions of deference and honor given to him by those of lower 
status. Western Christians serving alongside the indigenous leader may  
perceive his behavior as egotistical—even sinful. The leader views his behav-
ior as proper contextualization, congruent with the advance of the gospel in 
his culture. But the westerners, while partially aware of H/S dynamics, see 
H/S as the values undergirding his unethical behavior. Thus, the indigenous 
leader should repent. 

While the indigenous leader ministers at positive levels of H/S-3 or H/S-4, 
the westerners are at the negative level of H/S-2. They lack the cognitive 
categories, culturally or theologically, into which fit a positive view of H/S; 
they literally cannot imagine going beyond an ethically negative view of H/S. 

Summary of HS-1 and HS-2
Levels H/S-1 and H/S-2 are negative. At H/S-1, there is no awareness of 

H/S, constituting a blind spot. At level H/S-2, H/S is recognized as a cultural 
feature, but is understood as the disease of a sinful culture to be replaced by 
a superior Christian value system (as interpreted by Western believers). 

Concerning the atonement, believers at H/S-1 and H/S-2 view the cross 
through a legal lens. Christ’s sacrifice satisfies the wrath of a Holy God 
against guilty sinners who have violated God’s laws; the cross secures for-
giveness for sin/guilt; the category of sin/shame is nonexistent. The under-
standing of salvation as the covering of shame and granting of honor by God 
is foreign. There is little relevance in their cross-cultural ministry to the 
“gospel of the kingdom.” 

The strategic issues relative to H/S-1 and H/S-2 are weighty. Missionaries 
sometimes fail to heed Romans 13:7: Pay to all what is owed to them…”respect 
to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed” (cf. 1 Pet 2:17). 
When Christians ignore this, persons in places of honor can be offended—
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whether tribal chiefs, government officials, or even the monarchy of a nation. 
When this happens, it sometimes casts a long shadow of animosity—even 
persecution—against the gospel, creating multi-generational resistance to the 
gospel in the respondent culture. That these offenses may be avoidable is so-
bering indeed. What is the answer to such situations? I believe there are three 
keys: (1) learning the H/S dynamics of the Bible and how they overlap with the 
host culture, (2) empathic listening, and (3) contextualized apology.

H/S-3: Functional Level of Awareness
Level H/S-3 begins the transition to a positive view of honor/shame—the 

functional level. The key term is: Bible societies. At H/S-3, believers become 
aware of H/S as the pivotal cultural value of Bible cultures, thus gaining a 
vital lens for understanding the authors and original hearers of scripture. At 
H/S-3, believers use honor/shame; H/S has a function—a vital hermeneutic 
to interpret God’s word. Christians using this hermeneutic see both the dark 
and bright sides of H/S. 

They clearly see that the dark aspects of H/S result from the Fall, leading 

to a pathology of sin pervading all humanity. However, believers at H/S-3 
also see the bright and glorious side to H/S. At the crux of this bright side is 
the glorious, honorific, kingdom reign of God in which believers live (Matt. 
5:1–12), and the ascended kingship of Jesus Christ in whom believers live 
(Eph. 2:6, Col. 1:28, 1 Tim. 6:15). Redemption is embraced in both legal and 
regal dimensions.

Moreover, believers at H/S-3 discover that by gaining awareness of H/S as 
the pivotal cultural value of Bible societies, they realize a two-fold blessing: 
(1) their relationship with God’s word comes alive with many new insights 
and (2) they see vivid overlaps between the values of Bible societies and 
those of many Majority World peoples. They gain tools and skills to relate 
more effectively as gospel messengers.

As believers progress in level H/S-3, they see the strategic function of H/S 
in hermeneutics, preaching, theology, and missiology. They ask: “Is the 
Western theological bias of legal over regal (ignoring H/S) a remnant of 
colonialism?”

As believers progress in level H/S-3, 
they see the strategic function of H/S in 
hermeneutics, preaching, theology, and missiology.
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H/S-4: Evangelical Level of Awareness 
Level H/S-4 builds on the positive understanding of honor/shame. The 

key term is: gospel message. At level H/S-4, believers gain awareness of H/S as 
central to the good news. H/S-4 is called the evangelical level—it is all about 
the gospel.

Concerning the dark side of H/S, believers understand sin as dishonoring 
God (Rom. 1:21-22; 2:23-24, cf. Rom. 3:23). It may be just as serious to insult 
God’s regal Person as it is to violate the Judge’s legal code. 

Concerning the bright side of H/S, believers embrace salvation in Christ as 
a drama of honor-status reversal—a reversal of shame to honor. Consider 
Ephesians 2, where one finds “salvation by grace through faith” (v. 8-10). Be-
lievers at level H/S-4 know this glorious redemptive truth sits at the intersection 
of two great honor-status reversals—vertically in relationship to God (v. 1-7)—
and horizontally in relationship to God’s people (v. 11-22). Tennent writes: 

The New Testament celebrates a salvif ic t ransformation that has 
both vertical and horizontal dimensions. Personal salvation in the New  
Testament is inextricably linked to becoming a part of the new humanity 
of Ephesians 2:15. (2010, 62)

Believers at level H/S-4 have experienced the gospel as the cure for both 
guilt and shame. Their shame has been covered and their honor restored 
through Christ. 

The Prodigal Son story (Luke 15:11-32) offers a powerful narrative by 
which Jesus teaches that God is like a father willing to suffer shame for us 
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(Heb. 1:3). Is there a way to have the honor of joining God’s family and know 
for sure the honor of entering heaven’s great party? “Jesus answered, ‘I am the 
way, and the truth, and the life. The only way to the Father is through me’” 
(John 14:6). One facet of salvation is having one’s honor eternally relocated 
into the kingdom and Person of God’s beloved Son (Col. 1:13).  

At level H/S-4, the bright side of honor/shame is clear. H/S is a powerful 
hermeneutic by which to contextualize the gospel of Christ (cf. Mischke 
2014, sec. 3), and is important for personal spiritual transformation.

Moreover, cross-cultural workers at level H/S-4 see the strategic value of 
H/S dynamics. The H/S hermeneutic offers scripturally-rooted thought forms 
by which the gospel may be contextualized for many unengaged and unreached 
peoples. H/S awareness contributes to the Church’s task of discipling all na-
tions. And the Western-based law-and-guilt-oriented gospel is relativized to be 
in balance with an honor/shame and regal-based gospel of the kingdom.

H/S-5: Teleological Level of Awareness 
The highest level of awareness of honor/shame is H/S-5. The key term is: 

glorious kingdom. At H/S-5, believers see H/S as central to the Bible’s narrative 
of an honorific destiny both for Christ and for the peoples of the earth. 
H/S-5 is identified as the teleological level because of its focus on God’s  
ultimate purpose.

Concerning the dark side of H/S, the Bible says that all evil forces will be 
conquered by King Jesus. The whole universe will one day be united in 
Christ (Eph. 1:10). Christ’s conquest will be so resounding that all enemies 
will be shamed and put under his feet (Ps. 110:1; Matt. 22:23-24; 1 Cor. 
15:25-27; Eph. 1:21-22). 

On the bright side of H/S, Christians see regal honor at the crux of God’s 
ultimate purpose. The universe is less about what is right and more about 
who is exalted and loved as King. Eventually, the regal will trump anything 
merely legal. Steven Hawthorne says, “The King of kings is not only the one 
from whom all laws are derived. He is the one unto whom the perfect law of 
love is finally directed” (personal correspondence).

But there’s more. With infinite grace, God actually shares his honor and 
glory with the redeemed (John 17:22). The saints of God shall actually  
receive and possess God’s kingdom forever (Dan. 7:18; 22; 27). The day is 
coming when every people will worship the regal Savior (Rev. 5:9), while 
they themselves experience divine honor in the process! Such is the over-
flowing love and honor of Almighty God dwelling with his people (Rev. 
21:30) … the King sitting with conquering saints who have joined him on his 
throne (Rev. 3:21) … the Bridegroom banqueting with his bride (Rev. 19:7-9) 
… and Christ receiving the kings of the earth to bring the glory and honor 
of the nations into the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:24-26). The missio Dei culmi-
nates in glory for God and honor from God for every people. Doxology as 
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relational love and honor is the destiny of all creation (Rom. 11:36)  
(Hawthorne 2013, 354-359).

Strategically, H/S dynamics can serve mission thinking and practice. 
Empathic listening in the global Body of Christ acquires an amplified  
importance as the so-called “honorable” collaborate with the so-called “less  
honorable” (1 Cor. 12:21-24). Evangelism and church planting begin with a 
view toward the honor of every people restored and fully enjoyed by God. 
This is not only a reason to prioritize the unreached and unengaged, but is a 
beautiful vision that can be an entry point for the gospel. And creative wor-
ship arts in ethnolinguistic harmony glorify Christ while honoring  
every people (Hawthorne 2013). At H/S-5, a culture of Christ-centered 
honor permeates the Church’s mission of blessing the nations.

Conclusion
Many are unaware of the overlaps between the H/S dynamics in scripture 

and the world’s H/S cultures. Believers can gain higher levels of awareness of 
H/S, leading to more effective cross-cultural ministry. This analysis of H/S 
awareness is a tool to stimulate dialogue and understanding about both the 
negative and positive aspects of H/S—in scripture and culture. May this re-
source be catalytic for the Church’s mission to disciple the nations for the 
glory of King Jesus and the honor of every people.
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We think small about the gospel. Over 
the past fifty years, Christians have usually 
defined the gospel like this: “We sinned, 
Jesus died, trust Jesus, go to heaven instead 

of hell, the end.” This is a very small understanding of the 
gospel. It’s true, but it’s not the whole truth. That kind of 
gospel doesn’t actually change our world. But that’s the kind 
of gospel we usually preach and teach. We imagine and live 
a small gospel.

By Josh Broward

Think Big, 
Think Small:
Partnerships as a Revolution 
in Global Missions
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We think big about the world’s problems. Every year, two million 
children die because of bad water and bad toilets. Over one billion people do 
not have clean drinking water; three billion people live every day on less 
than the cost of a cup of coffee ($2.50).

These numbers help us understand the reality of our world. But we can get 
lost in this kind of reality. Who can feed a billion people? How can you stop 
two million children from dying this year? The problems are too deep. The 
numbers are too big.

So what do we do? We shut down. We pretend like half the world isn’t stuck 
in hopeless poverty. We pretend that Jesus doesn’t care if we ignore them as 
long as we go to church and say our prayers and read our Bibles. But it doesn’t 
have to be this way. 

We need to think big about the gospel. Jesus said things like: “Change 
your life. Believe the good news.” And how did Jesus explain the good news? 
Jesus said the gospel was that the Kingdom of God is right here among us 
(Mark 1:14-15).

The gospel is that the Kingdom of God is breaking in among us. No matter 
how broken and messed up we are, God can put us back together and give 
our lives a fresh start. No matter how broken and messed up our world is, 
God is at work to bring healing and grace and salvation.

The gospel starts with us. We have to change. The gospel is that we aren’t 
stuck. God can change us. But that’s not the whole gospel. The whole gospel 
is that God wants to change the world through us. 

We need to think small about the world’s problems. Our world is a 
mess. Billions are malnourished, have bad water, and can’t go to school. We 
know this, and we understand these numbers on some cerebral level. How-
ever, we are humanly incapable of thinking deeply or emotively about mil-
lions and billions.  We need smaller numbers and smaller pictures to make 
personal connections to the world’s problems. We need to think in terms of 
a number we can all understand: ONE. 

ONE is the fundamental concept of missional partnerships. Together, we 
can change the world through one-to-one relationships. Missional partner-
ships enable us both to think small about the world’s problems and to think 
big about the gospel’s power to change our world.

What Is a Missional Partnership?
Partnership is a buzzword in missiology, academics, and business. At its 

core, partnership means working together to achieve synergy. Missional 
partnerships are long-term relationships between two or more missional 
organizations with complimentary needs and gifts focused on achieving 
common goals which benefit both organizations in their kingdom work. 
Primary partners could be local churches, districts or groups of churches, 
schools, business, clubs, NGOs, or specific ministry programs.
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Each group gives and receives. Most partnerships last at least three years 
and involve a wide scope of activity, including prayer support, mutual com-
munication, financial support, and short-term personnel exchange. Mis-
sional partnerships are enduring relationships fueled by the Spirit, which 
contribute to the transformation of both communities.

The Theo-Social Roots of Partnership
Missional partnerships are not mechanical. They are a great organic tree 

growing from the roots of Christianity. Let me share six of these roots.

Root #1: The Trinity
The Trinity is partnership. One in essence, one in mission, unified yet 

distinct, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit flow in perichoretic partnership. 
Each Person sings a harmonizing part in this great opera. 

In the great beauty and mystery of the gospel, our world is an open drama. 
The loving, healing, creating Trinity invites our voices and bodies and minds 
into the ongoing opera of life. Our Trinitarian God sweeps us up into the 
great partnership and links us together into smaller choirs and movements 
in the great operatic mission of redeeming love.

Root #2: The Holistic Mission of God
Missional partnerships are fueled by a burning desire to participate firsthand 

in the mission of God. Our people are no longer content to sit on the sidelines 



184   EMQ   April 2015

or to give from afar. The lines between “going” and “sending” are blurring 
into a happy cloud of missional activity saturating our churches. Further-
more, our understanding of the mission of God is expanding to its true bibli-
cal proportions. When we preach and understand God’s great mission as the 
total restoration of the global community, our inner passions are awakened 
and aligned with the movement of God’s Spirit. This missional passion is 
propelling us into partnerships.

When the world is at our fingertips, it must also be at our pulpits, our 
budget meetings, our small groups, and our dinner tables. If we cannot  
address poverty honestly and directly, we cannot preach the gospel. Without 
confronting injustice, we lose the authority to proclaim God’s reconciliation. 

Root #3: The Partnership of the Body of Christ
Perhaps more than any generation in a thousand years, we understand our 

interdependence. We live in a global village, and the Body of Christ has more 
visible connecting sinews than ever before. Even if we don’t yet fully under-
stand why or how, a profound sense of mutual need is dawning in our collec-
tive conscience.

Missional partnerships are driven by two primal spiritual urges: to give 
and to receive. Shaped by the brotherhood of humanity, we know both that 
we must help and that we need help. We are discovering afresh that God has 
given us a complimentary set of spiritual and physical gifts. Furthermore, 
this gift mix is not contained within a single local church. As Korean  
theologian Hong-Jung Lee explains: 

Partnership in mission requires mutuality, and not just the mutual 
recognition of gifts but also of needs. The former mother churches are  
beginning to learn that their former daughter, now partner, churches have 
particular gifts to offer, although they have, as yet, to learn enough to  
expose their own needs. (2002, 577)  

Root #4: Means of Grace
One of the great Wesleyan truths is that we participate in our own sancti-

fication. Wesley uses the concept of action and reaction, like breathing in and 
breathing out. God gives grace (breathe in); we respond (breathe out); God 
gives more grace (breathe in). If we don’t respond, we close up the flow of 
grace. Our grace-enabled response opens us to receiving more grace (Maddox 
1994, 86-87). Shane Claiborne almost paraphrases Wesley: 

When the worlds of poverty and wealth collide, the resulting powerful 
fusion can change the world. ... I long for the Calcutta slums to meet the 
Chicago suburbs, for lepers to meet landowners and for each to see God’s 
image in the other. ... I truly believe that when the poor meet the rich, 
riches will have no meaning.  And when the rich meet the poor, we will see 
poverty come to an end. (2006, 113-114)
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There is no social, psychological, or spiritual substitute for loving service. 
God uses missional partnerships to sanctify us in a way that nothing else can.

Root #5: Incarnational Evangelism and Strategic Stewardship
Jesus took on flesh and blood as a first-century Jew, speaking in the lan-

guage of his culture to the issues of his culture. We too must follow his  
example of deep cultural incarnation. We must seek to be thoroughly in our 
culture while opening the way for a Voice of Challenge that is not of our 
culture.

Our globe is trending resolutely toward cross-cultural and cross-sector 
partnerships. Alan Fowler proclaims, “Today’s rule of thumb in interna-
tional development is that everybody wants to be a partner with everyone 
else on everything, everywhere” (2000, 1-13). As Thomas Friedman explains, 
“The world is flat.”  Because our 
global connections now have the 
potential to be deeper, broader, 
and multi-layered, successful or-
ganizations will make them so—
or be left behind (2006).

Furthermore, we are experi-
encing the customization of  
everything. Yet, in a choice and 
luxury-saturated culture, people 
attach meaning to personal sto-
ries. Consumers are trending to-
ward products with an interesting 
story (Pfanner 2010, 15).

Charitable giving is following 
the same trend. Kiva is undeni-
able proof of our society’s increas-
ing demand for personal 
involvement and personal choice. Donors browse lists of micro-entrepre-
neurs in developing nations, meet their families, see their business plans, 
and make a small loan to that person. Kiva made its first loan in 2005, and 
has now loaned around $500,000,000, all through customized microloans 
(2013).

In our flat, wired, networked world, individuals everywhere want influ-
ence over everything. None of us have as much control as we want, but we 
are increasingly exercising the control that we do have. We know that we 
need governments and NGOs and institutions. However, we will not tolerate 
structure without clear purpose. In this context, then, the exodus of young 
adults from a top-down, administration-heavy, isolated church becomes 
more understandable. When surveyed, three of the top four complaints of 
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the de-churched are the church’s boredom, irrelevance, and hypocrisy 
(Hamm and Beemer 2010, 29). A whole generation is losing faith in the 
church because the church is not effectively living Jesus’ gospel of global 
redemption.

However, the problem is cultural as much as theological. This generation 
wants to touch the action personally. When we give, we want more control, 
creativity, relationship, visible results, and personal involvement (Webber 
2007, 15). When we don’t find those options in the church, we look elsewhere.

Our most basic task is to re-evangelize the Church. We have come to  
believe the gospel is some small isolated thing that relates only to our eternal 
salvation, but not to our work, homes, economic systems, health care, or 
daily lives. However, as we truly participate in the gospel’s healing flow, we 
ourselves are healed of our soul-killing selfishness, materialism, and preju-
dice. Personal participation in world evangelism and compassionate ministry 
actually evangelizes us.

Root #6: Leveraging Social Capital
The mysterious shrewd manager of Luke 16 calls out, “Leverage your  

social capital.” He reminds us that relationships carry an even weightier  
currency than money. Missiologist David Wesley explains the catalytic effect 
of missional partnerships using the concepts of collective impact and social 
capital. For complex problems, we need complex solutions with input from 
people and organizations across all sectors.

Missional partnerships leverage a congregation’s social capital to address 
a significant problem that is too large for any one group alone. Sustained 
engagement by the central organization builds momentum. Eventually, a 
healthily-leveraged partnership develops its own gravity, drawing into its 
orbit a variety of partnering individuals and organizations.

Take, for example, the partnership between Bethany First Church of the 
Nazarene (Oklahoma) and Swaziland Church Network to combat HIV/
AIDS. Effectively leveraging social capital and partnership momentum, the 
partnership’s intensifying gravity eventually drew in larger sponsors for a 
wide variety of satellite projects. These included:

•  The Gates Foundation and Columbia University helped to fund and  
develop an AIDS prevention center.

•  A massive solar-powered water well initiative connected with SAI/ 
Servant Forge, Nazarene Compassionate Ministries, Coca-Cola Africa, 
and USAid.

•  The South African and Swazi governments joined hands with the church 
in the Swaziland Task Force.

•  The Luke Commission established medical centers in Nazarene schools 
and provided a platform for doctors from Bethany to work in Swaziland 
on short-term trips.
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Missional partnerships offer churches the opportunity to involve like-
minded individuals and organizations from across the global and religious 
spectrum in a common mission. A single church’s partnership can become 
the leveraging factor for a wide network of missional change (Wesley 2012).

Considering the depth of these theo-social roots for missional partner-
ships, the question is not if but when and how missional partnerships will 
become widespread. 

Characteristics of Healthy Partnerships
“The problem of sharing partnerships with Europeans,” explains Kenneth 

Kaunda, former president of Zambia, “is that it is like sharing a three-legged 
stool with someone who has a very big backside.” Philip Thomas elaborates, 
“For Western Christians the challenge of partnership is to find better ways of 
sitting together in the world church” (2003, 392). 

Partnership Must-Haves
There are a number of things a partnership must have.
#1. A cultural broker. David Wesley explains, 

Trust and communication are challenging in a cross-cultural partner-
ship and having someone who can effectively guide a congregation and 
host partner is vital. The cultural broker’s ability to be a bridge between 
the various parts of a partnership will determine the success or failure of 
a partnership. (2013)

#2. Time. According to Phillip Butler, “Effective collaboration is a process, 
not an event” (n.d.). Trust builds through mutual commitment, faithfulness, 
and understanding, and it will take time for each partner to authentically 
understand the expectations, the methods, and the social reality of the other 
partner. Healthy partnerships are multi-year relationships.

#3. Structural support. Independently-established partnerships can be 
damaging to one or both partner communities. Partnerships are most likely 
to flourish within a system that promotes, facilitates, supports, and evaluates 
(such as an experienced denominational office or NGO).

#4. Mutuality. The larger goal is the transformation of both communities 
through the Spirit’s work in the missional partnership. Financial giving is a 
healthy element of partnership. However, this giving must be wrapped into 
a larger relationship of many forms of giving and receiving. It is essential that 
both groups enter the partnership expecting to learn from the other.

Partnership Boosters
Similarly, there are a number of boosters that can help a partnership.
#1. Layers. The most effective partnerships have many layers of partner-

ship woven together. A single partnership may involve short-term trips, child 
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sponsorship, ministerial training, prayer support, joint worship services, 
long-term volunteers, microfinancing, joint artwork, and on and on. The 
goal is to incorporate the threads of the partnership thoroughly into every 
part of the local organization.

#2. Localization. Whenever possible, the developed nation partner will find 
ways to mirror its partnership locally. For example, the local church engaging in 
an international partnership serving AIDS victims may seek to minister to those 
same people in the same region as their partnership.

#3. Focus. A laser’s strength is in its intense focus. Exceptional partnerships 
incorporate a congregation’s international involvement into a single frame of 
reference. Fragmentation dissipates inspiration. Focus intensifies passion.

How to Start a Missional Partnership
There are six things to keep in mind when starting a missional partnership.
#1. Assemble a development team. The ownership and buzz your orga-

nization has for your missional partnership will be in direct proportion to 
how many people you invite into the process and how effectively you com-
municate during the investigative process.

#2. Soul search. Consider your group’s strengths, natural connections, 
and passions. Does your community have a large group of Southeast Asian 
immigrants? Are some of your leaders already interested in a particular 
cause, like clean water or human trafficking?

#3. Gather and filter partner proposals. Actively recruit as many 
proposals as possible. Research each option thoroughly. What are the na-
tional and local demographics? Have they coordinated with similar part-
nerships before? What is their capacity to work effectively with your 
organization? Who will be the cultural broker for your partnership? How 
well do you know and trust the cultural broker and his or her organization? 
Slowly and prayerfully filter the prospective partners until you have two or 
three finalists to present for a church-wide poll. After the poll, allow your 
leadership board the final decision.

#4. Start with a quick win. My local church in South Korea immedi-
ately gave our partners in Bangladesh $1000 to distribute blankets during 
an extreme cold snap. Find something you can do right away to generate 
positive energy for the partnership within your church.

#5. Take an initial visioning trip. You need to put feet on the ground 
as soon as possible. You may choose to fund and to work on a small project 
on this initial trip, but the overwhelming emphasis should be on fact find-
ing, learning the culture, and developing relationships. After this trip, your 
leaders will have a much better grasp of how to proceed with the partner-
ship most effectively.

#6. Incorporate the partnership into the fabric of your organiza-
tion. Our church used offering baskets from Bangladesh, gave five percent 
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of our general offering to Bangladesh, prayed for our partners regularly in 
our worship services, and sponsored kids in Bangladesh through our fami-
lies, Sunday School, youth group, and children’s church. “A cord of three 
strands is not easily broken” (Ecc. 4:12), so make as many connecting 
strands as possible.

Conclusion
We can change the world and become the people that God is longing for us 

to become. We can think big about God’s amazing gospel, which has the power 
to redeem our whole world. And we can think small, engaging our world one 
community at a time. Through missional partnerships, all this is possible.
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16 Porque tanto amó Dios al mundo, que dio a su 
Hijo unigénito, para que todo el que cree en él no se 
pierda, sino que tenga vida eterna.  • Car Dieu a 
tant aimé le monde qu'il a donné son Fils unique, 
afin que quiconque croit en lui ne périsse point, mais 
qu'il ait la vie éternelle. • 16 Ito ay sapagkat sa 
ganitong paraan inibig ng Diyos ang sanlibutan kaya 
ipinagkaloob niya ang kaniyang bugtong na Anak 
upang ang sinumang sumampalataya sa kaniya ay 
hindi mapahamak kundi magkaroon ng buhay na 
walang hanggan.  •   16 神爱世人，甚至把他的独生
子赐给他们，叫一切信他的，不至灭亡，反得永生。• 

16 Koia ano te aroha o te Atua ki te ao, homai ana 
e ia tana Tama kotahi, kia kahore ai engaro te tangata 
e whakapono ana ki a ia, engari kia whiwhi ai ki te 
ora tonu. • 16 Bóg bowiem tak bardzo ukochał 
świat, że dał swego Jedynego Syna, aby każdy, kto w 
Niego wierzy, nie zginął, ale miał życie wieczne.  • 
16 Denn Gott hat der Welt seine Liebe dadurch 
gezeigt, dass er seinen einzigen Sohn für sie hergab, 
damit jeder, der an ihn glaubt, das ewige Leben hat 
und nicht verloren geht.  • 16 Poiché Dio ha tanto 
amato il mondo, che ha dato il suo unigenito Figlio, 
affinché chiunque crede in lui non perisca, ma abbia 
vita eterna. • 16 För Gud älskade människorna så 
mycket att han gav dem sin ende Son, för att de 
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ommunication is more than content. It is also 
media, or the channels and ways in which content is  
communicated. This fact is crucial for church leaders 
and other Christians in our increasingly diverse and 
pluralistic society. The challenge is how to present a 

church unified around the truth of God’s word, yet diverse in its ex-
pressions of worship, and in its affirmation of each personality.

Access to the truth of God’s word is a challenge in the Central African region 
where I most recently served with Wycliffe Bible Translators. There are  
approximately 313 languages spoken in the four-country region. Close to half 
of these languages are unwritten, and their speakers do not have access to 
scripture they can adequately understand. 

We call these languages “mother tongues,” but the Congolese call them 
banzinga ya mboka, “village languages” (though their speakers may sometimes 
live in cities). To us, the number of languages represented a clear imperative 
for translated scriptures in each one. Yet, the African church leaders, evange-
lists, and lay people with whom we were attempting to build working partner-
ships for Bible translation did not seem as inspired or compelled by this 
cultural and linguistic diversity. Most of our suggestions, initiatives, and plans 
fell by the wayside due to inaction. It seemed the more we advocated for the 
crucial role of scriptures in village languages, the more pastors and evangelists 
retreated from the idea.

The Conundrum
Although we couldn’t understand what appeared to be passive-aggressive 

behavior on the part of African Christians, we also believed that people have 
good reasons for their behavior. A study of worldviews demonstrates that pat-
terns in outward action can be a clue to the beliefs and value systems buried 
beneath the surface. 

Christians in Central Africa certainly value the Bible. The Congolese Bible 
Society has a difficult time keeping the French Louis Segond version in stock 
because it sells quickly. There are at least two translations of the Sango Bible 
in Central African Republic; there are also two Lingala Bible translations that 
serve the Democratic Republic of Congo (former Zaire) and the Republic of 
Congo. Lingala and Sango are both known as “Languages of Wider Commu-
nication” because they are spoken as the language of inter-group communica-
tion, and they are not the ethnic heritage languages of any group. 

Further, after the Kituba New Testament was dedicated in January 2006, my 
husband and I helped with the distribution process. Kituba is a third Language 
of Wider Communication in the area. At one of the larger Protestant churches 
in Brazzaville, we ran out of New Testaments and were scolded by disap-
pointed would-be buyers for not having enough copies to sell. Clearly,  



Christians value and use these Bibles. However, leaders of this same church 
were among those whose support of Bible translation into the village languages 
of their own parishioners was lacking.

In order to understand this apparent contradiction of Christians who  
valued scripture, yet did not seem to value the translation of it into village 
languages, my team and I designed a project to discover a “market niche” for 
village language scriptures. We wanted to know all the different ways (media) 
that communication happened in the life of a church: what kinds of activities 
and “products” did the pastors and parishioners use, and what languages did 
they use for those activities and products? 

We reasoned that if we could discover where village languages already had 
a place in the life of a church, we would be able to identify where scripture in 
village languages would most likely be welcomed. It would give us a starting 
place to introduce Congolese Christians to the power of God’s word in their 
own village languages.

How We Proceeded
Our team was small and limited, but over time we had all been able to  

become part of different networks of contacts within Congolese communities. 
Therefore, we developed a way for us and for our friends to systematically  
observe what went on in as many churches as possible, on as many days as 
possible. We also interviewed denominational leaders, pastors, and evangelists 
and distributed questionnaires within the churches for parishioners to fill out. 
These questionnaires were designed to tell us something about how individuals 
used scripture in their personal devotions and regular family activities. 

We gathered data in the three largest cities in the Republic of Congo, from 
the five largest church denominations. Two-thirds of the Republic of Congo’s 
population lives in the cities where we gathered data. Two of the denomina-
tions were those that had sent the first missionaries to the Republic of Congo—
the Catholic Church in the sixteenth century, and a Swedish Baptist mission 
which founded the Evangelical Church of Congo in the nineteenth century. 
Because these two denominations are so well established, they also keep very 
good records of church attendance. Several of the churches where we observed 
count upwards of one thousand people in a single church service on any 
Sunday morning.

What We Discovered
We discovered that the majority of the times when scripture was read or 

taught in church services, two kinds of languages were used: the language in 
which the church leader had theological training and access to Bible study 
tools such as concordances, dictionaries, and commentaries (i.e., French), and 
the languages most widely understood within the congregation (i.e., Lingala 
and Kituba). But when the congregation sang and when choirs led worship or 
performed special numbers, and during all-night prayer vigils or times of 
personal testimony, village languages were used. In fact, we counted upwards 



of fourteen different languages in these contexts. 
The patterns in our data are suggestive of two priorities for African church 

leaders and their congregations: (1) authoritative scriptural teaching and (2) 
the inclusion of diversity in expressions of worship. Not only do these patterns 
give us an idea about why church leaders appear to resist scripture translation 
into village languages, but they also demonstrate that African Christians are 
successfully managing the cultural and linguistic diversity of members of their 
congregations.  

First, for authoritative teaching of scriptural and doctrinal truths, the lan-
guage used is one associated with education and power, and one that can be 
used internationally with Christians from other countries, whether regional 
neighbors or those from outside the African continent. Then, for expressing 
worship and adoration to God, to celebrate being Congolese Christians  
together, and for telling of what God had accomplished in local contexts,  
village languages are used. 

The choice of which language to use reflects more than concern about the 
content of the message. Each language is a medium, a channel for a message 
that also communicates a message. The choice of which language to use signals 
something about whether the content is to be understood as a universal truth 
for all Christians, or whether the content is local and special to the people in 
the immediate context.

Moreover, the contexts in which local languages are used are the most  
affirming for diversity in the church. While for the most part scriptural truth 
and doctrinal points are taught in French (the language that affirms the  
authority and universality of the message), individual expressions of the joys 
and trials of the Christian life in the Congolese context are most often  
communicated in village languages. The ultimate message of the use of village 
languages is that all are welcome, accepted, and affirmed in the Christian com-
munity.

How Our Discovery May Enrich Churches in the USA
Christians in the West, particularly those of Anglo-European heritage and 

speak only English, may not see the valuable example these Congolese Chris-
tians are setting for us. After all, our communities are not as diverse as the ones 
described in this article. We all understand sermons and Bible study in English. 
But we commit two grave errors in this kind of reasoning: (1) we overlook the 
diversity of our communities and (2) we fail to understand the power of the 
choice of using a language to express welcome, acceptance, and affirmation.

How Diverse Are Our Communities?
The community in which I live is not considered especially diverse. During 

the three years that I have lived here, I have been told by many people how 
“white” our city is, meaning that it is a community dominated by those of Ang-
lo-European heritage. It’s true that in my daily activities I mostly see white faces. 

But I have been wondering lately if that is because the core of my network 
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of friends, acquaintances, and colleagues also has white faces. It is a sociologi-
cal principle that “birds of a feather flock together.” In other words, we tend to 
congregate with those most like us; this is true no matter what our skin color 
or background. It may be that when we believe that Salem is a “white” com-
munity, we are not seeing the whole picture.

Diversity is more than skin tone, and skin tone may even mask diversity. Not 
all brown people are from the same place and speak the same language; not all 
white people have the same national or ethnic heritage. In my small apartment 
complex, we have a family from Great Britain, a Sikh family from the Punjab, 
two families from the Pacific Islands, and at least two families from Mexico. I 
have friends from the Republic of Congo and Burkina Faso. I work with profes-
sors married to women from South Korea. When I tutor English at the Broadway 
Life Center, my students come from Russia, the Ukraine, and Mexico. 

This past winter, I volunteered to drive to a women’s conference. We were 
three women in the car: one from England, one from Argentina, and me. And 
the kicker: the other two women had lived longer in Oregon than I have. 

Finally, if you get a pedicure at Salem Center Mall, chances are the pedicur-
ist is from a country in South Asia. If you stop for a shwarma at one of at least 
two locations in Salem, you’ll be talking with someone from the Middle East. 
There are delicious Thai restaurants, as well, run by …well… someone from 
Thailand. There is a Japanese language fellowship in town. There are people 
from at least fourteen national and ethnic backgrounds in our “white” com-
munity. This does not include the sizeable deaf community that speaks a  
language other than English. Chances are that a similar kind of diversity is 
hidden in other communities as well. 

Using Language to Welcome, Accept, and Affirm
As Christians in the Republic of Congo know all too well, it is not always 

practical or desirable to preach, teach, or hold activities for large and diverse 
crowds in more than one (or two) languages. To affirm and teach the truths 
of the gospel as applicable to all, preaching and teaching in a single language 
may send a message of its universal authority. On the other hand, to accept 
and affirm those of various backgrounds into Christian fellowship, the use of 
a variety of languages sends a message that all are welcome and valued. 

As the Congolese Christians discovered, singing songs in multiple lan-
guages and allowing for personal testimonies in multiple languages (with 
interpretation available as necessary) is imminently doable. One great re-
source for singing in multiple languages may be choirs or singing groups to 
teach well-known English songs in other languages. Those who wish to try to 
follow along in another language, or whose language is being used, may sing 
along with gusto. Those who do not wish to sing in another language may still 
participate in the singing, but in English. All are welcome; none are excluded.

Likewise, scripture verses could be recited in multiple languages in various 
ways. There are three options for doing this: (1) a representative of the  
national or ethnic group may recite the scripture while others listen, (2) the 
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person might teach others to recite the verse in another language, or (2) the 
church can use an “every tongue, tribe, and nation” demonstration in which 
everyone is invited to recite a verse together in whatever language is most 
comfortable. Such actions communicate acceptance.

These demonstrations of diversity must become common in the worship 
of a given church. Putting people on the platform once a year to affirm diver-
sity reduces the display to something like a Sunday school pageant—a learning 
experience for the children and a delightful presentation for the adults. In 
order to affirm and welcome diversity, it must be practiced so as to not appear 
awkward or out of the ordinary. The point is that diversity then becomes  
ordinary, not a special or unusual presentation.

Conclusion
The church leaders in the Republic of Congo were not resisting the use of 

scripture, nor were they denying the value of village languages. Instead, they 
had developed ways of using languages within a highly diverse context in 
order to teach and reach the largest number of people from as many ethnic 
backgrounds as possible.

I don’t believe their goal is any different from the goals of church leaders 
in the West. And while it is true that the nature of ethnic and language diver-
sity in central Africa differs in significant ways from the nature of ethnic and 
language diversity in the West, the fact that Christians are called from all of 
those diverse backgrounds remains the same. 

It is not necessary to view multiple languages or multiple heritages as  
obstacles to church unity. On the contrary, as Christians in the Republic of 
Congo have demonstrated, how languages are used may make powerful state-
ments about the universality of God’s truths as expressed in scripture, and 
may demonstrate appreciation for the great diversity of the members of God’s 
kingdom as well. We are richer for the many ways we can worship the Lord 
together, speaking in the tongues he created.

“May the nations praise you, O God. Yes, may all the nations praise you. How glad 
the nations will be, singing for joy, because you govern them with justice and direct 
the actions of the whole world.” (Psalm 67:3-4)

Annette R. Harrison, PhD, joined Wycliffe Bible Translators in 
1989, participating in Bible translation needs assessment through 
research, consulting, and training in Francophone Africa. She now 
teaches courses in intercultural communication, applied linguistics, 
sociology, and anthropology at Corban University.
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T
he cry heard most often from the Church in the 
Majority World is for pastors who can preach/teach the 
word of God in a way that is understandable and applicable 
to their congregations. While the orality movement has 

spoken significantly to this need, there are aspects of the preaching/
teaching process which beg further attention.  

The Message
In the orality community we have most often begun our conversation 

with the message to be delivered. The primary emphasis has been the stories 
which we find in scripture. While the story sets vary in size, most are prede-
termined by Western agencies that formulate the teaching material based on 
a preconceived order of theological importance.

Structuring the Message
Less attention has been given to the “packaging” of the message. Each 

culture will have ways of structuring communication so that it is understood 
by the hearers as well as having high impact on them. When a group of 
Samburu pastors, for example, studied the parable of the soils in Luke 8, the 
level of impact was minimal until the context was changed from an agricul-
tural to a pastoral one. The Samburu are herders of cattle, sheep, and goats. 
When the story of the parable was framed in those terms, the level of impact 
went up significantly.

Delivering the Message
The third element in the communication process deals with delivery. It is 

at this point at which the arts play a significant role. For some cultures, the 
song is the most appropriate way of delivering the message; for others, it may 
be dance, while others use proverbs to get across the point. With both pack-
aging and delivery, the principle is the same: learning takes place best when 
you move from the known to the unknown and when culturally appropriate 

Preparing Majority 
World Pastors to 
Teach the Whole 
Counsel of God
By Philip Thornton
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methods are employed.  
But these three—message, packaging, delivery—do not tell the full story. 

There is a fourth element which may be the most significant one in equipping 
pastors who can rightly divide the word of truth for their congregations. It is 
the element of preparing the message.

Preparation            Message                 Packaging             Delivery

Preparing the Message 
When it comes to developing a biblical message to be delivered to an oral 

audience, there are several possibilities:
1. The message is given to the pastor from an outside source. For 

example, a pastor or evangelist is given a set of stories to tell. The problem 
with this approach is this: if that pastor is totally dependent on an exterior 
source for his or her material, he or she will be limited in the scope his or her 
teaching/preaching to that covered in the materials given to him or her.

2. The pastor is given stories and taught how to tell them with the 
idea that over time he or she will gain insight into the storying pro-
cess. He or she then will be able to replicate this process with other stories. 
The problem with this approach lies in the ability to transfer knowledge from 
one situation to another. In many cultural contexts the experience gained 
through one exercise will not be automatically transferred to another situa-
tion unless that skill has been taught. This is especially true when the educa-
tional process through which the pastor has gone is built on rote memory 
and not on creative thinking.

3. The pastor is given the interpretation of the stories/passages of 
scripture. In this case, the pastor is also provided with a set of interpretative 
questions which supposedly will lead him or her to a “correct” interpretation 
of the story/passage. The problem with this approach is that questions arise 
from what one sees in the passage. Those who develop the questions do so 
with a preconceived idea of what should be seen in the passage (based on 
what they see), as well as the correct interpretation (i.e., their interpretation 
of the story/passage).                                                                                                                               

With the above approaches to pastoral training, the pastor still cannot 
fully develop his or her own messages from God’s word, messages which are 
“tailored” to speak directly to the needs and concerns of those with whom 
he ministers. Let me emphasize that I am not saying that the processes  
described above are bad, just incomplete. The ability to understand and 



EMQ   April 2015   199

develop good sermons or other teaching material from the Bible requires a 
set of skills just as with any other profession. I am also not diminishing the 
work of the Holy Spirit in this process. Rather, I am emphasizing that the 
skills which enable a pastor to mine the riches of God’s word for him or 
herself are not automatic. They must be learned.                                                             

For those of us who cut our theological teeth in evangelical seminaries 
and Bible schools in the U.S., the tool which has been most significant in our 
understanding and teaching of scripture is that of methodical Bible study 
(see Traina 2001). At its simplest level this methodology asks three ques-
tions: What does it say (observation), what does it mean (interpretation), and what 
does it mean to me (application)? It challenges the student of God’s word to ask 
the questions of who, what, where, when, how, and why, to compare and 
contrast concepts and ideas, and to seek out the meaning of terms and con-
cepts as they were meant to be understood by the writer.  

While this approach to the study of scripture may indeed be “cultural” in 
many ways, I believe it has validity cross-culturally for the serious student of 
the Bible. Inherent in this methodical process is yet another obstacle which 
must be addressed for most Majority World pastors, namely the ability to use 
critical thinking skills. 

The educational process in most Majority World nations is that of rote 
memory, and theological education has not been immune. Students are 
taught to repeat verbatim what the teacher presents. Theological statements 
are to be accepted and adopted without question. In fact, in such places as 
Latin America, the traditional Roman Catholic Church teaches that one can 
lose his or her salvation if he or she questions the teachings of the Church! 
While such training produces students who have the incredible ability to 
memorize, rote memory does not lend itself to the development of critical 
thinking skills.  

Critical thinking is the ability to: 
•  Think in concepts (conceptualize).
•  Examine material carefully and in detail so as to identify problems, 

causes, key factors, and purposes (analyze).
•  Combine various parts into a whole, i.e., to “connect the dots” between 

ideas, events, and concepts (synthesize). An example of this would be 
the ability to connect individual Bible stories into the larger meta-
narrative of the Bible.

•  Determine the meaning, the significance, and the relevance of ideas, 
terms, phrases, stories, etc. (evaluate). 

•  Think abstractly (i.e., the ability to understand ideas or thoughts not 
specifically related to an object, person, or occurrence, and to apply 
those concepts in a variety of situations).

•  Generalize information gained from a study and to apply it to real-life 
circumstances. 
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Let me emphasize that this process is not about intellectual acumen but 
rather about learned skills. No doubt some measure of critical thinking  
exists in every culture. It may be in the area of agriculture or animal hus-
bandry or urban survival. The challenge for those who are trying to equip 
pastors in situations where critical thinking has not been used as a tool for 
the study of scripture is to: identify that process, help church leaders analyze 
it, and transfer/apply those critical thinking skills to the study of the Bible. 
This must be done without any attitude of superiority and with cultural 
sensitivity.                               

How then do we apply such critical thinking skills to those who are not 
accustomed to using them in the study of scripture? My own experience tells 
me that it must be modeled. There are four stages in this modeling process:

Stage 1: The teacher is a learner (see Larson 1978). What is the world-
view of the people in question? How do they think? How do they use time 
and space? How should their body language be interpreted? What is the  
influence of social structure on the communication process? How does the 
environment in which the teaching takes place affect receptivity and, how do 
they make important decisions (see Hesselgrave 1991)?

Stage 2: The teacher and students begin a study of the Bible passage, 
story, book, chapter, etc. together. During this time, the teacher seeks to 
see the passage through their cultural lens.  What is their “cultural under-
standing” of the stories, terms, etc.? How might that differ from the tradi-
tional biblical understanding/interpretation as well as that of the West?

Stage 3: The teacher begins to model the methodical Bible study 
method. As the study process moves forward, the teacher takes less of a role 
and students increase their role. When this initial study is completed, the 
students take the study and teach it to others under the supervision of the 
teacher. This process is commonly known as “scaffold instruction” and is 
based on the principle of I do it; We do it; You do it.   

Stage 4: The students prepare and teach the lesson to others on 
their own. The teacher is available to help with problems which may have 
arisen. This process is repeated until student confidence and proficiency are 
achieved in preparation and delivery phases. The teacher remains a part of 
the process as needed, but with a diminishing role.

Methodical Bible study, with its associated critical thinking skills, is bet-
ter caught than taught, and that takes time. By continually “pushing” pastors 
with questions, which lead to other questions, which lead to still deeper 
questions, pastors will slowly develop a strategy which will allow them to 
study and teach the word of God in a way that will move local Christians 
beyond salvation to discipleship. In other words, they will “own the process.”  

The use of questions in the teaching/learning process is not new by any 
means.1 Jesus’ use of the tool was extensive (e.g., John 2:4; Mark 3:4; Luke 
2:49; Matt. 12:5).  He asked questions to get his audience’s attention, to 
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make them think, to introduce a teaching, and to awaken the conscience. He 
used questions to clarify a situation, to rebuke criticism, to build faith, or to 
put someone in a dilemma. 

Questions were at the very heart of Jesus’ teaching methods (Watke 2000). 
Well-formulated questions will affect intelligence, stimulate interest, help 
memory, change conduct, bring insight and conviction, and help people face 
the truth.

For those who may be concerned that church leaders might come up with 
doctrinal conclusions which do not accord with their denomination or group, 
teaching pastors to think on their own about scripture will seem dangerous. 
Yet, without those who can dig deep into the Bible and see it through their 
culture’s eyes, Christianity will never be truly indigenous. Doctrinal distinc-
tions may be important, but they can also be heavily cultural.

As evangelicals, I fear that in our haste to see people come to saving faith 
in Jesus, we have been weak in preparing pastors and church leaders who can 
teach the whole counsel of God in a culturally appropriate way to their 
congregations. Even the discipleship materials used by the Majority World 
Church are most often re-tooled versions of Western materials, if not out-
right translations. 

As the Church grows around the world, good leadership is an absolute 
necessity if that Church is to be orthodox and biblically sound. While good 
training is no substitute for the working of the Holy Spirit, it is a vital ingre-
dient to a healthy Church.

    
Endnote

1. Known today as the Socratic Method, this approach to teaching is a form of 
inquiry and discussion between individuals, based on asking and answering ques-
tions to stimulate critical thinking and to illuminate ideas.
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It was one of those moments that you look back on in life 
with great pride.  Early morning rain had forced our Saturday 
family time indoors. As the hours ticked by, we had progressed 

through our usual downtime activities—dance party, horse rides, 
wrestling, craft time, and book reading.  The rain would not let up. 
Reaching into my bag of tricks to keep the fun rolling for my 5-year-
old daughter and 2-year-old son, I got their attention by placing my 
hands together, fingers interlocked downward, with my index fingers 
straight up, and told them to repeat after me:

Here is the Church, Here is the Steeple, 
 (Then after flipping the hands so that hidden fingers become visible)
Open the Doors…and See all the People.

Without pause, my daughter courteously informed me that I had it wrong.  
I repeated the rhyme, and again she objected. She then proceeded to inform me 
that the rhyme should start with fingers interlocked and visible, and should be: 

Here is the Church, Which is a People…
(Then flipping the interlocked fingers down, leaving the index finger straight)
Who happen to meet in a building, Which has a Steeple.

As a father, and as an architectural design scholar who has been theologi-
cally and missiologically trained, my pride swelled! My daughter was grasping 
theologically-laden nuances of the church’s built form! But what she said next 
was a most astute observation. After thinking about and practicing the hand 
gestures for a few minutes, she looked up and suggested that perhaps she too 
had the rhyme wrong—perhaps the right way was:

The Missional Function 
of Architecture: 
New Considerations for a New Era
By Matthew Niermann

In the 20    30 Gap
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Here is the Church, Which is a People…
(Then flipping the interlocked fingers down, including the index fingers)
Who happen to meet in a building, 
Which does not have a Steeple.

Then the penetrating question came, “Dad, why don’t churches in our town 
have a steeple?”  

A History of Missiologicaly-driven  
Architectural Decisions

Over the next twenty minutes, while my daughter graciously humored me 
with a bit of prodding from my wife, I told her of the all-too-abbreviated story 
of the relationship between the Protestant Evangelical missiological drive and 
architectural form in American history. While the story is too multifaceted and 
extensive to discuss in a complete way here, there is value in recalling some of 
the key moments where the missional drive has led to architectural appropria-
tion and adaptations.   

Starting with a classic historical moment, the missional drive led evan-
gelists in America to develop the use of temporary structures such as circus 
tents to host revival meetings during the Second Great Awakening, later adapt-
ing these structures into semi-permanent structures for tabernacle revivals— 
setting the precedent for valuing large, temporary feeling, inexpensive spaces.

By the early 1800s the missional drive led to intentional physical reloca-
tions among the unchurched in American cities through the practice of appro-
priating secular structures such as schools, rented vacant buildings, and other 
commercial structures—setting the precedent for some modern-day church-
planting approaches.

In the 1830s, the missional drive led to a crossing into and appropriat-
ing the generally-distained theater building for revivals and church worship— 
setting the precedent for auditorium-style seating in churches and the use of 
dramatic supporting spaces.

During the post-revival periods at the turn of the twentieth century, the 
missional drive led newly-converted church members to take the success of 
the theater adaptations and redesign the edifice based on “churchly” neo-clas-
sical ideas with the aim of communicating permanence and embeddedness in 
the urban community. Now with more permanent structures, the missional 
approach expanded to attend to both religious and social initiatives—setting 
the precedent for multi-purpose “full-service” spaces within churches.

In the early twentieth century, the missional drive led newly-forming groups 
of fundamentalists, Pentecostals, and holiness church members to reflect on 
the challenges the poor and unchurched faced in attending the newly-formed 
“churchly” and “grandeur” churches, and consequently return to the use of 
commercial building typologies and the use of temporary structures—setting 
the precedent for much of contemporary church typologies.

Post World War II, the missional drive led experimentations in reaching 
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the newly-formed suburban lifestyle dependent on the car through the place-
ment of structures along major road arteries, by the development of large  
regional based campuses, and continued appropriation of commercial typology  
planning—setting the precedent and foundation for standard practices of con-
temporary church site planning.

And eventually, the missional drive led church members to embrace tech-
nological advancements and to appropriate it into religious structures with 
the purpose of further supporting dramatic potentialities, as well as extending 
the reach of the gospel message via broadcast, simulcast, and streaming capa-
bilities—setting the precedent for the necessity of dark, windowless spaces.

I doubt that my abbreviated 20-minute answer to my daughter’s sweet 
question will be remembered in detail. However, her question revived my  
appreciation for generational integration of the missiological drive with archi-
tectural adaptations.  

As my explanation ended, the sun emerged and we were able to head out-
side. Although I was excited to head outdoors, I had difficulty removing her 
question from my mind. I could, with confidence, provide her with the histor-

ical developments that have led to current architectural trends. However, I left 
the conversation questioning the appropriateness of our contemporary mis-
siological architectural decisions for our generation and generations to come.  

I began to ask myself: Are our current missiologically-driven architectural deci-
sions too reliant on and influenced by their historical precedents and the “trends”they 
have created? Or are we intentionally seeking to integrate our missiological-driven 
architectural appropriations in relation to the realities of our contemporary situation?   

New Considerations for a New Era     
As I continue to dedicate scholarly research into the relationships between 

contemporary architectural design decisions in relationship to the church and 
its mission, I am becoming more fearful that, in fact, our missiological-driven 
architectural decisions are too reliant on historical precedents and their result-
ing “trends” and not taking into serious consideration the emerging realities 
of our present ministry fields.  

Specifically, the research I have undertaken, underscored by additional re-
search by others, suggest to me that several architectural trends need to be 
seriously questioned for their appropriateness and effectiveness for today’s 

Post World War II, the missional drive led 
experimentations in reaching the newly-formed
suburban lifestyle dependent on the car.
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cultures. These trends include the declining preference for the “corporate”  
aesthetic by emerging populations, the need to consider spatial preferences 
for increasing Christian immigrant populations, and the increasing preference 
for “traditional” spaces have been discussed at some length. However, below 
I want to discuss two trends which have not been deliberated frequently that 
we may need to reconsider.  

#1. We need to reconsider the continued appropriation of the com-
mercial/corporate architectural typologies for our site planning. The built 
environment is generally perceived in four zones: public, semi-public, semi-
private, and private. Any generic detached residential house neighborhood  
demonstrates this. The street and sidewalk make up the public zones, the front 
lawns create a semi-public zone where temporary access is permitted, the front 
porch is the semi-private zone where people are welcome without invitation 
but only with intention, and the house is the private zone requiring invitation.  

Conversely, in commercial typologies—especially in suburban settings—
there is an eradication of semi-public space. Commercial planning directly 
links public spaces with semi-public parking lots which require the intention 

of shopping to enter. As religious architectures have adopted this typology, 
there has been a similar eradication of semi-public space. Whereas historic 
religious site planning in America sought to provide a strong semi-public zone 
(e.g., church lawn, large-scale open doors, etc.), our site planning most often 
now reads: street and sidewalk, line of hedges, a church sign near the sidewalk, 
followed by a large parking lot, with the architecture behind the parking lot. 
In essence, we have reduced the connection between our spaces and the public 
and in its stead have placed very large spaces which require perceived inten-
tionality to move into them.  

I fully appreciate the historical argument that commercial and corporate 
typologies are effective in removing boundaries that “churchly” architecture 
might create for unchurched. However, there are unintended consequences.  
It is of no surprise, then, that no matter how trendy we seek to make our  
“public” café’s within our churches, no one walks off the streets for a cup of 
coffee. It is of no surprise that personal invitation still ranks the most effec-
tive means to make people feel comfortable to attend a ministry event. Our 
spatially-required intentionality is a strong barrier for the unchurched—and a 
barrier we must seek to remove. Can we re-envision our parking lots as places of 

Our spatially-required intentionality is 
a strong barrier for the unchurched—and a barrier 
we must seek to remove.
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ministry, intentionally transformed into semi-public spaces intended to be the zone of 
interaction between religion and broader culture? Can we re-envision the basic site 
planning trends for new projects—seeking a balance of the perceptual zones?

#2. We need to reconsider the emphasis placed on our architecture 
relative to how it supports technologically-created dramatics. The Evan-
gelical Protestant Church has a long tradition of appropriation of architec-
tures that support the effective use of dramatics and spectacle—from the 
nineteenth-century adoption of the theater to the contemporary push towards 
integration of dramatic technologies such as sound systems, stage lighting, 
video, holographic images, and environmental projection systems.  

However, the evolution of our dramatics has created a very passive archi-
tecture—dark, windowless, multi-functional spaces. And this has worked well 
for its purpose. Yet, I wonder about its integration with the rapid changes in 
the American cultural context: changes in populations and religious beliefs. I 
wonder if technologically-driven dramatics is still the most effective means to 
reach this growing population of unchurched. A few observations and resulting 
questions:

First, the American culture is now a visually-based, screen-oriented 
culture. To that end, at what point are technologically-driven dramatics less 
effective due to the saturation of technology in our lives? If the principle behind 
dramatics and spectacle is uncommonness, would not dramatics in architec-
tural design be more uncommon, and more impactful in a person’s experience? 

Second, with a visually-based culture, the primary language of culture is 
visual. Therefore, are plain, intentionally-blank architectures the most effec-
tive material means to consistently interact with the societies surrounding our 
structures? Should we be adapting our architectures to attend to a higher level 
of visual communication—especially on the exterior?  

Third, recent polling has demonstrated a fundamental change in reli-
gious beliefs—often summarized by “spiritual, but not religious.” Further-
more, polling also shows that the most common place people feel spiritual or 
feel the presence of God is in natural settings. At what point is our desire to 
provide dark, windowless spaces that support technologically-driven dramatics 
working against the basic orientation of spirituality? Can we adapt our architec-
tures to meet individuals where they are and integrate interaction with nature 
in our spaces?

The evolution of our dramatics has created 
a very passive architecture—dark, windowless, 
multi-functional spaces.
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Fourth, if we understand that evangelism at its core is simply not  
information transfer about God, but is an encounter with and response 
to God, and if we understand that the objective truth about the gospel 
never changes, the process of evangelism is much more about helping people  
encounter Christ than it is explaining Christ—giving the arts a critical 
role in evangelism. With that in mind, should we not use the powerful art 
of architectural design not just as a support for technology, but as a mode of 
encounter in and of itself?

Intentionality for a New Generation—A Call to Prayer
I often reflect back on that afternoon with my family. Burned into my 

mind is the image of my daughter's hands folded—representing the church 
without a steeple. Yet these little folded hands represent more than a church  
typology. These young hands signify a necessary oneness between prayer and 
our missiologically-driven architectural decisions. May we always seek the 
Lord’s discernment—and not just rely on trends—in the development of the  
missional function of architecture.  

FruitFul Mission from the inside out

“Ryan Shaw rightfully challenges us to not fall into 

the temptation of emphasizing the mission at the 

expense of our own souls. Ryan also brings this pas-

toral vision down to a practical level, giving us very 

helpful ‘spiritual keys’ that will help us cultivate a 

deeper inner spiritual life. If we heed these words 

and apply these keys, I believe we will not only be 

more spiritually equipped, but also will spiritually 

thrive in engaging the Great Commission.”

 —From the foreword by Tom Lin, vice president for 
missions, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA
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Seven Pillars for  
a Missional Culture
By J.D. Payne

Voices  in the Local Church

I want to pull back the curtain to show The Church at 
Brook Hills’ culture of disciple-making and share some of the 
foundational matters that support this culture and our field  

activities. This is not my attempt to say you should replicate what we 
are doing. We do not claim to have it all together. 

Like all churches, we are constantly being sanctified by the Spirit and will 
continue to grow and develop in our Great Commission task. However, the 
Lord has been so gracious to The Church at Brook Hills over the twenty-five 
years of its life. While I am humbled to write this article, I am also writing to 
celebrate the grace of our Lord and point to his people who are walking in the 
light with him and one another (1 John 1:7). Learn from us, but do not clone 
us. Be like one panning for gold—allow the things that are not appropriate 
for your context to wash downstream, but collect the golden nuggets for use 
in your setting.

While I provide pastoral leadership and development in certain areas, The 
Church at Brook Hills is led by an outstanding group of elders and staff. The 
overwhelming majority of this article is a testimony to God’s working 
through their labors and not the work of a single individual. Seven pillars 
support the missional culture and activities of The Church at Brook Hills. I 
share these below.

#1. Biblical Foundation
The first pillar is that of a biblical foundation related to making disciples. 

Whether we are studying passages in Jonah or John, Leviticus or Philemon, 
members are likely to hear of how the text exhorts us to our Great Commis-
sion task. Such teaching is not forced or based on hermeneutical gymnastics, 
but flows from the text because God is a missionary God, has redeemed a 
people for himself, and has set them on his mission in everything they do.
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#2. Vision, Mission, Goal
The second pillar is an intentional repetition of our vision, mission, and 

goal as a faith family.  For us, these are expressed in the following statement: 
We glorify God by making disciples of all nations. The practical win is to see 
world-impacting disciple-makers involved in multiplying disciples and 
churches in Birmingham (our city), across North America, and throughout 
the world. Our vision, mission, and goal influence everything we do as a 
church when it comes to ministry, staffing, budgeting, and organizing. 

Vision: We glorify God sums up our vision. In everything we do as follow-
ers of Jesus, we desire to bring glory to God. This vision affects the way we 
think about life, family, finances, education, politics, church, and of course, 
disciple-making.

Mission: By making disciples. Disciple-making begins in the harvest fields 
with evangelism.  However, our Great Commission calling does not end 
there, but demands that we both reach people with the gospel and teach 
them the whole council of God. Practically, we talk about the fulfillment of 
this mission in four ways. We are to:

•  Share the word
•  Show the word
•  Teach the word
•  Serve the world
Sharing the word is related to our evangelistic efforts. Showing the word is 

what we do particularly in our small groups when it comes to bearing one 
another’s burdens. Showing the word is about each member providing care 
for the other members in his or her small group.  Teaching the word happens 
when we gather for corporate worship. However, we expect a great deal of 
teaching to take place in small groups, with parents to their children, and in 
one-on-one settings. Serving the world includes a host of activities locally in 
Birmingham and globally—across North America and throughout the world.

Goal: Of all nations. Our members are regularly reminded of the definitions 
of words such as people groups, unreached, and unengaged-unreached. We talk 
about eleven thousand people groups in the world, six thousand unreached 
people groups, and three thousand unengaged-unreached peoples.  

We work hard to blur the lines between international and North American 
divides. Our people hear of the 360 unreached people groups living in the 
United States (several we have identified in Birmingham) and 180 in Canada. 
While the greatest needs are outside of North America, we speak often about 
the unreached people groups (less than two percent evangelical) being “over 
there” and “over here.” 

Practically, our labors to reach all nations means we give priority to  
unreached peoples living in least-reached areas. We frequently speak of 
sending teams to areas in Birmingham, across North America, and through-
out the world, where there are the greatest physical and spiritual needs.
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 #3. Aggressive Evaluation
The third pillar involves aggressive evaluation of all that we do. As elders 

and as a staff, we are regularly asking (and encouraging members to be ask-
ing): How can we most effectively make disciples of all nations? This is a matter of 
kingdom stewardship. If we ask this question and decide that our time,  
resources, and efforts are less than what they could be for the kingdom, then 
adjustment is necessary.

#4. Organizational Structure
The fourth pillar involves our organizational structure. Our pastoral staff 

team of nine intentionally works in collaboration with one another. We fight 
to keep from operating out of ministry silos where this ministry is his and that 
one belongs to another guy. While each of us has primary areas we oversee, we 
attempt to integrate as much as possible. For example, our pastor of local dis-
ciple making and our pastor of member care work closely together on matters 
within the faith family. Our pastor of global disciple making, pastor of local 
missions, and myself (pastor of church multiplication) have a natural  
connection on providing leadership for matters outside of the fellowship. 

One of the best means for us when it comes to sharing, showing, and 
teaching the word and serving the world is through our small groups. We 
grow inwardly by showing and teaching; we grow outwardly by sharing and 
serving. When it comes to our missionary efforts, we organize around the 
following options:

•  Short-term missions (two weeks – two months)
•  Mid-term missions (two months – two years)
•  Long-term/church planting (beyond two years)
We challenge our members to begin at the short-term level, then move to 

mid-term involvement, and finally long term. Beginning with an annual 
short-term trip, we encourage the church to give two percent (about two 
weeks) of their time each year to serve in a different context somewhere in 
the world. Our labors throughout the world are done in context with  
national disciple-makers and churches (if they exist) with whom we can lock 
arms for the kingdom.

#5. Values
The fifth pillar is a clear set of values. We summarize these into five areas:
•  Biblical proclamation (Acts 2:42)
•  Sacrificial care (Acts 2:42)
•  Wholehearted worship (Acts 2:42)
•  Desperate prayer (Acts 2:42)
•  Exponential multiplication (Acts 2:47)
Space will not permit me to describe these values. This list will have to 

suffice. At face value, you should be able to discern their meanings.  
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#6. Strategic Principles
The sixth pillar is a set of six governing principles for our strategy to glo-

rify God by making disciples of all nations. These are: Biblical, Simple, 
Intentional, Reproducible, Cross-cultural, and Radical.

Biblical. God’s word is to dictate and shape all that we do. We do not 
develop methods and strategy and then ask God to bless them. Rather, we 
want the Spirit and the word to lead us in what we do locally and globally. 
What has God revealed in his word that he has already promised to bless? For 
us, we want to take those biblical ways and contextualize them in Birming-
ham, across North America, and throughout the world.  

Simple. While we are a megachurch by definition, we work to avoid 
thinking and acting like a stereotypical megachurch. Our efforts are to keep 
matters simple when it comes to being disciples and making disciples. Com-
plexity did not turn the world upside down (Acts 17:6). The Lord has done 
and does the complex matters; we are called to a simple task of following him 
into the world.  

Intentional. We equip members to be world-impacting disciple makers. 
We say that church leaders are not event planners, but are equippers (Eph. 
4:11-12). They do not exist to provide services, but to serve people. They are 
not program-driven, but people-driven. 

Reproducible. The more complex our ministries become, the more dif-
ficult they are to reproduce by our members and new disciples. We keep 
asking ourselves how we can be organized for rapid multiplication, rather 
than for routine addition. Part of this process involves eliminating from our 
vocabularies all references to the church as a building. It also means we keep 
striving to become decreasingly dependent on ministries that require large 
budgets, buildings, and complex structures. 

Cross-cultural. We speak often about culture and context. In order to 
reach the unreached peoples living in Birmingham, across North America, 
and throughout the world, we must cross cultural gaps. Disciple-making and 
church planting efforts must be contextualized. People must be equipped to 
cross these gaps.

Radical. The call to follow Jesus is a call to die to self. This means making 
sacrifices for the lost, poor, and the church. Casual, comfortable Christianity 
is not biblical. While we recognize what we mean by radical is simply bibli-
cal, the truth is that according to most people in the twenty-first century, the 
way of Jesus is something radical. 

#7. Equipping Process
The seventh pillar is a process of equipping all members to be world- 

impacting disciple-makers.  In addition to personal growth in Christ, regular 
worship gatherings, small-group involvement, local and global service, we 
provide a means to train all of our members in disciple-making activities. 
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The Brook Hills 7 is a combination of equipping modules (usually six weeks 
each) to provide biblical and missiological foundations and practical skills 
related to multiplying disciples and churches. 

Throughout the New Testament, church planting is described as evange-
lism that results in new churches. And the pathway to such disciple-making 
follows: gospel shared -> disciples made -> church identified -> pastors  
appointed (Acts 13-14). With these steps in mind, the Brook Hills 7 is com-
prised of the following training:

•  Being a disciple: What does it mean to be a disciple and make disciples?
•  Sharing the word: How do we share the gospel locally and globally?
•  Starting and leading small groups: How do we start small groups and 

lead them to glorify God by making disciples of all nations?
•  Teaching the word: How do we study the Bible and teach it in a small-

group setting?
•  Showing the word: In our small groups, how are we to bear one an-

other’s burdens and provide pastoral care to one another?
•  Serving the world: What does it mean for our church to do missions 

locally and globally?
• Multiplying the church: What is church planting and how can we be 

involved?
We want all of our members to complete the Brook Hills 7. It is our desire 

that all of our members will not only be better equipped for the Great Com-
mission task, but they will be able to say, “I can serve on a church-planting 
team,” or “I can help support and send someone from my small group to 
serve on a church-planting team.”  

Conclusion
In this article, I have attempted to provide a glimpse into The Church at 

Brook Hills’ approach to mission. Supporting a culture of mission to the 
nations—across the street and world—requires different structures. By not-
ing the various pillars the Lord has graciously allowed us to develop over the 
years to support our culture, it is my hope that you now have a better idea of 
the model that shapes what we do on the field. 

J. D. Payne serves as the pastor for church multiplication with The 
Church at Brook Hills in Birmingham, Alabama. Before coming to Brook 
Hills, he served for ten years with the North American Mission Board of 
the Southern Baptist Convention and as an associate professor of church 
planting and evangelism in the Billy Graham School of Missions and 
Evangelism at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, 
Kentucky, where he directed the Center for North American Missions 

and Church Planting. 
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 In our interconnected and globalized world, mission 
networks are playing an increasingly important role in shaping 
Great Commission strategies. Through networks, ministry leaders 

from around the world are connecting with others of similar vision to 
collectively address some of the greatest mission challenges and  
opportunities in the world today.

Like never before in history, God is uniting his Church to reach the un-
reached. Those actively participating in networks are moving beyond talk 
about collaboration to real action with others who share a similar mission 
vision. Participation in networks is becoming a high priority for many mis-
sion leaders and organizations, resulting in significant benefits to them and 
to the cause of Christ worldwide.

Today, there is a wide range of mission networks providing coordination 
among ministries at global, regional, national, and local levels. Some of 
these networks function primarily for information sharing, while others are 
highly participatory, with members contributing resources toward collabora-
tive projects and commonly-defined goals. In recent years, there has been an 
increase in networks focused on specific mission issues such as refugees, 
sports, media, and outreach among the major religious groups such as Mus-
lims and Hindus. 

Let’s consider some of the valuable benefits of participating in a network 
and what practical steps you or your organization can take to get connected 
to those networks most relevant to your mission.

1. Networks provide access to vital information, resources, and best 
practices to inform your mission strategy. Networks offer the most com-
prehensive and current view of how God is at work and who is involved in a 
particular location or sector of ministry. Because networks draw from across 
different cultures, theological perspectives, and ministry methods, they 
bring people together with a wide range of expertise to provide access to  

Mission Networks:

Best Practices from Missio Nexus
excellence in missions

By Kärin Butler Primuth

Connecting the Global Church  
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information not available within a single organization. 
Involvement in a network can enlarge your perspective by giving you  

exposure to people who think differently from those inside your organiza-
tion. Networks provide a platform to aggregate best practices from across 
organizations, and to showcase what is working and what is not in order to 
learn from one another’s successes and failures. Networks draw on the col-
lective experience of the members to solve problems and address barriers 
that can lead to significant spiritual breakthroughs.   

Access to this kind of information can significantly increase your own minis-
try effectiveness and also reduce your costs as you glean from what others are 
learning and reduce potential duplication of valuable kingdom resources. 

Consider the example of a network for a North African country formed 
five years ago. This network has grown from thirteen initial partners to now 
over seventy partners that are coordinating efforts to see a thriving indige-
nous Church in the country. Their early dream of placing just a handful of 
workers on the ground has now grown to an active facilitation team coordi-
nating five working groups focused on business as mission, English as a 
Second Language, church planting, relief and development, and prayer. They 

share information on a secure website open only to network members, and 
coordinate in-country visits, projects, and employment opportunities. This 
network provides a rich source of information and collaboration for workers 
on the ground, organizational leaders, donors, prayer supporters, and part-
nering churches.

As you determine what kind of involvement to have in a particular  
network, there are two key questions for consideration:  

First, what is it that you or your organization need that this network 
might provide? Is it information, resources, or specific skills? By hav-
ing a clear understanding of what you need, you will have a better chance of 
finding people in the network who can help you. If those people don’t have 
what you need, they will likely know someone who does. Networks are valu-
able not only because of the people who are in them, but because of the 
people those people know and can connect you with. 

Second, what can you contribute? Can you give time, leadership, 
expertise, organizational resources, information, or personnel? The 
more willing you are to contribute, the more quickly you will connect with 

As you determine what kind of involvement 
to have in a particular network, there are two key 
questions for consideration.  
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others who also need what you have to offer. And all of that moves you more 
quickly to the center, where you will have the greatest opportunities for con-
nections and access to important resources. 

A network is only as valuable as the contribution of its members. There are 
a lot of people hanging out on the edges of networks that join only to take 
rather than contribute, and as a result, they experience limited value. As 
Steve Moore, president of Missio Nexus, affirmed in his video blog on Net-
work Science, “People who participate in the right networks and position 
themselves toward the center will harvest the greatest amount of value.” 

To move to the center of a network and have access to what is of value re-
quires commitment and investment, rather than sitting on the edges only to 
glean what you can get with minimal involvement. Some organizations that 
recognize the benefits of networks are choosing to second personnel to net-
works to provide much-needed leadership for more effective coordination. 
The benefits of network involvement increase for each organization as mem-
bers invest resources toward achieving greater outcomes made possible by 
the collective. 

One of the best ways to initially get connected to a network is to attend 
the annual or bi-annual consultation which many networks hold. These 
events provide great opportunities to see who is participating in the network, 
begin to make connections, assess the effectiveness of the network’s out-
comes, and hear the remarkable stories of how God’s Spirit is at work in some 
of the most challenges places on earth. 

2. Participation in networks provides opportunities to partner with 
the rapidly growing Church and expanding mission force of the Major-
ity World. Hans Rosling, Swedish doctor and professor of global health, has 
said that we need to “change our mind-set by updating our data-set.” This is 
especially true when it comes to the current realities of mission sending. 
How current is the data-set of your organization? Are you seeing the world 
and developing your priorities through the lens of current statistics about the 
Global Church, or are you still operating from an old paradigm? 

The facts tell us that the face of global mission has dramatically changed. 
Those who were previously receivers of missionaries have now become some 
of the most vital mission-sending churches in the world. While North 
America still sends the most missionaries, that picture is rapidly changing as 
the Church in the Global South has experienced exponential growth in the 
last twenty years and is mounting a major mission mobilization effort. 

Brazil, Korea, and India are among the top ten mission-sending countries. 
China has a vision for raising up twenty thousand missionaries in the next 
twenty years. Nigeria has the fourth largest number of evangelical Christians 
in the world, and is one of the fastest-growing mission-sending churches. 
Over twenty thousand Africans serve as missionaries outside their own 
countries. Networks provide a level playing field to work in partnership with 
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the growing Church in the Global South, giving opportunities for each one 
to contribute their unique strengths and resources towards God’s mission to 
reach all peoples.

Networks offer a context to build trust across cultures and to genuinely 
listen and learn from our partners in the Majority World. They provide a 
platform for dialogue with our brothers and sisters in the Global South to 
mutually define what the North American Church can contribute to today’s 
mission movement. 

Many networks that were originally started by Western leaders now have 
active participation and leadership by nationals. At its recent annual consul-
tation, the largest digital media network focused on Muslim evangelism had 
over 130 attendees representing 35 different countries and 77 different orga-
nizations. About forty percent of those attendees were Arab, and each year an 
increasing number are Muslim-background believers. This network is  
providing opportunities for national leaders from the region to give critical 
input as attendees gather from across the globe to assess Internet evangelism 
and follow-up strategies for the Muslim world, where over fifty thousand 
people are responding online to the gospel every month.

These multicultural networks are one of the most visible and functional 
demonstrations of unity in the Body of Christ. In a world that is increasingly 
divided by race, culture, and religious identity, the Global Church has the 
opportunity to demonstrate a powerful witness to the world through our 
love for one another as we work together in partnership.

3. Networks enable you to leverage mutual strengths to accomplish 
more together than is possible by a single organization. A network is 
born out of a vision to address a critical or strategic challenge that is beyond 
the scope of any single organization. A compelling vision is a God-sized 
dream, something of the scale or complexity that can only be accomplished 
by working together with others. 

Individual organizations are limited by the capacity, knowledge, and  
information available inside their own organizations, which makes it diffi-
cult to address large-scale challenges. Networks are capable of aggregating 
information and resources needed to address big mission challenges beyond 
the scope of one organization. 

Consider this God-sized vision of a global network of 170 organizations all 
focused on reaching Muslims: “This network exists to see effective church-
planting efforts among all Muslim peoples. By the grace of God, we aspire to see 
this accomplished by 2025.” That is an enormous mission challenge that no 
single organization can achieve! Yet the reality is that many mission agencies are 
still operating in silos, as if they could accomplish such bold goals on their own.

When we realize the magnitude of the challenges we are trying to address 
and can acknowledge we don’t have all the solutions or resources needed, 
then we become open to collaboration. It’s the realization of that God-sized 
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dream that compels us to work together with others. 
The key to accomplishing a big vision is to begin with something that is 

achievable. This provides a sense of real progress that can fuel the vision of 
the network to progressively take on larger and more complex initiatives. 
Networks often fail that try to do too much, too soon. Every big dream must 
be broken down into limited, achievable objectives that can be defined and 
communicated throughout the network. And that takes leadership, strategic 
planning, and the definition of shared goals and objectives.

As trust is built and network activity begins to grow, a more defined lead-
ership structure is needed to ensure that ideas and information reach all the 
partners, and most importantly, that the vision is continually being com-
municated out to increase participation. The more a network can create op-
portunities for like-minded people to identify and connect with others who 
have shared interests, the better chance there is for innovation and collabora-
tion that will lead to significant spiritual breakthroughs. 

Ultimately, that is the greatest benefit of participating in a network— 
being part of God’s redeeming plan to unite his Church to reach the  
unreached. History has demonstrated that inter-organizational partnerships 
not only maximize resources, reduce duplication, and generate innovation, 
but when God’s people work in unity, his Spirit is released in power to draw 
millions yet in darkness into the transforming light of Christ.

As God continues to unite his Church to achieve his mission, networks 
will have an increasingly vital role in making that possible. If you aren’t yet 
involved in a network, take time to explore where you could both contribute 
and benefit. To learn about the wide variety of networks that exist, visit www.
linkingglobalvoices.com, a website developed by Eldon Porter, Missio Nexus 
associate for global connections.

If you’re already involved in a network, then consider what steps you can 
take to move closer to the center, where you will find greater value and also 
make a greater contribution toward helping the network achieve its vision. 
For information and practical tools about network development, go to  
visionsynergy.net/resources. To join an online learning community focused 
on collaboration in mission, sign up at synergycommons.net.

Kärin Butler Primuth is CEO of visionSynergy, an organization 
that specializes in the development of partnerships and networks 
focused on reaching the unreached. Kärin’s vision for collaboration has 
grown out of thirty years of international ministry experience, having 
lived in South Africa, India, and China, and traveled to more than 
twenty-five countries. 
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Best Practices in the Orality Movement
orality in missions

Of the estimated seven thousand extant languages in 
the world, less than one percent have well-developed written 
traditions. The significant portion of the other ninety-nine 

percent rely heavily on spoken methods of communication such as 
stories, songs, poetry, and proverbs to learn and share information. 

Orality is a term used as shorthand to describe one’s way of acquiring, 
processing and conveying information. In contrast to literate or print-orient-
ed cultures, oral communicators rely heavily on spoken language. 

While almost all of the unengaged and unreached people groups are oral 
communicators, a disproportionate amount of resources, methods, and mis-
sionary endeavors are geared towards literate cultures. The implications of 
these facts to missions are profound.  

What does this mean to the Body of Christ as we seek to go and make 
disciples of all nations in obedience to the Great Commission? Do we have the 
tools to teach oral learners all that Christ has commanded his people to  
observe? Are we equipped to train and prepare them for the task of discipling 
others?

Effective communication is predicated on the message being heard and 
understood. It means understanding the receptor culture enough to know 
that literate methods will not truly touch the hearts of an oral culture. Just 
as Paul spoke to the philosophers in Athens in Acts 17 in a way they could 
relate, ministries working among oral learners must find a way to enter the 
world of oral learners to “become all things to all people…for the sake of the 
gospel” (1 Cor. 9:22). 

Many have come to the realization that orality is just good missiology. 
Born out of our experience in reaching out to oral cultures in different parts 
of the world, the following seven insights have come to serve as our distinc-
tives. Two are organizational; five are missiological. 

Orality Is Just Good 
Missiology
By Ed Weaver
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Our Presuppositions
These seven core values are built on three presuppositions. In his work, 

Foolishness to the Greeks: the Gospel and Western Culture (1986), Lesslie Newbigin 
notes that there are three stages to communicating the gospel cross-culturally. 

1. The communication has to be in the language of the receptor culture. 
It accepts, at least provisionally, the way of understanding things that is 
embodied in that language; merely translating word-for-word creates an 
unmeaning sound that cannot change anything.

2. However, if the communication is truly the communication of the 
gospel, it will call radically into question how any culture understands 
the world around them. If it is truly revelation, it will involve contradiction, 
and call for conversion, for a radical change, and a U-turn of the mind. 

3. Finally, this radical conversion can never be the achievement of  
human persuasion, however eloquent it may be. It can only be the work of 
God.

Organizational Distinctives
#1. Local, indigenous partnerships are essential. The White Man’s Bur-

den (2006), written by economist William Easterly, has profoundly shaped 
this first organizational distinctive. Easterly divides the development world 
into two schools of thought: planners and searchers. Planners believe one 
central plan will cure all development issues. One need only identify the right 
architects, the right plan, and enough money, and the plan will succeed.

On the other hand, searchers realize that there is no one single master 
plan that will solve all problems. The problems are too vast and the contexts 
too varied for a single solution. Searchers look for local solutions to local 
issues and seek to solve challenges with limited resources. Not all of the 
challenges can be solved, but one can take significant steps toward solutions 
with the right tools. Local accountability and feedback is one of these tools.

As an organization, we embrace the searcher method. We work with local 
partners toward local understanding and ownership of problems and solu-
tions. Together, we strive toward culturally appropriate and sustainable 
leadership development. We pursue mutual understanding and feedback, 
not just from the four or five “top-level” national ministry leaders in a coun-
try, but from the people who work at a local, grassroots level. 

Our programs are collaborative from beginning to end. We seek to foster 
an environment conducive for constant feedback and mutual accountability 
that are essential for the success of the project. Local, indigenous partner-
ships down to the local level are essential to our ministry. In this way, we can 
plow, sow, water, and harvest together to see God glorified by fruit that only 
he could deliver through his Universal Church.

#2. Third-party evaluation vs. self-reporting. Churches, foundations, 
and individuals who support missions and other non-profits view their  
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giving as an investment. Phrases such as “return on investment” or “return 
on kingdom investment” indicate that donors think of their ministry giving 
in terms of return-on-investment. 

Because they desire to be wise stewards, they look for maximum impact 
per dollar donated. This raises new questions during the planning phase of 
each program: What are the measurable results? What are the landmarks? 
What is the timeframe given to hit these landmarks? How will we know 
when we have arrived at our destination? The “outcome” is the summation 
of successful execution of action items. “Deliverables” are the expected  
results of stages in a program. 

In ministry, however, we must remind ourselves that kingdom objectives 
are spiritual first, and all results or outcomes are the work of God. We pray 
for wisdom in the creation of a work plan and the expected results of each 
phase, as well as the finished work and its impact on the culture. The work 
of God’s sovereign Spirit cannot be placed on our timetable or expected to  
deliver our “deliverables.” 

While we do not control the outcomes, we hold that (1) working within a 
particular budget of time and resources and having third-party evaluation 
are consistent with kingdom values and (2) we have a measure of control 
over those aspects. Donors desire accountability and good stewardship.

Requiring third-party evaluation means we want someone from the outside 
analyzing each project we execute. Third-party evaluation helps us improve 
our ministry. Like an external audit, third-party evaluation lends objectivity 
to our ministry and its improvement. We are implementing the same kind of 
transparency and accountability we expect from our indigenous partners. 

Missiological Distinctives
#3. Orality vs. audio. There is a distinction between an audio project and 

an orality project. Oral communicators employ songs, poetry, wisdom say-
ings, proverbs, stories, and dance structured in oral-friendly forms and styles. 

A book in recorded audio is still fundamentally a literary work in its 
constructive logic and rhetorical style as the written document. We employ 
orality-friendly tools to construct our content to reach oral cultures in their 
learning style for lasting impact.

#4. Biblically faithful content that is indigenous. Instead of content 
conceived and developed elsewhere, we insist that our content development 
and production are as indigenous as possible. By producing the content  
locally, we believe that there is a better chance of interacting with the relevant 
worldview—foundational presuppositions that form a culture’s understand-
ing and ultimately their interaction with the world around them. 

In his important book, Honor and Shame (2001), Roland Muller argues 
that there are three major worldviews in operation around the globe: guilt/
innocence, shame/honor, and power/weakness. The Bible articulates sin and 
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salvation using all three motifs. This gives us freedom to present the gospel 
in a way that is worldview-specific so that the listener can grasp the transfor-
mational power of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

When we impose a Western worldview (i.e., the guilt/innocence frame-
work), Christianity is dismissed as the “white man’s religion” and the per-
ception flourishes that the gospel has nothing to say to Samburu herdsman, 
North Sudanese Arabs, or the Dalit. Presenting God’s truth in a manner that 
is worldview-specific puts the comfort and confrontation of the gospel 
clearly before the listener. 

In each of our respective cultures, we often miss the things that make our 
culture/worldview unique. Sometimes, it takes an “outsider” to help us see the 
uniqueness of our culture compared to others. As we work with our partners, 
it often takes some initial work to have an effective dialogue that uncovers that 
uniqueness. With some coaching and shepherding, our indigenous partners 
quickly perceive how their cultures view and interact with the world. This 
understanding opens new doors of missiological engagement. 

We work with our partners to ensure that the content is biblically faithful 
and specifically created for local contexts in order to best communicate the 
gospel. A framework of scriptural themes is used to guide the selection and 
production of content. The order in which those themes are presented or the 
way the themes are communicated may change based on a given culture to 
prayerfully create the greatest impact. 

#5. Letting the Bible define the narrative. Orality theory and world-
view studies combine to provide the primary vehicle in the process of craft-
ing the appropriate content. All communication is worldview-specific. This 
includes God’s special revelation—the scriptures. While we strive to tailor 
our content to bridge and interact with receptor cultures’ worldviews, we also 
believe that the integrity of the narrative of God’s plan of redemption must 
be maintained. The story must be heard on its own terms, or we risk opening 
the door for a belief that falls short of a biblical standard of fidelity. We labor 
to present the truth in a manner that is both culturally relevant and bibli-
cally faithful. 

Our basic program architecture calls for a set of biblical-theological con-
tent that has been tailored to directly address the receptor culture. The goal 
is to identify the “Bridges and Barriers” that each specific worldview poses 
and engage it with the claims of the gospel.  

#6. Whole person ministry. In addition to biblical-theological themes, 
our contents include other life-saving and community development topics. 
The fall carried with it effects that are not exclusively spiritual in nature 
(Gen. 3). Increased pain in childbearing, strained relationships, a cursed 
earth, and frustration in one’s vocation are all a part of life in a fallen world. 
Jesus’ ministry reflected this reality. He restored sight to the blind, agility to the 
lame, hearing to the deaf, and life to the dead (see Luke 7:22), and his victory 
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over death spreads into every aspect of life. Responding to the gospel means to 
“live justly, love mercy and walk humbly with their God” (Micah 6:8). 

Historically speaking, holistic ministry is the norm for biblical Christianity. 
The Church at its best has always manifested this call to whole person min-
istry. The world and life view of the New Testament Church brought the  
Roman Empire out of barbarism, and the Church of Victorian England led 
the way in prison reform, the building of orphanages, and the ending of the 
slave trade. 

#7. Promoting informed discussions among listeners. The strength of 
community within oral cultures is remarkable. We are asked, “How do you 
develop your listening groups?” Many times, the simplest answer is, “We 
don’t. In an oral culture, the listening groups already exist.” 

Our content is introduced where daily life is already communal and infor-
mation is shared and deliberated collectively. Real learning and transforma-
tion occurs in these discussions around this content. Once the conversation 
has been launched, a trusted and trained moderator facilitates, and when 
necessary, directs with some basic questions, while allowing the group to ask 
and answer their own additional questions. 

Conclusion
These insights continue to inform our efforts to reach and make disciples 

of Jesus Christ among oral cultures in a culturally appropriate manner. All 
effective communication with oral learners must embody the traits and 
learning preferences unique to that society. A message not understood is a 
message not heard. 

We believe God has called us to understand and reach oral culture people 
with the claims of Jesus Christ in a manner they can hear, understand, trust, 
and through which they can be transformed. Orality is just good missiology.
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Apostles of Reason: The Crises of Authority  
in American Evangelicalism
Molly Worthen | Oxford University Press

—Reviewed by Lee Beach, assistant professor, Christian ministry, McMaster 
Divinity College

If evangelicals were to subject themselves to the psychologist’s couch, 
then they might be unnerved by the diagnosis that they are schizo-
phrenic. One aspect of their personality believes passionately in the  

authority of the Bible and their need to submit to it; however, the other side 
is fiercely independent and struggles with whom to trust in terms of how the 
Bible is to be understood. While this kind of personality disorder may be 
considered a debilitating sickness, Molly Worthen states that it is evangeli-
cals’ “greatest affliction and their most potent source of vitality” (p.7).

Worthen is assistant professor of history at the University of North Caro-
lina, and in this volume she explores the historic struggle with authority that 
characterizes evangelicalism. The book offers a thoughtful, highly-readable 
overview of how American evangelicals have conceived of and practiced 
biblical authority throughout the twentieth century. It engages the intellec-
tual trends, institutions, and individuals that shaped the debate throughout 
those years.  

Worthen’s tracing of history provides insight into the nature of Western 
evangelicalism as a movement that is characterized by the paradox of having 
developed from a solid intellectual tradition yet also contains a strong anti-
intellectual bias. While longing to be taken seriously in the corridors of 
secular academic life, it also prides itself on being steadfastly pragmatic with 
a focus on action. The missionary movement demonstrates the latter as it 
employs the evangelical strength of being culturally adaptable. It also exac-
erbates the struggle with authority as it consistently raises the question of 
how the teachings of the Bible relate to a non-Christian culture. 

Worthen explores the “culture wars” of the twentieth century in America 
and how evangelicals sought to change what they perceived as a slide away 
from traditional values. Perhaps what is more interesting than the battle 
between the church and the culture at large is the reality of the culture wars 
that were ongoing among evangelicals themselves. Within the movement, 
there arose (and remains) an evangelical “left” and an evangelical “right.” 
Both parties brought a decidedly different vision to the cultural battle and 

book reviews
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the book considers the competing visions of the two and how each one  
approached scripture and its “authority” differently.

These issues, along with others that the book considers, illustrate the on-
going struggle for identity that is at the core of evangelicalism. The struggle 
with how to properly employ the Bible in that pursuit is at the heart of the 
struggle. That is why this is a serious book that helps contemporary  
evangelicals situate themselves in the ongoing debate about scriptural  
authority, hermeneutics, and interpretation. 

If one is to engage in this discussion, then it is good to understand where 
we are in the conversation. Worthen’s book will help all serious evangelicals 
reflect on that. It is also a beautiful reminder that it may in fact be evangeli-
calism’s inner struggles that give it its energy to continually engage construc-
tively with the world.     

 
Check these titles:

Balmer, Randall. 2014. Redeemer: The Life of Jimmy Carter. New York: Basic 
Books.

Wright, N.T. 2011. Scripture and the Authority of God: How to Read the Bible 
Today. New York: Harper One.

Connecting with Muslims: A Guide  
to Communicating Effectively
Fouad Masri | InterVarsity Press

—Reviewed by Rev. Dr. Fred Farrokh, Muslim-background Christian; ordained 
missionary, Elim Fellowship 

Do you believe in Jesus? Do you believe in God? Do you believe in the 
Day of Judgment?” When Christians ask Muslims these questions, they 

may be surprised to hear their Muslim friends respond wholeheartedly in the 
affirmative! Yet Muslims may associate different meanings with each of 
these names and terms.

Fouad Masri helps to bridge what he correctly describes as a “communica-
tion gap” between Christians and Muslims in Connecting with Muslims: 
A Guide to Communicating Effectively. Masri, a Lebanese Christian who directs 
the Crescent Project ministry, contributes a helpful guide on lifestyle evan-
gelism among Muslims. This book provides a toolkit for Christians who 
would like to share Christ with a Muslim, but who may not know where to 
start. As such, this book is an excellent primer that introduces Christians to 
a process that can be both fun and frustrating. 

As Masri himself states, “I have found it easy to open conversations with 
Muslims because…they are already talking about their religion” (p. 41). This 
can be a welcome relief in secularized countries where people are hesitant to 
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talk about or share their faith. 
As a Christian of Muslim background, I appreciate Masri’s call for “inten-

tional engagement” (p. 14) in witness to Muslims. This emphasis is often 
overlooked in other how-to books. Muslims comprise a “hidden people” 
when it comes to the gospel, largely due to issues of persecution. Therefore, 
the Church must be intentional in reaching out to them.

Perhaps the one suggestion of Masri with which I would disagree is his 
statement that sometimes he tells Muslims that he himself is “a muslim 
through Jesus” (p. 83). Muslims will interpret this statement to mean such a 
person believes in Muhammad as the final prophet, a belief which Masri 
later states that he does not hold. This method, therefore, may inject some 
confusion into the minds of Muslims which the author otherwise does well 
to dispel. 

In Part Two of the book, Masri equips Christians to handle seven spiritual 
questions Muslims are likely to ask, such as, “Hasn’t the Injeel [Bible] been 
corrupted?” Another common one is: “Don’t Christians worship three gods?” 
The author handles these questions capably. The book is made eminently read-
able through many personal anecdotes shared by the author. Connecting with 
Muslims is appropriate for Christians of any ethnic group ministering to Mus-
lims in almost any context—at home or abroad. I applaud Masri’s efforts to 
empower Christians to fulfill God’s Great Commission to Muslims. 

Crossing Cultures with Ruth: Lessons  
on Thriving in Mission
James Nelson | Global Mapping International 

—Reviewed by Lynn D. Shmidt, mission practitioner; associate professor of 
mission, Asbury University

At first glance, one wonders what the story of Ruth could say to cross-
cultural ministry. As James Nelson observes, “She was not even a 

Christian” (p. 10). The opening chapter sets the book’s theme, looking at 
Ruth as a model for cross-cultural workers who must learn different cul-
tures and make the necessary cultural adjustments to thrive. The story of 
Ruth depicts an analogy with parallels that explore lessons for missions: 
Boaz, the Master Redeemer, is already present before the cross-cultural 
worker arrives. Ruth is the cross-cultural worker who partners with the 
Master to minister reconciliation and life. Naomi represents those in need 
within the local culture. 

Chapters two and three explain the story background: the loss of family 
and hope for Naomi and the affirmation of Ruth’s commitment to stay with 
Naomi. These two chapters effectively illustrate the absolute self-giving 
necessary for committing to a new people and culture. Chapters four to 
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thirteen follow a pattern; first, the setting of Ruth’s story is given that relates 
a continuing part of the story in each succeeding chapter. There follows a 
discussion of major lessons evoked in that part of the story, and concludes 
with illustrations from various sources of missiological research. This book 
can be very beneficial in a classroom for provoking discussion concerning 
contextual ministry. The lessons are exegetically valid and comprehensive, 
including areas of full trust in the Master Redeemer (Boaz), attentiveness to 
behavior and communication within the local culture (Naomi), and identi-
fication of the cross-cultural worker (Ruth) with those she serves. 

One slight criticism of the book is that two or three times Boaz becomes 
the model of the cross-cultural worker rather than Ruth. The clearest example 
(chapter 11) discusses why Boaz’s plan to redeem Naomi’s land and Ruth was 
risky and relied heavily on the reputation he had built up within the com-
munity. “Here we see a key reason for developing a good reputation: so you 
can spend it at key moments. This was just such a moment for Boaz” (p. 132). 
The lessons may be legitimate, but the muddle of the analogical parallels 
introduces the possibility of confusion.    

Finally, two elements of the book are highly commended. First, the  
“Action Plan” sections that conclude most chapters promote personal reflec-
tion and timely discussion for a class or small-group setting. Second,  
although Ruth is the focus for the model, Nelson often points to the ultimate 
model of a cross-cultural worker, Jesus Christ. At times, language that sug-
gests Christ is used: “Ruth was of this same mind [as Christ] as she commit-
ted to identify with Naomi, emptying herself of all that was familiar and 
becoming as like her as possible, even to death” (p. 36).  

This book clearly demonstrates that the whole Bible is capable of inform-
ing what are often thought to be New Testament themes, and this “rethink-
ing” of Ruth applies to contemporary cross-cultural ministry lessons and 
techniques.
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Lord and Saviour: Jesus of Nazareth
Alister McGrath | SPCK

—Reviewed by George F. Pickens, professor, theology and mission; coordinator, 
Peace and Conflict Studies Program, Messiah College

Most studies of world Christianity focus on the Global South, where the 
younger churches are booming, and except for surveys of their swift 

and steady decline, the older churches in the Global North receive limited 
attention. While the recession of historic Christianity in old Christendom is 
widespread, in many places the faith remains dynamic and vibrant. In 
Western Europe and North America, signs of new life are emerging as 
churches confront mass Christian illiteracy.  

Lord and Saviour: Jesus of Nazareth illustrates this growing effort to re-in-
troduce Christianity to the post-Christian North. Alister McGrath is one of 
the United Kingdom’s most prominent theologians and a master in connect-
ing the academy and the church with the masses. The Andreas Idreos Profes-
sor of Science and Religion at the University of Oxford, McGrath has written 
several influential volumes of academic theology. This small book, however, 
represents McGrath’s prolific efforts to introduce Christianity to popular 
audiences.   

This volume is the third in a five-part “Christian Belief for Everyone” se-
ries authored by McGrath. This collection follows the outline of basic 
Christianity introduced in the Apostle’s Creed; each volume focuses on 
foundational Christian tenets, from faith and the Creeds, to eschatology, to 
the Christian life, and to each member of the Trinity. This particular volume 
concisely introduces the nature and work of Jesus as narrated in the Gospels, 
and through five chapters a compelling portrait of Jesus emerges. After an 
inspiring first chapter which relates the author’s personal encounter with 
the relevance of Jesus, a convincing case for the deity yet humanity of Jesus 
is presented. Two elements of this presentation are especially valuable.  

Using the biblical texts and episodes from the author’s personal life, Jesus’ 
contemporary relevance is clarified. In a Christian landscape often charac-
terized by shallow sound bites in hopes of achieving greater popularity, 
McGrath counters with substantial yet accessible Christology. His interpreta-
tions are drawn from solid theological scholarship, and he gently entices and 
directs the reader to greater depths of Christian faith that lay just beyond his 
presentation. Quoting heavily from C. S. Lewis and representing that popu-
lar author’s legacy, McGrath’s work is public theology at its best.   

The chapter on the Atonement is also masterful. Here again, McGrath dem-
onstrates his rare ability to blend theological depth with broad accessibility. He 
faithfully summarizes the theories of Jesus’ work on the cross, yet his illustra-
tions of each explanation appeal to a popular audience.  The section on Christus 
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Victor is especially inspiring, and McGrath’s ability to explain and connect the 
profound mysteries of the cross for the masses is impressive.  

Lord and Saviour: Jesus of Nazareth may be used in basic courses in the 
academy, yet its most fruitful context is the local church, especially in 
small-group settings. Even though this volume was written to engage post-
Christian illiteracy in the West, McGrath’s work is also valuable in other 
contexts where a basic introduction to Christianity is desired.  

                         

Millenials and Mission: A Generation  
Faces a Global Challenge
Jim and Judy Raymo | William Carey Library 

—Reviewed by Brian C. Hull, assistant professor, youth ministry; director, 
Christian Ministries Resource Center, Asbury University

The Millennial generation’s (those born between 1982 and 2002) values 
are quite different than those that have come before. This has led to a 

tension and even separation from the Church and its larger mission.  
In light of this tension, many in the Church are asking if the Millennials 
will pick up the torch of cross-cultural missions and ministry. Will the 
Millennials commit to the mission of the Church? Will the Church commit 
to helping the Millennials answer God’s call on their lives? Jim and Judy 
Raymo offer their hope-filled perspective in this book that works to explain 
the mindset of Millennials and some methods the Church might utilize to 
include them in missions. 

The focus of the book is for a relational call to cross-cultural missions that 
is grounded in a strong, biblically-based theology of mission that could  
unleash Millennials for Christ around the world. The Raymos work to help 
mission organizations understand and build bridges to Millennials. This is a 
much-needed posture for those who have “gone before” as the Raymos have 
with many years of working with young people in missions. Too often, people 
have tried to name the differences between generations without attempting 
to build bridges of relationship between them for the sake of the gospel. This 
book is a breath of fresh air in that regard. 

The description of Millennials and their values relies on a lot of popular 
research, and while it is quite helpful, there are some things the Raymos 
could have added. In particular, the National Study of Youth and Religion 
and its findings on the prevalence of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism would 
have offered some more specific clarification of the Millennials, their values, 
and the powerful influence of parents and other adults on their lives. How-
ever, the book does an excellent job of using stories and quotes from the 
Millennial Blog to illustrate their greater points. 

The Raymos do a good job comparing and contrasting the characteristics 
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that are needed to survive in ministry when working with Millennials, point-
ing out the strengths and weaknesses this generation brings to their call. This 
is a great help to those who are committed to involving the Millennials in 
mission. 

The book is easy to read and a good overview of the Millennial generation 
and their values. It fills a much-needed spot advocating for both the Millen-
nials and for the mission organizations that have gone before. It is particu-
larly helpful for those involved in mission agencies, established churches, 
social justice groups, and campus ministries as they work to communicate 
with and invite the Millennial generation to answer the Great Commission.

Mission in the Early Church: Themes  
and Reflections
Edward L. Smither | Cascade Books

—Reviewed by Jonathan K. Dodson, mission leader, pastor, and author 

It is encouraging to see the work of diligent, global missiologists trickling 
into one another’s countries, thus reinvigorating our practice of mission. 

Edward Smither has made his own contributions from the vantage point of 
Brazilian missions in the Arab World. However, this work reaches back to 
draw out insight for mission from the first eight centuries of the early Church. 

In chapter two, a particularly helpful contribution emerges within 
Smither’s categorization of the early Church missionaries (full-time,  
bi-vocational, and lay/anonymous). Within the bi-vocational category, rang-
ing across six centuries from Ignatius of Antioch to Columba of Iona, the 
reader is able to grasp the diversity of methods used to spread the gospel. 

For the Western Christian, the mix of apologetics with power encounters 
may come as a surprise. Leaders such as Martin of Tours and Gregory  
Thaumaturgus did not pit reason against power, but employed both as means 
for mission. Smither also highlights the role of Gregory of Rome in sending 
and advising Augustine of Canterbury to evangelize the English. Gregory’s 
letters to Augustine are actually filled with insights for mission. This chapter is 
so rich that it stimulates an interest for more knowledge about early Church 
mission practice.

Another insight that surfaces throughout the book is the role of the  
ordinary or anonymous Christian in the mission of the Church. Smither 
shows that while the exemplary suffering, witness, and writing of early 
Church mission leaders was important, it was the army of ordinary mis-
sionaries that carried the mission forward. He notes Justin Martyr’s high-
lighting of Christian businessmen in a dishonest marketplace (p. 43), the 
exemplary citizenship of Christians in Epistle to Diognetus (p. 44), and 
the broad imitation of faithful witness amidst suffering (p. 70). The inter-
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play of exemplary leaders and the faithfulness of the anonymous consti-
tuted a vibrant witness that propelled the mission of the Church forward. 
This interplay was reinforced by sharing and recording conversion and 
faith stories. This is a practice that could also be given more attention in 
Western churches, which tend to be more formal or experiential in nature. 

Embracing Justo Gonzalez’ aphorism, “the history of the church is the 
history of its mission,” Smither sets out to fill a gap in mission history and 
succeeds in this task. The book is well documented, making it easy for the 
reader to identify primary source reading for further study. In addition, the 
historical vignettes that appear throughout the work serve not only to high-
light particular insights, but also raise questions regarding contemporary 
mission practice. These help the reader to bridge early Church insights to the 
modern Church challenges. 

While it would have been nice to see more critical interaction with  
dissenting voices on various topics such as the actual role of martyrdom in 
mission and the damaging witness of some early Church practices, this book 
deserves a wide reading and deep application. Much more could be said, but 
I’ll leave the goodies for you to uncover, and with Smither’s earnest request, 
to apply in your own individual and ecclesial practice of mission.

Peace Catalysts: Resolving Conflict in  
Our Families, Organizations and Communities
Rick Love | InterVarsity Press 

—Reviewed by Marv Newell, senior vice president, Missio Nexus 

Conflict happens—in the home, at the workplace, in mission offices, on 
teams, and even across international borders. However, in the midst of 

broken relationships, conflict resolution is possible. Rick Love, founder and 
president of Peace Catalyst International, shows God’s intention for believers 
and for the world to live at peace with one another, and that Christian peace-
makers have the opportunity to be true ambassadors of reconciliation. 

In this book, Love shares the principles that have guided his peacemaking 
efforts around the world through Peace Catalyst International. Masterfully 
blending scripture with personal experience, he provides a biblical frame-
work for how the God of peace seeks restoration for all who experience 
conflict. But be assured as you read this book that much can be applied on 
the personal and organizational levels. 

Love posits that the God of Peace, the peace of God, the gospel of peace, 
and the blessing on peacemakers are the four foundation stones for peace-
making. Upon this foundation he then sets his eight pillars of peacemaking: 
pray for peace, pursue peace with all, take responsibility, lovingly reprove, 
accept reproof, ask for forgiveness, forgive others, and love your enemies. 
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Well illustrated and clearly described, those engaged in peacemaking can 
easily follow the principles that Love advocates. He also makes clear distinc-
tions between “peace breakers,” “peace keepers,” “peace fakers,” and “peace 
makers.” Much more is included before he closes the book with the “Six 
Spheres of Peacemaking.”

There are a couple of troubling statements by Love that need to be called into 
question. In his peacemaking efforts with Muslims, one wonders if his efforts, 
as his participation in the controversial 2008 Common Word Conference and 
resultant document, may have gone too far. Also, he makes it a point to state that 
he no longer sees himself as a “traditional Evangelical,” but quickly qualifies that 
with, “I still want to live and share the good news. God commands me to both 
love my neighbor and share my faith. For me this means that the Great Com-
mandment governs the Great Commission.” But these questionable stances and 
statements need not taint the strong value of this book. 

Peace Catalysts is permeated with strong biblical references that undergird 
the art of peacemaking. Principles that Love brings out can be applied on any 
level of human relationship. It can be recommended for any who are engaged 
in or will begin to be engaged in a mediating/peacemaking situation.

Sentness: Six Postures of Missional Christians
Kim Hammon and Darren Cronshaw | InterVarsity Press

—Reviewed by Ed Scheuerman, chair, Department of Church & Ministry Lead-
ership; coordinator, Intercultural Studies major, Lancaster Bible College

Is every Christian a missionary? According to Kim Hammond and Darren 
Cronshaw, the answer is yes. But, as Stephen Neill wrote, “If everyone’s a 

missionary, nobody’s a missionary.” Thus, the missionary serving in a  
foreign land is devalued. Written in a time when the word missionary is in 
need of being redefined, Sentness is an attempt to bridge the gap between 
missionary and living missionally. Unfortunately, at times, it simply adds to 
the confusion.

Without question, Sentness brings a fresh approach to living missionally 
LOCALLY (what others sometimes refer to as Oikos evangelism). It levels 
condemnation at consumerist churches.  Instead, the emphasis is on getting 
out of the church and into the community, working together to bless those 
with the blessings we’ve received from God.

The authors rightly attempt to prioritize sentness as the lens through 
which to view scripture. Missio Dei is often referenced, but not solidly defined 
except possibly through personal examples. Almost no reference is made to 
the primacy of God’s glory. The go in Matthew 28:18-20 is understood to be 
“as you go about your life.” This emphasis on “Jerusalem” dilutes the going 
to “the ends of the earth” in Acts 1:8. 



EMQ   April 2015   237

The true strength of the book is the call to living incarnationally IN the 
community with sincere sacrifice, vulnerability, and love, thereby shaking up 
those who are content to just “do church.” It would be a good book for those 
hoping to be (foreign) missionaries. Are they living missionally here and 
now—with a sense of local sentness—or just thinking it will happen magi-
cally when they get overseas? This book will help potential overseas mission-
aries to be committed to living missionally wherever they are. Local church 
mission teams/committees might also use Sentness to assess those being sent.

While the book felt at times like a recruiting tool/advertising for Forge, it 
helps to bring a balance between centripetal (come and see) and centrifugal 
(go and tell) missions. The authors use narrative to bring clarity to concepts, 
though sometimes redundantly. The concepts are similar to those taught by 
David Hesselgrave and others. While there is nothing new under the sun, this 
is a good call to revitalizing concepts lost in the consumerist church culture.

Church is not altogether condemned. Rather, it is encouraged—in its 
various forms—but with the goal of meeting the needs of those around in 
the community. Unfortunately, that ironically comes across as creating a 
consumer of the church. Perhaps the real challenge is for the church to  
become MORE consumerist to those outside the church while becoming 
LESS so to those entrenched inside the church.

To this end, Sentness is a good start to reclaiming the Church’s role in 
proclaiming God’s glory to all peoples, especially those in your local context.

Check this title:
Hesselgrave, David J. 1991. Communicating Christ Cross-culturally: An Intro-

duction to Missionary Communication, 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan.
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Stopping the Traffick: A Christian Response  
to Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking
Glenn Miles and Christa Foster-Crawford, Tanis DoCarmo, and Gundelina Velzco, 
editors | Wipf & Stock

—Reviewed by Michael Herbert, pastor, Fellowship Bible Church, New York; 
instructor, New York School of the Bible, New York City

Dan Allender states that:

Sex is meant by God to give us a profound taste of the goodness of God’s 
character—a portrayal of God’s delight in intimacy, pleasure and joy……
sexual joy is meant to draw us into a stance of wonder and gratitude that 
calls us to delight in and celebrate God for his goodness……Sex is designed to 
be a gift given and received, and returned endless between a man and a wom-
an who pledge an oath of exclusive loyalty as God has done for us. (p. 51) 

This is a grand picture of what God intended for sex. Yet the fact that this 
book has been written and that there is by many estimates over a 100 million 
adults and children worldwide enslaved by sexual exploitation and traffick-
ing, tells us that God’s intent for sex has not been realized. The magnitude of 
the problem demands the Church to respond.

Stopping the Traffick: A Christian Response to Sexual Exploitation and Traffick-
ing is a timely and practical book to help the Church respond appropriately 
to this often ignored or misunderstood crisis. Through an extensive and 
impressive array of contributors, several critical matters are addressed. For 
example, What can be done about this problem of sexual exploitation and 
trafficking? How we can make sense of it? How we can respond to the de-
mand for exploitation and trafficking? How we can better work with boys, 
men, and transgendered people? and How can different communities col-
laborate to address sexual exploitation?

Often, Christian books are the opinions or perspective of one or two writ-
ers giving theological or practical insight into a topic. In this book, it is re-
freshing to hear how the Church can address both the theological and 
practical aspects through a wide diversity of contributors who help us to 
think critically about our biases, lack of engagement, inadequate informa-
tion, and training for this task. The authors also give us the chance to see that 
no matter the size or extent of our resources, every Christian or church can 
do something.  

In particular, I appreciate the insight given about the disparity of treatment 
and ministry for boys, men, and transgender individuals affected by sexual 
exploitation and trafficking. All too often, as a pastor and teacher my focus has 
been almost exclusively on female adults and children as the victims. It is true 
most victims of sexual exploitation are female, but we cannot exclude the large 
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number of male and transgender individual who have been victimized. 
Thankfully, the book gives us hope in how to begin working with men in 
partnership with organizations that have been doing this well for some time.  

I question only the viability of working with organizations from other 
faith communities. This could create unnecessary tension for workers and 
donors not grounded in their Christian faith.

The Church & the World: Understanding  
the Relevance of Mission
J. Andrew Kirk | Parternoster

—Reviewed by J. Rupert Morgan, strategic initiatives and research coordinator, 
ABWE

The Church’s mission in the world is not always well understood. Towards 
this end, J. Andrew Kirk synthesizes biblical foundations, historical 

patterns, and contemporary concerns in a systematic and biblical theology 
of mission. He approaches the topic with a religious, philosophical, and 
historical breadth, using perspectives from within and without the walls of 
the Church—hence, the bibliography containing 397 entries. Kirk argues for 
the validity of the Church’s message and mission while dealing with objec-
tions to the Christian faith and mission, but he remains objective in his 
evaluations by outlining its historical failures and contemporary challenges 
as well.  

The volume is divided into three sections. Part One deals with the bibli-
cal foundation of mission.  This must be the starting point for any legitimate 
presentation on the relevance of the Church’s mission in the world. Kirk 
begins by developing a biblical cosmology demonstrating how the ministry 
and kingdom of Jesus Christ fulfills the purpose of the cosmos and contests 
with the kingdoms of men. Chapter two presents an Old Testament biblical 
theology of mission focusing on the covenants and Israel’s missional role to 
the nations. Chapter three develops a New Testament biblical theology of 
mission found in the life and work of Christ and his kingdom and the com-
mission given to the Church. The final chapter in this section maps the 
ethical witness of God’s people through both testaments with application 
for the disciple today. 

Part Two is a very selective discussion of historical development of the 
Church in mission. The advocacy of Catholic priests for the indigenous 
populations during the Spanish conquest of Latin America receives special 
attention. The Anabaptist dissension in Reformation Europe parallels the 
events in Latin America. The Anabaptists seem to be minor players in Ref-
ormation history, but were selected because of the unique contributions 
they make to understanding the mission of the Church in the world. This 
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section concludes with the bellwether event of the 1910 Edinburgh confer-
ence. Kirk provides a concise summary of the historical significance of this 
conference, along with the positive and negative ramifications it produced 
for mission in the twentieth century, some of which remain with us today.

Part Three focuses on four contemporary challenges faced by the Church 
in mission. Liberation theology became a leading force in mission during 
the 1970s by assimilating Marxist theory in response to political oppression 
and marginalization. A second challenge relates to the Church’s response to 
war in a nuclear age in which ethnic cleansing, religious schisms, and Is-
lamic radicalism are global concerns. The final two chapters, “Religious 
Worlds” and “Secular Worlds” provide an excellent summary of the debate 
regarding the legitimacy of Christian faith and the relevance of the Church’s 
mission.

It would require several volumes to adequately cover the multiple dimen-
sions of the Church and the world. Everyone may not agree with what Kirk 
has included or omitted in this work.  However, he has done an admirable 
job by helping us to understand the relevance of mission in contemporary 
settings. 

Check these titles:
Hiebert, Paul. 2009. The Gospel in Human Contexts: Anthropological Explora-

tions for Contemporary Mission. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Publishing Co.
Tennent, Timothy. 2010. Invitation to World Missions: A Trinitarian Missiol-

ogy for the Twenty-First Century. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel Publications.

Recommended Mission Reads
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