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Second Look

Leadership Legacies:  
Why Character Trumps All

Gary Corwin

The Apostle Paul wrote, 

What after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to believe – as the Lord has 
assigned to each his task. I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor 
he who waters is anything, but only God, who made things grow. The man who plants and the man who waters have 
one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor. (1 Cor. 3:5-8)

Whatever else one may say about Paul’s logic, he makes it clear that all the credit and glory for his 
work belongs to God. Every person in ministry would humbly acknowledge the same truth. And yet, 
how often do we seek to position ourselves so that when the report, article, or book is written, we will 
receive significant credit for the breakthrough? We can’t seem to help wanting to take some of what 
should be God’s glory alone.

And the problem is even wider than the scope of the personal example Paul cites. Not only are 
there those who plant and those who water, but there 
are those who weed, those who stake, and those who 
prune, just to name a few analogies that could be cited. 
In every ministry context there are multitudes of people 
doing all sorts of tasks that support the establishment 
and strengthening of churches and further God’s 
kingdom purposes.

So what does this say about leadership legacies? 
Consider the following: 

First, it says that our categories for understanding 
complex tasks are oversimplified, and that the 
Body of Christ is as varied in its doing as in its 
being. Good leaders are known for celebrating and 
encouraging the toes in their organization as much as 

the tongues and the arms. They also know that there is only one head, and it is he alone who holds all 
things together by the power of his might.

Second, it says that there are times when innovation is truly needed, but far more often the 
crying need is for more passion in doing the same tried and true things that first century believers 
did—things like bearing joyful witness, living lives of integrity, and teaching others what they have 
learned. The result, as Roman Emperor Trajan once remarked, was to turn the world “upside down.” 
Leaders who understand this are far more interested in their team doing a few important things well 
than mapping out a new pathway that can be described in clever acronyms. They also lead in showing 
the way by example.

❞

❝NOT ONLY are there
those who plant and 
those who water, there 
are those who weed, 
those who stake, and 
those who prune.
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Third, it says that the leadership legacies that really matter may have more to do with 
successfully unleashing the energy and gifts of those who work with her/him than how brilliantly 
the leader can move individual workers around the ministry chessboard, or outline a new global 
strategy. But the penchant for the leader to feel that he/she must do something personally that is visible 
or quantifiable in order to be considered successful is sometimes irresistible.

Finally, the legacy of leaders that will be most enduring will stem not from how many 
battles were won, or how many lands were conquered, but by how much they loved the Lord, 
the glory of his name, and those with whom they stood shoulder to shoulder day by day to bring God 
glory. In many ways, it reminds us of the epitaph wisdom we sometimes hears: “There are very few 
people in their final moments who say, ‘I wish I had spent more time at the office.’” No, it’s all about 
relationships, and that is as true for leaders as it is for anyone. Ministry leaders just have a broader field 
of relationships—at home, as well as with those with whom and to whom they minister. The greatness 
of a legacy, therefore, depends most of all on how well and how broadly a leader can love.

Some may be wondering whether I am giving too short shrift to things like strategic insight, visionary 
planning, and spellbinding oratory. Perhaps, but that is not the direction that under-appreciation 
usually goes. So if I have overemphasized that which is too often missed at the expense of other 
important qualities, I can live with that. 

After all, these other qualities are no more the product of our own cleverness and will than the most 
menial and humble task that can be imagined. God stands behind it all as author and finisher, just as 
Paul reminds us. God bless those leaders who remember this is so, as God has already blessed those 
who have that kind of leader to follow.

Gary Corwin is staff missiologist with the international office of SIM.
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Reflections on Latin American Member Care
Carlos Pinto

It is recognized that the member care movement in Latin America started around the 1999-
2000s (O’Donnell 2011). In this article, I would like to introduce the idea that, symbolically, we 
could say that as a movement, Latin member care workers are in an adolescent stage. We have a 
lot of passion, but we are not well integrated or mature, and we do not have a clear identity. 

We could, therefore, be described as being in our first stage of development and heavily influenced 
by North American perspectives and practices that have both positive and challenging outcomes. It is 
noteworthy that a similar type of reflection is taking place among researchers of the history of Latin 
American psychology (Gallegos 2012; Klappenbach 2012). 

The mentioned influence from the North has been beneficial. However, in order to continue growing 
into a new stage in a healthy manner, a process of differentiation from the Anglo-Saxon movement 
is needed. It is important for the Latin American member care movement to develop member care 
principles and practices that reflect the Latin culture with its whole array of very different nuances 
and practical needs on the part of their missionaries. Working on differentiation first could help us to 
develop our code of “best practices.” 

Photos courtesy Carlos Pinto
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This is a process that needs to be conceived, practiced, and validated within this culture and by 
natives who are proud of and value their culture, and who are also open to recognize, dialogue with, 
and include new and positive elements that belong to the global member care community. 

In this article, I would like to suggest that in order to move on to a next stage of indigenization 
and ownership of the Latin American member care movement by Latin Americans themselves, a few 
things are needed:

1.  A healthy process of differentiation from the Anglo-Saxon member care movement
2. Establishing an interdisciplinary dialogue between the history, culture, psychology, and 

missions in Latin America
3. Identifying which mental health or psychological schools of thought are more consistent with 

the Latin American cultural matrix
4. Beginning to test and apply on the mission field some principles and practices of member care 

by and with Latin Americans in order to validate the best ones. 
5. Once we have done these things, we will be in a position to engage in a better informed global 

member care dialogue. Let me develop a few of these ideas. 

History
According to Kelly O’Donnell (2011) in Global Member Care, Volume One: The Pearls and Perils of Good 

Practice, the development of the global member care movement goes back to the 1960s, when the 
mission organization of Wycliffe developed its counseling department. He also identifies the 1980s as 
the decade when the dialogue between psychology and missions started to flourish with the catalytic 
role of the mental health and missions conferences in the United States, which also started in the 
1980s.

Here, O’Donnell indicates that “separate interagency member care groups” took place in the Middle 
East in 1993, North Africa in 1994, Europe in 1997, Asia in 1998, Central Asia in 1998, and Latin America 
in 1999.” The initial history of the Latin American missionary movement is related to a few individual 
efforts that evolved within the Iberoamerican Missionary Cooperation Movement (COMIBAM) in the 
1990s. In a personal email communication with Kelly O’Donnell, he indicated to me the following: 

One of the earliest proponents of what you are saying that I can find in writing is Pablo Carrillo in October 1995—
International Bulletin of Frontier Missions, volume 12(4). Struggles of Latin Americans in Frontier Missions. An updat-
ed version was published in Doing MC Well (2002).

As I recall, the first organized network for MC (Member Care) in the evangelical world came together in 1999 as 
part of COMIBAM. Marcia Tostes from Brazil was involved and others, including myself…I think most of these ma-
terials were translations into Spanish although there were some authors from Latin America. Note also that chap-
ters 15-18 in Doing MC Well are from Latinos/Brazilians. 

In conclusion, the member care movement from and in Latin America is relatively new and needs 
to grow. Hopefully, in future years, a history of our movement can be written by a Latin American 
historian who can gather relevant data on this subject. 

This work is important because knowing one’s history helps to distinguish the ways of thinking that 
are a product of a foreign influence and the ways of thinking that belong to our own cultural matrix. 
This is important for the self-understanding needed for creative and practical development of effective 
Latin member care tools and practices. 
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Considering this, it is interesting to note that psychologists in Argentina are now asking themselves 
what impact the editorial enterprises in their country have played in the installation of certain themes 
and perspectives in the development of psychology in their country (Klappenbach 2012). These types 
of research questions help discern which psychological principles and practices came from outside and 
which ones have a more local root. This is also of foundational importance in developing new cutting-
edge approaches. 

Differentiation 
According to Murray Bowen (1978), a truly “differentiated person” is not synonymous of separation 

or isolation from others. On the contrary, differentiated people tend to have more mature and loving 
interdependent relationships, and can have a better capacity to compete and collaborate with others. 

He also says that people who only react to others and who can’t make their own choices are not 
free to work and love well. So then, poorly differentiated people end up seeking love, approval, and 
relatedness in unhealthy ways (Titleman 1998). 

As we look at our future dialogue and cooperation within the global member care movement, 
the process of our becoming psychologically independent with clear boundaries of self and others 

is important. As Latin member care givers, we need to 
differentiate from the North American member care 
movement. This is an important requirement in order to 
make for healthy interaction. Without having done this, our 
tendency will be to continue vacillating between positions 
of rejection to those of over-bonding without discernment. 

Similar perceptions and feelings have been expressed 
from other voices of the Global South. For instance, in 
reflecting about indigenous missions in India, Duthie 
Rajesh wrote, “Since God used the western missionaries 
to bring the Gospel, we are still western in our thinking of 
reaching the people with the Gospel” (Duthie 2008, 25).

When reflecting upon the need for developing an 
African theology, African theologian Simon Maimela 

says, “The challenge is to remember and reconstruct African identity and theology” (Maimela 1997). 
He observes that degradation and domination made South Africans suspicious of the acculturation 
in the reconstruction of African theology. Maimela recommends a process in which they remember 
their cultural roots and disengage from negative foreign influences of oppression. He asserts that this 
is the needed task in order to attain an indigenous African theology. 

Coming back to our discussion on Latin America member care, it is important that we find ways to 
take a more neutral position (not reactive or merging without criteria) and increase the ‘differentiation’ 
from the big body of literature on member care that has been translated from English to Spanish in 
order to work on finding our own identity and our own path of development. 

I am certainly not against global integration; however, as a Latin American who was born and raised 
in this region, I would like to encourage us to work on discovering first who we are and what are we 
doing differently and then use these findings to improve our own set of beliefs and interventions. 

It is interesting to learn that the “Sociedad Interamericana de Psicología (the Inter-American 
Psychological Society) was constituted in 1951. One of the historical reasons for starting this 

❞

❝I WOULD LIKE  
to encourage us to 
work on discovering
first who we are and
what we are doing
differently.
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organization was to help recognize that North American psychology was well developed and rich and 
Latin American psychology was still young in its development but with its own richness. 

In addition, they felt a desire for integration between the two in order to expand on this, and deepen 
this process of integration. 

At the same time, within the Inter-American Psychological Society a time of separation from the 
hegemonic North American psychology took place among the psychologists in Latin America in the 
1960s. After a rather short period of time when Latin American psychologists became more integrated 
among themselves as a supranational community, a new historical stage in the 1980s started which 
is the current period and is known as the period of “internationalization,” or the period of becoming 
international (Salas 2014). 

Recognizing the cultural and historical differences between the North and the South helped the 
Inter-American Psychological Society to develop a healthy agenda of dialogue and mutual recognition 
and to start a horizontal cooperative relationship (Gallegos 2012). 

It seems that a similar process of raising the awareness of where our distinctness lies is a needed first 
step for a later enriched cooperation within the missionary member care movement between Latin and 
North American circles. 

This process of differentiation will help us to be less dependent on foreign member care principles 
and practices that in large part do not take into account some of our most prominent and basic needs. 
And it will direct us in the development of our own set of propositions and techniques that we can be 
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empirically testing within our contexts. 
We need to examine our most frequent mentalities and leave behind certain internal myths, such 

as the one that says, “The people from the United States and Europe are better prepared than us 
Latins; they have better education and they know more.” This kind of mentality, which sees others like 
‘parents’ who have the ultimate intellectual authority and ourselves as ‘children’, is prevalent in South 
America.

The other side of the coin that produces a pathological complementary role to this is when Anglo 
member care personnel and others come to the Latin American region to ‘teach’ instead of to learn. As 
a result, instead of this open stance of interdependence, they end up adopting an unconscious parental 
role.

Psychological Frameworks and Multidisciplinary Dialogue 
There are, among others, three well-known conceptual frameworks of science applied to family 

theories and psychology: 

•  The positivistic, which has the goal to explain and predict phenomena
•  The interpretative, which has the goal of understanding and interpreting the meanings that 

families assign to their behavior
•  The critical framework, which has the goal to attain the emancipation and empowerment of 

social groups, including the family (Neuman 1994) 

Critical theory is oriented towards critiquing and changing society as a whole instead of just 
understanding and explaining it like the positivistic and interpretive theories tend to do. Due to this, 

critical theory speaks to the Latin heart because the cry for 
social transformation is very much alive. 

An important question which needs to be tested on the 
field are the mentioned conceptual frameworks that seem 
the most appropriate to help Latin Americans explain and 
predict our psychological way of thinking, feeling, and 
behaving. To make it more explicit, which of the mentioned 
theories actually prove to be the most helpful to develop 
family missionary care practices for families that are from 
this region? 

We have a history of Spaniard and other colonizations 
that are part of our self-identity. This also needs to be taken 
into consideration when choosing a particular school of 
psychology that can help us to understand the internal 
unconscious dynamics of the nature of our behavior. 

As Latins, we share a confluent heritage of our indigenous 
pre-Colombian roots on the one side and our European roots 

coming in on the other side. We have a mix of experiences and worldviews. These two currents have 
given birth to the core Latin psyche that has flourished in the middle of countless historic tensions and 
forces that have produced reformations and modernization. 

Very different from our heritage of colonization, the formation of the core North American psyche 

❞

❝AS LATINS,  
we share a confluent
heritage of our 
indigenous pre-
Colombian roots 
on the one side and
our European roots
coming in on the
other side.  
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comes out of a history of the pilgrims and others who came to America, and with much effort were 
able to form a nation. As a result, their focus is on production, success, individualism, and the pride 
that comes from the accomplishments of both national and personal hard-won efforts. 

The conceptual frameworks of critical theory and conflict theory focus on power, social conflict, and 
inequality, and in this sense facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue. They incorporate time and history into 
their analysis of psychological facts. Also, they and the systems perspective are only a few theories that 
link family studies with the larger social systems and historical processes. I propose that we consider 
these particular frameworks as ones that can help us to understand the nature of our behavior as it 
connects us with our past and with our present within a larger psychosocial context. 

These are not ahistorical psychological approaches; instead, they attempt to explain how families 
deal with changes and adversity, which is a common factor in Latin America where socio-economic 
inequality is huge. However, this dialogue needs to be carried out in ways that do not compromise our 
core Christian beliefs.

It is interesting to note that in both Africa and Latin America, quite a few churches have embraced 
liberation theology perspectives. However, these have not been accepted as well by the conservative 
evangelicals from the United States. The liberation theology perspective talks about oppression, 
freedom, justice, and socioeconomic inequality.

At the same time, liberation social psychology has the aim to understand the psychology of oppressed 
and impoverished communities. These issues form part of the core psyche of the Latin American 
person; while these issues for the most part are not part of the interest of the mainstream North 
American individual. Thankfully, however, there is a new spirit of integration in the United States and 
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other Western churches that is growing. 
Considering our Latin psyche and idiosyncrasies, the ‘conflict’, ‘systems’, and ‘liberation social 

psychology’ frameworks and family focus theories could be more compatible and useful than others. 
This is because they take into consideration the issues of cognitions, feelings, and behaviors that 
became prominent as a result of our history of colonization, oppression, and ongoing social conflicts. 

The classical Western type of psychological training is oriented to the individual and does not take 
into account larger social systems and issues of parenting, justice, machismo, helplessness, etc. 

In the United States a particular psychological school of thought and practice (called cognitive 
behavioral therapy) became very popular. One of the reasons this has happened is because it has 
proved to be an efficient type of therapy and also because it is a short-term approach and therefore the 
insurance companies adopted this particular therapy for financial reasons. 

I would like to put the caution out that although the embracement of this particular psychological 
approach became the best option in a particular setting for 
several valid reasons, this doesn’t mean this therapy would 
be the best option for individuals who are from the Latin 
culture. 

Weissman (Smith and Gingrich 2014, 111) reflects on the 
need to integrate more psychology and missions dialogue. 
He also talks about the lack of effectiveness of cognitive 
behavioral therapy in our type of settings, saying, “Several 
short term trials of CBT and interpersonal treatments 
[were] administered among the poor in several countries 
by community health workers. While these results are 
encouraging, they are ameliorative not transformational.” 
He goes on to say that, “They address a person’s relationship 
with self and perhaps with God but not with others, 
community, and creation.” 

The Latin American missionary movement needs to figure 
out which psychological frames of references, or types of 

therapy, work best for us considering our unique idiosyncrasies. For instance, in our choosing a school 
of psychology to work with, one thing that is important to take into account is the fact that the Latin 
culture is more relationally oriented and that the North American culture is more individualistic, as 
well as product-oriented and pragmatic. 

Again, it is very important that we keep in mind that psychological approaches that have been 
effective among North Americans might not be so effective among Latin Americans since there are 
sociocultural and economic differences. 

Our extremely different historical realities are very much alive and part of the individual make-
up of the missionaries from each of these origins and they play out in countless ways in the styles of 
thinking, relating, and operating on the part of the individuals from each of these regions. 

It is in light of this that I am pointing out that psychological frameworks that are ahistoric and 
functionally oriented are what have worked well among North Americans, but that these would likely 
not be as helpful among individuals in the Latin culture. This is a personal hypothesis which needs to 
be tried and tested in order to be confirmed or rejected in the different settings in which we operate.

Also, considering that the Latin American culture is very much family oriented, it makes sense 

❞

❝OUR EXTREMELY 
different historical
realities are very much
alive and part of the
individual make-up 
of the missionaries 
from each of these 
origns. 
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that systems family focus theories and family therapy-oriented psychological approaches would be 
very useful in the interventions used in member care endeavors when treating missionaries from this 
region. Again, it would be good to engage in a research process in our fields of member care in order 
to validate or discard this idea.

Conclusion
Global member care would ideally be defined as a body of theory and practices that reflect the 

heterogeneity of the world. However, much of the current worldwide member care literature reflects a 
strong reliance on the Anglo-Saxon perspectives. 

The Latin American member care movement is quite new and a process of differentiation could 
become a catalytic factor to help it to grow in its roots and projections with identifying psychological 
frameworks that address the contextual realities of the region. The Latin American psychology movement 
recommends the use of psychology that leads to social action which considers our sociopolitical 
realities (Torres and Consoli 2015). 

This is also known as Liberation Social Psychology and includes new concepts in community 
psychology, adopting a broader and interdisciplinary approach. These could provide a new addition 
from the Latin America region to the global member care movement. If we work in these areas, then 
we will be in the position to engage in healthy mutual learning and a collaborative process within the 
global member care movement. 

I want to end by echoing what the editorial note of the Indian Mission Association quarterly magazine 
indicates in their July-September 2008 issue: 

There is a need to create Indian Christian leaders [in this discussion, it would be member care Latin American 
leaders] who, without intimidation, would be able to meet global leadership and dialogue with them. As equals. 

References
Bowen, Murray. 1978. Family Therapy in Clinical Practice. New York: Jason Aronson. 
Duthie, R. 2008. “New Paradigms of Mobilizing Missionaries in the Present Indian/Global Context.” Indian Missions, 

July – September, 24-26. 
Gallegos, M. 2012. “Historia de la Psicología Interamericana: Sociedad Interamericana de Psicología (1951).” Psicología 

Latina, 1012, 3(1): 23-36. 
Klappenbach, H. 2012. “La Historia de la Psicología en Argentina e Iberoamérica: Entrevista con Hugo Klappenbach.” 
Maimela, Simon. 1997. “Cultural and Ethnic Diversity in Promotion of Democratic Change.” In Democracy and 

Development in Africa: The Role of Churches. Ed. J. N. K. Mugambi. Nairobi, Kenya: All Africa Conference of Churches. 
Neuma, W. Lawrence. 1994. Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. Needham Heights, Mass.: 

Allyn and Bacon. 
O’Donnell, Kelly. 2011. Global Member Care, Volume One: The Pearls and Peril of Good Practice. Pasadena, Calif.: William 

Carey Library. 
Salas, G. 2014. Historias de la Psicología en América del sur. Chile: Nueve Miranda Ediciones. 
Smith, Bradford and Fred Gingrich. 2014. “Psychology in the Context of Holistic Mission: The Challenges of Witness, 

Worldview and Poverty.” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 33(2): 101-113. 
Torres, Hector and Andres Consoli. 2015. “Moving toward a New Relationship with Latin American Psychology.” 

Psychology International. June. 
Titelman, Peter, ed. 1998. Clinical Applications of Bowen Family Systems Theory. Binghamton, N.Y.: The Hawthorn Press. 
White, James and David Klein. 2008. Family Theories, 3rd ed. Los Angeles: SAGE Publications.

Dr. Carlos Pinto is a Peruvian clinical psychologist (PsyD, Wheaton College) who serves with several mission agencies as a consul-
tant of member care for Latin American missionaries. He and his wife, Rebecca, live in Quito, Ecuador.



14     EMQ October 2016

Piercing the Purdah: 
Empowering Women for Active Engagement 

in Christian Mission through Enterpreneurship

Sung Bauta

T he numbers indicate that more women around the world practice Christianity than 
men (Hastings 1999, 225). In China, Christian women are a vital element in the apostolate 
from the beginning of the missionary enterprise there (Jenkins 2011, 384). In Australia and 
New Zealand, the shape of Christianity is changing, especially as women participate more 

fully in church government and in theological studies (2011, 531-532). 
Also, women make up a majority of Christians in the Global South. In fact, women are critical to the 

growth of new churches across the Global South (Jenkins 2011, 246). Throughout Africa, for instance, 
women are the backbones of most rural churches (2011, 226). Most importantly, the largest numbers 
of missionaries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were women through fundraising, prayer, 
and support as missionary wives, participants in missionary teams, and trailblazers in active missions 
(Nigerian Lausanne Congress 2013). 

However, while women continue to sacrifice immensely for God’s mission, they are victims of sexism 
and marginalization (Robert 1996, 115). The majority in 
the Church have failed to recognize women’s immense 
contributions to the spread of the gospel (Robert 1996, 
115). The fact is, however, that women have a lot to offer as 
the Church accomplishes its mandate of making disciples 
(1996, 119).

Using Evangelical Church Winning All (ECWA) as a 
case study, I suggest that by using some key principles of 
business as mission (BAM), Christian women should 
engage in Christian mission through entrepreneurship in 
the predominantly Muslim region of northern Nigeria. I 
will also cite the Ambam widow initiative to suggest ways to 
effectively implement BAM principles. I argue that despite 
the dissenting voices on the roles of women in mission, the 

constancy of God’s activity through the Holy Spirit continues to engender the spread of the gospel 
through women. 

Empowering ECWA’s Women for Missions 
The Evangelical Church Winning All (ECWA) is the largest Christian denomination in the 

predominantly Muslim region of northern Nigeria. However, the monthly updates I receive from some 
of our missionaries on the field reveal two issues hindering their effectiveness: poverty and persecution. 

While ECWA boasts of a holistic approach to ministry, ECWA’s missionary efforts have favored 
the expression of the gospel through words more than through deeds. And in an increasingly hostile 
northern Nigeria, there is need for a more robust evangelistic vision (Yamamori 2014). 

❞

❝WHILE WOMEN  
continue to sacrifice
immensely for God’s 
mission, they are 
victims of sexism
and marginalization.
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Because ECWA’s women represent the number of Christian women whose role in Christian mission 
has been “unrecognized, undervalued, diminished, overlook and even prevented” (Nigerian Lausanne 
Congress 2013), ECWA’s mission-strategy must include empowering its women to reclaim their role in 
Christian mission. 

In the 1960s, when Christian men were disallowed from interacting with women due to the religious 
custom of purdah—the seclusion of Muslim women from the eyes of other men—Christian women 
(largely ECWA women) were welcomed in Muslim homes. Eileen Lageer describes the reality this way: 
“Womanhood, emancipated and elevated through the preaching of the gospel, now proved itself to be 
invaluable to the Church” (Lageer 1969, 78-79). 

Photo courtesy Sung Bauta
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Lageer tells the story of successful Nigerian Christian businesswomen in northern Nigeria who 
attached Bible verses to the products they sold. Lageer narrates an incident in which a Muslim man 
noticed a portion of the Gospel of John attached to the salt that his wife had purchased from the 
market. He curiously read it the first time, and soon returned to it again and again. When he was 
approached by a Christian later on, God had used scripture to soften his heart, and prepared 
him and his family to receive Jesus Christ (Lageer 1969, 82). This happened by the initiative of 
Christian women. One can only imagine if we invest our resources to train these women to do 
more work for the kingdom. 

Lageer’s account is reminiscent of the story of Dorcas from Joppa (Acts 9:36-42), which 
demonstrates that while the widening discussion of BAM is fresh; the basic idea of BAM is not 
altogether new (Winter 2007). Dorcas is a modern-day missionary who used the BAM model by 
sewing and knitting clothes for widows. Through her compassionate business, she sowed the seeds 
that led to many conversions like ECWA’s women. Thus, like Dorcas, ECWA’s women are capable 
of kingdom business if supported (Maxwell 2007, 24). 

So, what mission strategy would better serve ECWA’s mission in restricted-access regions like 
northern Nigeria? Because BAM’s focus is also on the 10/40 Window (Tunehag & Plummer 2013), 
the BAM model, through the power of the Holy Spirit, would serve ECWA’s mission endeavors in 
northern Nigeria. 

ECWA Women as Missionaries to Northern Nigeria
Why is business the proper channel for ECWA women’s participation in Christian mission? 

Before I respond to that question, it is important to highlight the fact that other than their role 
in outreach, ECWA’s women belong to the number of 
women that make up 80% of the labor force in sub-
Saharan Africa, producing 70% of food crops, and 
representing 30% of heads of household in rural areas 
(Lewellen 2002, 82). 

As the most populous country in Africa, Nigeria 
plays a decisive role in the advancement of the gospel 
and in today’s global economy, roles largely played by 
women. And this reality—women  leading the charge in 
missions and industry—are evident in ECWA’s churches. 
Therefore, ECWA’s women should be empowered to play 
a pertinent role in reaching northern Nigeria with the 
gospel. 

Entrepreneurship is a proper channel for ECWA’s 
women’s participation in Christian mission. This is 

because other than the fact that ECWA needs to provide avenues where its women can actively 
participate in mission or that missional entrepreneurship empowers and dignifies ECWA’s women, 
church history and contemporary trends reveal women’s immense participation in global missions, 
especially in some of the most hostile regions of the world. 

With purdah still enforced and a growing resistance to the gospel in northern Nigeria, Christian 
men’s chances of reaching this restricted-access region is slim. And while Christian women were 
once allowed to interact directly with Muslim women, Muslim men have realized the transformation 

❞

❝ECWA’S WOMEN  
should be empowered
to play a pertinent
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northern Nigeria 
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of their wives due to these interactions, and are preventing their wives from interacting with these 
women missionaries. 

The BAM model can ensure that these interactions between Muslim and Christian women continue, 
because BAM can be influential in areas where other methods fail (Forman 2007). Since they make 
up the majority of vendors or patrons in the market, and with their industrious nature, ECWA’s 
women are capable of running principled businesses for the sake of the kingdom. 

Principles for Effective Engagement 
To ensure effectiveness in reaching restricted-access regions like northern Nigeria, these women 

missionaries must ensure their engagement in these restricted regions is done ethically, honestly, 
and with concern for the people (Maxwell 2007, 24).  

Ethically grounded. There is no substitute for a morally-sound business. Moral and biblical 
values are pertinent in conducting business for the purpose of God’s overarching mission. This 
underscores the value of leadership. Everything stands and falls on leadership. The BAM model 
advocates for Jesus’ servant leadership model, which is applicable in every situation (Blanchard 
and Hodges 2003, 13). Servant leadership involves 
defining and modeling the operating values, structure, 
and behavior norms (2003, 59). 

To effectively reach Muslims in restricted-access regions 
like northern Nigeria, missionaries must exemplify a 
servant’s heart inspired only by the Holy Spirit in order 
to bring transformation. 

Honest engagement. The large Muslim population 
of northern Nigeria is known for their honest business 
dealings. Therefore, running a dishonest business would 
tarnish one’s credibility, and undermine one’s Christian 
witness. The BAM model emphasizes honest interactions 
with people to whom we minister God’s eternal truths. 
Thus, if Jesus is the truth, then our business should be 
done in “spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24).

Concern for people. A servant leader cares about 
people and helps them experience God in fresh ways (Blanchard and Hodges 2003, 57). Friendship 
is an important tool for reaching Muslims (Livingstone 1993, 140). The BAM model insists that 
effective evangelism must take time for preparation, which includes studying the people and their 
cultures. 

This demonstrates to the people that you value them. The Gospels note that Jesus acknowledges 
everyone he encounters despite their social status. Jesus’ concern for everyone even earned him 
the sobriquet “friend of sinners.” The Holy Spirit will help us ‘see’ people the way God sees them.

When we conduct business ethically, honestly, and with concern for people so as to fulfill God’s 
overarching mission, we help build communities, enable healthy relationships, and enhance human 
flourishing. A reflection on the widows initiative in my village of Ambam, Nigeria, demonstrates 
how these three ways of implementing BAM could serve ECWA’s missionary endeavors in restricted-
access areas like northern Nigeria.

❞
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Business as Mission: Transforming Lives and Communities 
A few years ago, a not-for-profit group conducted some research of the village of Ambam to understand 

a few of its major problems. In the process, they found that in this village of 1,200 people, there were 
over 100 widows (Bauta 2014, 10). Their husbands died of various reasons (e.g., snakebites, violence, 
and diseases), and in most cases the widows’ in-laws confiscated their property. Thus, widows are left 
to care for their children alone and with little-to-no income. 

Business as a means for community-building. One of our major objectives in this initiative is 
to create an environment for dialogue, where the community listens to these women’s stories. The 
community, in turn, is shaped by the stories, and engages first in restructuring its views on widowhood. 

Therefore, engaging with people in restricted regions must include helping them overcome poverty 
and religious dogmatism that has crippled their communities. Because missionaries in northern 
Nigeria would be engaging with Muslim women in the marketplace, they should create an avenue for 
dialogue. In dialoguing with Muslim women, the missionaries should praise redeemable aspects of 
Islam that promote transformation in their communities. Thus, the missionaries should not fall into 
the trap of undermining Islam, as this would only discredit their witness. It is important that these 
conversations stem out of genuine relationships.

Business as a means for enhancing relationships. In the 
case of the Ambam widows, when a woman’s husband dies, 
social boundaries inhibit a direct interaction between her, other 
people, and other widows. This isolation intensifies her pain. 

However, creating an atmosphere for her to (re)tell her story 
provides nurturing relationships to enable her to thrive. In a 
short period we witness that these relationships offer renewed 
hope to the widow, since through those healthy relationships 
she experiences the love of Jesus. 

To love God and neighbor underscores the fact that in God’s 
kingdom, relationships are central (Baer 2006, 19). Therefore, 
Christ must be incarnated before the eyes of a Muslim through 
Christian witness. 

The BAM model holds that business missionaries could 
assume important roles in a community, build trust with locals 
through business relationships, and serve employees, vendors, 

suppliers, and customers every day of the week (Moll 2009). In Christ-like manner, the missionaries’ 
service to the Muslim women should involve a lot of listening, as the missionaries discern how God 
desires to use their relationships to draw communities to himself. 

Business as a means towards human flourishing. The missionary’s interaction with Muslims 
must acknowledge their humanity foremost, and not as subjects for evangelism alone. God loves these 
people whether they accept him or not. Yes, they can only fully understand their human capacity when 
they embrace Christ, but our witness falls short if all we care about is getting them to heaven, rather 
than bringing heaven to them (Wright 2008, 45). 

The fact is that, like the Ambam widows, most of the Muslim women in northern Nigeria have 
a warped view of themselves. They are not projects, but human beings who need to experience a 
relationship with Jesus. This view influences our interactions with the Ambam widows so that the 

❞
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widows’ brew cooperative is now owned and operated by them. 
Knowing their value as human beings empowers them. The BAM model emphasizes that a great 

business transforms lives, improves communities, and glorifies the Lord (Maxwell 2007, 24). When 
these missionaries affirm the humanity of these women, the women, in turn, become instruments that 
God will use to transform their communities and the world. 

Missional Implications for Christian Mission
Although ECWA is the focus of this study, there are lessons that can serve both similar contexts 

and/or in different settings. Three areas are applicable across diverse settings.
First, the effectiveness of Christian mission is contingent upon the directive of the Holy 

Spirit. This study suggests that if the Holy Spirit is present in the church’s conversations about 
mission, then it should be readily assumed that everyone is gifted for Christian mission. 

Therefore, Christian education curriculum must emphasize the role of the Spirit in Christian 
mission. Such emphasis must be reflected in the preaching and teaching of churches and mission 
organizations. This assumes that churches and mission organizations are seeking to understand 
their ministry contexts. 

For instance, Western missionaries in Nigeria must know 
that Africans affirm the presence of spirits. Thus, missionary 
strategies in African contexts must be influenced by the 
spiritual realities that affect the communities being reached 
with the gospel. Seeking to understand the context means 
that the missionary needs to invest in relationships that 
would take her deeper into the lives of the people. Most of 
it would not come through conversations alone, but keen 
observations of the people. 

Second, Christians must overcome the sin of dualism, 
specifically in regards to male-female roles in Christian 
mission. Churches and mission organizations must 
emphasize the priesthood of all believers. For most churches 
and mission organizations, this would mean sponsoring 
single women for Christian mission. Moreover, it would 
mean that missionaries are seeing the need to disciple both 
men and women on the field to carry on the task of taking the good news to the ends of the earth.

Finally, if we believe that God reigns over all, then Christian discipleship that aims to 
draw people to God cannot be restricted to a particular means of expression. If God can use 
anyone, then God can use any means to transform communities. Jesus’ modeled this BAM model 
during his earthly ministry. 

For instance, when he “saved” the business of some fishermen, a friendship developed that day 
that transformed these men, and subsequently, the transformation of many who heard about Jesus 
through them. That we have the Spirit of God means that Christian mission is about empowering 
others. Training is needed for Christian missionary endeavor, but we must empower people to see 
the potential of their vocational skills for extending God’s kingdom wherever they are. 

❞
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Conclusion
The presence of vast numbers of Christian women, especially in the Global Church and its 

economies, warrants their involvement in Christian mission through enterpreneurship. I suggest that 
because ECWA’s target areas for missionary endeavors are becoming increasingly restricted, ECWA 
must mobilize women to use BAM’s principles to enhance the spread of the gospel in word and deed. 

Similar to many places today, missionary activity in northern Nigeria is in decline, especially due 
to poverty and persecution. New strategies are needed to reach restricted-access regions of the world 
(Moll 2009). These strategies must involve greater roles for women in Christian mission, since our 
calling into the mission of God is not dependent upon our gender, but on the presence of the Holy 
Spirit, who empowers us for the task before us. 

Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen notes, “We have a world to win for Christ. The ship is sinking and we 
[stand] on the shore arguing about who should go to the rescue, men or women” (Van Leeuwen 1990, 
36). 

The BAM model states that missionaries do not only do ‘church work,’ but start businesses that 
would assuage diverse human problems with the ultimate goal of spreading the gospel (Winter 2007). 
Wisdom and discernment, however, are needed to integrate the cultural values of people into kingdom 
business practices that would bring people to the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ. 
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Fruitful Near-culture Church Planters:  
A Qualitative Study

Gene Daniels and Pam Arlund

It is a fundamental principle of church-planting movements that workers for the harvest 
are in the harvest (Garrison 2004, 172; Cole 2005, 149). We have the privilege of living in a 
time when more and more missionaries are emerging from the harvest itself. 

That is, more than ever before near-culture gospel workers are spreading the good news 
around the world. Given the importance of mobilizing local workers into the harvest, it is surprising 
how little is known and how little study has been done on how 
their experience is different than the traditional cross-cultural 
missionary from the West. 

Yet, increasingly, the role of the near-culture worker will become 
more and more important. As a result, the Fruitful Practice 
Research team decided to conduct a specific analysis of an often 
neglected category of church planter: near-culture workers in the 
Muslim world. 

Since 2007, the Fruitful Practices Research team has studied 
practices across many dimensions of ministry among Muslims. 
One major result of that research is a list of sixty-eight Fruitful 
Practices—“activities that promote the emergence, vitality, and 
multiplication of churches in a Muslim context” (Allan, Harrison, 
and Adams 2009). 

In this article, we describe the results from a particular subset of 
our larger study—that is, the findings below are exclusively drawn 
from interviews with near-culture church planters. No interviews 
with Western or Majority World missionaries were included. ❞
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Each of these workers was on a team that had planted at least one church of Muslim Background 
Believers (MBB), and all in Muslim-majority contexts. The workers interviewed came from a wide 
variety of worldview backgrounds—Muslim, Hindu, and Christian—although the majority were from 
a Muslim background themselves. There were a number of fascinating results from this study, but we 
will look at just four. 

Relating to God Drives the Fruitfulness of Near-culture Workers
The first and perhaps most significant finding is that the two practices most often mentioned in the 

interviews both fall into what we call the “Relating to God” category. In all but one of the interviews, 
and often mentioned multiple times, was the idea of the worker “persevering through difficulty and 
suffering.” It seems that difficulty and suffering are companions of fruitfulness for near-culture church 
planters.   

The difficulties they faced were many: persecution, lack of understanding by the local community 
and/or their sending church, extreme loneliness, culture shock, lack of resources either to provide for 
their own needs or to help those in the local community, being marginalized for being different, and 
at times being physically assaulted or under threat of physical harm. 

Given the pervasiveness of opposition, it should not be a surprise that the second most attested 
Fruitful Practice was that of “engaging in regular, frequent prayer.” These two items were often side-
by-side in the interviews, and those interviewed often stated their prayer life was the reason they were 
able to continue despite the opposition they faced. One person stated it this way: 

[The Imams went] to the government and the police, then the secret police followed us....After that, my fa-
ther said you have to leave the house because they want to kill you. I was not scared because of the people—I 
was scared because of my family…. [Later] the people in my area made a lot of problems for my family. They beat 
my brother. I have a small brother and they beat him…. I was very sad and I prayed to the Lord, “What should I 
do? All the time you are helping me but now I am in this situation. I need you.” At that time, there was a verse 
from Matthew chapter 5 and the verse said don’t just love your friends—because they are your friends you love 
them—but love your enemies and pray for them that one day they will become a believer and your brother. 

We found it interesting that it was specifically these near-culture workers who rated perseverance 
as the key driver of their faithfulness, something that was not true in our other studies focused on 
Western expatriate workers. A possible explanation is that near-culture workers, being from either the 
same country or a similar people group in a nearby country, do not enjoy the same protections and 
resources as Western expatriates. This makes them more vulnerable to persecution and other forms of 
local opposition. 

In light of this, expatriates need to be more aware of the dangers faced by their local colleagues. We 
still believe it is very good strategy to send such workers to nearby cultures. However, we should be 
aware that hidden cultural barriers and the lack of diplomatic protections may make local workers 
more vulnerable to persecution than a foreign expatriate would be.  

Appropriately Relating to Society Is Important to Fruitful Near-culture Workers 
One of the Fruitful Practices categories is called “Relating to Society.” The interviews revealed two 

practices from this grouping were also quite high in the behaviors of near-culture workers. In particular, 
it was fascinating to see how “addressing tangible needs in their community as an expression of the 
gospel” looked through the eyes of a near-culture worker. One person responded,
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So I started with one of my friends and I followed her to her farm, and when they saw it they were happy…. 
So the other woman said, “Okay, next time you will follow me to my own farm too.” It is like God was giving me 
their hearts and that is the only way they can understand you. Saying you are identifying with us. 

Another person explained, 

I also had to learn tailoring. I had to learn how to make their cultural dresses. So I made their dresses. They come 
to the house to bring their dresses, and sometimes this is just doing patchwork of the old clothes or dirty clothes that 
are torn. When they come, they sit, and we have the opportunity to talk and share the gospel with them.

Helping with the planting of crops and helping neighbors mend clothes are just a couple of examples 
of the ways these near-culture workers deliberately responded to needs in the community. Few of those 
we interviewed were involved in the formal development 
projects we typically think about in the Western mission 
community. 

Rather, these workers were doing the sort of things that a 
kind neighbor would do for another neighbor. One or two 
of those interviewed had aspirations to be more formal in 
how they were helping to meet needs. Yet it was clear they 
understood meeting needs as a highly relational, one-on-one, 
undertaking—not a program.

The other fruitful practice which stood out in this category 
was about “communicating respect by behaving in culturally 
appropriate ways.” Although they were from near cultures, they 
seemed to have a heightened awareness of being somewhat of 
an outsider, thus the need to earn a place in the local context.  

In fact, the activities of simply eating and drinking with 
Muslim friends were specifically mentioned many times so 
much so that we eventually realized that hanging out over a cup of coffee/tea, sitting in the market, 
or sitting in the courtyard eating fruit constitute a natural gospel strategy because they are part of 
culturally appropriate behavior. 

To the Western mind, sitting and eating do not seem active enough to be considered an intentional 
missionary ‘practice.’ We tend to view spending time eating and drinking as merely leisure activities. 
Thus, it is not uncommon for Western workers to feel frustrated with long hours of just sitting in a 
local home or market eating, drinking, and spending time with Muslims. However, these near-culture 
workers understand that it is an integral first step in their work. 

Another interesting insight has to do with cultural barriers. Approaching the interviews with Western 
eyes might lead us to presume that as near-culture workers, they already know exactly how to make 
friends in their target cultures.  

Furthermore, it might seem that they don’t need to worry as much about cultural barriers as the 
person from half a world away. However, our interviews did not bear this out. If anything, these near-
culture workers seemed more aware of their “differentness,” and that they would have to work hard to 
bridge that barrier. They were very aware of a need to intentionally communicate respect, something 
they did by simple, culturally-appropriate behaviors. 

❞
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This is in some ways counter-intuitive. We often assume that a worker from a nearer culture will 
automatically have an easier time gaining acceptance. Our findings on this point are a reminder that 
all workers, expatriate and local alike, need to pay careful attention to societal norms, even though we 
may be “free in Christ” to ignore them. 

Also, we believe these two Fruitful Practices together are indicative of the value system of these near-
culture workers. First, they place a high value on showing love, concern, and human interest by helping 
people. They understand that helping out, wherever necessary, is a universal indicator of the kind of 
person local people want to have in their communities. 

Second, they realize that conveying respect is a major requirement of being accepted by both leaders 
and members of any community. These workers seemed willing to take on whatever behaviors might 
show those values and gain a hearing for the gospel.

Fruitful Near-culture Workers Use a Variety of Ministry Methods 
The near-culture workers we interviewed personified one of our Fruitful Practice statements in the 

area of communication methods: “Fruitful workers use a variety of approaches in sharing the gospel.” 
All of those we interviewed were skilled at selecting which of various approaches would be best 

for each situation. Also, we found it interesting that none 
of the interviews specifically mentioned any of the methods 
which are making the rounds among Western agencies for 
sharing Jesus with Muslims (e.g., Camel method, T4T, Any3, 
Discovery Bible Studies, Simply the Story, etc.). 

It is likely that at least some of them were using one or 
more of those methods or were aware of these methods, 
but none felt any of these important enough to mention by 
name. And while some interviews mentioned activities that 
sounded similar to these well-known methodologies, we 
cannot be sure whether they had been taught the methods 
mentioned here or simply discovered them on their own.

What was clear, however, was that these workers did not 
feel it necessary, or even beneficial, to use only one method 
when sharing the gospel. No one directly said, “I use different 

methods at different times.” Instead, they described their ministry in terms like this: “No I don’t have 
really a plan how to preach the gospel. It depends on the circumstances and the people, and the place, 
and what he knows about his religion.” Another person said, “And also how to reach people through 
the Qur’an as well, which is one of the methods that we focus on here. It’s one of the methods, it’s not 
the method.” 

The workers clearly felt the need to be flexible and take each case locally and individually. If there 
was any one ‘method’ they consistently talked about, it was the direct leading of the Holy Spirit. 
Several we interviewed spoke of saying certain things or going certain places as a direct result of what 
they felt the Holy Spirit showed them to do. For example, one person said, “There are situations that 
the Holy Spirit leads and one approach may not be real relevant in all situations unto all people, so 
there are different approaches.” 

However, in other cases, some workers seemed to decide how and when to share Jesus based on their 

❞
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innate sense of cultural or relational appropriateness. Whether led by the Spirit or by cultural intuition, 
the common factor was that these workers were clearly not wedded to a single methodology. 

Each of these near-culture workers exhibited some awareness of their personal preferences in ways 
to share the gospel: sharing their own testimony, reaching out through inner healing, building bridges 
to known concepts, sharing Bible stories, etc. However, in the end, it was clear there was no ‘one-size-
fits-all’ pattern. 

Several mentioned that they would sense where the other person was and tailor their presentation to 
that individual. They often mentioned sharing Jesus along the natural flow of conversations. 

These interviews with near-culture workers were a strong confirmation of what our overall research 
has shown—that is, the fruitfulness of using a variety of approaches to sharing the gospel. This should 
cause us to carefully reconsider the Western focus on methodology and technique in sharing the 
gospel. Perhaps it is simply a manifestation of our culture rather than good practice.

Fruitful Near-culture Workers Emphasize Heart Values 
As we analyzed the interviews, one thing became very clear: the near-culture workers in our study 

were fruitful primarily because they value certain things: 
growing intimacy with Jesus, persevering on mission with 
God, honoring and respecting others, and treating others as 
individuals.

The first two fruitful practices highlighted in this study 
were focused on how they relate to God, not about how to 
do ministry. Opposition will come, and these fruitful workers 
have learned to turn to Jesus when it does. Therefore, the most 
important ability for any worker is to be able to persevere 
enough to abide in Christ in all circumstances. 

Many people in the fields of educational and sociological 
research currently call this character trait “grit.” Deborah 
Perkins-Gough of Penn State University says that in the area of 
professional or educational achievement, grit is a combination 
of resilience, hard work, and having focused passion over the 
long term (2013).

It is no surprise that recent educational research has shown that IQ and skill are not the most 
important predictors of whether a student will ultimately be successful.1 More importantly, it is also 
no surprise that the Bible has something to say about perseverance as the key to success. This quality 
of perseverance, or grit, is considered a blessing which comes as a result of being tested and not falling 
away (cf. James 1:4, James 5:11, Heb. 12). 

In confirming the teaching of scripture, secular scholars have provided us a reminder that perseverance 
is not something one is born with, but is rather something that is learned through time. Interestingly, 
Paul said the same thing (see Rom. 5: 3-5). Our research confirms that grit, or perseverance, is indeed 
key to the lives of these fruitful, near-culture workers, and it was clear that intimate times of prayer 
makes this possible.

The next two Fruitful Practices we looked at are also personal and are connected to the two Fruitful 
Practices above by the key word “relating.” In this case, the relationship is to society and individuals 

❞
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in that society, rather than to God. 
However, once again, the practice is 
about a heart attitude, rather than a 
ministry technique. 

These workers were willing to do 
whatever it took to show that they 
were trustworthy members of their 
new community. They had taken the 
time to learn what conveyed honor 
and respect and sought ways to show 
respect in tangible ways. They were 
aware that people in different cultures 
show respect in different ways, and 
they were willing to do whatever was 
necessary to convey that respect. 

They used the technique of 
observing and participating with the 
local people; however, more than that, 
it appeared to be a heart value. These 
workers demonstrated a willingness 
to step in and do whatever would 
speak to the local worldview. 

We can now link these to the third finding, which showed that fruitful workers used a variety of 
ways of presenting the gospel. They did not stick doggedly to a particular technique; rather, they 
demonstrated a belief that different ways work for different people. They were also aware of the voice 
of the Holy Spirit in the moment and were willing to go the direction he would lead.

This might be a good time to note a nuance of difference: while near-culture workers were aware 
of the cultural differences, they did not appear to be trying to reach, say, the Ansari people group, as 
much as seeking to reach Ansari people. 

Their interviews gave a very personal, intimate view of those they were reaching, whereas Western 
workers tend to speak of their people in a group sense. While this may seem a small distinction, it 
could have large implications for both mobilization and strategy. 

In short, while all of these near-culture workers were aware of the need to build bridges between 
themselves and locals, they knew that no single technique could get them there. Instead, they 
seemed committed to a heart value in which they were willing to bridge the gulf by honoring the 
local culture and cooperating with the Holy Spirit. Foundational to this was their intimate walk with 
the Lord and the character that had been produced through spending time with him in prayer. 

In general, Fruitful Practice research is behavior oriented, but there are times when our qualitative 
side, rooted in interviews and conversations with real-field workers, offers limited insights into the 
reasons behind the behaviors. It seems to us that the best way to connect the key Fruitful Practices 
(behaviors) in this data set is by considering the heart attitudes or values from which they seem to 
have originated. Figure here gives a simple graphic representation of this.
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Conclusion
Through this study, we offer a look at the practices of near-culture church planters who are fruitful 

in the Muslim world. The fact that opposition and perseverance through prayer ranked as the highest 
Fruitful Practice is new in the research done within Fruitful Practices so far. 

Also, while it may be counterintuitive, these near-culture workers were also keenly aware of cultural 
differences and were keen to convey respect and honor by being culturally appropriate. 

Finally, they were not committed to one particular method of sharing the gospel. Instead, they felt 
the need to be flexible and share the gospel in ways they felt were appropriate to the individual. 

As an outgrowth of these first three findings, we have proposed that heart values seem to be the main 
indicator of fruitfulness in the lives of these workers. We have grounded the practices in the factors 
that seem to be motivating them. If the drivers are the heart motivations and not the behaviors, then 
the question will be: How do we teach people to be fruitful? Do we train hearts, behaviors, or both? We 
should give careful consideration to these as we both train near-culture church planters and partner 
with them on multicultural teams. 

Endnote
1. For the most accessible introduction to this concept, see Angela Duckworth’s TED Talk introducing her research 

www.ted.com/talks/angela_lee_duckworth_the_key_to_ success_grit  
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 The Culturally Intelligent 
Mission Organization:  

Five Factors to Evaluate

Joanna Lima

T he phenomenon of globalization is impacting all sectors of society, and mission 
agencies are no exception. Of course, mission agencies have always been concerned with 
culture—we have been talking about cross-cultural communication and strategies for 
reaching out across cultures for as long as we’ve existed. 

In the last few decades, many mission agencies have become increasingly internationalized—not 
just working globally, but globalized in their workforce. This has brought enormous complexity 
and many benefits. 

In this article, I do not offer a robust theological reflection on internationalization or an apologetic. 
Both are vitally important, but are outside the purview of this piece. Instead, I present research that 
offers mission agencies the opportunity to evaluate the degree to which their organization can be 
described as being culturally intelligent.

The particular scientific construct of Cultural Intelligence 
(CQ) is relatively new, and offers a helpful paradigm for 
understanding what contributes to effective functioning 
in cross-cultural environments. 

Soon Ang et al. (2007) define CQ simply as “an 
individual’s capability to function and manage effectively 
in culturally diverse settings.” As this definition suggests, 
CQ is typically applied to individuals. However, the 
concept can also be applied to teams and organizations 
(e.g. Ang & Inkpen 2008; Gelfand, Imai, & Fehr 2008). 

Last year, I conducted research in order to determine 
how organizational level CQ can be measured. We might 
expect mission agencies to be some of the most culturally 
intelligent organizations around. Lundy’s (1999) formative 
book on globalization in mission highlights the fact that 
organizations need to adapt and change in light of our 
globalized context. 

Multicultural teams are more and more the norm. 
Leading in multicultural contexts is now an expected 

competency of most of our mission leaders. But are our organizations—not just our leaders in our 
organizations—adapting and changing? What does a culturally intelligent organization look like, and how 
do we know if we’re in one, or leading one? 

Here, I report on research conducted that shows five factors that identify a culturally intelligent 
organization, and present practical applications for mission leaders and executives. 
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How Do We Measure Organizational CQ?
I invited a panel of mission leaders from diverse cultures and organizations to describe a culturally 

intelligent organization. Through a Delphi process (a series of anonymous inputs designed to move 
participants toward consensus), forty items emerged that the leaders agreed would be essential in 
order to describe an organization as being culturally intelligent. 

These items were then formed into a scale that was administered to full-time employees from ten 
organizations that work internationally (some faith-based, and some not). Statistical analysis revealed 
five factors as significant in identifying culturally intelligent organizations.1 These factors are leadership 
behavior, adaptability, training and development, intentionality, and inclusivity. These are described 
below, along with questions that might help us evaluate how we are doing in these areas.

Factor 1: Leadership Behavior 
The first factor that is present in culturally intelligent organizations concerns the way leaders behave. 

This factor describes key organizational leaders who:

•  Modify their verbal behavior (words, tone, and style) when a cross-cultural interaction requires it
•  Modify their non-verbal behavior (gestures, time, and space orientation) when a cross-cultural 

interaction requires it
•  Check accuracy of cultural knowledge when interacting with people from different backgrounds
•  Know relevant cultural values and religious beliefs 
•  Are confident handling the stress of working within new cultures

Leadership
Behavior

Adaptability

Training &
Development

Intentionality

inclusion

5FACTORS 
in identifying 
culturally intelligent 
organizations.
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In other works, one characteristic of culturally intelligent organizations is that their leaders have 
high CQ. This finding is not a surprise, but it certainly affirms the fact that if we want to have an 
organization that is high in CQ, our leaders need to model that. 

In the past decade, a great deal of research has been conducted that affirms that leaders who are 
culturally intelligent are more likely to be effective in functioning across cultures (Ng, Van Dyne, & 
Ang 2012). This has implications for the appointment of leaders, as well as their development and 
training, as noted below. 

It is encouraging that CQ is something that can be developed over time. There are a number of 
helpful resources for leaders seeking to increase their CQ—including books by David Livermore (2009, 
2015) and self-assessments (see www.culturalq.com).   

Factor 2: Adaptability
The second factor that describes culturally intelligent organizations is adaptability. This involves 

both the characteristics of leaders and the organization itself. Adaptability is expressed through key 
leaders who:

•  Have had extensive international experience
•  Are aware of cultural differences when interacting with those of different cultural backgrounds
•  Are confident working with those of different cultures

Additionally, and importantly for the broader picture of organizational-level cultural intelligence, 
a further item in this factor describes culturally intelligent organizations as those that adapt their 
way of operating when operating in different cultural environments. 

The degree to which our organizations are willing to adapt to the unique contexts in which we are 
operating may indicate the degree to which the organization is culturally intelligent. Adaptations 
may include elements pertaining to policies, human resources, or structures. There has been much 
written on the need for international businesses to adapt according to cultural context, but relatively 
little in the context of mission. 

Factor 3: Training and Development
Another emerging factor reflects the importance of training and development in the organization. 

The culturally intelligent organization is described as that which:

•  Has a process in place to facilitate cultural learning
•  Is committed to producing leaders and employees who are bicultural or multicultural in their 

skill set
•  Promotes intentional reflection on cross-cultural interactions
•  Responds promptly to emerging cultural issues that affect the organization
•  Offers ongoing opportunities for intercultural interaction coupled with intentional reflection

These items emphasize the critical role leadership development and training play in positioning 
our agencies to be culturally intelligent. 

As noted above, individual CQ can be assessed and developed, and in organizations where diversity 

http://www.culturalq.com
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is the norm, this should be a clear priority for training. Additionally, contexts for training and 
development can also provide great environments for articulating and reinforcing organizational 
core values that are congruent with CQ. 

Many global mission agencies have few venues for socializing these values throughout the 
organization, and so maximizing opportunities for training and development to carefully articulate 
and inculcate these values is paramount. 

Factor 4: Intentionality
The culturally intelligent organization can also be described as being intentional. Specifically:

•  Key leaders ask for feedback after communicating cross culturally
•  The organization intentionally monitors its cross-cultural interactions
•  The organization is intentional in using inclusive language

These items highlight the fact that CQ, either at the individual of organizational level, seldom 
just happens. Both self-reflection and feedback from others is essential for leaders who are seeking 
to develop their CQ. At a minimum, leaders need to have a working knowledge of cultural value 
continuums, and understand mechanisms that may enhance or restrict communication and feedback. 

It is not safe to assume our effectiveness in this area. Ask those who will give honest feedback. For 
example, if you are leading a meeting where people from several different cultural backgrounds are 
represented, ask for feedback regarding how you are communicating, or if there is a more effective 
style that will solicit a greater degree of input from those who may need to be invited to speak. 

Note that even the process itself of asking for feedback needs to be culturally sensitive. Mediators 
may be needed to solicit input, as members of many cultures are unlikely to give feedback directly 
to those in leadership.

 
Factor 5: Inclusion

The final factor that emerged through the research in describing a culturally intelligent organization 
was that of inclusion. The items that reflect this factor include:

• The organization is inclusive. It gives equal opportunity to employees regardless of gender, 
ethnicity, etc.

•  The organization strategically makes use of the diverse voices within the organization
•  The organization understands the dynamics of diversity and inclusion. 

The culturally intelligent mission agency is one in which diversity is genuinely celebrated, and where 
diverse members are not showcased as tokens. Tokenism is a real risk, particularly in organizations 
where there is a majority culture (i.e., one culture that dominates numerically). 

Authentic relationships and a genuine desire to learn from one another can help to dissipate 
this risk. It is one thing for organizations to have policies that are inclusive, but it takes conscious 
and intentional socialization to cultivate an organizational culture of inclusion. This begins with 
organizational leaders reinforcing the importance of making sure leaders exhibit CQ. In this regard, 
the need for intentionality in using inclusive language cannot be overstated.
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The five factors presented in this article provide important talking points for mission agencies that 
are on the journey of internationalization and for any organization that has any diversity reflected 
in their membership. 

The challenges of internationalization are complex; however, with God’s help, healthy partnerships 
are forming for God’s glory. Jim Pleuddemann notes that,

In this world, we may never fully perceive culture from God’s perspective, but we can begin to catch a glimpse 
of the beauty of the whole mosaic. Diversity is a sign of incompleteness —a paradox that will only be fully reme-
died when all people, nations, and languages are reunited in heaven at the great celebration of the wedding feast 
of the Lamb. (2011, 103)

It is this grand eschatological vision that motivates us to press into the complexity.

Endnote
1. For more information or a full copy of the methodology and results described in this article, please email Joanna at 

highlander@swissmail.org. The research represented in this article resulted in the development of a 21-item instrument 
that can be used to evaluate the degree to which an organization is considered culturally intelligent. 
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“Preaching the Word in Season and Out”: 
The Portrayal of Missionaries in Contemporary Fiction

Kathleen O’Sullivan and Larry Poston

Missionary Fiction: Parabolic Teaching for the Modern Day?
The Christian religion has been developed mainly from scriptural sources—the writings that form 

the Bible. Secondary sources have included such works as the Nicene Creed, the Chalcedonian Formula, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church, and the Westminster Confession of Faith. 

Third in importance have been books penned by scholars of the faith, such as Augustine’s De Civitate 
Dei, Aquinas’ Summa Theologicae, and Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion. But presently, these 
traditional venues appear to be taking a back seat to popular works of fiction that include Christian 
themes.

With respect to the discipline of missiology, for instance, 
there are several standard non-fiction works that deal with the 
theology and history of missions. Kenneth Latourette’s History 
of the Expansion of Christianity, George Peters’ Biblical Theology 
of Missions, Stephen Neill’s History of Christian Missions, Lesslie 
Newbigen’s The Open Secret, David Bosch’s Transforming Mission, 
and Craig Ott’s Encountering Theology of Mission are only a few of 
the many works available. 

Such books have formed the academic fare at Bible colleges 
and seminaries around the world. But the publication numbers 
for each of these are minuscule in comparison with bestselling 
fiction. James Clavell’s Shogun, Peter Mathiessen’s At Play in the 
Fields of the Lord, James Michener’s Hawaii, Barbara Kingsolver’s 
The Poisonwood Bible, and John Grisham’s The Testament are but 
a few of the contemporary novels that deal with missions. The 
Testament alone enjoyed a first printing of 2.8 million copies, 
and The Poisonwood Bible was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize in 
1999 and in 2000 won the Boeke Prize. 

The audiences for these fictional works are thus enormous 
and varied, and it is safe to assume that much more “Christian 
teaching” is being disseminated by these novels than from the 
textbooks ordinarily used for missionary training. 

This essay focuses on Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible and 
Grisham’s The Testament. Each work deals with the “classic” missionary stereotype (i.e., westerners 
ministering to indigenous tribal peoples in primitive living conditions). Each contains a mixture of 
positive and negative depictions of missionary philosophy in general and of individual missionaries in 
particular. Given their bestseller status, it is appropriate to ask what the hundreds of millions of readers 
of these works are learning about missions, and whether missiologists and teachers of missions would 
be wise to incorporate such works into their training of missionaries.
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Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible 
(HarperCollins, 1998) 

Within Christian contexts, missionary ministry has long 
been cast in a heroic light. Written and oral accounts nearly 
always focus on “successful” efforts through which hundreds 
of converts are made and/or idolatrous ways are abandoned. 
“Unsuccessful” mission work is seldom, if ever, brought to light. 
But The Poisonwood Bible—written from the perspective of a non-
Christian—supplies a balance point that is a highly useful tool 
in any missionary training curriculum.

Poisonwood tells the story of the Price family (father, 
mother, and four daughters) who arrive in the Belgian Congo 
from the American Bible Belt in the late 1950s. The family’s 
preconceptions regarding Majority World societies, in addition 
to their prejudices against dark-skinned people, make it difficult 
for them to connect with their neighbors. Things go wrong from 
the beginning: the family is welcomed by the Congolese with a 
magnificent feast upon their arrival, but what the natives view 
as celebration, the Prices perceive as pagan chaos. 

In the words of the eldest daughter Rachel, “We just got shoved straight into the heathen pandemony.” 
Shocked by the nudity and discordant chanting of those who will be the focus of his ministry, husband 

and father Nathan preaches an off-the-cuff sermon based on 
Genesis 19’s account of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. 
But by pronouncing judgment on a culture he does not understand, 
he estranges himself from his parishioners from the outset of his 
ministry.

Africa, in Nathan’s mind, is irrevocably linked to what God most 
detests: idolatry, immorality, and hedonism. To assimilate into 
Congolese culture or to acknowledge the logicality of Congolese 
ways would be tantamount to relinquishing his Christian faith. 
His evangelistic strategy consists of forcing his own Western 
religious paradigm on the natives without consideration of even 
the most elementary forms of contextualization. 

One Easter, for instance, he insists on baptizing children in a 
nearby stream, which Rachel describes as “a lazy, rolling river 
as warm as bath water, where crocodiles are said to roll around 
like logs.” The village chief forbids the ceremony on the grounds 
that “Nathan wanted to feed their children to the crocodiles.” 

But adamantly refusing “to bend his will in any way to Africa,” Nathan cannot comprehend his 
congregation’s refusal to submit to this non-negotiable ordinance. 

Eventually, the reader learns that for Nathan, missionary work is an attempt to acquire personal 
redemption. A veteran of World War II who narrowly escaped death when hit by a shell fragment, he 
was later rescued and subsequently learned that his entire company died on the Death March from 
Bataan. Unable to forgive himself for his survival, Nathan’s remorse transforms him into a man “with 
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a stone in place of his heart.”  
He adopted an air of religious fervor that eventually led him to Africa, and in the Congo he becomes 

a soldier again, unbending to the attacks of the Enemy and unrelenting in his service on this new 
battlefield. Leah describes his spiritual struggle as “a great holy war going on in my father’s mind, in 
which we’re meant to duck and run and obey orders and fight for all the right things.” Nathan’s tyranny 
over his household and the village is motivated by his desire “to save more souls than had perished on 
the road from Bataan…and all other paths ever walked by the blight of mankind.”

Typically for his day and age, Nathan placed himself above the Congolese on the basis of skin color 
and cultural background. Informed of the Congo’s impending independence, he exclaims, “[They do] 
not [have] a desire for freedom—they don’t have the temperament or the intellect for such things!” 
Africans must become “white” in order to be considered truly “spiritual.” Ironically, it is the Price 
women who build the closest and healthiest relationships with the native people. 

Wife and mother Orleanna sees a direct correlation between her own personal struggles and the 
Congo’s political situation when she describes her marriage as a “foreign occupation,” with herself 
“swallowed by Nathan’s mission, body and soul.” In her eyes, the Price women and the Congolese are 
equally oppressed, and the two groups are able to connect because of their shared victimization.

In stark contrast to Nathan’s superiority is the Roman Catholic Brother Fowles. He is the personification 
of Kingsolver’s conviction that Christian ministry can take a variety of forms, with some embodying 
Christ’s love much more clearly than others. Fowles gives deep, well-considered answers to questions; 
he sympathizes with Orleanna when she expresses her frustration with Nathan, and he shows Leah 
how the Congolese are, in fact, “very religious people.” 

Fowles has personalized his faith and as a result has “come to love the people and their ways of 
thinking.” To Nathan, his views are rank liberalism, but his relationships with the Congolese are far 
more winsome than Nathan’s haughty judgmentalism.

A series of gradually escalating crises brings the story to its climax. The political situation in the 
Congo precipitates an order from the Prices’ mission agency to evacuate—an order they refuse to obey. 
Nathan’s mental condition deteriorates to the point of insanity, and the youngest daughter succumbs 
to snakebite. At that point, Orleanna and the three surviving daughters literally walk away from their 
village, leaving their husband and father to carry on his caricature 
of missionary work alone. Thus, The Poisonwood Bible provides a 
multitude of discussion topics for aspiring missionaries.

John Grisham’s The Testament (Doubleday, 1999)
Besides being a best-selling lawyer-turned-author, John Grisham 

is also a born-again Baptist layman with a heart for missions. 
Having often traveled to Brazil as a volunteer with the Southern 
Baptist International Mission Board, many of the scenarios in The 
Testament are derived from his personal experiences. 

The plot of this international bestseller centers around Rachel, a 
young woman with “World Tribes Mission” who ministers deep in 
the heart of the Amazon River valley—and who has become heir 
to an $11 billion fortune. 

Rachel lived in a hut or a lean-to, and slept on a bed she’d 
built herself, and cooked over a fire, and ate food she’d grown 
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or trapped and killed, and taught Bible stories to the children and the gospel to the adults, and knew 
nothing and certainly cared nothing for the events and worries and pressures of the world. She was 
very content. Her faith sustained her. 

Nate is the lawyer sent to inform Rachel of her new fortune, and he is at first convinced that she is 
merely hiding from an unhappy past. She assures him that this is not the case: “No, you are wrong. 
I have perfect peace, Nate. I surrendered my will to Christ many years ago, and I follow wherever He 
leads…I am completely and perfectly at peace in this world.” 

Such stilted dialogue reveals the difficulty of communicating biblical truth in a credible manner. 
Thus, The Testament brings to light a problem that Christians nearly always face when they attempt 
to communicate with non-Christians: the fact that the “Christianese” that (usually) works within 
Christian circles falls flat among non-believers. 

The account of Nate’s conversion experience after he is eventually drawn to Rachel’s Christianity 
is equally awkward: “Nate closed his eyes too, and called God’s name. God was waiting.” The next 
sentences are somewhat better: 

With both hands, he clenched the back of the pew in front of him. He repeated the list, mumbling softly every 
weakness and flaw and affliction and evil that plagued him. He confessed them all. In one long glorious acknowl-
edgment of failure, he laid himself bare before God. He held nothing back. He unloaded enough burdens to crush 
any three men, and when he finally finished Nate had tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to God. “Please 
help me.” As quickly as the fever had left his body, he felt the baggage leave his soul.

Grisham then slips back into Christian lingo and most likely loses his non-Christian readers: 

He opened his eyes and wiped his cheeks. Instead of seeing the young man on the pulpit, Nate saw the face of 
Christ, in agony and pain, dying on the cross. Dying for him. A voice was calling Nate, a voice from within, a voice 
leading him down the aisle. 

Now some might observe that Jesus was equally blatant in his preaching and teaching, but Jesus 
was speaking mainly to religiously-oriented Jews in a culture that still gave prominence to religion. 
Grisham, however, is writing for persons who purchase his works as New York Times bestsellers 
and who are not (for the most part) religiously-oriented and are therefore not expecting a religious 
agenda. 

But the presence of such an agenda in the novel paves the way for significant classroom discussions 
that can prepare aspiring missionaries and ministers to proceed cautiously and with sophistication 
in their attempts to communicate the gospel.

Rachel’s character becomes more believable when she admits her struggles as a single and isolated 
missionary: “I was homesick for three years, and there are times now when I would like to drive a 
car, eat a pizza, and see a good movie.” These more “earthy” characteristics are what win Nate over in 
the end: “She was everything he wasn’t—strong and brave, grounded in faith, happy with simplicity, 
certain of her place in the world and the hereafter.”  

Consequently, upon learning of her death from malaria, Nate is devastated and pays a very 
poignant homage to her: “Buried there was Rachel Lane, the bravest person he’d ever known because 
she had absolutely no fear of death. She welcomed it. She was at peace, her soul finally with the Lord, 
her body forever lying among the people she loved…He had never met anyone like Rachel Lane, and 
he missed her greatly.” 

Through Nate’s reflections in the midst of his grief, Grisham portrays aspects of the missionary 
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calling that others often miss: “Her death was tragic, but then it wasn’t. She wasn’t a young mother 
and wife who left a family behind. She didn’t have a wide circle of friends who’d rush to mourn her 
passing. Only a handful of people in her native land would ever know she was gone.”

These are somber but beautiful truths. They communicate very poignantly that the lot of the 
missionary is not one of celebrity or even casual recognition, but rather one of quiet, below-the-
radar and behind-the-scenes service and anonymous sacrifice. Grisham eloquently illustrates Jesus’ 
teaching that it is, after all, the meek who will inherit the earth.

Facilitating Discussions around The Poisonwood Bible and The Testament
Contemporary young people, including Christians, are being characterized as “people of the screen” 

as opposed to “people of the book.” They are generally more adapted to “story” and “narrative” than 
they are to volumes of complex and densely-written material such as is found in standard textbooks. 

Consequently, teachers have a difficult time finding written materials that will actually be read, 
explored, and retained. But given the opportunity, students are often able to consume fictional stories, 
discuss them in depth and profit from them in a variety of ways. 

The two novels analyzed above are very useful when incorporated 
into undergraduate and/or graduate missionary training or assigned 
as independent studies in conjunction with pre-field orientation 
programs. They can be effectively used in classes that deal with 
cross-cultural adjustment, cross-cultural communication, the 
history of missions, missionary life and work, and similar courses 
of study. 

The novels are not intended to replace, but rather to complement 
standard textbooks. From The Poisonwood Bible, for instance, 
teachers can facilitate discussions regarding the following.

1. Motivations for missionary service. As a supplement to 
Scott Sundquist’s Understanding Christian Mission, Poisonwood can 
be used to discuss ‘proper’ motivations for missionary service. 
What would these be? Should candidates who are operating from a 
“salvation by works” motivation or who appear to be resolving issues of guilt by pursuing a missionary 
career be excluded from consideration?  If so, on what basis? How could one test for such motivations?

2. Family life in missions. As a supplement to Dwight Baker and Robert Priest’s The Missionary 
Family, Kingsolver’s narrative could be used to discuss several issues regarding family in relation to 
missions. Is it possible that the required celibacy of Roman Catholic missionary personnel is actually 
a wiser approach than that of Protestantism? Or could a properly maintained family be a witness 
in itself—particularly in Majority World cultures? How does one determine a balanced perspective 
regarding family responsibilities versus ministry activities? What counsel could have been given to 
each of the Price family members— father, mother, and daughters?

3. Government and mission agency administrative issues. If a family’s country of citizenship 
or mission agency orders them to evacuate the country in which they serve, should they obey without 
question? Or should they remain in the midst of an incendiary situation? Should the knowledge of ‘the 
missionaries on the ground’ outweigh the insistence of governments and missionary agencies, or do 
biblical principles of submission to authority have precedence?

❞

❝THE NOVELS 
are not meant 
to replace, 
but rather to 
complement 
standard 
textbooks.  
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4. Missions and mental health. As a supplement to Kelly O’Donnell’s Missionary Care, Poisonwood 
can be used to discuss whether it is possible for missionary personnel to experience such trauma 
that they become certifiably insane, as was the case with Nathan Price. What is the responsibility of 
a mission agency, and what steps may be taken to either prevent such lapses or deal with them when 
they occur?

5. Contextualization of the messenger. As a supplement to Scott Moreau’s Contextualization in 
World Missions, Kingsolver’s work can be used to compare Nathan Price’s approach to mission with that 
of Brother Fowles. What would be the pros and cons of each man’s way of relating to the indigenous 
population? Is it true that theological ‘liberals’ are better able to relate to indigenous peoples? If such 
persons are more readily accepted in particular cultures, is this necessarily a ‘good’ thing?

Grisham’s The Testament, on the other hand, can lead to discussions regarding the following.
1. The focus, dedication and simplicity of the missionary lifestyle. As a supplement to 

Harold Cook’s Missionary Life and Work, The Testament can be used to demonstrate that since most 
missionaries today do NOT live in circumstances anything like those of Rachel, the idea of a ‘simple 
lifestyle’ will need to be adjusted. How would one determine what simplicity consists of both in the 
developed and developing worlds?

2. The need for patience and perseverance in missionary ministry. As a supplement to Roland 
Allen’s Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours? Grisham’s work can be used to discuss which criteria 
may be used for determining ‘success’ or ‘failure’ in mission settings. How long should one work in a 
specific manner before evaluating to see if changes are needed? 

4. Renunciation of Western culture. As a supplement to Lesslie Newbigen’s Foolishness to the Greeks, 
The Testament can be used to discuss what items are actually needed to perform ministry effectively. How 
does one determine from culture to culture what is ‘materialistic’ and what is ‘spiritually appropriate,’ 
avoiding the exportation of Western culture as an automatic accompaniment to the Christian gospel?

5. Missionary communication. As a supplement to David Hesselgrave’s Communicating Christ 
Cross-Culturally, Grisham’s work can be used to ask if all forms of communication of the gospel need 
necessarily be as ‘stilted’ and/or ‘canned’ as those of Rachel and Nate. What would be appropriate 
principles for communicating the gospel and effectively discipling new Christians?

Jesus—the Master Teacher—used numerous stories told in parabolic form to communicate the 
theological and moral truths He desired His followers to adopt. With careful attention and skill, The 
Poisonwood Bible and The Testament can be used with equal effectiveness today.

Endnote
For more information or a full copy of the methodology and results described in this article, please email Joanna 

at highlander@swissmail.org. The research represented in this article resulted in the development of a 21-item 
instrument that can be used to evaluate the degree to which an organization is considered culturally intelligent.

Kathleen O’Sullivan is a recent graduate of Nyack College, receiving a B.A. in English and Religion. Katie is passionate about 
religious studies and other cultures. Within the next year, she intends to pursue a Masters degree in International Relations or 
Journalism. 

Larry Poston taught for several years at Greater Europe Mission’s Nordic Bible Institute in Sweden and is currently Professor of 
Religion at Nyack College in Nyack, N.Y.   
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Paul’s Seven Missionary Journeys  
with Seven Implications

Christopher R. Little

Not everything in our Bibles is 
inspired. The words certainly 
are, but the chapters, verses, foot-
notes, references, and maps are not. 

This is particularly true when it comes to Paul’s 
missionary journeys. 

In fact, several New Testament scholars have 
spurned the idea that Paul’s career can be reduced 
to just three forays into unreached Gentile 
regions. F. F. Bruce spoke of Paul’s “early travels,” 
then the traditional three, and last, his “Journey 
to Rome” (1977, inside cover). Before Bruce, 
Adolf Deissmann charted seventeen “journeys of 
St. Paul” (1957, 159–161). More recently, Eckhard 
Schnabel discusses “fifteen phases or locations of 
Paul’s missionary work” (2008, 40). 

Whereas these attempts to outline the journeys 
of Paul should not be discounted, it seems more 
helpful for pedagogical purposes to organize 
them into the following seven.

#1: First Missionary Journey: 
Damascus, Arabia, and Jerusalem (Acts 9:3–
30; 26:20; Gal. 1:17–19; 2 Cor. 11:32–33)

Saul the Pharisee encountered the risen Christ on the road to Damascus and was both converted 
and called as “a chosen instrument…to bear [Jesus’] name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons 
of Israel” (Acts 9:15). 

Like most recent converts, Paul did not keep silent about his newfound faith, and while in Damascus 
“immediately…began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, ‘He is the Son of God’” (Acts 9:20). 
He then went to Arabia not to hibernate in a cave somewhere to contemplate his faith, but to evangelize 
many cities of the Nabatean kingdom, including presumably Petra in present-day Jordan (cf. Schnabel 
2008, 63–64). 

Thereafter, he returned to Damascus (cf. Gal. 1:17), and because he created such a stir in making 
“disciples” (Acts 9:25), King Aretas tried to seize him (cf. 2 Cor. 11:32) while “the Jews plotted to kill 
him” (Acts 9:23). Yet he was able to flee to Jerusalem, where he interacted with the Apostles Peter and 
James (cf. Gal. 1:18–19) and continued “speaking out boldly in the name of the Lord” (Acts 9:28). But 
again, the Jews rose up “to put him to death” (9:27), so the brethren in Jerusalem “brought him down 
to Caesarea and sent him away to Tarsus” (9:30).  

The Apostle Paul, by Rembrandt
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#2. Second Missionary Journey: 
Tarsus, Syria, and Cilicia (Acts 9:30; Gal. 1:21)

This stage of activity is a blind spot in most depictions of Paul. Yet Martin Hengel and Anna Schwemer, 
in their work Paul Between Damascus and Antioch (1997), present a treasure trove of information regarding 
what Paul was up to during this stage in his life.

Apparently, young Saul was taken from his city of birth by his father at an early age to Jerusalem 
to study under the famous Rabbi Gamaliel (cf. Ac. 22:3; cf. Van Unnik 1973, 295–296). His return to 
Tarsus during this time of need demonstrates that he maintained close connections to the city. The best 
estimation is that he spent at least ten years in Tarsus (cf. Schnabel 2008, 67).      

What was he doing all this time? Since he later visited Cilicia after the Jerusalem council, the province 
in which Tarsus resided, to strengthen “churches” (Acts 15:41), it is fairly clear that he was doing 
what we normally associate with Paul—proclaiming the gospel and making disciples (cf. Martin and 
Schwemer 1997, 151ff). But that was not all. He no doubt took advantage of his lengthy stay to acquire 
a more thorough knowledge of “Hellenistic culture in all its forms” (Van Unnik 1973, 305–306) in 
order to be better equipped to impact the Roman world. 

#3. Third Missionary Journey: 
Cyprus and Asia Minor (Acts 13:1–14:28)

This is traditionally Paul’s first journey, but in this taxonomy becomes the third. It was at this time 
he was accompanied by Barnabas after being sent out by the church in Syrian Antioch. Contrary to 
popular opinion, however, it wasn’t this church that supported Paul and Barnabas on this trip. Rather, 
they supported themselves, presumably through leatherworking (cf. Acts 18:3; 1 Cor. 9:6–18). 

#4. Fourth Missionary Journey: 
Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Achaia (Acts 15:36–18:22)

This is commonly known as the second journey, but here is the fourth. It is interesting to note that 
Paul misunderstood the Spirit’s leading on two separate occasions while on this journey: first, when 
he attempted to go into Asia (cf. Acts 16:6); and second when he tried to enter Bithynia (cf. Acts 16:7). 
What this indicates, among other things, is that the suggestion that Luke is presently hagiography in 
Acts is unfounded.    

#5. Fifth Missionary Journey: 
Asia Minor, Macedonia, Achaia, and Palestine (Acts 18:23– 21:17)

This fifth journey is arguably the most fruitful of all Paul’s journeys. This is when he established a 
training institute at the school of Tyrannus in Ephesus (cf. Acts 19:9). Since there is no evidence that 
Paul visited any of the cities which are mentioned in Revelation 2 and 3, one can reasonably conclude 
that the disciples he trained during the two years at this school were the ones who planted the churches 
in these areas. Their ministries were so successful that Luke could write, “all who lived in Asia heard 
the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). 

#6. Sixth Missionary Journey: 
Jerusalem, Caesarea, Malta, and Rome (Acts 21:27–28:31)

This journey was inspired by Old Testament prophecy. Paul’s Jewish eschatology taught him to 
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expect the day when God’s people from among the nations would make pilgrimage to Jerusalem to 
offer their gifts to the Messiah on Mount Zion (cf. Pss. 68; 72; Isa. 60; 66). 

From a Christological point of view, he reinterpreted this event and applied it to his life’s work. This 
is the fundamental motive for taking up a collection from among the Gentile churches he planted 
and bringing it, along with a contingent of converted Gentiles (cf. Acts 20:4), to Jerusalem (cf. 1 Cor. 
16:1–4; 2 Cor. 8–9). 

Beyond expressing Gentile indebtedness for having received the gospel from the Jews (cf. Rom. 
15:27), he was attempting to fulfill prophecy and in doing so provoke the Jews to jealousy whereby 
they would be saved (cf. Little 2005, 162–168). But because Paul was seized in the temple (cf. Acts 
21:27ff), his hope for the conversion of Israel did not materialize at that time. 

In captivity, he eventually appealed to Caesar and was sent to Rome on a cargo ship (cf. Acts 25:11; 
27:1–2). In the providence of God, Paul was shipwrecked on the island of Malta whereby the local 
people were touched by the healing power and message of Jesus Christ (cf. Acts 28:7–10). 

#7. Seventh Missionary Journey: 
Spain, Crete, Asia Minor, and Macedonia (Rom. 15:24, 28; 1 Clem. 5:7; 1 Tim. 1:3; 2 Tim. 4:11–
21; Tit. 1:5; 3:12)

This journey is based upon the second Roman imprisonment theory (cf. Schnabel 2008, 115–121), 
which deduces from the available evidence that Paul was released from his first imprisonment in Rome 
and thereafter traveled to Spain in fulfillment of his long-held desire to do so (cf. Rom. 15:24, 28). 
That he did in fact arrive in Spain is confirmed by Clement of Rome, who reported that he “reached the 
farthest limits of the West” (1 Clement 5:7). 

Paul then departed Spain, probably passed through North Africa (see below), on his way to Crete 
where he left Titus (cf. Tit. 1:5), and then traveled north through Miletus to visit Timothy in Ephesus 
(cf. 1 Tim. 1:3; 2 Tim. 4:20). Last, he passed through Troas on his way to Nicopolis, where most 
likely he was captured (cf. 2 Tim. 4:13; Tit. 3:12), taken to Rome, and beheaded sometime during the 
Neronian persecution from AD 64 to 68 (cf. Guthrie 1990, 624).

Implications
Everything in scripture “was written in earlier times…for our instruction” (Rom. 15:4; cf. 1 Cor. 

10:11). This is the case with Paul’s journeys as well, since upon closer examination they reveal insights, 
themes, and principles which are highly instructive for those who follow in his footsteps to proclaim 
Christ among the nations. There is only space to comment on the following seven points.

Motivated by mission. From the time he encountered the risen Lord Jesus to his martyrdom, Paul 
was on mission for the sake of the lost. In fact, he considered himself “under obligation” or “a debtor” 
to those without knowledge of Christ (Rom. 1:14). 

But in what sense was he indebted to them? Probably in the sense that he had the solution to their 
greatest problem—namely, eternal condemnation before God. As such, he felt constrained to proclaim 
the gospel “to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of 
Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been 
sanctified by faith in [Christ]” (Acts 26:18). 

In addition, Paul was the first apostle to take the Great Commission seriously as he was the first 
person recorded in the Book of Acts to witness to Gentiles apart from the synagogue (cf. Glasser 
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2003, 290–291). While on the island of Paphos, he shared the gospel with the Roman proconsul, 
Sergius Paulus, and he believed (cf. Acts 13:7, 12). The conclusion that one can draw from this is that 
there is no better lens with which to read and interpret Paul then through mission.  

Driven by doxology. Paul was theocentric, rather than anthropocentric, in outlook. There is no 
question that he labored sacrificially to reconcile people to God (cf. 2 Cor. 5:18–20), but this was only 
his penultimate goal.

His ultimate aim was that “the grace which is spreading to more and more people may cause the 
giving of thanks to abound to the glory of God” (2 Cor. 4:15). This indicates that saving human 
beings for Paul was the means by which they would come “to glorify God for His mercy” in Christ 
(Rom. 15:9). At a time in human history when most everything revolves around the rights, needs, and 
aspirations of humanity, Paul’s perspective is a welcomed corrective.

Method to his madness. Many students of Paul conclude that there was no rhyme or reason to his 
missionary journeys. This is far from the truth. Paul’s Bible was the Old Testament and he turned to it 
for guidance in everything he did (cf. 1 Cor. 4:6). 

As a case in point, his understanding of the distribution of nations would have come directly from the 
Table of Nations in Genesis 10 and 11. These chapters taught that the sons of Shem populated the regions 
in Asia and Arabia, the sons of Japheth those in Asia Minor and Europe, and the sons of Ham mainly in 
North Africa (see map). 

In relation to this, Paul intimates his overall orientation in mission 
when he states “from Jerusalem and round about as far as Illyricum I have 

(Easley 2005, 6)
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fully preached the gospel of Christ” (Rom. 15:19). The Greek word for “round about” (i.e., κύκλῳ) 
carries the idea of a “completion of a circuit” and therefore is “describing a circle” (Danker, et. al. 2000, 
574). The use of this word evidently “reflects Paul’s hope and expectation of making a complete circuit 
of the nations, both north and south of the [Mediterranean] Sea, planting the gospel where it had not 
been planted” (Knox 1964, 11). 

Some scholars also believe that Paul was influenced by Isaiah 66:19, since the nations mentioned in 
this verse include “representatives from all three sons of Noah” (Scott 1995, 146). Thus, his strategy 
was to first concentrate on the sons of Shem during his first and second journeys, the sons of Japheth 
from his third to sixth journeys, then on his seventh journey to go to the end of the earth, which 
according to Jewish reckoning was Spain, and then swing back and preach the gospel to the sons of 
Ham in North Africa (note “Put” in Isa. 66:19 is identified with Libya) on his way to Jerusalem in order 
to complete this circle. 

There is no extant evidence to prove or disprove the idea that 
Paul preached the gospel in North Africa where synagogues were 
known to have existed (cf. Hultgren 1985, 132–133), but he and 
Titus clearly would been able to reach the sons of Ham who resided 
in Crete (see map).

What this means is that Paul knew exactly what he was doing and 
why he was doing it. He was trying to gather believers in the Jewish 
Messiah from all the known nations of his day in fulfillment of the 
Great Commission. Our current understanding of the distribution 
of the nations has only improved, but the task has not changed and 
Paul’s example continues to challenge the Church to spare no effort 
in reaching “all the nations” today (Matt. 28:19; Mark 13:10; Luke 
24:47; Rom. 1:5; 2 Tim. 4:17).

Masterful use of money. Paul has been described as “the 
most effective cross-cultural missionary the church has ever seen” 
(Gilliland 1983, 261). One notable aspect of his methodology was that throughout his journeys: (1) 
he gave no financial incentives to either convert to or serve Christ; (2) he never transferred funds from 
churches in one area to pay for the ministries of churches in another; and (3) he expected churches to 
step out in mission using their own resources (cf. Acts 19:9–10; 20:33–35; Rom. 1:8; 16:19; 1 Thess. 
1:6–8). In doing so, he sparked a church-planting movement which literally turned his “world upside 
down” (Acts 17:6). 

Given the unfortunate consequences related to the ongoing foreign subsidy of indigenous Christian 
movements, there “is no greater need on the mission field today than for just the kind of work Paul 
did” (Speer 1902, 268) and if Paul “were among us today there is no question…he would expect new 
churches to provide the financial basis for their own lives” (Gilliland 1983, 255).  

Considerate of culture. Paul is well known for becoming a Jew to win Jews and a Gentile to win 
Gentiles (cf. 1 Cor. 9:20–21), but what is often overlooked is that although being a Jew came naturally 
to him, being a Gentile did not. He had to take the time necessary to acquire in-depth knowledge of 
the Greco-Roman world to be competent in reaching Greeks. 

As mentioned previously, this is what he was doing during a full decade in Tarsus while on his second 
missionary journey. Accordingly, Paul took cross-cultural preparation for mission very seriously. At a 
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time in which short-term missions has become common place, and in some quarters center stage, 
Paul’s approach is a needed reminder that gaining cultural intelligence is a prerequisite to mission. 

Committed to contextualization within limits. At a minimum, three principles guided Paul’s 
efforts at contextualization. First, he recognized that people from different cultural backgrounds 
require “different starting points” as seen in how he approached Jewish audiences in contrast to pagan 
ones in Acts (cf. 13:16–41; 14:15–17; 17:22–31). 

Second, he felt free to use whatever material available to him, whether the Jewish scriptures, Greek 
poets, or the ideas of philosophical ethicists, in order to communicate effectively (cf. Acts 13:33–
41; 17:24–29; Tit. 1:12). Last, although Paul was “audience-sensitive,’ he was not “audience-driven” 
(Flemming 2005, 84, 116, 134). Hence, Paul’s approach reveals that although culture serves as a 
conduit of divine revelation, it is never a neutral one unaffected by sin. 

Furthermore, being well acquainted with the Greco-Roman culture of his day, Paul would have 
known about the heated debate between the Sophists and Cynics. The former argued that charging for 
instruction was necessary in order to preserve its value, whereas the later maintained it compromised 
the integrity of the instructor. 

Paul opted for the Cynic view and decided to work for a living rather than receive payment in an 
effort to maintain his independence from the patron-client obligations of his day (cf. Little 2005, 
33ff). This means that Paul operated within an ethical framework which did not permit him to 

accommodate himself to the society in which he served, even 
if it meant he would be misunderstood.  

Prioritization in mission. Did Paul have priorities 
in mission? His own words point to the answer: “I do not 
consider my life of any account as dear to myself, so that I 
may finish my course and the ministry which I received from 
the Lord Jesus, to testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of 
God” (Acts 20:24); “Christ [sent]…me…to preach the gospel” 
(1 Cor. 1:17); and “I have become all things to all men, so that 
I may by all means save some” (1 Cor. 9:22). 

He also passed this priority onto others: “Brethren, join 
in following my example” (Phil. 4:9); “The things which 
you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, 
entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others 
also” (2 Tim. 2:2); and “As shoes for your feet put on whatever 
will make you ready to proclaim the gospel of peace” (Eph. 
6:15; cf. Phil. 2:16).

What is remarkable to contemplate is that there is no 
discernible, organized effort by Paul to attempt to resolve the socio-economic, political injustices 
throughout the Roman Empire, of which there were many. Paul did of course have something to say 
regarding slavery. He maintained that the Christian slave of a Christian master was now his “beloved 
brother” (Philemon 16) and thereby laid the foundation for overturning the entire institution.

As such, he showed that the gospel must first take root before the fruit of social transformation can 
appear—that is, the means to the end of transforming society is transforming the human heart.

But Paul’s methodology addresses another crucial aspect to mission which must not be overlooked. 
There is an injustice confronting humanity from the first to the twenty-first century which far outweighs 
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any other type of injustice. It is the injustice of unequal access to the gospel among those who are lost. 
In a day in which holism has become the accepted pattern for mission to the point that some are 
questioning whether evangelicalism can “avoid the drift toward a social gospel” (Moreau 2012, 318), 
the Pauline paradigm stands as an indispensable reminder to keep evangelism primary, central, or 
as Lausanne’s Cape Town Commitment puts it, “paramount” (Part II, IIA, 1), in the mission of the 
church.

Conclusion
The better we understand Paul and the way he pursued mission, the better we understand God’s 

mission for us today and how to pursue it as well. In other words, the Church gets a clearer picture of 
God’s mission to the extent it more clearly beholds Paul. To this end, may there be greater effort given 
to examining, learning from, and applying the principles of Paul in mission for the benefit of God’s 
glory among the nations.
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The LAUNCH Survey:  
Helpful and Hindering Factors for Launching  

into Long-term Missions

Megan R. Brown and John W. McVay

A few years ago the founder of our training program said, “We have a lot of people who 
come to us with a desire to serve God internationally, but not all end up overseas. How can 
we help people get to the mission field? What things are helpful? What things hinder? How  
can we help address these issues?” These simple questions led to a search for how to appro-

priately steward the gifts and resources of people God has called and support them all the way into 
long-term missions. Out of these simple questions, the LAUNCH Survey was born.

There is no question that retention of missionaries once they reach the field is an essential issue 
when considering stewardship of missions mobilization. Thanks to the work of others, the missions 
community has studies on how to effectively retain missionaries on the field (Blocher 2005). 

However, little has been published to understand the factors that help and hinder those who 
aspire to become long-term missionaries in the first place. The LAUNCH Survey aimed to investigate 
factors long-term missionaries attribute as being helpful or hindering to beginning their journey  
of working alongside Christ to fulfill the Great Commission. 

Additionally, the survey considered whether or not generational differences exist about which 
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factors were most helpful and which were not. The results include the most frequent positive 
factors leading to service, interesting generational differences that can impact future mobilization, 
and more questions than answers for which hindrances most get in the way of reaching the field. 

Design 
The LAUNCH Survey was created following a preliminary open-ended survey of twenty respondents. 

From the qualitative answers of the preliminary survey, potential factors were identified for inclusion 
in the final survey as Likert scale questions. 

The LAUNCH Survey was available for two months on an online survey platform. Participants 
completed demographic and historical information about their journey into missions. They rated 
twenty potential obstacles and sixteen positive factors on the participant’s journey into missions 
on a Likert scale from “Did not help” to “Helped a little” to “Helped some” to “Helpful” to “Very 
Helpful” with the option of “Not Applicable” on certain questions. 

Participants 
Participants were invited by email through various missions associations in the United States, as 

well as through online missions networks. The number of responses were encouraging, totaling 466 
responses. Of these, 299 responses were included in the analyses with demographics of 53% male, 
85% United States passport holders, and 77% currently living overseas (with the other 23% being 
former missionaries who had served two years or longer). 

Participants traveled to all regions of the world, with Western Europe (18%) and Sub-Saharan 
Africa (17%) being most represented. In order to adequately investigate the question of whether or not 
generational differences exist, respondents were categorized into four cohorts, including Builders (70+ 
years old), Boomers (51-69 years old), Generation Xers (38-50 years old), and Millennials (20-37 
years old). 

Due to a low response rate from the Builder generation, meaningful analyses of that subset were 
not possible and their responses were not included in the final analysis. The margin of error for this 
sample size of 299 is 5.7%.

Data Analysis
Responses were analyzed using simple statistics. Participants marked each presented factor by their 

perception of its influence on their journey into overseas work. They were not required to rank order 
factors. Each positive factor was analyzed by totaling the number of responses marked as “Helpful” 
or “Very Helpful” and calculating the percentage of this subtotal from the total participants. 

Data was further analyzed by comparing generational groups and noting any differences in answer 
pattern. Each hindering factor was analyzed in a similar manner with the top two answers “Concern” 
and “Strong Concerns” indicating a significant hindrance and this was calculated as a percentage. 

Here are the main factors we discovered:

Relationships Matter
Relationships with God and with others were rated as important to participants in their journey 

to the mission field. Guidance or call from God was the top factor overall, with 98% of participants 
indicating this was helpful for their journey. A desire to share the good news (91%), supportive 
friends (80%), and supportive spouses (68%) were also significant in the journey. 
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The next most influential factor was surprising to most recruiters who have reviewed the results 
of this survey. A supportive agency, leader, or team (69%) influenced participants more than many 
other factors, including short-term mission trips (51%). Personal interaction with long-term workers 
impacted 64% of respondents significantly, with 57% of respondents having a personal connection 
with long-term workers prior to launching. 

Supportive parents (61%) and mentors (51%) were also credited as significant to participants’ 
journeys. Unfortunately, only 47% who joined an agency when they first launched indicated that a 
mobilizer or recruiter was helpful.

Responses about hindering factors were less conclusive, with the biggest obstacle—raising  financial 
support—selected by only 36% of respondents. Significant as the second most common concern was 
being far away from family and friends (24%). Clearly, relational aspects most impact the decision 
and journey into long-term missions.

Millennials Are Different
As shared for many years by the media and research alike, Millennials are different than genera-

tions before. This survey found this to be true for those who went into missions as well. While 91% of 
all participants indicated that a desire to share the good news propelled them forward into long-term 

service, 83% of Millennials also indicated that a desire for practi-
cal service to the underserved positively influenced their journey 
versus only 54% of Generation Xers and 58% of Boomers. 

Millennials also more strongly affirmed the role of supportive 
parents and mentors than other generations. Of the Millennials, 
75% indicated that supportive parents were helpful in their journey 
while only 64% of Generation Xers and 54% of Boomers reported 
this. Mentors were indicated to be helpful for 70% of Millennials, 
37% of Generation Xers, and 50% of Boomers. Millennials also 
differed from older generations in their concerns about moving 
overseas. They were more concerned about raising financial 
support (Millennials 44%, Generation Xers 32%, Boomers 34%). 

They were also more concerned about being far away from family 
and friends (Millennials 32%, Generation Xers 17%, Boomers 
23%). Finally, although only 5% of respondents were concerned 
about the potential of burnout, Millennials appear more concerned 

than other generations. Sixteen percent of Millennials were concerned about potential burnout while 
only 3% of Generation Xers and 2% of Boomers reported concern about this.

Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood are Sensitive Periods
As part of the demographic information, participants were asked to indicate which stage(s) of 

life were most significant to making the decision to go overseas long term. Participants could mark 
as many stages as they chose from the life stages of childhood, teenage years, undergraduate, grad 
school, postgraduate training (e.g. medical residency), career, zero to two years before launching, or 
retirement. 

On average, participants chose 1.9 different stages as significant. Emerging adulthood and 
adolescence were most prominent. Fifty-six percent of participants indicated that their undergraduate 
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years were significant, while 42% indicated that teenage years were significant. 
Other stages of life such as career (32%), childhood (27%), graduate school (15%), and zero to two 

years before launching (14%) were impactful to respondents. Postgraduate training and retirement 
were only significant for 4% and 2% of participants, respectively.

It Is All about Relationships…But Maybe Not the Ones You Think  
Clearly, relationships are key in journeying toward lifelong service in the Kingdom of God overseas. Nearly 

all of the respondents indicated that God’s guidance and call were essential to their successful pursuit of 
overseas work. Additionally, having a good support network, including friends and family, a mentor, long-
term workers, and a good agency, team, or leader were remembered to be helpful in the process. 

This is congruent with studies completed in recent years (Matenga and Gold 2016). A 2013 
qualitative study with missionaries from Australia found that 100% of the interviewees were 
influenced by other missionaries prior to launch (Hibbert, Hibbert, and Silberman 2015). 

Additionally, surveys completed by the Christian Community Health Fellowship found that 80% 
of students who did a rotation early in their training with a Christian physician who was practicing 
quality faith-based medicine, as well as attending a healthcare missions conference, chose a path to 
serve the poor through missional medicine (CCHF Follow-Up 
Survey). 

Given the impact of relationships on successful launching, 
mobilizers would be wise to focus recruitment strategies less 
on wide-reaching impersonal communication focused on 
reaching many people and instead focus on more personal, deep 
connections with potential workers. Additionally, as Millennials 
clearly value relationships, this should be a top priority for 
recruiters of younger generations. 

The generational differences provide a potential roadblock 
as many recruiters are Boomers and may have different values 
than Millennials. Having Millennials as recruiters may not be 
the answer either, as they may not be well equipped to serve as 
mentors to peers. 

Recruiters can consider how to focus on relationship, increas-
ing connections between themselves and prospects as well as 
connecting current long-term missionaries with potential long-term workers. Missionaries on home 
assignment may serve as more effective mobilizers than stateside-based recruiters. Short-term trips 
can be maximized as a recruiting tool by providing good small group or one-on-one times of con-
nection with long-term missionaries and those willing to explore long-term work. 

After a long-term missionary and aspiring long-term worker connect during a mission trip, a 
long-distance mentoring relationship may begin. This could happen organically or become a system-
atized process within a sending agency. 

Mentoring and coaching should follow the mentee’s agenda rather than the mentor’s or agency’s 
agenda. A good match between mentor and mentee is essential and a natural exit from a poor 
match would be a helpful option. Practical topics as well as ‘heart issues’ can be discussed with 
one’s mentor. Creative intensive options might provide opportunities for short-term mentoring or 
coaching as well. 

❞
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A real-life example of this creativity is The Journey Deepens, a retreat for those considering long-
term service. Each weekend consists of worship, teaching sessions, small-group discussions, one-
on-one appointments, mission agency interaction with prospective missionaries, and prayer times.  

The attendance at each retreat is intentionally limited to allow personal interaction between 
individuals, coaches, and fellow sojourners with the Holy Spirit’s guidance. An example of coaching 
is the website askamissionary.com, which allows aspiring missionaries to ask questions and receive 
answers from long-term workers. Over 175 past questions with 600 answers are also available.

Recruitment Is a Marathon, Not a Sprint
Participants in the survey indicated that they were significantly impacted during more than one 

life stages in making the decision to serve overseas. The process of developing recruits to long-term 
service is lengthy and should be conceptualized as a marathon rather than a sprint. God uses longings, 
desires, passions, and experiences throughout childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood to lead 
people into missions. Mobilizers are wise to anticipate long-term relationships with applicants and 
engage in deep interactions often, no matter the age of the potential long-termer. 

More Research Is Needed to Identify Hindrances
It became clear as answers were analyzed that missionaries were not the best group to identify 

significant hindrances because all had already overcome obstacles to long-term service. Rather, it is 
necessary to survey those who have not gone yet and learn what they see as obstacles. Identifying 
these hindrances may lead to more effective mobilization of long-term workers who will join in 
fulfilling the Great Commission.

Limitations
As with any study or survey, this one had a number of limitations that should be considered along 

with the above findings. One significant limitation of this survey is the confounding variable of 
recall bias. Not only may it be difficult to remember information, thoughts, and feelings from years 
ago, but participants may not remember the hindrances or helpful aspects of launching accurately. 

Additionally, missionaries to restricted-access countries were under-represented, perhaps because 
they did not want to risk being identified with the survey, and this resulted in a less well-rounded 
sample. Finally, most respondents were middle-class North Americans with university education. 
Therefore, corresponding factors may be more individualistic than group-oriented (e.g., decision 
making, support raising) and the results may not be generalizable to workers from other cultures 
and educational backgrounds. 

Conclusion
This survey provides insight into what factors influenced 299 long-term missionaries in reaching 

the field. Relational aspects such as clear calling and guidance from God, encouragement from friends 
and family, and supportive relationships with an agency, team, or long-term missionary are essential 
in the long developmental journey that often precedes overseas service. The recruitment process is a 
marathon, not a sprint. Mobilizers are wise to creatively interact with and mentor potential long-term 
workers at each life stage. 

Finally, a follow-up survey considering hindrances that keep people from long-term service is 



     EMQ OCTOBER 2016    51  

planned to learn what gets in the way of successful launching into missions. Ultimately, it is clear that 
God will fulfill his work in the world despite hindrances. He invites us to join in the work and asks us 
to encourage aspiring missionaries in the process. Together, we press toward the goal of fulfilling the 
Great Commission, so that all may know the name of Jesus and his saving grace.
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Transnational Adoption:  
A Noble Cause? Female Missionaries as Pioneers  

of Transnational Adoption, 1945-1965

Soojin Chung

All theology is based on autobiography. All theology has its unique color and context, and 
so does my missiology. My missional focus for this article is transnational adoption in the 
larger context of the ministry of compassion. 

My interest in adoption started when I encountered my friend, a Korean adoptee who 
grew up with two loving American parents. Through her, my faith in Jesus was renewed and I accepted 
Christ into my heart. Although she died of leukemia at the age of 24, she touched countless lives and 
showed what it meant to live as a disciple of Christ. 

In the following years, I also coincidentally met a number of adoptive parents in Boston and was 
able to hear their stories. I was naturally led to read literature on international adoption, and realized 
that there are two sides to the story. 

In recent years, the “evangelical orphan crisis” has come to the fore. Conservative Christians have 
urged action, citing 163 million orphans around the world who are in need of permanent homes. The 

resulting adoption boom has been contested and criticized from 
many perspectives, including the view that characterizes such 
adoptions as child trafficking and child abuse. 

The complex issues of race, religion, Western imperialism, and 
identity formation also play important roles in the experiences of 
both parents and children. Horror stories of failed adoptions that 
have reached the international media have further complicated 
the issue. 

Some of the criticisms of international adoption are indeed 
valid, and it is undoubtedly true that the ministry of compassion 
must stem from a deep commitment rather than out of selfish 
desires. Transnational adoption in fact originally grew from true 
compassion and genuine humani-tarianism, and the purpose of 
this article is to unearth these historical roots. 

The organization of the article is as follows: The first part provides 
biblical and theological grounds for international adoption, along 
with some criticisms regarding the issue. The second part is a case 
study of two prominent female missionaries who spearheaded the 

transnational adoption movement in Korea. In examining these two figures, I argue that the historical 
context in which adoption was born was vastly different from the contemporary evangelical adoption 
boom, which is parent-focused rather than child-centered. 

The final section provides some practical suggestions for action. The motivation behind this article 
is twofold: my personal interest in and commitment to adoption and my desire to inform Christians 
about both the perils and benefits of international adoption. Is adoption a noble cause that Christians 
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should embrace, or is it child trafficking? How did 
this movement begin? Who started it? These are 
some of the questions I hope to answer.      

Why Christian Adoption? 
The biblical basis for adoption has been 

one of the most controversial topics in regards 
to Christian responsibility towards orphans. 
Many people who criticize Christians for 
the theology behind adoption argue that 
passages like “A father to the fatherless” (Ps. 
68:5) cannot be applied literally to promote 
the adoption movement. Moreover, the 
metaphorical “theology of adoption” that 
Paul employs in the Book of Romans should 
not be exegeted in a way that advocates the 
literal legal adoption of children. 

When Paul said Christians have received 
the “adoption of sonship,” his intention was 
not to advocate legal adoption or foster a new 
movement. He was merely using a spiritual 
metaphor to show that by God’s grace, 
Christians have received a new identity as 
sons and daughters of Christ.

Then where can we find the biblical grounds 
for welcoming the orphans into our homes and 
adopting them as our own? The answer is simple: 
it goes back to our greatest commandment, 
in which we are called to love the Lord and 
our neighbors. Skepticism about applying 
particular biblical passages aside, Christians 
are simply called to tend to the needs of the most needy, the children, and the poor. 

Thus, the question we should ask ourselves is not “Is adoption right/biblical?” but rather “How 
can we care for abandoned and displaced children in a way that meets the needs of the children most 
effectively?” 

I believe the key can be found in mission history, which shows us missionaries who took on the 
identity of mothers in ministering to the needs of abandoned children. The most notable one is Minnie 
Florence Abrams, who based her missiology on her holiness spirituality and years of missionary 
experience. 

In viewing the highest form of power as love, her missiology was heavily focused on Christian 
presence and service based on divine agape. She later collaborated with Pandita Ramabai, a convert 
from Hinduism who founded an orphanage for girls and an educational center for abandoned Hindu 
child widows (Robert 1997, 252). 

Mission history is replete with cases of women missionaries who were involved with orphans, child 

Bertha Holt
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widows, and displaced and abandoned children. They identified themselves as mothers—spiritually 
and emotionally—to these children. 

The most radical and literal translation of motherhood in the form of the ministry of compassion 
is the act of adoption. While taking care of orphans can be seen as welcoming children as spiritual 
offspring, adopting a child entails the primordial boundary-crossing of bestowing an exclusive sonship 
or daughter-ship on an otherwise stranger. 

Family—the most sacred, primary, and fundamental human institution—is redefined and restructured 
when adoptive parents choose to make an outsider their own. The majority of adoption literature, 
dominated by psychological or social scientific approaches, was heavily focused on psychological 
damage to the adoptees and the political agenda of post-war America when contemporary transnational 
adoption took shape. While acknowledging the socio-political complexity of this time, I argue that the 
women missionaries’ primary motivation was nonetheless genuinely humanitarian and grounded in 
personal belief, as evidenced in their own writings.

Case Study: South Korea
Pearl Buck, The Public Voice of a Ministry of Compassion
Pearl Buck was a second-generation Presbyterian missionary in China. She was a prolific writer who 

received the Pulitzer and Nobel Prize in Literature for her acclaimed book The Good Earth, a reflection 
of a lifetime spent among the Chinese. 

As the book suggests, she had an extremely positive view of the Chinese. She believed in living with 
them, learning their culture, and listening to their stories. Even after suffering from the terror of the 
Nanking Massacre and the Communist Revolution, she recollected that the people of her memory 
were too kind and the land too beautiful (Buck 1962, 1). Her personal commitment to “sharing life 
with people” was what compelled her to live among the people and abandon imperialistic attitudes. 

Pearl Buck was an adoptive mother of seven mixed-race children 
and believed that all children deserved a home. She founded 
the Welcome House in 1949, the first interracial, international 
adoption agency in the country. Welcome House specialized in 
placing mixed-race Amerasian children (a term that she coined). 
South Korean Amerasian babies during the Korean War consisted 
the majority of the adopted children. 

The birth story of the Welcome House shows Buck’s personal 
connection to the adoption movement. In December 1948, 
she received a Christmas card from an adoption agency about 
David, a mixed-race 15-month-old baby who needed a home. 
The agency had been trying to find him a home, but at that time 
mixed-race babies were simply unadoptable. 

Deeply moved by compassion and indignant at such social 
injustice, Buck and her husband, Richard Walsh, took David in 
themselves. She soon adopted another mixed-race child who 
was unwanted by others. Since 1949, the Welcome House has 
placed five thousand children in adoptive homes.     

Pearl Buck’s lifetime opposition to discrimination and her 
personal philosophy of human solidarity were what motivated ❞
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her to act. Using her public voice as a writer, she wrote prolifically on the issues of adoption, children 
with disabilities, and the poor social conditions that failed to support single mothers. Her goal was to 
educate and eliminate the stigma of interracial adoption. 

Criticizing American society’s indifference to global welfare, Buck strived to eradicate racism, which 
she believed was the root of the phobia surrounding transnational adoption. She wrote, “There is no 
escape for the colored child…I should like to see you take an active part in all groups of people who are 
working for the removal of race discrimination, because children cannot be saved from the evil effects 
of race discrimination” (Buck 1943, 198). 

She also spoke strongly against immigration laws concerning 
Asian countries, especially China.  

Buck considered that all children without a country and home 
were the responsibility of Americans not because of cultural 
imperialism, but because of a moral duty—many war orphans 
were left fatherless as a result of fleeting love affairs between 
American soldiers and local women (Buck 1942, 451). 

Moreover, she believed that Amerasian children could be a 
positive bridge between East and West, alleviating the racial tension 
and ignorance so prevalent in America in her time. Ultimately, she 
yearned for a universal color-blindness that would set children free 
to be just children, the color of their skins irrelevant.  

Most importantly, Pearl Buck viewed herself as a mother. In her 
poem “To an Amerasian Child,” she expressed the overwhelming 
burden of wanting to be “left alone,” asking the child to make his 
own fate. She closed the poem by confessing that it was too late 
to turn away since she had seen the face and eyes of the child. 

In this short poem, Pearl Buck expressed her staggering sense of motherly love and compassion toward 
the child. The “face” likely was that of her first adopted baby David. Her ministry of compassion was 
not only driven by her call for social justice, but also by the deeply personal experience of encountering 
Amerasian children.  

Bertha Holt, a Mother of Korean Adoption  
Bertha Holt, referred to as “Grandma Holt,” was the first missionary to adopt mixed-race children 

from Korea. She and her husband, Harry, founded their own international adoption agency and 
placed half of all Korean children adopted since 1956 (Dubinsky, 94). 

Harry and Bertha Holt were not ministers or denominationally-affiliated missionaries. They were 
seemingly ordinary farmers and followers of Christ who lived in the quiet rural area of Creswell, 
Oregon. Their extraordinary journey started when they watched several films sponsored by World 
Vision. 

They were broken by the sight of a martyred Korean pastor, war widows and orphans, amputees 
and lepers, and the tragedies that surrounded the Korean War. But what shattered their hearts the 
most was the account of the mixed-race babies, or the “GI babies.”    

At that time, GI babies experienced a triple stigma: they were mixed-race, they were fatherless, and 
their mothers were treated as prostitutes who had borne racially “impure” babies (Oh 2015, 51). The 
Holts experienced a “sharp cutting like a knife into their hearts,” and decided to go to Korea to adopt 
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GI children themselves (Holt 1956, 25). 
In 1955, they adopted eight mixed-race babies and brought back four other children for other 

families. The publicity around this incident was groundbreaking. Bertha felt the need to raise more 
money for the project, and wrote multiple books detailing the history behind the Korean adoption 
project. 

In 1956, they founded the Holt Adoption Program (HAP), which today has become Holt 
International Children’s Services. 

It is interesting to note the relationship between Pearl Buck and the Holt family. In her book 
Children for Adoption, Pearl Buck wrote a detailed account of how she perceived the Holts’ adoption 
method as inadequate. 

She was critical of the methodology of handing out questionnaires to prospective parents because 
few questions were related to the material capacity of the adoptive family. The majority of the 
questions pertained to religion, and the agency was notorious for giving children to couples who 

believed in Christian dogma. Buck was unsettled by this 
“distinctly fundamentalist” questionnaire and decided to 
meet Harry Holt in person (Buck 1965, 153). 

She was immediately charmed by Harry’s warm personality 
and apparent passion for adoption, and later wrote that 
while she still disagreed with the approach Holt’s agency 
used, she understood that given the urgent circumstances 
of the mixed-race children, affording them a chance to live 
was the top priority. She specifically praised the agency’s 
successful adoption testimonies and stated that the Holts 
were “accomplishing much more than all the other agencies 
put together” (Buck 1965, 152). 

After the death of Harry Holt in 1964, Bertha labored 
ceaselessly for the advancement of the agency and founded 
additional adoption centers in other countries. In 1972, she 
established a counseling and support center for single mothers 
in Il-San, South Korea, as well as a school for disabled children, 

which later became Holt School. 
Until her death on July 24, 2000, Bertha advocated for homeless children and helped them find 

permanent families. She closed her book The Seed from the East with a prayer: “Father, please open 
the hearts and home and pocketbooks of the American people to help the mixed-race children in 
Korea. Father, we especially plead for the negro-Korean children” (Holt 1956, 243). 

This was an apt closing considering her lifetime dedication to displaced GI babies, which stemmed 
from her deep personal conviction as a mother and a missionary.     

Compassion and Action   
As we have seen in the South Korean case study, the two female missionaries played a pivotal role in 

the inception of transnational adoption. Pearl Buck and Bertha Holt were different in their theology, 
missiology, and worldviews. However, both worked together to elevate the social condition of abandoned 
children by taking an active role as adoptive parents for a common goal: Christian service and acts of 
compassion. 

❞
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While social and geopolitical factors may have contributed to the boom in international adoption 
in the 1960s and onward, Pearl Buck and Bertha Holt paved the road, despite numerous obstacles, 
because of their personal conviction and faith.  

Through adoption, a nobody becomes somebody in the household—through this unnatural and 
conceivably uncomfortable process, a child or infant is given a permanent space, title, and identity. 
Hence, adoption involves true compassion—not in a sense of passing emotion or sorrow, but a deep-
seated, heart-wrenching, gut-moving commitment. This is why the Hebrew word for compassion, 
rachamim, refers to the womb of Yahweh. 

Compassion is so deep that it is linguistically related to a woman’s life-creating womb where life is 
generated through suffering and pain. The imagery of the womb as the birthplace of compassion and 
life is befitting by virtue of women’s pioneering role in the inception of the transnational adoption. Just 
like mothers giving birth through pain and suffering, women missionaries bore new life through the 
process of making strangers their own.  

It is important to note that the historical context of the missionaries 
was vastly different from ours today. The demand for children was 
much lower during their time, and they had to actively pave the 
way in order to promote transnational adoption. Their priority was 
the well-being of the mixed-race children, and the parents’ needs 
were secondary, as we can see from Holts’ policy of accepting only 
Christian couples. 

In contrast, the demand for children on the part of infertile 
parents is significantly higher today. Moreover, due to rapid 
globalization, the willingness to adopt foreign children has 
increased during the past decade. Unfortunately, in this climate 
of increased demand and decreased supply of healthy babies, the 
international adoption movement has become a billion-dollar 
industry with all kinds of malpractice. 

What, then, are some practical actions we can take as a church? 
What can we do to prevent and actively fight against horrible injustice? The following suggestions are 
moderate, but I believe they represent an important step forward. 

Pray. Pray that God would give us a heart for the orphans, the needy, the poor, and the weak. Pray 
that we would not be content in our own little Christian bubble, but that we would actively live out 
our faith.

Discern and be educated. Read books on adoption/orphan care. Go to different websites. Be 
discerning about the flood of information and try to see both the positive and negative aspects of 
the issue. Some helpful resources will be included in the “Resource” section at the end of this article. 
Volunteer at an orphanage long term, or work with a reputable organization that partners with local 
Christians. Talk to someone who has already adopted a child.

Examine your motivation. Many couples who are not able to have biological children think of 
adoption as an alternative. As we have seen, however, the inception of transnational adoption arose 
from the needs of the children, not the parents. Adoption must always be centered around the needs 
of the children, not those of the relatively privileged parents who can choose to adopt on their own 
terms. Most Korean orphans in the 1950s and 1960s had nowhere to go, and missionaries merely 
stepped in to fill the gap. 

❞
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Listen to their stories. Going back to the theme of ‘theology as autobiography,’ we must first listen. 
Listen to the stories of the children. Listen to their side of the story. Listen to their ‘whys’ and hows’. 
When we finally sit together to listen, then will we start to see the answers.
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The Religious Pluralization of America: 
Implications for Preaching, Teaching, Writing, and Reading

Roy Oksnevad

A 2015 published Pew study on America’s changing religious landscape spanning from 
2007 to 2013 indicates that the Christian population in the U.S. is shrinking from 78.4% 
to 70.6%, a 7.8% decline. This is in contrast with the world religions category, which saw 
an increase from 4.7% to 5.9%, a growth of 1.2%. 

The two groups within this category that see the largest increase are Islam and Hinduism. The 
unaffiliated group also sees a sharp increase of 16.6% to 22.8%, a growth of 6.7% during the same 
period. Muslims currently make up 1% of the U.S. population (roughly 2.74 million of all ages) and 
is projected to increase to 2.1% by 2050, surpassing the Jewish population. 

Muslim immigrants granted green cards in the U.S. increased from about 5% in 1992 to roughly 
10% in 2012, representing about 100,000 immigrants in that year. When we draw back to a larger 
perspective, Pew indicates that Muslims are the second largest religion in the world, with 1.6 million 
adherents, and is projected to be the fastest growing religious block by 2050, overtaking Christianity 
by the end of this century. 

There are two very significant reasons why we need to pay attention to this growing reality and to 
change the way we preach, teach, and write. 

First, the two great evangelistic religions in the world are Christianity and Islam. In other 
words, in the marketplace of ideas, Christianity, which has held a majority position in the West in 
the past, is now facing a significant rival. Because Christianity has had the majority status for so 
long, our myopic perspective or worldview is shaped by our own religious perception of the world 
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in which we live. 
Although Christianity has been challenged by secularism, it has not been challenged by another 

religion. That is now changing. 
Second, what sets Islam apart from the other world religions is its specific teaching about 

Christianity and Judaism. Islamic theology teaches that it is the original monotheistic religion 
and the true expression of the Abrahamic faith. Islamic teaching has shadows of the creator God 
and biblical characters found within the Qur’an, but its message denies the foundational revelatory 
teaching of scripture. 

In the current atmosphere of political correctness, coupled with the increasing biblical illiteracy of 
the Christian community, Christians in the West may lack the integrative teaching necessary to discern 
and respond to the growing Muslim rhetoric. What is needed is for the academy to enter into the fray 
of ideas, populated by those who understand Islam truly, to write and teach from a scriptural point of 
view and provide biblical clarity into the caldron of confusion prevalent in our society. 

A Needed Shift in Interreligious Writing and Teaching
The Christian academy has for far too long written and taught their disciplines in isolation. Systematic 

theology seems to define itself with defending the faith from the historical critical venomous attacks 
from liberal European theologians. Commentaries on the Bible include new research uncovered 
through archeological finds or new studies coming out of academic doctrinal studies. 

The discipline of world religions is often relegated to the Intercultural Studies department of world 
missions, as if those seeking to go overseas are the only ones 
who need to study world religions in context. These evangelical 
writers interact with each other’s findings, but rarely do they 
venture out to the wider community to place their truths in the 
marketplace of ideas. 

What I am proposing is a change in the way Christianity is 
taught through preaching, teaching, and writing that reflects 
the rapidly changing world in which we live. No longer do geo-
political boundaries define and confine local populations. The 
world is seeing an unpresented shift in its populations. War, 
natural disasters, economic disasters, and political upheaval 
have created a destabilization on a scale the world has not seen 
before.

Both academic institutions and mission organizations 
recognize the mass displacement of people throughout the 
world. Missionaries wanting to reach Somalis could go to the 
country of Somalia, but equally go to Minnesota or Maine. 

Reaching large groups of Pakistanis could be done in London 
or Birmingham as well as New York, Houston, Washington D.C, or Chicago. Moroccans could be 
found in France or Belgium, but equally in New York, Florida, and Massachusetts. Arabs can be 
found in California, Michigan, New York, Florida, and New Jersey, while Iranians are found in 
Southern California in an area called Tehrangeles, which is home to the largest Iranian diaspora in 
the world.  In other words, Christians leaving an American university will interact with Muslims 
even without leaving the United States. 

❞
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Why should the academy consider including Islam in their writings? The primary reason is not that 
we live in a global world with competing ideas. It is more fundamental than that. Islam is the only 
major world religion which folds the other two monotheistic religions into its teaching by redefining 
God and rewriting the story of Abraham. 

Islam claims to be the primordial religion that was proclaimed by all the prophets beginning with 
Adam and ending with Muhammad. It claims that the Jews and Christians have changed this original 
teaching of this religion. 

For example, the story of Abraham, Hagar, and Ishmael is reenacted in one of the pillars of Islam—
the Hajj (pilgrimage). The running (hurrying) between the two hills of Safa and Marwa close to the 
Ka’ba enacts Hagar’s frantic search for water for her infant son Ishmael. The angel Jibreel (Gabriel) 
helped Hagar find the waters of Zam Zam to quench the thirst of her infant son Ishmael. 

Abraham is said to have made at least four trips from Palestine to the present-day Meccan region1: 
to take Hagar and Ishmael into the desert; to visit Ishmael but leave without seeing him; to visit 
Ishmael a second time and leave without seeing him; and finally 
to build the Ka’ba with Ishmael. Ishmael is implied to be the one 
who was sacrificed on the altar instead of the son of promise—
Isaac—although the Qur’an is not clear on this point. (Note: In 
the Qur’anic account of Abraham, the name of the child sacrificed 
is not mentioned. See Surah 37:100-113.)

The biblical record is silent on any trips Abraham may have 
made (penetrating deep into the Arabian Peninsula), although 
it is highly unlikely. The only records are his travels to Egypt, 
where the unoccupied territory of present-day Mecca did not exist 
at that time. Such a trip would be over 3,060 miles (4,930 km) 
on today’s roads—an arduous trip for anyone over such a rugged 
dessert terrain. 

Hagar’s first banishment was to the wilderness of Shur (near 
Egypt) while pregnant with Ishmael (Gen. 16); the second ban-
ishment was when Ishmael was 16-17 years old (Gen. 21:8-20), 
contracting the Qur’anic retelling of the story. The water that was 
found was in the dessert of Paran, not the waters of Zam Zam 
near present-day Mecca on the Arabian Peninsula. (Note: Muslim 
sources erroneously say that Paran is the ancient name for the city 
of Mecca.)   

Other stories are mentioned, but the redemptive element is 
missing. Moses is mentioned, but the tenth and most important plague of death is left out. The story 
of Joseph (Surah 12) is closer to the story in the Bible. Solomon and the Queen of Sheba is mentioned, 
but also with a twist. 

Even the birth narrative of Jesus has Mary (Mariam in Qur’an)2 giving birth to Jesus under a date 
palm tree far away from everyone (Surah 19:22-34). It would be good for Christian students to know 
the Muslim arguments and Qur’anic rewriting of sacred history so they can be salt and light in a world 
that is rapidly changing. Islam’s voice is one that needs to be added into the regular teaching of the 
Bible in our schools, into commentaries and books, and from our pulpits.
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A Needed Shift in Interreligious Speaking and Preaching
The field of Christian apologetics needs to include arguments that Muslims pose to Christians about 

the Bible being altered.3 Muslims deny the crucifixion of Christ,4 (although the Qur’anic teaching 
seems to be left open for another interpretation), the Trinity, and the Sonship of Christ.5 

They argue that if Jesus is God, then when Jesus died on the cross, who was running the universe? 
Being familiar with the Islamic kalam cosmological argument for the existence of God and using 

it to speak to atheists is not what is in view here. There needs to be a proper understanding of God 
in Islamic theology and the Bible so that when our students become pastors and lay teachers in the 
church, they will know how to give an account for our faith. 

They need to be able to speak truth into the milieu of the new tolerance which seeks to reduce 
religious distinctives into a friendlier version of God. As it stands, both pastors and the person in the 
pew are confused with the competing voices proclaiming “Allah is a false god” or “Allah and Yahweh 
are the same.” 

Christian apologetics needs to regularly include the voice of Islam in its teaching.
  

A Needed Shift in Interreligious Reading and Understanding
In addition to apologetics and Christian mission, simply understanding world religions and Islam 

in particular is necessary for the common good. Everyone in this world is a citizen of the planet, and 
scripture calls us to live in peace with others as far as it depends on us. 

Why is it important to address Islam in our regular teaching? 
First, the Muslim population is growing in the West. 
Although the numbers are still small, the current upheaval 
in the world brings the world of Islam into our family rooms 
nightly. There is little information about what Muslims actually 
believe besides the images that are beamed into our homes. 

Second, pastors and Christians who want information 
on Islam have little to choose from other than the books 
that seek to encourage evangelism, neutrally describe Islam, or 
denigrate Muslims. There are Christian polemical books that 
even warn about militant Islam and falsely proclaim that any 
true Muslim who follows the Qur’an must fall into this category. 

Third, pastors and students don’t know how Muslims 
understand the Bible or interact in the world. They need 
this integration into the general Christian material they read or 

listen to so they can better understand the new reality in which they live. 
There are two extremes that should be avoided. 
First, we must avoid books which focus on how Islam is different and often present the 

worst of Islam and the best of Christianity. This type of literature views itself as a prophetic voice 
calling the Church out of her lethargy and to prepare to face the rising tide of secularism and false 
religions, of which Islam is the primary one (see here for a good piece by Warren Larson on this). 

This language creates fear of an Islamic takeover of our society, cultural values, and citizenship, 
further segregating the Church from the marketplace of ideas. These books ignore the large body of 
Orthodox Muslim literature, which also seeks to define Islam in light of the Islamic takeover of their 
religion, society, and their way of life. 

❞
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Instead of letting scripture inform the way Christians should respond to Muslims, the Church 
often mixes faith with patriotism so that fear and national security issues dominate the conversations 
instead of reaching the people God has brought to our country. There is confusion over the role of 
government to protect citizens (Rom. 13; see here for a good article by Jonathan Chaplin on the role 
of government) and the role of the Church, which is to share the love of Christ to a lost world.

Second, we must avoid minimalist books that focus on the things Islam and Christianity 
have in common and avoid the hard exclusive teachings found within the Bible. These books tend to 
present a Christ of love, acceptance, and peace. They tell stories of sharing Jesus with hardened militant 
Muslims who are open to hearing about this Messiah of peace. 

The focus seems to be more on a friendlier version of Christ which will be accepted by Muslims 
instead of one who calls for repentance and following Christ alone. There is confusion over the love of 
God and witnessing about the exclusive message of salvation found only through Christ. 

Current Shifts in Christian Writing and Teaching
Our preaching, teaching, and writing should be a voice of reason that presents an accurate picture of 

Muslims. It should present both the good and bad and an accurate picture of Jesus, who calls us to love 
our enemies, do good to those who persecute us, but is also the only way to the Father. 

Given the growing fear of Muslims in our day, we need more 
books on Islam that are sympathetic and compassionate concerning 
the lost. 

What does this look like? A few authors have superbly paved the 
way for us. Timothy Tennent of Asbury Theological Seminary 
has written a book of theology that exemplifies what is needed 
in the twenty-first century. Typically, books on theology are 
written expanding upon the great debates of the Early Church 
that produced the Creeds or the Reformation. Tennent’s Theology 
in the Context of World Christianity goes beyond that. He uses world 
religions as the context of discussing theology. 

For instance, he uses Islam to discuss theology (God), Hinduism 
to discuss bibliology, Far Eastern shame-based cultures to discuss 
anthropology, Christ as healer and ancestor in Africa to discuss 
Christology, and so forth. Tennent has done the same thing in his 
subsequent book Christianity at the Religious Roundtable. 

Elsewhere, David Shenk does so in various books such as Global Gods: Exploring the Role of Religions 
in Modern Societies.

Another notable writer who is paving the way is D.A. Carson. In his book Jesus, The Son of God, 
Carson goes beyond a purely technical explanation of the Greek text (in light of the New Testament 
context of the Jewish community of the first century) to include Muslims who misunderstand this 
basic doctrine of the Church. 

In The Intolerance of Tolerance, Carson addresses a cultural shift from “Is it true?” to “Was anyone 
offended?” of the secular society, where, for example, our society seeks not to offend everyone by not 
serving pork in schools or prisons. He raises the question that this type of accommodation will offend 
those who like pork, and at the same time, feed into the “small but significant number of vociferous 
jihadist imams who believe it is a moral obligation for all people to conform to their understanding of 

❞
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life to be practiced by all” (Carson 2012, 25). 
Carson makes his case stronger and broader than a just secular society, and in so doing helps equip 

the Christian to better understand the new reality in a world of competing voices. 

Conclusion
The world in which we live, teach, and preach is seeing seismic shifts in populations and ideas. Our 

young students are entering into a world in which living and working alongside people of other faiths 
will become the norm. Islam is the only world religion in which its foundational teaching redefines 
and retells the biblical record with a specific seventh-century Arabian reinterpretation. 

Our teaching, writing, speaking, and reading needs to reflect this new reality. If this teaching is 
integrated into the teaching and writing, our pastors will integrate this perspective into their sermons, 
helping to shift the discussion away from fear and isolationism. 

If readings that are respectful yet challenging of other religions become more common, our people 
will be sensitized to love Muslims, yet vigorously challenge their presuppositions of what is true, 
helping to mobilize believers to become winsome witnesses for Christ. Now is the time to make this 
shift if the evangelical Christian community seeks to be relevant in our world today. 

Endnotes
1. According to Islamic traditional teaching Mecca existed around 2000 BC. Historical records do not exist for Mecca 

before the fourth-century AD with Yemenis settling the area initially. See www.historyofmecca.com/, and http://
religionresearchinstitute.org/mecca/archeology.htm.

2. The Qur’an confuses Mary, the mother of the Lord Jesus, with Miriam the sister of Moses. The Qur’an identifies Mary 
as the sister of Aaron, the daughter of Imran, whose mother was the wife of Imran Surah 19:27-28. See www.answering-
islam.org/Responses/Menj/sister_of_aaron.htm.

3. Some of these arguments are Luke’s prologue (Luke 1:1-4), which does not sound revelatory, or Mark’s postlude 
(Mark 16:9-20) and John 7:53-8:11, which are footnoted as not found in the earliest manuscripts and used as proof that 
the scriptures have been altered. These are only some of the arguments Muslims use to discredit the Bible.

4. Surah 4:157 clearly claims that Jesus did not die but only appeared to be so. Yet the Qur’anic teaching seems to be left 
open for another interpretation. There are three passages in the Qur’an which seem to indicate that Christ did die: Surah 
4:155-156, Surah 33:47-50, and Surah 5:117.

5. For a list of common arguments used by Muslims against Christian teaching, the small booklet, Responding to 
Muslims by Harry Morin. It can be downloaded at: http://globalinitiativeinfo.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/
Responding-to-Muslims-updated-Oct-2011.pdf.
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The Use of Pictures in Oral Bible Storying
Pam Arlund

I was always the kid who avoided art class at any cost. My aversion was so great that I was the 
one who would ask if calculus (something I was also terrible at!) was an acceptable way to avoid 
art class! I even tried to reason my way out of drawing pictures of the Bible: “Surely other adults 
would find it too childlike to draw pictures. People already think stories are just for the kids. 

People will really think that if I have them draw pictures.”
Who would have guessed that now I would be known as the “Picture Drawing Lady?” Even more, I’ve 

grown to enjoy the process of drawing pictures while studying scripture, but it was something I settled 
into only begrudgingly, and only because I saw that it worked, first for others and then for myself! 

Now I’m embarrassed to say that I am a linguist, and mostly a cognitive linguist at that. This means 
that I know all the research behind why drawing pictures works, and why we should all be doing it. 
But I shied away from it. And, I still have not done any highly scientific experiments utilizing control 
groups proving the merits of pictures. However, I can say through personal experiment and experience 
that drawing pictures has enlivened and invigorated Oral Bible Storying in the circles I have tried it in. 

People from many countries and all levels of education (I’ve experimented from kindergarten to post-

Photos courtesy Pam Arlund



66     EMQ October 2016

docs) all seem to like to draw pictures. And almost 
all felt that when they drew their own pictures, 
they learned scripture better, remembered scripture 
better, and enjoyed sharing scripture better (which 
means more Jesus stories got passed on). 

How it Works (The Practicals)
There are probably a thousand good ways to use 

pictures in Oral Bible Storying. In fact, I’m sure my 
own methodology that I have developed has stolen 
good ideas from many other people in the field. 
However, there are some main principles to keep in 
mind when working in groups that are creating an 
oral Bible. 

The same principles that apply to all Oral Bible 
Storying still apply here too: Stick to stories (as 
opposed to letters or something similar), be 
accurate, keep the stories short (usually ten verses 
or less, check the Gospel of Mark first since his 
tellings are almost always shortest), divide long 
stories into lots of little stories (like Moses or 
Joseph), and help people organize the stories into 
categories (we organize around the seven general commands of Christ: repent, baptize, break bread, 
love, pray in the name of Jesus, give, go and make disciples).

We also need to make sure that we do not introduce any outside materials that are not locally 
reproducible. The pastors, missionaries, and church members often keep a notebook of stories that 
they are drawing and working on. All notebooks should be purchased locally and usually should be 
cheap. It is counterproductive to bring notebooks from the outside that are nice but not accessible 
to the locals.

It is also important to draw the pictures ourselves on local paper. Outside professional pictures 
(even if printed in country) are usually too complicated and are not reproducible. Occasionally, even 
local paper is considered too expensive and remote. In this case, we just use dirt, sand, or plastic bags 
or paper we scrounge from the trash (there’s a new church activity for you!). 

Also, if there is someone in your church or on your team who is good at drawing, he or she should 
not be allowed to create the drawings that will be used up front. If the upfront drawings are good, 
then most of the crowd feels that they can’t draw their own pictures. Keep the upfront pictures to 
stick figures or the like. 

If the locals are poor, then keep the drawings to one color. Color does help people to learn more 
(Jonides 1995), but it is not reproducible where people are poor. Stick to one color in poorer areas, 
but use color in areas where people are wealthier and can afford to buy their own colored writing 
utensils.

It is best to have one piece of paper available for each church member. If foreigners are coming in 
for the first time, then they should buy some locally available cheap paper. If a church has formed, 
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then this should be part of what their giving pays for. This way, each person can leave the church 
meeting with their own flashcards and can use the flashcards as a memory jogger when telling the 
story to others. 

Using flashcards as a recall to memory has proven to be far more effective than recalling 
information without flashcards (Houts 2006). Over time, people often develop a habit of bringing 
their storytelling notebook to the church meeting. 

Utilizing Pictures in a Gathering
Below are nine ways to utilize pictures in a gathering. These should be done in sequential order.

1. Tell the story two times using (usually four) large pictures.

2. Act out the story using audience participants.

3. Hold the large pictures up. Hold up the first picture and ask the crowd, “What happened here?” 
Ask a number of questions based on just facts. Do not try to interpret the story yet. Repeat these 
kinds of questions with each of your four pictures. Stick to questions like “Who is this?” “What 
is that?” “What did he say?” “What happened next?” etc. Continue this through all four pictures.

4. Pass out the four pictures to four different people in the meeting. Ask each person to explain 
what is happening in his or her picture. If he or she can’t explain about the picture, then get the 
crowd to help. If the person requires help from someone else, give him or her help, but make sure 
that the first individual says the words out of his or her own mouth. He or she doesn’t get to pass 
completely.

5. Each person holding a picture gets to pass the picture on to someone else. The new person holding 
the picture says what is happening in his or her picture. Use the same rules as above. If he or she 
needs help, he or she can get it.

6. Gather up the large pictures and ask if anyone would like to use the pictures to tell the whole story. 
Correct any errors that pop up in the telling.

7. Ask Discovery Bible Study Questions: What did you learn about God/Jesus? What did you learn about 
humans/yourselves? How do you think you ought to respond to this? How will your life be different as a result 
of what you have learned here today?

8. Have each participant draw his or her own pictures of the story. This usually means using one 
piece of paper and folding it into four quadrants and drawing four pictures. (We often have snack 
time at this same time. People draw and munch on cookies at the same time.)

9. If time is tight, have people get into pairs and tell their story using their cards. If time allows, and 
the group is small, wait while each member of the group tells the story using his or her cards. 
Make sure each group member gets to tell the whole story at least one time (preferably twice!) 
before he or she leaves the meeting that day.

Guidelines to Follow when Creating Pictures
1.  Make sure the pictures are big enough for your group to see

2.  Use locally reproducible items like paper and drawing utensils.

3.  Draw no more than four pictures. 
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4.  Make sure your pictures can represent every word in your story as much as possible

5.  Label the pictures in order as 1, 2, 3, 4 because you are about to mix them up.

6.  Be sure to list the Bible reference on the first picture.

7.  Keeping the pictures simple is far more important than them being beautiful. In fact, if they are 
too nice, then the locals might not want to draw their own pictures later!

Why It Works (The Research)
Recent research in how people learn has concluded that we have three main systems (usually 

called buffers) that work in our short-term memory: phonology (information heard), visual-spatial 
(information seen), and episodic (the coordinator of the other two) (Baddeley 1974). 

In fact, MRI research shows that different parts of the brain get ‘fired up’ when it is carrying out the 
different functions (Jonides 1995). So, just telling the story only activates one part of the brain (the 
left hemisphere). However, by adding an opportunity to see information through drawing pictures, 
using hand motions, or acting out stories, the rest of the brain (the right hemisphere) also gets in on 
the action as the visual-spatial buffer is activated. The more of the brain involved, the more the active 
working memory should be able to take in.

Once the working memory has been fully activated in the processing, information needs to be sent 
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to the long-term memory. This moving process is accomplished through elaboration and distributed 
practice (Huitt 2003). Elaboration is the process of connecting new ideas to old ones. It is also the 
process of creating more detail to ideas—a process that picture drawing is very good at providing. 

Drawing pictures requires people to imagine the details and to figure out how to draw the details. 
Distributed practice means to put things into smaller chunks and time periods and to return to them 
again and again over time. The process of putting the story into four pictures automatically begins to 
activate distributing the story and also might help the episodic buffer mentioned above. 

Finally, the long-term memory organizes information in three ways: declarative (information we 
can talk about), procedural (how to do something), and imagery (pictures) (Huitt 2003). Drawing 
pictures means people are able to cross-reference the Bible stories in two different categories of long-
term memory, increasing their likelihood of being ‘sticky’ and also the likelihood of being activated 
through different stimuli (Adams 2011).

It seems that pictures in learning might be even more relevant for adult learners than for kids. 
Adults need to have a stronger sense of community, have more fun, and be able to relate what they 
are learning to their ‘real’ lives much more quickly than kids (O’Connell 2005). 

In several studies, adults who drew pictures did better on tests than adults who didn’t (Alesandrini 
1984). Using flashcards (cued recall) to recall complicated medical information increased adult recall 
abilities by 70% when compared with just spoken instructions (Houts 2006).

Learning the Bible is hard; however, it’s worth the effort. I believe God has given us an amazing 
brain and an amazing ability to internalize the written word of God. Throughout much of human 
history, the favored means of passing on culture, ideas, and information has been to find a living, 
breathing individual, not a book (Carruthers 2008). Even in the information age, this has often been 
the case. People who learn still often go to classrooms (either virtual or actual), seek out teachers, and 
phone a friend when they want to know something. 

After all, Jesus’ covenant is designed to be written on hearts (Jer. 31:33; Rom. 2:15). Utilizing pictures 
in learning scripture is just one more tool to cooperate with our God-breathed design to help us to get 
this amazing word of God written on our hearts.
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Book Reviews

Beyond the Local Church: 
How Apostolic Movements Can Change the World

Sam Metcalf. IVP Books, 2015.

—Reviewed by Brian Hull, associate professor of youth ministry, Department of Christian Studies and 
Philosophy, Asbury University.

There has long been a tension in the church between local church 
ministries and missionary churches, or as some might term them 

“parachurch” organizations. On the one hand, local church ministries 
argue for their stability, clear structure of leadership, accountability, and 
shepherding. On the other hand, missionary churches argue for their 
entrepreneurship, mobility, vitality, and flexibility. 

In his 1973 article, “The Two Structures of Apostolic Mission,” Ralph 
Winter introduced the terms modality and sodality, to help us understand 
the issues. Modality is the church in its local, parish, diocesean form, 
and sodality is the church in its task-oriented, missionary, sent form. 
Sam Metcalf, president of Church Resource Ministries (CRM), builds on 
Winter’s article and terms, seeking to help the church see the value and 
distinctiveness of both. 

Metcalf ’s main point is that the church needs to embrace and support 
the apostolic movements. These operate outside the local church context to reach culturally distant 
people groups. He wonders why the local church does not accept and embrace the apostolic 
movements. 

Metcalf points out apostolic movements that have been a vital part of the church since its inception. 
He recognizes the deep need for the movement of the church across cultural lines and for the freeing 
of leaders who God is calling in these directions. To this end, he argues for the removal of the 
phrase “para” before church in any setting because it communicates that these apostolic, missionary 
churches are less valuable or important than local churches. 

He does a very good job emphasizing the importance of expanding the role of leadership beyond 
shepherd and teacher to include the apostle, prophet, and evangelist (APEST) from Ephesians 4. 
Another strong point of the book is that Metcalf encourages and empowers those who feel called 
to the more apostolic ministry that often exists outside the local church. He wraps up the book by 
talking about the power and effectiveness of these apostolic movements throughout history.

My one critique of the book is that it comes across as overly harsh and somewhat simplistic in its 
view of the local church. It does this, I believe, to highlight the impoverished view of the missionary 
churches, which is a correct goal, but in so doing it diminishes its message of valuing the distinctiveness 
of both.

This book will be especially useful for those trying to expand their ecclesiology to include the 
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more apostolic movements and for those who are searching for support of their calling to a more 
apostolic, prophetic ministry.

Check these titles:
Collins, Travis. 2015. Fresh Expressions of Church. Franklin, Tenn.: Seedbed Publishing.
Hirsch, Alan, Tim Catchim, and Mike Breen. 2012. The Permanent Revolution: Apostolic Imagination and 

Practice for the 21st Century Church. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Changing World, Unchanging Mission: 
Responding to Global Challenges

M. David Sills. Intervarstiy Press, 2015.

—Reviewed by Will Brooks, professor of New Testament and missions at a seminary in Asia.

With technological advances, globalization, urbanization, and 
the like, the world we live in seems to be changing at an astounding 

rate. In light of these constant changes, missionaries often wonder how 
these new developments will affect their work. 

David Sills attempts to answer some of these questions in Changing World, 
Unchanging Mission. Sills is professor of missions and cultural anthropology 
at Southern Seminary. A former missionary to Ecuador, he is also the 
founder and president of Reaching and Teaching International Ministries.

Sills explains in the first chapter that the world is constantly changing, 
but thankfully, the gospel never changes. In light of this dynamic, he writes, 
“The question at hand is how missionaries can move with the times and 
embrace the modern realities and innovations while remaining faithful to 
God’s Word” (p. 10). 

With that question in mind, he deals with global issues like urbanization 
and globalization, travel and communication, and changing governments. He also deals with recent 
developments in missiological strategy such as short-term missions, orality, business as mission, 
helping without hurting, and churches as sending organizations.

William Carey once said, “To know the will of God, we need an open Bible and an open map,” and 
the primary strength of this book is that Sills does the same. This book is not simply an attempt to look 
at demographics, statistics, and global realities alone, but it is an attempt to view those issues through 
the lens of a biblical worldview. Sills’ theological depth enables him to accomplish this task in a way 
that few others can. 

Moreover, Sills pinpoints many of the key issues affecting contemporary missionaries and mission 
organizations today, and ultimately, it is for this reason that Sills’ work should be required reading 
for everyone involved in the missiological task. This book will be an invaluable resource to all those 
navigating the changing waters of the global scene while they engage in the unchanging task of making 
disciples of all nations.
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Check these titles:
Johnstone, Patrick.  2011. The Future of the Global Church: History, Trends, and Possibilities. Colorado 

Springs, Colo.: Biblica.
Payne, J. D. 2013. Pressure Points: Twelve Global Issues Shaping the Face of the Church. Nashville, 

Tenn.: Thomas Nelson.
Pocock, Michael, Gailyn Van Rheenen, and Douglas McConnell. 2005. The Changing Face of World 

Missions: Engaging Contemporary Issues and Trends. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic.

Christianity & Religious Diversity: 
Clarifying Christian Commitments in a Globalizing Age

Harold A. Netland. Baker Academic, 2015. 

—Reviewed by Brady Kal Cox, graduate student, church history, Abilene Christian University. 

Due to the globalization of our world, members of religious 
communities can no longer ignore questions concerning the 

diversity of various religions and faith traditions. Harold Netland writes 
this comprehensive and interdisciplinary introduction to the subject 
of religion in the modern world to confront the challenge of religious 
diversity. 

According to Netland, “This book is an attempt to clarify certain basic 
concepts, to show how religions have been shaped by modernization and 
in turn adapted to it, and to explore some of the epistemological issues 
arising from Christians’ new awareness of religious diversity” (p. x). 

Netland begins by clarifying what religion is and provides two ways 
to understand religion: the theological and the phenomenological 
approaches. He makes it clear that it does not make sense to speak of one 
culture as being true or normative for all people, but that he is going to make a case for speaking of one 
religious tradition (i.e., Christianity) as being true and normative for all people. 

He continues on to describe how religion has been affected by secularization and globalization. 
He uses the development of Buddhism over the past 2,500 years as a case study, and goes into great 
detail in his description of the Buddhist tradition and how it has changed since the time of Siddhartha 
Gautama. 

Following this description, Netland makes the works of John Hick and Peter Byrne on religious 
pluralism accessible to the reader, yet expresses that their arguments face insurmountable problems 
and are thus untenable. Likewise, his use of the works of Alvin Plantinga and William Alston on 
Reformed epistemology may be convincing to the Christian reader who is not familiar with their 
works. 

However, he only describes the current epistemological issues. Due to this, he recognizes the need 
to appeal to natural theology because it is important for Christians to provide reason for their beliefs 
in a religiously diverse environment. 
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Netland states, “Natural signs can be used in constructing a comprehensive cumulative case 
argument for Christian theism, thus showing that there are strong reasons for adopting Christian 
theism rather than other religious or nonreligious alternatives” (p. 228). However, he does not 
distinguish how this claim is not applicable for other religious traditions (e.g., Hinduism). 

In his conclusion, Netland encourages disciples of Jesus to cultivate virtue while living in religious 
diversity. He then outlines five helpful themes that Christians ought to keep in mind while engaging 
in religiously diverse contexts (e.g., respect for others and rejection of violence), and charges religious 
leaders to protect and encourage civic virtue among lay members of all religions and faith traditions. 

Netland achieves what he set out to do in this text. He clarifies basic concepts about religion, 
effectively demonstrates how religions have been shaped by and have adapted to modernization, 
and explores in great detail the epistemological issues related to the awareness of religious diversity. 

This is a very helpful text for the Christian reader who is curious about how to describe Christian 
commitments in our increasingly globalized age. 

Check this title:
Leirvik, Oddbjørn. 2015. Interreligious Studies: A Relational Approach to Religious Activism and the
Study of Religion. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Dancing with the Devil in the City of God: 
Rio de Janeiro on the Brink

Juliana Barbassa. Touchstone, 2015.

—Reviewed by David Allen Bledsoe, missionary in Brazil (IMB, SBC) in the area of training; visiting 
professor of missions.

Julian Barbassa, then-correspondent for The Associated Press and 
a native Brazilian, writes about her return to her “passport country” in 

2010 to the city of Rio de Janeiro as it prepared for and hosted the 2014 
World Cup. While noting past accomplishments and economic growth, 
she focuses on Rio’s entrenched inequalities and other perils which stood 
in its way to successfully showcase the games and overcome its more 
infamous characteristics.

Barbassa possesses certain traits which facilitated her (re)entry and 
research insights. First, she comes from a Brazilian family and her 
parents and other relatives still reside in the city. Second, she rightfully 
bears the title of third-culture kid (TCK)—she grew up in an expatriate 
family returning to Brazil for vacations and transitional periods. Last, her 
academic pursuits landed her in the United States, where she presently 
lives. Thus, she benefits from the combination of assessing Brazil as an 
insider and, with the experience that comes from exposure to other peoples and contexts, as an 
outsider. 
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Barbassa’s research theme centered on the changes that city and national officials aimed to 
implement before hosting the World Cup. She wonders if the changes would be merely a superficial 
veneer or, as she articulates (pg. xxiii), lead to “a transformation that would go to the core, reforming 
the violence and inequality that had historically hobbled the city?” 

The author cites other urban maladies such as well-established drug cartels, an often-crooked 
and unchecked police force, an overextended infrastructure, a government racked with nepotism 
and corruption, as well as inefficient and insufficient public services. Barbassa unfolds the events, 
advances, and dramas in Rio and the nation as the population neared the start of the World Cup, as 
well as the disappointing finale for the Brazilian national team. 

One might ask, “Why publish a book review on a Latin American city and soccer in a Christian 
journal of missions?” The answer reveals my motivation for recommending the book.

First, the history, interviews, and description of Rio’s people and their plight offer insights into 
Brazilian culture and similar urban Global South contexts; thus, Christian workers as well as those 
studying missiology or cultural anthropology will find the work beneficial for applied theology. 

Second, Barbassa unveils some of the deep-rooted dilemmas which hinder poor and developing 
nations from advancing; solutions to such obstacles often are not simple and straightforward. 
Finally, the book gives prospective missionaries and NGO workers clues of what they will discover 
in comparable contexts after adequate acculturation and understanding of social structures. 

After seventeen years of ministry in an urban Brazilian setting, I found Barbassa’s text applicable 
to his ministry and contributed further to his understanding of the Brazilian society. While not 
written for a Christian audience, the book will provide assistance to those who serve the Church in 
urban Global South contexts, particularly in Latin America. 

Check these titles:
Grudem, Wayne and Barry Asmus. 2013. The Poverty of the Nations: A Sustainable Solution. Wheaton, 

Ill.: Crossway.
LeDuff, Charlie. 2013. Detroit: An American Autopsy. New York: Penguin Press.
Perlman, Janice. 2010. Favelas: Four Decades of Living on the Edge in Rio de Janeiro. New York: Oxford.
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Diaspora Missiology: 
Reflections on Reaching  

the Scattered Peoples of the World

Michael Pocock & Enoch Wan, eds.  William Carey Library, 2015.

—Reviewed by Glen Osborn, president, China Outreach Ministries.

God has been moving people across the globe for his purposes 
throughout all time, from Abraham in Genesis 12 to the scattering of 

the apostles in Acts 8. Jesus commissions his followers to “Go into all the 
world.” In his amazing grace, he is also bringing the world to his followers.  

This collection of writings directs attention to the missional significance 
of the people movements (diaspora) in our world today. Upwards of 500 
million people have migrated from their home country and are currently 
in other countries and cultures. A variety of situations are the cause of this 
dispersion, including political oppression, a desire for jobs or education, or 
natural disasters. Michael Pocock, in his introduction, shares, “It seems that 
God is orchestrating global migration with a view to blessing humanity, 
populating his creation, and drawing people to himself” (p. xvii). 

The thrust of the various contributors is to help us to see this great 
opportunity for missions outreach.  This opportunity is beyond what is currently possible in many 
countries since many of the people come from countries that are closed to the gospel and are now in 
open-access countries. The unreachable are now within reach and have the capacity to reach back into 
their home culture.

The writers help the reader to see that the focus is not only on believers reaching out with the gospel 
to the diaspora, but also to the movement of Christians within the people movements taking the gospel 
wherever they go. The migrating masses are often more accessible and open to Christians, who themselves 
are on the move.

Six categories are covered, including the current phenomenon, theory and models, theological 
guidelines, strategy, case studies, and ideas for moving ahead in this key opportunity. One of the practical 
ideas presented is how to use Facebook to determine where the diaspora populations are located.  

I found the chapter that reflects on the Apostle Paul’s ministry as related to the diaspora especially 
insightful. One author helps us to see the way to work ‘with’ the diaspora in missions. Jerry Rankin’s 
chapter regarding the movement of the International Mission Board of the SBC changing its structures to 
meet this great opportunity is worth the price of the book.  

Much of what is shared is informative and theoretical, begging for more practical guidance in carrying 
out a ministry among, to, and with the diaspora. The hope of the authors, and of this review, is that the 
Church may move ahead to cooperate with this movement of God for his glory among the nations.

Check these titles:
Issue Group on Diasporas and International Students. 2005. “The New People Next Door.” Lausanne 
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Occasional Paper 55.
Payne, J.D. 2012. Strangers Next Door: Immigration, Migration and Mission. Downers Grove, Ill.: 

InterVarsity Press.
Wan, Enoch, ed. 2014. Diaspora Missiology: Theory, Methodology, and Practice. Create Space Independent 

Publishing.

Introducing World Religions: 
A Christian Engagement

Charles E. Farhadian. Baker Academic, 2015. 

—Reviewed by Jonathan P. Case, professor of theology, Houghton College.

As someone who teaches several courses in world religions and 
new religious movements, I wondered in approaching this book 

if we really needed one more general overview. But Professor Charles 
Farhadian (Westmont) has written a text that is informative, fair-minded, 
and Christian in its orientation, without allowing a predictable apologetics 
perspective to intrude.

The subtitle of the book is A Christian Engagement, but the Christian 
denotes a Christian ethos embedded in the author’s approach, which 
reminds us that when we study ‘other religions,’ we ineluctably deal with 
people with real human aspirations and needs. In that respect, the book is 
deeply incarnational.

The book’s structure is conventional, beginning with a chapter on 
methodology and various historical approaches to the study of religions. 
Substantive chapters follow on Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Taoism and Confucianism, Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. The final chapter on New Religious Movements concludes with a discussion 
of religious pluralism and the familiar exclusivist-inclusivist-pluralist typology for a theology of 
religions, without the author attempting to settle the matter.  

At various points in these chapters, Farhadian includes ‘Christian Reflections’ (set apart in blocked 
sections on the page) in which he invites readers to think about theological and practical questions 
from a Christian perspective. Each chapter ends with a list of key terms and books for further 
reading, and the book includes a nearly 50-page glossary.

Pointing out what an author did not do is perhaps the cheapest form of criticism, but nevertheless 
I will point out a few gaps and questionable choices. In his chapter on methodology, Farhadian 
doesn’t mention the jarring impact that the linguistic turn in contemporary philosophy has made 
on the study of religions, standing many of our established notions about the relationship between 
language and religious experience on their heads. 

In terms of his material treatment of the religions, I wish that he had included a chapter on Baha’i, 
and had attempted to distinguish orthodox Islam from Nation of Islam (which has had notable 
impact in the African-American community). Overall, the chapter on New Religious Movements is 
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perhaps the weakest.
But these are relatively minor criticisms. Farhadian’s tone throughout is refreshing: measured, 

respectful, and irenic. He concludes by reminding us that “by understanding other religions, 
Christians might gain confidence to engage others as world citizens, recognizing the ‘other’ first as a 
fellow human being rather than as a religious adversary.” Yes, we need a text like this.

Check these titles:
Lindbeck, George A. 2009. The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age. Louisville, 

Ken.: Westminster John Knox Press.
Partridge, Christopher, Linda Woodhead, and  Hiroko Kawanami, eds.2009. Religions in the Modern 

World: Traditions and Transformations 2nd edition. Florence, Ken.: Routledge.

Making Disciples across Cultures: 
Missional Principles for a Diverse World

Charles A. Davis. InterVarsity Press, 2015.

—Reviewed by Jonathan Moorhead, The Master’s Academy International (Brno, Czech Republic).

Disciple” is a noun and a verb, so what is a disciple, and what 
does the process of discipleship look like at home and abroad? As 

the former executive international director of The Evangelical Alliance 
Mission (TEAM), and with over four decades of missionary experience, 
Charles A. Davis seeks to answer these questions.

Davis begins the book by describing the dilemma that TEAM leadership 
faced in “asking God for clarity on what we might contribute toward 
renewal, health and global vision” for the ministry 

(p. 9). He explains that through “prayer, fasting, and discussion….
God revealed to us ten sets of cultural assumptions….(p. 9). These “ten 
universal principles” are the focus of the book and involve “new disciple-
making methods [that were] emerging, built on different assumptions 
about the church and disciple making” (p. 10). 

Each of these principles contain two elements that must be held in 
balance like a “cultural music mixer board” (p. 23), such as visible and invisible, individual and 
community, word and truth, and works and justice.

From the Introduction, Davis focuses on God revealing answers, which may cause readers to 
question the author’s commitment to the sufficiency of scripture to give clarity on matters of mission. 

This concern is unfortunately supported in the remainder of the book. For example, Davis defines 
“disciple” as “one who moves closer to Jesus as a learner, follower and lover, together with other 
disciples” (p. 32), but offers no explanation of how the term is used in the New Testament. 

Davis claims that the “prayer of salvation may be the first step for many in the journey of a true 
disciple, but it cannot define a disciple in and of itself” (p. 30). The reader is then left with the difficulty 
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of having a class of believer that is Christian, but not designated as disciple. 
Also of concern is Davis’ emphasis on feeling or listening for God to speak instead of searching for 

what God has said in scripture. This is exemplified when Davis writes, “Instead of beginning with the 
Word and moving toward a sometimes distant application, this question [“What has the Lord said to 
you recently?”] begins with the application, then uses the Word, the community of faith and prayer to 
confirm the validity of that application” (p. 122; cf. p. 215). 

Overall, the author has many valuable insights into human anthropology such as time, individualism/
collectivism, and low/high-context. Additionally, the discussions on prayer, relationships, conflict, the 
value of every Christian to the Body of Christ, and confession of sin are helpful. 

Negatively, the repeated emphasis on listening for God to speak, or “letting God lead” instead of 
seeking God’s mind in scripture, could result in the distortion of biblical concepts such as the nature 
of a disciple, the kingdom, discipleship, and the mission of the church. 

Despite these deficiencies, readers will find the anthropological observations stimulating and 
helpful when seeking to disciple across cultures.

Check these titles:
Moreau, A. Scott, Evvy Campbell, and Susan Greener. 2014. Effective Intercultural Communication: A 

Christian Perspective. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic. 
Wilkins, Michael J., 1992. Following the Master: A Biblical Theology of Discipleship. Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Zondervan.

Online Mission and Ministry: 
A Theological and Practical Guide

Pam Smith. SPCK, 2015.

—Reviewed by Benjamin D. Espinoza, pastor, Covenant Church, Bowling Green, Ohio.

Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in 1439 
signaled the beginning of the Printing Revolution, which enabled the 

teachings of the Reformation to spread quickly across Europe. The digital 
revolution we are seeing today presents the same opportunity to spread 
the gospel, but on a significantly larger, multifaceted, global scale. While 
some have expressed concerns regarding the effectiveness and theological 
wisdom of using the Internet and social media in mission and ministry, 
others have wholeheartedly embraced the possibilities. 

In an effort to provide guidance to those hoping to take advantage of this 
emerging mission field, Pam Smith has written a helpful guide filled with 
practical, reflective thinking on effectively ministering in digital contexts. 

While Smith is an advocate for engaging in online mission and ministry, 
she refrains from dogmatically declaring that all Christians should 
engage in this sort of work. She quotes the helpful adage, “all may; none 
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must; some should” while expressing that “we should be evangelists for Christ, not for a particular 
methodology” (p. 9). 

Smith begins her work by outlining the theological underpinnings of online ministry, While 
Smith demonstrates theologically reflective thinking throughout the book, she devotes much of her 
work to giving practical advice on how to minister effectively online. She provides valuable guidance 
in pastoral care, discipleship, conflict management (particularly with so-called “trolls”), community 
formation and structure, and leadership in digital contexts. 

Smith derives her thinking not only from her own experiences, but also from diligent research on 
theoretical models and organizations that have put theory into practice. In her conclusion, Smith 
writes, “The downside of online mission and ministry is no greater than the downside of anything 
we undertake for God, but there is also a great sense of excitement and enjoyment in exploring a new 
form of ministry with others who are equally enthusiastic” (p. 114). 

She also includes numerous appendices that provide practical guidelines for online ministry, in 
addition to a sample online worship service and other resources on the topic.

Overall, Smith has put together a robust, yet accessible guide to developing a missional presence in 
the digital world. Smith has extensive experience working in online ministry, and her advice is field-
tested and theoretically grounded. Perhaps the one issue I find with this work is that Smith’s chapter 
on theological underpinnings mainly seeks to answer critics instead of constructing a theological 
foundation for online ministry rooted in the missio Dei. 

However, throughout the book, Smith models a commitment to theological reflection-in-action, 
one of the hallmarks of a strong practical theology. I highly recommend this book to both skeptics 
and adopters of online mission and ministry. Smith demonstrates the possibilities for tapping into 
this context, and as our world becomes more and more digitized, we must find ways to contextualize 
the gospel in the new virtual culture.

Check these titles:
Estes, Douglas. 2009. SimChurch: Being the Church in the Virtual World. Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Zondervan.
Gould, Meredith. 2013. The Social Media Gospel: Sharing the Good News in New Ways. Collegeville, 

Minn.: Liturgical Press.
Wise, Justin. 2014. The Social Church: A Theology of Digital Communication. Chicago: Moody.



The High Definition Leader—
Building Multiethnic Churches  

in a Multiethnic World

Derwin L. Gray. Next Leadership Network, 2015.

—Reviewed by Dr. Eva I. Shaw-Taylor, executive director, Global Organization for Women & Youth 
(GOWY) & Global Institute for Tradition & Culture (GLITRAC).

In the twenty-first century in the United States of America, Christ’s 
Church is in a crisis, whether the Church realizes it or not! The United 

States of America is representative of the world in that, I would dare to 
say, almost every country is represented. Due to globalization, diversity 
has become one of the important factors addressed in this powerful book 
by Derwin Gray.

Churches in the U.S. are highly segregated—only 13.7% in America 
are multiethnic. In The High Definition Leader, Gray lays out what church 
leaders need to do to be reflective of the Church that Jesus envisions. The 
dynamism of this book lies in the way Gray has been able to use his life 
as a testimonial of the way the Church in the twenty-first century should 
look.

What makes this book exceptional is the fact that it can be used as 
an instructional book for leadership not only in the church, but for all 
industries. Diversity is all around us and the way Gray systematically lays out steps that a High 
Definition Leader has to take is inspiring and informative. The questions at the end of every chapter 
stimulate discussion and sometimes self-examination. It will help and guide up-and-coming leaders 
in society.

As a melting pot in the world, Gray is urging church leaders in the United States to reexamine 
themselves and their churches to see if they are reflective of the kind of Church for which Jesus 
advocated. Gray has a way with words which makes you want to read every chapter. Using current 
and descriptive words, he gives a clear picture of what he is referring to. 

According to Gray, church leaders must shift from “Let’s help the poor” to “Let’s be among the 
poor and do life with the poor.” He defines a High Definition Leader as

a leader who is so passionate about the glory of God being revealed through the local church that he or she is 
willing to learn how to be a cross-cultural, gospel-of-grace preaching, organizational-strategizing, leader-devel-
oping disciple of people who partners with the Lord Jesus in building local churches that reflects the future of 
the church in the present. (p.17)

This is a must-read, especially for seminaries and universities grooming our leaders. Unfortunately, 
a book will only have an impact if the audience it is directed at is willing to read and make the 
necessary changes. 



Walk This Way: 
A Better Path to Global Engagement

Paul McGuinness. 181 Publishing, 2015.

—Reviewed by Dr. Ed Scheuerman, who served with Pioneers for twenty-three years in Southeast Asia; 
coordinator of the Intercultural Studies major, Lancaster (PA) Bible College.

When it comes to partnering with the Church ‘over there,’ the 
local church needs to start with the understanding that the Lord is 

already there. The Western missionary does not have a monopoly on the 
Holy Spirit. Such is the premise of Walk this Way: A Better Path to Global 
Engagement by Paul McGuinness. 

This is a primer on how the local church, especially here in North 
America, needs to take off its paternalistic worldview when it comes to 
working overseas. McGuinness’ experience in global outreach initiatives 
has informed his concerns about the way many local churches flounder 
in attempting to effectively come alongside ministries around the world.

He does a good job of reminding us of the all-too-present arrogance 
of the Church in the West that goes into a cross-cultural context with 
a messianic posture. When the short-term team arrives with the ‘right’ 
ways to accomplish God’s purposes in this, its leaders expose their own 
inability to trust God. They fail to realize that the same Holy Spirit in them is the same Holy Spirit 
in their believing hosts.

McGuinness rightly calls Christians to examine both their motives and their methods. Regarding 
the former, he draws upon Duane Elmer’s Cross-Cultural Servanthood. And regarding the latter, he 
draws upon dependency concerns raised in books such as When Helping Hurts by Steve Corbett 
and Brian Fikkert and Toxic Charity by Robert Lupton. Examples of how to avoid the appearance of 
superiority are provided, as the author’s church has worked hard at forming strong partnerships, 
particularly in Haiti and Kenya.

One of the book’s contributions is a process to seek out and establish healthy cross-cultural 
partnerships. Built upon a foundation of restored relationships (with God, creation, and others) 
McGuinness offers five best practices for global engagement. Although none of these is earth-
shattering, the combination results in a practical, strategic way forward that is lacking in many 
churches. This is then rounded out with a helpful description of what to look for in a cross-cultural 
partner.

One concern is the lack of emphasis on the role of the Western missionary today. Other than 
a cursory mention, McGuinness speaks nearly exclusively about the Church’s role as a whole. 
Mobilizing seems to revolve around praying, giving, and going within the context of short-term 
trips. 

Nonetheless, McGuinness has gifted the North American Church with a solid introduction to the 
often neglected issues of cross-cultural partnership. For churches becoming aware of how they may 
be contributing to dependency, this book will help to dig them out of the rut and to get on the road 



of shared value in partnerships. This is a path laid out both scripturally and strategically. This book 
will help them to walk the way that honors God and those involved in partnership.

Check these titles:
Lingenfelter, Sherwood. 2008.  Leading Cross-Culturally: Covenant Relationships for Effective Christian 

Leadership. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic.
Richardson, Don. 2006. Eternity in Their Hearts. Bloomington, Minn.: Bethany House Publishers.



EMQonline.com✔ The current issue
✔ Mission Resources
✔ PLUS October 2016 July 2016 April 2016 January 2016 October 1989 July 1989 April 1989 January 1989

October 2015 July 2015 April 2015 January 2015 October 1988 July 1988 April 1988 January 1988

October 2014 July 2014 April 2014 January 2014 October 1987 July 1987 April 1987 January 1987

October 2013 July 2013 April 2013 January 2013 October 1986 July 1986 April 1986 January 1986

October 2012 July 2012 April 2012 January 2012 October 1985 July 1985 April 1985 January 1985

October 2011 July 2011 April 2011 January 2011 October 1984 July 1984 April 1984 January 1984

October 2010 July 2010 April 2010 January 2010 October 1983 July 1983 April 1983 January 1983

October 2009 July 2009 April 2009 January 2009 October 1982 July 1982 April 1982 January 1982

October 2008 July 2008 April 2008 January 2008 October 1981 July 1981 April 1981 January 1981

October 2007 July 2007 April 2007 January 2007 October 1980 July 1980 April 1980 January 1980

October 2006 July 2006 April 2006 January 2006 October 1979 July 1979 April 1979 January 1979

October 2005 July 2005 April 2005 January 2005 October 1978 July 1978 April 1978 January 1978

October 2004 July 2004 April 2004 January 2004 October 1977 July 1977 April 1977 January 1977

October 2003 July 2003 April 2003 January 2003 October 1976 July 1976 April 1976 January 1976

October 2002 July 2002 April 2002 January 2002 October 1975 July 1975 April 1975 January 1975

October 2001 July 2001 April 2001 January 2001 October 1974 July 1974 April 1974 January 1974

October 2000 July 2000 April 2000 January 2000 October 1973 July 1973 April 1973 January 1973

October 1999 July 1999 April 1999 January 1999 October 1972 July 1972 April 1972 January 1972

October 1998 July 1998 April 1998 January 1998 October 1971 July 1971 April 1971 January 1971

October 1997 July 1997 April 1997 January 1997 October 1970 July 1970 April 1970 January 1970

October 1996 July 1996 April 1996 January 1996 October 1969 July 1969 April 1969 January 1969

October 1995 July 1995 April 1995 January 1995 October 1968 July 1968 April 1968 January 1968

October 1994 July 1994 April 1994 January 1994 October 1967 July 1967 April 1967 January 1967

October 1993 July 1993 April 1993 January 1993 October 1966 July 1966 April 1966 January 1966

October 1992 July 1992 April 1992 January 1992 October 1965 July 1965 April 1965 January 1965

October 1991 July 1991 April 1991 January 1991 October 1964 July 1964 April 1964 January 1964

October 1990 July 1990 April 1990 January 1990

52 
years of 
archived 

EMQ 
articles  

available 
with an 

online 
subscription


