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Stories are a primary means of communication in both 
oral and literate settings. Among Christians around 
the world, the most favored communicators are those 

who are great storytellers. This is true for those outside of faith as well. Hol-
lywood makes bundles of money by telling compelling stories through film, 
and TED talk coaches prepare presenters by training them in using story 
as the primary vehicle for their talk. Those that best use story are the most 
widely viewed.

In our EMQ #Iwitness campaign, we invited readers to send us stories of 
faith in cross-cultural settings. We were less interested in “missionary hero” 
stories than in stories of local believers whose faith in Christ as their corner-
stone is emphasized.

In reading through the submissions, we alternately rejoiced and wept over 
God’s amazing work in and through believers on every continent. The few 
we are able to print (more are available online at www.emqonline.com) es-
pecially captivated us. Our great Storytelling God continues to weave amaz-
ing faith-driven events into the lives of his people. I invite you to join us in 
rejoicing in his living work around the world.

A. Scott Moreau, Editor
word from the editor
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Worth a Venture

PAIN AND SUFFERING are part of the human condition that 
we all seek to avoid if we can—that is, unless we are seeking 
something we esteem more highly. There are, and there always 

have been, things that individuals value more than the avoidance of 
pain and suffering. The welfare of loved ones comes immediately to 
mind … something many have freely endured pain and suffering and 
even death to attain. 

In the realm of faith, the examples are myriad. Hebrews 11, for example, 
provides us with a list of biblical heroes who endured much tribulation for a 
purpose they held to more dearly than their own lives. Their passion was to 
fulfill God’s calling to give him glory and to accomplish all he has in mind. In 
many cases, as verses 39 and 40 indicate, that was done by faith to see a prom-
ise fulfilled, even though those involved would not survive to see it.

There have been many in the history of the Church who shared the same 
experience. Quite a number of them were cross-cultural bearers of the gospel, 
those we used to happily call “missionaries.” Three have had a significant im-
pact on my own life.

Walter Gowans, the original leader of the Sudan Interior Mission, died 
of fever within his first year in West Africa. It was he who said, “Our success 
in this enterprise means nothing less than the opening of the country for the 
Gospel; our failure, at the most, nothing more than the death of two or three 
deluded fanatics…. After all, is it not worth a venture? Sixty million are at 
stake. Is it not worth risking our lives for so many?” 

My wife’s family, on her mother’s side, is the source of the second story. Her 
great uncle, John Stam and his wife, Betty, were part of the China Inland 
Mission and were decapitated by communist insurgents in China in 1934. 
Their story and the miraculous survival of their infant daughter, Helen, were 
recorded in The Triumph of John and Betty Stam, as well as on the front page of 
the New York Times. Their story challenged many in the next twenty years to 
follow their example and join a great missionary movement.

The third story is well known by many and became the next mission mo-
bilization magnet. It fulfilled this role significantly for decades and still stirs 
many today to take up the call to mission. It was the martyrdom in 1955 of 
five missionary men working among the Huaorani (a.k.a. Auca) people 

Commentary by EMQ associate editor Gary Corwin
a second look
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in the rain forest of Ecuador. The account is immortalized in the writings of 
Elizabeth Elliot and Steve Saint and subsequently through several films. This 
story did not end with the martydoms, however, but continued on, resulting 
in the conversion of many through the selfless ministry of the widowed wives 
and others.

Additionally, there are innumerable lesser known stories of the martyr-
dom of solitary missionaries from widely diverse geographic and ethnic back-
grounds. While their stories are too numerous to mention, the impact and 
legacy of their lives is enormous. Winston Churchill’s reference to the RAF dur-
ing the Battle of Britain is highly apropos here as well: “Never have so many 
owed so much to so few.” 

And yet today we find articles that seem to suggest that the era of mission-
ary heroes is over. A Christianity Today article (Amy Peterson, September 14, 
2015) in fact had a somewhat provocative title: “Farewell to the Missionary 
Hero.” While it is certainly fair to suggest that Ms. Peterson seeks to downplay 
an overemphasis on “missionary heroes,” it would be unfair to say that she is 

seeking to diminish the record of their valor or the power of their examples. 
Rather, the article’s focus is to debunk the myth of the “perfect” missionary, 
untouched by the foibles and failures of ordinary Christians. This can be clear-
ly seen in the article’s subtitle, “How candid confessions of failure and frustra-
tion found their way into stories from the field.” This is a worthy attempt to 
deal more honestly and transparently with the reality of missionary life.

A more accurate title from my point of view, however, might be “Farewell to 
the Airbrushed Missionary.” Ridding the Christian community of false percep-
tions generated by less-than-transparent missionary reports is a worthy goal. 
But ceasing to emulate heroes is unwise. 

Most missionary heroes are not extraordinary people (brilliant, talented, or 
courageous beyond the usual bell curve), as the world deems such things. They 
possess all the usual foibles and failures common to the human race. But they 
have in common an action-oriented response to the commands and purposes 
of the true hero, our all-conquering Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. This we 
should happily emulate. He has promised to be with us always. He is perfect 
in every way. Is that not worth a venture?

Gary Corwin is staff missiologist with the international office of SIM.

Ridding the Christian community of 
false perceptions generated by less-than-transparent 
missionary reports is a worthy goal. But ceasing to 
emulate heroes is unwise.



 FEW WOULD DENY that the Global Church’s greatest 
need is ministry education. The observation that the Church 
is “an inch deep and a mile wide” may have been used first 
to describe the Church in Africa, but it applies equally well 
in every global region, including the West.  

Syncretism is not a Majority World problem; it is a global problem. In most 
Western communities the lifestyles of Christians are barely distinguishable 
from those of their non-Christian neighbors. The visions of the 1970s and 
prayers of the 1980s and 1990s for church growth movements have been an-
swered with impressive growth of the Church in many nations.  Missiologists 
and national church leaders, however, are awakening to the fact that we have 
planted churches without making disciples (McClung 2011; Hudgins 2014). 
Mobilization of the Global Church for completion of the Great Commission 
is dependent on a cadre of church leaders equipped to make disciples of Jesus.  

The case for ministry education for the Global Church is frequently made 

Ministry 
Education 
for the 
Global 
Church

Robert W. Ferris



(Greenman and Green 2014) and millions of dollars annually are poured 
into Bible schools, colleges, and seminaries in the West and in the Majority 
World, yet the envisioned effect is not realized. Perhaps it is time to revisit 
our assumptions and rethink our training model.

Problems with the Schooling Model
The problematic nature of schooling as a model for ministry education 

has been recognized for decades (Ward 1974; Ferris, in press). Among the 
problems, however, two are fundamental.  

#1. Schooling privileges acquisition of knowledge, information, 
and mental constructs. If you doubt this, note how achievement is mea-
sured and how honor is assigned among both students and faculty.  

A focus on acquisition of knowledge is counterproductive on several 
counts. One is the limited half-life of information stored in short-term mem-
ory. Faculty members of ministry training institutions enjoy warm feelings 
when students score highly on examinations, but prefer to ignore evidence 

istock.com/Wavebreakmedia
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that information acquired only for recall (as on an examination) disappears 
quickly once the need has passed (Zull 2002, 181). 

Most of the content of our lectures is lost to students six weeks after class 
ends. (Again, if you are skeptical, think of the best teacher in your own educa-
tion and try to recall half a dozen things you learned from him or her. How 
much is information versus skills or perspectives?) Teaching for recall yields 
little fruit, yet it is the primary focus of most ministry education globally.  

We treat the information we teach—truths of scripture, theological 
formulations, insights of history, and theories and methods of ministry  
disciplines—as though information has intrinsic value. It does not. In every 
field—the sciences and humanities, as well as in ministry education—in-
formation has instrumental value; it acquires value as it is applied in the 
contexts of life. 

The Great Commission is not to “make disciples of all nations… teaching 
them all that I have commanded you.” Rather, we are to “make disciples… 
teaching them to obey all that I have commanded you.” When we get to heav-
en, we will not have to take an exam. Neither God nor Satan cares how much 
we know if we never apply it. Yet, the focus of our schools is heavily biased 
toward acquisition of knowledge.  

#2. The schooling model has a conflict between the implicit cur-
riculum and a school’s stated goals. Our goal statements affirm intent to 
develop ministers and evangelists, but we hire and reward faculty who are 
scholars and lecturers. It is little wonder, therefore, that students enter our 
schools zealous for ministry and graduate with a zeal to teach. Similarly, we 
affirm the oneness of Christ’s Church and the importance of collaboration 
in ministry, yet we discipline students for sharing information (we call it 
“cheating”) and foster competitive individualism rather than the values we 
affirm.  

Why are we surprised that the Evangelical Church in every nation is 
racked by schism? We teach that Christ calls us to a life of humility and  
service, yet our academic traditions and degrees foster elitist values. Despite 
all this, we wonder why alumni so rarely embody our stated goals.  

In truth, the implicit curriculum of our schools will always overpower the 
explicit curriculum. No matter what I tell you, you will be inclined to follow 
my example rather than my words. If we want our alumni to be humble ser-
vants, these qualities must dominate our practices in faculty selection and 

We teach that Christ calls us to a life of 
humility and service, yet our academic traditions 
and degrees foster elitist groups. 
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rewards. If we want alumni to work together with other Evangelical Chris-
tians for the advancement of Christ’s kingdom, we must model collaboration 
and employ collaborative methods in our teaching and assessment of learning.  

If we want alumni to be zealous for ministry in church and in the com-
munity, we must staff our faculties with men and women who, first of all, 
are ministers. In fact, faculty is the curriculum of the school. The courses we 
teach are simply means through which we infuse into students the values 
we hold. Students will learn to value scripture, honor God, love the brothers 
and sisters, seek the lost, serve one another, collaborate in ministry, and ap-
ply God’s truth in life and community as they see these values modeled by 
their teachers. If these values are not modeled, students will learn the values 
they observe.  

Needed Correctives
Some have recognized the problems intrinsic in schooling and have con-

cluded that schools must be abandoned. While pursuing alternative models 
is important in every context, and abandoning schools may be attractive 
at some level, the conclusion itself is irresponsible. So much of the Global 
Church’s resources—both material and human—are invested in schooling 
that to abandon those schools is unthinkable. We must steward the resourc-
es of our schools, not abandon them.  

Instead of abandoning its theological schools, the Church must take steps 
to reform them. I offer four specific steps that can be required by any church 
or taken by any faculty.

#1. Minimize the power-distance factor in the classroom. Why do 
we expect students to address us as doctor, professor, or pastor when Jesus 
said, “You are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have only one Master and you 
are all brothers” (Matt. 23:8)? Power-distance is diminished when we invite 
students to join us as fellow learners in search of the meaning of biblical 
truth for their contexts. 

Participative and interactive learning designs teach students that they can 
learn from one another as well as from us as teachers. “Flipping the class-
room” (Educause 2012) entails moving information acquisition out of the 
classroom and employing class time to help students learn to process and 
use the information gained. Thus, students may be assigned to read a chapter 
or article or to listen to a cassette or video lecture in preparation for class. 

Participative and interactive learning 
designs teach students that they can learn from 
one another as well as teachers. 
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In class, the teacher will provide discussion questions or application tasks 
that require students to use the information they have acquired. What was 
previously ‘homework’ becomes the occupation of the class, with the teacher 
able to foster engagement with truth, encourage reflection, and correct mis-
understandings, as appropriate. This kind of teaching is more demanding, 
but it also can minimize the power-distance factor in our classrooms.  

#2. Aim for application of truth taught, rather than only for recall. 
Most teachers recognize the value of stating specific learning objectives for 
each course and each lesson. (In truth, more recognize this than do it, but 
that’s another problem.) How often are our teaching objectives limited to 
students’ understanding or recall, rather than to the application of the truth 
we teach?  

Since we expect students to apply the truth we teach in their lives and 
ministries, we should state our learning expectations explicitly and invest 
time in helping students make those connections. What difference does the 
doctrine of the Trinity make in the way we relate to a non-Christian neighbor? (e.g., 
We may suggest that it teaches us to value relationship with the other, since we 
understand that interpersonal relationships are eternal.) And, what does that imply 
for my specific relationships on and off campus this week? What challenges may I 
encounter if I seek to live this way? How might I prepare myself to avoid being over-
come by these challenges? Why is this important, anyway? True learning occurs 
as we avoid purely theoretical discussions and explicitly explore and witness 
to implications of the truth we teach for life and ministry.  

#3. Emphasize reflection on application of truth. When students 
simply demonstrate recall of truths, then learning has little relationship 
to life. When students are required to reflect on the meaning and implica-
tions of those truths, however, the probability of life change is significantly  
enhanced. 

Several years ago, I developed an assignment which I use often. Students 
are assigned to read an article or a chapter from a book and to review the selec-
tion read. The review is limited to two pages. On the first half page students 
are asked to summarize the article in a way the author would endorse. On the 
second half page they are asked to critique the article, exposing its strengths 
and weaknesses. On the second page they are instructed to reflect on the  
article: How does it confirm or conflict with their own beliefs? How has it changed 
their minds as a result of reading this article? What do they need to do differently 
because they read this article? This is a challenging assignment and the students 
typically find the second page the most difficult. Many cannot fill a page with 
reflective interaction because, too often, we have not developed this habit. 

We must be intentional in requiring students to reflect deeply, as well as 
modeling deep reflection in our interactions with them. As a rule of thumb, 
we may want to agree as a faculty to ask students to devote approximately 
half of every written assignment to reflection and application.  
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#4. Model application of truth in life and ministry. How unfortunate 
when the lives of faculty members undercut the truths they teach! The way we 
handle God’s word, relate to one another, relate to our students, relate to Christ’s 
Church, relate to the lost world—these are the ways we will mark the lives of 
students with lasting effect. Indeed, the faculty is the curriculum of the school.  

Impediments to Educational Reform
Although problems with the incumbent schooling model are clear and 

steps toward renewal of theological education are available, change will not 
come easily. Jesus speaks of those who recognize the value of “forcing their 
way into [the kingdom]” (Luke 16:16). Reform of ministry education will 
also demand effort, but when the value of teaching for transformation of life 
and ministry is recognized, we can pray that there will be a rush to embrace 
it, as well. In the meantime, reasons given for resisting change are all too 
abundant. Some of the most common include:

Objection #1. “Interactive teaching takes too much time; I can’t cov-
er the required material.” It is true that interactive teaching takes time, 
both in preparation and in class. Since theological schools in the Majority 
World (and many in the West) are understaffed, this problem is exacerbated. 
Finding time to redesign a course may seem impossible, much less redesign-
ing all the courses one teaches. 

Nevertheless, the alternative is to continue to teach for recall and to  
accept that one’s teaching may have little lasting impact on students. The wise 
teacher will redesign only one course per term, and this is demanding work!

Begin by clarifying the goal of the course and the goal of your teaching. 
Is it to cover material, or to equip students for life and ministry? How do you want  
students to be different or to do differently as a result of their time in your course? 
What would demonstrate that these goals have been realized? Intentional selec-
tion of a limited amount of material that is interactively and reflectively 
processed by students will result in increased learning. It may seem oxymo-
ronic, but in adult education, less is more.  

Objection #2. “That’s not my job; I was trained and hired to be a 
scholar.” We are thankful for scholars; the Church in every culture needs 
Christian scholars. Nevertheless, the Church needs many, many more who 
are gifted and trained to “equip the saints for the work of the ministry.” So the 
question again comes, what is our goal? If our goal is to train ministers who can 
equip the Church, then we need to allow that goal to shape our curriculum 
and teaching methods. We also need to model how that impacts the way the 
truth we teach is lived out in church and community. 

That we were trained as scholars cannot be allowed to place a limitation 
on our teaching ministry. Instead, we must see it as a challenge to be overcome. 
Let our generation of teachers be the one that demonstrates that scholarship 
informs and guides ministry, rather than squelching it.  
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Objection #3. “I’ve never seen anyone teach that way; I don’t know 
if I can do it.” Lack of positive models is a major factor. We teach as we were 
taught; our teachers lectured to us and we lecture to our students. Having 
recognized the limitations of traditional schooling, however, can we be satisfied to 
devote our lives to perpetuating those limitations? Certainly not! We must at-
tempt to teach more effectively and to be more intentional in addressing 
the needs of our students and the churches they will serve. The “correctives” 
above afford a place to begin.  

Objection #4. “I’m not willing to present myself as a model of Chris-
tian life and ministry effectiveness.” This may be offered as an affirma-
tion of humility, but it is misguided. In fact, every Bible school and seminary 
teacher is a model; your students want to be like you. The only question re-
mains, what kind of model will you provide?

  
What’s at Stake?

Around the globe, millions of dollars annually are poured into forming 
and sustaining theological schools. Nevertheless, if information-oriented 
schooling yields graduates who are ill-equipped to disciple believers because 
the information they acquired (and largely forgot) did not change their 
hearts, we must do better. Two things are at stake.

1. The formation of your students. God has not entrusted them to you 
for you to fill their heads but leave their hearts unchanged. It is as our lives 
are aligned with Christ’s and poured into our students that ministry educa-
tion becomes transformative.  

2. The health and witness of the Church—in your context and glob-
ally. Until the whole Church is mobilized, the world will not be reached. Until 
church leaders are able to teach and model God’s truth in ways that transform 
the lives of Christians, the Church will not be mobilized. Until church-lead-
ers-in-training see God’s truth transforming the lives and ministries of their 
teachers and transforming their own lives through our teaching, they will not 
be equipped to replicate that transformation in their own ministries.  

Simple experiments to redress the limitations of the schooling model can 
have multiplying impact in the lives of students, churches, and communi-
ties. This will not happen without intentionality and effort. It is up to each 
teacher and faculty to examine the goals toward which they teach and the steps  
required to realize their calling.  
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I V P R E S S . C O M

APOSTOLIC MOVEMENTS 
ARE LEADING THE WAY

God is raising up vibrant 

missional movements of 

Christians in a vast array of 

vocations: disciple-making 

ministries, missions, social 

activism and much more. 

Mission leader Sam Metcalf 

gives biblical and missio-

logical foundations for these 

“parachurch” movements as 

strategic ways to live for the 

kingdom—in venues beyond 

the local church.

“In Beyond the Local Church, Sam Metcalf provides a fresh, inspiring 
and provocative look at how the body of Christ is meant to function. You 
won’t agree with everything; neither did I. But that’s exactly why you 
need to read it—to challenge your assumptions and expand your horizons 
on a topic too important to ignore.”

S T E V E  M O O R E ,  executive director, nexLeader,  
Association of Biblical Higher Education, former president, Missio Nexus
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“Aslan a man!” said Mr. Beaver sternly. “Certainly not! … 
Aslan is a lion—the Lion, the Great Lion!”

“Ooh!” said Susan. “I’d thought he was a man. Is he—quite 
safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.” …

“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells 
you? Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s 
good. He’s the King, I tell you.” (Lewis 2000, 79-80)

RECENT WORLD EVENTS have raised the sensitivity of 
many members of sending churches to the risks which mis-
sionaries expose themselves and their families. These mis-
sionaries’ examples inspire some to take greater risks for 

God in their own lives. Others admire these servants, but see them 
as belonging to a special class of disciple and readily admit, “I’m glad 
they do it—but I could never take that kind of risk.” Still others judge 
these missionaries harshly for what they see as irresponsibly exposing 
themselves and their families to risk. 

My purpose in this article is to provide a foundation for discussions of 
missionary risk among those who partner with and send cross-cultural 
missionaries.

Petitions to God for safety are common in both our personal and corpo-
rate prayers. Of course, these are legitimate requests to put before our Father. 
Yet we must always offer such prayers with the understanding that personal 
safety can never be the disciple’s highest priority. Dietrich Bonhoeffer reminded 
us, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die” (Bonhoeffer 1963, 
99). When Peter protested Jesus’ prediction of his own suffering, Jesus chal-
lenged Peter and all subsequent disciples by saying, “If anyone would come 
after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For who-
ever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake, 
will find it” (Matt. 16:24-25). 

Discipleship inevitably means offering one’s life for the kingdom. “Risk-
taking mission and service” (Schnase 2007, 79-101) are inherent aspects of 
following Jesus, and are not reserved for cross-cultural missionaries. The 
question is not whether disciples will take risks for the kingdom, but rather 
what kinds of risk they will encounter. The answer to that question depends 
on their gifts and calling, as well as on their level of faith.

istock.com/JohnDWilliams
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Kinds of Risk
It is helpful for those who partner with cross-cultural missionaries to un-

derstand the kinds of risk that they encounter.
The risks of living. A dear friend and colleague who suffered from 

osteoporosis was killed when she was accidentally struck by a motorcycle 
in an African village. Her disease was not caused by being in Africa, and a 
similar accident could have happened anywhere. Yet the difficulty of dealing 
with such a tragedy was particularly challenging because of where it took 
place.

All of us encounter risks every time we get out of bed in the morning. 
In reality, we would encounter risks if we remained in bed all day. Risk is 
unavoidable and those serving cross-culturally deal with many of the same 
risks as those who remain in their home cultures. Cancer may arise regard-
less of where one lives. Transportation always involves risk. Relationships 
are risky. Everyone lives with risk. 

These ordinary “risks of living,” however, are intensified for cross-cultural 
workers. Medical facilities may be inadequate, transportation may be more 
dangerous, relationships more complex, and the kingdom consequences are 
even greater when a missionary team, or a missionary marriage, collapses. 
People who have developed healthy means of coping with risk in their home 
culture may find that their familiar habits no longer work in the cross-cultur-
al settings where language, institutions, social conventions, and all the rules 
they previously operated by are different. 

Personal security risks. In a complex set of circumstances, one of my 
teammates was struck by a taxi that she ran in front of as she chased after a 
thief. Despite being flown to another country in the region with more mod-
ern medical facilities, she did not survive. I knew a family from another mis-
sion who was traumatized when thieves broke into their somewhat isolated 
village home and held the family at gunpoint while the father was forced to 
open the safe where the family kept their valuables. 

Like “the risks of living,” people everywhere are exposed to risks to their 
personal security. Christians living in North America often install alarm 
systems or avoid certain areas, especially at night. For those who are new 
to cross-cultural living, dealing with these risks—including knowing what 
kinds of reasonable precautions to take and interacting with local law  
enforcement—adds even greater stress.  

Global security risks. Despite their efforts to avoid political involve-
ment, missionaries and those among whom they minister are exposed to 
risks when war breaks out or when political protests—and the government’s 
response—turns violent. As violence grew closer to our African hometown 
following controversial elections, we chose to wait out the situation in a 
neighboring country. After a few weeks, we were able to return home. 

Others may wait in “exile,” separated from their ministries, for months or 
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even years. Some friends were forced to flee their ministry among a North 
African people as bombing approached their town. They later returned and 
began ministering among the same people who were living in refugee camps 
in another country—only to have to flee again when civil war broke out. That 
same family’s sense of security was again threatened when a Western-style 
shopping mall they had visited for respite came under terrorist attack.

Health risks. Missionaries may face health risks due to exposure to dis-
eases that are endemic to the regions in which they serve, inadequate medical 
care, unsanitary conditions, or natural disasters. Missionary health risks have 
justifiably received a great deal of attention due to the Ebola outbreak in West 
Africa. 

Other diseases, such as malaria, however, are far more common. Malar-
ia and hepatitis threaten the health of many more missionaries and global 
Christians, though the mortality rate is much lower than for Ebola (CBC 
News 2014). Although relatively few missionaries die from malaria (though 
some still do), this disease also impacts the mission through lost productiv-
ity and in the emotional and spiritual, as well as physical, toll it takes on 
cross-cultural workers.

External opposition. The categories of risk examined so far are not 
intentionally targeted at missionaries. They come because of the situations 
into which missionaries enter. External opposition, however, is intention-
ally targeted at missionaries, whether because they represent a foreign pres-
ence or because others oppose the work they are doing or the message they 
are proclaiming. Opposition may come because individuals or institutions 
feel threatened by the possibility of others following Jesus. It may come  
because the Christian message has been misunderstood—or it may come 
precisely because the message has been well-understood. Those who gain by 
oppressing others will be threatened by missionaries’ attempts to promote 
justice in society. 

Opposition does not only—or even primarily—come from “flesh and 
blood.” Missionaries find themselves wrestling “against the rulers, against 
the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against 
the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12). When our 
team left the U .S. to serve among a highly animistic people group in West 
Africa, we thought that we understood and were prepared to wage spiritual 
warfare. Honestly, we had no idea how intense the battle or how severe the 
casualties would be. Missionaries need to consecrate themselves, prepare for 
spiritual battle, and be supported by an army of prayer warriors who care for 
them and who minister to their spiritual and emotional lives.

Minimizing and Managing Missionary Risk
Given the inevitability of risk, would it not be futile—or even unfaithful—

to seek to avoid it? The New Testament,  however, gives multiple examples 
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of God’s messengers, even the Lord Jesus, avoiding dangerous situations—
sometimes miraculously, but at other times by legal means or by fleeing the 
threat (e.g., Luke 4:28-30; John 10:39; Acts 9:23-25; 12:6-19; 22:24-29). Of 
course, there are even more examples of God’s servants accepting imprison-
ment, beatings, and death.

Who decides? In what circumstances are believers called to stand and suffer for 
the gospel? When is it wise to flee? When should missionaries stay and suffer 
alongside the local people? The decision must be led by God’s Spirit. Mis-
sionaries must consider the cost of going, and the cost of staying. They must 
consider how their decision will affect others. 

When does accepting personal risk expose others to perhaps even greater 
risk? A missionary in a closed-access country may choose to publicly pro-
claim his or her faith, knowing that the worst he or she could suffer would be 
deportation. His national colleagues, however, might suffer imprisonment, 
beating, or death. What effect would their loss have on their local churches 
or on their families? Should not they, rather than a foreigner, be the ones 
making decisions about their own level of risk?

Ways to manage risk. There are practical steps that missionaries, mis-
sion agencies, and partnering churches can choose to manage risk. It begins 
with spiritual preparation and prayer. Do missionaries truly desire to follow Je-
sus wherever he leads? Do they have an intimate walk with God that enables 
them to hear God’s voice through scripture, the counsel of others, or the 
still, small voice of God in their hearts? Are they leading holy lives and put-
ting on the spiritual armor that will protect them (Eph. 6:13-17)? Along with 
personal spiritual preparation, missionaries should seek to be adequately 
supported by a community of faith who will pray for and minister to them.

Missionaries and their agencies should also adopt security protocols that 
limit their exposure to risk. How much do they reveal concerning their work 
in email, on church websites, or on social media? Do they refer directly to 
the country, people group, fellow missionaries, or national colleagues with 
whom they serve? These questions need to be carefully considered—answers 
will vary among different fields. In our agency, we speak openly concerning 
our works in Papua New Guinea and Vanuatu, but are much more guarded in 
our references to North Africa or West Asia.

Missionaries should also assess the risk to which they will be exposed 
and receive a level of risk training appropriate to their field of service.1 Such 
training should result in contingency plans that anticipate, as much as pos-
sible, actions to be taken in crisis situations, including under what condi-
tions missionaries should leave their place of service for a safer location. In 
our agency, the decision to evacuate can be made on any of three levels—the 
missionary family unit, the national mission leadership, or the international 
leadership. Should any of these three determine that evacuation is the wis-
est option, all others will respect and support that decision. Contingency 
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planning also involves purchasing adequate medical and emergency medi-
cal evacuation insurance so that sick or injured missionaries can access ad-
equate medical care.

Another, and perhaps the most effective, way that missionaries can man-
age risk is by developing strong, positive relationships with neighbors and 
local officials. Neighbors keep watch over one another’s property. They are 
often better informed than official news sources as to the level of tension in 
local politics, and can offer wise counsel to missionaries as to whether they 
should stay or go. Positive relationships with local officials can also benefit 
missionaries in times of tension and crisis.

What You Should Know about Your Missionaries
If you are supporting well-trained, spiritually-prepared missionaries, you 

should know that they have counted the cost and have totally entrusted their 
lives to the Lord. They have made a decision to lay it all on the line for him. 
They have decided that their lives are not their own—that they belong to 
God.

They made that decision not on the day they decided to become mission-
aries, but on the day they decided to take up their cross and follow Jesus. 
They announced this decision when they were baptized into union with him 
and they are reminded of the call to sacrificial service each time they eat the 
bread and drink the cup. 

Yes, missionaries make remarkable commitments and sacrifices. They are 
not, however, called to a greater level of commitment than any other disciple 
of Jesus. The context to which they are called may put them at greater risk, 
but every disciple of Jesus is called to the same level of unconditional obedi-
ence.

What You Can Do for Your Missionaries
If you are partnering with one or more missionaries, God can use you to 

empower them to serve faithfully in the face of risk. You can pray for them. 
Take the time to read their reports and pray for the specific needs they pres-
ent. As you have opportunity, whether before the missionaries depart for 
the field, while they are on home assignment, or when you visit them on the 
field, take time to listen to them. Find out where they feel most vulnerable. 
What you might think would be the greatest difficulties, may not be. 

They may not be as troubled by the dust and the heat or as afraid of get-
ting sick as you are. They may, however, be struggling in their own spiritual 
lives, in their relationships with teammates, national colleagues, spouses, or 
children. For me, the most difficult aspect of living in West Africa was not 
the malaria, the heat, or even separation from family and friends—it was be-
ing a comparatively rich person in a poor society. I experienced much more 
anxiety over the daily choices demanded by this disparity than from any of 
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the physical dangers that were present. Listen to your missionaries to learn 
where they really feel at risk.

Finally, support your missionaries in the risks they have accepted, wheth-
er you feel that God has called you to assume those same risks or not. Do 
not think that they do not understand the seriousness of the situations into 
which they and, often, their families are entering.

It is because they understand the gravity of the situation of people who 
do not know God, it is because they are responding to people who are at risk 
of living outside of Christ and without knowing his love, that they have 
answered to the call to go. Do not try to dissuade them by pointing out the 
needs that are closer to home—God has called you, not them, to meet those 
needs. Do not inflict guilt because they are taking their children into these 
circumstances. They will do everything possible to keep their children safe, 
and those children will have opportunities to experience both the world and 
God’s grace in ways their passport culture could never provide.

Missionary risk is best understood as part of the call to discipleship. Jesus 
taught, “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master. 
It is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like his 
master” (Matt. 10:24-25). Disciples of Jesus accept risk because our master 
did and, like him, we long for our sacrifices to be purposeful and redemptive. 
Of course, it isn’t safe. But it is good.

 Endnote
1. Crisis Consulting International (CCI; www.cricon.org) provides resources used 

by many mission agencies. 
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South Sudan 
The Winding Road of God  
Abuk Cross

A SMALL BEAD OF SWEAT dripped from my nose and made a ripple 
in the coffee cup clutched between my hands. Its rings spread out 
across the black gingery sweetened liquid. The air was pregnant with 

grief, anticipation, and the smell of bakhoor (a Sudanese incense used after 
birth). I was in South Sudan with my friend, Rachel, and her mother, Eliza-
beth. The room was still as Rachel told me her life story; sharing these stories 

(Editor’s note: This past year, we solicited articles from Christian 
workers all over the world. We asked, “How is God touching the hearts 
of people where you work—and how has it impacted your faith?” We 
called this our #Iwitness campaign and received dozens of responses 
covering almost every continent of the world. Our goal was to inspire 
you to work faithfully and patiently for God where he has called you. 
We have included seven stories here. You can find nearly two dozen 
additional entries at www.emqonline.com.) 

#Iwitness: 
God's Amazing Work in Our World

Photos courtesy Abuk Cross
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was the last part needed for us to become sisters, she said. Her voice danced 
around the room, “Abuk, our life stories are so similar… I was born in the 
bush as my mother ran from the war…”

I was confused. I was born in a hospital in North America with smells of 
alcohol and sterile equipment. She was born to the sound of bullets over-
head and the thick smell of the brush after a heavy rain. 

I leaned in and listened to a life that was on the outside so different from 
mine: war, violence, grief, early marriage, death. Her story led me through 
valleys of tears and moments of incredible joy. Several hours later, she  
arrived at the events of last week and the birth of her son. 

For this moment of the story, I didn’t need to utilize my imagination  
because I had been there. I will never forget holding her hand as she so 
bravely brought her son into the world. I remember the stillness that fol-
lowed the birth, the suffocating silence that filled the room. Her son had 
been born into the arms of Jesus, his cry would never pierce the air, and the 
stillness that marked his entrance into the world was the same sound that 
had welcomed my entrance into motherhood: the sound of silent grief.

Rachel’s story concluded with the birth 
of her son. The room was quiet for a bit. We 
sat still in the grief of the moment. Across 
from me on the floor sat Elizabeth. Listen-
ing to the story of her first grandson’s ar-
rival, she smiled. She added some bakhoor 
to the coals and the sweet pungent smell 
filled the room with smoke. Elizabeth then 
shared her life story, and when it reached 
the events of the week before, the arrival of 
her grandson, she sat back on her heels.

“Do you see how all three of our life  
stories are the same?” Elizabeth asked. 

I remembered the birth of my firstborn 
seven years ago, and the silence that filled the room when I had been expect-
ing cries. The feeling in my arms as my baby turned from warm to cold, and 
the deafening silence of my home in the weeks to follow.

I leaned back, wiped the sweat from my brow, and choked back tears, 

I leaned in and listened to a life that was on the 

outside so different from mine: war, violence, grief, 

early marriage, death. Her story led me through 

valleys of tears and moments of incredible joy. 
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content that the redemption of my grief was in the bonding it was giving me 
with these dear women.

Elizabeth smiled again and began to paint an image of words inside that 
small hot room. “Abuk, my life is like a twisting road. I never can see what is 
around the next bend, but I know Who is waiting for me around the corner, 
and that makes all the difference … this is why our life stories are the same.” 

Walking home to cook dinner, her words danced in my head. Our life 
stories are the same not because of what we experienced, but the way that 
God met us.

Two hours later, I unexpectedly found myself running back down the dirt 
path that led from my house to Elizabeth’s. My feet stumbled inside and I 
rushed into that small room and cried wrenching sobs with Rachel. Eliza-
beth had a bad heart episode and was rushed off to the capital of South Su-
dan. Several months later, after fighting with health issues, she was ushered 
into the presence of Jesus. Her last words to me told the story of her life, 
summed up in the image of a path stretching into the unknown with a firm 
assurance of Who journeyed ahead her. 

The sharp bend in each of our life roads came when Elizabeth died, and 
South Sudan plunged into a civil war. We had no idea sitting in that smoke-
filled room that death, medical evacuation, war, and refugee status was in 
our immediate future, but my sister and I had a bond that went deeper than 
the commonality of events experienced or places lived. Our bond lay in Who 
we trusted would continue to be with us as our life paths twisted onward.

I came to South Sudan with ideals of bringing education, discipleship, 
and gospel truth to my neighbors, and I left the land I love in the flurry of an 
evacuation and the unknown. I left with a sister and a mother I hadn’t real-
ized I had, or needed. We had been united in our confidence that whatever 
trials lay ahead, we knew Who would be waiting for us, and that his presence 
would be enough to journey into the unknown.

A small bead of sweat dripped from my nose and made a ripple in the 
coffee cup clutched between my hands as I sat in Egypt and my computer 
chimed the friendly sound of an email from my sister. I greedily ate up the 
words she had penned to me from Khartoum. She was having a baby, a girl, 
who would be called Elizabeth in the hopes of a heart that, like her grand-
mother, would seek God at each bend in life. 

The ripples in my mug slowly reached the rim and I thought of how I had 
come to South Sudan aware of what I could give, and left aware of what I had 
been given.

Abuk Cross and her husband have served with SIM SOUTH SUDAN since 2012. A grad-
uate of Biola and Torrey Honors Institute, she has been married eleven years and has five 
children. She writes about reflections on life overseas and raising family under the umbrella 
of God’s grace at www.gospelwater.net.
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Middle East
Grace in Shame, 
Hope in Destruction 
John Fornelli

TOMORROW IT WILL BE CLEAR TO YOU—like a bright light! You will 
know it is true!” Surprised by my boldness, the words seemed to float 
from my mouth and take on a life of their own. Rachel’s dark eyes 

filled with desperate longing. “I hope so,” she said. “It will happen, you’ll 
see,” I promised.

As if to remind herself of her past, Rachel adjusted the woolen cap that 
covered her shaved head.  Self-inflicted, it continued to protest the shame 
that her Kurdish family was experiencing. Months before, Muslim extrem-
ists had destroyed everything in their town of Grace* in a failed attempt to 
control it.

Rachel and her family are Kurdish refugees staying in Grace, where our 
team is doing ministry. Since she and her three sisters speak English, they 
had been translating for all the teams who had been coming there.

I was working alongside my friend David, who was partly Kurdish and had 
come to this area from his home in Europe in order to bring physical relief as 
well as the good news of Jesus. With him was his daughter, who reached out 
to Rachel and her sisters with unconditional love and friendship. For cen-
turies, the Kurdish people have been highly resistant to Christians. But the 
people and local governments of the towns of Hope* and Grace welcomed 
David and his bold witness for Christ with open arms.  

The mayor of Hope had recently asked David to oversee one of seven  

#Iwitness

Photo courtesy John Fornelli
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refugee camps in the town of Grace. All other relief organizations were to 
report to David. Through his connections with churches in Europe and the 
United States, David brought food, clothing, medical teams, and supplies 
for almost seven thousand refugees. Teams put up two large tents and built 
bathrooms, showers, a kitchen, and even a playground for children. None of 
the other camps had these.

The mayor’s words demonstrate the new openness towards the gospel: 
“One hundred years ago there were four churches in our village, but the 
Muslims destroyed them all. We’ve been in misery ever since. Look at this 
river, for example! It has been completely dry for years.” At the time of this 
writing, the people are returning and rebuilding Hope. David has been given 
permission to buy land for a church and a Christian school. The leaders of 
Hope want their children to learn Christian values.  

David invited me here to train the few Christian Kurdish leaders to teach 
the people who were coming to faith in Christ. He also gave me the oppor-
tunity to see the first six people in this area to be baptized in years. I knew 
I was taking part in a truly momentous occasion and my bold words with 
Rachel had come from the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on these formerly 
unreached people.

The next day, Rachel and her sisters came to see the baptisms and trans-
late. Afterward, I was walking with them. Everyone had been deeply moved 
by the intense love, prayers, testimonies, and joyful singing of God’s people.

“I know you still feel confused and doubtful.” I said, “But just put every-
thing aside for a minute and think about two things. Do you know deep 
within your hearts that you need a Savior?”  

They responded wholeheartedly and in unison, “Yes!”  
“Do you believe this Jesus everyone is worshiping and talking about is 

that Savior?”  
“Yes!”  
“Then let’s talk to him!” 
God gave me the honor of bringing them before his throne of grace for 

the gift of salvation in Jesus’ name. These young women who lost everything 
had now received much more than they will ever need.  

The sisters stayed with us all day and late into the evening as we sang, ate, 

God gave me the honor of bringing them before 

his throne of grace for the gift of salvation in 

Jesus' name. These young women who lost 

everything had now received much more than 

they will ever need. 
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and rejoiced together.  Since it wasn’t safe for them to return home in the 
dark, two of us drove them back to their house. As they were getting out of 
the car, they invited us in to have tea and meet their father.  He welcomed us 
with a big smile and invited us to sit down on one of their few possessions—
a rug—and shared his remarkable story.  

He and his wife have thirteen children. They lost their home, farm, cars, 
and business to Muslim extremists so they moved to Hope. After two years, 
Hope was also taken siege and for a second time, they lost all they had. I told 

him what a beautiful family God had given him and he began to cry. I asked 
if I could share a story from the Bible. With his permission, I told a short ver-
sion of the story of Job. Afterwards, he wept and repeatedly kissed me on the 
head. The story planted seeds in his heart as I exclaimed, “There is hope for 
restoration through God’s Redeemer!”

Weeks later, I was back in the U.S. and received a Skype call from David. 
A female voice was on the other line, “Do you know who this is?” I wasn’t 
sure until the camera focused on Rachel’s face, beaming with joy. She held 
up a picture of her and her sisters wearing white robes. They had just been 
baptized the day before—a very significant and brave act of obedience in 
their part of the world. 

My experiences with Rachel and people like her leave me speechless and 
humbled before God because I cannot comprehend their suffering. But I can 
see in them how the overwhelming power of God’s grace and the true hope 
of his redemption in Christ Jesus can reign even where wickedness is at its 
fiercest. 

Before being baptized, one of the sisters gave this testimony: “I found the 
truth and I’ll never turn back. It doesn’t matter what they do to me, I’ll never 
turn back to Islam.” 

*not real names

John Fornelli has adopted the moniker “equipping evangelist” 
from Ephesians 4:11 to describe his calling to win non-believers 
with the good news of Jesus and equip God’s people for ministry. 
He partners with national leaders in the U.S., Africa, Europe, 
Latin America, and Near and Middle East. He and his wife, 
Cheryl, have a special passion for learning, telling, and teaching 
Bible stories. 

My experiences with Rachel and people like her leave me speechless and humbled before God because I cannot comprehend their suffering. 



30   EMQ   January 2016

Northern Nigeria
Entering the Darkness

 
Lorraine Foute

SOMETIMES, MISSIONARIES ARE CALLED to “enter into the darkness 
of others” to direct them to our High Priest, Jesus, who brings healing. 

My husband and I have worked as missionaries with SIM in Nigeria 
since 1982. When we were on home assignment in 2007, I struggled with the 
idea of returning to Nigeria. We had experienced so much loss and knew too 
many Nigerians who had suffered. Nigeria had become a place of darkness 
to me, and I wanted to avoid the pain.  

During my personal time of reflection in a spiritual formation class, I grew 
in my desire to listen to God. During that time, I came across Exodus 20:21: 
“The people remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick dark-
ness where God was.” I could identify with the people who stood at a distance 
because of fear. I had seen enough. But I now felt God challenging me to  
follow Moses’ example of entering the darkness. How was it that the darkness 
was where God was? I wondered. I knew I needed to return to Nigeria.

#Iwitness

Photos courtesy Lorraine Foute
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Within a few months of returning to Nigeria, I received training in trau-
ma healing. Our manual included a chapter on rape. Since that time, I have 
entered the personal darkness of several women who have been raped. Entering 
their personal darkness means listening to their anger, sadness, frustration, and 
questions. My part is to be Christ’s comfort and a listening ear to them. 

But I have seen God transform their victim mentality into one of survival. 
One woman had been raped nine years before and had given birth to a son 
as a result of the rape. But she had not been able to raise him as her own 
or love him. After nine years, she was able to forgive her mother (who had 
abandoned the family) and the man who had raped her. I saw God bring her 
out of darkness to a place of forgiveness, freedom, and joy.

Another woman needed a way to express her anger toward her rapist. We 
went to a remote area and she threw rocks at a boulder, which represented 
the rapist. She wrote on the rocks, shouted, and cried. Then, she handed 

some rocks to me. I entered into her darkness by throwing stones with her 
and acknowledging my own sadness and anger about what had been done to 
her. I saw God enter her darkness and bring her to a place of peace. In fact, 
she is completing her degree in counseling to help others find healing. 

Since 2007, my husband and I have worked with many victims from north-
ern Nigeria, especially the northeast. Many have 
lost their homes, farms, churches, identity, and 
livelihood. Many pastors feel lost, like shepherds 
who have lost their sheep. We enter the darkness 
of individuals who have seen their loved ones 
slaughtered in front of them. One woman saw 
Boko Haram kill her husband in front of her. 
They slit her throat, but somehow she sur-
vived. Her smile is evidence of the healing of 
the Master’s touch in her life.  

One participant from Kano was a former 
student of ours. Radicals had burned his 
home and church three times. He and his 
family had to run for their lives. But at the 
end of our workshop, he said, “Thank God 
that I could attend this workshop where  

I entered into her darkness by throwing stoneswith her and acknowledging my own sadness and anger about what had been done to her.
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I have finally forgiven a fellow pastor who hurt me.” I realized that in the 
Christian community it is often harder for us to forgive one another than to 
forgive our persecutors. Through trauma healing, we enter the darkness of 
a pastor’s heart. Forgiveness seems to be one of the most powerful tools of 
transformation in northern Nigeria. God is in the heavy darkness, bringing 
hope and healing when people open their hearts to him.

Recently, a woman lost her husband to illness. Her husband traveled all 
around Nigeria to teach people how to love Muslims and reach them with a 
message of hope. She struggled with the difficult questions of why, and she had 
“friends” who suggested she must not have prayed hard enough for healing. 

We wanted her to attend a trauma 
healing workshop, but she was not 
able to come to the first two we sug-
gested. God had a special reason for 
her to attend a particular workshop. 
During one large group discussion, 
a man at her table stood up to tell a 
story he heard at a workshop. As he 
started to tell the story, she looked 
at me and I knew that the man who 
had told him the story was her hus-
band! During the break, he began to 
explain how her husband had minis-

tered to him greatly during several workshops. This was an important way 
for her to receive healing as she heard new stories about the way God had 
used him before he died. They were both comforted and I was touched by the 
way I was seeing God in the midst of the darkness. 

Recently, this widow called and thanked us for inviting her to come to 
the workshop. She said she was doing much better and working through her 
grief and that the workshop helped her tremendously. After she hung up she 
immediately called back and said, “It was taking my wounds to the cross 
that really gave me freedom. And whenever I begin to believe any of the lies, 
I remember that I nailed my pain to the cross and that God is healing me.” 

I thank God for the courage to enter the darkness where God is and to see 
the healing he is doing in Nigeria. Recently, we met with twenty-one parents 
of the kidnapped Chibok girls. God is still bringing healing and hope in the 
darkness.  

Lorraine Foute has served with SIM in Nigeria for thirty-three years in 
various roles of theological education, special education, pastoral counsel-
ing, and member care. Lorraine and her husband, Bill, have facilitated 
numerous Trauma Healing Workshops since 2007. 
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Mongolia
Disciples in a Far-flung Land
Stephanie Scott

BOLD'S BRIGHT, OPEN FACE shines with the love of God. Tall and 
lanky, he is married to an Inner Mongolian lady named Nandin. They 
have two small children and Bold, from Ulaanbaatar, now lives with 

his family in Inner Mongolia. He and Nandin are working quietly, traveling 
through their province, sharing the gospel, discipling, and encouraging new 
pastors. We listen, excited to hear stories of the tiny groups of Christians meet-
ing in locations where there have never been Mongolian believers before. 

“Yes,” Bold said, “God is causing the Outer Mongolian Church to rise up 
and take the gospel to the wider Mongolian diaspora. In fact, God spoke to me 
about these things in a dream,” he said, placing his finger reverently to his lips:

I saw a small army of strong knights mounted on sturdy horses. They 
stood waiting, their eyes fixed on the southern horizon. The land beyond 
lay in deep darkness and the people there lived in fear. But every now and 
then the knights saw a dim light piercing the blackness. Glancing at one 
another, they nodded, knowing they must move forward and strengthen 
the lights until together, they burned brighter and banished the darkness. 

The vision Bold carries in his heart is one many Outer Mongolian believers 

#Iwitness
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share. Over the past twenty-five years, they’ve watched their country begin 
the transformation from a Russian, communist state to a democracy. But 
they’ve also watched the extraordinary growth of Christianity. In the early 
1990s there were reported to be only a handful of Christians, whereas today, 
conservative estimates suggest the Church numbers more than 100,000. For 
many, the wonder of knowing Christ remains vibrant and fresh, and fuels 
their passion to share the gospel with the Mongolian diaspora and beyond. 

Traveling in western China, we visit Outer Mongolian workers. Buddhist 
monasteries line the hillside as we drive to our hotel while rows of prayer 

flags flap in the wind. Otgoo and her 
husband meet us; they have been living 
in the city for seven years. As we sit and 
talk, it is obvious they are struggling. 
Hurt and wounded and diminished 
by disappointments, they have backed 
away from relationships. They want to 
change and grow, but the challenges 
are real and the souls of these people 
are held in the grip of the enemy.

But God is working. We pass street-
sellers and monks, with their rosary 
beads and amulets, on our way to 
a shabby apartment block. Dollar, 
an Outer Mongolian working with 
three others, welcomes us. We sit on 
brightly-colored cushions. One by 
one, students arrive until the apart-
ment is full. Nara leads us in worship. 
Dollar encourages us to follow Christ 
and live for his glory. Golden, a pe-

tite young woman from the distant steppe, is newly married. Her family 
are herders, and she is the only believer in her entire area. I ask the Lord to 
protect her and fill her with a holy boldness. 

Rose tells us a little of her story. She and her husband’s lives have been 
threatened many times, and when they thought they could endure no more, 
God rescued them. Her faith is simple, but astounding. She challenges us to 
the core and reminds me not to allow my inadequacies to prevent me from 
living to the fullest.  

Dollar has prepared a meal—a bowl of stew. She fishes two mutton bones 
out from the boiling broth, and with a knife we shave the meat from the 
bone. The meal isn’t elaborate, but in the company of these dear believers, 
it’s a banquet. These folk live with a courageous commitment to God. They 
live in hope.
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Tumee leaves with a precious copy of the book in her bag—a new transla-
tion in her mother tongue. She’s a woman of action, someone who, despite 
dangers, lives in the assurance that a new reality is being constructed in and 
around her. Maybe her hope is not yet fully visible, but it is rock solid, con-
necting her to God’s promises, enabling her to venture deeper into him as he 
in turn draws her into participation in the future that is now coming to life.

At the invitation of friends, we travel to eastern China. After meeting the 
small Mongolian church, our 
friend hires a car and we head 
south towards the Outer Mon-
golian border. The landscape 
is familiar: vast swathes of 
grassland, and here and there 
a lone ger. After two and a half 
hours, we arrive in a small 
town. New apartments under 
construction stand tall at the 
edge of the streets. There’s 
rubble everywhere; a pile of 
dust swirls in the air while
tumbleweed cartwheels  
haphazardly down the street. 

We meet Batjargal and Tuvshin. Batjargal is a radio presenter and  
Tuvshin is a writer for the local government. They are two of the five Mongo-
lian believers in this town. Amazingly, in this far-flung corner of China, they 
have heard the gospel and come to know the Lord. But they are struggling. 
Ten miles from the Outer Mongolian border, the Inner Mongolians protect 
their identity by cherishing and celebrating every Mongolian tradition. Bat-
jargal says, “This makes it hard for us. It’s hard to hold on to Christ and see 
the gospel clearly when our families and friends want us to honor the god of 
the blue sky and worship the high and sacred places.”

All too soon it’s time to go. We are reluctant to leave. Prayers tumble hap-
hazardly from our lips: “Please God, set your guard of protection around 
these people. Protect them from confusion; strengthen them. But you know 
they cannot stand alone; send them others to stand with them.” 

And then we realize that he is already doing this. Bold’s dream is becoming 
a reality. Outer Mongolians are being called and sent to these remote areas and 
they are joining these flickering lights and seeing them strengthened. 

Richard and Stephanie Scott (pseudonyms) have been working among Mongolians for more 
than twenty years. Initially, they were involved in church planting and discipleship, but now 
work alongside Outer Mongolians involved in mission.
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Bolivia
Yes, We Can Have a Missionary  
Movement
James Hansen

PASTOR PANYA BABA came to Bolivia in November 1992. As a lead-
er of the mission movement in Nigeria, he was invited to the first 
national mission conference in Bolivia. He held nothing back as he 

challenged the Bolivian Church to fulfill the Great Commission: “You may 
think that only North American or European churches are able to send mis-
sionaries out, but we serve the same God and his command is for all of us. 
The command to go and make disciples is for every church.”

For many Bolivian church leaders, this was a startling message. At the 
end of one session, an older pastor approached me and asked if I would 
translate some of his questions for Pastor Panya Baba. He asked, “Are you 
saying that the Bolivian church should be sending out Bolivian missionaries 
to other countries?” “Yes,” was the reply. 

This was followed by, “And the funding for this Bolivian mission move-
ment will come from outside Bolivia?” “No, brother,” was the answer.  “I 
have not been in Bolivia a long time, but I believe that Nigeria is poorer than 
Bolivia. But we have sent out over one thousand Nigerian missionaries and 
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all of their financial support comes from our own churches. You are respon-
sible to support your own missionaries.” 

That was the end of the conversation. This elder pastor immediately 
turned and left. As he did, I heard him say, “It is impossible.”

But his reaction was not the same as the young people who attended. 
Many of my seminary students approached me with excitement in their 
eyes. Again and again they said to me, “Teacher, we can do this! Our God is 
able to make this happen!”

During the years that followed, I saw the Lord call one after another of 
my students to serve as missionaries. Nelson was one of the first. When he 
finished his seminary studies, he began working as the youth pastor at his 
church, but before long he told the senior pastor that he believed God was 

calling him to be a missionary. This pastor was one of the young people who 
had caught the vision for missions several years before. Rather than discour-
aging Nelson, he challenged the church elders to do whatever was needed to 
send this young man out.

They started with an exploratory trip to Paraguay. They visited a fledgling 
work in a rural area without any churches. A Paraguayan evangelist and 
several missionaries received them and took them through the unreached 
towns. Although in many places the Paraguayan Church is strong, like other 
countries in the world, 
there are also areas that 
are largely unreached.  

The church elders re-
turned to Bolivia with 
the plea for more work-
ers for the harvest ring-
ing in their ears. On the 
day they arrived back in 
Bolivia, the same Para-
guayan evangelist was 
ambushed outside the 

He was shot multiple times and left to die by those who opposed the entrance of an evangelical church in the area. Although he was found and taken to a hospital, he died shortly afterward. But this did not stop the evangelistic work in the area. 
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same town they had visited. He was shot multiple times and left to die by 
those who opposed the entrance of an evangelical church in the area. Al-
though he was found and taken to a hospital, he died shortly afterward. 
But this did not stop the evangelistic work in that area. The Bolivian church 
became even more determined to send Nelson to continue that ministry.

After ten years, Nelson returned to Bolivia with a new burden on his 
heart. He believed the Lord was calling him to serve in a closed Muslim 
country. Sending a missionary from Bolivia to Paraguay was one thing. 
Could the church somehow manage to send Nelson across the ocean to a country 
that did not even accept missionaries? In addition, by this time Nelson was 
married with two children, but both he and his wife believed that in Christ 
all things are possible.

Today, they serve as missionaries in Africa to a Muslim people group with 
very few missionaries from other nations. They live among people who are 
well-known for their hostility to outsiders and to Christians in particular. 
During their last visit to Bolivia, Nelson shared with me the difficulty of be-
ing in his own home country. During the Bolivian national holiday, every 
blast of fireworks gave them a momentary start. Although they knew it was 
just the holiday revelries, it was hard to forget the ominous sound of auto-
matic gunfire that sporadically interrupted their daily life in Africa.

Nelson and his wife are not the only Bolivian missionaries. The fire for mis-
sions has spread to many other churches that are sending Bolivian missionar-
ies not only to countries in South America, but around the world. I have seen 
former students sent to Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and the Muslim countries 
in the old Soviet block. Jesus promised that we would be his witnesses to the 
ends of the earth. We praise the Lord as we see the Bolivian Church following 
that promise and testifying to the truth of the gospel with courage and faith.

James Hansen is a teacher at the Seminario Biblico in Cochabamba, 
where he has served as a missionary with SIM Bolivia for over twenty-five 
years. 

Jesus promised that we would be his witnesses  to the ends of the earth. We praise the Lord as  we see the Bolivian church following the promise and testifying to the truth of the gospel with  courage and faith.  
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Cambodia
Going Deeper into People Groups 
Often Neglected
Josh Lovelace

A PRINCIPAL UNREACHED PEOPLE GROUP surrounded by other un-
reached people groups which are viewed as minorities can create 
many challenges. Missionaries in Asia are often faced with this pre-

dicament. We try to properly serve the largest people group while maintain-
ing strategies to reach those which are seen as minorities. In Cambodia, the 
primary mission emphasis is the Khmer people, yet there are forty other 
people groups which have very little in regards to a witness of the gospel. 
Although only 1.7% of the Khmer people are evangelical, the statistics of 
evangelicals among the Lao, Thai, and Vietnamese in Cambodia are much 
lower and range from 0.2–0.3%. 

In the early months of 2015, it seemed the Lord began to stir the hearts of 
the leadership at our Bible school in Phnom Penh. The first wave of influence 
came through mission teaching workshops to our local Khmer pastors and 
church leaders on the Bible school campus. Some of our faculty members, 
including myself and the Bible school director, attended the sessions and 
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felt compelled to convey the mission of the gospel within the mission field of 
Cambodia (i.e. various people groups besides the Khmer people). A second 
emphasis occurred a few weeks later during our annual spiritual emphasis 
week at the Bible school. The information which was taught during the prior 
workshops eventually became an earnest challenge from the faculty to our 
students. This was done so the students would take hold of this awareness 
and allow it to be shaped into a heartfelt burden for the many people groups 
outside the Khmer people.

The following weeks coincided with the planning for our annual mission 
outreach week in which the student body is arranged into several ministry 
groups to assist pastors and churches in Cambodia. The outreach week has 
always been a dynamic time of ministry among the Khmer people on behalf 
of our Khmer students; however, this year we wanted to continue the mo-
mentum of ministry among groups which have been overlooked and stand 
in desperate need of the gospel.  

We decided that our ministry groups would travel to serve near the bor-
ders of Cambodia to minister among the Lao, Thai, and Vietnamese. We 
knew this could prove to be a tremendous challenge because of the negative 
feelings and racism which have been conveyed among the Khmer people due 
to war and political differences. Nevertheless, we could see God was bringing 
all of this together in the most opportune way to minister among those three 
particular people groups.

The outreach week turned out to be remarkable as the three student 

#Iwitness
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groups, comprised of about ten students each and led by the Bible school 
staff, served near the northern and southeastern Cambodian borders, re-
spectively. Many people made decisions for Christ with as many as fifty in 
one northern village. 

Furthermore, the small bands of believers in those areas were greatly en-
couraged as a God-given unity was demonstrated by everyone who took part 
in the outreaches. As we were returning from ministry near the Cambodian/
Vietnamese border in Takeo Province, one of the students began to share 
how the Lord was directing her to serve as a missionary after she finishes her 
studies. It reminded our Bible school staff that regardless of people groups 
and the conflicts which can arise due to previous wars and political differ-
ences, the gospel is advancing as God is stirring the hearts of his people. The 
simple opportunities which can begin from mission workshops among pas-
tors can cause a new passion to recognize the significance of mission fields 
within a larger mission field.   

When our family arrived in 2010 to minister in Cambodia, I went through 

the daily tasks of learning the Khmer language, studying Khmer culture, and 
striving to find effective ways to serve the Khmer people. The events of our 
mission outreaches changed my perspectives. The first few months of 2015 
presented me with opportunities to serve among various people groups, take 
part in ministry among four different languages, and allow the Lord to con-
tinually open my eyes to the various people groups in Cambodia. The faculty 
and staff at our Bible school in Phnom Penh have allowed this burden to be-
come part of our ministry as we train the next generation of leaders to serve 
in and among the forty-one people groups of Cambodia.

Josh Lovelace and his family have been ministering as As-
semblies of God missionaries in Cambodia since 2010.  He 
is currently serving as the academic dean at Cambodia Bible 
Institute in Phnom Penh.

The outreach week turned out to be remarkable as three student groups, comprised of about ten students each and led by the Bible school staff, served near the northern and southeastern Cambodian borders, respectively.
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Liberia
How God Used Ebola  
to Impact an Entire Nation 
David Writebol

WEDNESDAY, JULY 22 WAS OUR TURN to host the weekly Prayer 
and Share time. Our SIM team was gathering in the living room, 
conversing about the events of the day and greeting one another, 

when Dr. Debbie Eisenhut’s phone rang. “The Ministry of Health is tell-
ing me that an ambulance with confirmed Ebola patients is on the way to 
ELWA.” We had been preparing for such a call since late March. Staff training 
sessions, community awareness campaigns, and construction work became 
our daily activities for these several weeks.

The phone call moved the team into action stations. After a brief time of 
prayer, the doctors and Nancy went to the hospital to prepare to evaluate and 
admit the patients to ELWA Hospital’s 6-bed isolation unit. Nancy served as 
a hygienist by preparing the decontamination solutions, dressing the medi-
cal staff before they entered the unit’s high-risk zone, and decontaminating 
them as they exited the zone. The ambulance arrived with two patients and a 
child. Teresa, a woman exposed to the Ebola virus while caring for sick family 
members, became the first patient admitted to the ELWA Isolation Unit. She 
died three days later.

The next five weeks raced by in a blizzard of intense activity as we watched 
the drama of an uncontrolled Ebola outbreak take the lives of scores of people 
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brought through the ELWA Hospital gates. Working 14 to 18-hour days, we 
witnessed the unspeakable horrors of men, women, and children suffering 
and dying from Ebola virus disease. We witnessed fear, community unrest, 
and opposition to needed expansion of the Ebola Treatment Unit. We won-
dered when and how it would all end.

July 22 is Nancy’s birthday, but she left the Isolation Unit early because of a 
mild headache and low fever. A malaria test revealed that she had a slight case. 
She took three days of bed rest, but couldn’t shake the fever. One of the physi-
cians conducted a precautionary blood test for Ebola on Saturday, July 26. Dr. 
Eisenhut gave me the news that the test revealed the presence of Ebola virus 
in Nancy’s body. As I wrestled with how to tell Nancy that she was infected, I 
could only imagine what the days ahead would be like. 

“It’s going to be OK,” she said, as she held up her hands to stop me from 
holding her. For the next ten days, in bed in our house and battling the symp-

toms of Ebola, Dr. Eisenhut, Dr. John Fankhauser, Samaritan’s Purse volun-
teers, and I attended to Nancy, wearing personal protection equipment that 
would protect us from contracting the deadly virus. Prayers for her healing as-
cending to the throne of grace from every corner of the globe added to round-
the-clock care.

Someone has said that times of crisis do not produce faith; instead, they 
reveal the depth of faith present. God’s peace and presence carried us through 
difficult and dark days with assurances from his word: 

•  “The eternal God is your dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms” 
(Deut. 33:27).

•  “I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them 
out of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all, and 
no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand” (John 10:28-29).

One evening, I sat at Nancy’s bedside and through fogged-up goggles I read 
Philippians aloud. We found that, like Paul, our present situation (though in-
credibly difficult) was working out God’s greater purposes for the spread of the 
gospel (Phil.1:12). This has been a source of powerful peace and joy. Philippi-
ans 1:21 says, “For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” The end of Nancy’s 
illness was not certain, but there was never a doubt about the outcome—God’s 

Someone has said that times of crisis do not  produce faith; instead, they reveal the depth of faith present. 
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glory and our good.
All along, we have celebrated 

God’s providence in bringing ex-
actly what we needed at exactly 
the right time. None appeared 
more miraculous or timely 
than the arrival of a specially 
equipped jet that would carry 
Nancy back to the U.S. safely. 
On Monday, August 4, Nan-
cy and I prepared ourselves 

for her evacuation. Since there was 
not a place on the flight for me, we prayed to-

gether, not knowing if we would see each other again this 
side of heaven. We felt God’s peace and sustaining hand. 

Living or dying, God’s purposes and goodness were at work in our lives. 
Nancy, dressed in personal protection equipment, was carried to the waiting 
ambulance for the 25-mile trip to the airport. I remember the flight medic 
cupping his gloved hands around her face and looking into her eyes, tenderly 
saying, “Nancy, We’re taking you home. We’re going to take really good care 
of you.”

I stood on the tarmac, watching her flight lift off with outstretched arms 
in praise to God. Fifteen hours and two stops for fuel later, Nancy arrived at 
Emory University Hospital as the second U.S. patient infected with the Ebola 
virus. The doctors and staff at the hospital dedicated themselves to her care, 
working around the clock to give her every chance for survival and recovery. 
Nancy continued in isolation for fourteen days more until testing revealed that 
she no longer had traces of the virus present in her body. 

Later, the hospital staff would tell us about the ways God had ministered to 
them through their service to Nancy and her sharing her faith with them. Au-
gust 19 was a great day when we could again hold each other and give thanks 
to God for sparing her life. On September 3, Nancy stood in front of cameras 
and microphones at SIM headquarters and boldly proclaimed, “To God be the 
glory!”

God has worked for good in the world through Nancy’s ordeal. Assistance 
from the international community began to flow into West Africa. Vaccines 
are now in clinical trials. The survival rate for this outbreak increased from 

ten percent to over fifty percent. Ebola ended in Liberia 
May 9, 2015, months earlier than predicted.

David Writebol is a 17-year missionary married to Nancy Writebol. 
Together, the couple recently returned to Liberia, with David serving 
as SIM country director. They have served in Ecuador, Malawi, and 
Zambia. They have two married sons and six grandchildren.





THE YOUVERSION BIBLE APP, a popular, free 
Bible app for digital devices, recently passed the one 
thousand-version threshold, with translations of the 
Bible in over seven hundred languages. These seven 

Understanding 
Why Two Thousand 
Languages Still Have 
No Bible Translation 
in Progress
Willis Ott and JP

T
hundred languages include the world’s major languages, as well as a 
number of smaller languages. The majority of the world’s population 
can find at least one of these languages they can understand, and 
perhaps read. 

However, these languages represent only one-tenth of the nearly seven thou-
sand distinct languages currently spoken on earth. Although more than two 
thousand languages currently have translation in progress, over 1,800 languag-
es do not yet have any translation work in progress. 

According to Wycliffe Global Alliance statistics, only 513 languages have 
complete translations of the Bible and nearly two thousand continue to have 
“likely needs” for Bible translation, some because no translation work has been 



started, some because previous translation work has been discontinued, and 
some because an existent translation is no longer adequate. 

At least 1.3 billion people (one-sixth of the world’s population) still does not 
have a translation of the complete Bible in the language they speak best. These 
people are often closely connected to the social networks of those of us who do 
speak one of the world’s major languages and are easy to ignore. But these too 
are “the nations” to whom Christ sent his disciples. After nearly two thousand years 
since the completion of the Christian canon, why are there still languages on our planet 
without translations of God’s word, even though they are living languages spoken 
by men and women, boys in girls, in countless villages and towns? 

Of course, ours is not the first generation to realize the need to translate 
God’s word into all the languages of the people. From the Greek Septuagint 
to the early Syriac, Armenian, Ethiopic, Latin, and Slavic translations, to the  
European translations of the Reformation, to the Asian and African translations 
of the nineteenth century, Bible translation has been seen as a vital ministry of 
the Church. 

From the apostles’ own use of the Greek translation of the Old Testament and 
the use of “Common” Greek in their writing of the New Testament, throughout 

The calling to Bible translation 
remains a calling to personal 
discipleship and the patient and 
loving proclamation of God’s 
living and active word through not 
just shared words, but shared lives.
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the history of the Church many have seen the need for God’s people to have 
his word in the language they understand best. The Westminster Confession of 
Faith of 1646 argued that 

…because these original tongues are not known to all the people of 
God, who have right unto, and interest in the Scriptures, and are command-
ed, in the fear of God, to read and search them, therefore they are to be 
translated in to the vulgar language of every nation unto which they come, 
that, the Word of God dwelling plentifully in all, they may worship Him 
in an acceptable manner; and, through patience and comfort of the Scrip-
tures, may have hope. (§1.8) 

But in our time, the enthusiasm for mother tongue Bible translation has 
reached a new level, with Christians in the East and the West, in the Global 
South, and the more economically-developed countries becoming involved 
in the effort to translate the Bible. They are doing it through churches, mis-
sion agencies, and Bible societies. Many are engaged in mobilizing human, 
financial, and technological resources for Bible translation work, making use 
of a wide variety of media, from oral storytelling to smart phone applica-
tions, from audio and video recordings to traditional ink-and-paper.

During the past two decades, several important shifts have occurred in 
the work of Bible translation. In many Bible translation projects today, the 
traditional picture of an expatriate translator sitting in a thatch-roofed hut 
typing the draft on a typewriter while a group of “nationals” looks on is 

long gone. A much more common picture is a high school or college gradu-
ate mother tongue translator (MTT)  sitting at a computer or a digital audio 
recorder in a office, sometimes facilitated by an occasional linguist or trans-
lation consultant (possibly not an expatriate). 

The traditional model of translating an entire New Testament before  
releasing carefully published print copies has increasingly faded away. It has 
given way to translation projects in which portions of both the Old and New 
Testament, sometimes in the form of oral or recorded audio stories, or in the 
form of complete gospels and other books. Such are checked with commu-
nity members and put into use in oral, audio, video, electronic, or printed 
format long before the complete New Testament is complete and a published 
version is finalized. 

The traditional model of translating an 
entire New Testament before releasing carefully 
published print copies has increasingly faded away. 
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Many Bible translation workers and organizations have welcomed these 
changes, and are doing all they can to mobilize and train mother tongue 
translators, making use of alternative methods and new technologies. From 
a variety of Christian traditions, the use of vernacular Bible translations in 
both personal life and corporate church life is being welcomed more now 
than in the past. Many denominations and mission agencies that previously 
worked predominantly in national languages are now encouraging minor-
ity Christians to use their own languages in evangelism, discipling in small 
groups, and in their own formal church services.

In terms of equipment and training, almost all translation teams now do 
most of their work on computers with various pieces of software designed 
for the translation work. Increased access to Internet connections is allowing 
remote translation teams to share their written or oral translation work with 

remote consultants. This does not reduce the personnel or financial cost of 
the project, since the remote consultants still require training, experience, 
and funding, but it does provide greater flexibility and can allow for more 
timely feedback. 

Thanks to increased access to national language translations, commentar-
ies, and other exegetical materials, many translation teams have the means 
to do thorough exegetical checking of their translations locally. New cur-
riculums and courses allow motivated translators to study biblical Greek and 
Hebrew, often without having to be proficient in English.

So, with so many people involved from so many nations and churches, 
utilizing so many tools and approaches, how is that there are still almost two 
thousand languages in need of translation projects? We see six significant 
challenges to the completion of the Bible translation task:

1. Limited access to the location of the language groups due to gov-
ernment restrictions, violence, instability, poverty, geography, and 
hostility to Christianity. 

Although technology, including the Internet, can aid translation work in 
various ways, it cannot meet the need for physical face-to-face research, men-
toring, training, and checking, especially in the beginning years of a transla-
tion project. And yet many of the remaining Bibleless people groups are in 
places where long-term access is difficult. In some countries, government  

With so many people involved from so 
many nations and churches utilizing so many tools and 
approaches, how is it that there are still almost two 
thousand languages in need of translation projects?
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suspicion of foreigners or Christians makes long-term residency for outside 
linguists and translation consultants difficult. 

In other areas, violence and instability disrupts the normal functioning of 
the church and the translation team, causing the translators to live as refu-
gees outside the homeland. They cannot easily check the translation in the 
villages. In some places, poverty or geographic inaccessibility make it dif-
ficult for local Christians to be involved with a translation team. Even when 
funding and vehicles are available from outside sources, the use of them is 
complex. It is important to use these tools in a sensitive way, including in 
a way that doesn’t cause negative issues with local church workers, or make 
the fledgling Christian community look like “rice Christians” in the eyes of 
the dominant non-Christian community.

2. Lack of Christians who speak the languages. Some of the languages 
without translations already have churches—though not necessarily theo-
logically sound churches that could affirm, for example, the Apostles’ Creed. 
Many of the remaining Bibleless language groups do not have any estab-
lished indigenous church at all. Some have no known believers; others have 
only a few scattered Christians. 

For such language groups, Bible translation will not begin without out-
side assistance, and any local church may not be able to take the leader-
ship for some years. Beginning translation work in these “unreached people 
groups” will not be fast or easy. Bible translation approaches that promise 
translation in months and New Testaments in years are either misguided or 
they are building on the foundations that others have laid. Many of the re-
maining needs are in language groups where the ground is rocky and rough.

3. Lack of translation training and mentoring of translators.  As 
mentioned above, most translation projects now rely heavily upon the 
work of mother tongue translators (MTTs) who are able to translate from a  
national language into their own mother tongue, with advice from experi-
enced, trained, linguistic and Bible studies consultants. However, it takes a 
lot more than just a mother tongue speaker’s knowledge of the language and 
a Spirit-filled heart to do quality translation work that is accurate, clear, and 
natural. Even well-educated MTTs often need mentorship with trained and 
experienced linguists and Bible scholars. 

Most translation projects now rely 
heavily upon the work of mother tongue translators 
(MTTs) who are able to translate from a national 
language into their own mother tongue.
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4. Lack of adequate writing systems and literacy. Most of the lan-
guages still in need of Bible translation do not have a written tradition. Some 
may have secret written forms used by religious practitioners, designed spe-
cifically to keep religious knowledge discreet rather than to share truth with 
all. Some of these cultures are what can be called “oral cultures,” meaning 
that important information is preserved by memory and passed on orally. 
Other cultures have lived in some form of stable bilingualism of a few with 
a literate intelligentsia using written materials in a language of wider com-
munication.

Although various types of oral and audio formats of scripture are needed 
to reach each individual with the proclamation of the gospel, at some point 
quality translation work usually requires an adequate writing system and at 
least a few literate speakers to revise and check the translated scripture.   

5. Lack of qualified consultants. Although the number of mother tongue 
translators active in the world has grown significantly, the number of quali-
fied translation and linguistics consultants has not kept pace. The Forum of 
Bible Agencies International (FOBAI) suggested minimum qualifications for 
translation consultants are quite extensive, including extended firsthand ex-
perience in translation work, graduate studies in linguistics, and biblical lan-
guages. The experience of translating into a previously unwritten language 
that has never before been used to communicate biblical concepts is quite 
different than translation between two related European languages, or even 
between two very developed world languages like English and Chinese. 

Many MTTs and expatriate translators are currently getting the experi-
ence and training for serving as translation consultants. But the experienced 
consultants who began in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s have passed on or 
retired. Many who began their service in the 1970s or 1980s are retiring. 
Qualified consultants are needed for the newly-initiated translation projects. 

6. Insidious human sin and spiritual opposition, interpersonal con-
flicts in a team, loss of motivation, organizational conflict or confu-
sion, denominational rivalry or prejudice, illness, injury or death of 
translators. 

The attrition rate in Bible translation work is very high. Many workers, 
whether mother tongue speakers or outsiders, who set out to do Bible trans-
lation do not complete a single book of the Bible, let alone the New Testa-
ment or the whole Bible, for all kinds of reasons. Many expatriate workers 
trained to do translation work and many MTTs who begin training or trans-
lation end up doing something rather than Bible translation. Sometimes, it’s 
serious illness. Sometimes, the workers are not adequately prepared. 

God has entrusted his treasure to frail sinners, “clay vessels.” The per-
fection, unity, and glorification that we long for is not fully realized yet. 
Sometimes, organizations have internal disagreements that distract from 
translation work. Sometimes, interpersonal conflicts are not resolved and 



52   EMQ   January  2016

workers resign or are terminated. Sometimes, conflicts among churches or 
denominations hinder the progress of translation or its usage. And we have 
an enemy who opposes us as we bring light to places formerly in darkness.

Conclusion
We wrote this article to celebrate first and foremost the growing interest 

in vernacular Bible translation. Surely, the Lord has done this and it is he, 
and he alone, who should get the glory for the more than two thousand lan-
guages that currently have vernacular translation work in progress. 

We also want to motivate Christians to pray for the work of Bible transla-
tion, and to understand they are praying for something that only God can 
do. If your response to the description of the challenges above is something 
to the effect of “This is an impossible mission,” your gut-feeling is exact-
ly right! Even if all these challenges were resolved, the work of translating 
31,103 verses into a previously unwritten language is beyond human ability 
and needs the intervention of God’s Holy Spirit. 

Completing the Bible translation task for the entire world is surely beyond 
the ability of any one church body or translation organization. There is no 
magic bullet or secret solution, no new strategy or piece of technology, no 
new approach or super fundraising campaign that can guarantee the start of 
translation work in every remaining language. In fact, it will not happen in 
our generation unless God wills that this is the time. 

Pray with us, that this is the time. Pray for more people to be involved 
in translating, checking, and consulting, so that his word and the news of 
Christ’s victory over sin and death may be proclaimed to every man, woman, 
and child in the language best understood.

Focus your prayers on the challenges we have mentioned, recognizing the 
fact that translation work remains a highly personal, human-oriented task—
a form of discipleship. Our Lord himself often focused his teaching on a 
small group of disciples. In the same way, quality translation work requires a 
commitment to personal relationships that have been developed over time. 

The growing involvement and leadership of mother tongue translators 
and the usefulness of technology do not change the fact that the calling to 
Bible translation remains a calling to personal discipleship and the patient 
and loving proclamation of God’s living and active word through not just 
shared words, but shared lives. Whether they be mother tongue translators 

Completing the Bible translation task 
for the entire world is surely beyond the ability of 
one church body or translation organization. 
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? Questions for reflection

1. What are some probable outcomes of evangelism and 
church-planting efforts without vernacular scripture 
translation? What are some probable outcomes of vernac-
ular scripture translation without evangelism and church-
planting efforts?  

2. Based upon your experience and observations, what are 
other significant challenges to the completion of the Bible 
translation task? What are some current opportunities 
in addition to those listed in this article? What are some 
appropriate ways you, as an individual, a family, a church, 
a team, an agency, can respond to these challenges and 
opportunities, and perhaps change your strategy? 

3. How should we change our strategy as we engage in Bible 
translation work if we recognize that the goal of commu-
nication of God’s message is that the receivers gain a clear 
understanding of who God is and who they are as related 
to God, if we recognize that the goals of translation is 
being accurate, clear, and natural, being trusted by local 
congregations, being usable by local Christians, and being 
accessible to all who are interested, and if we recognize 
that these values are more important than speed?  

Willis Ott completed a translation project for the Ignaciano people 
(Bolivia). He consulted in Bolivia, Botswana, Ethiopia, Guatemala,  
Kenya, the DRC, Peru, Mozambique, and Sudan. He has trained  
national translators in several countries as well. 

JP (pseudonym) has worked for seventeen years in Africa and Asia in 
Bible translation. He and his wife have five children. They have graduate degrees in 
linguistics and are pursuing graduate studies in biblical studies while continuing  
translation work in a limited-access nation.

or outsiders, Bible translators are called to go to the lost sheep where they 
are, to learn their languages and cultures, and to build relationships. If it is 
the Father’s will, then speakers of the remaining languages without the Bible 
will also become Jesus’ disciples, adopted by God as his precious children. 
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 M
Y INTEREST IN BUSINESS as Mission (BAM) was borne 
out of a personal missionary experience in a central 
Asian country for ten months in 2007. Al (pseudonym) 
is the largest city in this central Asian country. After a 

non-fruitful experience of ministering in the country using more tra-
ditional missionary strategies, I realized the value of non-traditional 
approaches.

The term “Business as Mission” was adopted at the Lausanne 2004 Forum 
Business as Mission Issue Group. From its inception, the strategy has used 
business to assist in fulfilling the Great Commission. In least-reached nations 
where people are hungry for business acumen and earning potential, BAM’s 
unique approach has created a door for missions in hostile environments. 
Yet, despite its use, there is no specific definition for the concept. R. Paul Ste-
vens highlights the definitional problem when he identifies five ways of how  

Assessing the “Success”  
of Business as Mission: 
A Case Study from Central Asia
Samuel Lee

Photos courtesy Samuel Lee



business and missions can be related: business and mission, business for mis-
sion, business as a platform for mission, mission in business and business as 
mission (2006, 80).

Concurrently with BAM’s use is an attempt to assess its performance. Typi-
cally, evaluators utilize business metrics to measure outcomes. This approach 
addresses the business dimension, but leaves the missional aspect untouched. 
Very few BAM practitioners are able to identify specific, measurable indicators 
for kingdom transformational development that are comparable to normal 
business or not-for-profit standards. The full utility of BAM is limited without 
being able to determine what is being accomplished in fulfillment of the Great 
Commission.

Several books have provided evaluation tools for the financial assessment 
(viz. Van Duzer 2010, Swarr and Nordstrom 1991, and Eldred 2005). Sociolo-
gists and cultural anthropologists can help develop measures concerning the 
social and environmental changes needed for societal transformation. BAM 
is too important not to have effective ministry evaluation strategy in a world 
not open to more conventional missionary approaches. Effective evaluation 
can increase its utility for reaching the lost as strengths and weaknesses are 
identified. 

Research Question 
Measurement of kingdom transformation is central to BAM success if mis-

sions is to be legitimately retained in BAM accomplishments. As different 
models of BAM are pursued, it is important that there is a tool to assess out-
comes in business and in missions. Drawing on my field research, I wanted to 
create a definition of goals for BAM activities and begin the process of 
identifying concepts for a measure of spiritual transformation.
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Methodology 
Since little exists that provides measurement of the spiritual dimension of 

kingdom transformation, I did exploratory research using the case study ap-
proach. Exploratory research was warranted at this point given the variety of 
definitions which existed for BAM and the lack of empirical research on the 
spiritual dimension. I had no hypotheses so as not to limit my focus. The set-
ting was Al, the largest city in a central Asian country, and clearly an economi-
cally developing region. The country classifies itself as open to religion, but 
maintains vigilant security. In 2007, I spent ten months in Al as a short-term 
missionary and returned for the purposes of this research in July 2014 for two 
weeks to conduct the interviews.

There are many different mission organizations working in the area, with 
about ten mission agencies using BAM. The exact number using BAM is un-
clear as there are fifteen other ministries using a tentmaking approach which 
may or may not use the BAM model. (Note: Tentmaking is related to BAM, 
but is different in terms of its implications. One of the main differences is that 
while tentmaking focuses on job-takers, BAM creates jobs.) 

I used a two-phase process for selecting my subjects. Phase one was the 
identification of ten BAM sites in Al by colleagues. Phase two was the determi-
nation of voluntary participation in an interview by each of the ten. Security 
concerns and other commitments left seven people at BAM sites agreeing to 
be interviewed. I then set up interviews with each, which I arranged by email 
and telephone. The strength of this approach was that I was able to find seven 
mission endeavors representing six different mission organizations that were 
using BAM.  

The benefit of a multi-case study increases the generalizability of the find-
ings and enhances the understanding of the interplay of variables. I conducted 
a semi-structured interview lasting about one and a half to two hours with a 
representative from each project. Each of the subjects was actually a CEO of 
the enterprise, but I recorded below in the Position column how each person 
self-identified him or herself. All interviews were recorded. See Chart on page 
60-61 for subject demographics as they were self-reported. I asked each sub-
ject the same questions, probing to get a complete answer. The questions are 
provided below.

The sample’s chief weakness is that all the subjects were Korean except for 
the lone Canadian. While the mission organizations may vary in theology and 
size, the dominant cultural bias cannot be overlooked. As Korea has assumed 

The benefit of a multi-case study increases 
the generalizability of the findings and enhances 
the understanding of the interplay of variables.
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the status of being the nation sending out the second largest number of mis-
sionaries, the sample is more representative than one might think initially.

I asked the following three questions during interviews:

1. What considerations prompted you to use the BAM model?
2. With regards to the business enterprise you have established, how do you 

define success in terms of kingdom transformation?
3. How do you measure this (kingdom transformation) success?

The questions addressed three primary areas: goals of the BAM model  
(Q #1), theoretical definition of kingdom transformation (Q #2), and opera-
tional definition of success of kingdom transformation (Q #3). The following 
discussion is based on the responses each subject provided.

Data Results
A common theme found in most of the statements except for Mr. James was 

that a business is simply a means of gaining access to people who need the 
gospel. Mr. James saw business itself as a divine calling and disciple-making 
ministry. It was also clear that the day-to-day exchanges in the workplace were 
expected to provide opportunities for witnessing, either directly or indirect-
ly, by having the employees observe Christian values as they guided action. 
Among these subjects, there was no stated interest in the financial line, but 
more on kingdom transformation. With the goal being one that has a spiritual 
focus, it was important to consider their definitions of success. 

The definitions of success did not lend themselves to easy measurement as 
they were qualitative statements. Only Mr. Song addressed the issue of a busi-
ness that can survive financially with obvious implications for measurement. 
The others mentioned “exerting a good influence on the neighbors” or “mak-
ing . . .disciples” or “providing full support for him/her to grow into the image 
of the Lord.” All of these markers of success are consistent with a kingdom 
transformation perspective.

Additionally, among the seven definitions, reference was made to two ma-
jor components of transformation: relational restoration and community for-
mation. This issue will be discussed more thoroughly below. It appears that 
the definitions of success are consistent with their initial goals.

One of my concerns in this research was to develop an operational definition 
of success that would capture the dimensions of kingdom transformation. An-

The other factor in the determination of 
success was involvement with a Christian community. 
Mere salvation was not enough. 
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swers to question #3: “How do you measure this (kingdom transformation) suc-
cess?” indicated how each practitioner determined success. One of the themes 
that emerged from their statements was a focus on relationship. There was a 
concern to form and maintain a relationship with their employees. As Song 
said, “Continuity of relationship (about three years)” is key. However, he did 
not specify how to initially develop and maintain a relationship. James pro-
vided specifics of how to grow a relationship: “Being involved in their lives.” 

The other factor in the determination of success was involvement with a 
Christian community. Mere salvation was not enough. There was concern that 
the person become connected to a community of faith where spiritual nurture 
could occur. What then emerged as indicators of BAM success were develop-
ment of a personal relationship, relational continuity, personal commitment 
to a spiritual community, and appropriate use of finances, so there was no 
indication of greed. The seven BAM practitioners made it clear that if a BAM 
business was to be successful, they could not focus only on profit or the em-
powerment of the individuals. Rather, the subjects’ comments highlighted that 
real BAM success is relational and communal. 

Discussion 
Consideration of the above findings leads us to propose that success in 

BAM includes two critical components: (1) relational restoration and shalom 
through (2) true community. Relational reconciliation refers to the reconciliation 
of four broken relationships: God, self, others, and creation. True community, on 
the other hand, refers to the triune God and missional community in relation-
ship with the missio Dei. The restoration of the four major relationships always 
starts with access to true community such as God the Trinity and the Chris-

Type of  
Company Size+

Mission  
Organization Position

Insurance for  
insurance  
companies

SME Christian Business   
Men’s Committee

Business CEO

Bakery SME Korean Methodist 
Church

Missionary

Ceramics SME YWAM Missionary

Construction SME Business 4  
Transformation

Missionary

Poultry Farm SME °InterCP Korea Missionary

Sewing SME Missionary with Korea 
Baptist Convention

Missionary

Dental Tech. SME InterCP Korea Missionary

Description of Subjects
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tian community. Without the access to true community, the opportunities for 
other kinds of relational restoration and well-being are extremely limited. 

How, then, do we know when we are close enough to a state of kingdom 
transformation in all aspects of life? What measurements of indicators work 
when a BAM practitioner seeks to reach goals of kingdom transformation?

The following principles for measuring the quality of a BAM company’s 
stakeholder relationships have been adapted from Michael Schluter and Da-
vid Lee’s book, and from the Relational Proximity Framework (RPF). In The R 
Factor (1993), Schluter and Lee introduce the measurement tools that evaluate 
the quality of relationships among stakeholders in business. On the basis of 
those relational principles and the advice of a certified consultant of the RPF 
in Boston, kingdom transformation indicators were created to measure suc-
cess in evangelistic outcomes of BAM companies. 

The proposed indicators are subject to change in context and improvement 
both in quantity and quality. The following indicators are based on four char-
acteristics as follows:

•  Accessibility: the degree of access to unreached and ungospeled people 
in a relationship

•  Continuity (the currency of relationships) & multiplexity (the breadth 
of knowledge in relationship): openness in relationships

•  Commonality: shared sense of identity and goals, which improve the 
extent of relationships

Transformation always starts with access to true community such as God 
the Trinity and the Christian community. Therefore, BAM practitioners should 
ask the following questions: What percentage of {type of} Muslims have any 
proximity to BAM companies? How many Muslims do you know on a first-name ba-

Last Name* Sex # Wrk Nationality

Lim Male 1 South Korean

Song Male 2 South Korean

Oh Male 7 South Korean

James Male

4

Canadian

Jung Male 3 South Korean

Kang Fe-
male

12 South Korean

Shin Male 1 South Korean

+ SME- small and medium 
enterprises (Eldred 2005, 
169).    

°INTERCP – a non-
denominational, overseas 
Korea mission organization

*Given the security concerns, 
their actual family names 
were not used.                                                                                                                                  

# Wrk are the number of 
employees.
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sis? How accessible are BAM companies to {type of} Muslims? How many of {type 
of} Muslims would regard BAM practitioners a friend or acquaintance? How many 
national workers would invite BAM practitioners to their home? 

Here are some things to think about with respect to BAM companies  
regarding the degree of accessibility. First, for those who would like to assess 
the accessibility of BAM companies, one should consider what type of BAM 
business it is. Each type of BAM business has relational characteristics which 
may influence how the BAM business can fit into God’s mission. 

Second, some BAM businesses have few regular clients for a long time, 
while others have many fleeting clients. Third, some businesses engage with 
stakeholders face to face, while others deal with them remotely. Fourth, some 
businesses engage with other organizations as suppliers and customers, while 
others deal with small farmers and retail customers. Finally, some need high 
staff turnover to thrive, while others expect to have people for the whole of 
their working lives. Obviously, the way one will assess the accessibility of a 
BAM business’ relationships will need to be influenced by the type of relation-
ships typical and actual for that business.

These indicators are able to show the key relationships a BAM company 
has with all its stakeholders. They demonstrate both sides of the relationship, 
and they encourage BAM practitioners to think about the spiritual context in 
conjunction with the market state.  

Assessment 
The following spectrum may apply to the conceptualization of describing 

degrees of spiritual success consistent with the idea that one does not imme-
diately establish a church upon arriving in a locale. Depending on the diagram 
above, it will help to identify the relational change that occurs during the pro-
cess of social interaction.

The continuum suggests the end points in the definition of success where 
finding ungospeled people to work for an outsider is the beginning.

Point 1: Hiring ungospeled people to work
Point 2: Having regular conversation at work about work, family, and local area
Point 3: Inviting workers into your home
Point 4: Spending time with workers outside of work
Point 5: Worker(s) asks questions about your faith
Point 6: Engage in regular conversations about subject’s faith, invite worker to 

a worshiping community
Point 7: Talk to worker about personal salvation

 1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9    
Local unbeliever   
willing to work 
in your business        

Transformed
Christian
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Point 8: Worker develops a personal relationship with the Lord
Point 9: Worker has a common purpose and identity, bound together by 

his or her commitment to advancing “foretastes” of the Kingdom of God 
and bringing shalom and justice to his or her communities and society 
(Commonality).

When we reflect on the statements made by Mr. James, it become clear that 
he sees the eventual step of a worker becoming a Christian as one only after 
a succession of encounters where there is growing intimacy and trust in the 
relationship. Mr. Song, Mr. James, Mrs. Kang and Mr. Shin all mentioned the 
continuity of relationship. Mr. Shin thought a continuous relationship was 
needed for three years. The continuum would be easily operationalized to 
provide a quantitative metric for success complemented by comments. It is 
important to recognize that there may a specific time when a person estab-
lishes a personal relationship with the Lord.

Conclusion 
There has been a lot written about Business as Mission in missiological 

and business journals and books. As more mission organizations move into 
developing countries with the gospel, it is important that their evangelistic 
arsenal provide a variety of approaches to fit the different circumstances given 
political, environmental, and social factors. I chose Al for this study because 
it is the country’s economic center and is open to mission endeavors. BAM is 
a good fit as an increasing portion of the country’s budget is devoted to sup-
porting private and small enterprises and it has the potential for kingdom 
transformation.

Based on interviews with seven BAM practitioners in different industries, 

the research findings came as a response to two main questions: (1) How do 
you define success in the area of kingdom transformation? and (2) How do 
you measure this success?

Despite the different definitions and variations in the metrics of success, 
the findings show consensus and clarity that a relationship between the mis-
sionary and the workers is key. It is only as the workers become Christians that 
they experience a restored relationship with God, others, creation, and oneself 
through true community. The second major finding is that the best measure 
of success is the quality of relationships. The behaviors associated with the 
quality of relationships and the perception of relationships were suggested 

It is only as the workers become Christians 
that they experience a restored relationship with God, 
others, creation, and oneself through true community. 
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as indicators of kingdom transformation: accessibility (access to ungospeled 
people), story (management of openness), time, and purpose. 

Having the vision of relational success would be encouraging in producing 
more kingdom transformation fruits. In terms of kingdom transformation, it 
can be said that BAM companies may be productive by helping to reconcile 
people to God, self, others, and creation through Christian communities that 
promote a new ethic of love and social responsibility. Moreover, the concept 
of “success” in kingdom transformation should center on relational dimen-
sions, specifically: (1) the degree of access to ungospeled people in a relation-
ship, (2) openness in relationships, (3) time, and (4) common purpose and 
identity.
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Questions for reflection? Questions for reflection

1. Can the mission of God (missio Dei) be practically and 
empirically measured? If so, how do we do that?

2. How should a mission endeavor be evaluated? By the 
number of converts? By the persistence of the missionaries? 
By the impact on the community?  
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E
ACH YEAR, A GROUP of evangelical mission agency rep-
resentatives meet together as IMKEC (Intermission MK Ed-
ucation Consultation) to discuss various aspects of the edu-
cation of MKs/TCKs (missionary kids, third culture kids). 

Two purposes of this consultation are to develop a collective voice on 
MK education issues and advocate for best practices in MK educa-
tion. There is also a desire to create awareness in the broader mission 
community of issues and trends in MK education.

Over a recent two-year period, the participants in IMKEC developed an ini-
tial statement of best practices for MK education, and in a third year, followed 
up with specifics on several recommended practices. Best practices is a term 

Best Practices
for Missionary 
Kid Education

Martha Macomber



often used to describe the best way to accomplish a task. In order to be ef-
fective, best practices should be cross-cultural, effective in most (if not all) 
entities, and address major topics. The advantage to IMKEC discussing this is 
that participants are closely involved with MK education. They bring years of 
experience and knowledge to the discussion, and they see the impact of prac-
tices on the lives of students and their families.

The process began with a survey sent to a number of mission organizations. 
Each was asked to answer these questions:

1. Does your agency have any criteria for evaluating educational options 
for your TCKs?

2. What practices have worked well for your agency or school in meeting 
the educational needs of TCKs?

3. What challenges has your school or agency had in meeting the educa-
tional needs of TCKs?

When MKs are able to receive 
adequate education as their 
parents serve overseas, there 
is less attrition, and this is 
beneficial for the children, the 
mission, and the kingdom. 

[
]
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4. What do you consider non-negotiables in TCK education?
5. From your personal perspective, what statements would you include in 

a list of best practices?
The results of the survey were discussed at IMKEC and additional input 

was received from participants. The group reviewed the survey for areas of 
agreement both in small groups and in the group at large and determined the 
priorities. 

Best Practices List
From this process, a consensus was reached on a basic list of eleven best 

practices for MK education. This list is applicable for mission agencies, par-
ents, schools, and support organizations.

#1. In cooperation with the agency, parents are informed and in-
volved with educational decisions. Parents must be involved in the process. 
To what extent they are involved may vary from mission to mission, and it is 
important for families to understand mission policy as parents are consider-
ing various missions with whom they might be serving.

One couple with children ages 7 and 9 were considering specific missions 
to enable them to fulfill their call to northern Africa. When they discussed 
educational options for their children, one agency told them the mission 
reserved the right to determine how their children would be educated, and 
their country director would determine policies on the field. Another mission 
said that education of their children was the responsibility of the parents and 
the mission would support them as much as possible. The third told them 
of available options and encouraged them to be in discussions with on-field 
families who were using those options.

#2. Agencies provide support for schools that students attend. This 
would include providing teachers and personnel to serve on school boards. 
Some agencies are the major funders for MK schools, especially in remote 
locations.

There is increasing concern for MK schools that rely on teachers who come 
supported by missions or churches. Often, prospective teachers go to interna-
tional schools that pay them a salary, so that they do not have to raise support. 
This can cause raised tuition fees for the families using the school, and thus re-
lated delays in families reaching the field due to the need to raise more support.

#3. Agencies provide support for families using nontraditional edu-
cational options. Many families are serving in locations where there is no 
international school. They may be homeschooling or using online schools not 
by choice, but because that is the best option for their location. Agencies pro-
vide support by ensuring that online education and homeschooling are valid 
options for families and are a significant part of the primary homeschooling 
parent’s job description.

Several agencies exist to provide this support in various areas of the world. 
These include SHARE (Eastern Europe), AERC (Asia), and the Anchor (North-
ern Africa). See sidebar on page 69 for contact information.
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#4. Parents are encouraged 
to do pre-field educational 
planning. Some missions pro-
vide training themselves, and 
there are also a number of good 
programs from support agencies 
such as Interaction International 
(www.interactionintl.org/). 

One couple who attended a 
pre-field planning seminar said, 
“The Prefield Educational Plan-
ning Seminar transformed the 
way we look at our children’s 
education. No longer are we at 
the mercy of whatever educa-
tional opportunities happen to 
be around where we live. Instead, 
we now have a plan and the tools 
to flex that plan for our kids.”  

Another said, “The single big-
gest stressor for my wife and I…. 
in serving overseas has been the 
issues and decisions regarding 
our children’s education. This 
conference has given us the un-
derstanding and skills we needed 
to make and carry out education-
al decisions that fit our family 
and work.”

#5. Agencies follow up edu-
cational implementation while 
families are on the field. This 
can be simple tracking or may 
include standardized testing to 
ensure children are receiving ad-
equate education at their age and ability levels. At times, educational plans 
must be adjusted due to changing circumstances or the needs of the student. 

One large agency requires that students from grade 2 and up be tested an-
nually, while smaller agencies may do this more informally. For instance, one 
agency has home office member care staff go to regional conferences to meet 
with families face to face or meets with them during debrief times in the U.S.

#6. Available educational options are a component of the deployment 
decision. Every educational option has benefits and challenges, and educa-
tional planning is crucial to avoid crises which can disrupt the parents’ work 
or not provide adequate education for their children.

Educational 
Support Agencies

SHARE Educational Services
SHARE Education Services helps 
expatriate families living in Europe, 
Russia, and Central Asia with their 
children’s education needs. 
www.shareeducation.org
Director Nancy Elwood:  
nancyelwood@gmail.com

AERC (Asia Education 
Resource Consortium)
AERC exists to meet the educational 
needs of Christian worker families 
in Asia.
www.asiaerc.org
Executive Director Jan Bentley: 
jbentley@emailglobe.net

Anchor Education
Anchor Education is a multi-agency 
group providing educational 
counselling, workshops, and testing 
for families across Africa
http://anchoreducation.org
Chief Executive Margaret Stockwell: 
info@anchoreducation.org
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One mission requires families with children to draw up a Plan A and Plan B 
for educating each of their children while overseas and discuss the plans with 
their educational consultant. The agency keeps a copy of the plans so staff can 
refer to them when contacting the family on the field.

#7. Support is pursued for children with special needs. This was fur-
ther developed at the 2014 IMKEC meeting:

• Agencies have a moral responsibility to care for families who have children 
with special needs and to exhibit good stewardship of kingdom funds.

• Agencies are urged to make screening of children for potential special needs 
a part of the candidate process in order to identify needs and provide early 
intervention. Agencies will need to determine the level of care needed, what is 
available on the field and, consequently, if the agency and/or field are a good fit.

• Christian International Schools are encouraged to maintain programs for 
students with special education needs as a part of their mandate to provide 
quality education for all MKs for the sake of Christ’s kingdom. Some schools 
have difficulty maintaining staffing for programs that are for students with 
special needs. However, this can still be pursued and developed.

• Schools and education consultants are encouraged to take advantage of 

all resources, including online programs and written materials, in educating 
children with special needs.

What happens when a family feels called to missions but has a child with 
learning challenges?  The extent of the child’s special needs must be part of 
the parents’ decision. In one instance, parents were adamant that they should 
stay on the field even after their son’s serious need for special education was 
revealed. My counsel for them and similar families is that this need may be a 
strong indicator of what God is or is not calling them to do. Thankfully, more 
MK schools are becoming able to provide special education to a greater degree 
than in the past.

#8. Agencies facilitate opportunities for professional development 
for all educators and consultants. Just as opportunities for further educa-
tion and collegial interaction are a part of many missionaries’ ongoing learn-
ing, this should also be provided for educators and educational consultants.

One agency encourages continued education by providing special accounts 
or funding to cover this. It may be money that needs to be raised by the mis-
sionary or some organizations provide budgeted funds for this. An educational 
consultant was able to take a number of courses on consulting because of the 

What happens when a family feels called to 
missions but has a child with learning challenges?  
The extent of the child’s special needs must be part 
of the parents’ decision.
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provision of her organization. A teacher was able to earn her Master’s degree 
through a combination of school scholarship and raised funds.

#9. Agencies ensure that support goals include resources and sup-
port for homeschooling parents. Often, school fees are built into a support 
package, and IMKEC encourages budgeting for educational conferences on the 
field for families using nontraditional educational options. Additionally, the 
membership fee for educational support organizations can be built into the 
support package.

School tuition has long been a part of missionary support packages, but 
only recently have agencies become aware of the need for educational sup-
port for homeschooling families.  Homeschooling overseas for U.S. citizens 
without the benefit of public libraries, English-language bookstores, and par-
ticipation in school activities is more difficult. Resource centers, testing, and 
experienced educational consultants can help keep a family in this situation 
on the field. 

A mother at a Family Education Conference in a limited access country told 
me that she had been thinking she would have to leave the field because of her 
children’s education. With support from AERC, she felt she could stay where 
God had called her family to be.

#10. Agencies supply staff to oversee and consult with families re-
garding the ongoing educational needs of their families. This may be per-
sonnel in the mission or educational consultants with support organizations. 
Missionaries should be informed about who is providing this care.

#11. Children must be educated in a safe environment. Child protec-
tion is an essential part of educational planning. The Child Safety and 
Protection Network is a collaborative network of mission agencies, faith-based 
NGOs, and international Christian schools intentionally and strategically ad-
dressing the issues of child protection (www.childsafetyprotectionnetwork.
org/).  CSPN has established “Best Practice Standards for Child Safety.”

In addition, IMKEC believes that there are certain non-negotiables in all 
education. Christian education is rooted in God and his word in order to help 
students become passionate followers of Jesus Christ and develop a biblical 
worldview. Education includes foundation and life skills in order for them to 
be prepared for college/university, appropriate careers, lifelong learning, and 
civic responsibility.

In light of this, non-negotiables in TCK education include the following:
1. Children must be educated in an emotionally and physically safe envi-

ronment.
2. Education should allow MKs to enter higher education in their passport 

country, their ministry country, or other country (if desired).
3. Academic curriculum should include core academic instruction and 

training in developing communication skills for the twenty-first century.
4. The following crucial components of education may be part of Christian 

school education or may be met in other ways:
•  Educators or educational consultants must understand the needs of 
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? Questions for reflection
1. How does your organizational policy support these best 

practices? What changes are needed?
2. Are there any additional practices you would add to this list?
3. What would be some possible consequences of MKs not 

having the kind of education for which these practices 
provide?

4. How can we provide support for new sending organizations 
or countries to provide good education for their MKs?

5. Would some of the best practices have higher priority than 
others?

Martha Macomber, MEd, is chair of the steering committee for 
IMKEC. She serves as U.S. Representative and CFO for Asia Education 
Resource Consortium (AERC). Previously, she was executive director 
of AERC and was interim superintendent at Faith Academy in the 
Philippines after teaching for several years at Faith. She and her 
husband served for over sixteen years in the Philippines in the areas of 
theological education and TCK education. 

TCKs.
•  The goal of Christian education is to bring students into a right rela-

tionship with Christ so that “knowing” can permeate the entire be-
ing, prepare them for life, and enable them to be who and what God 
created them to be.

•  Children’s education must include spiritual formation and a biblical 
worldview.

Dr. Dale Hawley, associate director for missionary care at Missions Resource 
Network, says, “The focus on the care and feeding of missionaries and their 
families has dramatically increased over the past quarter century.” In the two 
hundred years since the rise of foreign missions in the U.S., we have learned 
many lessons related to member care and MK education. But further research 
is needed, as Dr. Hawley and IMKEC found, as technology and travel changes 
have impacted TCKs in ways which have only begun to be understood. At the 
same time, the best practices recognized by many involved with MKs are help-
ful in anticipating these changes.

When MKs are able to receive adequate education as their parents serve over-
seas, there is less attrition, and this is beneficial for the children, the mission, 
and the kingdom. These best practices ensure adequate education as missions, 
schools, and organizations follow them for the sake of the families who serve.

pioneers.org/go



EMQ   January  2016   73

pioneers.org/go



74   EMQ   January  2016

Do any of these sound familiar?
❏   The “Parade of Missionaries” on Sunday morning as the choir sings a 

spirited rendition of “We’ve a Story to Tell to the Nations.”
❏   Missionary “speed-dating” as missionaries are given five minutes 

to introduce themselves as they are quickly rotated from one Sunday 
School class to the next, hoping someone will like them.

❏   The missionary luncheon in which a handful of missionaries speak, but 
the only thing remembered is the food quality.

❏   The Sunday night service, where selected missionaries pay little 
attention to their 5-minute speaking slots while showing poorly-edited 
PowerPoint presentations.

❏   Missionary-home-group-dinner-meetings, where host families sweat 
it out hoping the invited missionaries don’t outnumber the home-group 
attendees.

❏   The “clothes closet,” where missionaries can try on clothes other people 
no longer want to wear.

❏   The “spa day” for the women missionaries and the “golf day” for the 
men—whether they want one or not.

❏   The welcome basket with goodies, including a book written by the pastor.
❏   And, of course, the all-important missionary display booths, which 

some mission committee members are so excited about that they get 
goosebumps.  

Get Rid of Your 
Missions Conference!

Ed Thompson

Ed Thompson
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There are slight variations, of course, including the men’s missionary prayer 
breakfast and the women’s brunch, but in my three decades of attending mis-
sions conferences, this “formula” pretty well summarizes most of them. Per-
haps that is why I’ve witnessed young couples sneaking out the side doors to 
get brunch after learning it was “Missions Sunday.” Frankly, I’d just as soon 
join them, even though I’m often the main conference speaker.

Despite declining faith promise budgets and interest, for many churches, 
next year’s missions conference is going to look amazingly similar to this 
year’s—which looked eerily similar to the conference last year, which looked 
almost identical to the one the year before that.

In candid moments, the discouragement of missionaries attending confer-
ences is palpable. Most pack up their display booths with just about every flyer 
or brochure they brought, feeling successful if they managed a few names on 
their “email sign-up list.” Missionaries are even facing a new, ironic twist in 
some churches: NO SOLICITING. Yes, that’s right, some churches are now ask-
ing their missionaries to sign “no soliciting” agreements or face their support 
being dropped. Really.

One of the problems, as I see it, is that most missions committee members 
and chairpersons believe their missions program and conference is a wonder-
ful exception and point to their conference comment cards as proof. I asked 
a missionary friend if he was honest when filling out the comment card. He 
laughed and said, “Are you kidding me? Why on earth would I bite the hand 
that feeds me?” 

So if your missions program is struggling and young families are sneaking 
off for brunch on Missions Sunday, below are five suggestions that just might 
breathe new life into your missions ministry. Of course, some of these are sure 
to hurt the feelings of missions committee members. As every pastor knows, 
the easiest feelings to hurt are those of well-meaning church volunteers. And 
with good reason. The church volunteer’s way of doing something is always 
much better than most people’s way of doing nothing. But there simply has 
to be a better way.

Five Ways to Revitalize Your Missions Ministry 
#1. Cancel your missions conference. Yes, I know, that’s almost blas-

phemy. Even so, I suggest having a farewell party to celebrate the end of your 
annual missions conferences. Eat cake, sing songs, tell stories, and celebrate 
the many years of missions conferences of yesteryear.

Missions conferences used to be the only way we could get information 
from the field. But that was before the information age gave us instant access 
to almost anything and everything—including missions. Say goodbye to dis-
play tables hardly anyone ever visits. Then, announce you are embarking on a 
new and exciting path for missions today.
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#2. Integrate. Instead of a “one-week-a-year” missions conference, make 
missions a part of your everyday life. When did this separation of church and 
missions begin anyway—including a completely separate budget? Isn’t mis-
sions and making disciples as much a part of worship as  any other aspect of 
church life? 

For some reason, many churches have missions as a separate, outside-the-
budget-faith-promise item which is only focused on once a year. We don’t use 
“faith promise” to pay our pastoral staff or operate the youth and music min-
istries. So why have we done that with missions? Isn’t it ALL by faith promise? 
Integrate missions back into your ongoing church plans and budget and two 
good things will result—the needs of the believers in Jerusalem will be met, 
and they will joyfully express their thanks to God (2 Cor. 9:12).

#3. Retire your mission committee. Yikes! These are fighting words. But 
come on, does anyone really want to be on a committee? Try this on: change 
your thinking from “missions committee” to “missions promoters.” This 
change alone can make a world of difference. We need to find ways to breathe 
much-needed life and fun back into our mission plans and thinking. 

For example, what would Steven Spielberg do if he were promoting your 
missions ministry? Or, think how your congregation would learn about your 
mission plans and opportunities if a talented marketing agency were put in 
charge. Sure, you don’t have big budgets, but you do have talented and cre-
ative people in your church. The goal is to build enthusiasm as you inform 
and challenge your members about being a part of making disciples of all 
nations. Challenge (beg if you must) some young creative members to be on 
your “missions promoters” team. Assign each promoter one or two existing 
missionaries and ask them to help “tell the story” of your missionaries to your 
congregation in engaging, creative ways. And with all the money you’ve saved 
from not having a mission conference, they already have a budget!

#4. Throw away your missions policy manual. Did you just hear the 
cheering from your missionaries and committee members? So, how do you 
determine who and what to support without a policy manual? Maybe we can 
try asking ourselves these questions:

•  Do you want to tell your friends about this missionary, project, or agency? 
•  Is it something or someone you want to put your own money behind? 

What would Steven Spielberg do if he were 
promoting your missions ministry?



EMQ   January  2016   77

•  Does it make sense? Is it easy to explain and communicate to others? 
•  And most importantly, do you sense God’s blessing and joy in it? 
There is something very wrong with manuals that say a missionary is done 

when he or she reaches a certain age, or is not in the right geographical area, 
or doesn’t have the right initials behind his or her name. 

Be wise but flexible. Your missionaries and missions projects should excite 
and encourage you. There should be a clear sense of God’s leading and bless-
ing. And did I mention sensing God’s joy? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be sur-
rounded by missionaries and projects that ooze God’s joy? Wouldn’t that be a 
lot more fun to talk about, promote, and fund? 

#5. Create “missions moments.” Accept the responsibility that it is your 
job to effectively communicate your missions ministry and build excitement 
and enthusiasm in your congregation.

Using today’s technology, “missions moments” have never been easier. A 
well done 3-minute video, a live Skype chat on Sunday morning with a mis-
sionary on the field, or even an enthusiastic report from one of your mis-
sionary promoters will make a far more lasting impression than a missionary 
display table ever will. 

Yes, it might mean singing one less song during the service, but having 
regular missions moments should be as much a part of your worship as any-
thing else. When a missionary is in town, let your “missions promoters” find 
ways to plug him or her in to whatever is going on in your church. Don’t create 
something new, just plug them in and let your missions promoters help create 
a “missions moment” where they can tell a story or provide an update. 

“Missions moments” help the missionary and your congregation feel like 
they really are on the same team working together. If done well, your “mis-
sions moments” will be the highlights of your service, Bible study, youth meet-
ing, or Wednesday night supper. 

Are these five steps guaranteed to work? Of course not. Breathing new life 
into a struggling missions ministry is not easy. But if your parade of mis-
sionaries, display tables, and missionary luncheons are your primary tools 
for promoting your missions program, serious changes are needed. If funds 
are declining, young people are sneaking out the side doors, and missionary-
home-group-hosts are sweating it out, serious questions need to be asked. If 

“Missions moments” help the missionary 
and our congregation feel like they are on the 
same team working together. 
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you’re asking your missionaries to sign “no soliciting” forms, well, rereading 
Hebrews 11 is probably a good start.

Change, as we all know, is not easy. So I suspect I will still have to walk in a 
missionary parade, set up my “non-soliciting” display table, and hope someone 
will like me in my “speed-dating” Sunday School class time. But I won’t be 
happy about it. Nor should I have to be when there are better options available. 

Ed Thompson is a joyful third-generation missionary and director of LOGOI 
Ministries. LOGOI is a leading Bible resource ministry specializing in on-the-
job Bible training for the Spanish World. Ed and his wife, Jennifer, are Whea-
ton College graduates.

Acknowledging the Unique Qualities 
of Congregations and Individuals
J. Nelson Jennings

ED THOMSON HAS OFFERED several engaging suggestions about church 
missions programs. As his negative sounding title implies, Ed is criticiz-
ing a missions conference model that many churches faithfully follow. 

But instead of simply being critical in a negative sense, Ed is encouraging con-
gregations to update to contemporary ways of communicating: “Communi-
cate Missions in a Twenty-First-Century Style!” might just as well serve as a 
title to what Thompson is positively conveying in his insightful piece.

Like Ed, I have been involved in many conferences over several decades, 
both as an itinerating missionary and conference speaker. I can relate to all 
of the disheartening aspects of conferences that he has aptly (often with great 
wit) described. I also resonate with the more integrated sense of missions that 
Ed’s piece advocates with respect to overall church life. Furthermore, I have 
made similar suggestions that the article makes with respect to missions mo-
ments and the like, and I have personally seen some of those ideas successfully 
implemented in local churches.

I am thus on board with the central thrust of his piece. However, I think 
it helpful to add some qualifiers with which I believe Ed would, for the most 
part, agree. These qualifiers relate to seeing churches and their individual 
members in process along ongoing trajectories of growth and understand-
ing about Christian mission. Various congregations and individual Christians 

Response #1 
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have their own unique characteristics and growth points. Those unique quali-
ties need to be acknowledged, embraced, and carefully nurtured. 

For example, many churches that run missions conferences have a missions 
champion who will have been the main motivator of missions engagement 
for years. One must be careful not to dishonor that stalwart (usually the mis-
sions committee chair) by advocating a sudden and sweeping change. Involv-
ing more young leadership into the program could bring about desired change 
without dousing already brightly-burning flames.

On a different point of the experience spectrum, some churches have had 
no missions programs at all, and their denominational leadership advocates a 
missions conference approach. While avoiding getting into that model in the 
first place might be preferred, at least some kind of program (even an outdated 
missions conference approach) surely is to be preferred over no program at all.

Thank you, Ed, for an effective presentation!

J. Nelson Jennings served in Japan from 1986 to 1999 in church planting 
and theological education. He taught world mission at Covenant Theological 
Seminary in St. Louis from 1999 to 2011, then was the Overseas Ministries 
Study Center executive director and International Bulletin of Missionary 
Research editor.

Response #2 

Carefully Work through Each Issue
 
Bruce Huseby

Blow it up, make hamburger from the sacred cow, move my cheese…
whatever change metaphor you may want to use reflects what Ed is say-
ing. I found myself laughing out loud as I relived virtually everything he 

was saying. I also love to challenge the status quo and be an agent of change. 
Of course I love leading it, but I find it much more difficult when others are 
forcing change upon me.  

So while I agree that we in local churches must do some serious reflection 
and evaluation on our missions programs and how we present them to our 
congregations, we must also be careful that we not inflicting a lot of collateral 
damage when blowing something up. If I read this from a small church point 
of view, or from a church that is not already committed to missions, I could 
get really discouraged. After all, where are the models to help? David Mays is 
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with the Lord.  ACMC is defunct, and most megachurches deal in budget and 
strategic nirvana. 

So do we really need to cancel our missions conference? Maybe. But maybe 
we just need to rethink what we are doing. If missionaries are discouraged by 
conferences, let them develop the conference and put some skin in the game. 
Why not make it about kids? I have been at plenty of children’s programs that 
are really bad, but the parents and grandparents are proud as can be. At least 
the young couples won’t leave and perhaps children could teach us important 
lessons on culture, prayer, acceptance, love, faith, and so on. What could that 
do to the TCKs dragged to every conference? Can you see a missionary parent 
excited about that?  

Do you need to integrate? Most definitely! Ed says, “Isn’t missions and mak-
ing disciples as much a part of worship as any other aspect of church life?” 
Amen, brother, now convince most pastors to live by that statement. Unfortu-
nately, I find that it doesn’t reflect many church leaders’ priorities.  

Should you retire your missions committee? Only if your pastor or church 
board is going to take on the responsibility to respond to every request for sup-
port, interview potential supported workers, care for workers on the field, pro-
vide crisis intervention between church and agency, and think strategically how 
to help the church reach the nations. I think you get the point.

Can you throw away your policy manual? Probably. I find most churches do 
not have one anyway. Those who do should at least update it to reflect current 
missions realities. Of course, I will probably keep many things in ours, like how 
we treat someone if we are going to end support. I suppose I could just call and 
say, “God is leading us a new direction so we are done.  Support ends tomor-
row.” Or I could say, “God is leading us a new direction and as a result your sup-
port will end in six months according the policy we have established.” Missions 
is an emotional venture. Often, without policies, emotions conquer the best of 
intentions. I have seen many train wrecks because of a lack of policies. 

I appreciate what Ed is trying to say. Let’s take a serious look at why we are 
doing what we are doing. And as you get ready to impart major change, make 
sure it is God leading with the support of your church leadership. Prayer and 
fasting is the best place to see how God can bring about change. Just be ready, 
because what he may tell you to do are some of the things Ed is recommending.  

Rev. Bruce Huseby serves as pastor of global ministries at Calvary Church in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. He had previously served in student ministries for twenty-four years. For the past 
fifteen years his ministry focus has been on global ministries. In addition to serving as chair of 
a consultation among unreached peoples, Bruce also serves on the Global Leadership Council 
of the Mission Commission of the World Evangelical Alliance.
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Response #3 

The Blessing of International Students
Greg Carter

I APPRECIATE ED THOMPSON STATING painful observations. The stigma 
of our missions emphasis being dated and irrelevant is unfortunately true 
for many churches. But there is a way out.
If we are hoping to engage our church members in thinking and respond-

ing, we need to create different avenues that challenge thinking and precon-
ceptions. Helping church members cross the line of known and comfortable 
to diversity and different is critical for long-entrenched assumptions to be bro-
ken down. Creative and well-done media is probably the best way to get and 
keep attention. But providing information alone is not adequate. You want to 
move your members beyond interest to engagement.

The best way for this to happen is outside of the worship service. This is 
where I would add to Ed’s suggestions.

We have had the most success in getting people across that barrier when we 
have invited the congregation to meet and talk with international students. 
Some of this is highly structured. For example, we live near a university and 
are part of a multi-church approach of connecting American families with in-
coming international students. Activities are both planned large group events 
(i.e., a square dance) and casual once-a-month activities (i.e., playing Rook, 
apple picking).

Dinner and Dialogue is an evening where we have invited our internation-
al student friends to join us for a meal (catered by a local halal restaurant) 
and conversation. Some have worked better than others—we’ve learned some 
things we won’t do again. For example, the actual presentation is much less 
important than the conversation around the tables. It frequently doesn’t stop 
there. Often, the connections made are followed up with dinners planned in 
homes. I have received some of the most encouraging emails from families 
who have gone that extra step and continued the relationships started that 
evening at church.

Ultimate Frisbee on Friday nights similarly connects families with interna-
tionals. Little planning, no budget, and a willingness to show up and play (on 
our part) creates a great environment. It is easier then to gather later, or on 
other evenings, in your home.  

These students are eager to meet Americans, learn culture, improve their 
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English-speaking ability, and try your home cooking. Your congregation will 
have their narrow worldviews broadened and will be challenged to think dif-
ferently. You will most likely end up with invitations to visit them in some of 

the great cities of the world. This will turn hearts to the nations.

Greg Carter is pastor of global engagement at Liberty Bible Church (EFCA) 
in Chesterton, Indiana. He is the founder of Future Missionaries, which as-
sists local church leadership in mentoring skills to equip the next generation 
of  missionaries.

Response #4 

More than Conferences,  
It’s about Captivating People  
with the Will of the King
Chad Smith

MISSIONS IS NOT THE GOAL. It’s only the vehicle. We can get ad-
dicted to the work of missions. It’s exciting, challenging work. It 
can have an air of the exotic, involving places we’ve never been. 

The scope of the work is captivating. 
The danger is getting people interested in the cause, without any interest 

in the King. Maybe that’s a little strong. Perhaps, people get distracted away 
from the King. Skye Jethani has written, “Many church leaders unknowingly 
replace the transcendent vitality of a life with God for the ego satisfaction 
they derive from a life for God” (2011). When missions alone is the goal, we 
are working for God from a dwindling resource. Eventually, that vehicle will 
stop running.

The will of the King on earth, as it is in heaven, is the goal. Missions is a 
vehicle to move toward that goal. 

If we can captivate people with the will of the King, the work of the king-
dom will be accomplished. Rallying people to the work of the kingdom 
(missions) apart from a vital, intimate relationship with the King, is what 
devolves missions into nothing more than brochures, booths, and board 
meetings.



EMQ   January  2016   83

When it comes down to it, missions conferences are flailing because of 
the distance between the person in the pew and the King. Get people closer 
to the King and you’ll witness rising passion for the work of the kingdom.

Scrapping (i.e., getting rid of or doing away with) missionary parades, 
dinners, and conferences does not solve the core issue of waning relationship 
with King Jesus. Any discussion about why missions is waning needs to start 
with taking the pulse on people’s life with God.

Leaders who get people excited about missions without making sure they 
are excited about their relationship with Jesus is like loading people on a bus 
without an engine.

The history of the missions conference in our tribe (The C&MA) actually 
had little to do with missions. They weren’t even called missions conferenc-
es. They were called deeper-life conferences and would last an entire week. 
Message after message would be given on the work of Jesus rescuing people 
from sin, how he changes people from the inside out, his restoration of all 
things, and that he will return as King to make everything right. Only after 
sitting under a downpour of everything Jesus has done would a message be 
given about missions. After a week of messages about Jesus’ work, an invita-
tion to join in the work was presented. Missions was an overflow of the life 
of Jesus.

If you are not confident your church or missions team’s strategy and plan 
for missions is a result of the overflow of life with Jesus, please don’t propose 
to bring the demolition crew for an overhaul. Be overwhelmed by the work 
of Jesus and let the work be an overflow of his.

Here are a couple of questions to spark a conversation among your team:
•  In what ways are we putting as much energy into fostering people’s in-

timacy with the King as we are their work for the King?
•  How are we making it clear to people that the goal is the reign of King 

Jesus in hearts and throughout the world?

Reference
Jethani, Skye. 2011. “Has Mission Become Our Idol?” Christianity Today. Accessed 

September 18, 2015, from www.christianitytoday.com/le/2011/july-online-only/
has-mission-become-our-idol.html. 

Chad Smith is director of leadership development for The Alliance (C&MA) 
in Indiana and Illinois. He connects international workers and local church-
es for the purpose of completing the Great Commission.
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Recovering Prayer and 
Discernment in Our  
Agendas and Strategies
Nikki Toyama-Szeto

OFTEN, OUR “CHRISTIAN” PLANS are created by really smart 
people doing really smart things and thinking really smart 
thoughts. But are our organizations’ strategic plans and vision 

statements just secular work wrapped in Christian clothing? Add “by 
the grace of God” and do we have a preamble to a commanding and 
measurable future described in 150 words or less?

Christians acknowledge that no one really knows what will happen tomor-
row. Our calendars save space for various meetings, and we have an idea of what 
could happen, but in reality, what will happen is in the realm of only what God 
knows.

What is the role of prayer and spiritual discernment as we look to the future 
of our organizations? How does engagement with scripture inform not only our 
mission, but also our plans and strategies to achieve that mission?

Many Christian organizations have received helpful tools from the business 
world as ministries have grown more complex. In some ways, it’s a return of the 
favor, as the business world has learned much from the church about “vision,” 
“mission,” and how “values” can be lived out. However, in this exchange of 
great practices, the processes tend to scrub out the subjective, the emotional, and 
other factors inherent to humans that can throw off good planning—the highest 
values being objectivity, strategic purpose, and growth. 

Oftentimes, the spiritual practices of discernment and listening to the Holy 
Spirit—which inherently carry risks of subjectivity—get evicted from the Chris-
tian planning process.

Other Christian organizations reject practices from the corporate world. 
There is a camp that views reliance upon such methods as a non-starter. They 
believe the practices are borrowed from an economic model which is incompat-
ible to a ministry setting. 

Some promote a spiritual practices-only model, preferring the perceived 

in the 20    30 Gap
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spiritual purity of a process removed from secular influence. Others might feel 
nervous with the seemingly mystical nature of such a model. In my own opin-
ion, this approach works well if people account for a significant power dynamic 
that is created when humans claim to hear from God. (I believe humans do hear 
from God—but making this type of statement doesn’t really welcome a robust 
discussion or debate.)

In most circles where I run, the tendency is towards an overreliance on the 
business model. Below I highlight a few ways that organizational leaders can 
insert a “pause for Jesus” moment into their planning cycles.

Learning to Make Room for the Spirit
I wish I could tell you that if you create space to listen to God, then your 

organization will meet more of its objectives and experience greater productiv-
ity—in essence, that spiritual discernment and dependency on God will solve 
your problems, result in growth, and satisfy multiple bottom lines. But the work 
of the Holy Spirit is more mysterious than that—and the accounts in heaven 
differ from the accounts we keep here on earth. 

However, I do believe that discernment practices and making space for the 
Holy Spirit to speak has benefits. For example, it can lead to the transformation of 
those in the mission, as well as a transformed mission. 

The experience of the Holy Spirit’s breath into a planning process is extraor-
dinary—it is like surfing. You swim to an area, where the waves are known to 
be present. You watch and try to point your board in the general direction that 

Photos courtesy IJM
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the waves are moving. You could paddle using just your own strength, and if 
you’re strong, you might be able to move pretty fast. But the trick is to be in the 
right place, pointed in the right direction in order to catch the wave. At the moment 
when the surfboard is being pushed by the wave, you start to speed up. You try 
to stay upright on a small, very breakable surfboard, but as you keep your bal-
ance, you feel the tremendous power of the wave surging below you. If you’ve 
caught it correctly, the board propels forward—you just need to hold on.  

Like the wave, the Holy Spirit is not in existence for you and your one surfing 
ride—but is moving in power, with or without our acknowledgment. It’s a gift 
of grace when we get to catch the wave.

Exodus 40 shows a picture of the Israelites relying on God’s direction through 
the cloud to determine whether they should go or stay. When the cloud lifted, 
they moved forward, and when the cloud descended, they stayed. I’d like to 
think that I too would be willing to be so hands-free with my strategic planning 
if I had something so clear, so undeniably God, as a cloud rising and falling. 

But if I’m honest, I’m not sure that even if I had something so tangible, I 
would have the eyes to see it or the will to follow if it was leading me in a direc-
tion drastically different from my own desires. 

On the other hand, the smallest shred of evidence that supports what I would 
like to do takes on Mary-like apparitional status. My ability to self-deceive is re-
ally quite extraordinary. This being the case, how can I trust myself to discern the 
Holy Spirit’s movement when I know myself to be unreliable?

Listening as (and through) a Community
One way to resolve the reliability factor is through communal discernment—

listening to God with others. Listening to God through scripture serves as a reli-
able anchor. I was first won over to the intentional, community-based discern-
ment process as a young campus minister, feeling rather overwhelmed and in 
desperate need for God’s guidance. 

What started as a one-time prayer discernment gathering has now become a 
regular practice for our family. Each major life transition and decision—most 
notably decisions to move our family, change ministry assignments, or switch 
jobs, are marked by having a listening prayer community. This is a group of 
people to whom we lay out our thoughts, processes, and personal journey to 
this point of decision-making. The group then spends time in silence listening 
to God and/or reading scripture. Then, there’s a time of sharing and the group 
prays together.

I believe that God speaks to people through others. And while others can 
be wrong (and their word should not go unchecked), I find that the wisdom 
that comes through a community of people can ameliorate my propensity for 
self-deception. Scripture also serves as an excellent vehicle through which God 
speaks. It is the anchor to the discernment that comes through a community. 

At the same time, prayer and discernment doesn’t absolve me of the respon-
sibility of decision-making. This is not a fatalistic practice where one does noth-
ing and says, “Well, God told us to do it…”
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Rather, discernment is the reasser-
tion that God is a God who desires to 
be known. God reveals himself and 
makes himself known in many ways. 
Our God is a God of clarity, not con-
fusion. God invites us to join in the 
work he is doing because it is his joy 
to do so, not because he needs us (Acts 
17:24-25). Scripture can always serve as 
a good “check” in a discernment pro-
cess. God will never direct us in a way 
that is contrary to his character—God 
is always true to himself, and never-
changing (Heb. 6:17-19a). Jesus is the 
same yesterday and today and tomor-
row (Heb. 13:8).

Listening individually and commu-
nally for personal guidance is familiar; 
however, bringing the same posture 
of listening and expectancy for God 
to speak to processes within organiza-
tions can seem incongruous. In a system designed to assess the environment, 
create strategic opportunities, and plan and control for risks, introducing some-
thing as subjective and mystical as “listening to the Holy Spirit” seems to elimi-
nate all the efficacy of the dispassionate planning system. 

But as ones who are told to love the Lord with all our heart, soul, strength, 
and mind (Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27), it seems incongruous to the integrated 
Christian life to devote all attention to some (mind, strength), and leave the 
other parts (soul, heart) at the door. And surely, if the great achievement of 
our Christian organizations can be explained away through an excellent envi-
ronmental assessment, correct reading of opportunity, design of a robust strat-
egy, proper resourcing, and choosing the right indicators to accurately measure 
achievements, then what difference is there in the Christian missiological enterprise 
than that of any other well-intentioned, well-designed organization? 

If not for the intervention of God’s hand in our work, would we be able to 
accomplish what we’ve done on our own strength? If so, doesn’t that seem a bit 
small of God? Perhaps there are ways to point our surfboard in the direction to 
catch a wave that is the Holy Spirit.

Bringing the practice of listening to the Holy Spirit into the planning process 
may include periods for group discernment and listening. The goal is to cre-
ate an organizational culture that pays attention to the leading of the Holy Spirit 
while also using the best diagnostic tools of modern-day planning.

Let me share an example. For five years, I worked as the program director for 
the Urbana Mission Conference, a gathering of sixteen thousand young adults 
from over one hundred countries assembled to understand more about God’s 
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work around the world. Crafting the program is an intersection between under-
standing the current state of world mission, discerning what God is doing in 
different generations, and researching cultural trends in the larger society.

At one point, we were deep in the planning process and the various leader-
ship teams for Urbana had spent several multi-day periods studying John 1-4 
over the previous eight months. After soaking in scripture, with no other pur-
pose than understanding the passage and listening, the work began in earnest. 

For Urbana 2009, we had a communications team that was studying the pas-
sage to understand the key message which would eventually become the pre-
conference messaging. From that, they came up with a phrase: “He dwelled 
among us” (John 1:14b). It was put forward as one of several potential themes. 
The next day, I had conversations with our prayer team and our scripture man-
ager, Lindsay Olesberg, who was returning from a conference that focused on 
the same scripture. 

As I shared the proposed theme, she confirmed it, saying that the theologians 
had identified that verse as the thesis for the book of John. Soon after, I talked 
with our prayer team onsite, led by Lina Sanchez-Herrera, and she mentioned 
that as the team was conducting a prayer walk through the convention site, the 
music “Oh Come Oh Come Emmanuel” was playing. This theme of “God with 
us” (Emmanuel) or “God dwelling among us” seemed to emerge. 

All of these interactions happened within a 36-hour timeframe. It was this 
short timeframe that made it seem that God was revealing his intentions for Ur-
bana 2009 to the various communities that were trying to listen through scrip-
ture, prayer, and their planning processes. 
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Becoming an Organization that Listens
For busy North American organizations, silence and waiting are ways we’ve 

contextualized the spiritual antidote to our cultural idols of busyness and pro-
ductivity. The conscious laying aside of the work to prayer and stillness is a way 
of exercising muscles that help us to listen to the Holy Spirit.

International Justice Mission’s president Gary Haugen cautions against 
“prayer-less striving” and has sought to create several prayer stopping points. 
Each work day starts with “stillness”—thirty minutes of individual prayer and 
reflection. No work; no email, calls, or appointments. It’s a rather striking expe-
rience to walk through the office and hear just how loud 150 people being silent 
can be—there is almost no movement, and oftentimes the automatic lights shut 
off because everything is so still and quiet. 

At 11 a.m., work stops again for thirty minutes of corporate prayer at all of 
our offices around the world. Quarterly, IJM staffers takes prayer retreats. A few 
other retreat days and trainings, targeted at staff spiritual formation, also occur 
throughout the year. These planned periods of stillness help cultivate quietness 
of spirit, so that we can more readily hear the voice and invitation of a God who 
is always present and beckoning us.

Integrating prayer and discernment into the rhythms of an organization can 
take many forms. Some leaders will interweave prayer and discernment by paus-
ing when a discussion is getting cloudy. They stop to ask God to clarify the ques-
tions at hand and/or provide insight in the discussion. At times, particularly 
when the topic feels removed from the spiritual life, I will light a candle as a 
visual reminder that God is present in these discussions about financial policy, 
dress code, or other organizational necessity. 

At other times, intercessory prayer teams have come onsite while key strategic 
planning retreats are happening, or key decisions are being deliberated. Teams 
will build in breaks during the strategic planning process for leadership to pause 
together, pray through the plans, and listen as a way of having a transparent 
spiritual check point. There are multiple ways to weave in prayer and discern-
ment into the life of the organization.

Being intentional about spiritual discernment can feel like hard work. It can be 
hard to listen and engage in a process that involves waiting on God. It can be hard 
to balance listening with the faithfulness of moving things forward. To be honest, 

Being intentional about spiritual discernment 
can feel like hard work. It can be hard to listen and 
engage in a process that involves waiting on God. It 
can be hard to balance listening with the faithfulness 
of moving things forward. 
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sometimes in the waiting there doesn’t seem to be clear guidance from God—and 
the mark of a good leader is the ability to lead in ambiguity. Anyone can make 
good decisions when all the information is in front of him or her—but a good 
leader discerns when to move ahead, and when to wait for more clarity. 

Listening to the Holy Spirit through Our Past 
What are the ways in the past that God has worked in and through your organiza-

tion? Where are the places in our histories, in the “heroes” of our organization, where 
God has spoken, intervened, or redirected? 

These may become pointers. When we reflect on the past, we are able to see 
more clearly the hand of God working, the signs and revelation of God that we 
missed the first time through. Reflecting on these moments can help us become 
more familiar with the way that God reveals himself to a particular community.

Bring your full self to the process. We are not called to be disembodied dis-
cernment rods, channels of the Lord’s will to those around us, genderless, race-
less, and timeless. Jesus was God embodied to a particular people, in a particular 
culture, at a particular time—so too our experiences and perspectives given to 
us as image bearers of God might be part of the toolkit that God has given us 
to discern his will.

Although I don’t think we should empty ourselves, I do believe that some-
times our experiences can be God’s invitation to see a situation from a different 
perspective. Discernment in community can become a helpful forum in which 
our experiences can inform our decisions while guarding us from self-limita-
tions, blinders, and willful deception. 

Moving from What to When
Sometimes, the big question is not what but when. There are many different, 

good, and robust ways to get at the actions, programs, and strategies needed to 
fulfill the mission of an organization. I believe we do a good job of getting to the 
what we should be doing. But I would like to advise organizations to ask the ques-
tion of when as well. 

What are we looking for that will inform us as to the right time to move ahead? 
Before he started IJM, Gary Haugen sought out one hundred people to commit 
to praying for the organization. Of course, God is a God of abundance and so he 
provided 101 and IJM was started. 

In the course of our planning, providing the space to go beyond what to when 
is not only good, but necessary—not doing so would be like trying to catch the 
wave after it has passed.
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 REENTRY TRANSITION is a serious matter. Whether we reen-
ter from a long assignment abroad, a short-term mission trip, a 
week of vacation, or even a conference, we need to know how 

to reenter well. Reentry is an often overlooked part of the transition 
process. This is largely due to our faulty assumption that we, along 
with the people and the place we left behind, have remained the 
same while we were away. Naturally, the longer we are away from 
home, the more changes we have to face. Thus, it often becomes 
fittingly a Welcome Back, rather than a Welcome Home.

When I was a mother of three young children and traveled for ministry pur-
poses, I developed a simple reentry strategy. I asked my kids three questions: 

1. What was the highlight of your time while mom was away? 
2. What was the “low light?” 
3. What does mom need to know now that she is back? 
I asked them individually, and based on their answers, I was able to adjust 

to their needs and expectations. Because my husband and I often travel sepa-
rately for ministry, we have also made it a practice to debrief each time one of 
us returns from a trip. Even when we attend the same event, we put it on our 
schedule to share our reflections onsite and upon return.

Over the years of preparing international students in the U.S. to reenter 
back home (and also training short-term and career missionaries on reentry), 
I have found the following ten topics important to address.

  1. Reentry is an integral part of the cross-cultural journey.
Developed in 1955, the U-curve theory by Lysgaard, a Norwegian sociologist, 
is one of the first models of entry adjustment. Subsequent research on the 
subject exposed some inadequacies. However, I still choose to use it with the 
caveat that it is not the definitive statement on cultural adjustment. It does, 
however, help people identify with a transition stage.

Beyond Welcome Home! 
Ten Things You Need to Know  
about Reentry

Best Practices from Missio Nexus
excellence in missions

Lisa Espineli Chinn
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In 1963, Jeanne and John Gullahorn developed the W-curve hypothesis 
model which extends the U-curve into the reentry experience, as depicted in 
the diagram on page 94-95.

I discovered over the years that this simple diagram helps generate a much-
needed reentry conversation, processing, and understanding of what people 
may be going through. People may skip one stage altogether but will relate 
strongly with another. Many find it freeing to name what they are experiencing.

The fun reentry stage is the honeymoon phase. We are filled with happy 
thoughts about being back home where things are predictable, food is famil-
iar, people follow the same rules, and there may be running water. Many peo-
ple start with this phase, but others may begin their journey back home with 
the next phase.

The flight reentry stage can occur within hours or days of returning home. 
We may avoid people and activities because we long for our new friends, the 
spiritual vitality we had, and perhaps a simpler and slower pace of life. Back 
home, we may “fly back” and sentimentally daydream of still being abroad. 
We may begin to resent some people’s short attention spans when we share 
our stories. 

Reverse culture shock sets in. We go through the emotional disequilibrium 
when the cultural cues do not come as naturally as before. As a result, we may 
feel isolated and depressed.

During the flight reentry stage, we may experience anger because things are 
different. Interestingly, the things we consider bad now were normal and unno-
ticed before we left! We may find ourselves saying things like, “People do not 
know how to relate with others!” or “They are hopelessly clueless about the 
world!” or “I hate this place! There are too many choices at the supermarket!”

We may also begin to mock if things at home look foolish to us now. Peo-
ple’s preoccupation back home with time or order may come across to us as a 
foolish fixation.

2. Reentry is like a 3-step dance. Step 1 is to imitate. We can im-
mediately treat life like business as usual. We copy what others are doing or 
revert to old routines and habits. We quickly plunge into the pace and rhythm 
of life as if we never left. We have a strong need to meet people’s expectations, 
but at the same time may discover that the things we used to do or value are no 
longer appealing or desirable. Some imitation is necessary to fit back home, 

During the flight reentry stage, we may 
experience anger because things are different. 
Interestingly, the things we consider bad now were 
normal and unnoticed before we left! 
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but it should be done without loss of newly-acquired values and our integrity.
Step 2 is to isolate. Like a foreigner, we feel odd and out of place. We retreat 

to our own rooms or seek the company of others who have traveled abroad. 
This is a normal reentry response. But isolation is not all counter-productive. In 
fact, we may welcome times to be alone as a break from the stress and fatigue of 
reentry. There is a place for appropriate isolation without loss of opportunity to 
grow, relate, and give to our family, friends, church, or community.

Step 3 is to integrate. We are beginning to merge into life with ease and 
we actually like being home. Without abandoning our newly-acquired skills 
or values, we feel like we are making significant strides in readjusting. We have 
a new appreciation for our culture and an increased ability to relate with it at 
different levels. Congratulations! We should integrate in every way possible, 
but be true to who we are becoming.

The returnee copes daily by using these three steps: imitating, isolating, 
and integrating. In this dance, all three moves are needed to ensure a balanced 
reentry.

Lisa Espineli Chinn & David Pollock  
© 2011 Intervarsity Christian Fellowship/USA
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3. Reentry is not the end; it is a process. For effective reentry to 
happen, this topic should be woven into the pre-departure, onsite, and post-
return programs of mission groups: How does one think of reentry on the front 
end? Some agencies are asking reentry questions in the application form—
questions like “Who is the person you can share with upon return?” or “What 
challenges do you think you might face?” For helpful debriefing questions, 
including questions for spouses and children left behind, see Reentry Guide 
for Short-Term Mission Leaders by Lisa Espineli Chinn (www.deeperroots.com).  

As we unpack from a long trip, we sometimes keep a backpack of emotional 
issues unopened. It takes time for some of those issues to surface and we need 
to process these with others when they do arise.

4. Reentry is not as easy as we think because of how 
much we have changed and how much home has changed. 
We say, “We are just returning home,” but we forget that change has  
occurred in us and at home. Our view of the world, God, missionaries, or 

One may actually experience several high and low points in each transition. 
Also, multiple and simultaneous "U" curves may be experienced, with 
academic adjustment happening at a different rate than social or emotional 
transition, for example.
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people from another culture has been altered. Consequently, we return with 
a new set of eyes and a fresh advocacy for a new group of people. We have 
acquired an appetite for different foods and a desire to meet our international 
neighbors.

In the meantime, home may have also undergone changes. Our family got 
used to our absence! People picked up new roles and responsibilities during 
our stint abroad. Perhaps new programs and people are in our churches and 
workplaces. Friends may have moved on, physically or relationally, and even 
our neighborhood experienced changes. And now we may feel like the new 
foreigners.

5. Scripture has examples of returnees and their kingdom 
impact. One famous returnee, though reluctant, was Moses. Pharaoh had 
died while Moses was away and God remembered the plight of his people. 
He unfolded a plan that included Moses (Exod. 2). Moses went through ma-
jor changes in occupation, marital status, role, and self-understanding while 
in the desert. In the meantime, his people experienced population growth, 
leadership transfer, and incessant oppression. God called and used Moses, a 
returnee, to be his messenger of hope and deliverance from Egyptian bondage.

Naomi left her country with her husband and two sons because of the 
famine in their land. She returned home a widow with a new name, Mara, 
because the Almighty had made her life very bitter (having also lost her two 
sons abroad; Ruth 1:20). In addition, she brought home Ruth, a foreign, but 
committed daughter-in-law. Although the foreign experience was harsh and 
difficult, Naomi was able to reengage with her home culture with savvy and 
hope. Her role in God’s plan was clear—she became the great-grandmother of 
King David.

Jesus relayed fitting words for us when he gave his entry briefing and re-
entry debriefing in Luke 10. The seventy-two disciples returned with joy from 
their short-term mission trip and reported that “even demons submit to us in 
your name.” Jesus acknowledged such triumph, but reminded the disciples, 
“However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you but rejoice that your 
names are written in heaven.” We may return with great stories, and rightly 
so, but at the end of the day what is important is that our “names are written 
in heaven.” Our security and value rest on what God has done for us and not 
what we have done for God.

Grief is the natural response to loss. Thus, there is 
an accompanying sadness that comes with the end of 
a foreign experience. Grief can also blindside us.
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6.  Reentry has a grief component. Grief is the natural response 
to loss. Thus, there is an accompanying sadness that comes with the end of 
a foreign experience. Grief can also blindside us. For example, one returnee 
shared that she found herself crying at unexpected times and places triggered 
by a passing thought or a person/event that brought back memories of the 
time abroad.

Although people grieve differently, it is important that we pay close atten-
tion to signs of grief that can lead to depression. Our reentry grief can be mini-
mized by talking about the foreign experience. As we share, we demonstrate 
the significance of the people we left behind.

Souvenirs, including photos, play a significant role in our grief as they 
become visual reminders of the people we met and the experiences we had. 
Through them, the time abroad is relived and its significance affirmed.

7.  Returnees need good listeners. “How was your trip?” is an in-
viting and often misunderstood question. For the returnee, it may mean that 
people are interested in hearing the whole story. However, the reality is that 
people back home may not have the time to hear the full report. That is why it 
is helpful to train returnees, while still away from home, to give a one-minute, 
three-minute, or longer response to the question. 

It is important to consider that every returnee needs an audience: an unhur-
ried and interested audience. Ask questions like: “What surprised you about 
your time away from home?” or “What may you consider starting, stopping, or 
continuing as a result of your mission trip?” or “Who were the special people 
you met and why?” 

Oh yes, returnees need to be thoughtful listeners, too. Avoid the tempta-
tion of being the focus of attention and sincerely ask family and friends about 
their lives.

8.  Healthy closure is a must. Victor Hunter captures this idea well: 
“Today I must say goodbye. Goodbyes are important. Without meaningful 
goodbye, an effective closure, there cannot be a creative hello, a new begin-
ning and hopeful commencement” (1986, 179). In other words, good endings 
lead to good beginnings. 

Dave Pollock’s reentry training suggests three ways to have good closure: 
1. Make sure that people have a chance to say goodbye to people, places, 

and even pets.  
2. Say thank you to everyone important to the returnee.  
3. Say sorry to anyone who may have been offended during the time away 

from home. 

9.  Attitudes can make or break the reentry experience. If 
we begin with a negative and unrealistic attitude, then we will respond with 
criticism and rationalization that leads us on a path of alienation, isolation, 
and broken relationships. However, if we start with a positive, realistic, and 



98   EMQ   January  2016

Approach
Personal Entry Posture

Response
Personal Coping Skills

ResultThe Inevitables
Facts of Cross-Cultural Living

Openness
Acceptance
Trust
Adaptability Frustration

Misunderstanding
Confusion
Tension
Embarrassment
AggressionSuspicion

Fear
Superiority
Prejudice

Observe
Inquire
Listen
Initiate

Criticize
Rationalize
Isolate Self

Understanding
Empathy
Deepening Relationships

Alienation
Withdrawal
Broken Relationships

CU
LT

U
RA

L
D

IF
FE

RE
N

CE
S

Approaching Differences

hopeful attitude, we become observant and we inquire and listen. This results 
in understanding, empathy, and deepening relationships. Along the way, if we 
discover that our attitude is holding us back from fruitful reengagement, we can 
choose to alter our posture. (See diagram above.)

Additionally, we should be ready to adjust our reentry expectations, be-
ing careful not to make quick judgments of people’s behavior or intentions. 
We need to keep a humble posture, maintain a good sense of humor, have a 
grateful heart, and have an unfailing trust in God who continues to be with us 
during our reentry.

10. Reentry is part of our Christian formation in the context 
of a community. Reentry is part of our continuing discipleship. Our Chris-
tian growth was enhanced through our involvement with God’s people abroad 
and with our respective teams. Through them, we understand ourselves a little 
better, we see the world a little bigger, and our faith is a little stronger. As a 
result of our time abroad, our lives may have even taken on a new meaning 
and direction.
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Lisa Espineli Chinn experienced her first reentry when she returned 
to the Philippines after finishing her graduate studies at Wheaton 
Graduate School in Wheaton, Illinois. She continued to serve with 
InterVarsity Philippines as a college staff worker and literature secre-
tary until she returned to the U.S. and joined InterVarsity USA. Lisa 
finished fourteen years as national director of International Student 

Ministry at InterVarsity/USA in 2014 and currently serves as a ministry coach and 
consultant. 

In the end, we join other globally-mobile Christians who love and follow 
Jesus in and through the transitions of life.

Reference
Hunter, Victor. 1986. “Closure and Commencement (The Stress of Finding 

Home).” In Cross-Cultural Reentry: A Book of Readings. Ed. Clyde Austin, 179. Abilene, 
Tex.: Abilene Christian University Press. 

© 2011 Intervarsity Christian Fellowship/USA
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Boundless: What Global Expressions of Faith 
Teach Us about Following Jesus
Bryan Bishop, Baker Books, 2015.

—Reviewed by Laura A. Chevalier, doctoral student, Boston University School 
of Theology.

Few topics have captured the attention of the contemporary Church like 
the phenomenal growth of Christianity in the Global South and the in-

crease of those who identify as “Nones” in the West. The Christian faith 
looks more diverse than ever and has moved beyond the bounds of the West, 
presenting endless opportunities for study. At the same time, concern for 
organized religion in the West has led to a plethora of scholarship focused 
on analyzing and reaching the “Nones.” While most authors focus on one of 
these topics, Bryan Bishop combines them and proposes that the West might 
have something to learn from growing Jesus movements worldwide.

By exploring his own journey of discovering “insider movements” to 
Christ in various parts of the world, Bishop proposes principles for appli-
cation in contexts where people are leaving the Church. It is a disarming 
approach that seeks to understand a somewhat controversial topic. Using 
detail-rich stories, he introduces his readers to real people who follow Je-
sus within the religious milieus of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Native 
American spirituality. Referencing John Travis’ C-scale, he describes believ-
ing communities along the spectrum. In particular, Bishop focuses on those 
he classifies as C5—those who follow Christ, but do not necessarily call 
themselves “Christians.” Using the Bible as a guide, he first explores whether 
or not it matters if one uses the term “Christian.”

After two introductory chapters, the book contains three parts. In part one, 
the reader experiences various communities that Bishop visited on his own 
journey: a Jesus-focused Hindu-style satsang (truth community) in India, Mus-
lim Jesus-followers in Bangladesh, Buddhist-background believers in Thai-
land, and Native American Christians in North America. As Bishop weaves 
his story, he addresses the questions, and sometimes misgivings, he has about 
such movements. Despite his uncertainty, he describes these followers of Jesus 
with openness and respect, believing they have something to teach us. 

In part two, Bishop offers four principles that he believes have applica-
tion in other contexts: the centrality of the Bible, movement toward Jesus, 
the adoption of local rituals and forms, and seeking truth. Finally, in part 
three, he tells stories of people who are already applying some of these wider 

book reviews
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principles in their own contexts in the West. Bishop gives specific ideas for 
practical application in this section. The appendix also contains a ten-ses-
sion Bible study with further information for group facilitators available on 
the book’s website.

The book is rooted in a wide variety of academic literature, including clas-
sic works by E. Stanley Jones, Roland Allen, and Paul Hiebert. Interestingly, 
some of the principles and practical applications resemble characteristics 
of emerging churches in the West (e.g., focus on Jesus, experimentation 
with worship forms), yet this literature is strikingly absent from the work. 
Whether the omission was an oversight or a purposeful exclusion of another 
controversial topic is unclear. However, what is clear from the work is that 
different ways of expressing faith can bring new vitality to following Jesus.

Check these titles:
Cole, Neil. 2005. Organic Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Herber, Hoefer. 2002. Churchless Christianity. Pasadena, Calif.: William 

Carey Library.
McDermott, Gerald R. 2000. Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions? 

Jesus, Revelation & Religious Traditions. Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic.

The Church in Exile:  
Living in Hope after Christendom 

Lee Beach, InterVarsity Press, 2015.

—Reviewed by Zach Howard, MDiv student, Bethlehem College & Seminary, 
Minneapolis, Minnesota.

The experience of exile—both physical and spiritual—has plagued the 
people of God throughout history. The recent centuries of Christendom 

in the West are an anomaly in the global history of the Church and appear 
to be over. Christianity no longer serves as the lingua franca for Western cul-
ture. Instead, Christians in the West feel increasingly marginalized from any 
cultural or political power and influence. Lee Beach, Canadian pastor and 
professor of Christian ministry at McMaster Divinity College, thinks such 
circumstances are good for the Western Church. Exile, he believes, evokes 
brilliance and daring because it challenges the Church to rediscover and 
rearticulate the theology and practices of neglected biblical teachings. 

After a cursory glance at texts from Isaiah and Jeremiah, Beach begins 
formulating a theology of exile from the diasporic tales of Esther, Daniel, 
and Jonah. These tales, says Beach, reveal Yahweh’s presence with Israel on 
foreign soil and, especially with Jonah, reorient Israel to her missional pur-
pose for the nations. Transitioning to the New Testament, Beach explains 
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that Jesus ministered in an exilic context because Second Temple Jews imag-
ined themselves as exiles in their occupied homeland. Finally, Beach reads 1 
Peter as a model of how the Early Church appropriated exilic theology and 
practices from Old Testament texts. 

The book’s second half describes several exilic practices. First, Beach sug-
gests church leaders must generate hope in God’s presence and faithfulness 
through a prophetic imagination. Second, the Church must think like exiles. 
This at least means learning how to (1) “accommodate” to the dominant 
culture without compromising core Christian identity and (2) see the Holy 
Spirit’s work in unexpected people and places. Following 1 Peter, Beach next 
calls all Christians to practice holiness as the key exilic identity. Often cast 
in negative terms, Beach challenges Christians to be holy or “set apart” by 
living full of love and grace in devoted obedience to God. Finally, he exhorts 
exiles to place their hope not in a return but in going to their final home. 
“The end of exile,” Beach concludes, “is eschatological” (p. 134).  

Beach bolsters the connections already highlighted by others (like Bruegge-
mann, Frost, and Hart) between exilic identity and the Western Church. His 
book both exposes the exilic circumstances we are in and provides pastors 
with resources for training their people to live in those circumstances. Beach 
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could have added to his chorus of stories voices of current pastors and theo-
logians outside the West who work in exilic circumstances. Such experiences 
would have given greater weight to Beach’s exhortations and also would 
have embodied what he exhorts us to do: learn from those who have been 
in exile. 

Nevertheless, while Beach writes from the context of the Western Church, 
he highlights the heritage of the Historic Church’s exilic experiences such 
that they apply to any Christian community feeling culturally marginalized. 
Therefore, both the theology and practices of exile this book outlines will 
serve any Christian community seeking to live well in exile.

Check these titles:
Brueggemann, Walter. 1997. Cadences of Home: Preaching Among Exiles. 

Louisville, Ken.: Westminster John Knox Press. 
Hunter, James Davison. 2010. To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy, and 

Possibility of Christianity in the Late Modern World. 1st ed. New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Smith-Christopher, Daniel L. 2002. A Biblical Theology of Exile. Overtures to 
Biblical Theology. Minneapolis: Fortress.
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The Global Gospel: Achieving Missional Impact 
in Our Multicultural World 
Werner Mischke, Mission ONE, 2015.

—Reviewed by Soojin Chung, PhD student, Boston University. 

Werner Mischke utilizes his extensive experiences in the Middle East to 
construct a biblical paradigm of “honor and shame” to better minis-

ter to the Majority World. He begins by asking, “How can the honor/shame 
dynamics common to the Bible and many Majority World societies be used 
to contextualize the Christian faith in order to make it more widely under-
stood and accepted?” (p. 19). While the Western cultural value of guilt and 
innocence is prevalent in Western theological language, the notion of honor 
and shame has been largely ignored not only in the theological education 
but also in everyday church life. 

The problem occurs when trying to communicate and translate the gospel 
to the majority of the world where the honor and shame culture dominates. 
Furthermore, Mischke argues that the primary culture in the Bible was based 
on honor and shame, more so than the notion of guilt and innocence. It 
is commonly known that the Majority World cultures have strong under-
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pinnings of honor and shame. While this information is not new, Mischke 
brings a fresh perspective in that he directly finds evidence of honor/shame 
culture in the Bible and relates it back to the present-day mission.                

Using statistics, Mischke thoroughly and comprehensively covers nine 
honor/shame dynamics found in the Bible. He covers topics such as love 
of honor, two sources of honor, image of limited good, and challenge and 
riposte. He delves into the Bible and finds clues that point to the notion of 
honor/shame. His main argument is that the motif of the Bible is the “hon-
or-status reversal.” He then applies the nine concepts to formulate nine mod-
els to translate the gospel to Majority World cultures. In his last section, he 
talks about the honor/shame dynamics in the World Christian Movement. 

Both theoretical and practical, this well-researched volume is a fine addi-
tion to the study of cultures based on honor and shame. It also serves as a 
practical guide to missionaries, pastors, and lay leaders in providing crucial 
information regarding cross-cultural communication. What differentiates 
this book from other anthropological or missiological studies on honor and 
shame is its direct exegesis on biblical texts. While previous books provided 
a firm foundation on the culture of honor and shame, the primary source 
was not the Bible itself. In that regard, Mischke contributes immensely to the 
field of mission studies and mission practice. 
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Ironically, in attempting to teach us about Majority World cultural norms, 
Mischke employs a series of exhaustive charts, graphs, and diagrams, which 
is predominantly a Western way of presentation. With this minor criticism 
aside, the volume is an excellent resource that provides a fresh insight to the 
phrase “global gospel.”                                       

Jesus without Borders: Christology  
in the Majority World
Gene L. Green, Stephen T. Pardue, K.K. Yeo, eds. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 2014.

—Reviewed by Michael Hakmin Lee, PhD, adjunct professor, Intercultural Stud-
ies, Lincoln Christian University.

Jesus without Borders is the inaugural book in the new Majority World Theol-
ogy series, one that recognizes the unfolding reality of major demographic 

shifts within the face of Global Christianity and the need for greater in-
clusion of Majority World perspectives. Such a “collaborative experiment in 
the renovation of theology” (p. 7), an enterprise long dominated by North 
American and European scholarship, promises to advance the development 
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of appropriately contextualized theological resources for the regions where 
Christianity is thriving.  Likewise, the maturation of global theology ben-
efits all within the Global Church—to “grasp the gospel more fully” and 
expose more of the “blind spots of our own locally embodied versions of 
Christianity” (p. 2). 

This first volume takes up Christology, and whereas the stated purpose 
of this series is to produce a resource that is from, for, and about the Major-
ity World, it does so by exploring not just Majority World contributions but 
also the interplay of early Western Christian tradition (particularly Chalce-
donian Christology), scripture, and contemporary local biblical-theological 
reflections. 

The chapters are essays from eight scholars from different regions of the 
world (one Western, two African, two Asian, two Latino/a, and one Palestin-
ian) who were asked to speak to what Christology looks like in their region, 
what they aspire it to be, and how Chalcedonian Christology configures into 
their contextualized Christological reflections. I appreciated this directed 
topical structure, which each contributor dutifully followed, as it focused 
the conversation, facilitated comparison across regional perspectives, and 
seemingly enhanced the book’s cohesiveness. The first half of the eight chap-
ters contains contributions from theologians while the latter half are from 
biblical scholars. 

I could not help but notice that all the contributors earned or are pursu-
ing their PhDs from schools in the U.S. or the U.K. and most have academic 
appointments in Western schools. This is certainly not to question the quali-
fications of the contributors to speak knowledgeably about their designated 
contexts, as I felt that all the chapters were of high quality and credible con-
textual representation, but I wonder if a volume, with its stated purpose of 
being “from them, for them, and about them” (p. 7) could have been better 
served by including scholars with less attachments with Western institutions 
of learning. 

Despite methodological variances among the contributors as to how the 
aforementioned triad (scripture, tradition, culture) relate, echoes of com-
mon affirmations/concerns are clearly discernible throughout the chapters. 
Notable is the assertion that the cultural context must serve as a source for 
theologizing. Christology, if it does not start with local questions, ought to 
at least address or account for local religious concerns. Given the historical 
and cultural rootedness of ecumenical creeds, which may not adequately ad-
dress local concerns and lack conceptual translatability (e.g., Greco-Roman 
preoccupation with ontology), many accordingly spoke of the need to go 
“beyond” (though not abandon) Chalcedonian Christology (p. 104). This 
highly recommended book is a great start to a very promising series.      
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The Mission of Preaching: Equipping  
the Community for Faithful Witness
Patrick W. T. Johnson, IVP Academic, 2015.

—Reviewed by Dennis J. Horton, associate professor, Religion; associate director, 
Ministry Guidance, Baylor University, Waco, Texas.

The significant shift in Western culture—from modernism to postmodern-
ism, from Christendom to post-Christendom—requires a corresponding 

shift in the way Christians approach their witness within our increasingly 
missionary context. While several authors have provided insights about de-
veloping a missional theology and missional practices for churches in the 
West, few have explored the related implications for preaching. To address 
this need, Patrick Johnson has offered a comprehensive missional homiletic.

Johnson describes this homiletic as preaching that “confesses Jesus Christ 
through a missional interpretation of scripture in order to equip the congre-
gation for its confession to the world” (p. 22). He explains his approach and 
its application through “conversations” with experts in three different areas: 
homiletics, ecclesiology, and culture. 

First, drawing on the insights from a trio of “testimonial” homileticians, 
the author determines that today’s preachers, like their first-century coun-
terparts, must gain a hearing through their trustworthy testimony. The 
second conversation, with Karl Barth, focuses on ecclesiology. By engaging 
Barth’s essay in his Church Dogmatics about the Holy Spirit in relation to 
the sending of the Christian community, Johnson emphasizes the concept 
of the Church as a missionary community that testifies through its words 
and deeds to the surrounding community. The third conversation partner is 
missional theology as distilled through a distinct group of North American 
theologians (members of the Gospel and Our Culture Network) who have 
studied the missio Dei concept and its implications for local congregations.

Johnson explores the homiletical connections to the patterns of mis-
sional faithfulness identified by these theologians. The author then explains 
how the insights from the three conversation partners help formulate his 
missional homiletic and how the homiletic may serve an important role for 
ministers and churches seeking to be a credible witness within the present 
cultural context. 

The homiletic has several practical applications that will help sharpen 
the missional focus related to preaching. For one, ministers will seek to in-
terpret the Bible through a missional lens and see their particular context 
as a missional setting. Jesus Christ—the one who was sent and the one who 
sends his followers—will serve as the “interpretive matrix of the biblical 
text” (p. 221).  Second, local congregations as sent communities will take 
an active role in the preparation process of the sermon, perhaps forming a 
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community of preachers. Overall, a greater understanding of the biblical text 
and the congregation’s particular context from a missional perspective will 
enable both to function together as a reliable witness to God’s intention for 
humanity.

The book’s deep theological reflection is challenging at times, but John-
son has a remarkable ability to clarify complex issues. Diligent readers will 
gain valuable insights as they eavesdrop on these conversations. They will 
also find meaningful ways to apply a missional homiletic that will bear 
fruitful testimony in a post-Christendom context.

Missional Worship, Worshipful Mission: 
Gathering as God’s People, Going Out  
in God’s Name 
Ruth Meyers, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2014.

—Reviewed by Michael Jordan, dean of the chapel, Houghton College.

Ruth Meyers’ Missional Worship, Worshipful Mission attempts to reconcile 
the tension many Christians feel between the central practice of our 

faith—worship—and the intuition we have that our faith compels us beyond 
simple worship and into participation in the missio Dei. 

In her introductory chapter, Meyers argues that worship all too often be-
comes inappropriately subservient to other goals of a church. In more evan-
gelical churches, worship is used simply as a tool for church growth, while 
in more progressive churches worship can simply be a handy tool to leverage 
energy for justice initiatives. 

Yet while worship should not only be understood as a tool to accomplish 
other ends, it must maintain some connection with the overall mission of 
the church. To illustrate such an appropriate connection, Meyers introduces 
two helpful images—a Möbius strip and a spinning top. The Möbius strip  
illustrates the idea that worship and mission can be of one piece; worship 
“enters and enacts the truth of God’s reign” (p. 36) and so invites us further 
into that kingdom.  The spinning top image illustrates that worship is at the 
core of the church’s life, with energy flowing out of and into the core; wor-
ship “sends us out from the center, into the world, to be God’s people…”, but 
then it “draws us back into the center, shaped by our encounters with the 
God of Jesus Christ in the world…” (p. 40). The bulk of the book is spent  
examining how these ideas play out in several of the primary actions of 
Christian worship: gathering, preaching, prayer, reconciliation, commu-
nion, and sending. Meyers concludes with reflections on planning worship 
well, in a way that attempts to reach various denominations and traditions.

In our current climate evangelical readers will no doubt note that Meyers 
supports same-sex marriage and several times mentions her involvement in 
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an Episcopal task force to create liturgies blessing same-sex unions. For those 
of us who view such unions as theologically untenable, it will be tempting 
to dismiss this book. 

But that would be a mistake. Evangelical Christians have often missed the 
insights of liturgical studies. Meyers’ work is especially helpful as a broad 
introduction to the insights of the field; she helps the reader to understand 
how churches’ rituals have an impact on how worshipers intuit their sur-
roundings and understand their callings. She shows that individual practices 
only secondarily communicate distinct content; primarily, they shape ways 
of understanding the world by introducing a suite of practices and words 
that directly impact what worshipers then perceive as important about the 
Christian life.  

Her chapter on intercessory prayer is especially convicting: she argues 
that few congregations meaningfully practice intercessory prayer beyond a 
few small requests which directly impact the congregation itself.  Surely, this 
is partly the reason why Christians often struggle to meaningfully articu-
late our own vocation in a hurting world. Meyers’ work is worth a read for 
worship planners looking to better understand how what we say in worship 
impacts the way we see the world.

Our Global Families: Christians Embracing 
Common Identity in a Changing World 
Todd M. Johnson and Cindy M. Wu, Baker Academic, 2015.

—Reviewed by Edward L. Smither, dean, Intercultural Studies, Columbia Inter-
national University.  

In this new work, Todd Johnson and Cindy Wu offer Christ-followers the 
tools to understand and engage two families—the Global Body of Christ 

and the non-Christian, human family. In parts one and two of the book, the 
two families are introduced and described and the reader benefits from John-
son’s previous work on Global Christian demography—particularly the Glob-
al Atlas of Christianity. In part three, Global Christians are exhorted to ap-
preciate the diversity of the Global Church and to truly belong to it, while also 
pursuing dialogue and common cause initiatives with non-Christians. In the 
final section, building on the work of others, Johnson and Wu resist the “world 
changer” language of many evangelical groups and instead propose a humble 
“faithful presence” approach to being on mission in a globalized world.

The authors accomplish a great deal in just under two hundred pages. It is 
quite impressive that such a large amount of data on Global Christianity and 
trends could be meaningfully presented for readers with little background 
on statistics and data. More than a statistics report, the faces and stories of 
Global Christians and humans are presented in a personal and compassionate 
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way. The practical proposals for hospitality, civil discourse, and meaningful 
dialogue and deliberate collaboration with peoples of other faith communi-
ties are quite convincing and helpful. These ideas are strengthened by per-
sonal illustrations from the authors’ lives and ministries.

In terms of weaknesses, I do have some concerns in how they define a 
Christian—“adopting the United Nations’ definition of a Christian as one 
who self-identifies as such” (p. 5). While evangelicals have surely defined 
Christianity too narrowly in history along confessional, denominational, or 
cultural lines (p. 78), global believers must still self-identify according to 
the gospel of Christ—the good deposit of faith that has been handed down 
and “believed everywhere by everyone always.” If self-identification is the 
rubric for authentic Christianity, then how do we evaluate the confessions of 
Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or any group that has insufficient beliefs on 
central teachings of the faith that are inconsistent with Historic and Global 
Christianity?

Second, although Johnson and Wu are writing at an introductory level 
and raising many subjects, a number of times I was left desiring more in-
depth discussions. An entire chapter or section of the book could have been 
devoted to themes like hospitality, justice, or interfaith dialogue. Perhaps 
the writers did such a good job of raising the issues that this reader was left 
wanting more.

All said, this book is commendable and I could see it being read in the 
undergraduate curriculum of intercultural, global, and international studies 
programs in Christian colleges. 

Where the Cross Meets the Street
Noel Castellanos, Intervarsity Press, 2015.

—Review by Tim Baldwin, adjunct professor, Educational Ministries, Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School.

When Noel Castellanos and his wife moved to San Jose, they purchased 
a house one block from the infamous King & Story intersection where 

tattooed “low riders” encountered gangsters-turned-evangelists. What Cas-
tellanos observed at that intersection led him to question how “the cross and 
street” might meet more fruitfully. In this compelling book, he explores that 
question and shares rich, poignant reflections on the intersection of faith 
and action, compassion and justice, center and margins. 

Castellanos, the CEO of the Christian Community Development Asso-
ciation, embeds his reflections in a story that chronicles the intersection 
of God’s story with his own and that of God’s Familia. Beginning with a 
touching tribute to his grandmother, he tells of teachers who loved him well, 
a shock at Young Life Camp, disequilibriating experiences at a Christian  
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College and more. Then, he describes his experiences in ministry with a 
host of well-known evangelical organizations, providing a much-needed 
and critical perspective on white evangelical culture.  He speaks hard truth 
graciously, noting some of the particular difficulties that he has faced in try-
ing to reconcile the perspectives and experiences of Latino Christians with 
those of dominant culture believers. 

Castellanos also documents an important shift in his understanding of 
the gospel’s relevance for marginalized people of color linked to his own 
identification with Jesus the Galilean Savior. Castellano’s reflections on Je-
sus’ incarnation as a Galilean raise a number of provocative questions, but 
his discussion of the relationship between the gospel and several features of 
his cultural heritage would benefit from further explanation (i.e. Our Lady 
of Guadalupe). In addition, a more thorough, critical exploration of some 
of the knotty biblical and theological questions regarding the place of the 
marginalized poor in God’s economy would add to the value of this book. 

Castellanos’ description of the process through which his own grasp of 
“where the cross meets the street” deepened— and of the holistic ministry 
model that subsequently unfolded— is arguably the book’s most important 
contribution. Embedding the model’s development within the narrative fur-
ther strengthens Castellano’s assertion that incarnation is the “lynchpin” 
for all effective ministry. Moreover, the integrity and power of Castellano’s 
model are the sweet fruit of years spent tilling often neglected soil. 

Where the Cross Meets the Street deserves a wide readership for a number of 
reasons.  First, Castellanos’ narrative will challenge dominant culture evan-
gelical readers to examine their culture through the lens of scripture and the 
location of the marginalized. Second, his exploration of the gospel’s uni-
versal reach is especially likely to encourage marginalized readers. Last and 
most significantly, Castellanos’ invitation to engage wholeheartedly in in-
carnational ministry, his holistic ministry model, and his personal example 
should stir and equip all who read this book.  In the end, this book validates 
Elizondo’s claim that “it is consistently in the frontier regions of human be-
longing that God begins the new creation. Established centers seek stability; 
frontier regions can risk to be pioneers” (p. 101).

REACH BEYOND (formerly HCJB Global) is seeking a president to lead the 
mission into its next era of media and medical ministry to unreached people 
around the world. We are searching for a committed, missions-minded disciple 
of Jesus Christ who is passionate about reaching the lost with the gospel. This 
person needs to be a proven leader, excellent communicator and visionary 
thinker. To apply for the position or to nominate a qualified individual please 
send a message of interest to presidentsearch@reachbeyond.org
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