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Two unintended, yet pervasive threads related to change 
are interwoven in our articles for this issue. First is the 

reality of change and how to keep up with it, which Gilles 
Gravelle tackles head on. Other authors address specific changes we face, 
from the millennial generation in the U.S. leaving evangelical churches to 
the impact of unexpected events (black swans) on all of us. 

The second thread of change is seen in the wealth of new and creative 
approaches to living and thinking missionally. From the priestly nature of 
Christians in their vocational settings and missional business to financial 
partnerships and coworking communities, it is hard to imagine these topics 
even being on the table just twenty years ago, let alone EMQ publishing three 
articles on engaging mission in the world of business (and vice versa) in the 
same issue! I pray you will be encouraged to find insights in the challenging 
changes you face, and perhaps solutions to as-yet-unidentified changes that 
are just down the road you currently travel. 

A. Scott Moreau, Editor
word from the editor

EMQonline is now on Twitter. 
Follow us and we'll help you stay up 

to date on exciting happenings 
in the missions world!

#emqonline.com
Want even more great 

missions content?
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From Anywhere to 
Everywhere — Together!

 Earlier this year, I was part of a first ever SIM gathering 
known as the Global Assembly. The purpose of this meet-
ing held in Thailand was to inaugurate a new international legal 

structure that would better represent the multitude of national enti-
ties that are stakeholders in SIM. 

This was an important step for SIM, but has implications for all who em-
brace and rejoice in the enlargement of the great harvest force in missions 
from anywhere to everywhere. Lest I be thought even more parochial than I 
actually am, let me quickly add that SIM is not the first international mission 
to take these kinds of steps and will undoubtedly not be the last.

What are some of the implications? First, the mission enterprise is a 
lot bigger than most of us realize. It is bigger than even the usual trinity 
of prayers, givers, and goers. It includes those in every nation whose heart 
and life reflects a passion for the lost and for the glory of Christ among the 
nations. Many of them labor in missions, though they are not “missionaries” 
in the usual membership sense of that word. Others serve on boards, inspire 
children, mobilize short-term teams, or volunteer their time and labor in a 
myriad of other ways to further the cause of global missions.

Second, there is no family like the family of God, particularly when 
its members from every conceivable background are pulling together 
to achieve the Father’s purposes in the world. It is not just that believ-
ers from every nation are trying to achieve the same purposes, but they are 
bringing their various strengths and weaknesses, competencies and incom-
petencies, values and styles to accomplish things so much better together 
than anyone could accomplish individually. All of us are smarter and more 
capable than any of us.

Third, the message that is sent by working closely together is one 
that the world very much needs to hear—that ultimately the gospel is the 
only thing that can break down the walls that divide people and bridge the 
gaps that keep them apart. Oneness in Christ is the most powerful antidote 
that exists in the world today to prejudice, political partisanship, and ha-

Commentary by EMQ associate editor, Gary Corwin
a second look
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treds of every description. There is nothing like it.
Fourth, low cost and easily accessible technology has removed most 

of the practical excuses that have hindered meeting and discussing 
together in a meaningful way the tasks before us and the issues that 
divide us. It has even helped to make worship a truly global experience. 
Smart phones and tablets with a variety of translation apps have at very low 
cost practically eliminated the exclusivity of certain levels of leadership by 
English-speakers alone.

Fifth, relationships are the key to every kind of partnership in mis-
sions, so whatever can be done to strengthen them is a high priority 
task. Creating administrative structures that unite and providing forums for 
deeper level conversation, therefore, is job one. Other things can and will 
follow, but getting things right at this foundational level is essential. The old 
saying is still true: “People don’t care how much you know until they know 
how much you care.”

Sixth, it is crucial to make sure that the thoughts and feelings of 
those from less outspoken cultures and personalities are heard. It is 
not just language skill in any particular language that hinders participation, 
but cultural views of etiquette, honor and shame, etc. that can play an im-
portant part. Drawing the quiet people out by asking for their views in an 
open-ended way is good practice and can provide the pathway to genuine 
buy-in that would otherwise be missing. Quiet waters run deep, and organi-
zations that don’t tap into them are wasting enormous resources.

Seventh, articulation in clear and memorable writing about the 
things that unite us is extremely beneficial. At the same time, building 
understanding of the things that could potentially divide, and putting in 
place measures to avoid such division, is just common sense. Rather than 
quibbling over the meaning of particular words in different languages and 
dialects, get agreement on the ideas. Then, allow the wordsmiths in particu-
lar languages to express those ideas in the most appropriate cultural and 
linguistic ways.

Yes, mission from anywhere to everywhere is here to stay, and most excit-
ing of all, it is something that God’s people can pursue together. The agen-
das, talents, and resources aren’t all the same, and they are not all equally 
well-suited to any particular task, but they are all equally designed by God 
to achieve his purposes. It is only when we see these various parts as integral 
to the great effort that they will be as effective as they are meant to be. But 
praise the Lord! I think the global Christian community is making real prog-
ress, and the fun is just beginning.

Gary Corwin is staff missiologist with the international office of SIM.
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W hat do you think is the condition of the Great Commis-
sion in North America today? In other words, how is the 
Lord’s commandment to “Go into all the world and preach 

the gospel” faring from the North American corner of the globe?

Would you say it is a movement that is going strong, or a movement that 
is losing steam? Is it doing just fine, in need of repairs, or badly broken? Will 
the mission contribution of the North American Church be robust or anemic 
as the end draws near?

To help us wrestle with our answers, let’s look back to a critical time in 
Israel’s history when God’s people were at risk of losing their mission for God 

in the world. I believe the Old Testament accounts of the condition of the 
wall surrounding Jerusalem give us an unexpected and concrete analogy for 
evaluating the state of the Great Commission in our day.

Ezekiel 22:30 draws our focus to an intense dilemma God’s people faced 
regarding their future fate: “I looked for a man among them who would build 
up the wall and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would 
not have to destroy it, but I found none.” 

The state of the wall around Jerusalem had precipitated a crisis. The dra-
matic dynamics within this verse extrapolate to give us valuable reference 
points for assessing and improving the health of the Great Commission in 
North America.

Revisiting Ezekiel through 
the Lens of the Great 
Commission in North America
By Mark Stebbins

Guest Editorial

perspectives

Ezekiel 22:30 draws our focus to 
an intense dilemma God’s people faced regarding 
their future fate.
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The context for this conundrum was the pre-exilic moral decay of Jerusa-
lem and Judea, and God’s imminent judgments against them. Those who 
could and should intervene were corrupted.  Princes were conspiring to de-
vour (v. 25). Priests were guilty of violence and profaning holy things (v. 26). 
Officials were like wolves tearing and killing prey (v. 27). Prophets were 
whitewashing sins (v. 28). And the people of the land practiced extortion and 
robbery (v. 29). A grim and sordid editorial indeed!

Ezekiel 13:5 is a prior, similar indictment against God’s people who had 
“not gone up to the breaks in the wall to repair it for the house of Israel so 
that it will stand firm in the battle on the day of the Lord.” The two present-
ing problems of Ezekiel 22:30 were a broken wall and an empty gap. 

A Structural Problem
The first problem was primarily a structural one—a broken wall. A wall, 

like the wall around Jerusalem, represented a strong and integrated contain-
ment for the mission of God through his people. The wall was a symbol for 
the preservation of productive activity inside. A wall represented a structure 
(not just for defensive purposes) that enabled God’s agenda to be accom-
plished through the mission of his people. Sound structures enable mission.

A broken wall meant a loss of dignity, respect, strength, and competence 
for the affairs of its inhabitants. Consider the insight of Proverbs 25:28: 
“Like a city whose walls are broken down is a man who lacks self-control.” 
Without a solid wall there is no organized and disciplined resistance against 
threats and harm.

For our purposes in the Church today, the broken wall could represent a 
breakdown in the enterprise of the Great Commission, including the utiliza-
tion of its component parts. Our broken walls might be:

•  Broken down mission vision, passion, and will
•  Broken down mission teaching and obedience
•  Broken down mission strategies and systems
•  Broken down integration of believer’s daily lives with the mission of God 

on earth

A Relational Problem
The second presenting problem in Ezekiel 22:30 was primarily relational—

an empty gap.  Standing in the gap was the job of a mediator, and in the absence 
of a mediator, there was a relational void between God and his people. There 
was no one to intercede, teach, and persuade for the will of God.  

An empty gap meant there was no ambassador from God to his people. 
There was a grave and grievous breakdown in communications! Without 
such a mediator, since none could be found, God chose to allow the destruc-
tion of the city, the land, and many lives.
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For our purposes in the Church today, an empty gap in the Great Commis-
sion could mean there are entire fellowships with:

•  No one to say “Lift up your eyes and see the fields are ripe for harvest”
•  No one to pray and ask God to thrust workers into his harvest
•  No one to rally God’s people around his mission on earth to “Go to all 

with the gospel”
•  No one to mobilize God’s people into various Great Commission tasks 

and roles locally and internationally

Someone Is Desperately Needed
The solution in Ezekiel 22:30 to the presenting problems of a broken wall 

and an empty gap was a person. God “looked for a man among them” to 
tackle these problems, but “found none.” A someone, seemingly anyone with 
the things of God on their heart, was desperately needed. An ordinary, every-
day believer willing to take courageous action for God would suffice, but 
there was no one.

Psalm 106:23 describes how Moses filled the gap when God needed such 
an intermediary in Israel’s history: “So God said he would destroy them—
had not Moses, his chosen one, stood in the breach before him to keep his 
wrath from destroying them.”  

Moses’ example also reinforces how mediators play a vital role in holding 
back the wrath of God, so that he might not have to destroy sinners. Those 
who mediate for Great Commission obedience help satisfy the heart of God, 
who desires that none should perish. When would-be ambassadors are also 
corrupted in their sins, however, they too become necessary targets for God’s 
wrath. Such was the case of the Jews in Jerusalem and Judea during Ezekiel’s 
sobering prophecy. Such may be the case in our North American fellowships.

The Role of Mission Mobilizers
In The Permanent Revolution, Alan Hirsch and Tim Catchim describe two 

kinds of apostles (2012). There are Pauline apostles, who pioneer among the 
lost, and there are Petrine apostles, who mobilize among God’s people. Mis-
sion mobilizers who are Great Commission activists are needed in every 
fellowship of God’s people.

Mission mobilizers are Petrine apostles who awaken, inspire, and activate 
believers for outreach to the nations. They help build and repair Great Com-
mission structures and stand in the gap, mediating with God’s people for 
God’s will to be done among the lost.

Mission mobilizers who are modern-day champions for the wall of the 
Great Commission are wall-builders and gap-fillers on God’s behalf for the 
lost of the nations. They are designers and communicators, providing struc-
tural solutions and relational mediation to allow the mission and movement 
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of God to happen from local fellowships to remote locations across the 
planet.  

For our purposes in the Church today, mission mobilizers build by creat-
ing promotions, pathways, processes, and programs that enable the people 
of God to reach the ends of the earth.  Mission mobilizers are also commu-
nicators who help God’s people get their hearts right toward God and toward 
his Great Commission on earth. They educate, advocate, consult, and invite 
participation toward mission needs.  

Mission mobilizers help provide access and motivation to complete the 
critical work of God at the wall of the Great Commission. They build and 
promote gospel bridges to everywhere.

In summary, the work of mission mobilizers is simply that of servant-re-
deemers, who in the words of Isaiah 58:12 are “rebuilders of ancient ruins, 
raisers of age-old foundations, repairers of broken walls, and restorers of 
streets with dwellings.” May God empower and provide for his Church in 
North America for this noble work to flourish!

Missions’ Mobilization Paraphrase for Ezekiel 22:30
“I looked for Mission Mobilizers in every fellowship of my people 
Who would revive and rekindle zeal for my Great Commission among them
And represent me in leading my people into Great Commission obedience
So that none of the lost of the earth should perish 
But in many fellowships I found no one.”

Questions for Application
•  What would it take to see a new movement of multiplying mission 

mobilizers across North America?
•  Could we ask God to raise 10,000 new North American mobilizers for 

such a time as this, who over the next decade, will help send a new 
100,000 North American missionaries to the unreached and unen-
gaged of the earth?

Reference
Hirsch, Alan and Tim Catchim. 2012. The Permanent Revolution: Apostolic Imagina-

tion and Practice for the 21st Century Church. San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass.

Mark Stebbins has worked for thirty-seven years with The Navigators, 
including eleven years in Africa and eighteen years in mission mobiliza-
tion. He is Western director and national missions coordinator for the 
U.S. Collegiate Navigators and serves as mobilization consultant with 
MissioNexus.
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1 CITY.
800 LANGUAGES.
69 UNREACHED 
PEOPLE GROUPS.

SEE YOU THERE.

Find out more about church planting among 
the unreached in New York—and other 
North American cities—in the “Multiply” 
video series at Pioneers.org/Multiply.
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        our concordance and Bible software
          will be in full agreement that black
        swans are not to be found in the Bible—
       neither are white ones, for that matter. How-
ever, the truth is that the Book of Acts is full of 
black swans.

Scripture, 
Global Mission, 
and Black Swans
By Colin Bearup

Y



“Black Swan” is a term coined by Nassim Taleb (2007), a writer, thinker, 
and former city trader who deals in the unpredictable and the improbable. For 
thousands of years, most people believed that all swans were white. All the 
evidence confirmed it. The discovery of even one black swan confounded the 
old certainty, but it was easily accepted and explained once it became known. 

Taleb argues that the whole of human life is dominated by things that we 
do not expect, and that we train ourselves not to expect the sort of things that 
will actually be of the greatest significance. He is not just talking about the 
person on the street, but instead demonstrates how experts lead the way in 
getting it wrong and covering their tracks.

Taleb believes that our lives are dominated by the random and the unpre-
dictable, but the modern human mind is predisposed to deny this truth and 
has many ingenious ways of imposing order where there is none. Human 
beings assume, he argues, that there is order to what happens, and that the 
future is predictable. We routinely re-
write the past to accommodate all the 
unexpected things that happen, but 
we do not question the assumption 
that there is an order to be discovered. 
It is no great surprise that he does not 
get asked to write for evangelical 
publications.

 
Black Swan Events in Acts

Taleb writes of Black Swan events, 
saying, “They have three characteris-
tics. First, they are not expected. They 
are outside what people thought was 
going to happen. Second, they have a 
big impact. Third, although they were 
never predicted, once they have happened, explanations quickly fall into 
place. People think they should have known.” 

As Christians, we believe that there is an order behind what happens in this 
world more than we believe that God is actually working out a plan. Does that 
mean that Taleb can have nothing whatever to say to us? Not at all. Even 
though scripture testifies to God’s sovereignty, it also testifies to the experience 
of “black swan events” from the point of view of human experience. Sure, God is 
working out his plan, but on the ground people do not know what is going to 
happen next. They live in a world where the unpredictable happens. And 
things that they do not plan for turn out to be major turning points. 

Acts is particularly instructive because it is the biblical narrative about 
people like us—people serving the Lord after Jesus took his seat at the right 
hand of God, making his word known between the first coming and the second. 

Even though scripture 
testifies to God’s 
sovereignty, it also 
testifies to the 
experience of “black 
swan events” from the 
point of view of human 
experience. 
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In Acts 2, the apostles were waiting for the promise of the Spirit, but they 
had no idea what it would be like or what would actually happen. When they 
got out of bed on Pentecost morning, they had no idea that by the evening of 
the same day they would have five thousand new disciples to look after. They 
were quite able to account for what happened after the fact, but they did not 
know what was coming. 

In Acts 3, Peter and John set off to go to the temple as usual, but on this 
occasion something happened. One of the beggars was healed. Before they 
knew it, they were preaching to a crowd, then they were arrested, then 
preaching to the authorities. It was all unplanned and unexpected from their 
point of view, although looking back we can see the hand of God. 

In Acts 7, Stephen is killed and the church is scattered. There is no sign of 
preparations for such an event. It took them by surprise. They were familiar 
with threats and harassment, but this scattering of the Jerusalem church was 
unforeseen. Looking back, we can see how the Lord used it mightily, but the 
people involved did not expect it and did not plan for it. It did not appear on 
their list of goals. Nor was it in their five-year plan.

In Acts 9, we read of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus. The persecutor  
becomes a believer. No, more than that, he becomes a preacher. No, that does 
not cover it. He becomes one of the most influential Christians of all time. 
Not only did the faithful not expect this to happen, but many refused to 
believe that it had happened. It was the plan of God, but at the human level 
it was a black swan event. 

I could go on. All the major turning points in Acts are things that surprised 
the participants, but in retrospect proved to be the sort of things they should 
have expected, what Jesus and the scriptures in general said should happen. 
In fact, if you go to the Book of Acts looking for evidence of the value of 
planning ahead, then you will be disappointed. Even Paul’s journey to Rome 
via Jerusalem, with all its warnings, was full of unexpected twists and turns. 
The Book of Acts clearly teaches that we are not nearly as in control as we like 
to think we are. 

Black Swans in Ministry
When I looked at the history of my own ministry, I found the same thing 

to be true. The critical turning points were things I did not anticipate, but 
which made perfect sense after the event. Another way of saying this is that 
they were moments of clear divine intervention. 

One could argue that the “successes” in Acts (please forgive such a sadly 
human expression) were the result of people being able to respond to the 
unexpected. They did not know what was going to happen, but they did have 
a solid grasp of what their role in the world was and therefore how to respond 
to events. 

How then should we be prepared for mission? Should we study the past—or at 
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least the version that is served up to us—so as to be able to predict and manage the 
future? Taleb argues that this never works in any sphere of life, contrary to 
popular belief. It is certainly not what the disciples were relying on in Acts. 
It was their personal knowledge of the Lord, and their understanding that 
they lived in a universe in which he was going to intervene, that gave them 
what they needed to ride the waves—both the unexpected opportunities and 
the dramatic setbacks. 

I suspect some of my colleagues may be uneasy at this way of reasoning. 
Isn’t it a denial of the biblical worldview? Are we not dishonoring God if we regard 
the world he runs as being disorderly? Actually, I suspect that many Majority 
World Christians, both in past generations and today, would have no prob-
lem with this point of view. My Chadian friends understand very well that 
the world is not predictable, but that God can be trusted. 

Westerners tend to dismiss this as sub-Christian fatalism. Maybe to some 
degree we are right, but the assumptions that we ourselves work with con-
cerning our ability to plan our futures and organize our lives come from our 
Western culture and are merely clothed in biblical garments. Westerners 
have a profound belief in our understanding of causality (why things hap-
pen) and we analyze and systematize what we perceive. I know I do. If my 
Chadian friends are sub-Christian, then so are we, but in a different way. It 
sounds as though James, writing in 4:13-16 of his epistle, would be on the 
side of my Chadian friends. And what did Jesus say in Matthew 6:34?

Taking a Second Look at Black Swans Today
Taleb does not fill his book with endless examples of black swan events. 

No, he is much more interested in how we (individuals, experts, businesses, 
and governments) filter our thinking, how we justify our failed predictions 
and our faulty analyses, cheerfully replacing one set of explanations with 
another set also doomed to fail. 

He looks at how we have an inbuilt tendency to seek confirmation of what 
we already expect and weave events into coherent narratives to make them 
acceptable. He takes time to expose how we often examine the past and  
create convenient explanations that exclude the random and unpredictable, 
and then try to draw up plans based on such studies. 

I see examples of this in current missiology. Proponents of the Church Plant-
ing Movements (CPM) mindset do this quite explicitly. They claim to have 
studied situations of great fruitfulness, to have drawn out the key factors that 
they have in common, and propose a methodology based on their findings. 

From my perspective, the method is flawed on two major accounts. First, 
how do they know whether they have really identified the key causes? If the 
real key in a given situation was not obvious, they would not know they had 
missed it. You tend to find what you are looking for. Second, to establish 
that they have identified the key methods or practices, they also need to 
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demonstrate that the same results are always produced when those practices 
are followed. If workers follow the practices elsewhere without getting the 
results, then the theory fails. It shows that there must be other factors at 
work—unpredictable ones, perhaps. In fact, CPM proponents are actually 
advocating the sort of thing that many missions have sought to implement 
but often without success. 

The same thing is true for the Fruitful Practices movement. They advocate 
very good practices, but to establish that these practices are the key to fruit-
fulness, they need to show that (1) they always lead to fruitfulness, and (2) 
those who pursue less high-quality practices always fail. Actually, it is a 
mysterious truth that sometimes people “do it all wrong” and are still blessed 
with great results. This is a truth easy to establish. I like what the Fruitful 
Practices people teach, but I mistrust the underlying mindset. 

Early in my cross-cultural ministry, I was surprised to find overseas work-
ers who seemed to have no idea how to relate to Muslims and were not  
concerned about it. They did not seem to grasp that there was much to learn 
and a great need to adapt. In most cases, they worked faithfully and saw no 
lasting fruit. 

Personally, I have always believed it is important to seek knowledge and 
to understand what is going on. And I have sought to share that knowledge 
and insight with others. But I have also come across people totally commit-
ted to serious missiology who have studied to adapt themselves who go on 
to see no significant results. This is very unfortunate and thought-provoking. 
Most interesting of all, I have occasionally come across people who seem 
unaware of the need to adapt and follow good missiological principles who 
have been amazingly fruitful. I recently met a man who has led sixty-five 
Muslims to Christ over the last five years. He has no idea how. He has no 
method or technique. But he is very at home with the unpredictable. 

Along with all the other things we do to prepare ourselves to serve the 
Kingdom of God, perhaps it is time we should add the cultivation of “black 
swan awareness.”

Reference
Taleb, Nassim. 2007, rev 2010. The Black Swan, The Impact of the Highly Improbable. 

London: Penguin.

Colin Bearup has been with WEC in Chad since 1986. He led the 
translation of the Chad Arabic New Testament and is author of Keys, 
Unlocking the Gospel for Muslims. He is married to Jean and has 
three adult children. 
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By Kent Good

An indigenous church-planting strategy might 
be qualified as one in which the church planter 
determines to not do for new converts what they are 
commanded to do for themselves. If churches are to one 
day become self-governing, self-propagating, and self-

supporting, the church planter will do well to involve the believers in 
decision-making, evangelism, and sacrificial giving from the outset.

For the first twenty-five years of our missionary career in France, my wife 
and I served mostly among middle-class urban professionals and university 
students. We grew in understanding the wisdom of the approach outlined 
above mostly as we bore the consequences of doing too much ourselves and 
not depending enough on God’s Holy Spirit. Then, when we finally began to 
feel as though we knew the ropes in Europe, our mission agency asked us to 
move to Southeast Asia.

The New Testament,
Fiscal Strategy, &
the Majority World
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The responsibility and privilege of 
stewardship is never relegated to those 
who have more than others.

Today, we continue testing strategies hammered out in earlier years, but in 
a cultural and economic climate radically different from that of Western  
Europe. For the past ten years we have been serving primarily among rural 
migrant rice-farming families in Northwest Cambodia. As you can imagine, 
the desire to see indigenous churches planted has raised a whole new set of 
questions concerning indigenous church-planting methodology, particularly 
relating to the use of money in ways that don’t create dependency. 

In what ways can and should we intervene financially? Is avoiding any contribu-
tion that encourages dependency a biblical norm or a Western social value? 
Should James 2:15-17 and 1 John 3:17 compel us to help national believers in times 
of medical and other emergencies? Should Western mission agencies ever support 
national evangelists/church planters financially? 

As I think of the books and articles I’ve read concerning indigenous church 
planting, it seems that while methods differ, the goals are pretty much the 
same: (1) encouraging new believers to depend on God rather than on people 
and (2) empowering people to do what they can do themselves (albeit poorly) 
as quickly as possible.

Photos by Audrey Jose
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I would contend, however, that much of the philosophy of indigenous 
church planting is more pragmatic than biblical. In its purest forms, strategies 
qualified as “indigenous” seek to place the hard decisions at the front end 
rather than the back end of a church-planting endeavor. Rather than having to 
withdraw resources and support as part of an exit strategy, they choose to with-
hold them from the beginning. Either approach presents serious challenges. 

Now before anyone jumps to the wrong conclusion (after all, even ques-
tioning indigenous church-planting methodology is anathema in some 
camps), let me say that I am definitely not a proponent of methodology which 
encourages missionaries or agencies to buy church buildings, pay pastors, or 
give people rice to get them to attend meetings. But neither do I cling tena-
ciously to indigenous church-planting methods which rigorously avoid  
investing money in national programs and support structures.

Weaknesses Inherent in “Jump Start”  
Church-planting Methodology

As stated above, buying church buildings, paying pastors, and providing 
material encouragements to move people to attend services do not make a 
church. Without sacrificial body life (which takes time to develop), a building 
(no matter how beautiful) will not be a church. 

Without proven character (which takes a lot of time to develop), a person 
(no matter what title he or she receives) will never be a biblical pastor/shep-
herd. Without faith in God (which takes a lifetime to develop), people who 
attend weekly preaching services will never develop into mature disciples of 
the Lord Jesus. 

Unfortunately, the buy-a-building-pay-a-pastor methodology is still far too 
prevalent in the Majority World. To use a truly Cambodian word picture, plant-
ing a church according to this approach is like sowing seed in a field without 
taking time to remove the landmines. The field may look good from the road, 
but people working in that field are going to get blown up. Eventually, the 
whole field will have to be dug up and de-mined. 

Weaknesses Inherent in Indigenous  
Church-planting Methodology

On the other side of the spectrum are those who have determined to avoid 
any dependency on Western support. When I came to Cambodia, I was  
graciously instructed by a godly brother serving with another organization that 
there are two groups serving in Cambodia: those who pay national workers 
and those who don’t. The mission with which I had come to serve had  
employed national church planters long before I arrived and was clearly on the 
other side of the issue than he was.

As we talked and he explained his mission’s philosophy, it became clear that 
purely indigenous church planting (with no compromises) would likely work in 
a new cultural setting where all of the missionaries and mission agencies in a 
given area agreed to abide by the same rules (not paying workers, not stealing 
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believers or workers from other missions, etc.). Unfortunately, as in marketing, 
it only takes one vendor who lowers his or her price to destroy the equilibrium. 

All but the most loyal clients will be drawn to the more attractive offer until 
those still holding the line either demonstrate the superior quality of their 
product or lower their price in line with the competition. In missions, a 
purely indigenous approach to starting new churches would likely work as 
long as all of the agencies in a given locality or country respected each other 
and didn’t try to jump start their churches with believers or leaders already 
discipled by another denomination.

However, even in such an ideal setting of respectful missionaries and agen-
cies, more radically indigenous approaches to church planting (which strin-
gently avoid creating any dependency) chime a dissonant note when compared 
to clear proclamations of the New Testament respecting the poor. First John 
3:17-18 reads,

If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but 
has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, 
let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.

James 2:15-17 says, 

Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one 
of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but 
does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, 
faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

The Need for Certain Equality
Are these injunctions only intended for insiders of the host culture, or is 

there an application to (and an example to be set by) the missionary?
When westerners come as missionaries to many Majority World countries, 

they leave home as people of comparatively few means and arrive in their host 
cultures as very wealthy foreigners. Nothing has changed other than the  
perception of the people around them. While they don’t consider themselves 
to be rich, most missionaries naturally seek to ensure the proper education of 
their children, the cleanliness of their homes and food, the availability of good 
medical care, and reliable means of transportation. 

These “basics” intended to ensure their longevity as missionaries are, how-
ever, luxuries (often unaffordable) for the families living around them. The 
missionaries, like it or not, are “rich.” And if they can provide these luxuries 
for themselves and their families, then their national counterparts will hope 
that they will help the national believers as well.

The relationship dynamic with nationals would perhaps be much different 
if Western missionaries chose to enter their new host country as true equals. 
However, this would require making sacrifices in the area of health and many 
comforts considered basic necessities for both oneself and one’s family. In that 
light, the Apostle Paul’s explanation to the Corinthians of the relative advan-
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tages of singleness is quite understandable: without responsibilities to a wife or 
family, a single missionary can more easily sacrifice personal physical comfort in 
order to more closely identify with the people he or she is seeking to reach.

In truth, many missionary families I know make numerous sacrifices to try to 
relate to their new host culture while maintaining a minimum level of cleanliness 
and comfort to keep their family healthy and happy. Nonetheless, they still  
appear rich. Their ability to eat what and when they want, to care for their  
medical needs in the big city rather than in local clinics, and to travel (on  
furlough) to see family members distance them from the people they’ve come to 
reach and bolster the feeling (shared by both themselves and their neighbors) 
that they could and probably should help the people around them materially. 

And, of course, they’re right, especially if their neighbors are believers. We 
can note that while the needs of less fortunate believers receive special men-
tion in the New Testament (Gal. 6:10; 1 John 3:17), providing for those 
poorer than oneself is viewed as giving back to God (Prov. 14:31; 17:5; 19:17; 
22:2, 9; Matt. 25:40).  

The responsibility and privilege of stewardship is never relegated to those 
who have more than others. One is never off the hook of Christian fiscal respon-
sibility simply by defining oneself as “poor.” “Poor” always means “poorer than 
someone else.” Both designations (“poor” and “rich”) are comparisons to those 
who have more or less than oneself.  The principle is clearly taught in scripture. 
Paul wrote to the Corinthians: 

Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard 
pressed, but that there might be equality. At the present time your plenty 
will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what 
you need. Then there will be equality. (2 Cor. 8:13-14) 

While I don’t believe that the New Testament teaches communism (equal 
distribution of wealth), it does teach equality of responsibility to meet legitimate 
needs (e.g., Acts 4:34-35) within the Body of Christ—those living with a surplus 
(at any given time) have the responsibility to help those in desperate need.

But here’s where the rub comes and often compels missionaries to withdraw 
into seemingly heartless trenches of indigenous financial strategy: “If I help, 
then those receiving assistance will depend on outside help and not learn to 
trust in God.” Remember the sign “Don’t feed the ducks.” Why? Because when 

The truth is that every believer living with a 
surplus (small or large) has the same responsibility. The 
“rich” Western missionary and the “poor” village believer 
both have a surplus and share the same responsibility. 
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humans feed the ducks, they learn to depend on the humans and cease looking 
for food for themselves. When the humans stop feeding them, they die. 

So it often goes with Western support. When westerners (missionaries, 
short-term visitors, charitable NGO personnel) or those with Western backing 
(United Nations-associated organizations) see the needs and the comparative 
ease with which they can meet them, they simply “pick up the tab.” 

When this happens once, it is hoped and even expected that it will happen 
again. Before long, ill-conceived benevolence teaches the debilitating non-
biblical lesson that people who consider themselves “poor” can relinquish 
responsibility to care for the needs of others (in some cases even their own 
needs) and simply rely on those who are wealthier than they are.

The truth is that every believer living with a surplus (small or large) has the 
same responsibility. The “rich” Western missionary and the “poor” village 
believer (living in a thatched hut but owning a cow, some fruit trees, and a 
vegetable garden) both have a surplus and share the same responsibility.

So, let me reiterate, while I am not persuaded that the buy-a-church-build-
ing-pay-a-pastor approach to missions has any support in the New Testament, 
neither do I feel totally comfortable with more radical indigenous methodolo-
gies. Instead, I believe the early Church struck a balance between limiting de-
pendency and demonstrating compassion. See the pullout on page 264 for 
four personal choices as my attempt to strike that same balance.

Conclusion
Church planting is hard enough as it is without adding self-imposed stan-

dards which (although having an appearance of wisdom) are more pragmatic 
than biblical. Planting churches, preparing leadership, and withdrawing in a 
timely fashion are challenging to say the least. In the meantime, the mission-
ary or missionary team will do well to maintain the equilibrium of methodol-
ogy which fosters dependency on God while also modeling the love of Christ 
in tangible ways. In so doing, the church planted may learn to be both self-
supporting and compassionate.

Kent Good and his wife, Becky, have served as church planters with 
Encompass World Partners in France from 1979 to 2003 and in 
Cambodia from 2004 to 2014. They are currently preparing to work 
among ethnic minorities in Atlanta, Georgia.

Church planting is hard enough 
without adding self-imposed standards which are 
more pragmatic than biblical.



#1I choose to teach the principles of stewardship to 
“poor” believers and refuse to simply “pay the 
tab” when needs arise. Any missionary living in the Ma-

jority World feels under pressure to meet the material needs of those around 
him or her. The pressure comes from those begging in town, people attend-
ing Bible studies in villages and, yes, even from national ministry associates. 
The perception of Western missionaries as Material Messiahs is partially due 
to the economic standing of their sending countries, but perhaps even more 
so to the behavior of compatriots who enjoy that role, giving indiscriminately 
with little thought to the implications of their gifts.

The principle of stewardship is clearly explained in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9. 
Paul writes concerning the Macedonian churches that, despite their  
"extreme poverty," they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond 
their ability (2 Cor. 8:1-5). Notice that Paul did not refuse the gift and sug-
gest that the burden of the impoverished believers in Jerusalem be carried 
by those who were “better off” then they were. To the contrary, he ac-
cepted the gift and taught that giving was their responsibility and privilege 
as Christians: “Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and who-
ever sows generously will also reap generously.” 

He reminded them that “he who supplies seed to the sower and bread 
for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the 
harvest of your righteousness” (2 Cor. 9:6-10). God’s plan for his children 
is to teach them to walk by faith, to give despite their “poverty,” and even 
to go beyond their perceived ability (8:3), thus allowing him to “refill their 
seed bag” (9:10) with enough to care for their needs and more. Depriving 
poorer believers of the opportunity to walk by faith is tantamount to keep-
ing them poor by depriving them of the joy of discovering God’s provision.

#2I choose to give financial help to national broth-
ers and sisters in Christ who are truly in need 
(1 John 3:17-18; James 2:15-17). This may appear as a 

no-brainer to those not living under the pressure of being perceived as 
“rich” missionaries, but believe me, it’s not that simple and necessitates the 
mediation of trusted nationals (cultural insiders). A great example of this 
logic is seen in the choice of the Hellenistic deacons in Acts 7. Robertson’s 

Applying New Testament Principles  
to Mission Fiscal Strategy in the 

Majority World

Four Choices:



Word Pictures states it this way: 

Each one of the seven has a Greek name and was undoubtedly a 
Hellenist, not an Aramaean Jew. Consummate wisdom is here dis-
played for the murmuring had come from the Hellenists, seven of 
whom were chosen to take proper care of the widows of Hellenists. 

In the area of helping the poorer folks around me, I have discovered the 
wisdom of requesting the mediation and participation of trusted nationals:

(1) In order respond to real needs. It is easier for cultural insiders to dis-
tinguish between real needs and the desires of poorer individuals requesting 
outside help (sometimes, so as not to tap into their personal resources).

(2) In order to protect myself from being perceived as the solution to every-
one’s problems. In the absence of a state-run social security system or Medi-
care, the person who chooses to give assistance may find him or herself also 
becoming the benefactor to friends and relatives of the one receiving help.

(3) In order to send the right message to people both on the giving and 
receiving end of the assistance. It is important that I never allow my giving 
of material help to be considered the sole responsibility of the missionary 
or westerner. The privilege of giving should be shared proportionately by 
believers both “rich” and “poor” alike. Gifts should remain anonymous and 
the participation of national believers should be sought so as to communi-
cate the benevolence of the Christian community rather than the wealth of 
any individual. For example, our U.S./Cambodian team has created a “Com-
passion Fund.” We pass the box once a month allowing each of our team-
mates (Cambodians and Americans alike) to participate discretely.  
A committee of three of our Cambodian colleagues count the money and 
make disbursements according to principles they have established to  
respond to various needs (particularly medicines and minor surgeries).

#3I choose to support national missionaries as part-
ners in church-planting teams. While the local believ-
ers in the early Church were called upon to support those 

serving among them as pastors and teachers, the burden for supporting 
missionaries (those sent to other localities, countries, or people groups) 
wasn’t the sole responsibility of one local church. 

In the New Testament, missionaries received their support from a variety 
of sources, including personal small businesses and gifts from partner 
churches. In Acts 18:1-5, we learn that Paul supported himself as a tent-
maker. But when Silas and Timothy came from Macedonia (with support 
contributions from several churches [see 2 Cor. 11:9; Phil. 4:15]), Paul  
devoted himself exclusively to preaching, “testifying to the Jews that Jesus 
was the Christ.”



It stands to reason, therefore, that missionaries (both national and inter-
national) should be able to receive their support from whatever sources the 
Lord raises up without creating unhealthy dependency. While there are 
other larger issues (proven character, culturally appropriate support levels, 
clear accountability, and working relationships with other organizations) to 
take into consideration when supporting national missionaries, I do not 
believe that indigeneity is at stake in the decision and may even be signifi-
cantly enhanced.

Supporting national missionaries as partners has both advantages and 
risks. Strongly on the plus side are open doors into reaching different ethnic 
groups or people from vastly different socio-economic levels which a  
foreigner would not be able to effectively penetrate. On the risk side, pay-
ing some workers (and not others) will always create unhealthy expectations 
both in the paid workers themselves and in other believers who envy the 
raised status of those serving as missionaries. It will require patient mentor-
ing and relational problem solving (much like Jesus’ three-year ministry with 
his disciples). However, the choice to financially support mature national 
believers as partner missionaries allows them to give themselves fully or 
part-time to the ministry rather than only using whatever “free time” (often 
a non-entity in poorer cultures) is available.

While I see no clear prohibition in New Testament teaching or practice 
on providing outside support for national evangelists/church planters, I do 
see the need to exercise caution. National church planters should only be 
supported by outside sources in the absence of national church support 
(i.e., in situations where the national church is either incapable of support-
ing its own workers or unwilling to do so). As soon as possible, however, it 
is critical to curtail outside support in favor of raising up an army of tent-
makers, bi-vocational workers, and those receiving whatever limited  
support the national church can provide. There is far greater potential for 
church growth and expansion when the national church doesn’t depend on 
outside resources.

#4I choose to support national development proj-
ects that encourage believers to walk by faith. 
Christians are called to work for a living—to provide for 

themselves and their families. The best development projects, therefore, are 
those that empower people to support themselves and give them an  
opportunity to share their surplus with others in need and support Christian 
servants. Small business training and loans are Christian responses to  
poverty alleviation that promote the walk of faith. 
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T
he country of Zongistan (a fictitious name) does 
not allow missionaries to reside in the country and 
has a Christian population well below one percent. 
The country’s government is promoting and developing 
its private sector, thus there are incentives for foreigners 

to become involved in business. One mission organization that is 
heavily involved in church planting decides to develop a team that 
will start a business in order to reside in country and begin planting 
a church—so far, so good. 

By Ron Wismer

Business 
Is Mission: 
An Integrated Model
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The team decides to open a bookstore since many of the team members 
are rabid readers and they know a great deal about books. The business is a 
means for the organization to obtain a visa and remain in country to com-
plete its mission of planting churches. Could there be some problems with this 
model, and if so, what would be some possible scenarios that would be more effective 
for the kingdom?

Four Models of Kingdom Business
When an organization decides to develop a business in a country that 

does not allow missionary visas, it must understand why that business is 
created. The above example illustrates the Business as Shell model. This busi-
ness is primarily (or even exclusively) created in order to obtain legitimacy 
for the people living in the country, usually in the form of a visa or long-term 
work permit. 

A second model, Business for Mission, is one in which the business provides 
some form of revenue enhancement or cash flow. In a third model, Business 
for Discipleship, the business is intentional about discipleship both within the 
company and as it interacts with the community. A fourth model, Business 
is Mission, is that of a company which is intentional in both social respon-
sibility and discipleship. 

The four models above are delineated in Table 1 below. While there are 
other models that we might add (e.g., the international professional working 
for a multinational corporation), my focus is on the differences between 
these four models. Of the four models, only in the Business is Mission 
model does discipleship take place within the confines of a socially respon-
sible business.

Table 1: Four Models of Business

Rationale

Type of business Visa
Revenue 

Enhancement Discipleship
Social 

Responsibility

Business as Shell X

Business for Mission X X

Business for Discipleship X X X

Business Is Mission X X X X

My hope is that this article will help leaders of organizations understand 
the different dynamics that occur when team members do not understand 
what type of business has been created. I will not discuss what type of business 
needs to be created or the nuts and bolts of how to go about creating busi-
nesses. Rather, I will focus on the importance of integrating a socially respon-
sible business with one’s walk as a Christ-follower serving cross-culturally. 
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In order to fully understand the integrated model, we must unpack the 
different business models mentioned above. Confusion reigns among team 
members when no one is certain which type of model the organization is 
utilizing. The resultant misalignment can lead to frustration and eventual 
failure of both the business and the ministry intent.

Business as Shell 
As previously noted, the Zongistan example falls into the Business as 

Shell model, and is certainly not new. In this model, there is typically no 
real business plan. The company is created and exists solely to obtain and 
maintain visas for those wishing to minister in the country. Shell companies 
often employ very few locals—if any—and frequently fall into the service sec-
tor (e.g., restaurants, Internet cafes, or computer training centers). They may 
include small-scale sales ventures as well (e.g., bookstores or coffee/tea shops). 

There are several difficulties with the shell model. The primary one is that 
it is increasingly difficult for the owners of the company to maintain legiti-
macy in the eyes of the government. Most countries understand that busi-
nesses must make money to continue and therefore a business that does not 
appear to have a sustainable revenue stream might come under unwanted 
scrutiny. 

Additionally, many of today’s developing countries are in need of outside 
investment in businesses which will help build local capacity. One signifi-
cant means to do that is by training and/or educating local employees. A 
shell company typically does not have plans to improve or educate their na-
tional employees. A company without a staff development plan can again 
come under unwanted scrutiny. 

Perhaps the most problematic aspect of a shell company is the tension it 
causes between what is considered ministry and what is considered the re-
quirement of work. Business as Shell practitioners have a natural progression 
towards a dichotomist view of their work. They view the business as a neces-
sary evil in order to facilitate the important work of ministry. 

This viewpoint can lead to frustration for all those working in the business. 
Local employees pick up the negative feelings of the business owner and may 
come to see that they are simply being used. The result is no different from a 

The most problematic aspect of a shell 
company is the tension it causes between what is 
considered ministry and what is considered the 
requirement of work. 
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secular multi-national using local cheap labor to increase profits. The owner 
of the business desires to be involved in ministry rather than working at a 
business that provides no perceived value. As a result, he or she may become 
frustrated with time constraints imposed by the business itself, leading to 
frustrations with his or her life and work. 

Business for Mission
The Business for Mission model is a business that is developed to gener-

ate a revenue stream that legitimates a business visa. The basic premise of 
Business for Mission is a for-profit business that not only allows expatriates 
to live in the country of ministry, but also provides funds for living ex-
penses and ministry. The revenue stream may be utilized to provide opera-
tional funds for the organization in the country, and the cash flow may be 
sufficient to provide funding for other ministry functions outside of the 
country of operation. This model is a legitimate one in the eyes of the local 
government and society. To succeed, these businesses must follow a busi-
ness plan and adhere to sound business principles. 

Even though the Business for Mission model is legitimate in the business 
sense, there are still several difficulties. Our own organization has used this 
type of business in many countries and has found that the ambiguity inher-
ent in this type of organization can lead to confusion. 

The driving force of the business is to create revenue for the mission or 
organization. The resultant motivators for those working in the business  
revolve around making as much revenue as possible, which can lead to  
misalignment. Even a for-profit business will have difficulty sustaining  
motivation based solely upon making money. The misalignment occurs 
when a team member believes that he or she needs to develop relationships 
with customers or local employees of the business (discipleship). The time 
needed to develop those relations can put a strain on the required time 
needed to maintain a profitable business. 

The Business for Mission model has little room for relationship building 
because profits are considered critical to the business. While the business is 
more than a platform and can provide much-needed revenues for the organi-
zation, the dichotomy created by this model eventually places a tremendous 
strain on personnel. 

The Business for Mission model has little 
room for relationship building because profits are 
considered critical to the business.
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Those who have been called by God to work in cross-cultural situations 
desire to see more than just a successful business and a generous profit—they 
are motivated by seeing God increase the kingdom through their ministry. 
This model does not allow a complete integration for the workers who desire 
to build relationships with all those whom God puts in their path. A total 
focus on revenue generation will hardly sustain someone motivated to  
increase God’s kingdom while doing business.

One other area of difficulty for a Business for Mission practitioner is the 
temptation to allow profits and revenue to control the business to the point 
that ethical rules are broken. The leadership may not start with the intent of 
being unethical, but the pressures of needed cash flow and revenues can be 
overwhelming for the practitioner. In fact, the company may seek to justify 
its actions because it is providing the means for other ministry to develop 
and grow. The dichotomist paradigm is perpetuated because the business is 
simply a compartment that provides funds for the ministry and has no value 
for ministry or relationship in day-to-day operations. 

This temptation is particularly severe in countries with an environment of 
corruption and pay-offs. In those settings, the desire to maintain profits and 
revenue enhancement will pressure the business into compromising situa-
tions. The company leaders note how other businesses avoid paying taxes or 
required fees and can fall into the trap of doing business in the same manner. 
Discerning what is normal business practices for the country and what is 
actual corruption can be difficult, but compromising on safety issues or 
ethical treatment of employees cannot be considered by anyone trying to 
maintain a business with kingdom influence. 

Business for Discipleship
The Business for Discipleship model incorporates elements of the first two 

models, but goes beyond both. There is intentionality in the business that 
provides legitimacy. The business functions normally in the local setting and 
follows a business plan. The company management works toward turning a 
profit, but with the intention of discipling the employees and perhaps some 
of the clients. The idea is that a well-run business would allow for a legitimate 
witness within the country. Business for Discipleship is a good model, but 
does not go far enough. 

Business Is Mission
The integrated model of Business Is Mission defines a more biblically-

based presentation of a kingdom business. The intention of the business 
from the start is to provide an integration of social responsibility, disciple-
ship, and making a profit. Some have referred to this concept as the “triple 
bottom line” (Elkington 1998). It is crucial that the owners and manage-
ment maintain balance in all three areas. The Business Is Mission company 
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certainly provides all of the elements of the four models mentioned, but goes 
a step further to provide the means to minister in the creative access country 
in a more holistic way. 

Social responsibility has several facets and takes on different meanings 
depending on the context. One aspect of social responsibility is caring for the 
environment and leaving a place better than it was before. A business that 
destroys or harms the environment is disobedient to God’s command to tend 
and care for the earth. A second aspect is a concern for social justice as a 
means to maintain social responsibility. A business that is considered a 
sweatshop has no kingdom impact upon society. The Business Is Mission 
model promotes both forms of social responsibility in order to be true to a 
biblical calling. 

Discipleship by definition involves training. Organizations founded on 
the Business Is Mission model will be intentional about training. Wherever 
possible, they will integrate biblical ethics and principles into their business 
plans from the very beginning. No country will outlaw the use of customer 
service training that includes kindness, gentleness, patience, and so on—nor 
will they outlaw fair living wages of employees and opportunities for  
advancement based on performance rather than family ties to ownership. 

Such biblical principles can be a basis for a successful employee training pro-
gram, which in turn begins the successful transformation of the business culture. 
When these principles are part of the corporate ethos, local staff will be trained 
in them. This provides a basis for discipleship training among the staff. 

A Business Is Mission approach can be very challenging and requires a 
great deal of effort in order to succeed. This challenge is greater in countries 
that do not follow ethical business practices or devalue biblical principles. In 
those cases, Business Is Mission owners must recognize that the profits en-
joyed by other businesses in the country will not necessarily be realized by 
their businesses. Integration does not mean a company can cut corners, but 
rather requires an alignment by all stakeholders to the mission/vision/values 
of the company.

The lower returns of a Business Is Mission venture can cause heartache for 
investors and may even derail some investors from providing funds. Even 
without the challenge of lower returns, it has long been difficult to find capital 
and investors for kingdom businesses. One step is to educate investors that not 
all returns are measured monetarily; sometimes, returns are measured in 
terms of what might be called a Kingdom Return on Investment that measures 
worth in light of eternal values rather than simply monetary gain. 

Application
The Business Is Mission model allows a foreign worker the possibility to 

be transparent and sustainable, as well as provide a legitimate visa for living 
in the country. However, to establish and maintain a Business Is Mission 
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business, alignment cannot be overstressed. The reason several groups have 
failed in the process of creating businesses is often due to a lack of alignment. 
The axiom is true in the secular world as well as the world of missions.  
A company that will make a difference in a closed or restricted country needs 
to have clear objectives about how it will operate and be able to develop a 
corporate culture that is easily transferable to all stakeholders. 

Many difficulties arise when different team members are not sure which 
model is being promoted or cultivated by the business. Once again, align-
ment is the culprit and must be over-communicated as well as modeled by 
leadership.

In order to maintain alignment, communication must be stressed over 
and over again. No organization or business fails due to an issue of too much 
good communication. The paradigms are changing in the mission world and 
leaders must communicate well and often in order to help team members 
understand where the Lord is leading. If team members do not receive fre-
quent and proper communication then they begin to develop their own ex-
pectations and directions. These directions and expectations lead to 
misalignment and eventual unhealthy conflicts.

Finally, any missionary contemplating a business in a foreign country needs 
to determine the method he or she believes will work best for the outcomes of 
the business. Missionaries without any business training will do well to get 
some training before starting a business, or at the very least, enlist the aid of 
those who have started businesses to guide them through the process. 

Conclusion
The principles of the Business Is Mission model are applicable to all  

believers wherever they work. The dichotomist thinking that work is evil and 
spiritual ministry is good must be changed. The alignment of the team 
around a simple mission statement and a list of values will create space in 
which the work may blossom within a context of integrated ministry. An 
integrated model is in many settings the only model that is sustainable for a 
long-term presence in cross-cultural ministry. 
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T
he key to reaching Asia will be evan-
gelism through local churches adopting 
methods relevant to Asia. This can be real-
ized by turning away from the individualistic 
approaches we absorbed from the West and 

embracing two Asian-relevant methods: incarnation-
al living and the spirit of grace, followed by truth.

Dynamics of Incarnational Living
Incarnational living does at least three significant things 

for us in our witness. First, it calls us out of our physical 
comfort zones to meet people where they are. Making incar-
nation a priority disrupts the Church’s definition of suc-
cess. It is not about doing more. It is about loving well. 

Second, it allows us to hold onto ourselves. The great 
challenge in incarnational living is to not lose ourselves 
when we enter another person’s world. Jesus modeled this 
for us. We identify with people for a higher purpose—to 
allow God to use us as human agents of his love. 

Finally, incarnational living places us between our world 
and the world of another. We are called to remain faithful 
to who we are while at the same time entering into the 
world of another. 

Incarnational living is essential for at least four reasons. 
First, it enables us to build bridges with non-Christians. Our 
Lord is the supreme example in this regard (Phil. 2:6-8). 
Second, it enables us to be the salt and light of the world. 
Evangelism is not a special program, but rather a life we live.

Third, it enables us to live a godly life. Godly living, 
especially in the context of persecution, is a powerful tool 
to counteract the prejudice and hatred against Christians 
and set the stage for the persecutor’s conversion. Fourth, 
it enables us to care for those in need. Asia is plagued with 
poverty and suffering. How can we preach the gospel, yet 
ignore people’s needs? 

Grace, then Truth
Jesus’ approach to people was radical: first grace, followed 

by truth. In contrast to those who tried to petrify the faith 
with legalism, Jesus preached a simple message of God’s 
love—grace.  He did not condemn sinners, but lovingly ad-
vised them to leave their lives of sin. 
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This approach has been compromised through the influence of Western  
perspective. Western culture is deeply committed to truth. When it comes to 
sharing the gospel, the biblical order is reversed. But this is not the reality in Asia. 
The problems we encounter in ministry arise out of deeply religious cultures. 
Each person values and treasures both his or her religion and culture. Sharing the 
gospel (truth) is seen as an attempt to undermine religion and culture. 

Legalism in Asian Culture, Religion, and the Faith
Grace is an alien concept to the Asian worldview, but legalism is easily un-

derstood and practiced. Social relationships are governed by legalistic assump-
tions and practices. 

Communal living, hailed as an Asian strength, is based on legalistic prin-
ciples of duty and obligation. Parents provide for their children as a duty. There 
is an unspoken, yet clearly understood, expectation that the children in turn 
will fulfill their duty to care for their parents as they age.

Grace is also alien to all major Asian religions. Buddhism teaches that we 
are responsible for our own redemption. There is no understanding of a God 
who extends grace and unconditional love.

Hinduism believes in multiple gods, appeased by offerings and acts of 
obedience. This is done to obtain acceptance and blessings for self and loved 
ones, as well as to bring down destruction on others. In Islam, one’s future 
is based on faithfulness to acts of duty: the greater the acts of faithfulness, 
the greater the reward in the afterlife. Being accepted and forgiven by a  
loving, graceful God is heresy to a follower of Islam.

The traditions and practices of Christians in Asia have been strongly influ-
enced by the legalism and lack of grace found in our major religions. This has 
had a profound impact on the Asian Church in a number of ways. First, the 
biblical concept of grace is not understood. As a result, our response to this 
grace by God is a legalistic relationship that continues to try to please God, 
to win his favor and acceptance. Second, the biblical concept of grace is not 
practiced. This worldview has led to an environment in which Christian 
practices have come to denote spirituality. Long, extended hours of prayer, 
prescribed hours of fasting, and faithful attendance of church activities are 
seen as the hallmarks of spirituality.

Legalism in the Asian Church pressures people to live a double life because 
Asian society is defined by shame. What is hidden is permitted as long as it 
is not revealed. A Christian in this culture knows that being open about 
struggles and failures will result in judgment, punishment, and alienation.

Another symptom of our dysfunction in Asia is our fondness for trium-
phalistic preaching which communicates that the preacher has become flaw-
less and perfect. This preaching also conveys that God is deeply impressed by 
the preacher’s spirituality. Ultimately, triumphalistic preaching is toxic to the 
true message of Christ. 



Asia: 
A Faith-based Snapshot

➤   Asia covers 8.6% of the Earth’s surface. Its four billion 
people comprise more than 60% of the world’s 
population. 

➤   There are 50 countries in Asia, from Afghanistan to 
Yemen.

➤   There are an estimated 25% Muslims, 22% Hindus, 
11% Buddhists, and 8.5% Christians (including 
Catholics). 

➤   Christian churches enjoy the fastest rate of growth at 
3.6% a year, compared to Muslims (2%), Hindus 
(1.5%), and Buddhists (1.2%). 

➤   Christians in Asia have increased from 22 million 
(2.35%) in 1900 to over 300 million (8.3%) in 2000.

➤   Protestant and independent Christians increased from 
under four million in 1900 to over 193 million in 2000.

➤   Asian evangelicals (over 130 million) have become 
almost as numerous as evangelicals in the USA (148 
million).

➤   In 1900, all but five Asian nations were under Western 
control. By 2000, there were none (Johnstone and 
Mandryk 2001).

➤   Christians in Asia are beginning to experience amazing 
growth, not just in numbers, but also in influence.

➤   Philip Jenkins projects that by the middle of this 
century, only one-fifth of the world’s three billion 
Christians will be non-Hispanic whites (Miller and 
Yamamori 2007, 20). 

➤   In 1900, Europeans and North Americans constituted 
80% of the world’s Christians. Today, 60% of the 
world’s Christians live in Asia, Africa, or Latin America. 
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An Evangelistic Ministry of Grace Followed by Truth
Let me highlight what grace followed by truth looks like by sharing my own 

conversion story. As a teenager, I attended Youth for Christ meetings. The first 
thing that impressed me was the kindness they extended to me. After I  
attended two meetings, they invited me to join them at a camp. The thought of 
camping for five days with a bunch of religious nuts scared the daylights out of 
me! As a Catholic, I was taught that Protestants were people who had wandered 
from the truth. My bias was high, but I was drawn because of their kindness. 

As the day of the camp drew closer, I decided that I was not going to at-
tend—so I lied. After the regular Saturday meeting, I approached the leaders, 
Richard and Philip, and said, “I’m sorry, it’s not possible for me to join the 
camp because my parents can't afford the camp fees.” To my surprise, they 
replied, “We can pay for you.” I was shocked, ashamed, and challenged. Up 
until that point in my life, no one had extended such a level of kindness to me. 

But by the next morning I had chickened out again. I met Phillip, expressed 
my gratitude for their willingness to pay, but informed him I did not have ad-
equate clothes. Without batting an eye, Philip replied, “I have enough clothes. 
I can share them with you.” That day, he earned the right to speak. I did not 
understand the truth, but grace opened the door for truth. Months later, I 
surrendered my life to Jesus—not so much because I fully understood the 
gospel, but because I saw it lived out in full. 

Grace opens the door for truth. When this reality is experienced, church 
becomes a place of grace. It is a place of happiness and security, where true pain 
can be shared. When the community of God understands and practices grace, 
nonbelievers are attracted. The church becomes a transformed community 
that spreads its light into a graceless society (see figure 1 below).

Figure 1
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We live in a lonely, cruel world. Survival of the fittest can describe how our 
world operates. But Christianity operates on a higher level. The model Jesus 
offers not only differs from, but transcends, all selfishness.

Two Grace Followed by Truth Strategies for Ministry in Asia
#1. Hospitality. Hospitality is central to Asian cultures. We invite and en-

tertain people in our homes on a regular basis. Relationships are built around 
the dining table—real pain and joys are shared, many hours of unhurried 
conversations are held. 

Hospitality sets a genuine stage for me to be a witness of Jesus. There is no 
pressure to preach and perform, but rather the stage is set to love and care. 
Hospitality opens the door for many opportunities to witness.

Conversion is the job of the Holy Spirit. My simple task is to be a witness.  
I am called to share his love. I am called to share the foolish message of the 
cross, and the Holy Spirit will take this message and bring about change in the 
life of a person. 

Hospitality is the practice of entertaining strangers graciously. In the New 
Testament, the Greek word translated as hospitality literally means “love of 
strangers.” In the Old Testament, Abraham was the host to angels unaware. He 
invited strangers into his house, washed their feet, prepared fresh meat, had 
Sarah bake bread, and later accompanied them as they left (Gen.18:1-15). Even 
today, a traditional greeting to guests among the Bedouin people of the Middle 
East is, “You are among your family.”

Hospitality was specifically commanded by God (Lev. 19:33-34; Luke 
14:13-14; Rom. 12:13). It was to be characteristic of all believers (1 Peter 4:9), 
especially bishops (Titus 1:7-8; 1 Tim. 3:2). Jesus emphasized the importance 
of hospitality by answering the question of who should inherit the kingdom: 
“I was a stranger and you took me in” (Matt. 25:35). Several Old Testament 
personalities set a good example for all believers in the practice of hospitality. 
These included Abraham (Gen. 18:1-8), David (2 Sam. 6:19), the Shunammite 
woman (2 Kings 4:8-10), Nehemiah (Neh. 5:17-18), and Job (Job 31:17-20).

Psalm 23 concludes with a portrait of a host who prepares a table for the 
weary, anoints the head of the guest with oil, and shows every kindness so that 
the guest’s cup runs over. The psalmist sees the Lord himself as host; his hos-
pitality exceeds all others.

Ophelia, my dear wife, believes in and demonstrates this reality. I believe 
that she has impacted the lives of more people through her caring hospitality 
than I have through my preaching and bashing people with Bible verses.  

#2. Caring for the sick. Sickness is a time when people become helpless 
and dependent on others. Caring for people in this situation leaves an indelible 
mark of deep appreciation and gratitude. This sincere caring opens the door 
for meaningful conversations and for new relationships to be formed.

In Asia, when a family is going through a time of sickness, death, or other 
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trial, the wider community comes alongside them in support. People not only 
bring food, but live with the family, ensuring they are not alone during the 
difficult period. In some communities, extended family members live with a 
mourning family for months, helping them through their time of grief.

A church that responds to the needs of hurting people in true actions of care 
and grace reflect the authenticity of the gospel it preaches. A church that wraps 
its loving arms around a hurting family, irrespective of their religion or their 
openness to the gospel, lives out a lifestyle of grace and truth. It will be a more 
effective and long-lasting witness in their community than could have created 
by any evangelistic program.

The Missing Link: Serve without Strings
The accusation from the non-Christian community is that we show care for 

people only because we intend to convert them. I am convinced that the 
power of love shown by our willingness to serve without strings is the missing 
link in the Church. Authentic Christian lives, lived for others, attract and 
convict people of their need of a Savior. Start genuinely caring for people and 
see the power of love. Let me illustrate my point with two stories.

***
Beth was at an airport waiting for her flight. As she waited, she pulled out her Bible 

and started reading. All of a sudden she felt as if the people sitting around her were 
looking at her. Looking up, she realized that they were actually looking behind her. 

When she turned to see what everyone was looking at, she saw a flight attendant 
pushing the ugliest old man she had ever seen in a wheelchair. He had long, tangled 
white hair, a horribly wrinkled face, and a mean expression. 

She didn’t know why, but she felt drawn to the man. At first, she thought that God 
wanted her to witness to him—a thought that repelled her. But as she wrestled with 
her thoughts, she realized that God wanted her to brush this old man’s hair. 

She knelt down in front of the old man and asked, “Sir, may I have the honor of 
brushing your hair for you?” He asked, “What?” A little louder, she repeated, “Sir, 
may I have the honor of brushing your hair for you?” He answered, “If you are going 
to talk to me, you are going to have to speak up. I am practically deaf.” 

Almost yelling, she said again, “Sir, may I please have the honor of brushing your 
hair for you?”  By now, everyone was watching. The old man looked at her and said, 
“Well, if you really want to. I’ve got a brush in my bag.” 

She got out the brush and started brushing his hair. She worked for a long time, 
gently brushing, until every last tangle was out. Just as she was finishing up, she heard 
the old man crying. She again knelt in front of him, looked directly into his eyes, and 
asked, “Sir, do you know Jesus?” 

He answered, “Yes, of course I know Jesus. Years ago, my bride told me she couldn’t 
marry me unless I knew Jesus, so I learned all about Jesus, and asked him to come 
into my heart before I married my bride.” 
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He continued, “I am on my way home to go and see my wife. I have been in the 
hospital for a long time, and had to have a special surgery in a town far from home. 
My bride couldn’t come with me because she is so frail.” He continued, “I was so 
worried about how terrible my hair looked, and I didn’t want her to see me looking so 
awful, but I couldn’t brush my hair all by myself.” 

Tears were rolling down his cheeks as he thanked Beth for brushing his hair. He 
thanked her over and over again. She was crying—as were all of the people watching. 
As Beth went to board the plane, the flight attendant (who was also crying) stopped 
her and asked, “Why did you do that?” 

The door had been opened to share with someone about the love of God. We don’t 
always understand God’s ways, but we must be ready. He may use us to meet the need 
of someone else—and in that moment, also call out to a lost soul who needs to know 
about his love (Moore 2004).

***
The second story takes place in a small European village, which had a town square 

that held a special statue. This statue of Jesus was the pride and joy of this small town. 
But World War II arrived, and soon the bombs began falling. 

One day, the statue was hit and blown to pieces. The residents collected all the 
shattered pieces and slowly did what they could to recreate it. When they finished their 
reconstruction, the only pieces missing were the hands of Jesus. So they placed this 
plaque at the base of the statue: “Now we are the only hands that Jesus has” (Wright 
2006). 

Is this not true even for us? Can you and I be the hands of Jesus as we share 
his love with the world today?

 
References

Johnstone, Patrick and Jason Mandryk. 2001. Operation World: When We Pray God 
Works, 21st ed. Waynesboro, Ga.: Paternoster.

Miller, Donald E. and Testsunano Yamamori. 2007. Global Pentecostalism: The New 
Face of Christian Social Engagement. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press.

Moore, Beth. 2004. Further Still: A Collection of Poetry and Vignettes. Nashville: B & H 
Publishing Group.

Wright, H. Norman. 2006. Helping Those Who Hurt: Reaching Out to Your Friends in 
Need repackaged ed. Bloomington, Minn.: Bethany House Publishers.

Rev. Adrian De Visser is founder and senior pastor of Kithu 
Sevana Ministries, a mission-oriented church-planting organization 
based in Sri Lanka. Kithu Sevena Ministries works with a network 
of distributed churches and Christian ministries across Asia. Adrian 
is also vice president for partnership development for Asian Access.



284   EMQ   July 2015

Use your talents to share Christ with isolated people.

Mission Aviation Fellowship
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for the future God has for 
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PRAISE
RECONCILE
 I NVITE
ENCOURAGE
SERVE
TEAM UP

The Workplace 
PRIEST:
Activating Our God-given 
Identity as Priests at Work
Scott Breslin

We are priests, like it or not. Therefore, 
we need to embrace this identity by 
developing a lifestyle of priestly 
behaviors, especially at the workplace 
where we spend so much of our time. 



W
hat aspects of following Jesus are particularly 
priestly, and why is this important for you 
and your workplace? While not the most 
frequently discussed God-given role identity in 
scripture, our priestly nature is mentioned by both 

Peter (1 Peter 2:5-9) and John (Rev. 5:10; 20:6) and has always been 
fundamental to God’s purposes for his people (Exod. 19:5-6).

The meanings of God-given identities such as priest, child of God, saint, 
servant, disciple, friend, and ambassador are rarely explicitly defined in the 
Bible. Our initial identity standards for these role identities are shaped 
largely by our cultural contexts (including church culture) and experiences 
rather than grounded in scripture (Burke and Stets 2009). Bible study, re-
search, and reflection are needed to reshape our understanding and likely 
meanings of all God-given role identities.

In this article, I look at the God-given role identity of New Covenant priest. 
I delineate what aspects of following Jesus are particularly priestly and recom-
mend how this can be applied in our workplaces. This is important since the 
workplace is the primary context God has ordained for most adults to join him 
in the Great Commission. God intends our priesthood to be core to our self-
identity and is more fundamental to who we are than our vocational identity 
(nurse, teacher, bricklayer, lawyer, etc.) or even our ethnic identity. 

Not like the Levites
In the Old Testament the Levites were set apart to serve as priests to the 

people of Israel. Yet it is sometimes overlooked that all of Israel (not just the 
Levites) were meant to be priests. Consider what God says to the people of 
Israel through Moses in Exodus 19:6:

Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations 
you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you 
will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words 
you are to speak to the Israelites. 

The concept of the priesthood of all believers can be traced to the days of 
Moses and Exodus 19. The whole nation of Israel was to serve as a kingdom 
of priests. Members of the Levitical priesthood were to be priests to the 
priests, so to speak. We see from Exodus 19:6 that the priesthood of Israel 
was conditional on their obedience to God’s covenant. In the same way, it is 
likely that Christians who consistently disobey Jesus suppress their calling to 
be priests. 
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In Hebrews 7, we are reminded that Jesus became God’s complete and final 
peace offering for humanity, making the duties of the Levitical priesthood 
obsolete. Therefore, the era of the Old Covenant Levitical priesthood came to 
a close. New Covenant priests are not a replacement for the Levitical priest-
hood. The priesthood of followers of Christ are aligned under the high priest-
hood of Jesus and the ancient order of Melchizedek (Heb. 7:11-17). The New 
Covenant priests have a mandate and priestly identity distinct from and more ancient 
than the Levitical priesthood. So what is their mandate and why focus on the 
workplace? First, let’s take a quick look at the importance of the workplace.

Why the Workplace?
When I look at the weekly schedules of my friends, neighbors, and  

colleagues, out of 168 hours each week, 45-70 hours are spent at work, travel-
ing to work, and/or preparing for work. This accounts for more than half 
their waking hours. Most adults will spend more time at their workplace 
than they will with their family or community—perhaps 85,000 hours or 
more over a lifetime.  

When Jesus called us to follow him, he did not exclude the large percent-
age of our lives we spend at work. Given the amount of time we spend at 
work, it is more likely he had the workplace specifically in mind. Followers 
of Jesus must follow him in the workplace. Our priestly nature informs us on 
how to follow Jesus in the workplace. 

Strangely, the workplace is often overlooked and deprioritized as a pri-
mary place of ministry. For many, work is seen as a necessary evil rather than 
an integral part of God’s calling for our lives. Attitudes about the nature of 
work are mostly learned from our culture and therefore likely to differ from 
a biblical worldview of work. Isn’t it reasonable to assume that for most  
followers of Jesus, their workplace will be their primary “ministry” outside 
the family? Is not the workplace the key context for priestly activities for 
most adults during most of their lifetime? I think so. I submit that we need 
to re-conceptualize our self-identity by learning what it means to be a priest, 
especially at the workplace.   

Six Behaviors of the Workplace Priest
Space does not permit a detailed description of my methodology used to 

investigate and identify behaviors of the New Covenant priest. In brief, I 
took a three-pronged approach. First, I studied the narratives where the term 
priest, priests, and priesthood appear in the Bible. I analyzed the text to 
identify recurring activities and themes within the occupation of the priest-
hood. I also compared what the Levites did with what followers of Jesus are 
asked to do. Through this process, I identified a primary occupational theme 
of representation and three subcategories that included communication, 
peacemaking, and service.  
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Second, I looked at five universal callings of God—five purposes or invitations 
that God has for all people. Specifically, I considered God’s call to: salvation 
(1 Tim. 2:4: 1 Peter 3:9), holiness (Eph. 1:4; 5:7; 1 Peter 1:15-16), peace (1 Cor. 
7:15; Col. 3:15; 2 Tim. 2:22), service (Matt. 5:16; Eph. 2:10; 1 Tim. 2:10; 5:10; 
6:18), and fruitfulness (John 15:16). Since all followers of Jesus are priests, 
they must all share these universal callings of God. I found there were strong 
correlations between these universal callings of God and the priestly themes 
of representation, communication, relationship, and service. 

Third, I studied seven role identities ascribed to followers of Jesus in the New 
Testament. These are: child of God, disciple, saint, brother/sister, friend, 
servant, and ambassador. From this three-pronged approach, I identified six 
aspects of following Jesus that are particularly, but not exclusively, priestly. 

I constructed the acronym PRIEST (Praise, Reconcile, Invite, Encourage, 
Serve, Team up) to make these behaviors easier to remember. These behav-
iors provided an informed starting point for answering the questions, “What 
behaviors are particularly priestly and how might these behaviors manifest 
themselves at the workplace?” They are basic competencies of the workplace 
priest and therefore pillars for curriculum development.

#1. Praise and Prayer
Priests pray and praise. Praise is perhaps the most explicit behavior 

connected to our priestly identity in the New Testament because it is specifi-
cally linked to 1 Peter 2:9: “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a 
holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him 
who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light” (emphasis mine).   

The Greek word exaggello, translated here declare, also means to proclaim 
or show forth and implies proactive and loud verbalization of our praise. I find 
it hard to imagine that this means we are to walk around our workplace 
loudly singing praise…but maybe. More likely, I suspect it points to a lifestyle 
of daily praise. The Greek word aretê, translated here praises, also means 
moral goodness, valor, virtue, or excellence. 

Priests are to proclaim and show forth God’s moral goodness, valor,  
virtues, and excellence. Declaring or proclaiming God’s praise is fundamen-
tal to what it means to be priestly. Priests are to be people of worship in both 
actions and attitudes (cf. Acts 2:11; 1 Cor. 11:26). Praise appears to be  
integral to the job description of New Covenant priests. At the workplace, it 
will likely manifest itself in attitudes of thankfulness, humility, optimism, 
and expectation.

If praise is one aspect of prayer, intercession is another. The workplace 
priest continuously prays to God on behalf of his or her colleagues, custom-
ers, suppliers, etc. It is our duty to communicate to God with praise, interces-
sion, and thanksgiving for the people and needs that arise in the workplace. 
It is the priest’s duty to represent his or her colleagues before God in prayer as 
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an insider and member of the workplace. I propose that as priests we have 
the same basic responsibilities whether we are working alongside Christians 
or non-Christians. The priest prays, “Jesus, how do I represent you here?” 
and not just “Jesus, how can I share the gospel here?”  Certainly, sharing the 
gospel is an important aspect of representing Jesus, but not the only obliga-
tion, not by a long shot.  

#2. Reconcile
A priest is a peacemaker. At the workplace, peacemaking has three  

primary dimensions. First, it is incumbent upon workplace priests to be at 
peace with God. We must not only trust Jesus for our personal salvation, but 
we must be committed to obedience and personal holiness (Rom. 12:1-2). 
This does not mean priests are perfect. Rather, it means we must be quick to  
repent and in full pursuit of being a friend of God. Envy, laziness, gossip, 
slander, and malicious talk are incompatible with our role as workplace 
priests. Rather, we strive to live exemplary lives in obedience to Jesus.

Second, and related to the first, it is obligatory for priests to take the 
“planks” out of our own eyes before helping others take the “specks” out of 
their eyes (Matt. 7:3-5). In other words, we must be committed to pursuing 
peace and reconciliation in our own broken relationships. Our relationships 
with our fellow human beings are often reflections of our relationship with 
God. Scripture teaches that it is impossible to love God yet hate your brother 
or sister (1 John 4:20). We should do everything in our power to be at peace 
with our fellow human beings (Heb. 12:14).

Pursuing peace within our own circle of relationships helps qualify us for 
the third dimension of peacemaking at the workplace, namely facilitating 
peace and reconciliation between work colleagues. Interpersonal conflicts at 
the workplace are one of the main reasons people leave jobs prematurely and 
are extremely costly to business operations. Facilitating others to reconcile is 
a learned skill which everyone should be trained in and some will excel at. 
Get training in this (e.g., Sande 1992; Love 2014).  

What about the role of helping reconcile people to God? Shouldn’t priests 
also be preaching the gospel to colleagues and clients in the workplace?  
I discuss this in the next section.

Our relationships with our fellow human 

beings are often reflections of our relationship with God. 

Scripture teaches that it is impossible to love God yet hate 

your brother or sister.



EMQ   July 2015   291

#3. Invite
Priests give invitations. At first, this may sound odd. Very few of us have 

heard a sermon emphasizing our obligation to be inviters for Jesus. But priests 
are “inviters” because God’s universal callings to salvation, holiness, friend-
ship, service, fruitfulness, etc. are invitations. As God’s representatives and 
servants, we invite people to the purposes of God on Christ’s behalf. 

In Matthew 22:1-14, Jesus likens the Kingdom of Heaven to a wedding feast 
where the king sends out his servants to invite everyone to the wedding ban-
quet. Invitations! There are many types and levels of invitations in the New 
Testament. As priests, we can invite people to pray with us, read the Bible (or 
other book), share a meal, watch a movie, meet our Christian friends, or par-
ticipate in an investigative Bible study. The possibilities are endless. 

We invite people to take steps towards Jesus appropriate to their openness 
and appetite. Scripture warns us to avoid sharing sacred truth with those 
who are not receptive (Matt. 7:6). We learn if people are receptive by how 
they respond to God’s word and/or appropriate invitations.  

Eventually, we hope to invite people to follow Jesus, but this is almost 
always preceded by other invitations and opportunities (Breslin 2007, 508-
517). Paul emphasized the importance of being ready to create or respond to 
opportunities; “Be wise in the way you act towards outsiders; make the most 
of every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned 
with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone” (Col. 4:5-6).  

I suggest that inviting, not preaching, is a core responsibility of priests in 
the workplace. When I look in the New Testament, preaching is almost  
always done in contexts where people come to hear it. In other words, Jesus, 
Peter, and Paul almost always preached in the temple, synagogues, or other 
places where people gathered to hear. Most workplaces are not normally  
appropriate context for preaching. Rather, the workplace is more suited as a 
place for inviting people to come and hear in another space.

#4. Encourage
Priests bless people. Encouraging and blessing are the second priestly  

behavior explicitly connected with our priestly identity. Melchizedek, the 
priest of God Most High, blessed Abram with both deeds and words (Gen. 
14:18-20). He proactively went out to bless Abram by bringing bread and 
wine and invoking verbal blessing. We too can be proactive with words and 
deeds to invoke God’s blessing for people at work. This is fundamentally 
priestly in nature.  

To encourage literally means to give or call up courage. Our speech is to 
be full of blessing and hope for our work colleagues. We can call up in peo-
ple those qualities which we know to be admirable and good in God’s eye. 
God is not hesitant in extending his blessings and grace even to bad people  
(Ps. 145:9; Matt. 5:45; Acts 14:17). The theological doctrine of Common Grace 
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addresses this issue. It is the concept that many aspects of God’s grace benefit 
all humanity no matter what their faith or lack thereof. According to Rick Love: 

By common grace, unbelievers do good; in fact they often do amaz-
ing things. And we should see God’s hand in it. We should be grateful that 
God’s common grace operates in every friendship, every act of kindness, 
every scientific discovery, and every technological advance. For all of this 
is ultimately from God….God is working in people around us. His beauty 
shines through them – even though imperfectly and without them realiz-
ing that God is the one who is actually working through them. 

As workplace priests, we have the privilege of affirming the words,  
actions, and attitudes in others that we believe please God. That being said, 
there will also be times when we must speak up against workplace injustice, 
abuse, and dishonesty. This may include standing up for a colleague (even 
though you might not like him or her) who is being slandered in the coffee 
room. It might mean blowing the whistle on laziness, fraud, or corruption. 

At the same time, it is good to keep in mind that while all followers of 
Jesus are called to be priests, only a few are called to be judges (John 3:17; 
Rom. 14:13; 1 Cor. 5:12).  Consider that Jesus commanded us to love our 
enemies and pray for those who persecute us. If this is Jesus’ standard for 
how we treat our enemies, should not the standards for how we treat our 
work colleagues be even higher?  

#5. Serve
Priests serve God and people. Throughout the New Testament, followers 

of Jesus are called servants. Jesus, our high priest, embraced the identity and 
duties of a servant (Matt. 12:18; Phil. 2:6-8). Consider Philippians 2:3-6:

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility con-
sider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to 
your own interests but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should 
be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who being in very nature God, did not 
consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself 
nothing, taking the very nature of a servant.   

Like all God-given identities, there are both vertical and horizontal  
dimensions to our servant identity. The vertical dimension highlights that 
we are first servants of God. We are to submit to God’s agenda and strive to 
obey his will. The horizontal dimension highlights we are also servants of 
people. In this regard, scripture commands us to treat other people as more 
important than ourselves. Selfishness, greed, and arrogance are contradic-
tory to our servant identity and therefore unpriestly.   

As servants of God, workplace priests understand that ultimately our  
accountability is to God and thus act in ways that please God. In part, this 
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means we work hard even when our earthly boss is not watching because we 
understand our work to be an act of worship. Work was designed by God as 
a means of partnering with him. Work is a privilege, not a curse. God  
assigned work to Adam (Gen. 1:28; 2:15) before the Fall, and thus work was 
always part of God’s plan for humanity. 

While sin affects work, it does not transform the fundamental nature of 
work from a blessing to a curse. No matter what the work, it is to be done 
wholeheartedly for God and not just for self or people (Col. 3:23). The story 
of the three stonemasons demonstrates this point well. Each were doing 
identical tasks in a rock quarry, but when asked, “What are you doing?” the 
first answered, “I am cutting stone,” the second answered, “I am building a 
cathedral,” and the third answered, “I am glorifying God.” The third stone-
mason had a priestly perspective towards work. 

#6. Team Up
Workplace priests team up with other followers of Jesus. This behavior is ex-

plicitly connected to our identity as priests. Four times this is emphasized in 1 
Peter 2:9: “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
belonging to God...” The priesthood is designed to function as a community. I 
think of it as a team sport. As a plurality of priests, we are better at representing, 
communicating, peacemaking, and serving than we are on our own. 

In fact, God designed the priesthood to be a community of people work-
ing together. It does not work the way it was designed unless we team up. Our 
priesthood makes us all the same while our SHAPE (Spiritual Gifts, Heart, 
Ability, Personality, and Experience) (Warren 2002) makes us all different. 
The combination of being both the same and different simultaneously fosters 
interdependence.

Ideally, the local church is an expression of priests teaming up in the local 
community. Church services should help equip and encourage the congregation 
of priests to fulfill their priestly responsibilities at home, at work, and in the 
community. In addition, workplace priests benefit from teaming up with other 
priests at work and/or within their vocation. The purpose of coming together is 
to pray, encourage, and equip each other in our priestly responsibilities. 

Priests who belong to the same workplace or same vocation group are es-
pecially able to encourage and equip each other. Teachers and school admin-
istrators should seek out other like-minded colleagues at their school. 
Doctors, nurses, and staff can form communities of practice1 at their hospital 
or clinic. Priests who work as sales people at shopping centers and employees 
in factories can organize themselves so as to better fulfill their sacred duties 
as workplace priests.  Different churches within a city can help facilitate the 
organization of priestly communities of practice by providing meeting space for 
weekly early morning (before work) meetings for a given workplace or voca-
tion group. 
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Increasing the Prominence of Our Priestly Identity
Knowing that we are priests and knowing our responsibility as priests is a 

good start, but it’s not enough. How do we make our priestly identity salient 
(i.e., more prominent) in the workplace? Let me offer three suggestions:  

1. Become convinced in our own hearts that God has made us priests. 
For many of us, the idea that God has elevated us to such an honorable and 
important role is almost too much to believe. We may think not even God can 
make a silk purse from a pig’s ear. Our past experience or our present circum-
stances may seem to contradict the reality of our God-given identity. 

I have found that prayer, meditation on God’s word, and earnest discus-
sions with wise men and women have helped me. We might first need to be 
convinced in our own mind that we are God’s beloved child. In the end, we 
need to remember that if God, the most loving, knowledgeable, honest, and 
authoritative being of the universe, says, “I have made you a member of my 
royal priesthood,” we should believe it. Sometimes, however, there is a lot of 
deprogramming that needs to take place so that we can believe it.  

2. Team up with others who want to live out their priestly identity. 
This is perhaps the second most important single action we can do while 
working on #1. We need to find others who are like-minded and are willing 
to encourage and equip us to be priests. When others see us as a priest, it 
helps us see ourselves as priests. This is the concept of reflected  
appraisals, ideally a key role of our local church. In reality, in many churches 
it won’t happen unless we are proactive in identifying and teaming up with 
others. We should keep an eye out for people in our church, in our profes-
sional sector, and in our geographic workplace with whom we can team up.   

3. Encourage the local church. If you are a pastor, elder, or church 
leader, then there is much you can do to help promote and encourage the 
saliency (prominence) of your congregation’s priestly identity. The sugges-
tions below are also consistent with missional church literature:

a. Constantly promote the importance and sanctity of secular work.
b. Each Sunday have a different occupational group (i.e., nurses, teachers, 

public servants, etc.) stand up or be brought up front to be prayed for.
c. Identify fruitful workplace priests in your congregation. 
d. Regularly include testimonies of workplace priest stories at church 

meetings. 

We need to find others who are like-minded and are 

willing to encourage and equip us to be priests. When others 

see us as a priest, it helps us see ourselves as priests.
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e. Identify and facilitate fruitful workplace priests in your congregation to 
mentor and coach others.

f. Host weekly morning prayers for workplace priests (i.e., teaming up).
g. Host communities of practice (teaming up by vocation).
h. Expect from church members the same activities you expect from your 

overseas missionaries.
i. Honor workplace priests the same way overseas missionaries are honored.
j. Host seminars to help equip church members activate their priestly iden-

tity at work.

Conclusion
Our priestly nature is core to who we have become in Christ. It is part of 

our new nature no matter what our ethnicity, spiritual gifts, talents, context, 
or vocation. We are priests, like it or not. Therefore, we need to embrace this 
identity by developing a lifestyle of priestly behaviors, especially at the 
workplace where we spend so much of our time. Our priestly identity is de-
signed to be expressed in unison with others and not just individually. 
Therefore, teaming up with others is fundamental to sustainability and 
fruitfulness.  

Endnote
 1. Groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and 

learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.
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A friend recently shared a YouTube 
video on Facebook of a glacial 
calving. Apparently, this was the larg-

est ever witnessed and recorded. A chunk of ice 
the size of Manhattan broke off of an ancient gla-
cier and plunged into the sea with giant chards 
the size of the Empire State Building shooting 
up and down, this way and that. It was abso-
lutely astonishing to watch. A landscape that had  
remained virtually unchanged for centuries sud-
denly became radically and permanently trans-
formed in minutes. 

Co-Mission: 
The Sharing 
Economy & 
The Mission World
By John Heinz
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Maybe it’s because I turned 40 this 
year. Maybe it’s because my wife and I 
just celebrated our tenth anniversary. 
Maybe it’s because I am entering into 
a new stage of ministry in a new city.  
Maybe it’s because the world seems to 
be finally lurching out of deep reces-
sion that has formed the backdrop of 
the social discourse for nearly a de-
cade. Whatever the cause, I have been 
very retrospective lately about the past 
ten years. It seems to me that at some 
point over this past decade something 
like a giant glacial calving happened, 
and the world we live in today has 
been dramatically and irrevocably 
transformed.  

Ten years ago, my wife and I used 
an atlas to navigate down the western 
coast of the U.S. on our honeymoon. 
Ten years ago, I had a separate phone, 
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calendar, shopping list, computer, and music library. Today, all of these exist 
as one device I keep in my pocket. Ten years ago, I had not yet reconnected 
with hundreds of friends and acquaintances from childhood, nor did I keep 
up with all of their daily habits, job statuses, and children’s school projects. 
Today, at any given moment, I have access to more information than what 
any of the most powerful people in the world had access to just ten years ago. 

Of all the profound changes over the past decade, there is one that is 
particularly notable. As arbitrary as the day I woke up in my 40s, the world 
passed its own milestone. On some undetermined day in 2008, someone 
somewhere moved from a rural village to a city, and for the first time in  
human history, the world became predominantly urban (Bloom and Khan-
na 2007). The global landscape was changed.  

In 2013, my wife, Katheryn, and I moved to Atlanta, Georgia, to start a 
mission training center to help equip churches and Christian leaders for the 
challenges and opportunities in this changing global urban context. In the 
throes of the recession, we struggled to find funding, affordable space, and 
the resources we needed to move forward. Along the way, we began to meet 
many others in our city and beyond who shared a similar calling and simi-

lar limitations and difficulties. If it weren’t for the immensity of our shared 
obstacles, we could easily have seen each other as competitors. It was during 
this period, however, that we began to discover the potential and power of 
the sharing economy.  

It was a Christian artist who first got us to think about creating a  
coworking community. She was preparing to move to Germany to work and 
minister through a coworking space in the heart of Berlin. We had heard of 
the coworking movement, but were not very familiar with the concept. Our 
friend suggested that we contact the founder to learn more. We did, and we 
were blown away by the vast new possibilities that were before us. 

Coworking is a direct product of the economic recession over the last 
ten years (Cook 2009). The concept is simple: members pay a fee to share  
resources that are usually only available in a traditional office (i.e., a desk, 
wifi, water cooler, a mailbox, meeting space, etc.). Along with these shared 
resources, members are connected with a collaborative community of indi-
viduals within their field. The first official coworking community opened in 

   It was a Christian artist who first 
     got us to think about creating a 
         coworking community. 
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San Francisco in August 2005 and closed less than a year later. 
From 2006 to 2008, however, coworking communities began to spo-

radically pop up in cities around the world. Most of these catered to cash-
strapped technology startups that were unable to access startup loans during 
the credit crunch. Sometime between 2008 and 2010, coworking took off as 
a global phenomenon. When we began to research coworking, there were 
over three thousand known coworking spaces scattered throughout nearly 
every major city in the world (Foertsch and Cagnol 2013). We discovered 
nearly forty in Atlanta alone. 

By 2013, coworking began to diversify by field. There were coworking 
communities formed specifically for artists, small business startups, social 
entrepreneurs, freelance writers, and others.   

Coworking itself is merely one manifestation of a much larger economic 
and social reorganization. Many economists are calling this emerging real-
ity the sharing economy (2013). Several standout companies that epitomize 
this sharing economy are Airbnb, Uber, and Care.com. Airbnb is a website 
and app that easily lets you rent out your unused guest room or even an air 
mattress on your living room floor. Uber lets you make extra cash by using 
your personal vehicle as a taxi. Care.com is way to connect nonprofessional 
caregivers, such as a babysitter, with those in need of care. 

These companies are turning their various sectors of the economy upside 
down, and they are doing it by facilitating the sharing of resources in a way 
that was impossible ten years ago. A recent article in Entrepreneur valued the 
size of the sharing economy at $15 billion globally, and projected it to grow 
to $335 billion over the next ten years (Zhou 2015). 

The Importance of the Sharing Economy in Mission
So why are these “glacier-calving” changes important for the missionary 

venture? The world of ten years ago is gone and will not return. With every 
major change, there are threats and opportunities. Here are three threats and 
five opportunities that I predict will prove to have a disruptive and transfor-
mative influence on mission in this emerging global reality.

Threat #1: Traditional avenues for funding mission organizations 
will continue to dwindle in the coming years. It has become increasingly 
clear in the non-profit sector that the funding models that have worked for 
years are broken and unsustainable (Routson 2011). Even as the world econ-
omy begins to gain steam, there is little indication that things will return 
to how they were decades ago. Younger donors simply don’t give money the 
same way their parents and grandparents did. 

Threat #2: The world is rapidly urbanizing and many of our mission 
models designed for rural communities do not translate well in mul-
ticultural urban contexts. There is a long history of deploying mission-
aries from culturally homogenous communities in the West to culturally  
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homogenous communities elsewhere in the world. In the future, there will be 
very few culturally isolated communities. People groups will be increasingly  
interwoven with other groups and scattered in diaspora communities around 
the globe. It will be impossible to address one community without address-
ing the larger multicultural, urban, and global context in which they exist. If 
missionaries and Christian leaders are unprepared for this complexity, they 
will become increasingly irrelevant to the communities they seek to serve.     

Threat #3: The future that is being shaped might not include us. The 
early adopters who were inhabiting the sharing economy are the ones who 
are creating the future. If the church and the mission world are unwilling or 
unable to engage these culture makers, we will lose our place at the table to 
speak into this world that is being formed.   

Now, on to opportunities…
Opportunity #1: The rise of the sharing economy is a perfect  

opportunity to innovate new models of funding for mission. Crowd-
funding, for example, is becoming a popular way to raise money for many 
non-profits, for-profit start-ups, social entrepreneurs, and artists. Rather than  
raising large amounts of money from a few people, crowdfunding leverages the  
Internet to raise money through small donations from a large pool of poten-
tial donors. The sharing economy has also created opportunities for sharing 
resources between organizations, thus reducing overhead. It has also opened 
up new potential tentmaking models for missionaries. 

Opportunity #2: Sharing is something that Christians know how to 
do well, and we should feel confident to humbly lead the way. I strong-
ly believe that sharing is a Christian value. It is what we do naturally 
within a healthy church community. It is also something that we do between 
churches and ministries, albeit awkwardly at times. We possess the biblical 
and theological resources as the community of Jesus to take a leadership role 
in the sharing economy.   

Opportunity #3: The sharing economy is creating space for new 
models for economic development. If the industrialized economy alienat-
ed people from their work, than the sharing economy has the potential pow-
er to rejoin people to their work. The rise of the sharing economy represents 
a virtual return to the ancient barter system that economically sustained 

   As members of a global village, 
     everyone has something valuable  
        to sell or trade.
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human beings for millennia. As members of a global village, everyone has 
something of value to sell or trade. There is likely existing and potentially ex-
isting technology that could be leveraged to empower communities to take 
their economic future back into their own hands.  

Opportunity #4: Coworking can be a great missional model for 
global urban contexts. Not only are there coworking spaces in nearly every 
country and every major urban center in the world, there is also a level of 
interconnectivity between coworking communities. “Coworking visa” pro-
grams allow members of a coworking space in one city to enjoy a temporary 
membership in another space in another city while they are in town. The 
missional potential here is profound. Trade associations served as a con-
duit for the rapid expansion of the early Church throughout the urbanized  
Roman world (Meeks 1983, 25-32). Likewise, coworking has the potential to  
connect diverse individuals naturally with those who work in similar fields 
all around the world.  

Coworking, by definition, means “working side-by-side as equals.” I have 
intellectually struggled with many business-as-mission models because 
they often set up an employer-employee relationship that lacks the equality  
necessary for communication of the gospel and healthy discipleship.  
Coworking spaces create a relatively neutral space for people with diverse 
cultural backgrounds to engage one another as peers, thus offering a natural 
context for evangelism and discipleship.

If we are truly concerned with reaching the culture makers, artists, and 
entrepreneurs who are creating the future, then coworking may be one of the 
best ways to do it. It is a naturally collaborative and creative environment. 
For example, there are four different coworking spaces in our building. Each 
has a unique constituency and market sector: one is specifically for artists, 
one for social entrepreneurs, one for tech startups, and our Christian train-
ing community. There is an authentic collaborative spirit between our differ-
ent communities allowing the opportunity to create common events around 
the intersection of faith and culture. 

Opportunity #5: The sharing economy provides potential models to 
help churches and ministries become future-oriented and innovative. 
Cities around the world are deliberately encouraging the development of 
creative clusters. These are geographical concentrations of creative individu-
als, companies, academics, and institutions that inspire and cross-pollinate 
one another to stimulate robust innovation and collaboration. City planners 
have discovered that with the right environment and the right ingredients, 
they can create a nurturing space for innovation to happen (Chapain et al 
2010). I am fascinated with the potential that this clustering model could 
have in facilitating innovation in church and mission ministries. We can 
create spaces that facilitate the interaction and collaboration of innovative 
Christian academics, pastors, and practitioners in close proximity to other 
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culture makers to discover new ways forward for the Church as we seek to 
engage and serve the world around us.  

Although I have no way to predict what the world will be like in ten years, 
I can say with confidence that it will be profoundly different than today. The 
technologies that are being developed by some 20-year-old in a coworking 
space in Lagos or Bogota or Mumbai could transform the world of 2025 in a 
million unpredictable ways. 

Whatever the future, however, there is One who will always remain  
unchanged. Our God is the same yesterday, today, and forever. He is working 
throughout the world to redeem his creation, and he has invited each of us 
to join him on this amazing adventure as his coworkers.  
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Dark Side of 
Disapora Missions:
Challenges for Korean-Americans

The 

By Sunny Hong



A Personal Journey
When I was serving as director of the Korean office of Wycliffe 
USA, I told Korean-American (KA) candidates for Wycliffe that 
KAs have a lot to contribute to missions. In my MA thesis,  

I outlined the assets KAs bring to missions: 

1. They are bicultural and bilingual, to different degrees.
2. They can adapt fairly easily to a third culture because they are already 

familiar with two very different cultures.
3. They can relate well with minorities on the field (many of whom belong 

to unreached people groups) because they themselves have lived as 
minorities.

4. They may have gone through an identity crisis and can help people 
when they become Christians.

5. They can enter places where Caucasians may not be welcome.
6. Most KAs are highly educated.
7. They are not afraid of facing difficulties and work faithfully.

During the twelve years I spent recruiting KA diaspora workers to Wycliffe 
Bible Translators, I did not realize the difficulties that KAs were facing even 
though I heard many stories. When I started ministry on the field, I began to 
experience some of those difficulties as well. For instance, I heard a Korean 
missionary say that he could not trust KA missionaries because he could 
never know how they would react. He stated that KAs often reacted in a way 
that was convenient for them, instead of consistently following one culture. 

My experience in addition to stories I heard led me to reflect on the diffi-
culties that KA missionaries face on the field. My hope is that by doing so, KA 
missionaries can be better equipped and the people around them can better 
understand KAs.

Methods of Data Collection
I interviewed fifteen KA missionaries who belong to four different mis-

sion organizations. To compare the data between KA missionaries and non-KA 
missionaries who have been working with them, I interviewed ten colleagues 
of KAs who work for two different mission organizations. All of the interviews 
were done by asking a series of open-ended questions through email.

Cultural Framework
One way to explain why KAs are having significant challenges on the field 

is by using the Grid and Group theory. Sherwood Lingenfelter described 
Grid and Group theory this way: 

We use grid to describe the different ways in which people define the 
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place and role of individuals in a game or a social activity.…We use group to 
describe the different ways in which people define the identity and relation-
ships of members of a team, extended family, or community. (1998, 25-26) 

A person’s status influences his or her social relationships in high “grid” 
societies, whereas social relationships in low “grid” societies do not take 
differences in social status, age, or education level into as much account. In 
a high “group” society, members conform to the group, while members of a 
low “group” society tend to pursue individual interests. Using these two 
concepts of grid and group, four cultures emerge: bureaucratic (high grid and 
low group), corporate (high grid and high group), individualist (low grid 
and low group), and egalitarian (low grid and high group).

Using Grid and Group theory, Lynda Hersman (1995) defined American 
culture as individualist and Korean culture as corporate. These are direct 
opposites in terms of the grid/group analysis: American culture is low grid/
low group, and Korean culture is high grid/high group. Therefore, KAs are 
constantly navigating two cultures that are often at direct odds with each 
other, and this paradoxical cultural convergence can create confusion in 
one’s cultural identity.

Difficulties Korean-Americans Face
In their personal lives KA diaspora missionaries may undergo identity 

crises when they arrive on the mission field—crises different from ones they 
may have previously experienced in their sending country. In their social 
lives their appearances can give others certain cultural expectations while 
their behaviors may reflect the culture in which they have lived the longest. 
This can cause confusion and misunderstanding. 

In relating to ministry colleagues, KA missionaries may feel they belong 
neither among colleagues from their sending country nor among colleagues 
from their parents’ countries. In their ministries, they feel they cannot live up 
to their potential or that they are voiceless as minorities in their organizations.

Cultural Identity
The biggest issue for KAs is one of identity. They juggle two cultures, live 

as minorities, face generational issues, and are sometimes misunderstood by 
colleagues. 

Culture is a frame that helps one interpret the world and filter perceptions, 
judgments, and understanding (Simons, Vázquez, and Harris 1993). Cul-
tural identity shows us who we are: 

On a personal level, cultural identity is important for a number of rea-
sons. First, it provides us with a better idea of who we are and how we got 
there. By immersing ourselves in our heritage and traditions, our goals at 
work as well as other areas of our lives become clearer. From our cultural 
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identity, we gain a sense of belonging; we realize that our identity connects 
us with others with whom we share certain things in common. Understand-
ing cultural identity provides us with insight into why we have developed 
into the person we are. By recognizing how our identity unites us with oth-
ers both past and present, we become more confident in the face of stereo-
types and more resilient when our heritage is devalued. (Bucher 2008, 38)

Because KAs must manage two different cultures internally, they can  
experience confusion in terms of their identity. Sungho Choi comments, 
“This new generation, produced by diaspora, is often blurred and ambiguous 
in ethnic identity as it tends to be culturally mixed, which can at times lead 
to a serious confusion regarding identity” (2011, 33). 

When identifying with two sets of contradictory cultural behaviors, one 
can become very confused and not know which practices to keep. When 
conflicting values are not dealt with properly, individuals may become  
cultural schizophrenics who are culturally dysfunctional. On the other hand, 
proper handling of culturally conflicting values by embracing and handling 
multiple cultures well can lead to multiple healthy cultural identities. 

Richard Bucher considers a person who develops multiple healthy cultural 
identities as having multiple consciousnesses, or “the ability to adopt multiple 
cultural perspectives or lenses regardless of the situation” (2008, 116).

While living in America, many KAs may need to deal with some degree of 
cultural confusion within themselves. But when KAs enter the mission field, 
living in a third culture may intensify this confusion. One KA explains it this 
way: “Oh yes, I am still Korean; I am American; and I am Ethiopian. I was 
never able to make a distinction or definition of all three. I am just who  
I am—so confused, privileged and disadvantaged at the same time.”

When living in a third culture, KAs face identity-related challenges on the 
mission field that may be different from what they experienced in America. 
In America, they may have been able to negotiate two very opposite cultures 
(corporate and individualist), but on the field they must learn to negotiate 
additional cultures—the field culture and other missionaries’ cultures—and 
identify their place among them.

KAs can also use culturally American responses in certain situations and 
culturally Korean responses in others. When KAs’ colleagues overseas  
observe this phenomenon, they can easily be misinterpreted as “picking and 
choosing” behaviors across cultures that suit them. 

For example, American culture emphasizes planning and organization, 
which may become integrated into KA culture depending on one’s assimila-
tion experience. KAs may approach work in a highly structured, planned 
way, but enjoy spontaneity and less structure in relationships. This could be 
viewed as KAs choosing to do things according to their whims and not being 
consistent. Likely, in some individuals this selectivity is more intentional 
than unconscious. 
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Ten KA colleagues shared that their biggest difficulty in understanding 
KAs was not knowing how KAs would respond to situations. What bothered 
the colleagues most was that it seemed that KAs reacted to certain issues in 
ways that were convenient for the KAs instead of consistently following one 
culture.

When KAs go overseas, those they meet may make assumptions about 
their cultural background based on their appearances. When KA missionar-
ies were treated as who they were not, this experience brought about resurgent 
identity issues. People who do not understand the complexity of hyphenated 
cultures may not be able to imagine the added complexity of being KA on the 
mission field. 

In America, if KAs want to explain who they are culturally, they can go 
back one step and explain Korean culture. But on the field, they must go back 
two steps and explain their affiliation with both Korean and American  
cultures. Without mentioning both cultures, it is impossible for them to  
express who they are culturally. In addition to these cultural issues, there are 
personal differences when it comes to cultural assimilation. Therefore,  
explaining who KAs are culturally becomes complicated and problematic.

Minority Culture
Another identity issue relates to KAs living in America as minorities. If a 

person’s culture is minimized or lacks support from the dominant culture, 
he or she can feel culturally marginalized. “Minority groups are the least 
integrated into the wider society and have the least amount of choice in 
terms of self-identification” (Mittelberg and Borschevsky 2004, 92-93). Even 
if KAs are born in America, they are sometimes treated as foreigners, differ-
ent from immigrants of European descent (although there were notable  
periods of marginalization of these groups as well). When KAs work in an 
international mission agency, they may face this issue of being a minority 
again because Caucasians make up the majority in many agencies, even 
when they serve in non-Western countries. 

Many KAs have had to adjust to American culture to survive. Some may 
have had to suppress aspects of themselves that were more Korean when they 
were operating in a predominantly American setting. When situations arise in 
which Korean cultural protocol is at odds with American cultural protocol, 
KAs may unconsciously follow the American protocol because they are used to 
suppressing their Korean-ness in America. This suppression could be viewed as 
cultural imperialism or American superiority by non-Americans on the field. 

Generational Issues
KAs can be classified by generation. First-generation KAs immigrated to 

America as adults. KAs who identify themselves as 1.5-generation immi-
grated to America as children or as teenagers. Second-generation KAs are 
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ethnically Korean but were born in America. 
In general, first-generation KAs’ mother tongue is Korean, and they are 

very familiar with Korean culture. Second-generation KAs’ mother tongue is 
English and they are more familiar with American culture. KAs who are 1.5 
generation are more evenly bicultural and bilingual. In the formulation of 
cultural identity, each person assimilates to new cultures selectively. Even 
though there may be general characterizations made of first-generation, 
1.5-generation, and second-generation KAs, they make different individual 
choices about how much to assimilate into mainstream American culture. 
These choices become the basis of their cultural identity. Depending on their 
generation, KAs can behave either extremely Korean, extremely American, 
or according to a mixture of both cultures, which can confuse people around 
them. 

Relational Issues
People who self-identify with more than one culture may feel that they do 

not completely belong to any of these groups. One of the reasons why KAs 
do not feel they belong is because of their bicultural-ness. When KAs serve 
on a mission field where Koreans from Korea and Caucasian Americans work 
together, they may not feel completely accepted by either group.  

Just as the KAs interviewed felt excluded from time to time by their col-
leagues, people around them felt estranged from KAs as well. One Korean 
missionary said that when he met a KA who expressed himself as an Ameri-
can culturally, the Korean missionary felt perplexed and created some dis-
tance between them. For some Korean missionaries, KA missionaries are 
culturally foreign to them because they behave like Americans from time to 
time. English proficiency and American cultural knowledge also create a gap 
between KAs and Koreans. Because of these issues, KAs may sometimes be 
excluded from the social network of Korean missionaries.

KAs may sense uneasiness not only in their colleagues, but also in the locals. 
One KA felt that her longstanding friendship with locals evaporated when the 
locals seemed to show an obvious social preference for other westerners.

Ministry Issues
Some KAs have encountered the glass ceiling in American society and 

have felt prevented from living up to their full potential. Therefore, when 
they are excluded from work in which they feel they should be involved, it is 
natural for them to conclude that they have encountered the glass ceiling in 
a mission organization dominated by westerners. Of course, alternative pos-
sibilities for someone else getting the work include: (1) someone else might 
be better qualified to be in charge of a project, (2) there might be a need to 
involve someone new, or (3) because of language or cultural reasons, others 
want to work with people with a similar cultural background or language 
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proficiency. Another issue is that being a minority sometimes limits the  
degree to which one is heard because majority people may not understand 
the issues coming from a minority.

When KAs work in a strong grid culture, the KAs interviewed had difficul-
ties with not being recognized as leaders over older westerners by their Asian 
colleagues. On the other hand, when those working in Asia practiced Asian 
culture, trying to adapt to the local context, they felt misunderstood by some 
of their Western colleagues.

Since mission history is longer in America than in Korea, KAs can think, 
consciously or unconsciously, that the American way of doing missions is 
better than the Korean way simply because of the rich experience that comes 
with a long history. This can be viewed as KAs subscribing to cultural impe-
rialism or to American superiority, or just being arrogant.

Suggestions and Conclusion 
It is critical to realize that KAs may be following two very different cul-

tures unconsciously, and that people around them may understandably be 
confused. Recognizing this would be the beginning of solving the problem. 
Whenever, or even before, misunderstandings arise, it would be helpful for 
KAs to explain why they behave in a certain way, or which generation with 
which they identify.

It would be helpful for KAs to prepare to be treated as Koreans or some-
thing that they are not, because others who may not have dealt with hyphen-
ated people before cannot automatically detect that KAs identify with two 
different cultures. 

KAs can also endeavor to develop the “multiple consciousnesses” that 
Bucher describes:

Developing multiple consciousnesses will allow us to shift gears, both 
intellectually and emotionally. Depending on the lens we are wearing, we 
might need to take someone’s age, sensitivity, disability, and cultural back-
ground into account. This might mean changing our language slightly, 
being more reserved, asking certain questions, or listening very, very care-
fully. (2008, 116)

At the same time colleagues of KAs can give them the benefit of the doubt 
and exercise grace. It is normal for KAs to behave somewhat unpredictably in 
different situations because this is what they have learned. When colleagues 
are confused about KAs’ behavior, it is helpful to treat the incident as an 
opportunity to understand the reasons why KAs behave the way they do and 
to learn the intentions behind their behavior. Rather than give into the 
temptation to generalize about all KAs, colleagues can proactively ask KAs 
around them how they would prefer to be treated. 

KAs face these issues because they are part of two radically different  
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cultures and because they are in the minority. Other Asian-North-American 
missionaries may find themselves in a similar position. Therefore, KA issues 
can be extrapolated to some extent to other Asian-North-American diaspora 
missionaries. 

Many people are naturally ethnocentric. If we stay as who we are and do 
not try to understand where others are coming from, we will not make prog-
ress in celebrating how God has molded individuals uniquely. Learning from 
each other and respecting each other are vital to having good working rela-
tionships in our kingdom work.

Diaspora missionaries have many strengths they can bring to missions. I 
personally believe that just like Paul, who himself was bicultural and over-
came Jewish cultural barriers to contextualize the gospel for the Gentiles, 
diaspora missionaries have a special place in missions in the twenty-first 
century. However, they face unusual difficulties in working as missionaries. 

KAs may experience identity issues, relational mishaps, and difficulties in 
ministry because of their bicultural-ness. Therefore, it is important to train 
KAs about the potential issues they will encounter, while at the same time 
informing their colleagues about unintentional misunderstandings they 
may have with KA missionaries, so that both KAs and their colleagues can 
fulfill the calling God has given them.
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Andrew, a general surgeon who came to Christ a few 
years ago, shared with great excitement how his agnos-
tic friend from med school came to church one weekend and 

experienced God for the first time in his life. He told me his friend 
could not keep his tears from streaming down his face during or after 
service. The tears followed him even to the subway. 

Waiting for his train back home, he felt God’s sweet presence envelop 
him. He then felt a clear prompting to read the Bible, so he quickly went to 
the App Store to download it on his iPhone. He read the Bible for the entire 
ride home. He would eventually commit his life to Christ a few months later.

A few weeks after Andrew shared this story with me, on a very quiet Thurs-
day night a NYU international grad student from Shanghai, an accountant 
from a top firm in downtown Manhattan, and a vice president from a ma-
jor investment bank all made a life-altering commitment to Jesus in different 
small groups on the same night! I’ve had the awesome privilege of witnessing 
the Spirit of God move and bring renewal to the city as prodigals have run 
into Abba’s arms, embracing the gospel either for the first time or once again. 

These powerful life change stories are the direct result of 180 starting a 
church in downtown Manhattan a little more than five years ago. Whether 
they attended the most coveted universities in the world or started careers in 
medicine, finance, and fashion, hundreds of millennials have come to faith 
in Christ on a weekly basis since the church was founded.

Why We Planted in the Concrete Jungle
As I was teaching at a local college and seminary in New York, I felt an 

intense prophetic call to plant a church in the city that would reach urban 
professionals and university students who were far from God and cynical 
about Christianity and the church. From the start, we received a lot of help 

Adventures of an  
Urban Church Planter:
The Gospel in the Concrete Jungle
By Sam D. Kim

In the 20    30 Gap
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and support from students in local campus ministries at New York Univer-
sity and Columbia University. I got to know many of them well as a guest 
speaker at local conferences. 

What We Did Well Contextually 
In hindsight, one of the most strategic catalysts for our growth was the 

digital revolution. The confluence of YouTube’s emergence and the new 
iPhone’s release created a great hunger for video media. In turn, this gave 
us great access to the people we were trying to reach. One student suggested 
to me that instead of traditional audio, we record our sermons on video and 
share them on Facebook and YouTube. 

It worked. The results were instant and immediate, our exposure was great-
ly accelerated, and many more people started to visit us and found Christ or 
rededicated their lives. We even had international exposure from Asia, Eu-
rope, and Central America. People found us through social media online and 
began to watch us on YouTube. We were floored when we got news that the 
marketing director of Samsung Galaxy USA had started to follow us regularly 
on YouTube from Seoul and even joined us fasting with us for Lent! 

Conversions in the Ivy Tower
We knew God was up to something special when a group of mostly  

unchurched girls who were rooming together in a Columbia University suite 
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all came to faith in Christ through small groups within a one-month period. 
The evangelistic fire continued to burn even after they graduated when their 
boyfriends and friends also surrendered their lives to Christ. The ladies told 
the guys they considered dating that going to church as a couple was a deal 
breaker. The boys agreed reluctantly at first, only to realize later that it was 
one of the best decisions they ever made.  

Perhaps after reading about our numerous successful highlights, it may seem 
like we have no failures or struggles, but that is far from the truth. To be honest, 
planting a church in the concrete jungle has been the most difficult task I have 
ever undertaken. What’s more, it almost killed me. Here come the bloopers.    

Painful Lessons Learned in the Concrete Jungle
I’ve done many dumb things in my life, but two in particular stand out like a 

full moon during a lunar eclipse on a beautiful autumn night. The first was plant-
ing a church in the concrete jungles of Manhattan and the other was jumping 
into the water at an exotic beach in old San Juan, both with too much confidence. 

A few years ago a special project brought me and a few friends to the beau-
tiful island of Puerto Rico. However, neither my friends nor I are very good 
at reading signs, especially the ones that imply imminent danger on beaches. 
Even today, I am still not sure how we could have overlooked those gigantic 
red Xs on the skulls.

It was quite enchanting to jump into the waves. We rode them like little 
children, screaming with great excitement as time flew by. The waves were 
small at first, but suddenly grew in size exponentially. Before we could realize 
how dangerous it was, we had drifted about a hundred feet from shore. No 
matter how hard we swam, the riptide kept pulling us back farther. 

After laboriously swimming to avoid drowning, somehow by God’s grace, 
we got back to shore safely. Even when our bodies finally felt the ground, we 
continued paddling for our lives. As we stood, we realized the water came only 
to our ankles. I had never kissed the ground before, but at that moment, it was 
like I was in love again. I hugged the ground and was never more grateful for 
its solidarity. I even developed an odd romance for sand.   

Planting a church in Manhattan is a lot like jumping into the deep waters 
of an exotic beach. It’s exhilarating at first, but you realize in hindsight it will 
most likely end up killing you. In fact, the possibility of drowning looms so 
heavily that paddling for your life becomes instinctive, even when you real-
ize you’re back on shore and the water is shallow. 

The Apostle Paul resonated with my sentiment in his letter to the Corin-
thians, recounting his own church-planting experience: “We are hard pressed 
on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but 
not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Cor. 4: 8-10). This verse 
should be an anthem for all leaders who’ve known both the joy and pain of 
jumping into deep waters only to be saved by God’s grace to live another day.
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Developing a Biblical Theology of Power
This is the story I found myself in—planting a church in an urban jungle. 

I’d much rather highlight how smart I am, but I’m learning that it is in my 
weakness that Christ’s strength is made perfect. Weakness brings us to our 
knees in humble prayer for God’s help, while giftedness brings us to rely on 
our own strength to solve problems apart from God. 

It is deeply ironic, but in God’s kingdom, a theology of power is learned in our 
weakness rather than our giftedness. I used to think that all you needed to plant 
a thriving church was a proven strategy and a few smart people. Now I know that 
God has his own plans and only uses the humble and meek to represent him. 

Soren Kierkegaard once said, “The proud person always wants to do the 
great thing, but because he wants to do it in his own strength, he is fighting 
not with man, but with God.” Scripture puts it another way: God resists the 
proud, but gives grace to the humble. I had to learn this the hard way. When 
I first started, I honestly thought church planting was going to be easy. How-
ever, only a few months into it, I realized the immense idiocy of that notion. 
I learned very quickly that the degree of impact and fruitfulness 180 would 
have could only be determined by God’s hand of blessing and not by any of 
my ambitious striving. If we were going to thrive, we had to thrive on our 
knees, face down, worshipping, and praying for God to move. 

Hardships doing Ministry in the City
One of the greatest challenges that perpetually brought us to our knees was 

finances. The costs of doing ministry one block north of Union Square and a 
stone’s throw from Times Square are astronomically high. The usual rent in 
those areas for commercial space could reach up to $3,000 per square foot. By 
God’s grace we rented space in an AMC Loews movie theater on 19th street and 
Broadway along with an administrative office on 42nd Street and 5th Avenue. 

Hustling for Survival in the Concrete Jungle
I can’t recall a moment when we didn’t fall behind on our payment ob-

ligations. In the past five years, we must have received at least ten potential 
eviction notices on all our leases if we did not become current within the 
month. Although God has been faithful each and every time this has hap-
pened, I must have aged at least a decade from the stress and anxiety. How-
ever, as a result of those trying times, I’ve learned a radical new dependency 
on God which puts me down on my knees in prayer. At times, there appears 
an amazing sense of creativity and resourcefulness that I never knew I had.

In Prince Caspian of The Chronicles of Narnia series, C.S. Lewis writes of 
Aslan, tenderly explaining to the young, faith-filled Lucy that “God never 
works the same way twice.” 

I’ve experienced this firsthand. On occasion, we have received miracu-
lous checks in the mail ranging from $7,000-$20,000 that bailed us out of 
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binds that would have definitely buried us. Other times, we were forced to be  
incredibly creative and resourceful to live another day. On June 7, 2010, a staff 
member had the creative idea to upgrade ten phones on our business line to 
the new iPhone 4, well aware of its incredible demand in an open market. He 
listed them on Craigslist for $1,000 each and sold them all in one day. 

I still remember feeling a bit paranoid and weirded out by the whole scene as 
Andy and I met up with a foreign gentleman inside his minivan with bags full 
of cash and what looked to be a gun. To our surprise, he was a really nice guy 
and told us he was buying all the iPhones he could find in order to sell them on 
the international market, especially in Dubai. At that moment, I thought about 
telling him about Jesus, but then retracted when I looked at what I thought to 
be a pistol (which very well could have been my own paranoia). 

Developing a Framework for Life Change in Crisis
The conflicts we face in crisis are always first a matter of perspective. We 

desperately try to make sense of what is happening and why it is happen-
ing to us. James 1:2-4 teaches us to consider it pure joy when we face trials  
because we know the testing of our faith produces perseverance so that we 
may be mature and complete, not lacking anything. We know this to be 
theologically true, but it is a tough pill to swallow existentially, especially 
when it feels like the process of what we are going through seems only pain-
ful and the purpose futile. I know I felt that too many times to count in 
the last few years. I once heard a professor say in seminary that, “God uses 
ministry to change us, rather than God using us to change our ministries.”  

When I heard it, I knew it was true, but now I realize in hindsight that I did 
not fully grasp it. The Bible makes it very clear that God chooses to use “trials 
of many kinds” to mature and complete us in Christ. However, many of us 
interpret these moments as unwanted interruptions and setbacks in our lives. 

This struggle only further accentuates the conflict between God’s goals 
and ours. Clearly, missionaries and church planters are not exempt from this 
struggle. The truth is, God cares deeply about the destination and direction 
of our ministry, but his ultimate goal and purpose is the transformation and 
formation of our souls into Christ-likeness.

I used to think life change was immediate and instant, but now I know 
that life change and crisis are inseparable. These are the urban adventures of 
a church planter hustling for survival in the concrete jungles of Manhattan. 
If we are going to thrive, we will thrive on our knees, face down, worship-
ping, and praying for God’s movement to sweep the city. 

Sam D. Kim is founder of 180 Church NYC, a community that’s 
joining God to restore the beauty in all things. He was also a delegate 
for the 2010 Lausanne Congress in Cape Town, South Africa.
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The Challenge of Empowering 
Congregations for Mission
By Gentry McColm

Voices  in the Local Church

There is an obvious disconnect between the resources 
being disseminated on the topic of mission, and the  
actual mission-izing of local churches. Publishers continue 

to make printed resources available, and conferences and seminars 
are regularly offered. 

And yet, there continues to be a slide in worship service attendance 
within both mainline and evangelical Protestant churches (Chaves 2011). 
The Pew Forum recently reported on the rise of the “nones” as a religious 
category, but almost everyone else declined. Southern Baptists have experienced 
a six-year decline in membership and baptisms (Worthen 2014). This is in 
spite of serious, well-intentioned efforts to energize their congregations. 

The slide in attendance is not the evangelical Church’s greatest problem. 
What is really threatened is the possibility of positive influence on American 
culture. We are not only shrinking in size, but are increasingly marginalized. 
Polling shows that the majority of Americans are entertaining views at odds 
with typical Christian ones such as homosexuality and gay marriage. Even 
in those instances of congregational growth, the wider culture is not being 
influenced. This is a greater cause for concern than how many people are at-
tending our Sunday services.

The burning question is, Why is this happening? There is no lack of 
resources available. But it is time for us to ask whether many of the resources 
readily available for local churches are in fact resourcing at all. Are we willing 
to face the possible truth that many of our conferences and seminars—though 
well attended, well run, and staffed by experts—are not helping? 

While “blame” is a strong word, it is obvious where the fault is often 
placed: on individual Christians who aren’t sharing their faith, or on pastors 
and other local church leaders who have an “ingrown” mindset. Is that fair? 
As a response to the Task Force on SBC Evangelistic Impact and Declining 
Baptisms, Thom Rainer, president of Lifeway Christian Resources and former 
dean of the Billy Graham School of Missions and Evangelism at Southern 
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Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, said, “I am grieved we are clearly 
losing our evangelistic effectiveness” (Worthen 2014). Is this really the prob-
lem? Is it possible, rather, that we are losing our resourcing effectiveness?

In this article, I attempt to look at the disconnect between resources and 
the local church by going to the root: the resources we use to energize mis-
sion. Through the lens of two disciplines, empowerment theory and social 
location interpretation, I hope to offer a helpful (and overlooked) perspec-
tive on the problem.

Empowerment Theory
First, let me share some concepts and definitions. Empowerment refers to 

“the process of gaining influence over events and outcomes of importance to 
an individual or group” (Foster-Fishman et al.1998, 508). When individuals 
or groups have the power to make a choice that helps them influence or 
change a problem, they may be said to be empowered (World Bank 2007, viii). 
How does one gain that kind of power? 

Empowerment theory says that you need certain “assets” and “opportuni-
ties” that can enable those effective choices. By assets, I mean one’s (or a 
group’s) beliefs, money, education, information, relationships, networks, 
and so forth. By opportunities, I mean the structures we live or work in that 
influence whether we’re able to make effective choices. Empowerment, then, 
is the ways in which we help people find the assets and opportunities they 
need to influence their lives and situations more effectively.

What research has discovered is that “the process of gaining influence” 
can mean different things to different people or groups (Foster-Fishman et. 
al. 1998, 508). The ways we empower people to effect real change will vary 
according to various factors. Using the terms introduced above, the assets of 
various groups, even various individuals within those groups, will vary sig-
nificantly. The opportunities surrounding congregations will also vary. This 
means that the empowerment strategies will need to be more nuanced.

Let’s apply this to local congregations or other Christian groups and their 
mission behaviors. It will be nearly impossible for resources created outside 
local contexts to succeed in empowering effective evangelism and mission 
without some tweaking. Without this tweaking, they will be too general. 
And I’m suggesting they will be disconnected from the start. The reason is 
because the assets and opportunities of each congregation are different. 
Moreover, the author of the typical evangelical mission resource emphasizes 
just one asset, namely, knowledge. This is an important asset, and some 

The ways we empower people to effect 
real change will vary according to various factors.
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congregations need a build-up in that area, but others will be left out. 
What many current authors on the subject of mission (or conference orga-

nizers and speakers) may not realize is that they are attempting to empower 
mission around their definitions of empowerment. And consumers in the local 
churches are reading their books or attending their conferences joyfully, yet 
not being empowered to affect our desired outcomes in our own communi-
ties. Empowerment is very contextual (Alsop, Frost Bertelsen, and Holland 
2006, 19). It is impossible to say from a distance what kind of empowerment 
initiatives will “work” on the targeted group.

From the perspective of empowerment theory, one possible reason for the 
failure in mission and evangelism may be that local church leaders are sub-
bing out the development of their congregants as missionaries to influences 
unable to truly account for the unique and multiple contexts and cultures 
within their congregations. The result is that their people are informed, but 
not empowered. 

It is important to say again that the good intentions or orthodoxy of the 
author of the latest evangelism training book is not enough to guarantee an 
empowered individual or churches. Local church leaders must get person-
ally involved in empowerment initiatives.

I’m not arguing against the publication of more books on mission and 
evangelism. I’m not impugning the motives of authors of those books. But I 
have been attempting to show that even with many good resources highly 
available to churches, evangelical denominations are suffering a severe  
delinquency in mission and evangelism. This is undisputed. 

This means that the majority of the ordinary people who fill churches and 
consume these resources are not being empowered to “live on mission” or 
share their faith. I have been suggesting that from the empowerment theory 
perspective, the message of the books and conferences are not “landing” 
because they cannot truly address the multiple and unique perspectives that 
make up local congregations.

Location, Location, Location
The underlying assumption which we have noticed in the previous section 

was that context was key in understanding empowerment. When planning 
ways to empower people, organizations must keep in mind that empower-
ment means different things to different people. 

When planning ways to empower people, 
organizations must keep in mind that empowerment 
means different things to different people.
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Empowerment theory is not alone in its appropriation of those insights 
and assumptions. Interpretation of biblical texts is part of what churches and 
individual Christians do. We derive our behaviors, both personal and corpo-
rate, from our interpretations. Even not behaving in certain ways may be said 
to derive from interpretations. If there really is a failure in local church  
mission and evangelism, then we could gain insight into this problem by 
looking at it from the perspective of how we interpret our Bibles.1

 
Situation-located Interpretation

Situation-located interpretation asserts that we all approach scripture 
with pre-conceived ideas as to what they will teach us (Kinsella 2006, 8). It 
is not that we are never self-critical, but we readily bring formed notions or 
answers to texts, often before we have heard the questions. These pre-con-
ceived ideas are generated through our involvement in culture (Ibid.). The 
challenge for Bible readers is to allow the texts to speak into their ideas with 
its own questions. However, this is very hard to do. Pastors and church lead-
ers should not assume their people are doing this regularly. 

From the situation-location perspective, we can begin to see why many 
great resources are “falling on deaf ears.” Academic Michael Barram argues 
that “biblical scholarship is healthiest when the processes and products of 
interpretation are rooted in the ongoing life of believing communities” (Bar-
ram 2007, 49). 

There is a real distance between the world in which the products are being 
made (books, seminars, conferences) and the world of the Christian reader 
who struggles to connect his or her faith to real life. The concerns of the author 
may not be the concerns of the reader. Even when the resource is produced by 
well-meaning people, there is a real chance its concerns will be irrelevant to 
the community life of the readers (Barram 2007, 49). This is not to impugn the 
integrity or sincerity of the producers of great missional material. It is simply 
to recognize that everyone has standpoints from which they approach scrip-
ture, and while a standpoint may be right, it is still conditioned.

Hans-Georg Gadamer introduced the idea of a “fusion of horizons” into 
the discipline of interpretation (Gadamer 1989, 302). By this, he meant that 
from our own particular standpoint, we may see a meaning in a text, but 
because it is a standpoint, it is necessarily limited. So we have a horizon in 

There is a real distance between the 
world in which the products are being made and 
the world of the Christian reader who struggles to 
connect his or her faith to real life.
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front of us. But we must broaden our horizon, and we do this by “fusing” 
others’ horizons into our own. Others are asking different questions of the 
biblical texts, and we need their questions as well as the answers they are 
receiving to enhance and develop our own approaches to those texts.

It is certainly a good thing for us to be exposed to the “horizon” of 
qualified, sincere producers of mission and evangelism materials. However, 
could it be that we are fusing with their perspectives at the expense of fusing with the 
horizons of those closest to us? Could it be that what qualifies a person to write a 
book is not necessarily an endorsement of his or her horizon? Could it be that the 
horizon of the writer is more aligned with the desires and social location of the 
publisher than with the reader? Could it be that we might become more active in 
mission and evangelism by fusing with the local horizons of those in our churches 
who share similar lives, and even more, by fusing with those in our communities who 
are without power and voice?

This may be the best argument for not uncritically accepting resources 
created outside local congregations. Personally, I have been challenged by 
reading books on evangelism and mission. However, the real challenge I 
must be exposed to is found through “reading” those (or, better, “listening 
to those”) whom God has sovereignly placed around me. It is through those 
personal interactions that I can begin to question my own interpretations of 
texts in self-centered ways, and begin to open up to the “other.” 

If the modern evangelical Church needs something now, it is an openness 
to the “other,” particularly the “other” who is the marginalized in society, 
those without a voice or the social capital to improve their own lives. 

Suggested Ways Forward
It is clear that we need another vantage point from which to consider the 

very real delinquency in missional living in the average evangelical church 
in the United States. We need a cross-disciplinary approach. That is what I 
have tried to offer here. Let me conclude with seven suggestions for improved 
congregational involvement in mission and evangelism arising from some of 
the insights of the two disciplines of empowerment theory and social loca-
tion interpretation.

1. Local church pastors must begin to model the behaviors they are 
looking for in their congregants. One key finding in empowerment 
research in the field of community-building efforts is that involvement of 
residents is increased when they perceive stronger neighborhood leadership 
(Foster-Fishman et al. 2007, 103).

2. Local church pastors must help their people “name” those outside 
the church they are interested in reaching. We must remember that our 
“horizons” are limited, so we must be actively attempting to broaden them 
by involvement with others. Putting a name to the people we want to reach 
goes a long way in inspiring action. I have found it helpful in my pastoral 
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ministry to answer “How can I be better at outreach?” with a question of my 
own: “What is ____ like? What does ____ hope for? How does ____ think 
about life?” (I ask them to tell me names of their co-workers or friends, and 
I fill in the blanks with those names).

3. Local churches should organize themselves into smaller groups 
of their members, and urge these groups to ask “located questions” 
(Barram 2007, 58) of the Bible when they study it. We must teach our 
people that the goal is understanding, not merely knowledge. And under-
standing arises from assessing our own location, and interacting with texts 
so that they speak into those locations so that we change. For instance,

Does our reading of the text challenge or baptize our assumptions and 
blind spots? How does this text clarify what God is doing in our world, in 
our nation, in our cities, and in our neighborhoods—and how may we be 
called to be involved in those purposes? (Hunsberger 2011, 316)

4. Local church pastors must be encouraged to realize that their 
social location is very often much nearer that of their people than the 
producers of missional resources. They need not feel inadequate to lead 
their people to missional living (and effectiveness) just because they could 
never write a book or lead a conference. Their very position in their people’s 
lives gives them a stronger vantage point for activating people’s capacity and 
readiness for mission than they may realize. To put it bluntly, we pastors 
must resist “subbing out” the work of empowering people for mission to 
outsiders, even when these outsiders are noted authors.

5. What, then, should local pastors and church leaders do regarding 
evangelism or mission training? By all means, read good books! I have not 
suggested that we ignore the many good resources available. But as we break 
the material down into lessons or sessions, one thing we should plan on is 
supplementing that material with real-life stories of our people who 
are attempting to enact what they are learning. We are looking for stories 
of failure, embarrassment, and success. This sort of approach is akin to an 
experimentation lab in which ideas are tested, accepted, and improved, or 
tested and rejected in favor of better ideas.

6. Church leaders should consider using a variety of methods simul-
taneously to empower people for evangelism and mission. We must re-
sist the temptation to think that if people do not come to evangelism training 
classes then they do not care about evangelism. It may be that evangelism 
training classes are not a pathway to empowered mission for everyone. It is 
our job as pastors and leaders in congregations to know what pathways to 
open up to our people. Thus, a training class may be fine as long as it is 
coupled with print resources developed by the church, encouraging one- 
on-one conversations from leaders along mission themes, social or mercy 
projects which make the gospel tangible, and so forth. Use your imagination, 
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as leaders who know your people!
7. Finally, missional living becomes activated as multiple horizons are 

fused. Therefore, churches should be much more proactive at working 
together, even across denominational lines, in the larger purposes of 
God. Plan to meet with one to two area pastors and share your vision for 
cooperating together in reaching the people, and reshaping the communal 
life of your city. 

Endnote
1. It is beyond the scope of this article to explore the myriad details in biblical 

interpretation. And the perspective introduced here is not the only consideration 
bearing on this issue. However, it appears that this perspective has been rarely ap-
plied to the missional behaviors of local congregations. Michael Barram notes that 
“current trends in both missiology and biblical studies suggest that the time may be 
especially ripe to explore hermeneutical issues in earnest. In particular, the ongoing 
conversation regarding the Bible and mission would do well to exploit the recent 
emphasis on social location” (Barram 2007, 57-58, italics mine).
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These days, many well-established mission agencies and 
faith-based non-profits operate on the assumption that 
the funds they raise will achieve good results. Yet the 

goals they set and the strategies they use are rife with unspoken  
assumptions. Mission is driven by practices built on time-honored tradi-
tion. Organizational legacy keeps them within tried-and-true boundar-
ies and paradigms. Group think hinders their ability to keep learning. As 
time marches on, the odds are increasingly stacked against them.  

Change is no respecter of legacy or tradition. Science keeps discovering, 
inventors keep inventing, innovators keep disrupting, and creative processes 
keep getting more creative. And, oh yeah, culture keeps changing. This 
thought seems trite. Everyone knows change happens, yet many do not look 
out for it, seek to understand it, adjust to it, or even acknowledge it. When 
this happens, an organization’s effectiveness declines. Irrelevancy is not far 
behind. When that happens, people—along with their funding—move to 
where they think they can achieve greater results. It’s nothing new. 

When mainline church mission funding became institutionalized, donors 
who had historically been more intimately involved in mission endeavors 
became simply a funding source for official church missions and ministry. 
Over time, they began to reduce their giving until eventually they shifted the 
bulk of their giving to the grassroots parachurch movement of the late twen-
tieth century. There, they knew how their funds were being used. 

The move caused traditional mission agency disruption and it’s happen-
ing again. Today, there are endless opportunities to give globally. Has the 
current status quo parachurch responded to this shift? Not much. So donors 
are disrupting things again by moving their money to a surprising new place: 
rather than giving to middleman organizations, their charitable funds are 
increasingly going into a donor-advised fund (DAF), where money goes to 
wait for good ideas (Nayfahk 2013). 

Four Ways to Keep Up  
with Change

Best Practices from Missio Nexus
excellence in missions

By Gilles Gravelle
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A DAF is like a family foundation. Donors have full control of their giving 
with a charitable tax deduction. A DAF puts them more in control of how 
their funds are used. In fact, about forty-eight percent of foundation grants 
($24 billion in 2013) were given by family foundations (DAFs), and GenX 
donors are among the biggest users of DAFs (Philanthropic Landscape 2014). 
Even so, the funds are still largely waiting for good ideas. This is based on the 
expenditure rate in which more is going into the fund, but only a small amount 
is going out to causes. This presents a big challenge for mission CEOs. Accord-
ing to a 2013 Missio Nexus survey, it’s a CEO’s biggest challenge. Agencies 
need to demonstrate that they are worthy of DAF investment, and that is a 
problem if their organization is still operating in older paradigms. 

Who Is Telling Your Story? 
Whether you realize it or not, there is a narrative about your organization 

on the Internet. Powerful search engines make it easy for donors to find that 
story. It’s usually woven together through multiple websites. The informa-
tion may come from your communication department on your official web-
site. The narrative is also pieced together from unofficial sites, such as social 
media outlets or blogs written by staff, friends, and critics. 

What story does this piecemeal web search tell about your organization? 
Is it the story you want them to find, or worse, will your story turn them 
away? Granted, you can’t control everything people say, nor should you try. 
There is value in creative freedom that can benefit your organization. Still, 
unless you know what your narrative is and how to communicate it effec-
tively, you are at the mercy of the uncontrolled freelance crowd. This matters  
because today donors have certain values in giving. They do web searches to 
find out if your organization’s values align with theirs. 

What do donors value these days? Donors from the empire builder and 
baby boomer generations generally value truth and integrity. Doing what 
you said you would do in practices and outcomes goes a long way with these 
two groups. They trust organizations based on legacy practices. They operate 
on shared assumptions with the funding recipients. Baby boomers and older 
cohorts use the Internet to gather more information than millennials do,  
according to 2010 Pew survey figures. So they are increasingly aware of change 
in the world. They are also utilizing social media at a surprising level. There-
fore, your narrative may be losing their interest at a faster rate than you think.

Unless you know what your narrative is and 
how to communicate it effectively, you are at the 
mercy of the uncontrolled freelance crowd.
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Gen Xers, the baby boomers’ children, are entrepreneurial and innova-
tive. They made their money fast as opposed to inheriting it. They expect 
funding recipients to also be fast, innovative, entrepreneurial, and effective. 
Millennials—born after 1985—are a new breed entirely. They expect short 
timeframes, rapid loops, lean startups, group creative processes, clear causes, 
risk taking, and addressing pressing problems with tangible solutions. They 
don’t mind failure, as long as it is cheap and moves learning forward. Clearly, 
knowing your donor audience has become more complex. Indeed, mission 
and social enterprise these days is more complex.  

Now, there is a new donor demographic emerging. It describes people 
from different generations who share one central concern: What is changing 
because of ministry? The question does not address vague, intangible change. 
Rather, it has more to do with measurable change in the spiritual and social 
realms. Even social-sector development professionals are now discussing 
change stemming from their projects in phenomenological terms, if not 
spiritual terms. Phenomenon is the intangible thing that can’t be explained 
through scientific methods, but requires some sort of explanation. 

In the faith sector, donors of all ages are less impressed with numbers such 
as churches planted, people baptized, Bibles translated, films shown, and 
hands raised. It can all sound mind-numbing to them. Rather, they are  
asking about quality results: What has your organization done to make 
people and their communities better off? Indeed, the terms “impact” and 
“transformation” have become buzzwords. What is behind this shift? I see it 
as progressive revelation now in the globalized period. 

Paul Hiebert (2008) noted three periods in Western mission history. Dur-
ing the nineteenth century, the focus was on outward signs through behav-
ioral change. You just needed to understand behavior norms, such as not 
using vulgar language, drinking, smoking, or dancing (at least not in the 
presence of church members). During the twentieth century, mission focused 
more on believing the right things which required deeper scripture under-
standing. Knowledge was the goal.

Today, the focus is increasingly on deep-level transformation. This  
requires fuller scripture assimilation into language and culture. Deep, last-
ing change that happens in individuals and their communities is what many 
donors want to know about. They also want to know how positive change 
will be sustained and even expanded.  

The good news is that qualitative evaluation is 
now coming into its own as a useful way to discover, 
observe, and report on transformational change.
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Achieving Greater Spiritual Transformation
This requires more than a new vision and mission statement. Organizations 

need to rethink assumptions, strategies, and structures to better position 
themselves to deliver transformational change the times require. Then, they 
must come up with ways to observe and record such change in tangible ways. 

However, the evaluation tools used during former times may not help. 
During the last decade, sociologists and psychologists began to question 
modern scientific inquiry, such as quantification metrics, standardized 
questionnaires, multiple choice questionnaires, Likert scales, random con-
trolled tests, and focus groups. Researchers questioned the reliability of these 
instruments. They pointed out what tainted the results: response bias, band-
wagon bias, and violating the normal conventions of conversations. 

The good news is that qualitative evaluation is now coming into its own 
as a useful way to discover, observe, and report on transformational change. 
However, some scientists have viewed qualitative inquiry as lacking scien-
tific impericism. It is too subjective; it cannot produce the proof that hard 
science requires. 

Nevertheless, as one social sector expert put it, qualitative evaluation 
should help us understand people’s experiences. It can give us a closer view 
of real-life situations (Flyvbjerg 2003,168-213). Evaluating change from an 
outsiders’ perpective has its value, but looking deeper into transformation 
trends requires participatory evaluation. That means the people being stud-
ied are also empowered to help shape the inquiry methods, gather the data, 
and interpret it. Results can benefit all parties, as it should. 

Disrupt Yourselves
As the saying goes, if you keeping doing the same things, you keep getting 

the same results. Actually, because the world changes, you get diminishing 
results. In order for organizations to keep up with change, they need to  
occasionally disrupt themselves before donors do it for them. Speaking at the 
2013 Innovation and Entrepreneurship for a Disruptive World Forum, Vijay 
Vaitheeswarn explained it this way: “Disruptive means, innovative ideas that 
disrupt the status quo when the status quo is no longer effective in achieving 
mission and impact.” 

Disruption sounds negative. We usually consider disruptions as some-
thing annoying because they interfere with processes. Managerial leaders are 
usually most annoyed over disruption because their job is to ensure smooth 
operations. When creative staff promote new ideas, it is usually managers 
who react quickly with detailed questions. They tend to ask the “prove it 
now” questions (Martin 2014). 

Yet innovative ideas take time to prove. New practices need space to learn 
and improve. Managers have important work to do, but they should not be 
leading change, according to change management guru John Kotter (2012, 
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147). Rather, lasting change can be more successfully implemented if top 
leadership is championing it, protecting it, modeling it, and resourcing it. 

Four Ways to Disrupt Yourselves to Keep Up with Change
The following action items can help any non-profit or church mission 

agency improve performance. Doing these things requires patience, discipline, 
and determination simply because they are disrupters of the status quo. 

Ensure new learning. Over time, closed groups such as work teams and 
departments develop group thinking. As a result, learning decreases and work 
culture becomes entrenched and resistant to change. Faith organizations (e.g., 
missions and churches) tend to draw on internal staff rather than hire an 
outside expert to help them think about what needs to change and how. 

Nevertheless, it is important that they bring in such corporate outsiders 
because without external feedback leaders don’t know what they don’t know. 
A good consultant can skillfully ask the “dumb” questions. Dumb questions 
are questions leaders assume answers to and never talk about. A good con-
sultant knows how to facilitate discussions that examine basic assumptions 

which drive the organization. So often, the leaders will discover they don’t 
assume the same things, and what they do assume often no longer fits with 
the times. External consultants help with this important discovery process. 

Foster group diversity. Crowdsourcing is not as much about numbers as 
it is about diversity. The more diverse knowledge, experience, and wisdom 
brought to a problem, the greater the chance solutions will be found. Even 
on a small scale, diversifying is disruptive when new staff join a team, espe-
cially if they are younger and seem a bit brash. 

So often, solutions arise when this kind of disruption happens. It can be 
discomforting to a team that has enjoyed their comfort zone for a long time. 
Nevertheless, if you want to achieve greater success with the resources you 
have, then make yourself and your team a bit uncomfortable by mixing in 
staff members who have different perspectives from time to time. 

Maintain a safe climate. How safe do staff members feel when exercising 
creativity within the organization? Are they afraid to raise an issue, ask a 
dumb question, or suggest a crazy idea? Do they have space to try new things 
without fear? Typically, a hierarchical structure prevents creativity from 
flourishing. Reporting structures may simply make trying new things too 

If you want to achieve greater success with 
the resources you have, then make yourself and your 
team a bit uncomfortable by mixing in staff members 
who have different perspectives from time to time. 
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daunting. Supervisors may fear losing authority or control. 
Some order needs to be maintained to ensure good operations, but if 

creative and innovative work is not flourishing on the margins and finding 
ways to move the tested results to the core, the organization will lose its ef-
fective edge. Leaders need to ensure that people have the freedom and safety 
to try new things and even to fail, as long as failure is not overly expensive 
and it produces valuable learning that moves the mission forward. 

Budget for change. Many non-profit organizations have accepted con-
ventional thinking that small overhead attracts more donors. If donors re-
ally are impressed with small overhead, then they may be betting on a losing 
proposition. Large, inefficient overhead is not helpful either, but budgeting 
for self-disruption is necessary. If done well, the return on investment will be 
greater organizational effectiveness, more measurable results, and relevancy. 

Donors should look for organizations that use the budget to ensure they 
are smart, informed, always learning, and thus well-situated to achieve good 
results. That is where donors will find the good ideas for which their DAF 
funds have been waiting. If an organization hasn’t budgeted for reinvention, 
it should search for a donor who understands how their funding in this area 
can make changes for the good sooner. 

The rate of change in the globalized age requires nimbleness, flexibility, 
intentionality, and perseverance. Rethinking strategies, operations, and mis-
sion values are not a luxury. Rather, the future of your organization may 
depend on it. 
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Best Practices in the Orality Movement
orality in missions

While many, especially in the West, are just now 
hearing about orality, it is in fact a significant 
breakthrough in the global mission movement. 

Some mission leaders are acknowledging that more people are 
coming to faith in Christ through orality-based methods than 
through Western, literate methods. The case can be made that  
orality is changing the face of church and missions around the 
world. The rapidly reproducing church-planting and disciple-making 
movements are taking place primarily among oral cultures.  

Those of us who have been involved as practitioners and trainers for any 
length of time are keenly aware of what an amazing learning journey we are 
on. It is encouraging to see pastors, missionaries, church planters, and other 
leaders come alive with new passion and vision when they experience orality 
methods and strategies firsthand. We often say that orality is better experi-
enced than explained. One of its most compelling features is that people can 
see the power of demonstration, participation, and explanation. Instead of 
trying to take our literate-based, modern Western models to the rest of the 
world, we are recognizing that there is great value in what we are learning 
from more relational, communal, oral cultures.

Can They Read? Do They Read?
Initially, some think of orality methods as being useful only for children’s 

bedtime stories or in places where people can’t read or do not have scripture 
in their language. However, when we take a deeper look, we recognize the 
universal applications. For many years, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reported that approxi-
mately eighty percent of the world’s population was literate, and some  
mission agencies planned their strategies in light of those statistics. 

It is true that perhaps as many as eighty percent of the world can read 

A Practitioner/Trainer 
Perspective on Orality
By Jerry Wiles
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something. However, a large percentage are unable to read, comprehend, and 
reproduce the message of scripture.  

More than thirty years ago, Herbert Klem estimated that at least seventy 
percent of the world’s population was functionally illiterate or oral learners.  
According to Grant Lovejoy, “5.7 billion people in the world are oral communi-
cators (because they are illiterate or their reading comprehension is inadequate)” 
(2012). In other words, they are oral learners, by necessity or by preference.  

Rather than labeling people based on what they can’t do (e.g., illiterate, 
non-literate, or functionally illiterate), we should recognize them based on 
what they can do—they are oral learners. Many oral learners are very bright, 
and may speak several languages, but don’t read any of them. Just because 
people have not had a modern, Western, literacy-based education does not 
mean they are inferior or unintelligent. There is much we in the West can 
learn from the more relational, communal, and oral cultures. Many oral 
cultures have similar characteristics to those who lived during the times of 
Jesus and the early Church.  

The Power of “Simplicity”
When we ask the right questions of mission and church leaders who have 

a global and cross-cultural perspective, they usually come to the right con-
clusions. For example, we often ask questions like, “Who in all of world 
history is our best example of an effective communicator, trainer, and  
disciple maker?” Of course, we recognize that Jesus is our best example. We 
might ask, “How did Jesus communicate the good news of God? How did he 
train and make disciples? Can we do it the ways he did it?” Those questions 
lead us to consider the power of simplicity and reproducibility. Simplicity 
does not mean simplistic or shallow. In fact, orality methods can be used to 
communicate important theological themes and in-depth spiritual truths.  

An important point we make in any context is the fact that the same God 
who lived in Jesus Christ two thousand years ago is living in every believer 
who has been born of the Spirit. The same Holy Spirit is actively engaged in 
our lives and in the world today. That awareness gives people great confidence 
to know that we can enter into his redemptive activities, tell the good story 
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(news), and expect his divine intervention. People who have a heart for God 
and receive and act on his word experience God’s grace, love, and power in 
remarkable ways.    

Why Orality Is Effective
With a growing awareness and interest in orality, more people are realiz-

ing the multi-faceted aspects of the orality movement. There are even streams 
inside streams. For example, in the Bible Storying stream, there is Chrono-
logical Bible Storying, Thematic, Topical, Relational, and Panoramic Bible 
Storying. In Living Water International’s (LWI) basic orality training, we use 
what we call Contextual Bible Storying. It is a blending and pollinating from 
several different streams within the storying domain. What makes this train-
ing effective is the focus on learning a little, practicing a lot, implementing 
immediately, and telling the stories often. Simplicity and reproducibility are 
important factors as well.  

In addition to storying, or storytelling, there are many different facets of 
Oral Arts. These include chants, drama, song and dance, and the use of poetry, 
parables, and proverbs. Throughout church history, there have been many 
other oral learner-friendly methods used (e.g., creeds, confessions, and cate-
chisms). There have also been visual arts—architecture, icons, and stained 
glass windows in the cathedrals of the Middle Ages. These weren’t just for 
decoration, but also for communication and instruction. In addition to those 
methods, today we have radio, television, cell phones, the Internet, recording 
devices, and many other technological resources. 

As valuable as the technological resources are, there are some mission 
groups who emphasize making sure that the training methods and strategies 
are not dependent upon technology. LWI’s basic Orality Training Work-
shop: An Introduction to Contextual Bible Storying is designed to get people 
on the journey of following Jesus. It is sometimes referred to as a low-barrier 
entry, a jumpstart or an easy-on ramp to the orality movement. After people 
are on the journey, many other resources are introduced, primarily through 
the two thousand-member International Orality Network and the Global 
Orality Training Alliance.

Other important aspects in orality practices and training methods are the 
need to have an understanding of the receptor culture, worldview, and contex-
tualization. It’s also helpful to give attention to language, learning preferences, 
and behavior change, as well as related disciplines such as sociology, psychol-
ogy, anthropology, theology, epistemology, and other aspects of missiology.  

Shared Knowledge and Collective Memory
One of the concerns that many express is, “How can the accuracy of the 

message be maintained without having written forms?” That is a great ques-
tion, and with a little study of oral cultures and oral traditions, we can  
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appreciate how God not only inspired his written word, but how he has pre-
served and maintained its accuracy in oral form. Most scholars agree that 
much of the Bible was communicated orally for a period of time before it was 
written down.  

Thankfully, in many places where orality training and strategies are  
taking place today, there are some who are literate and have access to scrip-
ture. However, in primarily oral cultures where there is no scripture in their 
language, more repetition and a focus on learning in community can maxi-
mize maintaining the accuracy of the biblical message.  

Something we often see in our orality training programs in Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America, and to some extent in the West, is the benefit of shared 
knowledge and the collective memory of the group or community. In our 
experience at LWI, we see how people come alive with new passion and 
confidence to share the good news of Jesus and make disciples when the 
training takes place in teams and communities.  

One of the things we’ve seen work well is training teams to train as teams. We 
emphasize that no one person has to remember everything, but each can tell 
as much as he or she can remember, with the help of the group. The partici-
pants see this demonstrated in the basic orality training, where they hear a 
story told several times, with some explanation of the background and  
context. Then, they discuss what they see as the main message, the important 
lessons, and how they apply to their lives.  

A Solid Set of Basics
People are often amazed and surprised to discover how much they can 

learn from a few short stories, with the appropriate pre and post-story discus-
sion and dialogue. In fact, we tell people that with five stories from the 
Gospels we can give a community, village, or tribal group a simple, system-
atic narrative theology of the things they need to know to have a relationship 
with the living God and become reproducing followers of Jesus.  

Of course, we must determine how much and what they need to know, not 
from two centuries of church history, but from scripture—especially from 
the life, teaching, and Spirit of Jesus. In places where there are more educated 
and biblically knowledgeable pastors and leaders, we can go deeper with 
discussion around topics like: What is a disciple? When does a person be-
come a disciple? What do disciples do? What is a church or community of 
faith? and What do churches exist for? 

A Global Movement
While orality methods and strategies are vital in international and cross-

cultural missions, especially among unreached and unengaged people 
groups, we are seeing a growing interest in the West. Pastors and church lead-
ers initially become interested in orality training and the use of storytelling 
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for their short-term mission trips. However, once they see how it works, they 
recognize that it is universal in its application and that it will work right in 
their own churches and communities. There are many secondary (or oral 
preference) learners in North America and the West.   

In many parts of the world, women and children have little opportunity 
to participate in the life of the church. Orality training allows everyone to 
participate and engage. When pastors observe young children and women 
who have had little or no formal education learn and retell stories, they begin 
to catch a vision of how they can equip, train, and mobilize storytelling 
evangelists at every level of education and socio-economic status.  

Increasingly, as churches and ministries in North America have become 
aware of and interested in orality training, pastors and leaders are seeing the 
benefit in their own congregations and organizations. In addition to training 
those going on short-term mission trips, they are realizing the impact it can 
have with outreach, small groups, children, prison ministries, and much 
more. The use of story-based sermons is catching on with some pastors, and 
they are reporting very encouraging results.  

Someone has said that the gospel started in the early Church like a ping 
pong ball, and now it’s like a bowling ball. In order for it to be understand-
able, reproducible, and transferable to any place and all people groups, we 
need to peel back some of the nonessentials. It was primarily through orality-
based methods that the good news of Jesus spread throughout the entire 
populated world, before the printing press, radio, TV, and many of the  
resources we enjoy today.  

In his foreword to Beyond Literate Western Models, Douglas Birdsall, honor-
ary chairman of the Lausanne Committee on World Evangelization, refers to 
orality as a great new vista in world missions. He wrote, “It also opens the 
doorway to train and deploy great numbers of people who will be able to tell 
the Greatest Story in fresh and creative ways to those who have never 
heard. This is about as exciting and compelling as it gets in the great enter-
prise of world missions” (2013, 15). 
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A Trinitarian Theology of Religions:  
An Evangelical Proposal 
Gerald R. McDermott and Harold A. Netland. 2014. Oxford University Press.

—Reviewed by Amit A. Bhatia (PhD, Intercultural Studies), adjunct professor, 
Trinity International University.

In the twenty-first century, in which seventy-nine percent of the world’s 
population claim to believe in God and have a global awareness of reli-

gious others, we find a context which prompts Christians to reflect on how 
one “should think about and respond to” adherents of other religions. In A 
Trinitarian Theology of Religions, evangelicals Gerald McDermott and Harold 
Netland assess this ongoing discussion and present an evangelical framework 
to help evangelicals properly view “other religions and religious others.”

The authors begin with a brief overview of the theology of religions. They 
start with what the Bible says about religious others, move to perspectives of 
second-century Christians, and conclude with developments during the 
years of European exploration and into the modern era. This historical dis-
cussion will be extremely helpful for any reader who is new to this debate.

The subject of chapter two is the Triune God, a doctrine that sets Christian-
ity apart from other religions. The discussion addresses the ways in which this 
doctrine has been misunderstood and misapplied, and then touches on why 
having a proper understanding of the Trinity is crucial to this discussion.

Chapter three looks at what it means for God to reveal himself to human 
beings and whether the Triune God has given a revelation of himself in 
other religions. Drawing from what the Bible has to say about this subject, as 
well as interacting briefly with Islamic, Hindu, Confucian, and Buddhist 
thought, the information presented provides a framework for evaluating 
similarities and differences between Christianity and other religions.

Chapter four focuses on “salvation” and “conversion.” Along with a  
detailed explanation of what these terms mean, the authors discuss religious 
pluralism, the destiny of the unevangelized, universal salvation, and the 
controversial subject of hell and how it fits into the biblical picture.

McDermott and Netland assert in chapter five that it is not sufficient to 
have a “correct understanding” of other religions; it is imperative that Chris-
tians conduct themselves ethically in their relationships with religious oth-
ers. Living properly in this religiously diverse world also includes being a 
witness for Christ, which is the focus of chapter seven.

book reviews
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In chapter six, the authors explicate what they mean by the term “religion,” 
which is essential to developing a “theology of religions.” They also talk 
about the relationship between “religion” and “culture”—concepts which are 
not easy to separate, for which reason scrutinizing their relationship to each 
other becomes significant when developing a theology of religions.

The work is enriched by the critiques offered by four renowned scholars 
from four different disciplines. It will academically stimulate the thinking of 
evangelical missionaries, pastors, and students ministering among non-
Christians, and provide guidance for the proper attitudes they should espouse 
when actively engaging and responding to religious others. 

Additionally, throughout their discussion the authors interact with nu-
merous worldviews, which not only helps elucidate their framework’s  
application, but makes the book a worthwhile read for non-evangelicals as 
well. McDermott’s and Netland’s work is comprehensive, offers a scholarly 
discussion of the pertinent issues, and is engaging and easy to read.

Check these titles:
Corduan, Winfried. 2002. A Tapestry of Faiths: The Common Threads between 

Christianity & World Religions. Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity Press.  
McDermott, Gerald R. 2000. Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions?: 

Jesus, Revelation & Religious Traditions. Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity Press.
Netland, Harold. 2001. Encountering Religious Pluralism: The Challenge to 

Christian Faith & Mission. Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity Press.

Beyond Literate Western Practices:  
Continuing Conversations in Orality  
and Theological Education
Samuel E. Chiang and Grant Lovejoy, eds. International Orality Network in coop-
eration with Capstone Enterprises. 2014.

—Reviewed by Lynn Thigpen, IMB missionary, Southeast Asia; PhD student, 
Intercultural Education, Biola University, 

One dissertation writer in the field of orality calls the gap between oral 
learners and the highly literate an abyss. As someone working in that 

“abyss,” I appreciate when the highly literate minister comes alongside the 
oral majority and share best practices. Continuing to promote awareness for 
integrating theological education with the needs of oral learners, editors 
Samuel Chiang and Grant Lovejoy provide papers from the International 
Orality Network’s 2014 meeting of practitioners working across the globe. 
The book first gives case studies and current practices in formal and non-
formal settings, then addresses affirming oral leaders, exploring worldviews, 
and implementing oral strategies.
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What intrigues me about these twenty-one papers and responses? On a 
global scale, practitioners and researchers in the field of orality are progres-
sively widening their scope to include ethnodoxology, the arts, ministry in 
the unwritten language of the deaf, various modes of education, such as 
problem-based education, case studies, and dialogue, and other creative 
ideas. They continue to raise awareness of honor/shame issues, the need for 
increased cooperation with national partners, and sensitivity to world-
views. 

In his ministry with the deaf, Sauter recounts storying through church 
history. Dinkins laments the omission of oral strategies in church history 
studies. Coppedge urges sensitivity, using print materials when people 
value the appearance of literacy but prefer oral methods. Overstreet con-
ducts levels of holistic leadership training, and Bekker desires a learning 
community “where the primary focus is mentoring rather than lecturing, 
and where the intended outcome is a transformed and empowered life, not 
a degree” (p. 4).

In the midst of these good ideas, I have a few questions. One paper gives 
a definite plea for assistance integrating oral methods in their Bible college 
curriculum. How will ION answer the challenge? Another paper discusses 
third-party evaluations. How are those implemented? One writer gives a 
plea to “recognize pathologies present in verbal communications.” If there 
are pathologies in speaking, what are the cancers to be avoided in writing? 
For instance, with a lack of face-to-face interaction in the email world, 
misunderstandings abound. The pathologies apply to any spoken commu-
nication. After reading this and several other papers, I feel clarification is 
needed regarding the scope of the field.

A number of papers lament lack of curriculum and express concerns 
over accreditation and assessment, as well as the literate bias of theological 
education. I appreciate the problems raised in this work, but look forward 
to additional scholarly research that provides answers, including more case 
studies of best practices. May there be countless others who join forces with 
ION, enter the exciting world of the “abyss,” and emerge with even more 
nuggets of truth on how to teach oral learners more effectively and how to 
integrate orality into theological education.

Check these titles:
Box, Harry. 2014. Don’t Throw the Book at Them: Communicating the Chris-

tian Message to People Who Don’t Read. Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey Library.
Cannell, Linda. 2006. Theological Education Matters: Leadership Education 

for the Church. Newburgh, Ind.: EDCOT Press.
Gupta, Paul R. and Sherwood Lingenfelter. 2006. Breaking Tradition to 

Accomplish Vision. Winona Lake, Ind.: BMH Books.
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Evangelical Postcolonial Conversations:  
Global Awakenings in Theology and Praxis 
Kay Higuera Smith, Jayachitra Lalitha, and L. Daniel Hawk, eds. IVP Academic. 
2014. 

—Reviewed by Dr. Jared Looney, executive director, Global City Mission Initiative. 

Evangelical Postcolonial Conversations is a collection of essays from a diverse 
range of authors resulting from a theological roundtable addressing 

postcolonial theology and praxis. It provides a helpful reader for exploring 
postcolonial theology. 

Recently, I was mentioning to a friend that I was planning to write a review 
on a text addressing evangelicals and postcolonialism, and his knee-jerk  
reply was, “Aren’t colonial and evangelical synonymous?” His response 
highlights the need for this very conversation to extend into the halls of 
evangelical institutions.  

Indeed, the earliest chapters in the introductory section of the book high-
light the distinct problems and issues facing evangelicals in light of a post-
colonial world. The subsequent chapters address the history of colonialism, 
complicity of Western society and evangelical traditions at various epochs in 
history, and attempts to offer perspectives or practices for a way forward 
beyond our colonial history and worldview. 

A significant contribution of postcolonial discussions among evangelicals 
is a recovery of scripture as a subversive text. One example of this in this 
book is the brief treatment of Daniel in chapter 12. I found the commentary 
on the historical development of evangelism in light of colonialism and 
postcolonialism particularly helpful (e.g., Kay Higuera Smith’s explanation 
of identity formation as it applies to evangelicals). 

In general, the work as a whole serves as a reader on postcolonial theology. 
However, I do wish there was a more proactive integration (without letting 
up on existing critique) of evangelical theological frameworks with postco-
lonial theory. Rather than engage evangelical theology, the conversation 
largely feels as though it is taking place outside of the evangelical Church. As 
a result, this conversation continues to remain on the margins of evangelical 
discussions at a time when evangelicals are living in an increasingly global 
and postcolonial world and need to come to terms with these issues. 

Regarding Western missiology, I would argue that contemporary contex-
tualization would benefit from a healthy interaction with postcolonial theol-
ogy. As the introduction points out, contemporary indigenous leaders are 
often “mimicking colonial models in their own mission strategies” (p. 26). 
This book might help jumpstart helpful conversations among missiologists, 
but the text itself offers little direction for contemporary missions among 
evangelicals. 
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Nevertheless, despite its lack of integration with evangelical theologies, it 
provides a helpful reader that gives voice to postcolonial thought at a time 
when evangelical leaders must engage increasingly pluralistic contexts.   

Check these titles:
Bolger, Ryan, editor, 2012. The Gospel after Christendom: New Voices, New 

Cultures, New Expressions. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic.    
Hanciles, Jehu, 2009. Beyond Christendom: Globalization, African Migration 

and the Transformation of the West. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books. 
Tennent, Timothy C., 2007. Theology in the Context of World Christianity: 

How the Global Church Is Influencing the Way We Think about and Discuss  
Theology. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan. 

Global Diasporas and Mission  
Chandler H. Im & Amos Yong, eds. Cascade Books. 2014.

—Reviewed by Tenny Li Farnen, of Chinese descent, born and grew up in the 
Philippines and migrated to the USA.

Global diasporas and migration are God’s ways of facilitating the accom-
plishment of the Great Commission for Christians around the world. As 

mentioned in the introduction by Chandler Im and Tereso Casino, God is the 
master and orchestrator of global diaspora and migration since the begin-
ning of creation to the present time.  

Global Diasporas and Mission is published as part of the Regnum Edinburgh 
Centenary Series on Christian mission for the twenty-first century. It is di-
vided into three major sections. The first four chapters offer a historical, 
theological, and biblical foundation of this reality. The next nine chapters 
focus on this movement in various places around the world—among Chi-
nese, Filipinos, Japanese, Southern Asians, Polish, and Africans—and study 
the diaspora situations in host countries like Korea, USA, Canada, Germany, 
and Britain. The mix of authors from evangelical, ecumenical, and Catholic 
traditions offers a wide spectrum of theological and missiological perspec-
tives. 

The book concludes with six chapters on the impacts of diaspora and 
migration concerning Christian mission. This reflects other diaspora studies 
done on ministry to, ministry through, ministry by, and beyond diaspora.  

This book serves as a wakeup call to the Church to rise up and face the 
challenges God has brought before us. It provides a lens for missiologists and 
practitioners in which to revise mission approaches and strategies and real-
ize that borders have been moved around, redefined, and even become fuzzy. 
Christians need to see that it is God who brought these diaspora to our 
neighborhood for us to love. 
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Learning to love our neighbors requires a proper understanding of who 
our new neighbors are: where they are coming from geographically, ethni-
cally, politically, religiously, vocationally, etc. It includes a proper under-
standing of their plights and predicaments and their worldviews, issues, 
concerns, challenges, and aspirations. These can include learning a new 
language in order to survive, adapting to the new culture, finding a job, 
identity crisis, maintaining their heritage, family issues, and psychological 
and emotional challenges.  

This understanding comes about as the Church listens to their marginal 
voices and brings their concerns to the table. It calls for an understanding of 
the transnational migration not merely in its religious aspects, but how it 
intertwines with the economic, political, social, and cultural aspects.  With 
the rise of mosques and temples throughout Christendom, and the develop-
ment of various cyber communities, the Church needs to reflect on how we 
can cross these religious and ideological borders right in our neighborhoods.  

These transnational diaspora, if evangelized properly, can help us accom-
plish our mission easier and faster. May the Church respond properly to 
these changes so that the Kingdom of God can be seen right within our 
communities.  

Check these titles:
Coward, Harold, John Hinnells, and Raymond Brady Williams, eds. 2000. 

The South Asian Religious Diaspora in Britain, Canada, and the United States. 
New York: SUNY.  

Galtung, Johan et al. 2012. “The Muslim Diaspora in Europe and The 
USA.” Text available at: www.transcend.org.

Bonnerjee, Jayani et al. 2012. Connected Communities: Diaspora and Trans-
nationality. Queen Mary: University of London.  

Introducing Christian Mission Today:  
Scripture, History, and Issues
Michael W. Goheen. Intervarsity Press. 2014.

—Reviewed by Allison Norton, PhD student, School of Intercultural Studies, 
Fuller Theological Seminary. 

In the past few years, the field of missiology has benefited from several in-
troductory books that attempt to integrate theological reflection and his-

tory with contemporary contexts and challenges. Michael Goheen draws 
heavily from Lesslie Newbigin, David Bosch, Harvie Conn, and others to 
produce an accessible and approachable survey that is primarily written for 
Western audiences. The book is written from a reformed-evangelical per-
spective, yet Goheen is hospitable and considerate in his approach towards 
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other Christian traditions. 
The book is organized around three themes: (1) theology of mission and 

missional theology, (2) historical and contemporary reflection on mission, 
and (3) current issues in mission. Part one begins with the biblical story, a 
missional reading of scripture, before moving to theological reflection on mis-
sion. Part two presents a brief narrative of history based on four mission para-
digms: early Church, Christendom, Enlightenment, and Ecumenical. It also 
reflects on the history and contemporary challenges of the Global Church, 
with particular attention to Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The third section 
explores contemporary issues in mission, including holistic mission (evange-
lism and social action), contextualization, and missiology’s encounters with 
Western culture, world religions, the city, and the “unreached.” 

Amidst this landscape, Goheen’s gift to readers (following in the steps of 
Newbigin) is a continuing call to reimagine the missionary nature of the 
Church in the West. Twenty-five years after Newbigin’s Gospel in a Pluralist 
Society, Goheen rearticulates the need for the Western Church to recover its 
missional identity in a context where “the countercultural thrust of the gos-
pel has been eclipsed, and the church has accommodated itself to the idols 
that permeate the West,” pointing toward ways the Church can embody good 
news in Western cultural contexts (p. 297). 

Although an introductory text, the book could be strengthened by a 
deeper missiological engagement with globalization and international mi-
gration theories. For example, the text conspicuously lacks a chapter on 
globalization in the “Current Issues” section, and the chapter on urban mis-
sion conceptualizes the city as largely “unreached” due to the flight of 
Christians to the suburbs (p. 377-378). However, the case can be made that 
many cities contain vibrant and thriving immigrant congregations with 
strong missional identities. Additionally, the use of regional categorizations 
(i.e. Africa, Asia, the West) limits understandings of historical and contem-
porary transnational networks.

The book is written for students and pastors, and each chapter includes 
discussion and essay questions. It is also an excellent resource for mission 
agencies as a well-written introduction on the missional nature of the 
Church, with focused exploration of the developments that have contributed 
to transformed understandings of mission over the last century.

Check these titles:
Skreslet, Stanley H. 2012, Comprehending Mission: The Questions, Methods, 

Themes, Problems, and Prospects of Missiology. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books.
Sunquist, Scott. 2013. Understanding Christian Mission: Participation in Suf-

fering and Glory. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic.
Tennent, Timothy C. 2010.Invitation to World Missions: A Trinitarian Missiol-

ogy for the Twenty-First Century. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel Publications.
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Leading Multicultural Teams 
Evelyn Hibbert and Richard Hibbert. William Carey Library. 2014.

—Reviewed by Henry Hyunsuk Kim, associate professor of sociology, Wheaton 
College.

In a world that continues to increase its bidirectional flow of labor and 
capital, where the intersection of time and space simultaneously shrinks 

and expands, and the purported Christendom becomes less white and Euro-
centric, Leading Multicultural Teams provides an introduction to basic cross-
cultural ministry principles. In these dynamic social contexts, I concur with 
Evelyn Hibbert and Richard Hibbert that “intercultural competence” (p. 41) 
is important for Christians who wish to make a holistic global impact. The 
authors correctly note, however, that effective cross-cultural teams are not a 
normative depiction of ministry settings.

Having established a good overview of God’s diachronic interaction with 
his creation (p. 55), the authors explicate some rudimentary social principles 
such as homophily and propinquity (p. 57) and that “no single Christian cul-
ture” exists (p. 58). The authors rightly note that cultures are impacted by 
control and power (p. 61) and that cross-cultural ministries tend to evince that 
the norms of the dominant group(s) supersede the respective minority groups. 

Further, privilege enables and blinds the dominant group in assuming 
that an abstracted theology exists (p. 21). That is, dominant norms conflate 
theology and culture whereby the ruling descriptive norm becomes a pre-
scriptive mandate. As much as I found myself in agreement with the authors’ 
general delineation of “culture” (of what “culture” is or “does”), there was a 
lack of discussion on the conditions that create different cultures. There was 
a need to differentiate the interplay between social structures and cultures  
(a matter of structure, agency, and contingency).  

Although Hibbert and Hibbert provide a good introduction to cross-cul-
tural ministry, scholars and practitioners will need to delve into more theo-
retically rigorous and or empirically-based literature. What was lacking in 
this book was noting a difference between majority or minority group lead-
ers who led their respective ministries. Current research suggests that “mul-
ticultural” ministries continue to reflect paternalism as leaders from the 
status quo group(s) oversee (enact power and control) over minorities 
(groups without access to power and resources). 

Finally, the authors provided a lot of discussion about the individual traits 
or attributes of leaders (cf. the Meyer-Briggs discussion on pages 116 and 
169). Treating leadership via abstracted individualism is like asking “What 
traits make a good U.S. President?” It would be naïve to list leadership traits 
without acknowledging that an intersection of race, class, and gender also 
seem to predicate the odds of one’s ability to become the next POTUS. 
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It is here that Christian literature such as Leading Multicultural Teams needs 
to engage with complexity science in general and social network analysis in 
particular. Leadership entails individual attributes (agency or “culture” in 
group outcomes), as well as structure and contingency. Enacting effective 
multicultural teams is not just about the choices one makes, but also about 
the conditions of choosing. 

Check these titles:
Philip Jenkins. 2007. The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christian-

ity. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Mark R. Warren. 2010. Fire in the Heart: How White Activists Embrace Racial 

Justice. New York: Oxford University Press.
John Scott. 2013. Social Network Analysis. Los Angeles: Sage.

Millennials in Ministry
Jolene Cassellius Erlacher. Judson Press. 2014.

—Reviewed by Cory Seibel, pastor, Central Baptist Church, Edmonton, Alberta; 
adjunct instructor, Tabor College School of Adult and Graduate Studies. 

Many young ministry graduates today can be found working at coffee 
shops or starting their own businesses. They have often transitioned 

into these roles after a brief period of serving in ministry. Jolene Cassellius 
Erlacher wondered what was causing these young adults to leave their minis-
try positions so quickly. At the same time Erlacher recognized that many 
other Millennials seem to be thriving in ministry. She was curious to dis-
cover what was making the difference for them. Yet none of the existing 
books about the Millennial generation seemed to speak directly to the ques-
tions she was asking about their experiences in ministry. 

In writing this book Erlacher’s aim was to explore “what factors contrib-
uted to the job satisfaction and retention of Millennials serving in churches 
and other ministry settings” (p. xii). She desired to provide a resource that 
could help ministry leaders effectively equip, support, and empower the 
next generation of leaders. In Millennials in Ministry, she succeeds at this goal. 

While many of the themes explored in this book have been covered exten-
sively elsewhere, Erlacher breaks new ground by placing this exploration of 
Millennials squarely within the ministry staff context. She carefully ad-
dresses the difficulties that Millennials experience within multigenerational 
staff teams. She encourages older leaders to develop a posture of openness 
and understanding toward Millennials, and calls Millennials to do the same 
toward their elders. She also repeatedly emphasizes the importance of good 
intergenerational communication. 

This book is infused with thought-provoking anecdotes from interviews 
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Erlacher conducted among Millennials who have spent time in ministry. In 
addition, each chapter concludes with a brief section that speaks directly “To 
Millennial Readers.” Erlacher does a great job of affirming the members of 
this generation while also challenging them to continue growing. 

Erlacher’s reflections on the challenges global mission agencies face in 
working with Millennials are invaluable. Her final chapter also provides excel-
lent tools to help ministry teams assess how “Millennial-friendly” they are. 

There are just a few critiques worthy of note. First, in describing any gen-
eration, one must be careful to differentiate between the influence of that 
generation’s culture, its current stage of life, and broader cultural changes 
impacting people of all generations. Erlacher is aware of this distinction  
(p. 37). However, at a few points she seems to confuse these categories. 

Second, Erlacher largely succeeds at describing this generation in a way 
that faithfully reflects its complexity and diversity. Yet in a few instances she 
offers an overgeneralized account of what “Millennials” think. Finally, Er-
lacher’s reliance upon the generational writings of Strauss and Howe could 
be perceived as a shortcoming. These authors’ methodology has been widely 
critiqued and their works are somewhat outdated at this point. It would have 
been good to see Erlacher draw more fully upon the broader body of genera-
tional studies available today. 

Millennials in Ministry is a practical, accessible, and insightful book. It 
deserves to be recommended for anyone involved in training, mentoring, 
supervising, or working with members of the Millennial generation. 

Check these titles:
Espinoza, Chip, Mick Ukleja, and Craig Rusch. 2010. Managing the Millen-

nials: Discover the Core Competencies for Managing Today’s Workforce. Hoboken, 
N.J.: Wiley. 

Rainer, Thom S. and Jess W. Rainer. 2010. The Millennials: Connecting to 
America’s Largest Generation. Nashville, Tenn.: Broadman and Holman.

Missions: Biblical Foundations  
and Contemporary Strategies
Gailyn Van Rheenen, with Anthony Parker. 2nd ed. Zondervan. 2014.

—Reviewed by Birgit Herppich, with Fuller Theological Seminary and WEC 
International; former missionary in Ghana.

For Gailyn Van Rheenen the major tasks of missions are “planting church-
es through evangelism, nurturing new Christians to maturity, and training 

leaders to continue the process” (p. 343). His textbook aims to “equip present 
and future missionaries, both domestic and foreign, with an understanding of 
the theological, cultural and strategic foundations on which effective missions 
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is based” (p.17). He brings to the task thirteen years of church planting experi-
ence in rural Kenya (1973-1986), eighteen years of teaching missions in Texas, 
and having started a missional church initiative in 2003.

While the perspective is often that of foreign cross-cultural missionaries, 
the interwoven fictional story of “Jim and Julie”—a young couple who gets 
enthused for missions on a short-term trip to Haiti, but then works as youth 
pastors in North America while training for missions—creates links to the 
Western context as a mission field, and the primary audience, American 
students. 

“Jim and Julie” as well as eight new chapters and many revisions are addi-
tions to the 1996 edition of this mission textbook. Thus, this second edition 
is substantially revised, expanded, and updated to address changing contem-
porary issues.

Missions: Biblical Foundations and Contemporary Strategies has been used by 
many as an introductory textbook for missionary training and college 
courses for good reasons. It is a basic investigation of biblical-theological 
foundations and motivations for missions, various aspects of cross-cultural 
missions (from entering as learners and overcoming superiority feelings to 
cross-cultural communication), selection criteria for new endeavors, and 
strategies for church planting. The “Missionary Cycle” outlines the phases of 
missionary careers from initial commitment to reentry. 

Prominent among the added material is a focus on spiritual formation, 
substantial chapters on missional church planting in North America, his-
torical expansion of Christianity (making the case that “missions has been 
key to the survival and growth of authentic Christianity”), and chapters on 
the use of money and short-term missions. Finally, there is an outline of 
different types of missionaries. Anthony Parker made considerable contribu-
tions towards three of the new chapters (missionary typology, history, and 
short-term missions).

The longest addition is Van Rheenen’s outline of church planting, disciple 
nurturing, and leadership training in North America. He builds on the 
widely-known “missional church” movement that responds to Western 
contexts of post-Christian, individualist, and fragmented culture. Van 
Rheenen acknowledges this influence and outlines the specifics of his 
Mission Alive Initiative (see www.missionalive.org). 

The engagement with the West as a missionary field and the “Missional 
Helix” are the most significant new contributions of this edition. The 
Missional Helix describes an interactive process of theological reflection, 
cultural analysis, historical perspective, and strategy formation within the 
context of spiritual formation. It sees theology and ministry as mutually 
interacting, undergirded by spirituality. The latter is also enhanced by the 
end-of-chapter reflection questions and “Personal Inventory” encouraging 
personal engagement with the contents.
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Starting Missional Churches:  
Life with God in the Neighborhood  
Mark Branson and Nicholas Warnes, eds. Intervarsity Press. 2014.

—Reviewed by Ty Grigg, co-pastor, Life on the Vine, Long Grove, Illinois.

There are a prodigious amount of books, conferences, networks, and 
assessments offering their services to aspiring church planters. Starting 

new churches is imagined as transactional: providing religious goods and 
services to prospective spiritual consumers. The focus on human initiative, 
top-down structures, and pre-packaged methods are glaringly incompatible 
with a missional theology.  

A missional church sees God as the primary agent, approaches the neigh-
borhood incarnationally, and views ministry as a response to the Holy 
Spirit’s initiatives. Starting Missional Churches provides a church planting 
manual for missionally-minded church planters.

In the opening chapter, Nicholas Warnes says that most of the church plants 
of the past fifty years fit under one of four narratives: suburban sprawl, church 
split, expert systems, and/or a charismatic leader. In the next chapter, Mark 
Branson presents how a missional theology creates an alternative way of plant-
ing churches. He gives four practices that should be priorities when starting 
missional churches: discerning God’s initiatives, seeing the neighbor as sub-
ject (not object or consumer), crossing boundaries, and leading in plurality. 

With that opening framework, seven different pastors tell the stories of 
their church plants (chap. 3-9) that model Branson’s four missional values. 
Each story is unique, but they share common threads of forming, making 
mistakes, listening to a place, discerning communally, experimenting, form-
ing commitments, and hoping for the future. The final chapter (10) connects 
elements from each narrative with the four missional values.  

Branson and Warnes call for the end of packaged consumeristic church 
plants. Church planting is not like putting together an IKEA dresser. Church 
planting should be improvisation, responding in the moment. The editors 
asked several of the pastors, “How have the voices of your neighbors shaped 
what the church sensed God was calling you to do?” Missional churches al-
low the neighbors to shape the church’s ethos. The church must be radically 
contextual.  The healthiest church plants will be the ones that listen and  
respond to God and their neighbors fluidly along the way.  

Telling the stories of the church plants was the perfect vehicle for funding 
imagination. The differences (and sometimes contradictions) in church-
planting approaches curb the temptation to prescribe a method. While I am 
not currently planting a church, this book still gave me fresh ideas for seeing 
how our established church might listen and respond more to our neighbor-
hood and to God. I would love to see more books formatted with compilations 
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of ordinary churches telling their imperfect stories of listening to God and 
their neighbors. I would also appreciate hearing more stories from smaller 
churches (<100), more women (only one here), and more diverse settings 
(4/7 were from the greater Los Angeles area).    

Check these titles:
Dehmlow Drier, Mary Sue, ed. 2013. Created and Led by the Spirit: Planting 

Missional Congregations. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.
Fitch, David and Geoff Holsclaw. 2013. Prodigal Christianity: 10 Signposts 

into the Missional Frontier. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Murray, Stuart. 2010. Planting Churches in the Twenty-First Century. Scott-

dale, Pa.: Herald Press.

Recommended Mission Reads
Bailey, John. 2015. Journey to a Better Way: A Wesleyan Perspective on Doing 

Mission Better. Bloomington, Ind.: WestBow Press.
Priest, Doug. 2014. Slippery Paths in the Darkness: Papers on Syncretism, 

1965-1988. The Missiology of Alan R. Tippett Series. Pasadena, Calif.: William 
Carey Library.

Searle, Joshua and Mykhailo Cherenkov. 2014. A Future and a Hope: Mission, 
Theological Education, and the Transformation of Post-Soviet Society. Eugene, Ore.: 
Wipf & Stock. 

Tan, Jonathan Y. 2015. Christian Mission among the Peoples of Asia. Maryk-
noll, N.Y.: Orbis Books.

Waheli, Daniel. 2014. Lessons Learned in the Lion’s Den: Imprisoned for Shar-
ing Jesus. Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey Library. 

Wall, Molly, adv. ed. 2015. Pray for the World. Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-
varsity Press. 

Yung, Hwa. 2014. Mangoes or Bananas? The Quest for an Authentic Asian 
Christian Theology. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books.
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