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If you need further evidence of globalization in 
missions, this issue is for you! You’ll find insights 
from an India missiologist, an African-American teen 

in China, an Egyptian church leader, Christians in Mozambique, and the 
reality of our post-postmodern world. With so much of the world operating 
orally (in both West and Majority World settings), our authors help you 
better understand and connect with oral learners. After all, that was the 
world in which Jesus ministered. What a fantastic time to be alive and see 
God’s hand everywhere you look around the world!

Additionally, as we announced in April, with this issue we say goodbye 
to our print edition. For 51 years, EMQ has been delivered via hard copy to 
readers around the world. I’ve had the privilege of serving as editor for 15 or 
those years, and I’m certainly sad to bid farewell to our print version. At the 
same time, I’m excited to move into the online-only world because of several 
advantages it offers to our readers. 

First, your issue of EMQ will be available to you on the actual date of 
publication rather than when you receive your print copy. Our international 
subscribers will especially appreciate that! Second, you will be able to 
download any of the articles or the entire issue onto your device to read at 
your convenience without carrying the physical copy with you. Third, all of 
our subscribers will have access not only to the latest issue, but to EVERY 
issue of EMQ that has ever been published through our online archives. 
To get there, log in and then click on the “Articles” tab (www.emqonline.org/
article/emq_archive). Finally, we will no longer be constrained by the length 
limitations we’ve faced in our print version. Given our commitment to keeping 
articles readable in both quality and length, we’ll continue to keep our current 
individual article length limitation, but—at the same time—we’ll be able to 
offer more articles. That’s a win for us all! See you all in the digital world. And 
don’t hesitate to contact us if you have questions: emq@wheaton.edu. 

word from the new publisher
Dr. Ed Stetzer, EMQ publisher

Friends, I am honored to be named the new publisher of 
EMQ as part of my position as the new Billy Graham 
Chair of Church, Mission, and Evangelism at Wheaton 

College and executive director of the Billy Graham Center for Evangelism. 
For nearly two decades I have been reading EMQ, utilizing and frequently 

A. Scott Moreau, Editor

word from the editor
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referencing articles in books, articles, and presentations I have given on 
church planting, pastoral leadership, research, and missional thinking 
and practice. EMQ has been, and by God’s grace, will continue to be a key 
resource for those engaged in mission both in North America and through 
all the corners of the earth.

As publisher, I am committed to carry on the historic legacy of EMQ, 
providing engaging, germane content which helps you to extend the 
Kingdom of God where He has placed you. We have put together an EMQ 
digital advisory committee to help us transition EMQ well into an online-
only format, so stay tuned! I look forward to serving you in the years to 
come.
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Common Sense, Common  
Ground, and a Common Fallacy

Recent events have raised the public profile of a question as old as Is-
lam: “Do Muslims and Christians worship the same God?” The news 
reports and articles generated by the latest focus on the controversial 

question have run the gamut of historic opinion, but have left many con-
fused. Part of the reason, I believe, is that dependably correct responses re-
quire more precise versions of the question. Allow me to explain.

If one is thinking theologically as a Christian, the common sense answer 
to the question is ‘no.’ The God of Islam and the God of Christianity are not 
the same. As I outlined in an earlier article (“The God of Islam and the God 
of the Bible,” EMQ, April 2014), the special revelation of God (Jahweh) in the 
Bible paints a significantly different picture of God than the revelations that 
the angel Jibril (Gabriel) is reported to have given Muhammad. Jahweh is 
relational, ‘Emmanuel,’ incarnational, Trinity, sacrificial, light, redeemer, 
humble, love, and covenantal. The Allah of Islam is pure will, capricious, 
deceiver, aloof, arbitrary, fatalist, impersonal, and Tawid (absolute oneness). 

It is also significant that the claim that the God of the Bible and the God 
of Islam are the same comes historically not from Christians, but from the 
Qur’an. Speaking of Christians and Jews, it tells Muslims to say, “Our God 
and your God is One, and unto Him we surrender” (sura 29.46). While this 
is true in the uncontroversial sense that there is one creator that both  
Muslims and Christians seek to worship, it ignores the very critical aspects 
of who the Bible says God is, and only serves to undermine Christian  
orthodoxy in favor of Islamic claims. Subsequent suras or chapters of the 
Qur’an (more authoritative according to the law of abrogation because they 
are later) even speak of Christians and Jews as infidels worthy of death.

Common sense would also argue that if the conceptions of God are the 
same, there should be little difference whether we are Christians or  
Muslims. But we can be quite certain that followers of neither faith would 
agree with that.

If one is speaking evangelistically or missiologically, however, a different 
take on the question comes to the fore. The central question becomes 
whether there is sufficient common ground in the conceptions of the one 
true God that Christians and Muslims hold to provide a starting point for 

Commentary by EMQ associate editor Gary Corwin
a second look
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conversations about faith: Is there enough similarity in how Christians and 
Muslims perceive of the one true God for them to discuss meaningfully where they 
still differ and why? 

The most important element of common ground, which both religions 
also share with Judaism, is that God is one and there is no other. There are 
also many other characteristics of this one true God, which every one of 
these three religions agree on—creator, provider, judge, all-powerful, just, 
merciful, transcendent, and eternal. At the same time there are many char-
acteristics over which they would not agree—most significant of these being 
the Trinitarian understanding that undergirds Christianity. But the main 
point is that there is a degree of sameness that can be the starting point for 
effective communication.

The common fallacy that diminishes clarity, however, is the all-too- 
human tendency to reductionism—simplifying a complex issue to a binary 
black-and-white choice that makes meaningful communication nearly  
impossible. It reminds one of the sage wisdom that says for every complex 
problem there is a very simple solution, and it’s almost always wrong!

Emotive sound bites replace helpful conversational give and take. Hard 
lines are quickly drawn and an us/them mentality of people at each other’s 
throats replaces friendly persuasion. This is where the problem really lies.

So how can this be overcome? While there is no panacea, several useful steps 
come to mind: 

•  It is crucial to be clear what you are talking about. If the subject at hand 
requires theological precision, say so up front. But even here, be honest 
enough to acknowledge how many differences exist even within the bound-
aries of your own faith. If the issue at hand is establishing a relationship 
with someone of the other faith, however, start by discussing common 
ground.

•  Remember that your goal is not to win an argument, but to be faithful 
to truth while seeking to win a heart. Speak in terms of what you understand 
and believe, and why, rather than in terms of ultimate truth. Even at its best 
our understandings are always subject to a degree of error.

•  Resist the temptation to score cheap shots by generalizing the question  
to obscure what people actually agree on. When reductionism is at play, it is 
often in what is not said (left hidden) that the real truth lies.

All of the above is simply to encourage speaking honestly and clearly 
about what you believe and why, speaking winsomely with those with 
whom you disagree by starting with common ground that is real (and not 
simply wished for), and not painting others with a broad brush of sameness 
where distinctive differences clearly exist.

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



230   EMQ   July  2016

T
he polls are in and the news is bad for 
the Church in America. Christianity is on 
the decline, Americans have given up on God, 
and the “Nones”—those who have no religious 
ties—are on the rise. It is indeed true that parts 

of the Christian Church in America are struggling, while a 
growing number of Americans are far from God.

The State of the 
American Church: 
When Numbers Point 
to a New Reality
Ed Stetzer

Editor's note: We are thrilled to announce that with this issue 
Dr. Ed Stetzer has joined us as Executive Director of the Billy 
Graham Center for Evangelism and as Publisher of EMQ.

©istock photo/jeana clark
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As former head of a research firm that studies the church and culture, I 
often tell pastors and other Christian leaders that “facts are our friends.” 
Surveys and other polls are a bit like running a series of tests during an 
annual physical. The scale, stethoscope, and blood tests don’t lie. There is 
no positive spin on your increased weight, high blood pressure, and high 
cholesterol. Research data gives us a realistic picture of our health—rather 
than the overly optimistic view we’d prefer. 

What the Numbers Tell Us (If We Will Listen)
So what do the numbers tell us about the Church in America? 
Overall, the Church’s influence on Americans is beginning to fade. A 

growing number of Americans have given up on God—or at least on organized 
religion. They have become “Nones,” a term popularized by Pew Research. 
And their numbers are growing. 

Pew’s 2007 Religious Landscape study, which surveyed 35,000 respondents, 
found that about 16% of Americans claimed no religious affiliation. By 2015, 
that number had grown to 23%, almost one in four Americans.

Gallup, another well-respected national firm, gives a wider view of the 
rise of the Nones. In 1967, Gallup found that about 2% of Americans—or 1 
out of every 50—claimed no religious preference. By 2014, that number had 
grown to 16%, or about 1 in 7. 

Pew has also tracked the decline in the percentage of Americans who claim 
to be Christians. In 2007, Pew found that about 8 in 10 Americans identified 
as Christians. That number dropped to 7 in 10 in 2014—a statistically 
significant change in a relatively short time. Pew also found that less than 
half of Americans (46.5%) now identify as Protestants for the first time in 
American history. 

The Pew data demonstrates a consistent and noteworthy increase among 
Americans who are disconnected from faith. If this trend continues, and we 
have every reason to believe that it will, this portion of society will become 
increasingly prominent and perhaps even become a majority. 

These studies show that American religion is in a period of slow decline, 
says Mark Chaves of Duke University: “None of this decline is happening fast, 
and levels of religious involvement in the United States continue to remain 

American Christians won’t disappear, but 
they will increasingly be neighbors with Americans who 
are more disconnected from organized religion, and 
from a shared religious memory. 
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very high by world standards. But the signs of decline are unmistakable.”
Pew’s findings have led some to forecast the complete collapse of 

Christianity in the United States. The data, however, implies a more complex 
reality. Frankly, there is no credible research showing that Christianity is 
dying in America despite the flashy headlines we often see. 

Instead, American religion is simultaneously growing and in decline. 
Fewer people claim to be Christians, but churchgoers—those who regularly 
attend services—are holding steady in some segments, and thriving in others. 

America the Devout?
To gain further perspective, let’s look at Pew’s data alongside data from 

the General Social Survey. The GSS, which began in 1972, is particularly 
helpful for tracking trends in religious belief and practice.

Some background: the GSS uses a classification of religious tradition 
commonly known as RELTRAD, which was devised with both doctrinal and 
historical changes in religious groups in view. This classification system is 
particularly helpful as we look deeper at the data and seek to understand the 
nuanced reality of American religion. 

For example, after seeing recent polls, including Pew’s data, some 
concluded that the number of churchgoers has collapsed. When we look at 
the GSS, however, a different picture emerges. The GSS shows only a slight 
decline among frequent churchgoers. In all likelihood, that decline will be 
reversed as the data returns to the mean. This should hardly be categorized 
as a collapse, and in no way affirms popular doom and gloom predictions. 

Church attendance data over time is important here. In 1940, 37% of 
Americans said, “yes,” when asked by Gallup if they had been to church 
within the last week. In 2015, almost the same number—36%—said they’d 
been to church. Hardly a collapse; reasonable people, as Chaves described 
them, don’t need to disagree when the facts are this clear. 

What’s more, according to the GSS, we find a stable percentage of the 
Protestant population attending church regularly—no prodigious drop in 
Protestant church attendance. Instead, over the past 40 years, the share of 
Americans who regularly attends a Protestant church has only declined from 
23% to 20%.

The reality is that the United States remains a 
remarkably devout nation. Taken as a whole, about 
4 in 10 Americans claims to go to church weekly.
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The reality is that the United States remains a remarkably devout nation. 
Taken as a whole, about 4 in 10 Americans claims to go to church weekly. 
Further, more than 138 million Americans—or 44% of the population—belong 
to a congregation, according to the Association of Religion Data Archives. 

Still, not all segments of the Church have fared as well. Some are thriving, 
while others are experiencing significant change. Let’s examine several 
different segments of the Church, with help from religion researchers 
Christian Smith (Notre Dame), Greg Smith (Pew Research), Byron Johnson 
(Baylor), Gordon Melton (Baylor), and Mark Chaves (Duke).

Mainline Protestants
Mainline Protestants (those in the United Methodist Church, Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America [ELCA], Episcopal Church, Presbyterian Church 
[U.S.A.], American Baptist Churches, United Church of Christ [UCC], and The 
Christian Church [Disciples of Christ]) have fared poorly in recent decades. 
While Christianity overall is not dying in America, Mainline Protestantism 
is getting closer. According to the GSS, 28% of Americans identified with a 
mainline church in 1972. By 2014, that number had dropped to 12.2%. 

A recent report from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) corroborates 
this trend. The report looked at church statistics from 2002 to 2013. The 
denomination reported net membership losses each year. In 2002, the 
denomination shrank by 41,812 members. This number peaked in 2012 
when they reported a net loss of 102,791. 

Other Mainline denominations faced similar declines due to several 
factors, including aging membership, falling birthrates, a lack of theological 
clarity, and a shortage of new churches. Mainline Protestantism as a whole 
is hemorrhaging and is facing an existential crisis. If the current trajectory 
continues, some Mainline denominations could cease to exist in the next 
four to five decades. 

Evangelicals
Evangelicals have remained steady for the most part, according to the polls. 

The GSS found that evangelical affiliation and reported church attendance 
peaked in the 1980s and 1990s, then declined, then rebounded. In 1972, 
17.1% of Americans self-identified as evangelical. In 2014, this percentage 
increased to 22.7%. Similarly, the number of Americans regularly attending 
church increased from 7.9% to 12.5%. 

Evangelicals are experiencing both a success story and a “glory days of 
old” story. The success is that more Americans identify as evangelicals, 
and that more people attend evangelical churches. But evangelicals remain 
uncertain about the future. There’s essentially a “The Sky Is Falling” fear that 
forecasts doom for the future. Christian Smith of Notre Dame refers to this 
trend as “Evangelicals Behaving Badly with Statistics.”
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The fact is that more than one-third of Americans are evangelical by self-
identification. Furthermore, evangelicals attend church now more than 
ever. The 2014 GSS reported that in the last two years of the study, a greater 
percentage of evangelicals were attending church than any other time in the 
last four decades. Fifty-five percent of evangelicals attend church nearly every 
week. According to the Pew data, about half of American Christians claim 
to be evangelical or born again. According to Greg Smith of Pew Research:

Evangelical Protestantism constitutes the largest single religious tradi-
tion in the United States. Currently, one-quarter of U.S. adults identify with 
evangelical Protestant denominations. The share of Americans who identify 
with evangelicalism has ticked downward slightly in recent years (from 26% 
in 2007 to 25% as of 2014), but the number of evangelicals in the U.S. grew 
over this period. Today, about 62 million U.S. adults identify with evangeli-
cal Protestant denominations, up from 60 million in 2007. The data also show 
that unlike Catholicism and mainline Protestantism, evangelism Protestant-
ism gains more people than it loses through religious switching. There are 1.2 
adults who have converted to evangelicalism after having been raised in an-
other faith (or no faith) for each person who has left evangelicalism for an-
other religion (or no religion).

Still, there are challenges. Christian Smith of Notre Dame suspects evangeli-
cals, especially white evangelicals, may decline in the future:

(Evangelicalism) grew long term in part because it had higher fertility by 
adopting birth control more slowly than mainliners and partly because it was 
attractive to many more Americans as a faith. It seems that many internal di-
visions that have always been in evangelicalism are growing stronger and 
more clear, less able to keep in the background. Also, internally, in its culture, 
evangelicalism seems to have become so acculturated that it has some grow-
ing identity crises, I think. 

Internal division, an identity crisis, and lower birthrates may lead to a decline 
among evangelicals in the future. Also, just as mainline Protestants found their 
way into evangelical fellowships, many of them—and their children—may find 
their way back to other traditions, if even for a short time. Still, the evangelical 
movement has shown surprising resilience, say researchers Byron Johnson and 
Gordon Melton of the Institute for Studies of Religion at Baylor:

Southern Baptists have declined, but overall Evangelicalism is showing 
the largest growth in American religion. This important and fascinating 
story has been almost completely overshadowed by the preoccupation of 
the supposed rise of the Nones.

Johnson and Melton argue that many of the Nones are attending non-
denominational churches, another overlooked segment of the church. 
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Three More Vital Trends
In addition to vital trends associated with Protestants and evangelicals, 

there are three more vital trends that are necessary to make sense of America’s 
religious landscape. 

1. The rise of non-denominational churches. The growth of nonde-
nominational churches is often overlooked in analyses of U.S. religious 
data. These are congregations that are not affiliated with national church 
organizations like the United Methodist Church or Assemblies of God. The 
rapid growth of these churches demands attention. For example, the major-
ity of the 100 largest churches in the U.S. are nondenominational. Soon, the 
largest evangelical ‘denomination’ will be nondenominational.

2. The stability of historic African-American churches. Historically, 
African-American churches and denominations have continued to report 
steady numbers overall. These include  denominations like the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, the National Baptist Convention, and the 
Church of God in Christ, which emerged during segregation. Historic 
African-American churches tend to hold similar beliefs to evangelical 
churches, but do not prefer to use the evangelical label. 

Pew Research has found that about 7% of Americans identified with a 
historically African-American church in 2009, and a similar number (6.5%) 
in 2014. The largest among these churches comes from charismatic and 
Pentecostal expressions, says Johnson and Melton from Baylor. 

In terms of theology, members of historical African-American churches 
more often resemble evangelicals than other traditions. Although the two 
groups often disagree politically, as Smith points out, 

When it comes to religious beliefs and practices, members of the histori-
cally black Protestant tradition appear to have much in common with those 
in the evangelical tradition. For example, 85% of adherents of the historical-
ly black Protestant tradition say religion is very important in their lives (as do 
79% of those who belong to evangelical denominations). Fully 85% of mem-
bers of the historically black tradition believe the Bible is the word of God (as 
do 88% of evangelicals). Eight-in-ten members of the historically black Prot-
estant tradition say they pray every day (as do 79% of evangelicals). Indeed, 
nearly three-quarters of members of historically black Protestant denomina-
tions say they think of themselves as ‘born-again or evangelical’ Christians. 

In terms of theology, members of historical 
African-American churches more often resemble 
evangelicals than other traditions.
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3. Erosion of the “Christian middle.” We are not seeing the death of 
Christianity in America, but we are seeing remarkable changes. Culture is 
shifting and the religious landscape is evolving. But, instead of the funeral of 
a religion, at least in part we are witnessing the demise of casual and cultural 
Christianity. And that is not necessarily a bad thing.

The (Formerly Christian) Nones
The Nones, as we discussed earlier, are on the rise. Almost 1 in 4 Americans 

now claims to have no religious affiliation. That number will likely grow 
in the years to come. About a third of Millennial Americans, according to 
Pew, are now Nones. And they are disassociating with every segment of the 
church, although at differing rates.

This is not necessarily a bad thing. I believe it’s a sign that we are clarifying 
what it means to be Christian in America. Most of us realize that although 
about three-quarters of Americans check the “Christian” box when filling 
out a survey, they are not all genuine followers of Jesus. For many, the idea 
of being Christian and American are one-in-the-same. Or they claim to be 
Christian because they aren’t Jewish, or Hindu, or Muslim, or Buddhist. But 
the Church defines “Christian” differently than culture at large, and the 
distinction is an important one to make.

I believe it is helpful to distinguish those who profess Christianity into 
three categories: cultural, congregational, and convictional.

1. Cultural Christians. The first category is made up of people who 
believe themselves to be Christians simply because their culture tells them 
they are. They are Christian by heritage. They may have religious roots in 
their family or may come from a people group tied to a certain religion, such 
as Southern Evangelicals or Irish Catholics. This group makes up around 
one-third of the 75% who self-identify as Christians—or about a quarter of 
all Americans.

2. Congregational Christians. The second category is similar to the first, 
except these individuals at least have some connection to congregational 
life. They have a home church they grew up in and perhaps where they were 
married. They might even visit occasionally. Here again though, we would 
say that these people are not practicing any sort of real, vibrant faith. They 
are attendees. This group makes up another one-third of the 75%—or about 
a quarter of all Americans.

3. Convictional Christians. The final group is made up of people who 
are actually living according to their faith. These are the people who would 
say they have met Jesus, He changed their lives, and since that time their 
lives have been increasingly oriented around their faith in him. Convictional 
Christians make up the final third of the 75%—or about a quarter of all 
Americans.

Interestingly, since 1972 and according to the General Social Survey, the 
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percentage of convictional Christians in the U.S. population has remained 
generally stable, if we see regular church attendance as a marker of such 
conviction. On the other hand, mainline Protestantism has declined, while 
other areas within evangelicalism have grown slightly to offset that loss.

Conclusion
The numbers of people who are committed Christians—those who are 

practicing a vibrant faith—are not dying off. That’s a myth that no real 
researcher believes. However, that does not mean that the Church is not 
being challenged. It is, and it is being more clearly defined.

Research tells us that Convictional Christians are not leaving the faith. 
Instead, the “squishy middle,” as I like to call it, is being compressed. At least 
part of this is because Christians now find themselves more and more on 
the margins in American society—not persecuted, but no longer central. As 
such, people are beginning to count the cost. 

Indeed, American Christians won’t disappear, but they will increasingly 
be neighbors with Americans who are more disconnected from organized 
religion, and from a shared religious memory. Instead of seeing the research 
as bad news, let’s embrace the challenges before us and step into this new 
cultural reality with fresh ways to engage the Nones and others around us. 

Ed Stetzer (@EdStetzer) is the Billy Graham chair of church, 
mission, and evangelism at Wheaton College, where he serves as 
executive director of the Billy Graham Center for Evangelism. He is 
former executive director of Lifeway Research.

? Questions for reflection

1. How do the labels of Cultural Christian, Congregational 
Christian, and Convictional Christian play out in our own 
local churches?

2. What trends have you noticed in your denomination or 
network of churches that either confirms or denies these 
changes in our American religious landscape?

3. What role can you play as a mission or church leader in 
stepping into our new cultural reality in America? 

4. How do you believe this new reality has impacted (or not) 
the mission and outreach efforts of your church?
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W
hy don’t you share some Christian songs in 
your language with me?” I asked some musicians 
on our way home from a worship event. As an ethnodox-
ologist, I thought the lack of enthusiasm during the event 

was due to the use of foreign songs. I naively assumed my friends 
would be thrilled to sing in their heart language. 

Imagine my surprise when, with some embarrassment, they mumbled two 
short songs in Ndau, one of the two major languages in Beira, Mozambique. It 
was far less than the enthusiastic response I had anticipated. Upon pressing for 
more detail as to their hesitancy, they responded simply, “That music has no 
life!” It was clear that neither the foreign nor the local songs were effective 
means of discipleship for these believers.

The goal of missions, and indeed local churches, is to develop disciples—
people who worship and serve God wholeheartedly. John Piper states, “Wor-
ship…is the fuel and goal in missions” (1993, 11). Worship arts can play a key 
role in church growth through evangelism, leadership training, and disciple-

Adaptive Ad-Lib:
Developing Disciples through  
Mozambican Music 
Megan Meyers

Photos courtesy Megan Meyers
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ship, yet it is underutilized in ministry and missions.  
These musicians’ responses convinced me of the necessity of developing 

contextualized worship arts within the local church, thus helping believers 
grow in their faith through song. I wanted to discover how contextually ap-
propriate worship affected discipleship within and beyond the local church 
and how Mozambicans grew through music.  

I conducted an applied cross-case study in twelve evangelical churches from 
2012-2014 in the city of Beira. Methods included interviews, participant obser-
vation, and summative content analysis of frequently-sung songs. Below I de-
scribe the results of my context research, the applied experiments to encourage 
adaptive change in worship arts, and an assessment of the results.  

What Does Worship Look Like in Beira?
Song-writing workshops are a methodological practice of ethnodoxology, 

successfully conducted in numerous settings around the globe (see King 2008; 
Higashi 2011; Scott 2009; Schrag 
2013). One of the strengths of this 
particular method (allowing partici-
pants to lead in the creation of indige-
nous hymnody) is, in some cases, its 
weakness. This method assumes that 
local composers are qualified musi-
cians and theologians and able to cre-
ate songs that are biblically solid and 
culturally relevant, and that they have 
the relationships and authority to en-
courage the use of new songs in local 
church worship. 

My concern throughout the research 
was to make disciples through contex-
tualized worship arts that, in turn, 
developed church ministry and mis-
ion. Therefore, the effectiveness of my 
primary change method—song-writ-
ing workshops—was paramount. I 
needed to discover how to ‘re-frame’ 
the method to fit the research context, 
and to modify the method in order to 
maximize sustainable adaptive change 
through worship praxis.  

I quickly learned that affecting transformation was far more complex than 
just getting people to beat on a batuque and sing in their mother tongue. After 
all, in a majority of my urban church contexts, traditional instruments weren’t 
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used. Some younger congregants preferred Portuguese songs (a ‘foreign’ music 
style), while older congregants in mainline churches were deeply engaged in 
singing Western hymns.  

Participant observation at my twelve cases revealed ‘songs-in-use.’  
I recorded not only the types of songs being sung from week to week at various 
churches, but how they were being sung. I observed levels of congregational 
participation and experienced the flow of worship and the presence of the 
Holy Spirit. I learned that worship as currently defined in practice is the 
songs sung during service.  

Interviews with pastors, worship leaders, and congregants revealed the 
generational challenges between youth and church leadership. Youth ex-
pressed frustration at being given the ministry task of leading worship, but 
not the authority to carry out the task. Pastors shared concern about the 
lifestyle of youth and their unwillingness to submit to older leaders. I learned 
of numerous accounts of moral failure and noted a paucity of training op-
portunities.    

Finally, content analysis of frequently-sung songs uncovered the challenge 
of a popular song form (nossa música) that, while musically ‘at home,’ was 
limited by its form (low text load) and function (proclamation and praise). 
People needed songs that engaged not just their hearts, but also their heads. 
Content analysis also revealed holes in lyric theology—only a limited 
amount of songs touched on the life of Christ, and what it means to be a 
disciple. Congregants were not singing the whole gospel.  

As I entered the applied phase of my research, I knew I needed to address 
these issues. How could I encourage the development of songs whose form and func-
tion allowed for greater exposure to a complete gospel? What would encourage pastors 
and worship leaders to work together to form a cohesive service that engendered 
greater learning? How could I break decades of cultural demoralization and inspire 
Mozambican praise?  
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It was abundantly clear that I would have to do more than one song-writing 
workshop in each church context if I was going to hope to achieve adaptive 
change through worship praxis. It would require building relationships with 
pastors and attempting to bridge the divide between youth and church leader-
ship by engaging the power brokers in the change process. Numerous training 
opportunities for worship leaders and musicians were also necessary—not just 
teaching new methods, but mentoring them and providing ‘worship labs’ for 
experimenting and trying new ways to worship. I needed to develop a multi-
pronged expanded approach, tailored to each church’s felt needs and desires.  

Song-writing Workshop Method Expanded  
& Applied in Beira

The applied phase of my research was designed to initiate adaptive change 
in worship. I was committed to mentoring people through the change, devel-
oping strategies that would allow for collaborative leadership and aiding pas-
tors and worship leaders to ‘get on the balcony’ (Heifetz 2002, 771) to see what 
was really happening in their church contexts. I also sought to “orchestrate the 
conflict” (Heifetz 2002, 1544-1889) by initiating focus group interviews and 
creating ‘holding environments’ where participants could creatively consider 
changing current worship praxis through genuine dialogue and ‘case-in-point’ 
learning.  

Focus group interviews. I initiated this phase of my research with a focus 
group discussion of church leaders in each participating church context. My 
goal in using this method was to build on effective ‘group think,’ bridging the 
divide between generational factions. Focus groups of mixed ages recognized 
the authoritarian and highly communal cultural context. By respecting older 
leadership, the focus groups helped engage them as ‘change agents,’ thus in-
creasing the likelihood of lasting sustainable change in each church context.  

A video compilation of one of their church services served as a concrete 
discussion aid, giving participants a chance to ‘auto-critique.’ Participants 
deliberated about the pros and cons of their current worship practice, and ar-
ticulated the challenges they were facing. They then determined an action plan 
for change in worship. These concrete next steps helped to focus efforts and to 
gauge the transformative progress. The focus groups served to not only build 
trust, but also to galvanize the church leadership to action.  

Training opportunities in holding environments. As training was a 
major need, expressed by all pastors of participating churches, I employed 
multiple ‘holding environments’ to orchestrate adaptive change through train-
ing. These experimental training opportunities allowed for social cohesion 
and cross-fertilization of ideas across denominational lines and engendered 
freedom to experiment and gain capacity in new practices.  

The holding environments included a twelve-week voice technique course, 
weekly jam sessions, monthly composers clubs at Família Vitoriosa (VFC), and 
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monthly worship leaders’ meetings at Instituto Bíblico de Sofala (IBS). Although 
each experimental environment had a different focus, and engaged different 
groups of people, each session focused on facilitating adaptive change and 
empowering participants as a group to lead the change in their own church 
context.  

Monthly composer’s clubs. Monthly composer’s clubs (like the jam ses-
sions, voice classes, and small group) were also training opportunities in a 
holding environment. Preliminary research gave me an understanding of the 
‘thick description’ of the context in which the songwriting workshops occurred 
and allowed me to build strong relationships with pastors and worship leaders. 
This circumvented the ‘shot-in-the-dark’ song-writing workshop approach and 
revealed numerous factors (mentioned previously) that compelled me to alter 
the change process strategy.  

I also discovered that I needed to modify the workshop method itself, in-
creasing the frequency of workshops, enriching the events with teaching 
components, and expanding the potential influence through open invitations. 
Although the creation of new songs was a goal of the workshops, I was more 
interested in developing composers who could continue to make contextually-
relevant worship music beyond the workshop itself. This applied experimental 
phase of the research expanded the song-writing workshop model and made 
it contextualized for adaptive and sustainable change. 

I now move to chronicle what happened as a result of these applied  
activities, answering the question, “How did contextualized worship arts af-
fect church ministry and mission?”
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Increased Use of Contextual Worship Arts 

“I’ve realized I need to change, to be more contextual in my music.  
My music was Western. I’m learning to create Mozambican music now.”

—Composer’s club participant

One Saturday in July of 2014, approximately five hundred people from over 
thirty denominations came to Beira for a gospel concert held at an old movie 
theater. Many pastors cancelled their other Saturday events, encouraging their 
congregants to participate in the concert.  The band, dressed in African clothes, 
played only locally composed songs. Manuel Mário, the concert producer, 
stated: 

This concert wouldn’t have existed without the composer’s clubs, worship 
leaders’ small group and jam sessions. These other groups provided a net-
work of people with similar vision and training from which to draw upon 
to organize the concert. I’ve organized other events like this in Beira before, 
but this time it was different, it was easier.

Numerous conversations with Manuel, trusting relationships with pastors 
built over the time, and multiple events where musicians were challenged to 
create local music all helped to ‘ripen’ the Christian community. There is a 
groundswell of developing Christian artists who are producing concerts, CDs, 
and videos in Beira. Youth are embracing Mozambican culture, realizing the 
value of cultural traditions, but re-appropriating them for themselves.  

An example of this is a monthly open-mike event, in which new artists can 
share their art with peers in a non-threatening environment. These concerts, 
usually drawing a crowd of up to two hundred youth from numerous city 
churches, “are a direct result of this study’s efforts,” according to a worship 
leader at VFC. The weight of a non-contextualized mission history is lifting. 
Mozambicans in Beira are praising God in new forms that are contextually 
relevant, but biblically solid.  

Engaged Pastors, Empowered Worship Leaders 

“We’re talking about worship at our general conference. There’s a  
motivation to change among leadership…it’s not just me.” 

—Pastor Adriano 

Pastor João of Família Vitoriosa (VFC) is probably one of the best examples 
of an engaged pastor, one who has caught the vision of this research and has 
really moved his church in a new direction. The day after the focus group 
discussion at VFC, he completely disbanded the worship team, realizing that 
there were deep issues that needed addressing before the team would be ready 
to minister. He now attends each worship rehearsal and is intimately involved 
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in training worship leaders, analyzing song lyrics, and composing new songs.  
Not all pastors are as excited about worship as João. However, they are now 

aware of the importance of worship and the need for further training and de-
velopment and are asking for more support. My 2014 worship class at Instituto 
Bíblico de Sofala (IBS) doubled in size from 2013, many students being finan-
cially supported by their churches. Although the generational rift still exists, 
it is clear that the change components contributed in engaging pastors and 
leadership in transformation through worship.  

Intentional Use of Worship for Teaching 

“During our conference, we chose songs that were related to  
the conference themes, or connected to the sermon topic. This really  

helped learning; people left singing the songs and taking the ideas home.” 
—Pastor João 

A more concerted effort to intentionally plan services is evident. First Bap-
tist Church has developed a rotation between the women’s choir and the praise 
team. Last year, the two groups would vary leading throughout the service. As 
the groups were not planning worship together, the results were a fragmented 
music event. Now the groups take turns leading the entire service, allowing for 
a more unified thematic performance.  

Família Vitoriosa (VCF) has also taken the notion of teaching through music 
seriously. Each song must go through a rigorous analysis and ask, “Is it bibli-
cal? Culturally relevant? Consistent with church doctrine?” If a song does not 
pass muster, it is not performed during the worship service. Pastor João is 
committed to making sure that there is no conflict between the spoken and the 
sung word.  

The intentional use of music to teach theological principles is a growth edge 
for the Mozambican church. Some pastors specifically mentioned this point as 
an area of weakness. Yet there is a hunger for more instruction in how to select 
and place songs. Concerted efforts to create a cohesive thematic music perfor-
mance can contribute in clarifying biblical principles and cementing them in 
the minds and hearts of believers.    

Growing Corpus of Indigenous Hymnody 

“If you stop (doing composer’s clubs) VFC will continue. 
We are already seeing the fruits; songs are more biblical and 

more connected to this cultural context.” 
—Pastor João 

Three pastors expressed grave concern that their congregations were singing 
songs that aren’t appropriate: “We are singing songs that have superficial con-
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tent,” one articulating the presence of lyric syncretism, calling both God and 
Satan. Three other pastors, however, have intentionally eliminated all songs 
from the church repertoire that have unbiblical or confusing content.  

In the case of Família Vitoriosa (VFC), composing new songs is now a man-
datory part of each rehearsal. Their goal is to sing ninety percent locally-com-
posed songs within a year’s time. They are well on their way to reaching this 
goal. On September 28, 2014, out of a five-song set, three new VFC songs were 
sung. This is a remarkable achievement.

Missioning in a Musical Context
“I’m an artist and a Christian. What is my responsibility?  

To be a light, to show people what God’s done in my life through my music 
—to shine the values, the transformation, the liberty from sin,  

and to show God’s love to my neighbors.”
—Ibraimo, worship leader at VFC

Adaptive change through contextualized worship arts has developed dis-
ciples. Worship leaders like Ibraimo are empowered and passionate about 
mobilizing music in mission. In this article, I described my initial findings 
about worship practices in twelve church contexts in Beira. I discovered the 
burdens of a non-contextualized mission history in music, the challenges of 
a social hierarchy that rob worship leaders of authority, the practice of a 
fragmented worship event, and the lack of theological training through the 
use of the popular music style, nossa música.  

These discoveries led to the creation of an expanded song-writing work-
shop model—a multi-pronged experimental approach to adaptive change 
through worship. The change process was initiated by critically reflexive fo-
cus group interviews at each church. Monthly composer’s clubs, rather than 
a one-time workshop, were conducted. Additional training events and hold-
ing environments boosted capacity for enhancing culturally-appropriate 
worship in the local church.  

Research data shows that there is now an increased use of ‘local’ hymnody, 
and a greater mission momentum through music. Pastors are engaged, and 
worship leaders are empowered. Believing musicians are cooperating across 
denominational lines, worshiping together, and sharing their faith in song. 
Finally, churches are beginning to intentionally use music to teach, design-
ing cohesive worship events that foster spiritual formation. Contextualized 
worship arts are a critical component of church development, encouraging 
personal discipleship, growing ministry, and empowering for mission.  
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? Questions for reflection

1. How are discipleship and worship linked in this article? 
How else might they be connected?

2. What are contextualized worship arts? How did the 
author’s perspective change through research?  

3. The author states, “One of the strengths of (song-writing 
workshops), allowing participants to lead in the creation 
of indigenous hymnody, is, in some cases, its weakness.” 
Do you agree or disagree with this statement? How did 
the author expand this method? 

4. What are some of the ways the author initiated adaptive 
change in worship? What are the strengths of this “multi-
pronged expanded approach” to transformation? What 
are the weaknesses?  

5. The author states, “Contextualized worship arts are a 
critical component of church development, encouraging 
personal discipleship, growing ministry, and empowering 
for mission.” How might you apply this principle in your 
ministry context? What would it look like to initiate 
adaptive change in your context?  
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M i issionaries today benefit from a wide variety 
  of options for their children’s education. One 
of the options used especially by workers in countries with 
quality educational systems is the host country national 

school. National schools offer in-depth interaction with the people 
and culture of the host country, as well as an opportunity to learn the 
language with a depth achieved by few non-native speakers. It affords 
the family the opportunity to live together and, relative to other op-
tions, national schools are both convenient and inexpensive. 

However, the choice of a national school may be accompanied by an  
opportunity cost in first language development, challenges in adjustment to 
the parents’ home culture, and typically, an eventual transition between sys-
tems. Parents who choose national schools for their children must prepare for 
the transition from the national school to college in the homeland. 

In this article, I will focus specifically on seven issues that are important to 
address in the transition to tertiary education in the United States. I focus on 
the U.S. because the students in the research used for this article studied in the 
U.S.1 Workers from other home countries may be able to apply these findings 
to their experience.

1. Parents of those in national schools need to hone the student’s 
English-language skills, both oral and written. Research with immigrant 
students notes a distinction between conversational language and academic 
language (e.g., Cummins 1999). Immigrant students developed proficiency in 
the context-rich language of everyday interactions within two to three years. 
However, it took them five to seven years or longer to develop proficiency in 
the context-reduced, specialized-vocabulary language of academics (Collier 
1989). Missionary kids (MKs) and others who have studied in the host coun-
try national school may speak English conversationally, but without inten-
tional effort to develop academic English, these students may face significant 
challenges when entering university in the United States.

Several areas of linguistic preparation may be needed. National school-
educated students may need to review English spelling and grammar, and will 

The transition from high school to college 
can be challenging for any student. For students also 
transitioning from an overseas location to the homeland, 
there is a significant additional cultural adjustment.



250   EMQ   July  2016

need to use spellcheck and other tools faithfully. More than half of the nation-
ally-educated students in my research listed writing academic essays as an aca-
demic challenge or adjustment upon entering the university after national 
school.  

Forms of argumentation, expectations for construction, and even under-
standings of academic integrity may differ in the U.S. in comparison to the 
host country. Students need to prepare to write essays and papers in the man-
ner expected in the U.S. prior to enrolling in university, and then, once at 
school, they need to take advantage of the university’s writing center. When a 
language other than English has been a student’s ‘native’ academic language 
for a number of years, the student should expect that it will take longer to 
create a first draft, and to rephrase and edit successive versions of papers.

2. Understanding academic integrity, as defined in the American 
context, is critical. Esther2 describes how it was expected that students would 
copy others’ ideas in her Argentine school. Her perception was that, in that 
culture, it was felt that if somebody said something and it was good, then you 
should just write it down the same way. In the U.S. university context, plagia-
rism is a serious academic offense.

3. Parents of national school-educated MKs need to identify and 
bridge relevant content gaps. University students will be expected to know 
basic U.S. history. They will need to have a sense of U.S. geography, both 
physical and human. Their national school may have included study of the 
literature of their host nation, but they may not have studied major authors 
and works in English literature that would be foundational for college courses. 

As noted previously, students will need to develop their academic language 
in English. This includes terms for concepts that they know and understand in 
their second language as well as idioms and slang expressions. Finally, students 
will need a working knowledge of non-metric measures so that they can inter-
act meaningfully with classmates who think in inches, miles, and gallons. 

Families take different approaches to bridging these content gaps and devel-
oping academic language. Some families choose to teach the skills. Among 
those who choose to teach the skills, approaches range from ongoing home 
schooling in these areas to just-in-time study in the final year of high school. 
Older students can tutor younger siblings in English, which not only benefits 
the younger siblings, but also reinforces the older students’ understandings 
because one needs to understand in order to teach. Another way to fill the gap 
might be to use workbooks or other materials without formal teaching. 

Connie, who attended Austrian schools through grade 12, reported that she 
read extensively in English without formal instruction. By doing so, she had 
exposure to vocabulary and encountered models for grammar and syntax. 
According to Connie, 

Reading English is definitely what enabled me to come to the States [for 
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college]. My siblings didn’t read. They’re now in college in Austria because 
they didn’t feel comfortable even trying to come to college in America. Read-
ing helped give me a vocabulary and spelling ability, and my siblings have a 
hard time spelling English.  

It may go without saying, but speaking English at home is another way to 
develop English academic vocabulary. Although code-switching is common 
among bilingual families, parents can help their children develop both lan-
guages by ensuring they converse in both languages and express complete 
ideas in one language at a time. Students in the national school may know and 
understand a concept. Telling parents, in English, about the concept can pro-
vide parents with the opportunity to model English academic vocabulary for 
the concept.

4. It is important for nationally-schooled MKs to receive preparation 
for higher education expectations. Lectures are still common in university 
classes, and students will need to be prepared to take notes. This may be an 
area of strength for national school-experienced MKs. Jessica reported, “[I] 
was a really good note-taker when I went to college. [In the French schools] we 
wrote pages and pages every hour because that’s how the class was delivered.” 
Students may find that they take notes in their national school language, be-
cause of more academic familiarity and fluidity. When speaking about notes 
from her freshman year, Connie said, “There was a lot of German there.” As a 
senior, she still abbreviated or captured complex concepts in German.   

5. Methods of assessing learning may also be different. Many of the 
students reported that multiple choice tests were new to them. Accustomed to 
essay tests that focused on broad concepts in her German school, Hannah 
described multiple choice exams as ‘nit-picky details.’ Students need to practice 
with the multiple choice format before taking the high-stakes college entrance 
SAT or ACT tests. Craig, who had studied in Austria, reported ‘terrible’ SAT 
scores, mainly because he was not used to taking that kind of test.

6. Parents need to be appropriately involved and assertive to help the 
university understand their students. MKs who have been educated in host 
country schools should not be classified as international students, although 
they will have some common experiences and perspectives. A greater risk is 
that their different experiences and backgrounds may be ignored or misunder-
stood. David Pollock and Ruth Van Reken describe the phenomena of ‘hidden 
immigrants,’ where the student looks like everyone else externally but thinks 
differently (1999, 54).

It is important for parents to be sure that the academic record of a national-
ly-educated MK is evaluated appropriately. Translation of the record is only the 
first step. A greater challenge may be to make the transcript meaningful to 
admissions officers in North America because each country reports  
student achievement differently. 
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For example, Matthew reported that grading in Argentina was based on a 
10-point scale but it does not correlate with an American view of percentages: 
“An eight is a good grade [in Argentina]… here it’s like a low C. You can’t just 
mathematically transfer it to a grade.” According to Jessica, France uses a 
20-point scale, but 20 is “pretty much unattainable.” She had “a good average” 
[in France] but when it transferred in, it looked like 75%, which is bad.” 

A further challenge may be even getting an academic record to send to the 
university. Allison said, “German schools don’t really give you transcripts. You 
have the report card, and they don’t even keep a copy of the report card.” 

Students can earn significant college credit for their work in national 
schools by taking exams such as the College-Level Examination Program 
(CLEP) or Advanced Placement (AP) exams.  The university might recognize 
the difficulty of the national system and grant credit for secondary work 
because of its difficulty. Jessica reports that she earned “a year and a half or 
two years of credit” because university officers determined that her work in 
the French schools was equivalent to college-level work.  

According to Melissa, who studied in German schools,

The application forms weren’t built for me at all. There were three empty 
pages that you’re supposed to fill out all your extracurricular activities, and 
Germans don’t have extracurricular activities. That was such a struggle and 
such a sort of identity crisis almost because I was like, I’m awful. So I think 
the only thing I could put down was involvement in my church. But it was 
just puny and ridiculous compared to what other, maybe even similarly qual-
ified, students put on their applications. So it was very frustrating for me.

Parents can help their students identify ways in which they are distinctive, 
even though it may not fit the categories on the college application. Students 
who have lived significant parts of their lives in another culture are broader, 
having experienced diversity in people, cultures, and languages. Colleges are 
looking for students who bring diverse perspectives and experiences to cam-
pus, and the national school-experienced MK will enrich campus diversity. 
Make sure the admissions personnel understand that.  

7. We must remember that all students face adjustments when they 
enter college. One of the adjustments students can expect is an increased 
workload. Fortunately, the consensus of the students interviewed for this re-
search is that college is not hard, perhaps thanks to the rigor of their national 
school. Matthew may sum it up well when he says, “[I] expected to be always 
swamped with homework… [However], apart from my own procrastination, 
I have been able to cope well with college studies.” David, who went to Ger-
man schools, felt college in America was “too easy, actually,” and Japan-expe-
rienced Kathy found high school to be “much more challenging” than college. 
Hannah believes “that when you’re challenged a lot [in high school], [you] 
actually [don’t] find [college] to be so challenging.”
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Although all students face a significant transition when they leave home to 
go to college, missionary kids coming from an overseas location may have an 
even greater transition. Cultural adjustments will be required, and it may be 
even more challenging if the student thinks of coming to the U.S. as going 
‘home.’ Research supports the idea that those who adjusted best overseas may 
have the most difficulty with repatriation (Christofi and Thompson 2007, 54). 

As ‘hidden immigrants,’ others may not understand the significant transi-
tion the overseas-experienced student is making. Esther, who attended  
Argentine schools, had a memorable incident on the first day of a college 
chemistry course. The professor was explaining something and turned to her 
and asked, “How many inches are in three feet?” 

To the professor, this was an easy question for any college student to  
answer, and a simple way to engage students. However, Esther says, “I didn’t 
know what he was talking about. I was so embarrassed, and I went up after 
class and told him that the reason I had no idea was because I grew up in an-
other country.” Although this situation was easily resolved, it illustrates that 
Esther looked like every other student in the class, so she was expected to have 
experiences and knowledge that were similar to her classmates.

All students (whether internationally experienced or not) make a significant 
life transition when they enter college. In a report prepared for the Gates 
Foundation, David Conley identifies several components of college readiness 
(2007). Parents can review this or similar reports and evaluate their own stu-
dent’s preparation in light of the expectations listed. MKs and other global 
nomads are likely to be strong in the “contextual skills and awareness” catego-
ry because of their cross-cultural experiences. 

As I presented earlier, academic knowledge and skills may be strong but 
may be difficult to express due to academic language limitations or content 
gaps. The report referenced above lists writing and research skills as an over-
arching academic requirement for all college students, reinforcing the neces-
sity of making sure the national school-educated student is prepared to 
research and write in accordance with expectations of U.S. universities. 

Conley’s college readiness list also includes general behaviors such as self-
awareness, self-control, and self-monitoring, which are necessary in  
order to handle the greater freedom and flexible schedule that is part of  
college life. Finally, general cognitive skills such as inquisitiveness, curiosity, 
and problem solving skills will be required in college. These skills will also be 
developed further by a college education.

Conclusion
The transition from high school to college can be challenging for any stu-

dent. For students also transitioning from an overseas location to the home-
land, there is a significant additional cultural adjustment. The transition from 
national school to U.S. college adds a major educational transition to the cul-
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tural and general transitions of college-bound MKs. However, with careful and 
thorough preparation, the challenges of the transition can be limited, and 
students can move forward with confidence in this next phase of their life ex-
periences. 

Endnotes
1. Understanding of the national school experience comes from survey responses of 

142 subjects who were enrolled at one of ten Christian colleges or universities, plus 
follow-up interviews with 21 students. The initial research was completed in 2005.

2. All names are pseudonyms.
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? Questions for reflection
1.  In what ways can mission agencies and/or sending 

churches support missionary parents as they plan for their 
children’s educational transition to college?

2.  What resources can your agency or church provide to 
your missionaries to help missionary parents guide their 
students through the college application process?

3.  How can churches and agencies be a resource for MKs 
who must combine two major transitions (from the 
overseas location and into college), often without the 
support of parents nearby?

Karen A. Wrobbel, EdD, served internationally for more than 
twenty years. Her roles included teacher, administrator, school board 
member, and agency-wide coordinator for children’s education. Cur-
rently, she is associate professor of education at Trinity International 
University.
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African-American Christians have a significant role 
in the global spread of the gospel for many rea-
sons. One unique contribution was clearly illustrated as I was 
leading a few seminary students on a trip to a Southeast Asian 

country where I had previously lived. While we were there, I witnessed 
one of my students accomplish something in six minutes that I didn’t 
accomplish in six years.  

Jessie was simply walking across the field to get in position for the next pull 
in our game of ultimate frisbee with the local youth ministry. That’s when 
Wilson, a Chinese teenager, made a statement that completely shocked Jessie. 
If it had been said in an American night club, the music would have ceased 
with a loud awkward squeak, the waitresses would have dropped their trays 
full of glass-bottled drinks, and everyone would have been trying to decide 
whether to stare or just pretend they didn’t hear it. “I think it’s great that you’re 

African-Americans, 
Missions, and a 
Chinese Teenager
David Parks
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from the U.S. That means that you have the equivalence of a white man.”  
As Jessie, an African-American student at Beeson, was trying to process the 

statement he had just heard, the teen went on to explain that he, too, shared 
in the white man’s credentials because of the length of time he had spent in 
Australia.  

Keep in mind that when Jessie repeated this first sentence from Wilson (not 
his real name), I had never experienced this particular encounter between an 
African-American and a Chinese youth.  Yet I immediately knew how the rest 
of the story was going to play out. And it made this white man very happy. Let 
me explain.    

Preparation for the Field
As I prepared for missions, there had been a great deal of discussion in my 

seminary courses about the challenges of building up national leadership in 
many parts of the Majority World. The majority of the modern missions move-
ment was undertaken in the context of Western nations colonizing Majority 
World peoples and even carving out the current geo-political boundaries.  

Superiority in technology, military strength, and education led towards the 
assumption of both the westerner and the national alike that the white man 
was, in fact, superior. What followed was a stifling reluctance (again on both 
sides) for emerging national churches to produce leaders for themselves. Long-
term dependence on Western funds and leadership virtually eliminated the 
potential for churches to multiply and severely limited the reach of the gospel.

While a great deal has changed in the last few decades, much of the old 
mindset remains. The West is still more dominant in many of these same 
spheres than most nations that will receive missionaries. There are also new 
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challenges resulting from globalism. Exposure to the rest of the world through 
media has only contributed to an inferiority complex, especially among the 
young.  

One of the clearest descriptions I have read about the emergence and sub-
sequent effects of an encroaching global youth culture is from a chapter of a 
secular book entitled Youth Cultures: A Cross-Cultural Perspective. In this chapter, 
Mark Leichty details the dramatic shift that occurred in Kathmandu when 
Nepal, which had long been closed to all outside influences, suddenly opened 
up to the rest of the world. He writes about a teenager named Ramesh, who had 
been in and out of drug addiction, and details the influence that had come 
from movies, novels, and magazines.  

While the night life in Tokyo interested him, it was the stories of gang life in 
the Bronx that fascinated him the most. Liechty explains, “Ironically, it seemed 
sometimes as though Ramesh already lived in New York. ‘The Bronx’ in par-
ticular seemed to be a kind of shadow universe where his mind roamed while 
his body navigated the streets of Kathmandu” (Amit Talai and Wulff 1995, 
186). Ramesh consistently used what Liechty calls an “external self-referent” 
to describe Nepal: “out here in Kathmandu.” Using the phrase “out here” to 
refer to your own country is simply impossible outside of the reality created by 
global media. In the contrast between Nepal and America, Nepal always 
seemed inferior.  

Ramesh summed up the situation with the following: “You know, now I 
know soooo much. [pause] Being a frog in a pond isn’t a bad life, but being a 
frog in an ocean is like Hell” (1995, 187). 

Indeed, many people today are increasingly peering through the lens of 
movies and music into worlds that are presented as far superior to their own. 
When their eyes avert from the screens of their TVs, computers, and movie 
screens, and into the reality in which they live, they often feel as if they are “out 
here in Kathmandu.” Or Indonesia, Uganda, Paraguay, etc.  

My Personal Experience 
The country where my family and I lived for six years is the same Southeast 

Asian country where Jessie had his encounter on the frisbee field. Jessie and I 
were there for only two weeks as a part of his cross-cultural ministry practicum 
for Beeson Divinity School, where I serve as director of the Global Center. In 
2006, I had started an ultimate frisbee team in a different city as a means to 
meet students, both national and international. The weekly time of frisbee 
became, for me, a foundational source of relationships that eventually paved 
the way for a full-blown student ministry.  

It became apparent for me early on that my status as a white man and an 
American greatly helped my ability to coach this team. It seemed that they 
listened to me in an unquestioning way that wasn’t necessarily merited. While 
the latter statement is partly from observation, I was also specifically told 



EMQ   July  2016   259

several times, “It’s a good thing you’re an American. It will be easier to start the 
team.”  

While I had taken active steps to establish leadership among the students 
(and a couple of graduates) for the purpose of eventually giving over all of my 
leadership to them, it didn’t quite work out that way. When the time came for 
me to step down, they chose a European to coach them.   

In the local student ministry, it was paramount for me that we train students 
to lead in the ministry. We were able  in fact to train up a core group of students 
to take ownership of several key roles. However, it was definitely more of a 
struggle than I had experienced in the States.  There was also a period of time 
in which another American leader (Candis, who was finishing a two-year 
term) and I had intentionally prepared the students for her exit from the 
country. For months, we reminded them that she was leaving and trained them 
for the specific leadership roles they would need to fill in her absence. Then, 
the time came.  

She went home. They dropped the ball. The student ministry suffered. A 
short summary of other observations from the field are as follows:

•  While many churches had established local leadership, church planting 
was still seen by most of them as a job for Americans.  

•  American speakers were always a bigger draw than local speakers.
•  While it was my great desire to train up national youth leaders for local 

churches, the only vision many local leaders had for their youth ministries was 
to try to recruit an American to come and serve for a year or two. Little did 
these Americans know that their very presence was reinforcing a reluctance 
among nationals to take ownership of a task that they should have seen as 
theirs.

•  A bright spot for national leadership was found among a core group of 
youth ministers I taught at a seminary. After receiving consistent encourage-
ment from myself and other trainers from Youth Ministry International, they 
stepped up and began training other national youth workers without any input 
or oversight from me.  Having said that, one of the consistent themes discussed 
in our courses, as they were being prepared for ministry to youth, was the issue 
of self-image among their students.  

Back to the Story 
So how did Jessie react? Probably exactly how you think he reacted. It wasn’t 

the response a seminary student, having recently studied the importance of 
the doctrine of eternal security, gives to a young Christian who is worried that 
she may lose her salvation. There was no attempt to remember an outline of a 
recent Bible study or struggle to recall a nugget of truth written in a book on 
which he had recently been tested.

No, this was a visceral reaction. It’s the response of a man who has spent his 
entire life reminding himself, and being reminded by his African-American 
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community, to not let others look down on him because of his ethnicity. It’s 
the reaction of someone who can understand the ‘mystery’ that Paul talked 
about (that the Gentiles are now included by faith into the family of God) 
more intuitively than a white American Christian who has always taken it for 
granted that God loves his people as much as anyone else. So Jessie responded 
this way:

Let me explain something to you. I’m proud to be black and you should 
be just as proud to be Chinese. Your self-worth has no bearing on whether 
or not you’re ‘associated’ with white men. And neither does mine. I’m black 
because God made me that way, and there is absolutely nothing wrong with 
the way that God made me. You’re Chinese because God made you that way, 
and there is absolutely nothing wrong with the way that God made you! 
You’re created in the image of God. Embrace who you are!

The Difference
When Jessie told me about the conversation, the truths above seemed as 

fragrant, tangible, and meaningful as I had ever experienced them. You see, I 
had repeated them often during my years of ministry in this country. However, 
I was always aware that, even if they didn’t say this out loud (which they did 
occasionally), they were at least thinking it: “Easy for you to say. You’re white.”   

This time, of course, it was different. How can you know the first thing 
about the history of African Americans (I’ve found that many people around 
the globe understand the basics) and excuse yourself by saying, “That’s easy 
for you to say?”

It had never occurred to me until the clarity of the encounter of Jessie and 
Wilson the enormity of influence the African-American Church could have in 
building up indigenous leadership in other parts of the world. There are many 
positives that can result. I’ll focus on two.

Identity and self-image. In virtually every country in the world, there are 
minority people groups who are looked down upon by the majority and suffer 
from discrimination. One of the most extreme examples would be the Dalits 
in India. How encouraging would it be for these people, many of whom are living in a 
type of bond slavery, to hear testimonies from African-American Christians who can 
tell of how God saved them individually and how their people have gone from being 
slaves to being able to travel the world? I can’t help but believe that it would make 
the truth of our adoption as sons and daughters (Eph. 1:5) become more be-
lievable among Christians from minority peoples across the globe. As much as 
they may struggle with it, they are less likely to respond with, “That’s easy for 
you to say.”  

Non-dependence. While national churches in Majority World countries 
are often trapped in an unhealthy pattern of dependence on Western money 
and leadership, the African-American Church can serve as a great example to 
them. Sure, there many social ministries in African-American communities 
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run by white people, but the churches have been fiercely independent for quite 
some time.   

To illustrate the point, here are some things you will never hear an African 
American say to a white person—even a Christian whom he or she knows is 
genuinely trying to help:  

•  “They’ll follow you better than they will follow one of us.”
•  “We have leaders for our local churches, but we need white people to start 

new churches.”  
•  “White men are just better preachers than us.”
I don’t know what the future holds for the African-American Church and its 

role in what God is doing among the peoples of the earth. There seems to be a 
growing consciousness, however, that it is time for their participation in the 
Great Commission to increase. I, for one, am hopeful that this will happen. 
Such a movement could serve to the global Body of Christ as a fresh reminder 
of God’s glorious gospel which is for every tongue, tribe, and nation.   
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? Questions for reflection
1. Western missionaries seem to be waking up to the 

absolute necessity of turning ministries over to indigenous 
leaders. However, many of these potential indigenous 
leaders are often reluctant to assume this leadership. 
Why?

2. What did Leichty mean when he said that Ramesh was 
using an “external self-referent”? How can this play out 
through global media in other countries as well?

3. What advantage do African-Americans have in terms of 
encouraging indigenous leadership in other cultures?
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I
n this article, I want to give a brief intro-
duction to post-postmodern missiology 
by answering two questions: Why do we 
need a post-postmodern missiology? and What is it? 

Why Do We Need Post-postmodern Missiology?
Below are three reasons we need post-postmodern missiology.
Modernism and postmodernism have failed. Enlighten-

ment modernism divorces reason and faith and elevates reason 
above faith. It attempts to use rationality and scientific method 
to master both the natural world and humanity. It asserts that 
one can grasp directly the nature of the object without the need 
of language (transparency) and reveal objective reality in writ-
ing. Furthermore, it has spawned secularism. The twin prob-
lems of modernism and secularism have caused much harm to 
the world and the Church—not only the Western Church, but 
increasingly the Church worldwide. The modernist approach to 
mission has failed.

Postmodernism offers a necessary critique of modernism, 
notably the primacy of reason and science and the illusion of 
transparency and objectivity. However, it entails serious prob-
lems such as relativism. The postmodernist approach to mis-
sion has also failed. Therefore, a post-postmodern approach to 
mission is needed.

The world has changed. Today’s world is largely globalized 
and urbanized. Globalization has happened before, but the 
speeding up of the flows of capital, people, goods, images, and 
ideas across the world and the increase in the pace of global in-
teractions and processes are unique in this age. We are no longer  
living in closed communities with limited interaction, a situa-
tion that modernist (or traditional) missiology assumes.

The modernist approach to mission has failed.
The postmodernist approach to mission has 

also failed. Therefore, a post-postmodern 
approach to mission is needed.
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Along with globalization is the huge migration of people inside a nation 
and across nations. While migration happened throughout human history, 
it has not happened on such a large scale as we see today. The people mis-
sionaries minister to are often migrants.

Anthropology has changed. Anthropology has also changed from 
modernist to postmodern anthropology. In modernist anthropology, one 
can gain objective knowledge of self and the other through careful study; 
and comparison among diverse others yields valid knowledge of culture. 
Culture is regarded as homogeneous—that is, culture is a unifying system 
with minimum variations within the culture. It is integrated in that culture 
traits are interconnected into a system. It is also discrete in that each cul-
ture has a clear boundary. Thus, one knows clearly what American culture 
is and it is different from Chinese culture. Much of existing missiology is 
tied to modernist anthropology.

Postmodern anthropology offers an incisive critique of modernist an-
thropology. First, we do not have objective knowledge of the other. Second, 
in postmodern anthropology, culture is regarded as fragmented instead 
of homogeneous, incoherent instead of integrated, nondiscrete, and con-
tested. Some even wanted to discard the word ‘culture’, and in general, 
anthropologists today prefer to use the adjective ‘cultural’ rather than the 
noun ‘culture’ (Knauft 2006). Consequently, postmodern missiology is 
pluralistic and relativistic (Yip 2014).

Postmodern anthropology may have gone too far. The concept of culture 
is still needed and is important in understanding self and the other. In 
conclusion, since modern and postmodern missiologies are problematic, 
we need a post-postmodern missiology, which accepts the postmodern  
critique of modernism, but avoids postmodernism’s relativism and in-
coherence, and which takes seriously into consideration the changes in  
today’s world.

What Is Post-Postmodern Missiology?
The major tenets of post-postmodern missiology are as follows:  
1. The representation of self and the other. The Western concept 

of self and the other came out in the age of modernism and colonialism. 
Modernism led to the westerners’ understanding of the self as the autono-
mous subject who can objectively study an object—namely, the other. This 
objective study (objectification) first came out in the seventeenth century 
(Foucault 1970, 398-400). One of the ways that leads to this representation 
of the self and the other is the practice of exclusion: the prohibition against 
certain statements and practices and the opposition between what is con-
sidered reason and unreason. Anything that does not fit is regarded as false. 
Through the natural adoption of such exclusion, human beings come to an 
awareness of self and then the other. 
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Postmodernism rejects the objectification of the other for good reasons, 
as pointed out by French philosopher Levinas (TI 42). The other is objecti-
fied by means of a concept which deprives the other of one’s fullness and 
transcendence. It is reductionist and unethical to cut the object in size to 
fit the concept. It is also arrogant to claim certainty of objective knowledge 
of the object. 

In the colonial context, westerners regarded the rest (the other) under 
the lens of colonialism (the West as rational, orderly, and peaceful and the 
rest as the opposite), and, being in a more powerful position, imposed 
such notion on the other (Said 1979). 

Furthermore, this kind of representation neglects the internal differen-
tiation of the other, which has become prominent in this globalized era. 
For example, the dualistic differentiation of peasants and non-peasants 
neglects the wide varieties of peasants in a globalized world. Missionaries, 
therefore, need to beware of these problems of the representation of the 
other. There are at least three problematic implications. 

•  First, a missionary leaving one’s society to go to another society 
naturally represents the people there by separating them from self. The 
tendency is to ‘nativize’ (put in a separate frame) and ‘spatially incarcerate’ 
them (regard them as fixed in their location). Thus, one study of the !Kung 
in Botswana described the people as essentially survivors of a prior evo-
lutionary age. They were isolated in the Kalahari desert (totally different 
from the ethnographer) with little contact with outsiders until the 1960s, 
thus experiencing little culture change until then. The task of the ethnog-
rapher was simply to describe the cultural differences. 

A later study that sought to find out how the cultural differences were 
produced found that the !Kung had continuous contact with other groups 
since the pre-colonial period, were culturally influenced by others, and 
were not spatially limited to the desert. In locating the people in intercon-
nected spaces, this later study was able to provide a truer picture of cultural 
production (Gupta and Ferguson 1992, 13-16). Missionaries therefore need 
to beware of nativizing and spatially incarcerating other people.

•  Second, in nativizing the other, missionaries may neglect the variety 
of types within the other. Thus, all tribal people or peasants can easily be 
regarded the same by missionaries. 

•  Third, missionaries are constrained by their practice of exclusion. 
Under their socio-cultural background, Western missionaries naturally  
select the content and methodology of communication that they consider 
important and appropriate and exclude others. This may include West-
ern theology, Western counseling, and managerial approaches to min-
istry. Even contextualization is done in a Western way. This problem is 
not limited to westerners. Today, as Majority World missionaries are gain-
ing prominence, they are also not immune to ethnocentrism. In my time  
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training Majority World missionaries, I came across several such cases. All 
missionaries need to be aware of this problem. 

2. Reflexivity in studying the other. Since there is no objective knowl-
edge of the other, we cannot avoid the subjective element in our study of 
the other. Some anthropologists claim that ethnographic accounts can no 
longer be assessed in terms of their agreement with ‘reality’; only their au-
thors’ reflexive self-reports remain (Salzman 2002, 811). We want to avoid 
this extreme position that ethnography is only a description of the ethnog-
rapher’s own culture. There is a better way, and that is to make use of the 
understanding of others to contribute to self-awareness, which, in turn, 
allows for self-reflection and self-emancipation. The emancipation, finally, 
makes the understanding of others reliable (Scholte 1972, 448).

Just as contextualization is based on ethnographic knowledge, we also 
need to do contextualization with reflexivity. The process involves using 
the result of contextualization to contribute to self-awareness, and upon 
self-reflection doing further contextualization. Only this kind of contextu-
alization is effective and appropriate.

3. Social categories as imagined. Related to the social representation 
of self and the other is the concept that social categories such as nation, 
people, culture, social system, and religious categories are socially imag-
ined. There is no essence in these notions. 

One easily committed mistake in missions is to essentialize culture. 
Culture is regarded not as a constructed social category, but as having es-
sence. Consequently, everyone in the same cultural community has the 
same essence and behaves in the same way. This leads to stereotyping and 
to some undesirable results in contextualization. 

One example is the Church in Kyrgyzstan. Kyrgyzstan gained indepen-
dence after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In the Soviet era the Kyrgyz 
people did not have a strong and distinct social identity as an ethnic group. 
In his study of missions and the Church in Kyrgyzstan, anthropologist 
Mathijs Pelkmans (2007) found that evangelical missionaries were strong 
advocates of contextualization into Kyrgyz culture even though the Kyrgyz 
identity was quite fluid. They were proud of the result of establishing indig-
enous Kyrgyz churches that preserved Kyrgyz culture (e.g., contextualized 
Kyrgyz rituals). 

That said, the emphasis on Kyrgyz culture and identity and the resul-
tant contextualization had some undesirable results. One was a prominent  
Kyrgyz pastor advocating that the Kyrgyz people were the lost tribe of Is-
rael. This is a case of contextualization gone awry. It happened because 
missionaries communicated an understanding of culture as essentialized. 
The result was that many Kyrgyz Christians built their social identity on an 
essentialized concept of culture and ethnicity—that is, to be a Kyrgyz was 
to have a distinct culture/religion. 



EMQ   July  2016   267

This led to that pastor’s search for an identity that went against the 
biblical teaching. Missionaries today urgently need to de-essentialize cul-
ture and to educate believers everywhere to re-anchor their social identity  
primarily on Christ and his kingdom.

4. A nuanced understanding of culture. In modernist anthropology, 
culture is homogeneous, mostly integrated, and discrete. In postmodern 
anthropology, culture is fragmented, with many intracultural variations and 
fluctuations across boundaries of ethnicity, gender, age, status, and life ex-
perience. Culture is incoherent in that it is disordered, with contradictory 
elements. It is also nondiscrete, with boundaries overlapping other cultures 
or even without clear-cut boundaries (Brightman 1995, 516). As mentioned 
before, the word ‘culture’ is generally avoided by anthropologists. 

In post-postmodern missiology, the concept of culture returns with a 
nuanced understanding. It is partly homogeneous and partly fragmented, 
partly integrated and partly incoherent, and generally nondiscrete. It in-
volves a dialectical relationship between the structural constraints of so-
ciety and culture and the practices of social agents. A social agent devises 
strategy to deal with the context, but such strategy is influenced by cultural 
dispositions. These dispositions allow the agent to respond to cultural val-
ues in flexible ways, but the responses are largely regulated by the disposi-
tions.

Furthermore, culture is conceived spatially as mobility. In a globalized 
world, one needs to avoid spatially incarcerating people. People are on the 
move, and there is a constant mixing of cultures. This can result in multi-
culturalism, apartheid, or hybridization. People’s attitude towards culture 
also varies. Some promote ethnic nationalism while others prefer cosmo-
politanism (Eriksen 2007, 119). Missionaries need to be alert to all these 
variations and minister accordingly.

Another missiological implication is about the role of worldview. As 
a summary term for concepts, values, and assumptions, worldview still 
has functional importance. The problem is with the existing models of 
worldview, which conceive of worldview as being the deep level of culture  
significantly affecting or even determining behavioral patterns. This  
conception is based on the understanding of culture as mainly integrated. 
With a nuanced understanding of culture, such a conception can no longer 
hold. Furthermore, with the Western bias towards the priority of cognition, 
the transformation of worldview has been regarded as the key to conver-
sion. This is not true and we need a holistic view of conversion change.  

5. The complexity of community. Community today is generally com-
plex, with many intracultural variations and a lack of clear-cut cultural 
boundaries. What follow are some important implications.

•  People group. In view of globalism Arjun Appadurai (1996) holds that 
it is better to conceive of community in terms of flow rather than territory.  
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The word ‘flow’ describes the imagined world we live in as made up of various 
landscapes that are disjunctive—that is, they are to a degree autonomous, ebb-
ing and flowing in different directions and at different rates, often in conflict.  
Facing such disjunctive landscapes, people pick and choose as they wish.

The Chinese diaspora are connected to the global Chinese in many ways, 
including the economic and the ideological. That said, there is no common 
thread that characterizes the Chinese globally. For example, some Chinese 
share with other Chinese in different locations in ideology but not in econ-
omy, while others share in economy but not ideology; and such sharing 
may change frequently. The result is that it is hard to pinpoint the Chinese 
community culturally.

It is easy to see that such complex societies pose a serious challenge to 
frontier missiology. Its basic term, ‘people group,’ has an indeterminate 
meaning. That said, the concept of people group can still be salvaged,  
albeit in a nuanced way, like culture.

Anna Tsing (2000) insightfully points out that Appadurai’s view of dis-
junctive global flow comes from his context of Indian diaspora. His view 
therefore pertains to diaspora communities. In this global era there are 
other types of community. For example, Ulf Hannerz (1996) studied cos-
mopolitans and urbanites everywhere, and these people are not deterrito-
rialized. Culture still matters, although under diverse cultural influences 
they develop a hybridized culture.

Furthermore, in spatial terms, mobile people do not just disappear in 
disjunctive flux. They are engaged in the construction of new, complex pol-
itics of location and travel. In some cases, they strengthen border control to 
keep outsiders out (Heyman and Campbell 2009). For example, if Japanese 
in Japan are considered a large people group, Japan has kept its border close 
to immigrants.

We can therefore retain the concept of people group with a nuanced 
understanding. For most, there is no clear-cut border; for some, we must 
consider multiple locations (as in the case of diaspora). Mission strategists 
who employ the concept of people group need to be cautious in strategiz-
ing. Missionaries who actually work in a ‘people group’ need to avoid ste-
reotyping and be open to cultural ambiguities. In the end, it is up to the 
onsite missionaries to determine whether the people they minister to are a 
distinct people group or not.

•  Polythetic contextualization. Complex society with many intracul-
tural variations presents a challenge to contextualization in that one con-
textualization cannot fit the whole society. Missionaries are then faced 
with a choice of planting a multicultural church or planting many differ-
ent kinds of contextualized churches. The latter is what I call ‘polythetic 
contextualization.’ It may even involve non-contextualization. Contextu-
alization is now a norm in mission; but non-contextualization seems to be 
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a taboo. In fact, non-contextualization may appeal to a certain segment of 
a society because of globalization.

• Contextualization by walking around. In management, there is the 
idea of management by walking around—that is, managers need to be onsite 
to know the situation in order to manage properly. In a globalized com-
plex world with rapid changes, contextualization is best done by mission-
aries walking around. Onsite missionaries who have training in theology,  
anthropology, and contextualization are the best people to do contextual-
ization. 

This begins with a rapid ethnographic research, including strategies 
such as going to the field with a prepared checklist of questions, conduct-
ing focus group interviews, and walking through the mission field with 
key informants and asking for explanations along the way. Based on this 
knowledge, initial contextualization takes place in real situations of minis-
try such as evangelism and teaching. Then comes a time of reflection lead-
ing to reflexive contextualization.

• Ministry to a globalized complex world. The people missionaries 
minister to today are most likely immigrants, refugees, other international 
migrants (such as diplomats, international business people, and interna-
tional students), national migrants (from rural to urban), and transna-
tional cosmopolitans. Culturally, they may be multicultural or hybridized. 
Besides diaspora missiology, we also need transnational missiology and 
migrant missiology.

•  Power and mission. We have seen power in play in the representa-
tion of self and the other, in shaping the imagined social categories, and 
in contextualization. Missionaries cannot escape the pervasive presence of 
power. One concern is the uneven power distributed among missionaries 
and the local believers. How can a leveling of power happen in mission? Mis-
sionaries may face unjust usage of power in the society. What should be the proper 
response? These and other questions on power are the concerns of post-
postmodern missiology.
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? Questions for reflection

1. You received a widespread derogatory comment 
concerning a certain ethnic group and a proposal to 
penalize them. How would you respond?

2. A local believer wants to join a movement aiming at 
political autonomy of his minority group in order to 
preserve their ‘culture’. He comes to you for advice. 
What would you say?

3. Some leaders in your mission organization are 
advocating sharpening the focus of the organizational 
strategy to unreached people groups based only on 
some quantifiable criteria. How would you respond to it?

4. You are planning a series of contextualized sermons for 
a local setting. How do you go about doing it?
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 M
any pastors and missionaries are crossing 
the globe, teaching, encouraging, and resourcing 
with good intentions, but questionable effectiveness. 
Other church-planting catalysts, especially those who 
work within a denominational framework, manage 

systems like assessment, church-planter boot camp, financial support, 
coaching, and others. They try to maintain some church-planting 
momentum, but rarely achieve movement.

 
Dr. Paul Gupta from the Hindustan Bible Institute calls for another type 

of church-planting catalyst, one that contributes to the apostolic advance of 
gospel movements1:

Expatriates have an even greater role to play: equipping and mobiliz-
ing thousands in these newly planted churches to be on mission for God. 
As a trainer, consultant, and facilitator, expatriates may serve the national 
church to develop a church-planting movement, or to equip that movement 
with the essential leadership skills and resources to grow mature, dynamic 
Christians and churches” (Gupta 2000, 98). 

This article is my attempt to contribute some best practices of church-

Church-planting
 

Catalysts for 

Gospel 
Movements 
Gene Wilson



planting catalysts that contribute to gospel movements, based on fifteen 
years of experience, reading, and reflection. I served first as a church-planting 
catalyst for Latin America, then was asked to develop others globally. These 
are some practical outworkings of the apostolic model of church multiplica-
tion that my co-author Craig Ott and I have laid out in the book Global Church 
Planting—Biblical Principles and Best Practices for Multiplication (2011).

In 2001, I received a call to teach a church-planting course in southern 
Brazil. We wrestled with new paradigms of a lay movement during five 
packed, taxing, and unforgettable ten-hour days under a canopy in the swel-
tering July sun. The Brazilian church leaders were hungry for a way to start 
many new churches that did not require salaries and buildings. When we 
talked about God’s work through church-planting movements, the question 
emerged, “Why are we not seeing this kind of movement? Why are so few 
churches planting others?” They humbly confessed the reasons (see Table 1 
on page 274). 

This led to a time of confession and calling on God. Afterwards, one man 
declared, “Today is the first day of a new church-planting movement in  
Brazil.” After the teaching was over on the final day, a few of the leaders 
drafted a resolution. The entire group signed it, pledging to do everything in 
their power to become God’s movement agents and multiply disciples,  
leaders, and churches. Later, the association of churches adopted the same 
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1. Lack of missionary vision
2. Excessive preoccupation with  

the established church
3. Faulty theology or missiology—

reflection and teaching
4. Not disposed or willing to pay  

the price
5. Lack of conviction or call
6. Inability to work on a team;  

too much independence

  7. Satan doesn’t want it 
  8. Lack of financial and human resources
  9. Lack of motivation and leadership
10. No adequate church-planting strategy
11. Lack of training for church planting
12. The church doesn’t beat with the 

heart of God
13. Sin and spiritual coldness

Table 1: Obstacles to Church Planting in Southern Brazil

Graph 1: Catalytic Inputs that Contribute
 to Movement Development

pledge and chose a national church-planting catalyst to lead their efforts. 
Training was contextualized, workers mobilized, and church planting 

accelerated. My missionary colleague, who introduced me to this group of 
Christian leaders, had been praying for a church-planting movement for 
years. That week in July was a catalytic moment. 

In chemistry, to ‘catalyze’ is to add a substance to produce a greater reac-
tion. Church-planting catalysts are experienced church planters who come alongside 
local kingdom partners with strategic inputs and resources in order to mobilize work-
ers and catalyze a gospel movement. 

Catalytic moments often occur when outside facilitators bring in “just- 
in-time” ideas, inspiration, and resources to a group that is filled with mis-
sional impulse. Together they join hearts and hands to produce an increased 
reaction, resulting in changed lives and new waves of disciples and kingdom 
communities. Catalysts can serve as activators who provide a pathway and 
empowerment for emerging leaders toward multiplication ministries. 

What elements tip the scale toward multiplication and movement? We 
have found these five critical inputs, when sustained over time, support 
movement development (see graph 1 below).

Coaching for Movement Advance

Shared, Sustainable Resources

Partnership in Training

Prayer Foundation

Relationships of Trust
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Catalytic Input #1: Relationships of Trust
Catalysts are willing to invest in fraternal relationships built on trust and 

mutual encouragement. Those relationships must be real, and they must be 
nurtured. They build on the things that transcend culture and are nurtured by 
the humility and respect that views partners as equals who can learn from 
each other. If you see a long-term partnership that has produced fruit for the 
gospel, you will often find, at its core, this kind of mutually-edifying relation-
ship which is centered by a common desire to advance a gospel movement. 

We must remember that the relationship is not just a means to an end. 
Catalysts plan extra time before and after equipping events to meet with 
leaders, their teams, and families. Many times, shared trials are the instru-
ments God uses to forge and grow these relationships. Sickness, cultural 
challenges, spiritual conflict, and other forms of adversity can bring partners 
into a deeper level of trust. 

Catalytic Input #2: Prayer Foundation
An African saying goes, “We cannot walk where we have not prayed.” We 

told the story of a missionary in southern Brazil who prayed with others for 
years for a church-planting movement. That kind of praying gives birth to 
vision and action. A gospel movement is something that God initiates and 
invites us to participate in. It is bigger than any one person or team, and can 
only be accomplished in his power. 

In the spiritual battle, prayer functions like the head of the spear penetrat-
ing the darkness. Without it, no new gospel beachheads can be won. Prayer 
not only paves the way for ministry, but in fact is the most elemental and 
foundational ministry. Through it, catalysts and their partners discern the 
heart of God, praying throughout every phase of the partnership, asking God 
for power, direction, unity, and wisdom. 

Catalytic Input #3: Partnership in Training
A third catalytic input is partnership in training.2 Catalytic training not 

only conveys knowledge and skills, but produces change that is mediated by 
new understandings and paradigm shifts. Fresh understandings of God’s 
mission and a rediscovery of the nature and purpose of the Church can cata-
pult learners forward. This kind of training is not an end in itself; it serves to 
catalyze the gospel movement. 

We are finding that training is most effective when it is part of a long-term 
equipping partnership rather than a one-time event. When partners grow 
together in their understanding and commitment to the multiplication of 
kingdom communities, they are more likely to assess results and plan strate-
gically together. In the context of trusting relationships and shared move-
ment vision, learners can be expected to apply the basic training before being 
invited to more advanced modules. 
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We recommend successive equipping modules based on outcomes in the 
field (outcome-based training). Evaluation and selection is the responsibility 
of the local group, with counsel for external catalysts. The goal is that some 
effective planters become trainers and catalysts and reproduce the training 
in other regions. 

For this to happen, the content cannot be ‘canned.’ Biblical principles that 
apply globally must be adapted to the local context. People have distinct 
literacy levels, learning styles, and educational cultures. Those create expec-
tations and preferred learning environments. Because cultural insiders know 
best what will be effective locally, when external catalysts seek dialogue 
about the content and shape of training events, this allows for the possibility 
of a true partnership.

Catalytic Input #4: Shared, Sustainable Resources
Human, financial, and technological resources can catalyze a movement, 

or bring it to a grinding halt (Garrison 2004; Ott and Wilson 2011). Partner-
ship in training generally implies working together to find the resources 
needed. The end goal is that national churches will own and support the 
training and movement through local resources. So if the training is pat-
terned after Western conferences, with nice hotels, copious meals, and 
comfortable auditoriums, it will always depend on outside funding. 

Thus, in many places, the training is held in a place of worship and par-
ticipants stay in homes of friends or on mattresses in classrooms. If the first 
generation of training involves people from the different regions, outside 
help may be needed for transportation and lodging. But all involved should 
contribute relative to their ability. The principle is this: shared investment 
leads to shared blessing. 

Catalytic Input #5: Coaching for Movement Advance
Job number one of catalysts is to reproduce themselves. External catalysts 

cannot coach many church planters in other countries, but they can coach a 
national catalyst who, in turn, will coach several church planters. Training 
alone may produce good ideas, but training plus coaching leads to imple-
mentation and fruitfulness. 

Coaching helps bridge the gap between good intentions and strategic 
implementation. External catalysts model coaching to facilitate discovery 
during the training. Planters meet in smaller regional gatherings for review, 
evaluation, and peer learning. When peer review and coaching is not possible, 
follow up may take the form of a visit or a call from a catalyst. The coaching 
approach, modeled during church-planter training, is then more fully  
described and practiced during the training of trainers.

The idea of multiplication necessitates mobilization and deployment with 
an open hand. Controlling leadership styles will eventually put a limit to 
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reproduction. Thus, the stage must be set by examining biblical models of 
empowering leadership before a true coaching approach can take hold. This 
is especially true in cultures of high-power distance. Even so, the practice of 
coaching will vary somewhat in form, especially where spiritual authority 
presumes age, wisdom, and experience.  

Best Practices of Gospel Movement Catalysts
We have defined church-planting catalysts as experienced church planters who 

come alongside local kingdom partners with strategic inputs and resources in order to 
mobilize workers and catalyze gospel movements, and we have seen some things 
they bring to the table to catalyze movement. The way they work will be shaped 
by their gifting and wiring, as well as the contexts in which they serve. How-
ever, there are five general best practices of gospel movement catalysts. What 
follows is not an exhaustive list; rather, it is a good starting point. 

Best practice #1: Movement catalysts think and work from movement 
perspective. Movement catalysts see the big picture and realize that God-
sized results require great prayer, faith, cooperation, and a vision for multiplica-
tion rather than addition. They partner with people to impact entire cities, 
regions, and nations over several generations. This means that they do things 
in ways that favor indigenous forms and sustainable reproduction. 

Training must be reproducible, offered in the heart language of learners, 
and adapted to the learning style and educational level of those who will pass 
it on. The delivery system should use technologies and methods that are lo-
cally accessible and scalable to the outlying regions. Table 2 contrasts move-
ment perspective with the typical local ministry perspective. 

Table 2: Two Complementary Ministry Perspectives

Movement Perspective Local Ministry Perspective

Harvest focus Local church or ministry focus

Scope: the world Scope: the neighborhood or city

Reproducible, sustainable, scalable 
strategies

Strategies based on local  
target group

Broad cooperation is imperative Cooperation is optional or ‘in-house’

Impacting many generations Impacting this generation

The type of ministry found in the right column—local ministry—is very 
positive. An example would be a multi-venue church that is impacting a 
city. But the billions who have never heard the gospel will only be reached 
when many ministries like the ones on the right come together to launch 
the type of movement found in the left column. Like the Apostle Paul, 
gospel movement catalysts are constantly looking to the ‘regions beyond’ 
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(2 Cor. 10:14-16, Rom. 15:23-24). And like Barnabas and Paul, they mobilize 
people from the harvest and develop them for new harvests.

Best practice #2: Movement catalysts develop and empower local 
leaders. Steve Addison reminds us that in order to create movements, 

God takes the initiative. God choses unlikely people, far from the cen-
ter of ecclesiastical power, and He works to remake them inside out. He 
inspires innovative insights regarding His mission, and how it is to be car-
ried out. Biblical truths and practices are rediscovered. A growing band of 
ordinary people emerges who have heartfelt faith and missionary zeal that 
knows no bounds… movements change people, and changed people change 
the world.” (2011, 22, 29) 

God is stirring gospel movements all over the world, and he is using 
young, emerging, kingdom-minded workers. They need tracks to run on, and 
someone to come alongside at critical junctures in their ministry. That is 
what catalysts provide through their equipping and coaching. However, they 
need to do this in an empowering way. 

Catalysts should never try to become the engine that drives the advance, 
nor the caboose that just goes along for a ride. They should not take over the 
controls, or tell their local partners what to do; instead, they should teach 
biblical principles and share fruitful practices to help them figure out how to 
move forward. And they don’t abandon them afterwards, but respectfully 
coach them as they implement the plans they have made.

Best practice #3: Movement catalysts multiply workers generation-
ally. Catalysts follow the principle in 2 Timothy 2:2. They find experienced 
practitioners who have a heart to raise up a new generation of kingdom work-
ers, then they invest in them. For this to occur, teaching good content is not 
sufficient. External catalysts must contextually reproduce themselves in local 
catalysts. They build in such a way that local leaders can carry on the work. 
Their vision is to develop, empower, and release a new generation. 

They function like scaffolding, creating a framework that allows them-
selves to be replaced by emerging national leaders. Then, they work with and 
through local partners in such a way that the spotlight is not on the catalyst, 
but on what God is doing through local people. That doesn’t mean that  
external catalysts won’t be needed in the long term, but rather that they will 
never be the ‘motor’ of the ministry, only mobilizers and mentors. So job 

Catalysts should never try to become the 
engine that drives the advance, nor the caboose 
that just goes along for a ride.
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number one of catalysts is to reproduce themselves in others.
Best practice #4: Movement catalysts grow church-planting net-

works. The task is immense. India alone has 1.3 billion people with 29 
languages groups with over one million speakers. The State of Gujarat in 
Northwest India has 631 people groups and six million Muslims (Mandryk 
2010). So no one church group or missionary organization can hope to do it 
all; instead, it takes coalitions with a vision to reach the lost. Movement 
catalysts always try to broaden the tent with other like-minded people. They 
are not content to oil the wheels of the denominational system; they pull 
people together to storm the gates of hell.

In some cases, external catalysts come alongside a coalition that already 
exists, but in others, they help to create them. They want to see church-
planting networks (CPN) emerge as early as possible in the training cycle. 
The CPN selects apprentices, hosts training events, and empowers the  
regional church-planting efforts. It may evaluate results in one level of train-
ing, giving advice as to what is most needed in the following level. Some of 
the most exciting partnerships in training have arisen when several move-
ment leaders have come together to do something greater than what any of 
them could have done individually.

In cross-cultural ministry, during the launch phase the impetus and re-
sources may come primarily from the external team of catalysts. But during 
successive gatherings for learning and strategic planning, a church-planting 
training network is formed. Finally, local trainers are equipped and a master 
trainer is appointed to lead the charge into other generations of equipping 
and sending out church planters to unreached people groups or segments of 
the population. This three-stage progression is illustrated in Figure 1 below.

Multiplication: National masters trainers/
catalysts sent out

Structuring: Church-planting training/ 
network created

Launch: Team of external
catalysts and trainers
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Figure 1: Three Stages of Development  
in an Equipping Partnership
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Best practice #5: Movement catalysts work collaboratively with 
other catalysts. We don’t want to see just any kind of churches planted, but 
healthy, reproducing ones that make disciples and transform their social 
environments. A variety of equipping resources are needed to strengthen 
churches and their leaders. Consequently, catalysts function best on a team 
with other specialists who will bring their gifts and experience to the move-
ments. The developmental needs of the movement must be discerned 
through prayer, assessment, and dialogue with national partners. What will 
strengthen this gospel movement?

In our mission, our global team of catalysts has found the following themes 
helpful: Bible study and preaching methods, church health, leadership devel-
opment, holistic ministry, organizational development, and pastoral develop-
ment. The movement perspective requires an integrated approach and 
teamwork. It takes wisdom to sequence and weave these themes together for 
movement development, and cultural insiders should be consulted first. 

As we look over these five best practices, it becomes clear that this is not a 
job for independent spirits. Church-planting catalysts do not seek their own 
glory, personal success, or self-fulfillment. Since they measure success by 
gospel movements that produce life and community transformation, they 
are always inviting others to join forces for greater impact. They are not 
content to cross the globe as itinerant teacher-trainers or to run denomina-
tional church-planting support systems. 

They are builders and reproducers who are constantly taking others along 
in order to develop them for greater impact. They are willing to work under 
a big tent. The role of a gospel movement catalyst may seem overwhelming, 
but it is something catalysts grow into as they move forward with their apos-
tolic partners. Fruitful catalysts cultivate this mindset: “We are here to be 
fruitful and multiply for Jesus’ sake. There is no other way to spell success. 
Not numbers, not size, not buildings, not programs.” 

Endnotes
 1. A gospel movement occurs when the gospel penetrates a city or region, in depth 

and in breadth, so that disciples, leaders, and churches are multiplied and entire 
communities are transformed. Church-planting movements are a type of gospel 
movement, usually the crest of the wave during the rapid multiplication phase.

2. The word ‘training’ is not currently in vogue. We use it to describe gatherings 
that equip workers by reexamining God’s mission, reflecting on biblical principles 
and best practices, and facilitating strategic planning for the development of repro-
ducing disciples and kingdom communities.

Church-planting catalysts do not seek their 
own glory, personal success, or self-fulfillment. 
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? Questions for reflection

1. The author writes, “Catalysts can serve as activators who 
provide a pathway and empowerment for emerging 
leaders...” What qualities does it take for a catalyst to 
develop and activate others, rather than to take the 
center stage?

2. The author lists five critical inputs that catalysts often 
use, but the list is not complete. What other resources or 
interventions can a church-planting catalyst bring to bear 
to help gospel movements grow?

3. This article focuses on the role of an external gospel 
movement catalyst who comes alongside movement 
leaders for limited periods of time through a partnership 
relationship. How can that role supplement and reinforce 
the work of internal church-planting catalysts who are 
doing, assessing, training, and coaching on an ongoing 
basis?

4. What would you add to the description of the ministry of 
a gospel movement catalyst?
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M
issions and the Political Landscape
It is obvious that the present contexts in 
India are different from that of a century, 
or even a few decades, ago. Despite the 

increasing magnitude of voluminous challenges, God’s 
mission continues to penetrate. The praxis of mission 
requires intelligent discernment of the signs of the times 
and a faithful reading of the contextual realities. 

In order to fulfill the mission of God in India, one needs to 
consider (1) the challenges, developments, and uncertainties 
found in the areas of Christianity, missions, and churches; (2) 
prevailing contextual complexities in and around the country; 
and (3) the state of the productivity of training institutions. 

Christianity in India
Ever since the Tranquebar mission in 1706, church and mis-

sion agencies in India have been significantly focusing on the 
conversion mantra. The dehumanized state of the people in the 
country (which included issues such as illiteracy, economical 
victimization, lack of modernity and technological advance-
ments, gender issues, alcoholism, and various other social evils) 
paved a way for missionaries to reach out and establish church-
es among selected responsive groups. 

Thus, mass conversions of Dalits took place on a large scale in 
the Protestant churches during the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries (Wilfred 2007, 144). Another responsive section of 
the society was tribal groups (Hedlund 1992, 215). However, 
present India does not have a similar context as it did in the past. 

Growth on a global and national scale. It is predicted that 
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and Missions 
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A Missiological Appraisal 
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Christianity in Asia will grow to reach 595 million (or 11.3 % of the total 
Asian population) by 2050; more specifically, this growth will occur in 
countries like China, India, Nepal, and Cambodia (Johnson 2009, 5). The 
population statistics confirm that India is seventh globally in terms of the 
total number of Christians living in a country (Frykenberg 2008, vii). 

Christianity remains the second largest minority in India. According to 
the 2011 census, the population growth after 2001 was 17.64%. In the years 
preceding the 2001 census, the Christian growth rate was found to be lower 
than the overall population growth rate. The increase of the Christian popu-
lation from 1981 to 1991 was 16.89%, whereas the all-India demographic 
increase was 23.79% (Jeganathan 2000, 308). This disparity in growth com-
municates that the present rate of Christian growth lags significantly behind.  

Uneven dispersion of the Christian populace. Churches are not scat-
tered in proportion to the geographical distribution of population. Within 
India, 70% of the Christian populace lives in the south and 25% in the 
northeast (Johnstone 2001, 315). It is strongly speculated that only 5% of 
India’s Christians live in the north, and this number includes Christian mi-
grants from the south and northeast. There is clear evidence that churches 
are multiplying among the tribes, among those in poverty, and in the cities 
(Ponraj 1987, 10). 

Churches and Missions in India
An unbiased analysis of strategies involved in churches planted and un-

derstanding the state of churches and missions agencies is essential for us to 
perceive the landscape of India. 

The outreach dilemma between the vulnerable and the non-vulner-
able. It is an undeniable fact that Christianity is found growing rapidly 
among the tribal and Dalit populations. While evangelicals call them the 
‘receptive’, Hindu fundamentalists call them ‘vulnerable’. However, most of 
the missional resources and efforts in the past were invested in the receptive/
vulnerable communities, whereas a huge 72.8% of India’s population does 
not have a significant missional impact. This larger segment of the popula-
tion predominantly consists of educated, religiously strong, elite, forward 
castes and wealthy people. 

Dubious number declarations. Statistical declarations are to be ratified 
in India in light of the following three realities: 

1. Growth in number of churches in India is debatable. In 2000, it was esti-
mated that there were 356 denominations consisting of 97,796 churches 
(India 2000). The Evangelical Fellowship of India accounted for around 
35,000 independent churches (Radhakrishnan 2011). Operation Mobiliza-
tion declared 3,000 new congregations in India in less than a decade (Staf-
ford 2011). There are parts in India where the number growth of independent 
churches (most of them gather in houses) is phenomenal. 
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Growth in numbers needs to be appraised in light of the quality growth 
of the churches. In my research, I observed that out of every 100 churches 
planted, 80 eventually die or remain malnourished. Most of the church-
planting organizations publish the number of churches planted; seldom have 
they accounted how many of them cease to exist. Although the growing num-
bers of churches are illuminable, their quality and potency are inscrutable.

2. Apart from the addition of genuine new believers, the cause for number growth 
in churches also includes biological addition, stolen sheep, church-shoppers, people 
from intentional church splits, and migrated Christians. Overlap in the account-
ing of the churches planted is another unnoticed reality. One church planter’s 
‘one’ church plant is accounted by several training agencies, which ulti-
mately pictures ‘many’ in general.

3. Faithful discipleship is a missing component in the number growth projection 
of most of the churches. 

Self-sustainability and growth. On one hand, growth in the number of 
churches is true. On the other hand, it is uncertain and premature to classify 
them as self-sustaining in their existence. A huge number of churches are 
financially dependent on external sources. 

Lesslie Newbigin (former general secretary of IMC, a missionary for two 
decades in India, and a bishop in India) insisted of the need for utilizing 
local resources for local ministerial needs and missionary challenges (Laing 
2009, 11). The self-sustaining church concept is a strategic maneuver that 
focuses on sowing Christianity deeper into the lives of the believers and 
wider among unbelievers.

State of mission agencies in India. The India Missions Association has 
244-plus member bodies (IMA Networks) and the Evangelical Fellowship of 
India lists 244 mission agencies and churches as part of their membership 
(EFI Member Bodies). It is possible that some of these organizations have 
dual membership as well. Numerous other mission agencies in India have no 
memberships with any of these networks. 

It was estimated in 2007 that Indian churches had sent more than 5,000 
missionaries to reach the numerous Hindus and Muslims inside and outside 
India (Ma 2007, 14). In spite of the increasing numbers of mission agencies 
and native missionaries, the following concerns remain towards the Great 
Commission of making disciples: 

On the one hand growth in the number of 
churches is true. On the other hand, it is uncertain 
and premature to classify them as self-sustaining in 
their existence.
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•  Are mission agencies focusing on the communities that are yet to be discipled? 
H.L. Richard precisely comments, “The churches that have resulted from the 
people movements of past generations are thus not closely related to Hindu 
cultural norms. Christianity is effectively locked out of thousands of Hindu 
castes and communities in modern India” (Richard 2011, 52). 

•  Are mission agencies strategic in discipling the nations? The fruit of the 
mandate to make disciples is to make ‘Christ-like people’ to demonstrate the 
principles of the Kingdom of Christ on this earth. Since the word ‘strategic’ 
is an adjective that qualifies the kind of missions that agencies do, every ef-
fort taken in doing missions must be with quality for maximum result in 
order to accomplish the mandate of making disciples. 

In his Independence Day speech on August 15, 2000, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, 
then-prime minister of India, attributed the days as a ‘Decade of Develop-
ment’ (Bajpai 2011, 3). Changing contexts and challenges demand for new 
methods, mechanisms, and human power to fulfill the mission of God.  

Religious and Societal Atmosphere
It is essential for us to recognize the prevailing religious and societal at-

mosphere. India has long been a melting pot of a wide variety of the religious 
mosaic. Although for ages religious tolerance has been a hallmark of the 
multicultural and multi-religious sub-continent, it is mutilated in many re-
gions today due to increasing religious fanaticism. The other noteworthy 
atmosphere is change in the lifestyles and mindsets of people. 

Religious internal rivalries. Contemporary India is witnessing interre-
ligious rivalry and conflict at a level unheard of in its history. Both in terms 
of its extent and intensity, it is at alarming proportions (Kalidass 2000, 30-
31). Let me share just a few facts:

1. The rise of Hindutva extremism resulted in a hate campaign against 
Christians in the late 1990s, which has continued to create a toxic environ-
ment until this day (Stark n.d.).

2. Christianity is often considered by Hindu religious fundamentalists to 
be the religion of the former colonial masters. Christians are therefore as-
sumed to have no loyalty to their homeland and to be otherwise acting for 
Western countries and interests (Fernando 2000, 25).

3. Islamic fanatics made young men believe that they were ‘God’s mes-
sengers’ out to bring justice to the world. This was propagated as a holy obli-
gation and devotion to Islam, which ultimately led them to inhuman 
massacres in India.  

4. The Indian religious sphere, in spite of being the birthplace of Hindu-
ism, Sikhism, Buddhism, and Jainism, has been witnessing increasing intol-
erance and religious violence in the past decade. It is evident that religions in 
the subcontinent have become a source of conflict and violence, thus causing 
increasing disharmony in human relationships (Ramachandran 2010, 331).
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Increasing resistance against the Christian faith and practices. 
Attacks against adherents of the Christian faith and churches are unending. 
Most non-Christian religions in India have instituted ‘missionary’ methods 
in order to protect their respective adherents from conversion to other reli-
gions. Since Christianity has been ‘missionary’ in its calling and nature, 
non-Christian religions have been increasingly resistant against the mission 
activities of Christian churches and mission agencies. 

While violence against Christians and resistance against the Christian 
faith and activities have increased, unethical mission methods and conversion 
episodes of certain agencies, churches, and individuals are also undeniable.

Emerging community of churchless Christ-worshippers. Churchless 
Christ-worshippers (a debatable concept) is an increasing reality in India. It 
is an undeniable fact that the number of churchless Christ-worshippers and 
unbaptized Christ-worshippers has rapidly increased. A recent research study 
suggests that there are more non-baptized followers of Jesus in Chennai than 
there are formal, visible Christians in the traditional sense (Hoefer 2001, 96). 

This community is inevitable in the context of raising new believers from 

the families of the multi-religious mosaic in India, where a new believer 
from a Hindu family is likely to be forced to disassociate with conventional 
and popular Christian practices by other Hindu family members. 

Influence of postmodern philosophies and values. The postmodern 
mindset sees all human narratives as being of equal value and importance; 
believes truth is relative, doubts everything, and has skepticism as its phi-
losophy (Wakchaure 2012, 6). As a result, the uniqueness of scripture and 
Christ, the exclusiveness of Christ for salvation, the imminent Second Ad-
vent of Christ, and eternity are disputable subjects. 

Globalization and urbanization have hatched acculturated contexts, 
whereby postmodern knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and behaviors 
creep into the lifestyle of Indians.  Communities with such beliefs and values 
have increased in India.

Change in lifestyles. Let me share three areas of change in the Indian 
population as it affects lifestyle. 

Increase of the Middle Class and Upper-middle Class populace. 
Undoubtedly, the Indian populace continues to endorse the poverty stigma 
as 26% of them struggle for their basic essential needs (Malhothra 2008). 

The postmodern mindset sees all human 
narratives as being of equal value and importance, 
believes truth is relative, doubts everything, and has 
skepticism as its philosophy.  
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However, the Indian Middle Class doubled its size over the last decade, grow-
ing from 5.7% of all Indian households in 2001-2002 to 12.8% of all house-
holds in 2009-2010. There are considerable sectors of Middle Class people 
who have improved their lives and have become Upper-middle Class. 

Increase of undergraduate and post-graduate populace. There has been 
a remarkable growth in the educated community of India. In 1950-1951, the 
enrollment for higher studies were 3.97 lakhs (0.4 million), whereas in 2010-
2011, it had hiked to 169.76 lakhs (17 million) (University Grant Commis-
sion 2012). 

Urbanization and urbanized culture. The urban population in India at 
the beginning of 1901 was only 25.85 million, constituting of 10.84% of 
India’s population. By 2001, this had increased to over 285.35 million, com-
prising 27.78% of the total population (Bhagat 2004, 48). India’s urban 
population is expected to increase from a little below 350 million in 2011 to 
about 800 million by the middle of the twenty-first century, which would 
result in the increase of an astonishing 500 million people living in urban 
centers (Indian Institute of Human Settlements).  

Rural areas, on the other hand, are culturally urbanizing with the spread of 
education, the penetration of the mass media, and the permanent or tempo-
rary return of rural-returns, who bring home elements of urban culture. 

State of Training Institutions
The number of training institutions, Bible colleges, and seminaries has 

grown tremendously in India. A precise number of institutions are not avail-
able as they mushroom every day. Fifty institutions are affiliated with the 
Senate of Serampore, 51 accredited and 36 associate member institutions 
with the Asia Theological Association, and 64 accredited and 43 member 
institutions with the Indian Institute of Inter Cultural Studies. 

This does not include numerous unaccredited/unaffiliated small-scale 
institutions that function in the country. The growth in numbers of accred-
ited and unaccredited institutions has, ironically, raised the following con-
cerns among mission analysts: 

1. Mushrooming training institutions. The sudden surge of small-scale 
training institutions has both positive and negative components. Positively, 
it increases productivity by churning out trained people for missions. Nega-
tively, it draws deep concerns about the quality of the training being offered 
(D 2012, 68). 

2. Irrelevant curricula and training. The seminaries exist to serve the 
Church, but they have become like prodigal children doing their own thing. 
They are often out of touch with the needs of the Church in the society at 
large (Athyal 2007, 140). Many theological institutions in India have never 
undertaken an examination of their curricula in light of the total needs of 
their ministry in context (Sarcar 2007, 38). 
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3. Diligence in thoughtful lesson planning. Duplicated or yesteryear 
blind copies of curricula are prevalent in most of the institutions (Sarcar 
2007, 55). Someone commented, 

The curricula of the institutions are like menu cards of different res-
taurants imposing almost the same food items on the guests, ignoring the 
needs, wants, and tastes. It should be in accordance to the needs of the con-
sumers and not what the management has in their stock to give.

4. Exam-focused education. In general, present training systems prepare 
trainees for an exam that needs to be passed. ‘Passing’ does not guarantee 
character and skill for the challenges.   

Conclusion
Missional activities in India demand innovative and intelligent methods 

for productive and possible mission endeavors. Some of my recommenda-
tions for laying a fresh foundation include:

•  Adhering to ethical practices as Christians establish the exclusiveness 
of Christ in the context of a plurality of religions.

•  Making sure missional instruments interpret the constitutional provi-
sions in an unbiased manner in order that their mission endeavors will 
be wise and would not hinder others’ rights.  

•  Inventing workable indigenous methods for evangelism, church plant-
ing, disciple making, and missions. 

•  Making sure training institutions reinvent an innovative philosophy of 
training in order to produce compatible missional human power for 
the future of India.
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Chaos reigned at Cairo’s Tahirir Square first in 
January 2011 against President Mubarak then again on 
January 25, 2013, when demonstrators took to the streets 
demanding the government step down. Confronting 
them were those supporting the Muslim Brotherhood 

believing that Mr. Morsi had been elected democratically and fairly. 

They claimed the opposition to Morsi acted as a mob and branded their 
actions as an illegal coup. Foreign governments piled on and some (the United 
States among them) agreed that the Morsi administration was legitimate. 

The voices of the people, however, could not be silenced. Accurate figures 
are difficult to validate, but it was reported that as many as twenty-six million 
Egyptians, both Muslims and Christians, demonstrated against the Morsi ad-
ministration. 

Among those voices was Noor Abdallah (pseudonym), a leader of one of 
the Christian churches in Cairo. Noor had lived in a North African country, 
where he had been imprisoned and tortured for his faith. He survived and was 
released, but remained in the country, determined not to leave unless he was 
deported, or “the Lord led” him to leave. In spite of the dangers of arrest, he 
continued his work for another year and then returned home when he felt his 
task was completed. Today, he is a church leader in one of the largest evan-
gelical churches in Cairo.

Tom Wisley

Chaos 
at Tahirir 
Square
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I listened to Noor’s story, noting the impact he has had on his contempo-
raries. What can we learn from those like Noor, who are living in the land of the 
martyrs? What are our friends in the Middle East and Africa actually experiencing? 
What can be learned without passing their experience through a Western worldview? 

To accomplish this, I asked Noor to allow an interview so others could hear 
his story and gain an insider’s view of events. We met in January 2015. These 
are his replies to my questions. 

The Interview 
Tom (TW): I understand that both Muslims and Christians in Egypt marched 

together in their demonstration against the Brotherhood administration. What is the 
significance of this seemingly united front? 

Noor (NA): Most Egyptians felt that their country was being stolen from 
them. Moderate Muslims usually deny that the Muslim Brotherhood members 
are ‘true’ Muslims. They would say that they are ‘pretenders’ or ‘stealers’ of re-
ligion. Before the Revolution on the 30 of June, 2013, the Muslim Brotherhood 
and their president, Morsi, tried by all means to change the identity of Egypt 
from being simply Egyptian, Paranoiac, Coptic, and finally Islamic, to make it 
just Islamic. 

They manipulated the writing of the constitution, dominated the political 
parties, and even tried to demean the Christian minority in many ways. The 
Egyptians did not like that. And even the Muslims who were deceived to give 

Photos courtesy Tom Wisely
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their votes to the Brotherhood realized their mistake and decided to rebel 
against them. Changing the identity of Egypt was unacceptable. The feeling 
that we had been fooled was unacceptable as well. 

TW: During the Morsi administration there were reports of churches being burned 
and Christians being abducted, especially young women. Has that changed since the 
new post-Morsi administration? 

NA: I believe it has changed significantly. During the Morsi administration 
Christians were ignored, their feasts were ignored, the Orthodox Cathedral 
was attacked, and crimes against Christians were simply ignored. The General 
Sisi understood the importance of incorporating the Egyptian Christian in the 
fabric of the political process of change. Therefore, during the Revolution 
against Morsi, and as the General Sisi proclaimed that the army would take 
control of the authority and deliver it to the highest judge, who is the head of 
the Supreme Court in Egypt, to become an interim president for one year be-
fore presidential elections, General Sisi made sure the Pope Tawadros II was 
seated beside the Sheik of Al Azhar, and the prominent political leaders who 
supported the Revolution of the people. This showed how much this man, 
even before he was elected as a president, understood the importance of Chris-
tians and their value in the life of Egypt. 

In a historical action that has never been done before, after he was elected 
president, President Sisi went to the Copts Cathedral of Saint Mark to greet the 
Copts in their Christmas Mass. This has widely impacted the Egyptian Copts, 
and gained Sisi a huge love in their hearts. It is clear that this new president 
understands how to deal with Christians in a respectful way. 

TW: You are a Christian leader in Egypt. What are you doing to survive and be 
effective as a follower of Jesus Christ? 

NA: I believe the most important thing for us as Christian leaders in Egypt 
is to live as a light for God in our community. We do this by our actions, words, 
and loving relationships to fellow Christians and Muslims. When Muslims 
come to ask us about our faith, we share what we believe with them, and we 
call them to believe in it. We call them also to search for the truth themselves. 

Dedication for living our beliefs and not denying them may cost us a lot, 
but I believe there is no alternative. Christ died for us, how could we deny him? 
We need to remain as light for this country by our words and deeds. We also 
pray for the safety and security of our country and people. When we look 
around us to countries like Libya, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen, we believe that the 
Lord has miraculously saved Egypt from a huge civil war between Muslim 
extremists on one side and moderate Muslims and Christians from the other 
side. We believe that God used our prayers to save our county. 

TW: What is the current mood of Christian Egyptians in the aftermath of Morsi? 
What is the level of fear among their communities? What is hopeful in this situation? 

NA: After Morsi’s ousting and detention, many Christian churches were 
burned because the Muslim Brotherhood accused Christians of pushing the 
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Revolution, which is foolish. Other Muslims refuted these claims and pro-
tected some of the churches from burning. 

Now Christians feel protected, honored, and appreciated. After the brutal 
killing of twenty-one Egyptian Copts by ISIS in Libya, on the following day, 
the National Defense Council sent the Egyptian Armed Forces to bomb the 
camps of ISIS in Libya, and the government announced seven days of mourn-
ing. Christians have never felt more proud in their country. They felt that the 
president and the government appreciated the slaughtered Christians and 
avenged for them just as they would other Egyptians. 

There are still many equality challenges related to making the building of 
churches easier and other legal issues that need long-term fights. There is also 
a problem of equality that is related to culture, because many Muslims (al-
though they may not be violent) are extremist in their thinking. They demean 
Christians, treat them badly, and may even hurt them verbally. This is a cul-
tural issue that needs to be addressed on many levels: the legal level, education 
level, national planning level, and governmental level. Equality should be in-
corporated over all these levels to change the quality of life of the Christians. 

TW: The expansion of ISIS/DAESH and its possible connection with Boko Haram 
seems more threatening than ever. How is this impacting or affecting the churches in 
Egypt? Has anything changed since this union? 

NA: Unfortunately, most of the churches in Egypt are afraid of ISIS, the 
Muslim Brotherhood, and other Muslim extremist movements. This fear has 
made most Christians take the reaction of isolation, trying to make the Church 
the substitute identity. So instead of considering ourselves Egyptians, we 
would consider ourselves Christians. Our primary identity is not for the coun-
try, but for the Church. 

Some churches, however, pray for God to intervene, protect Egypt, and 
open the eyes of Muslims all over the Arab World for the truth about Islam. We 
can say that these three reactions (fear, isolation, and prayer) are active in one 
way or another throughout all the churches. 

My local church in Egypt believes that we are the beacon of light that can 
protect Egypt by seeking God’s intervention for the political issues. We also 
believe that God has used, and is still using, these prayers for his glory and to 
bring many to his knowledge in our region and our country. 

TW: What, in your judgment, is the future of the Church in general in Egypt? 
NA: I believe that there will be different people and different colors in the 

Egyptian Church in the future: 
•  some of the churches and groups of believers will grow more in witness-

ing for the Lord,
•  some churches and groups will continue to pray and intercede for Egypt 

and for the Arab world, 
•  some churches will grow into more isolation as persecution increases, 
•  some churches will grow in unity together as they find common ground 
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to work on and pray for, and last, 
•  there will be an increasing number of MBBs (Muslim Background Believ-

ers), which has already begun.  

What Do We Learn?   
Over the months, I’ve been wondering what we can learn from this chaos. 

Are there lessons, principles, or actions we can extrapolate from the suffering 
of our brothers and sisters in the Middle East? I think there are at least five 
things that are helpful to consider. 

1. Look at the history of the Church. This chaos in Cairo reminds us 
once again that Caesar is no friend of Jesus. Lest we fall into a bog of ‘prosper-
ity thinking,’ we need to recall that the history of the Church is a checkered 
one. Here are just a few examples of this:

•  The persecution of the disciples following the death of Jesus 
•  Titus’ destruction of Jerusalem and the subsequent scattering of Jews and 

followers of Jesus  
•  Fast forward to Hitler’s wholesale slaughter of Jews and imprisonment of 

the Confessional Church pastors and others in the 1930s and 1940s  
•  Contemporary persecution of Egyptian Christians in the Middle East and 

Africa by ISIS, Al Qaeda, Boko Haram, and other related terrorist groups 
•  Tertullian in the year 197 wrote, “The blood [of martyrs] is the seed of 

Christians.” As difficult as it is to understand, the Church has been 
strengthened more by persecution than by prosperity.  

2. Persecution provides common ground for unity and solidarity. 
During my visits to Cairo over the past two years, I’ve observed more unity and 
less emphasis on the differences between Orthodox Christians and Christians 
of other denominations. Even in this last series of demonstrations against 
President Morsi, Christians of all denominations and even Muslims marched 
together in solidarity against the obvious attempts of the Brotherhood to 
usurp the government. 

During violent clashes at Tahirir Square, both Christian and Muslim doc-
tors worked together to assist the injured. The famed church was turned into a 
‘clinic’ of sorts to treat the wounded who were harmed in the square less than 
one hundred yards away. One thing I’ve observed is that persecution often 
brings otherwise warring parties together for a common cause.  

3. Persecution highlights the importance of ethically-fit and biblical-
ly-informed leaders. Christian pastors, educators, and parents were faced 
with tough choices not just in Cairo, but also in all of Egypt. The choices they 
had to make transcended mission and organizational vision statements. Like 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Confessional Church in Germany, they had to be 
based on a sound biblical and theological foundation. Bonhoeffer wrote Cost 
of Discipleship within the context of chaos in Berlin. Essentially, it is a study of 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:7). He and the pastors he led through those 
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difficult times did so from the biblical nutrition of scripture. 
Similarly, pastors and leaders of the churches in Egypt (although not having 

cited the Sermon specifically) spoke of the encouragement and strength they 
gained through their studies in conflict management, biblical ethics, and 
other courses they had been taking.

4. Instead of being passive, the Church needs to contribute to resolv-
ing the conflict. One Egyptian leader put it this way: “Stop being neutral. The 
church can play a very positive role in resolving conflicts” because the Egyptian 
(Coptic) Church has a great influence on all Christians, and in being proactive 
it will encourage all churches. She added, “It’s very important to encourage dia-
logue between Muslims and Christians.” She suggests organizing conferences 
where Christians invite Muslims in order to hear their point of view in an at-
tempt to find win-win resolutions that don’t compromise Christian values.

5. Stop being afraid of Muslims. Several Christians said both directly and 
indirectly that it is important to start educating the churches and the younger 
generations that Muslim people are also Egyptians. One person explained, “We 
need to be open to them and start breaking the fear that grew up in the heart of 
every Christian from his childhood.” Kaser El Dorbara Church in Cairo is an 
example of this proactive posture in overcoming fear. During the demonstra-
tions against Morsi, both Muslim and Christian doctors and nurses worked to-
gether to treat both Christian and Muslim people injured in the square. It’s a 
positive example that I believe has become a model for churches elsewhere.

Conclusion
Although Jesus lived during the tyrannical rule of the Caesars, his strongest 

words were not against them, but against those who prevented others from 
entering the Kingdom of God. While he could have railed against the injustice 
of Rome, he chose his strongest words against the Pharisees. He condemned 
their missionary movement as making their converts “twice more the children 
of hell than they themselves were” (Matt. 23:15).

One of the healthiest characteristics I’ve seen among the Christians I’ve met 
in Egypt these post-Morsi days is an almost palpable sense of conviction that 
“never again” will we be intimidated by the Brotherhood, coupled with a healthy 
attitude of forgiveness and desire for reconciliation.  Some find it easy to forgive 
and some do not. But most know they ought to forgive and are trying to do so. 
Perhaps this kingdom attitude is one that we in the West can and should emulate.

Tom Wisley served in Southeast Asia for twenty-five years and travels 
extensively, most recently with Development Associates International to 
Africa, Egypt, and India. He holds a PhD in Intercultural Studies from 
Fuller Seminary. He and his wife, Sandi, have four children.
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                   he great storyteller Elie Wiesel wrote a leadership tale as the
                  preface to his novel The Gates of the Forest:

When Rabbi Israel Baal Shem-Tov saw that the Jewish people were threat-
ened by tragedy, he would go to a particular place in the forest where he lit 
a fire, recited a particular prayer, and the miracle was accomplished and the 
misfortune averted. 

Later, when his disciple, the celebrated Maggid of Mezrich, had occasion 
for the same reason to intervene with heaven, he would go to the same place 
in the forest and say, “Master of the Universe, listen! I do not know how to 
light the fire, but I am still able to say the prayer.” Again, the miracle would 
be accomplished. 

Still later, Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sasov, in order to save his people once 
more, would go into the forest and say, “I do not know how to light the fire.  
I do not know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient.” 
It was sufficient, and the miracle was accomplished. 

Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn to overcome misfortune. Sitting in 
his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: “I am unable to light 
the fire. I do not know the prayer, and I cannot even find the place in the for-
est. All I can do is to tell the story, and this must be sufficient.” And it was 
sufficient. For God made man because he loves stories.

TThe Role of
Storytelling 
in Effective 
Leadership 
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The Willow Creek Global Leadership Summit (GLS) is a two-day confer-
ence that brings together some of the most successful leaders in business and 
industry, governmental, religious, and non-profit organizations. The goal is to 
help Christians grow in leadership in order to maximize kingdom impact. 
Founded in 1992, the Willow Creek Association is the driving force behind the 
GLS. With its seven thousand member churches representing more than 
ninety denominations, and networks training leaders in ninety countries, the 
GLS is able to reach eighteen thousand churches with their leadership vision 
and resources. As measured by an independent company looking at the out-
comes of people attending over multiple years, the findings suggest the GLS is 
effective in reaching its goals. 

One of the engaging features of the GLS lies in the ability of a diverse group 
of speakers to tell stories that capture the audience’s attention, convey the 
speakers’ understanding of their subject, and build rapport with audience 
members. The effectiveness of these stories should not be surprising. Through-
out our lives, values are conveyed within families, schools, workplaces, 
churches, and communities through shared narratives that help us understand 
our world and how we should live within it (Johnson 2015, 95-98).  

Even the stories of unknown and fictional characters from literature and 
film help us identify common human experiences, expand our emotional  
capacity, and teach us how to act. Hearing stories of hardship and overcoming 
challenges can be an impetus to leadership development as they give opportu-
nity to consider new ways of solving problems. Stories can create highly relat-
able and significant ‘crucible moments,’ which include experiences that stretch 
us (e.g., an overseas placement or new organizational role), tales of extended 
setbacks without change (e.g., stagnant times between promotions or not see-
ing programmatic success), narratives about difficult personal defeats, or  
stories that highlight organizational gains or losses.  

The purpose of this study is to examine GLS stories in order to identify 
themes that teach valuable lessons about leadership development and train 
others for effectiveness in this role. Of the thirteen speakers in the 2014 Sum-
mit, ten of those messages were appropriate for analysis. Three of the ten 
speakers were female. Bible stories used as illustration were not included as 
stories; only personal narratives invented by the speakers were examined. In-
dividual messages ranged from twenty-five to sixty minutes in length, and on 
average, speakers used three to five stories per thirty minutes of speaking time. 

Even the stories of unknown and fictional 
characters from literature and film help us identify 
common human experiences.
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A total of sixty-two stories were subsequently identified by student Megan 
Koontz, and used in this study.

Using a content analysis method, students in a leadership seminar devel-
oped discrete and mutually exclusive categories for several leadership themes, 
including empowerment, authenticity, conflict, and failure. Three raters were 
trained to code the stories to ensure the accuracy of the leadership theme and 
to test the exclusivity of categories. 

From the sixty-two stories that appeared in the GLS speeches available to 
students, only the stories in which two or more raters agreed on coding are 
included here for analysis. Cohen’s kappa, a statistical test used to measure 
inter-rater agreement for categorical items, gives a margin between two raters 
to test both probability for actual agreement and probability of expected 
(chance) agreement. In this study, the kappa varied between forty to seventy-
eight percent, demonstrating a fair to good response. 

Lesson One: Leadership Is a Follower-centered Relationship 
Student researchers Andy DeMoss, Moriah Reeves, and Joel Smith first 

looked at empowerment styles by analyzing twenty paired stories from the 
Summit, and found the GLS speakers reflect the significant shifts that have 
taken place in leadership theories. The older ‘transactional’ models that 
dominated in the 1970s and 1980s focused on leader-centered behaviors that 
offer benefits and punishments in a ‘give-and-take’ structure. These leaders are 
the individuals who look for mistakes or take corrective action, and avoid ac-
tive engagement with followers unless a mistake is made.  

The gap between leader and worker routinely exists to create ‘management 
by exception,’ where leaders initiate contact or intervene only when failures 
occur. An early GLS story relayed by Bill Hybels gives an example of transac-
tional leadership:

I made what I thought was a helpful suggestion to a boss that I had in my 
teenage years. His response lingers in my mind forty-five years later. “Billy, 
I didn’t hire you to think. I hired you to work. So shut up and work.” So I 
worked, but while I worked I kept on thinking, and not about how I could 
improve things on that job, but where else I was going to work someday.  

While no longer the dominant theory, a transactional focus on the leader 
persists in popular work. Brad Jackson and Ken Parry (2008, 42) note a Google 
search that found fifty-seven terms about ‘leader’ for every one indicating ‘fol-
lower’. Looking at Amazon’s catalog, they found over five thousand nonfiction 
items with leadership titles for sale, but only six could be ordered with ‘fol-
lowership’ in the title. Nevertheless, the GLS stories more accurately reflect the 
changing scene in the workplace. Only ten percent of GLS stories tapped into 
purely transactional models of leadership, and as illustrated above in Hybels’ 
story, these usually are illustrative of past practices.
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Lesson Two: Leadership Requires Authentic Engagement  
of Both Leaders and Followers

In the 1990s, models of transformational leadership shifted focus onto 
the follower and largely displaced transactional models. Leaders were now 
trained to actively encourage and trust their workers, articulate a shared  
vision, and provide an appropriate role model or other individual support 
that would enable their followers’ more effective performance in the work-
place. Group teamwork is an exemplar of this kind of leadership. Susan Cain  
describes this emphasis on transformational leadership:

So Jim Collins did this famous study where he looked at the top elev-
en best-performing companies and he wanted to figure out what set these 
companies apart from their more mediocre peers. And he found that every 
single one of these companies was led by what he called a Level Five lead-
er, which meant that each of these CEOs had two characteristics. On the 
one hand, they were fiercely devoted to their companies. They had a sense 
of will and a sense of passion and, you know, they really knew what they 
wanted to do to move their companies forward. On the other hand, each 
of these CEOs was described as shy, quiet, unassuming, soft-spoken, low 
key. Like those whole constellation of adjectives that we usually think of 
being the exact opposite of what makes a good leader.   

When students rated the GLS stories, seventy-five percent were identified 
as transformational in nature; fifteen percent appeared to be a combination 
of transformational and transactional leadership. Most commonly, trans-
formational leadership was seen in the story by the leaders’ ability to articu-
late a vision, provide individualized support for how followers were to act, 
and utilize appropriate role models. 

There was not enough data to support research that women use more 
transformational tactics to empower others, since only in one of the twenty 
transformational stories was there a female leader, but over half the stories 
indicated female followers. While the GLS planners worked hard to incor-
porate diversity in its speakers, many of the stories still portray leadership 
from a male perspective.  

Transformational leadership sometimes is perceived synonymously with 
servant leadership, a popular style that is de facto for many Christian train-
ers. It can also be seen as a kind of ‘return on investment’ approach in that it  
assumes that a specific amount of time and effort will profit the leader in the 
long run. Patrick Lencioni corrects this message during his speech when he 
said, “I’m kind of tired of hearing about servant leadership... Because I don’t 
think there’s any other kind…if it’s not servant leadership, then it’s just  
economics…” 
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Lesson Three: Leadership Is Synonymous with Integrity, 
Character, and Morality

Contemporary models of leadership have moved to a neo-transformational 
approach, where leadership is joined to a higher purpose. Other terms that 
emphasize this approach are ‘authentic’, ‘ethical’, and ‘spiritual’ leadership. It 
studies people who are aware of their moral structure and values, and are 
grounded in moral and virtuous foundations: universal values, sounding the 
alarm when real threats arise, developing followers into leaders, and  
focusing on the best in people. Hybels gives an example of this approach, 
which he calls ‘legacy’ leadership: 

Now, our world lost a one-of-a-kind legacy leader since we last gathered, 
Nelson Mandela. For a quarter of a century he was imprisoned on an island 
off the coast of Cape Town, South Africa. During that time, as you all well 
know, he was humiliated, beaten, and worked nearly to death for his crime 
of wanting to end apartheid in the country he loved. When he was finally re-
leased from prison in 1990 he had every right to declare that his final years 
were going to be spent licking his wounds and hating his white oppressors 
until his final breath. Instead, he committed himself to a grander vision, that 
of running for high office in order to end apartheid and unify South Africa. 
Nelson Mandela left a breathtaking legacy and history will never forget him.

GLS speakers included historical characters (e.g., William Wilberforce) as 
well as contemporary leaders (e.g., Burl Cain, the Chief Warden of the Louisi-
ana State Penitentiary) as examples of how harmony, charity, good work, 
confidence and high standards for emulation, healthy ethical climates marked 
by transparency, trust, integrity, and high moral standards enable others to 
become their best selves. 

They assume that dramatic performance improvement on the job comes from 
visionary leaders who inspire followers through charisma, rather than formal 
authority. These leaders are not only true to themselves, but help others be 
likewise. Moreover, leaders exhibiting a neo-transformational approach show a 
continued desire to solve problems of poor leadership. This represents a shift 
from ‘means-to-an-end’ work toward establishing important moral and ethical 
goals. 

Student researchers Sara Kohler, Emma McRoberts, and Allison Woodfin 
looked at twenty different paired stories to understand aspects of authenticity. 
‘Self-aware’ individuals know what they excel at and what they need to im-
prove upon. ‘Balanced processors’ are able to address both the negative and 
positive aspects of a situation. Those with an ‘internalized moral perspective’ 
are able to do what they believe in without being affected by the behavior or 
opinion of others. Finally, ‘relational transparency’ fosters teamwork through 
trust and intimacy. 

The student researchers found relational transparency was most commonly 
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used in Summit stories (forty-five percent) to exhibit authenticity. Self-aware-
ness and internalized moral perspective were closely behind. Speakers were 
clearly comfortable sharing stories of vulnerability on a professional level and 
this impacted the team in a positive way. 

However, balanced processing was not used strategically; speakers were less 
inclined to be transparent about negative impacts. The context of the Summit 
may suggest that whether you are the CEO of General Electric or leading a 
para-church ministry, revealing failure to a small group of coworkers (who 
may already be aware of your failure) is less intimidating than conceding them 
to thousands of people that esteem you as an exemplar. GLS speakers may not 
want their efficacy as a leader called into questioned.

Corollary: Failure May Not Be an Option 
Every leader encounters failure. From experiencing company fiscal losses, 

staff dissatisfaction, and relational conflict to owning up to outright mistakes 
and blind spots, leaders are human and failure is inevitable. Moreover, over-
coming obstacles can be invaluable learning experiences to strengthen an or-
ganization and refine the leader’s character. According to one GLS speaker, 
“You can either learn from your own pain or inflict it on somebody else.” 
Failure stories are important resources for others to learn and gain insights 
without experiencing the consequences.  

Student researchers Abby Coster, Fallin Dennen, Carissa Kano, and Susan-
nah Sullivan found agreement on only eight failure stories for their study. They 
presumed that leaders would talk about their failures as personal growth in a 
manner that saved face and maintained self-esteem. 

Six of the eight stories were indeed ‘personal’ failures (i.e., due to an  
internal behavioral cause or unethical leadership, rather than a situational or 
environmental set of circumstances), and described in either the first or third-
person point of view. 

Half the time, the story’s outcome was not indicated, and it did not seem to 
matter whether the outcomes were positive or negative for them to be shared. 
However, stories where the leader had a positive outcome at the organization’s 
loss were never told, and in twenty-four categories of ‘failure’, only one rater 
coded a particular story as having a negative outcome for the leader but posi-
tive organizational outcome.  

While limited by the small sample size and ‘fair’ inter-rater reliability (forty-
seven percent), these student researchers concluded that leaders chose to talk 
about failure in a positive light only some of the time. Similar to the concept of 
balanced processing, giving both sides of the story is not a respected strategy.  

Lesson Four: Leadership Uses Conflict as a Teachable Moment
Student Andrew Sedlacek focused on twenty-four GLS stories that  

addressed conflict situations. Coders first rated whether the leader stressed 
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individual goals, relationships, or ignored personal aspects. Second, they 
marked whether the leader expressed, suppressed, or underplayed emotional 
aspects. Third, coders indicated whether the leader in the story emphasized 
negotiation by hearing out multiple viewpoints, sticking to the rules, or out-
right avoidance. 

A fourth measurement was whether the leader stressed the importance of 
people working together cooperatively, managing groups by using codes and 
systems, or deemphasizing groups. Fifth, coders looked to see if the leader 
stressed honor (face saving), accuracy of the procedure, or exercising verbal 
assertiveness as most important. Finally, the raters were asked to assess the 
leader’s behavior as good or bad.

Some significant tendencies toward harmonious, yet confrontational mod-
els of conflict management were apparent in the GLS stories. They  
encouraged the use of relational communication, especially including verbal 
and emotional assertiveness. Honoring procedures and codes was not impor-
tant; negotiation was preferred. However, regardless of tactic, leaders must face 
their conflicts. Avoidance is not a good leadership strategy.  

Final Thoughts on the Use of Story in Leadership Training
GLS speakers are consistent with the WCA mission and goals, as well as 

current research.  Leadership is best accomplished in other-centered, mutually 
authentic relationships that are embedded in character and morality. Leaders 
inevitably will fail, but such crises and conflicts provide teachable moments to 
grow in this role. 

In his keynote address to the CCCU’s Presidents’ Conference, Fuller Semi-
nary president Mark Labberton noted that the challenge of leadership today 
reflects a shift from a time in which many of our institutions are surrounded 
by “well-formed, intentional Christendom that is now largely cracking and 
eroding” (Labberton 2015, 31). Using the story of Daniel, Labberton under-
stands that ultimately “we lead people into their needs, rather than our com-
petencies. Rather than mask our vulnerability and be the leader people expect, 
depending on God daily in our weakness as well as strength should be our 
aim” (2015, 34).

Gabriel Salguero, president of the National Latino Evangelical Coalition and 
pastor of the Lamb’s Church, used personal stories of God’s grace in his family’s 
life to address the same audience. He noted that while our ministries can be 
framed positively as places of power, hope, and creativity, or places of defense 
under siege, effective leadership requires us to reexamine our stories (Salguero 
2015, 18-19). This may involve differentiating between nostalgia (an idolatry of 
the past) and memory (a Christian discipline) in order to build synergies within 
team alliances and solidarity with unexpected allies (2015, 20). 

Much like Wiesel’s rabbis in the opening story, leadership consists of 
stories to be told: 
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…if God in this season of your life—with all the collection of your expe-
riences, of your success and your failures, of your attempts—has put you at 
the head of an institution…it’s because you have every gift, every ability, ev-
ery relationship you need to see God glorified, his church edified and our 
enemies terrified. (Salguero 2015, 21)  
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? Questions for reflection

1. What practices have you found useful in focusing on a 
follower’s point of view?

2. Transformational leaders articulate a vision and provide 
support for others to act on it. Can you remember a 
specific occasion when you did this?  

3. What individuals in your organization can you identify 
as appropriate role models to aid you in the leadership 
process?

4. What do you think is your legacy as a leader? What do 
you want it to be?

5. What story can you tell about your own failure as a 
leader? What does this tell you about how you think 
about conflict?  
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God’s 
Transforming 
Story: 
How the Metanarrative of  
Scripture Can Change Lives
 Suzy Triplett

Solomon dedicating the temple by James Tissot



W
e all love a good story. In 2012, moviegoers 
worldwide spent the equivalent of US$62.4 billion 
at the box office. Something happens when a story 
is told. Stories move us emotionally and move us 

into action. There is power in a good story, and in the wake of post-
modernism the power of storytelling is needed today like never before. 

However, the Church has largely moved away from storytelling as a means 
of spiritual formation. In his book Experiential Storytelling, Mark Miller points 
out that the Reformation created a dichotomy between faith and creativity, 
causing Jesus’ ancient principles of storytelling to be exchanged for the 
preaching of propositional truths (2003, 43).

Yet storytelling and spiritual formation can and need to be interconnected. 
If spiritual formation is “the Spirit-driven process of forming the inner world 
of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the inner being of Christ 

himself” (Willard 2002, 22), then storytelling needs to become an integral 
part of helping people see the life of Jesus become part of their own story. 

This is true for all people, regardless of their age, ethnicity, spiritual  
maturity, or literacy status. However, it is particularly true as we consider our 
growing awareness and understanding of oral cultures. In Making Disciples of 
Oral Learners, it is estimated that over two-thirds of the world’s population is 
made up of oral communicators (2005, 3). That is 5.7 billion people who 
can’t, don’t, or won’t read. 

Oral learners are characterized by their reliance upon spoken language 
and prefer to communicate and receive information through stories, poems, 
drama, proverbs, and songs (2005, 5). This is in contrast to literate learners 
who organize information into categories and learn from explanations and 
expositions. 

Unfortunately, an estimated ninety percent of Christian ministry today 
occurs through literate styles (2005, 3). These literate styles frequently rely 
on print. However, even spoken sermons can be literate forms of communi-
cation when they are based on outlines or lists of principles. This means that 

The final story arrived and 
Solomon was anointed king of Israel, a 
glorious temple was built, and an entire 
nation turned out to celebrate the entrance of 
the Ark of the Covenant into the Temple of God. 
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the vast majority of the audience is unable to connect with the gospel mes-
sage as it is being presented today.

As ambassadors of Christ, the burden to present the message of Christ in 
a way that is understandable, and therefore formative, to the listener is on us. 
If our passion to see the nations be blessed is to come to fruition, then we 
need to reconnect God’s story to ministry. When we do this, we will discover 
the transforming nature of story.

Openness to the Truth 
“How do you get your people to talk during Bible study? My guys just sit 

there and listen but won’t answer questions.” This was the dilemma posed to 
me by a teammate who had been engaged in a disciple-making ministry on 
the college campuses of Bangkok for nearly five years. He used topical book-
lets that bounced from one scripture passage to the next. The booklet con-
tained questions on each passage and a space to write your answers. His Thai 
students probably received this type of instruction the same way they  
received instruction from their college professors: “You teach, I will listen, 
and I will never question your instruction.”  

Meanwhile, across town I was engaged in my second storying project with 
two Thai non-believers. A young Thai intern named Sprite, who had just 
begun official ministry discipling high school boys, was by my side to assist. 
On the first day we discussed the Parable of the Lost Sheep. It was an open 
and insightful dialogue lasting approximately four hours. No one was silent, 
except perhaps Sprite. When I asked for his impression of the day, Sprite  
replied that what these young men needed was a booklet so that we could 
teach them what it means to be a Christian because “these guys know abso-
lutely nothing.”  

Eight weeks later, we had finished eight parables of Jesus. Each day, we 
spent hours in dialogue. I asked questions about the story and their lives, 
and I gave almost no explanations of the scriptures. We finished our study 
with one new believer and a second young man who identified himself as 
“eighty percent Christian, twenty percent Buddhist.” Once again, I asked 
Sprite what he thought of the whole storying process. His response sums up 
one of the major transforming features of story: “I realized how much story 
opens up people’s hearts. When I use a booklet, the guys gain a lot of infor-
mation, but it really doesn’t seem to reach the heart.”  

Stories disarm us, allowing the truth 
to penetrate where propositional truths may 
simply be deflected or ignored. 
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In discussing how to contextualize the presentation of the gospel in the 
Thai society, Alan Johnson identifies seven key principles. His first principle 
is “There must be dialogue” (2002, 25). Story generates dialogue, and  
dialogue allows for the exploration of the implications of the Christian faith. 
It opens the imagination of the heart to consider a key question that I always 
ask near the end of each session: “If this story is true, what would that mean 
for your life today?” 

Stories also open the heart to receive those difficult things we might nor-
mally resist. Nathan the Prophet knew this well. This is why he confronted 
the king with the bad news of sin through a story (2 Sam. 12). None of us 
likes to be ‘preached to’ about our sin. This method generally meets with 
defensiveness, at least initially. Recall that the good news of the gospel is 
only good if we fully understand the bad news first—namely, that we are 
deeply sinful. This is a difficult truth. Yet David Benner states, “Turning to 
God in our sin and shame is at the heart of spiritual formation” (2004, 67). 
Repentance of sin is impossible if we are resisting the reality of our sin. 

Discovering the Truth 
Stories disarm us, allowing the truth to penetrate where propositional 

truths may simply be deflected or ignored. However, the flip side is that  
stories create and utilize ambiguity, uncertainty, and doubt. This concerns 
many of us deeply committed to God’s truth and making God’s truth known. 

What if the gospel is buried so deep in story that it is never clearly expressed? 
Interestingly, this didn’t concern God, who authored the Bible, seventy-five 
percent of which is narrative (Steffen 2005, 36). Nor did it concern Jesus, 
who never spoke to others without a parable (Mark 4:34) in order to reveal 
the truth to some while concealing it from others (Matt. 13:12-15). God gave 
us a grand narrative and the Holy Spirit so that we would never grow dispas-
sionate at mining for the transforming nuggets of truths within the story of 
God.

Uncle Black was an older gentleman in his sixties when he agreed to help 
me develop a new set of stories on the life of David. He was a very proud 
Buddhist who, I am convinced, only agreed to help me in order to impress 
me with how much Buddhism he knew. He held deeply entrenched religious 
beliefs that were not about to change simply because I gave him new religious 
propositions to consider. 

This became clear during the second story—the story of God’s magnificent 
promises to David in 2 Samuel 7. Part of this passage includes reference to 
the fact that if David’s son sins, then God will discipline him but will also 
forgive him. As we talked about what this meant, Uncle Black came out with 
a surprising statement for a Buddhist: “Only God forgives sin.” I was under-
standably pleased…until we said our goodbyes at the door. Uncle Black joy-
fully stated, “I am so happy, Buddha has forgiven my sin.” I politely asked 
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him about the apparent discrepancy with his earlier statement and he further 
explained, “Don’t you know? God and Buddha are the same person.”  

An American intern had been listening in on that conversation and asked 
me an excellent question: “How do we go about addressing that misunder-
standing in this cultural setting?” She assumed that after seven years on the 
mission field in the Thai Buddhist context, I would have had some success in 
apologetics. I had no response for her or for Uncle Black, and so we just kept 
telling stories and waited to see what would happen.

The stories of David’s life continued for the next two months. The boy 
who had become king and received amazing promises from God fell into 
grave sin. But there was repentance, followed by forgiveness. And Uncle 
Black was on the edge of his seat to see if God would keep his promises to 
David. Who would become the next king of Israel? Would that Temple ever be 
built? Would the Ark of the Covenant ever have a house?

The final story arrived and Solomon was anointed king of Israel, a glori-
ous temple was built, and an entire nation turned out to celebrate the  
entrance of the Ark of the Covenant into the Temple of God. It was clear by 
the look on his face that Uncle Black felt satisfied with the conclusion. And 
then his face turned very serious, and he looked straight into my eyes and 
said, “Now I know that the God of Israel and Buddha are not the same  
person, because this God makes promises to his people and keeps them.” 

I could have addressed Uncle Black’s theological error much earlier with 
the use of rational discourse and direct confrontation. It would not have 
been convincing. What my intern and I learned on that day was the power of 
God’s story. It is the greatest story ever and it is meant to be told, not merely 
explained. 

I have become convinced that if we carefully, yet simply, tell the story of 
God and get out of the way, then the Holy Spirit will do the rest. Sermons tell 
us what to think, but stories invite us to do the thinking and discover the 
truths embedded in the story. When we come to discover truth in God’s 
story for ourselves, that truth sticks. Our knowledge of God becomes more 
personal and experiential, opening the door to deeper transformation.

Internalizing the Truth 
True transformation or spiritual formation requires an additional step 

beyond being open and beyond the understanding and knowledge of God’s 

I have become convinced that if we 
carefully, yet simply, tell the story of God and get 
out of the way, then the Holy Spirit will do the rest.
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truth. Spiritual formation is a matter of the heart and comes when we  
encounter Christ, who claimed to be the living truth (John 14:6). True trans-
formation occurs when our discovered truth is internalized and becomes 
part of the essence of who we are and shapes our words, behaviors, and 
deepest attitudes to become more like that of Christ.

In the beginning, Uncle Black did not understand why we were telling 
stories. After the very engaging and shortened version of David and Goliath 
on the first day, he responded with skepticism, “I don’t know why you have 
to tell such long stories, all you need to say is God is good and he gives us his 
Bible to teach us to be good.” 

Two stories later, we sat at lunch with three of his friends, also in the story 
group, and he asked me if David was going to get married soon. The group 
bantered that David needed a wife so he could have a son who would become 
the king and build the Temple of God for the Ark of the Covenant. Uncle 
Black then continued, “Oh what a glorious wedding David must have had. I 
wish I could have been there.”  

David had become Uncle Black’s hero and friend. He was deeply invested 
in David’s life. Uncle Black was a leader in his community of five hundred 
people. And one day, when I asked the all-important question about how this 
story, if true, would influence Uncle Black’s life, he responded with the fol-
lowing: “I want to be like David and lead my people well. I want to be 
humble enough to admit when I am wrong, because if I don’t, then all my 
community will suffer.”

Pentecostal theologian John Goldingjay (1997, 8), Christian psychologist 
and spiritual director David Benner (2004, 37-41), and author Stephen 
Nichols (2011, ch. 6) all agree. One of the key elements of having our lives 
shaped by the story of God is to set one’s own story alongside it.  Goldingjay 
notes that the “story-shapedness of Scripture corresponds to the story-
shapedness of human experience” (1997, 6). Spiritual formation occurs as 
our story and God’s story intersect; when our story and the stories of biblical 
characters meet. When we find ourselves in the plotline of God’s story of 
redemption, God’s story becomes part of our own and we are transformed.

Two of the markers of spiritual formation commonly found in the litera-
ture are encountering God and experiencing personal transformation  
(Brisben and Klein 2012, 330). A case study with 138 students enrolled in a 
freshmen-level Old Testament Survey course was carried out at John Brown 

When we find ourselves in the 
plotline of God's story of redemption, God's story 
becomes part of our own and we are transformed.
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University. The authors set out to measure whether or not spiritual formation 
occurs as a result of reading the Old Testament as story. 

As part of the course requirements, students were given structured experi-
ences that included using imaginative techniques to enter the story. At the 
conclusion of the case study, seventy percent of the students reported expe-
riencing at least one of the vital aspects of the process of spiritual formation. 
Fifty-five percent reported experiencing both of them (2012, 334).

As this study illustrates, stories are not just for oral learners. As highly 
literate Western students of God’s word, we can become dangerously overly 
intellectual as it relates to our faith. As J.I. Packer reminds us, “A little knowl-
edge of God is worth more than a great deal of knowledge about Him” (1973, 
27). To truly know God, we must read the scriptures formationally, not just 
informationally. This does not mean a person bypasses a logical, analytical 
approach to God’s word; instead, it does mean that we move beyond it.  
Stories invite us to do just that.

Telling the Truth
A small house church had been meeting in a slum community in Bangkok 

for about a year and a half. As church planters, we had done our best to make 
sure the members of the church had been taught the essentials of the faith. 
We knew that it wasn’t high theology that these new believers needed;  
instead, they needed the basics that would serve as the foundation of a life-
time of following Christ. In the past year and a half we had covered the  
essentials, and even included eight weeks of storying the panorama of God’s 
promise. We had just finished the very practical Book of James and were 
wondering where to turn to next. We decided to ask the church members 
what they were interested in studying. They now had enough understanding 
of what was in the Bible and could participate more fully in their own devel-
opment.

Khai was the man we were grooming to take over leadership. I suppose it 
was fitting that he was the one who quickly responded for the group, “Let’s 
do stories again. All the other stuff you guys teach is great, but I can’t remem-
ber any of it.”  

It is a little disheartening to think that over one year of Bible teaching had 
been mostly forgotten. Yet it illustrates the point of how telling God’s story, 
instead of telling about God’s story, can transform not only individual people, 
but also entire peoples. Here is the key principle that missionaries con-
stantly strive for but don’t always achieve—reproducibility. 

Spiritual formation of the individual soul is not for our sakes alone, but 
for the glory of God’s name among the nations. We are transformed into the 
image of Christ for the benefit of participating with him in his mission to 
reconcile the nations to himself (Ezek. 36:22-38). This undoubtedly involves 
incarnating the truth of God’s word as a living testimony of the grace of God. 
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However, this demonstration of the truth of God must also be accompanied 
with the proclamation of the truth of God if others are to know that Jesus is 
the Son of God. Faith comes by hearing (Rom. 10:17).

You cannot reproduce what you cannot remember. Our emerging church 
leader, Khai, was never going to be able to make disciples of others through 
the proclamation of propositional truths if he couldn’t recall those truths. 
No matter how clear and eloquent those teachings might have been, if they 
were not deeply implanted in Khai’s heart to take root and flourish, they 
would prove to be ineffective tools as he preached them to others. 

In contrast, stories had the potential to make him into a disciple-maker. 
What had been hidden in his heart, what his mind could easily recall, what 
had begun to shape his own soul—this is what he would reproduce in his 
ministry with others. 

As I crafted sets of Bible stories and audio-recorded them in the common 
vernacular, those stories were checked and double-checked for biblical ac-
curacy. They were also checked for reproducibility. The almost-finished 
product was told to someone who had never heard it before. The story was 
retold as many times as the person wanted to hear it. And then that person 
was asked to repeat it. I will never forget sitting and listening to Oui, a 
16-year-old Buddhist girl with a sixth-grade education, repeat the four-minute 
story of the prodigal son almost word for word after hearing it only twice. 
James Slack notes that most oral communicators are able to remember and 
repeat with accuracy a story after hearing it told only three times (2006, 3).

Conclusion
Story opens our hearts. It leads us to truth without hand-feeding it to us. 

Story forms us as it invites us to participate in God’s mystery. When we en-
gage with God’s word as story, we frequently find that we have more ques-
tions at the conclusion of our study than we did at the beginning. But we 
have encountered God, the author of the great story and the author of ours. 
Our knowledge of God becomes personal and relational. According to David 
Benner, this is the only kind of knowledge that transforms (2004, 25).

References
Benner, David. 2004. The Gift of Being Yourself: The Sacred Call to Self-Discovery. 

Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press. 
Brisben, David and Amelia Klein. 2012. “Reading the Old Testament as Story:  

A Pedagogy for Spiritual Formation.” Christian Education Journal 9: 326-341. 
Goldingjay, John. 1997. “Biblical Story and the Way it Shapes our Story.” The Journal 

of the European Pentecostal Theological Association 27:5-15.
Johnson, Alan R. 2002. “Wrapping the Good News for the Thai.” A paper delivered 

at Southwest Annual Meeting of the Evangelical Missiological Society, Pasadena, Calif.
Lieberman, David. 2013. “Worldwide Consumers Spent $62.4B On Movies In 2012, 

Up 2.1%.” Deadline/Hollywood. January 21. Accessed March 10, 2016, from http://
deadline.com/2013/01/worldwide-consumer-spending-movies-409050. 



? Questions for reflection

1. How has reading the Bible as story influenced your own 
personal spiritual formation?  Is there any one particular 
biblical story that has engaged your heart to experience 
God and experience personal transformation? What truth 
did that story reveal to you?

2. As westerners, why is it difficult to trust that God’s story 
will reveal its truth in its time, if faithfully delivered? What 
misconceptions might be behind those thoughts?

3. As you consider the people group you are working with, 
do the people you are ministering to seem to be receiving 
God’s truth informationally or formationally? Do they 
seem to prefer learning through stories, songs, poems, 
and proverbs (oral learners), or lists, categories, and 
explanations (literate learners)? Does your current teaching 
method match their preferred learning method?
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Best Practices in the Orality Movement

orality in missions

A woman in the small group that I led couldn’t wait to tell her 
hyperactive four-year-old nephew about Samson’s strength. 
She had just learned the Bible story and began telling it before 

she remembered the ending. Her nephew was just recovering from a 
very serious eye injury, but the woman skidded right into the conclu-
sion, including how Samson had his eyes gouged out. 

When she finished, she hesitantly asked her nephew, “What can you learn 
from this story?” The boy said, “God can use you even if you don’t have your 
eyesight!” 

There are many people across North America who are blind to Bible truths. 
They see the trappings of contemporary evangelical Christianity and assume 
the Bible is just too different from who they have become. Text is something 
they scan. Lectures are segmented to information dumps they can’t repro-
duce. And they interact with abandon. They joke and pun it up with people 
with whom they have a relationship. Followers of Jesus who can internalize 
scripture and convey it as a normal part of a caring conversation find that 
walls fall down and doors are open.

The orality movement began overseas, but is sweeping across North 
America. Using oral methods is possible for evangelism, discipleship, mis-
sions, church planting, and leadership development. Oral methods mean 
conveying the gospel aurally (talking), but also includes listening and inten-
tionally engaging in highly relational disciple-making, especially in small 
groups that can become churches. 

Punching through the Clutter
John Dickerson noted in The Great Evangelical Recession that only 7-9% of 

Americans were actually Evangelicals. The Association of Religion Data Ar-
chives (ARDA) studies church membership reports from 236 religious orga-
nizations. Their 2010 report showed 50 million people in the U.S. (16.2%) 
claim to be part of Evangelical Protestant churches, while 158 million 

Orality in North America: 
Keys to Gospel Advance
Mark Snowden
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(51.2%) are unclaimed by any religious organization. By this report, more 
than 83.8% are not considered evangelicals (U.S. Membership Reports 
2010). 

The studies that Dickerson referenced put the actual number of Evangeli-
cals closer to 22 to 28 million. Evangelicals have lost a net total of 2.6 million 
church members between 2000 and 2010. Dickerson also points to studies 
in which Evangelicals have diminished cultural influence (Dickerson 2013, 
26). 

Disciple-making is clearly needed as never before across North America. 
And a funded church-planting approach is not enough. A 2007 church-
planting survival study among nine North American mission agencies fo-
cused on the well-funded approach used by highly-educated pastor/planters. 
On average, this resulted in 73 attending per church (Stetzer and Bird 2010, 

145). After four years, one-third did not survive (Stetzer and Conner 2010, 
2). All churches must engage the lost. 

Table 71 was formed by missionary-sending agency leaders gathering in 
2000 to address the global need for rapid and self-sustaining disciple-making 
church-planting movements. They quickly recognized how many resources 
it would take to plant fully-funded churches. Even with the group’s consider-
able resources, they realized that what they had, even if pooled, would never 
be enough:

No longer could we settle for methods that just added disciples to the 
kingdom. Making disciples in the hardest places in the world—crossing the 
challenging religious, cultural, and political barriers—would take multipli-
cation. (Willis and Snowden 2010, 184)

When introducing people to the idea of using orality in North America—
even among the literate elite—they affirm the chief need is reproducibility. 
What is caught must be taught. When multiplication movements are a prior-
ity, then orality is a God-given tool. 

At an evangelistic event in inner-city Baltimore, I signed up to tell Bible 
stories. They put me in the children’s area, far from the adult and teen ac-
tivities. Praise God that I led a seven-year-old to faith in Jesus, but I also 
walked away convinced that Bible stories and oral methods were not just for 
the children. 

When introducing people to the idea of using 
orality in North America—even among the literate 
elite—they affirm the chief need is reproducibility. 
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God has already wired us for stories, poems, chants, drama, and art that 
we can easily pass along to others in a non-threatening way. The Reese 
Chronological Bible has a 32-page index listing 500 to 700 stories. God placed 
stories, poetry, idioms, and allegory throughout his word to help us speak 
into the homes of North America’s (1) immigrants and refugees, (2) people 
grouped in geographical clusters like multi-housing projects, colleges, and 
work camps, and (3) in interest-specific groups, including bikers or cowboys. 
Van Sanders labeled these three groupings (kinship, geographic, association) 
as the North American Peoples Spectrum (Sanders 2009). 

Rethinking Orality in Our Churches
Gary Coomes works with discipleship at Living Hope Wesleyan Church in 

Madison, South Dakota. They currently have 23 small groups, each with 8 to 
12 participants. Living Hope uses oral methods in Bible studies. In an inter-
view, Coomes said, “We have had significant interest, participation, and 
spiritual growth with storying.” 

Coomes got permission to share Vi’s story. She was a new follower of Jesus 
who has clearly grown spiritually. Vi has taken the stories and used them to 
prevent a friend from committing suicide, joined in with her husband to 
share the gospel with a delivery man, and helped another sister in Christ lead 
a non-believer to faith. Coomes added, “Vi has retold many of the stories 
from scripture, remembering God’s word. Many of us are better equipped 
and fruitful as we share our stories, hear their stories, and live God’s story 
together.”

While I was attending a Purpose Driven Church workshop in 2005, I 
heard Rick Warren tell attendees to place greeters at their church doors who 
represented the kind of person that they wanted their church to attract. If 
that’s 90-year-old men, then that’s okay. 

Who do you think literacy-oriented churches best attract? Studies by the 
University of Nebraska, the North American Sociological Association, and 
the University of Virginia showed that whites in North America with high 
school educations declined in their frequency of church attendance, while 
those with college degrees were the most frequent attenders today (Neroulias 
2011). 

Well-meaning churches attract those who are like them whenever they 
orient toward those with a literate worldview preference. Pastors and most 

Pastors and most church leaders are part 
of North America’s literate elite. They read every day 
and read to learn because that’s what they prefer. 
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church leaders are part of North America’s literate elite. They read every day 
and read to learn because that’s what they prefer. 

Church leaders are typically taught to support a literate worldview. Pastors 
and Bible study teachers that exegete texts for their church attendees create a 
non-reproducible environment for church members, whether they can read 
or not. Members can only invite others to join them in being preached at or 
lectured to. They are not discipled to make disciples Jesus commanded in 
Matthew 28:18-20. Typically, there is a disconnect from the general popula-
tion by literate worldview church leaders who rarely attract people other 
than those who are like themselves. Making disciples of all people, including 
oral learners, must become a priority. 

Ella Mitchell expressed concern for the oral expressions that have been 
lost among the African-North American community. In recounting changes, 
Mitchell wrote, “Perhaps the most damaging of all errors copied from others 

was the exaggerated fascination with print. It implied that there was no fur-
ther need for the powerful oral tradition”  (Mitchell 1986, 65). And so others 
filled in the gap. “There are among blacks far more options for entertainment 
and movement as well as a wider range of possible relationships” (1986, 66).

Some pastors across America are beginning to bring significant spiritual 
growth to their congregations. Ed Litton pastors Redemption Church in 
North Mobile, Alabama. He said, “I was resistant to orality because I thought 
it would just be people sitting around pooling their ignorance. However, that 
hasn’t been that case at all.” Litton and two men he was discipling traveled 
to Real Life Ministries in Post Falls, Idaho, and received training on making 
small groups come alive using orality. Redemption Church is now making 
the transition in 45 to 50 small groups with 12 to 16 participants in each 
group.

Ask mature church members if they can lead someone to faith in Christ 
and many will provide their affirmation. Then, ask how many of those who 
raised their hands would know how to help these new believers to become 
disciple-makers. Putman, who pastors Real Life Ministries, credits the Holy 
Spirit for helping churches make disciples-makers:

The Holy Spirit gives us the power (Acts 1:8) to make disciples (Matthew 
28:18-20). It’s the responsibility of every church to make disciples. I also 
believe that the Word tells us that it is the job of every pastor to develop a 

Starting with new believers who can become 
small group leaders is important. Orality is the way to 
go as the new standard for disciple-making efforts.
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system that will equip and enable all of the people in the church to be in 
the relational process for discipleship. (Putnam 2010, 35) 

It may be that churches begin using orality among the newest followers of 
Jesus as well as among the lost. This just might be the new wine going into 
new wineskins that Jesus talked about (Matt. 9:17, Mark 2:22, Luke 5:37). 
Orality is difficult for some people to embrace because they weren’t discipled 
that way. Starting with new believers who can become small group leaders is 
important. Orality is the way to go as the new standard for disciple-making 
efforts. Putman framed this perspective:

When Jesus sent out His twelve disciples, He did not say, “Now go find 
another disciple-maker to follow.” He sent them together, usually in groups 
of two, working together in accountable relationships. They were mature, 
not perfect. It is the same for us. (2010, 148)

Jared Burwell pastors NewStory communities in Seattle, a church com-
prised of young adults. He uses Bible storying in their Sunday gatherings to 
get members talking up the Bible during the week. Burwell said, 

As part of the curriculum, we have asked our church to try to retell one 
of the stories during the week…. We see storying bridge gaps not only be-
tween age ranges, but across ethnic and cultural differences as well. It 
seems to work among the urban population in which we are situated.

Lowell Dooley leads a Bible study in Gadsden, Alabama. He attended Truth-
Sticks Training, a Bible Storying training workshop that I lead. His group was 
already using Story Thru the Bible published by Walk Thru the Bible. Dooley said, 

This class has now grown in a vast age range. Our youngest is about 17 
and the oldest in their 60s. These folks are engaged. The youth that have 
come to the class have really shined so the older adults have had to up their 
participation.

Dooley added: “I’ve never, in my 52 years, been in God’s word like I have 
since January. God has grown me exponentially in Him.”

Churches that use orality methods benefit in seven specific ways. 

1. Evangelism becomes more conversational and relevant. 
2. A commitment to make disciples streamlines and focuses church  

priorities.
3. It simplifies the discipleship process by asking open-ended questions 
    rather than lecturing.
4. It multiplies small groups leading to numerical growth. Reproducibility  
    is the key. 
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5. Experiential Bible study engages more learning gates through senses 
and emotions.

6. Bible study is more relevant as participants live in the story. 
7. Participants are expected to grow spiritually, apply the lesson weekly, 

and be held accountable.

Orality in America works and is working. It’s not hypothetical. Is it a silver 
bullet for every situation and every person? Probably not. However, anyone 
serious about making disciples must consider the impact of oral methods for 
maximizing effectiveness. 
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Becoming the Gospel: Paul, Participation,  
and Mission
Michael J. Gorman. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2015.  

—Reviewed by Ezekiel O. Ajani, PhD, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Deer-
field, Illinois.

Go on in the work where to God has called you, and He will do all things 
well. I hope our preachers preach and live the gospel—I am.” These were 

the words of John Wesley in a letter to George Merryweather on December 20, 
1766. Here, Wesley expresses the desire that preachers would live the gospel 
they preach as he did. With a focus on Paul, Michael J. Gorman addresses a 
similar issue of living or becoming the gospel that we preach.

In this monograph of eight chapters, Gorman, who holds the Raymond E. 
Brown Chair in Biblical Studies and Theology at St. Mary’s Seminary and 
University in Baltimore, Maryland, succinctly presents an exegetical treatment 
of Paul’s letters. This book is the third in Gorman’s works on Pauline writings. 
The central theme of Becoming the Gospel: Paul, Participation, and Mission and its 
precursors by the same author is that as early as the first Christian century, 
“Paul wanted the communities he addressed not merely to believe the gospel 
but to become the gospel, and in so doing to participate in the very life and 
mission of God” (p. 2). Thus, Paul’s letters invite Christian communities both 
then and now to participate in the mission of God by becoming the gospel.

‘Becoming’ relates to the transformative effect of the gospel. God’s purpose 
in the world is transformation—making a new creation. As we believe and 
become the gospel, we join God in his mission in the world. Therefore, the life 
of the Church cannot be separated from its witness to the world. Our participa-
tion in mission is a natural and necessary consequence of the salvation we 
have in Christ. 

In the subsequent chapters of the book, the author discusses from Paul’s 
writings some important themes on participatory mission. Paul advocates the 
need for all Christians to participate in missio Dei in their respective contexts. 
Scripture not only encourages believers to participate in this mission, but also 
equips and empowers them for this task.

Much is to be appreciated in this book. One of its important insights in 
contemporary times is the need for Christians to be unabashed in living out 
their faith in Christ. (Although, we must admit that the author does not 
clearly indicate what that means.) Our salvation in Christ is not just a private 
matter; it is meant to be lived out in our daily activities and relationships. It is 

book reviews
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for this reason that Gorman notes that a “more robust understanding of the 
gospel radically alters everything without losing the message of forgiveness 
and eternal life” (p. 298). Our vertical relationship of salvation in Christ must 
be translated into our horizontal relationship ‘becoming’ in action the gospel 
in which we have believed.
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Becoming the People of God: Creating  
Christ-centered Communities in Buddhist Asia 
(SEANET series vol. 11) 

Paul H. De Neui, editor. William Carey Library Press, 2015.

—Reviewed by Larry Poston, professor of Religion, Nyack College.

In this newest addition to the SEANET series, Paul de Neui collects the think-
ing of a variety of missionary practitioners into a potpourri of thought re-

garding contextualization of the gospel message and the institutional Church 
in various Buddhist contexts, mainly in East Asia. 

G.P. Somarana’s chapter on Buddhist visitors to an evangelical worship 
service provides a good starting point for discussions regarding the tension 
between Deuteronomy 12:4’s prohibition against using indigenous worship 
styles and the Apostle Paul’s ‘cultural chameleon’ strategy in 1 Corinthians 9. 
Mitsuo Fukuda’s chapter on Japanese Buddhism insists on the need to contex-
tualize without considering foreign (meaning ‘Western’) counterparts—al-
though one may  question whether such a goal is actually attainable (or even 
desirable) at this juncture in history.

Steve Spaulding points out the difficulties involved when Christians are chal-
lenged regarding their lack of ‘temple’ structures, since East Asian residents have 
become enamored of the elaborate Buddhist temples that dot the countryside of 
Buddhist nations. Alan Johnson then provides a ‘toolkit’ for contextualizing the 
gospel for the Thai people, including examples of scripture verses, indigenous 
illustrations, and answers to objections raised by non-Christians.

Alexander Smith’s chapter contains an excellent discussion of the ambigu-
ity of words when one seeks to translate the gospel message, and helpfully 
points out the dangers inherent in being too preoccupied with matters of 
contextualization. With respect to Laotian Buddhists, Stephen Bailey recom-
mends the inclusion of non-Christians in worship services among the Lao 
people and advocates that for the sake of social harmony, Christians should 
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participate in traditional Buddhist rituals at a ‘low level.’
Katsuheko Seino discusses the issues faced by Japan’s tiny Christian com-

munity with respect to funerary traditions, asking whether churches should 
conduct funerals for non-Christians, and, if so, whether these occasions may 
be used as opportunities for presenting the gospel. He concludes that such a 
practice would be justifiable only if one is able to do so by using the words and 
testimony of the deceased.

Ubolwan Mejudhon introduces the reader to the concept of ‘split-level 
Christians’ and advocates that believers work hard to acquire an understand-
ing of the prototypical Thai Buddhist personality, including how Thai Bud-
dhists learn about religion and how they create deep relational bonding. 
Finally, Paul de Neui applies the C1–C6 scale to Buddhist contexts and advo-
cates that missionaries explore the possibilities of C4 and C5 more than they 
have in the past.

Overall, the chapters are well written and offer a fine balance between the 
theoretical and the practical. It is obvious that the various authors have worked 
hard and long in their respective ministries and are intent upon being faithful 
to Christ, his word, and his mission. I highly recommend this book for anyone 
contemplating ministry among Buddhist peoples in Asia.
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Builders of the Chinese Church: Pioneer 
Protestant Missionaries and Chinese Church 
Leaders
G. Wright Doyle, editor. Pickwick Publications, 2015.

—Reviewed by P. Mary Ho, executive director, All Nations Family, Kansas City, 
Missouri.

Mission history proves again that there are not too many new lessons un-
der the sun, even in a country as diametrically confounding as China. 

This biographical compilation of nine pioneers chronicles what historian Ken-
neth Latourette calls the ‘Great Century’ of mission expansion in China from 
Robert Morrison in 1807 to Jonathan Goforth in the 1920s. 

These biographies represent the critical turning points of Christian  
expansion against the turbulent backdrop of the two Opium Wars which 
opened China’s doors to the West, the quasi-Christian Taiping Rebellion, the 
great famine of 1876-1881, and the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, during which 
many missionaries and Chinese Christians were martyred. In this tempestu-
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ous century, these seven missionaries and two Chinese evangelists faced issues 
similar to—and often the same as—the dilemmas confronting missions in 
China today. Mission leaders today would gain deep insight into the Chinese 
soul and foresight into mission strategies through the collective hindsight of 
Robert Morrison, Liang Fa, James Legge, Griffith John, Hudson Taylor, Wil-
liam Martin, Xi Shengmo, Timothy Richard, and Jonathan Goforth.

The hindsight is collective because none of these pioneers alone defined the 
issues nor the solution. Instead, they represent the dichotomous and comple-
mentary ying and yang that still confront missions in China today. They at-
tempted to reach China either from ‘below’ by evangelizing the masses or 
from ‘above’ through educational reform of the elite. They were polarized in 
their theological orientation, between a more ‘fundamentalist’ focus on reach-
ing the soul or a more ‘modernist’ focus on the body. The conservatives favored 
pre-millennial eschatology, while the social reformists preferred post-millen-
nial eschatology. 

During the Opium Wars, some assumed the murky salaried role of negotiat-
ing unequal trade treaties for foreign governments, while others relied on  
divine provision through faith. These earliest pioneers disagreed over calling 
God Shang Di (Supreme Being) or Shen (Common Deity). Confucianism fur-
ther polarized them between those like Legge, Richard, and Martin, who 
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championed ancestral rites as honorific, and those like Taylor, who denounced 
them as idolatrous. While some used deliverance from opium as an evangelis-
tic platform, others used relief as access ministry during the famine. 

In his final analysis, while Doyle acknowledges that the reformists like 
Martin and Richard were builders of Chinese Christianity, he concludes that 
it was the evangelists like Taylor, John, Goforth, and Pastor Xi who “laid the 
foundation for the…churches that account for at least ninety-five percent of 
today’s Chinese believers” (p. 27). However, given the wave of pioneer women 
missionaries who also poured into China and the preponderant number of 
women leaders in the Chinese church movement today, this book could have 
been better served with additional representation by some of the influential 
women missionaries of that age—such as Lottie Moon—who define the Chi-
nese Church today.

These nine pioneers are sensitively depicted by their strengths and weak-
nesses, victories and failures. As such, Builders of the Chinese Church contains 
not only timeless insights still pertinent today, but also sacrificial lives to be 
considered and modeled today.
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Christian. Muslim. Friend: Twelve Paths  
to a Real Relationship
David W. Shenk, Herald Press, 2014.

—Reviewed by Edwin R. Zehner, lecturer, Ph.D. Program in Asian Studies, 
Walailak University, Thailand.

David Shenk is an author with more than fifty years of experience working 
as a missionary among Muslims in Somalia, Kenya, the Philippines, and 

elsewhere. Drawing on the resources of his Mennonite tradition, his pacifism 
and service attitude have opened doors that were often closed to other Chris-
tian organizations. This was especially so in his early work in Somalia. Part of 
this book’s purpose is to tell how others can engage in similar door-opening, 
while warning against anti-Muslim attitudes that undermine these efforts.

Shenk describes himself as a ‘C4’ missionary. He is clear that whenever he 
interacts with his Muslim friends—and with Muslim government officials—he 
is clear about his personal stance as a Christian. Furthermore, when observing 
Muslim rituals, which he apparently does frequently, he normally sits in the 
back rather than, say, joining directly in the prayers or donning Muslim dress. 

Yet his practices also overlap with those of C5 practitioners. He has  
familiarized himself with the Qur’an and with Muslim interpretations of the 
Qur’an, while also warning of the importance of deferring to Muslim’s read-
ings of their scriptures rather than imposing interpretations of one’s own. He 
often uses the term ‘Believers in Jesus’ rather than the culture-bound term 
“Christian.” In one particularly compelling passage he describes how his mis-
sion supported the process whereby a local congregation of Muslim-background 
believers decided which practices they would retain, which ones they would 
replace, and which ones they would create anew. All of these appear to be 
consonant with C5 stances.

One of the most compelling aspects of the book are the many personal 
stories. Some of these come from Shenk’s missionary work, some from his 
public dialogues and debates with Muslim spiritual leaders, and others from 
simple interactions with Muslim neighbors. Throughout the book, one gets a 
sense of a man who waits on the Spirit of God to guide his words. And often 
the positions voiced were not what one would expect. As I read, I was often 
amazed at how bold yet disarming some of the statements were. And I was 
especially impressed by the woman who essentially saved her mission’s work 
by refusing to press charges after her husband’s death in a tense political-reli-
gious situation. 

Throughout the book, Shenk argues for an attitude of ‘respect’ and collabo-
ration, while never hiding his advocacy of the gospel. He apparently lives what 
he preaches. His works include a book co-authored with a Muslim (A Christian 
and a Muslim in Dialogue, co-authored with Badru D. Kateregga). His missions’ 
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charitable works often resulted in congregations of new believers in Jesus. And 
he continues to engage in conversations, in the fullest sense of the word, with 
Muslims around the world.

Shenk’s primary message to his fellow Christians is to build friendships and 
to seek to be a friend. The book contains many examples of how to do exactly 
that. I highly recommend this book for both general and missionary readers. 

Check these titles:
Haile, Ahmed Ali. 2011. Teatime in Mogadishu: My Journey as a Peace Ambas-

sador in the World of Islam. Harrisonburg, Va.: Herald Press.
Johnston, Douglas, ed. 2002. Faith-Based Diplomacy: Trumping Realpolitik. 

New York: Oxford University Press.

Reincarnation, Oblivion, or Heaven: An 
Exploration from a Christian Perspective
Bobby Bose, SAIACS Press, 2014.

—Reviewed by Timothy L. Eckert, PhD Intercultural Studies, missionary to the 
FulBe of West Africa.

The global situation is increasingly one where cultures and religions are 
meeting and interacting across the world, particularly in urban centers. 

Bobby Bose’s tome is a response to the theological challenges Christians in-
creasingly face in the multicultural, multi-religious urban contexts of the 
world. It is unique due to its in-depth, scholarly investigation of biblical and 
Christian writings on the topic of the state-after-death understood according 
to the pluralistic contexts and time periods in which they were written. Bose 
writes from the perspective that the state-after-death is a “major component of 
a Christian theology of religions” and, therefore, important to modern-day 
Christian missiological outreach (p. 51).  

Bose first focuses on Hinduism’s, Islam’s, and modern secular humanism’s 
views on the state-after-death (chap. 1) and then explores the scholarly per-
spectives of contemporary Christian mission theologians, including Bonhoef-
fer, Devanandan, Neill, Kraemer, and Thomas, Hick, and Kung (chaps. 2-3). 
Bose then sets the stage for exploration of biblical/Christian writings while 
using a three-fold hermeneutical approach. He gives a brief overview of her-
meneutical theories while interacting with theologians such as Thiselton, Os-
borne, and Vanhoozer (chap. 4). His investigation of biblical writings includes 
that of the topic of state-after-death (chap. 5), the resurrection from the dead 
(chap. 6) in the Old Testament, and state-after-death in the Synoptic Gospels, 
John’s Gospel (chap. 7), Paul’s Epistles, and the Book of Revelation (chap. 8). 
Subsequently, Christian non-biblical sources—first the “apostolic fathers” 
(chap. 9) and then early Christian ‘apologists’ (chap. 10)—are investigated. 
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Bose concludes his tome by discussing how to disseminate the Christian 
state-after-death message. He calls for interpersonal dialogue by Christians with 
those of non-Christian faiths which would provide a venue for learning from 
them, while showing respect and concern and articulating the gospel to them. He 
briefly elaborates on theories and methods related to how to effectively commu-
nicate the gospel to secular humanists, to Hindus and Buddhists, and to Muslims 
from a basis of biblical and Christian writings and a proper hermeneutic.

Bose’s scholarly tome is thus most appealing to a theologically and missio-
logically astute Christian audience. It is a treasure trove of information on 
what the writings of scripture, Christian missiologists, theologians, apostolic 
fathers, and early apologists reveal about the state-after-death. 

However, to make his book even more pertinent to Christians in the contem-
porary pluralistic situations they encounter, Bose could discuss (what empirical-
ly-based research findings reveal about) how contemporary non-Christians 
from pluralistic contexts respond to Christian presentations of the state-after-
death topic and then more thoroughly (than a few pages in the last chapter) 
explore the materials, theories, and methods that contemporary Christians can 
use when interacting with non-Christians about the state-after-death. 

Structured for Mission: Renewing  
the Culture of the Church
Alan J. Roxburgh. InterVarsity Press, 2015.

—Reviewed by Janet Silverthorne Walker, Pastor, National Wesleyan Church, 
DC Campus, Washington, DC.

Denominations are faced with the ever constant need to determine how 
their missional mandates will be met. As organizations, they engage 

their subsidiaries (local churches) as the mechanisms for meeting these man-
dates. However, organizational structures often inhibit rather than help our 
efforts to produce sustained intended outcomes. True, some denominations 
may boast of the large influxes of people to whom they minister while others 
wonder why their often elaborate, codified policies and programs of engage-
ment fail to secure even modest returns. 

The quest of the twenty-first-century Church is to remain a viable place of 
worship where the tenets of Christianity are espoused. Denominations must 
determine what structures can best serve their purposes and meet the expecta-
tions of a people in search of a God who is real.

The book begins by examining structures and how they are intricately in-
terwoven into the fabric of our lives. It convincingly explores the notion that 
just as physical structures define the landscapes, they also serve as psychoso-
cial barometers that shape our perspectives. As the book unfolds, the discourse 
parallels organizational structures along with their defining narratives that 
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legitimize how decisions are made and ultimate goals are established.  Leaders 
unconsciously default to these narratives that become the underlying determi-
nants when crises occur.  

The book’s major thesis captures the difficulty organizations must surmount 
in designing new narratives as they attempt to manage cultural change. The 
discourse focuses on the influence of Eurotribal traditions in Protestant de-
nominations and highlights the extent to which an unconscious default to 
structural narratives presents a stumbling block in times of transformation. 
Yet, it is in this very arena that change must occur if organizations are to con-
tinue to thrive. Political, social, and intellectual thought that undergirds de-
nominational structures must also be examined when the agency of the Spirit 
shifts the trajectory of the work of the Church. 

Although significant exploration of the role of the Spirit in the process of 
transformation is presented, there is little discussion on the theological under-
pinnings that guide the agency’s dependence on the Spirit to manage organi-
zational and denominational change. This would have been a major help 
when discussing the issue of trust, for example. 

This book brings to light a new perspective on denominations’ attempts to 
remain relevant in an ever-changing environment. The dynamics between 
denominational leaders and their local churches as crucial elements to trans-
formation are well delineated, giving readers a clear understanding of what it 
takes to manage successful change. This book demonstrates that good out-
comes are possible with intentionally good interventions. 

The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt,  
Shame and Fear Cultures
Jayson Georges. Self-published, 2014.

—Reviewed by Rick Kronk, scholar-practitioner, Christar, Inc.; adjunct professor of 
Missions, University of Northwestern, St. Paul, Minnesota.

Just as people assume the cultural orientation of their context, (so) Christians 
often assume forms of Christian ministry in which they learn the gospel” 

(p. 55)  are the only correct or valid forms of Christian ministry. For Jayson 
Georges, these forms of Christian ministry which inevitably limit gospel ef-
fectiveness are related to a failure to understand how cultures differ in their 
worldview orientation and in particular, cultural differences as manifested by 
guilt-innocence, honor-shame, and fear-power worldview orientations.

In the first couple of chapters, Georges sets out the basic understanding of 
what he refers to as the “guilt-shame-fear trichotomy” (p. 16), which is gener-
ally exhibited in a given culture by the dominance of one worldview orienta-
tion over the others. He then argues how this conceptual model serves to 
simplify the complexities of differing cultures and, when understood correctly, 
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can be exploited for the sake of gospel witness. 
In the following chapters, he argues that this tripartite model provides a 

framework for interpreting scripture and contextualizing theology. Georges’ 
primary contribution to the discussion of these worldview categories, which was 
initiated by Eugene Nida (Customs and Cultures, 1986) and later popularized by 
Roland Muller (Honor and Shame, 2001), lies in the multiple comparative charts 
which he uses throughout the book to assist the reader in envisioning global 
realities (p. 32), systematic theology (p. 53), and evangelism (p. 57) in light of 
honor-shame, fear-power, and guilt-innocence categories. In so doing, he sug-
gests a helpful culture-based framework (a new ‘set of glasses,’ if you will) which 
one can use to look at scripture, theology, and ministry.

As a critique of The 3D Gospel, I suggest that the book’s brevity is both its 
main strength as well as its main weakness. On the one hand, Georges provides 
a fairly clear summary of the salient issues related to cultural and biblical as-
pects of honor-shame, fear-power, and guilt-innocence worldview contexts. In 
response, he offers some helpful, if brief and generalized, suggestions for im-
proved gospel witness. But on the other hand, he is unable to give adequate 
treatment to some very complex issues that he introduces (i.e., culture, world-
view, and contextualization), which leaves the reader with the impression that 
these issues are less complex than they really are. 

In this book, Georges makes clear that his intent is to assist the Church (and 
especially the Church in the West) in its gospel task by clarifying certain cul-
tural differences which stand in the way of successful gospel ministry. Despite 
the overly simplistic treatment of some complex topics, I believe this book can 
serve as a starting place to explore the dynamics of these very real issues which, 
if taken seriously, will indeed enhance gospel witness to those embedded in a 
different worldview.

A Wind in the House of Islam: How God  
Is Drawing Muslims around the World  
to Faith in Jesus Christ
David Garrison. Wigtake Resources, 2014.

—Reviewed by Larry Vanderaa, missionary for more than forty years in West 
Africa, currently working among the Muslim Fulani.

How about some refreshing news from the Muslim world? This book 
delivers. David Garrison claims that from the days of Mohammad to 

1960, only two movements towards Christ developed in the Muslim world. In 
the latter half of the twentieth century, eleven new movements appeared. Since 
2000, he claims that sixty-nine new movements have arisen! Researchers could 
quibble with the numbers and his definition of a movement, but this is yet 
another voice that Muslims are increasingly considering the claims of Christ.
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For his analysis, Garrison creates nine geographical ‘rooms’ in the ‘house 
of Islam.’ In some of the rooms, interviews of new, baptized believers are 
recounted. These interviews form the core strength of this book. Even 
though the book does not promote a particular strategy, many of these new 
believers are to one degree or another close to their Muslim roots. Here we 
meet genuine ’insiders,’ although they may not exactly fit what those on 
either side of the Insider Movement discussion expect. Garrison writes,  
“Many sincere Muslim-background followers of Christ may not fit into the 
predominant expressions of the Christian religion today…these movements 
may be forming new expressions of Christian faith…” (p. 35).

For example: “’Jalal, who is Jesus to you?’ ‘Jesus is my life…He is God” 
(p.197). “We have now formed a madras just for training Isai mawlanas. Now 
we have many Isai mawlanas who can use the Qur’an to bring other Muslims 
to faith in Isa and then use the Injil to disciple them” (p. 120). “Why do 
you not leave the mosque…?’ ‘To reach others! If we create another faith 
community outside the mosque, there will be a gap between us and the lost. 
Instead, we insert Jesus into all our Muslim practices” (p. 75).

Garrison’s final analysis, however, falls a bit short. Chapter fourteen poses 
this question: “How and why are these Muslim movements taking place 
today?” Much of his analysis is evangelical boilerplate concerning the role of 
faith, prayer, Holy Spirit, long-term witness, etc. But these are ingredients of 
all movements towards Christ. The question is ’why today?‘ He does take note 
of two unique factors: the advent of new strategies and a greater willingness 
for missionaries to permit indigenous expression and control.

Garrison misses the relevance of what may be the most critical factor:  the 
socio-religious upheaval sweeping the Muslim world. As some have noted, 
Islam is at war with itself; the very soul of Islam is up for grabs. This is no 
accident. God does not only work through missionaries and in the hearts of 
the lost, while socio-religious upheaval is due to ’secular‘ forces. These are 
not parallel lines, running coincidentally side by side. God works all angles. 
He prepared Paul’s context and his ready-for-conversion audiences as well as 
whole animist societies in the twentieth century. God can use Romans and 
colonialists just as well as missionaries. We missionaries are quite simply 
one subplot in a larger drama, reaping what God hath wrought as he rebuilds 
his kingdom.
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September 13–16, 2016   Transforming mission Theology

Dr. Charles E. Van Engen, Latin American Christian Ministries and Fuller Theological Seminary 
surveys current theological challenges and opportunities facing students of  mission.

October 4–7, 2016   healing The Wounds of Trauma: help for ourselves and oThers

Dr. Harriet Hill, Trauma Healing Institute of  the American Bible Society, helps participants use 
Scripture and basic mental health principles to find healing of  emotional pain and equips them 
to help others. Details: www.traumahealing.omsc.org.

March 7–10, 2017   Care and Counsel as mission

Dr. Ravi David, OMSC senior mission scholar in residence, South Asia Institute of  Advanced 
Christian Studies, Bangalore, India, considers pastoral care and counselling, and encourages 
participants to develop best practices for missional counselling. 

March 27–31, 2017   nurTuring and eduCaTing TransCulTural Kids

Ms. Janet Blomberg, Interaction International, and Ms. Elizabeth Stephens, of  Libby Stephens: 
Humanizing the Transition Experience, help you help your children meet the challenges they face 
as third culture persons.

April 3–7, 2017   family on mission

Dr. Ravi and Mrs. Mercy David, South Asia Institute of  Advanced Christian Studies, Bangalore, 
India, facilitate ideas about how missional families can be developed and nurtured as salt and 
light in society, and thrive in challenging times.

The complete 2016–17 schedule is online at seminars.omsc.org. Plan ahead. Register now. 
Cost: $75 each. If  you have questions about the seminars, lodging, or other details, please 
contact the study program registrar, Maureen Alonso, study@omsc.org. 
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