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MissionS:  
Why the “S” is still important 

The vocabulary that dominates the theology of mission today features a hierarchy of status 
describing its very essence. All the terms are derived from the Latin word missio (roughly translated 
“sent”) and used to convey the concept rooted in the biblical Greek term apostello. At the top is Missio 
Dei. This is followed by mission and missional in the middle. At the bottom, still championed by 

‘unsophisticated slaves to the past,’ is missions. 
This all raises a couple of questions: “Are all these terms really needed? 

What are the distinctions that they convey?”
As to the distinctions they convey, Missio Dei literally means “mission of 

God,” and includes everything that God is doing in the world to achieve his 
purposes. He is sovereign and all that he does in the world, either directly or 
through his creation agents, is part of Missio Dei. 

The part of the Missio Dei that is undertaken by Christ’s Church in all of its 
variety is reflected in the word mission—the mission of the Church, and all it is 
to do in the world. Missional is a much more recent Anglicizing of the term to 
distinguish the outward or other-focus of the Church’s mission from all that 
the Church does to teach, care for, and minister to its own.

While some may see it as a vestige of the colonial past, or a “From the 
West to the Rest” approach to mission, missions is actually about that part of 
the mission of the Church that seeks to cross cultural, religious, and ethnic 
boundaries to introduce and further the work of the gospel. 

In addition, establishing churches among those people groups and 
communities where Christ is least known has been distinguished over the last 
several decades as what frontier missions is all about.

As to whether all these terms are really needed, each has a particular 
important emphasis, even though each overlaps or encompasses at least some 
of what the others convey. So they are all interrelated, but to the extent they 
are properly understood, they each do serve a useful purpose. The problems arise when the terms are used 
in exclusive ways for which they are not adequate, most often in ways that directly undercut or blur the 
importance of the subordinate emphases.

To say, for example, either that the Missio Dei and the mission of the Church is synonymous, or that the 
mission of the Church is all that one needs to focus on or be concerned about, runs the risk of defining 
everything as mission. 

The sad history of the International Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches over the last 
century bears elegant testimony to this truth. The dramatic decline of their related churches in cross-cultural 
missionary engagement among least-reached populations has few parallels. As historian Stephen Neill once 
pointed out, “If everything is mission, nothing is mission.”

Neill might have been even more correct had he said, “If everything is mission, missions is not far from 
extinction.” The reason is that squeaky wheels receive all the attention, but even squeaky wheels that are far 
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away are rarely heard. 
Human nature is very predictable when it comes to setting priorities. The things that affect us most 

intimately—the welfare of our family and friends and the welfare of our community and country—are 
always going to receive first dibs on our attention. It takes a major adjustment to our mental and spiritual 
orientation for us to add a focus on geographically or culturally-distant people living and dying without the 
gospel. 

If people(s) and places are outside our orbit of first-hand relationships, then it takes a lot of information 
and inspiration to get us to really care. And if a missions emphasis focusing on those outside our purview is 
not a significant part of the burden and teaching of local churches and their members, it will almost always 
be ignored. Without a special emphasis, the needs across the street (that clearly should be addressed and in 
former days have too often been neglected) will tend to crowd out the needs across the world.

So rather than limiting ourselves to one or two generalized terms related to mission, or using generalized 
euphemisms like ‘outreach’, it really is important to be precise in what we are talking about. 

Missio Dei is about all that God does in the world. Mission is about all that the Church/churches do in 
the world. Missional is about what the Church/churches do to reach out beyond themselves. And missions 
is about crossing boundaries with the gospel to minister to those with limited/least access to it. Without a 
special emphasis on missions, the unreached and the least-reached will likely stay that way far longer than 
they should.

Gary Corwin is staff missiologist with the international office of SIM.
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W ith a title like this, one 
would expect this article 
to be filled with talk of 
Insider Movements and 

‘Isa mosques.’ If that is what you are ex-
pecting, you will be disappointed. Whether 
or not those are appropriate forms of con-
textualization, it has very little to do with 
the content of this article. In fact, the pri-
mary reason for this article is that it seems 
to me that something very important about 
the contextualization of prayer has been lost 
in the larger debate about appropriateness 
of certain kinds of contextualization in the 
Muslim world. 

Most missionaries are aware that Islam 
contains two concepts which roughly translate 
as prayer—Dua and Salat—but that is as far as 
it goes for most of us. We seldom give any 
thought to the implications of having two 
words for prayer and the differences between 
them. More specifically, we don’t give any 
thought to the implications of this for many 
believers from Muslim backgrounds. I have 
come to believe there is much to be gained 
by simply stopping to think carefully about 
these words.  

Both words refer to communication with 
God (and thus can be understood as prayer), 
but they are also distinctly different from 
each other, something we seem to lose in translation. Dua is the form of prayer that is asking for needs and 
expressing private concerns, what we used to call ‘supplication.’ Some Muslims approach this as freeform 
prayer with their own words; others will use specific recitations for different needs. The key, however, is 
that Dua is not regulated by set time or communal participation.  

Conversely, there is the corporate practice known as Salat. Although we often think and speak of it as 
prayer, it might be more properly rendered “ritual worship” (Denny 1993, 641). As the subject of countless 
magazine photos, Salat is the quintessential Islamic practice. It is what most non-Muslims think of when 
they think of Muslims praying, which I find a bit ironic since the much lesser known practice of Dua is 
what most Evangelicals would recognize as prayer.    

Now, let us prostrate a missiological question before the above description. We agree that believers 
from Muslim backgrounds should pray, but what exactly does that mean? Should they be doing Dua or 

Exploring the Appropriate 
Contextualization of Salat
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Salat? This is a question that I fear very few missionaries are asking, and as a result we end up modeling an 
answer which we have not carefully thought out.

However, just so the mind does not immediately circle back around to Insider Movements, I should 
clarify that I am not asking if Muslim background believers should continue to perform Islamic Salat in 
the mosque—or anywhere else for that matter. Rather, I am questioning the way we have generally ignored 
meaning and importance of ritual prayer in the lives of new believers from Islamic backgrounds. 

Until now, it seems that the only discussion that brings Salat and contextualization together is when it 
concerns a very high level of continuity with Islamic practice.

Perhaps the best example of this comes from a paper published by Dudley 
Woodberry in 1996 in which he explored contextualization through the 
means of the ‘reuse’ of Islamic pillars (Woodberry 1996). Among other 
things, he discussed the Jewish and Syriatic roots of ritual prayers, and 
went into some depth about ways Salat might be redeemed. This was an 
important contribution to the larger discussion of contextualization, but it 
unnecessarily narrows the questions we should be asking. 

If we restrict ourselves to think only in terms of the above framework, then 
it would seem the only way to contextualize Salat is somehow in connection 
with an ‘Insider’ missiology. I believe this is a mistake and I would like to 
move our thinking along a different line of reasoning. Rather than arguing 
about how much Islamic practice can or cannot be continued, I would like to 
focus on how to help Muslim background believers fully enter into all that 
biblical prayer is.

What’s in a Word—or Two?  
When the disciples asked Jesus, “Lord, teach us how to pray” in Luke 11, 

what exactly were they asking? As is often the case, our English translations 
obscure a bit of ambiguity that is hiding behind the scene. However, Strong’s 
trusty concordance comes to the rescue for those of us who are not Greek 
scholars. A quick reference tells us that the word in Luke 11 is proseúchomai 
(προσεύχομαι), a common word for prayer that is used in the New Testament 
about ninety times. But where it gets fascinating is when we look at Strongs’ 
entry with missiological eyes:

4336 προσεύχομαι (proseúchomai) from 4314 and 2172; to pray to God, i.e. 
supplicate, worship

So there is the problem in all its Greek glory. Our Christian vocabulary typically uses one word to 
describe two practices—supplication and worship—precisely the two practices which Muslims describe 
more accurately with two. Dua equates to the first half of the definition—supplication; and Salat speaks 
to the second part—worship. It is true that there are a few times in which the Greek New Testament uses 
specific and different words for ‘prayer’ and ‘supplication,’ such as my personal favorite, Philippians 4:6: 
“Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests 
be made known to God.” 

But this only strengthens my point—appropriate New Testament faith contains prayers that are both 
supplication and worship (i.e., practices that are very similar to the Islamic concepts of Dua and Salat).

One does not have to be an advocate for Insider Movements to recognize that both kinds of prayer are 
represented in the Book of Acts. For example, in Acts 3:1, we are told that Peter and John “were going up 
to the temple at the ninth hour, the hour of prayer.” Alfred Edersheim tells us that by the first century this 
had become a time of public, ritual prayer (Edersheim 1995, 125). 

In other words, the disciples went up to the temple to perform a ritualized form of prayer worship. 
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Again, I am not trying to use Peter and John as proof-texts for Insider Movements or their methodology, 
but it is important for us to realize that the apostles were doing something that Muslims would be much 
more familiar with than Evangelicals. 

My point is not that that Islamic Salat is the exact equivalent to Jewish prayer ritual; rather, I contend 
that the function of Salat (that is, ritual worship in the form of prayer) was clearly part of early Christian 
practice. If we accept this as true, then it opens the question of Why does it seem so alien to us and our church-
planting practices?

Our Protestant Heritage
All missionaries are deeply shaped by their spiritual heritage, and often in ways in which we are 

unmindful. Most Western missionaries in the Muslim World (probably even the majority of Majority 
World missionaries) are from Evangelical backgrounds. Only a small minority of missionaries in the 
Muslim World are from what we used to call ‘high church’ traditions—that is, churches which place ‘high’ 

emphasis on sacred rituals and liturgy. 
In other words, the majority of missionaries who are teaching and 

modeling faith for Muslim background believers are from the so-called 
‘low churches,’ where we emphasize freer worship styles. 

While this has many implications, I want to focus on how it influences 
the way we think of prayer. For people from low church traditions like 
myself, prayer is almost exclusively supplication or intercession—in other 
words, it is Dua. It is asking God for things, either for myself or for others. 

Even when it is part of the corporate worship experience, prayer is 
typically a request offered by one person at a time, with the congregation 
in silent agreement. And even in Evangelical traditions like some Koreans 
who pray en masse, prayers are still individual requests, or we might say 
Dua, not Salat. 

Although some contemporary church choruses are very similar to 
sung prayers, ritual prayer as worship and adoration of God is not part of 
Evangelical liturgy and experience. It has basically no role in what we do 
corporately on Sunday mornings. On the other hand, ritual prayer is the 
defining characteristic of public worship for Muslims. The gulf between 
Christian and Muslim practice is nowhere wider, and I can’t help but 
wonder what impact this has on those who newly believe in Jesus.

So am I arguing that Muslim background believers should do Salat? 
Unfortunately, that is where the discussion usually goes—to Insider 
Movements and whether or not they are valid in mission. But that is again 
missing the point. What I am saying is that for a new believer who is 
coming out of the mosque, ritual prayer is a very important part of worship 
as he or she has known it, and it is a form of worship he or she will miss 

out on simply because it is unfamiliar to us. 
Over the years, Evangelicals have moved further and further away from our high church heritage. In 

particular, we have so emphasized prayer as supplication (Dua) that prayers of adoration and worship 
(Salat) have faded out of our practice for all practical purposes. That leaves us with a serous missiological 
problem. Since this form of public prayer has become alien to us, where can a modern Evangelical missionary turn 
to find the liturgical resources to address this issue?  

A Wider Search for Models
As part of both a Historic and Global Church, we have a wealth of theological resources from which to 

draw. Some of these are undoubtedly better than others, but they are there for us to sift through if we are 
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willing. This is why at least one book about historical theology should be on every missionary’s reading 
list. Such wider exposure would enable us to reach beyond our immediate traditions into the rich and 
varied practice of the whole Body of Christ. 

I realize the kind of shift in style of prayer that I am proposing can be disconcerting to us. But it need 
not be if we differentiate between ‘liturgical’ and ‘experiential’ Evangelicalism. We have so long been 
accustomed to our particular form of worship that we often mistake it as intrinsic to the born-again, (i.e., 
Evangelical) experience. 

But surely we recognize that in the long history of Christianity there have been many born-again believers 
whose practice was quite different from ours. Or more specifically, among born-again believers there have 
been (and still are) those for whom ritual prayer was (and is) a normal practice. This would range from 
the distinctly Jewish rituals which appear in the early chapters of Acts to contemporary practices of some 
church traditions. 

The first contemporary example that comes to mind is the Book of Common Prayer, which is a permanent 
feature of the worship in the Anglican Church. Although it offers model prayers for many occasions such 
as baptism, marriage, or a funeral, this prayer book is best known for the words of its worship liturgy. 

Whether for a special holiday, or just the typical church gathering, the Book of Common Prayer offers the 
worshiper a familiar set of prayers to be used in public worship. Here is just one example from the morning 
prayers called, “The Acclamation of Christ at the Dawning of the Day”:

 
May Christ, the true, the only light banish all darkness from our hearts and minds.
Visit us with your salvation and sustain us with your gracious Spirit.
O come, let us sing to the Lord; let us heartily rejoice in the rock of our salvation. 
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving and be glad in him with psalms.
For the Lord is a great God and a great king above all gods. 
Come, let us worship and bow down and kneel before the Lord our Maker.
For he is our God; we are the people of his pasture and the sheep of his hand.

When an Anglican recites this prayer, he or she is not only saying it in unison with those around him or 
her, but he or she also knows that millions of others use these same words to adore their God. I imagine 
this would give a powerful sense of unity that is probably not all that different from what a Muslim 
experiences during Salat. 

Another place we might look for liturgical inspiration is in a slightly more exotic place—the Egyptian 
Coptic Church. Their practice of corporate, ritual prayer is ancient, stretching back to at least the fourth 
century (according to them). 

To an outsider like myself, it has certain similarities to Anglican practice, both having corporate prayers 
of worship and adoration. However, Coptic practice does differ in significant ways such as chanted Psalms 
and the use of incense during prayers. We in the Evangelical world likely feel very uncomfortable with 
the mental image of chanting and swinging censers full of smoke, but who knows how former Muslims would 
feel about it? More to the point, when have we stopped to think about how they feel participating in our ritual-less 
worship?

What Might Be
It is worth repeating that we must be careful that we do not narrow our thinking to simply how to reuse 

Islamic rituals. That is a completely different discussion. I am convinced there is much more to explore 
about finding appropriate ways to contextualize the function and meaning of Salat. 

We must remember that the goal of contextualization is to find biblically appropriate ways for believers 
coming from Muslim backgrounds to express their faith in Christ so that it is both meaningful to them 
and intelligible to their natal community. Generally speaking, this happens when practices have some 
degree of familiarity. This familiarity of practice and faith expression provides a more friendly transition 
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from the old to the new, from a worldview rooted in Islamic theology to one rooted in the Bible.  
David Greenlee calls this familiarity “congruence,” and defines it as “the overall fit and the ease of 

transition between the old and the new, between the former faith and set of values and Christianity” 
(Greenlee 2006, 56). 

Just to be clear, complete congruence is not possible for any genuine 
conversion, whether in the case of a nominal ‘Christian’ in the Bible-
belt or with an Islamic cleric in South Asia. Some things (perhaps 
many) must change between the old way of life and the new. However, 
I believe a significant degree of congruence is possible, and there is no 
reason ritual prayer as worship cannot be part of that. 

Furthermore, this area of contextualization is not dependent upon 
Insider Movements or their philosophies of ministry. 

A good way to start might be with an honest assessment of the 
difference between a typical Evangelical worship service and what 
former Muslims experienced at the mosque. Or to be more specific, we 
must consider the vastly different ways we engage in corporate prayer. 
Perhaps a practical first step might be to simply visit a mosque service 
and careful document our thoughts and feelings afterward. 

Then, with such vivid imagery in the heart and mind, it might be 
easier to imagine ways that ritual prayer could help these new Christians 
transition from what they now know into a beautiful expression of 
distinctly Christian worship. I know from personal experience that the 
dislocation I’ve felt at the mosque made me much more sympathetic to 
what former Muslims might feel as they try to enter my world. 

I don’t wish to sound missiologically naïve. I am well aware that 
Salat has specific meaning in the Islamic religion, but we must set 
that aside for a moment lest we miss the point. For Muslims, Salat 
gives structure to worship. This means that most new believers from 
Muslim backgrounds are familiar with a structure of worship that is 
very different from the worship structure we missionaries hold dear. 
Therefore, when we model for them our worship patterns, we are also 
thoughtlessly disconnecting them from patterns that are meaningful 
to them. 

I wonder what role this deep-level disconnect might play in the lives 
of those who eventually drift back to Islam. And by discarding any recognizable form of ritual prayer, 
we may be greatly hindering the witness of a young church to the Muslim society around them. While 
I recognize these are only speculations, they are serious enough to cause any thoughtful missionary to 
shudder.

Conclusion
Prayer is one of the most deeply personal aspects of our relationship with God, and yet one that we have 

not given sufficient thought to with regards to contextualization in the Muslim world. 
Unlike Evangelical Christians, Orthodox Muslims have two distinctly different dimensions to prayer, 

represented by the words Salat and Dua. Because of our own traditions, the vast majority of Evangelical 
missionaries have unthinkingly ignored the first, and focused on teaching converts Christian forms of 
prayer that are roughly equivalent to what they previously knew as Dua. 

And what has come to trouble me is that we have done this despite knowing the huge role that Salat plays 
in the life of observant Muslims. I find it unfortunate that we have made so little effort to appropriately 
contextualize Salat for those who are coming to Christ out of Muslim backgrounds. 
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Until now, it seems to me that the missions community has been quite binary: either former Muslims 
must conform to our patterns of prayer, or we leave it to those who try to redeem Islamic forms along the 
thinking of Insider Movements. 

Yet I have come to believe that there is a great need to contextualize the function and meaning of Salat 
since our Evangelical traditions have such a glaring hole in this area of our practical theology. This may 
require us to do some uncomfortable things, like looking at other church traditions for inspiration. But we 
must always remember that good missions praxis is seldom about what is comfortable and familiar to us.
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?
1. How hard would it be for you personally to shift from typical Evangelical ‘singing as worship’ 

to only using liturgical prayer as your worship? 

2. Have you ever practiced ritual prayer as part of your worship? 

3. Is it possible that this issue contributes to Muslim rejection of his or her feelings regarding 
prayer and worship forms?

Questions for Reflection
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Just as Gutenberg changed the world forever when the printed word challenged the 
spoken word, so globalization and the Zuckerberg generation are doing the same in this millennium. 
One of those changes has been in business as mission (BAM). Tired of just writing checks to advance 
missions, business people—non-professional missionaries—have seen their opportunity to personally 

participate in global missions through marketplace ministries on the macro level.  

BAM Is Not New  
Business within missions has been going on in Christianity since at least Priscilla and Aquila (Acts 18). 

Using business, this entrepreneurial couple became responsible for three house churches in three different 
cities: Corinth (Acts 18:26), Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:19), and Rome (Rom. 16:5). 

William Danker’s classic Profit for the Lord tracks some of the more recent Western efforts (Moravians 
and Basel) to wed business with missions. J. Christy Wilson’s Today’s Tentmakers (1979) takes us beyond 
smuggling Bibles into countries closed to Christianity to living and working within them long term. 
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BAM Has Multiple Names  
Multiple names represent business as mission, demonstrating the complexity and risks involved in 

this young, but fledging movement. Oft-heard terms today include tentmaking, transformational business, 
business for blessing, missional business, great commission companies, kingdom entrepreneurs, kingdom business, and 
business4blessing. 

Creating comprehensive terminology that weds business with holistic missions is no easy task. Countries 
that require creative access will want to avoid the “m” word. Former terms that now represent the misuse of 
platforms to gain an entry (e.g., tentmaking) carry too much baggage and should be replaced. 

 

BAM Definitions Clarify Focus
Emerging from tentmaking, BAM definitions attempt to clarify and contrast the distinctions. One of the 

key distinctions is focus. While tentmaking definitions tend to focus on individual contributions, BAM 
definitions prefer to place the spotlight on the business contributions. 

For example, in Great Commission Companies, Steve Rundle and I provide a concise, yet comprehensive 
definition of BAM: 

A Great Commission Company is a socially responsible, income-producing business managed by kingdom pro-
fessionals and created for the specific purpose of glorifying God and promoting the growth and multiplication of 
local churches in the least-evangelized and least-developed part of the world.

BAM Has Multiple Purposes  
BAM models are as diverse as the global needs that require them. BAM:

•  Provides lay business people a frontline role in missions
•  Provides holistic hope for the least-reached peoples of the world
•  Provides new ways to create sustainable wealth—wealth given by God (Deut. 8:18)
•  Creates jobs rather than takes them or fakes them
•  Moves beyond gaining family riches to wealth creation for kingdom expansion that glorifies God
•  Moves beyond microenterprise to the macro, providing better sources of income
•  Funds missions at home and abroad
•  Trains expatriates and locals in sustainable, profit-making BAM
•  Transforms society through establishing God’s reign in all areas of life, within and without the workplace

Companies that integrate their Great Commission plan with their business plan set the stage for societal 
transformation. Evangelism, discipleship, and church multiplication take place naturally within the workplace 
and homes of employees, not to mention those who service the business from outside and the surrounding 
communities. 

Rather than taking resources from the environment to make a quick profit, BAMers seek ways to steward 
God’s creation, modeling this practice for all to observe. Bible-based business morals and ethics within and 
without the business become a natural part of daily business. 

BAMers care for their employees. They tend to pay slightly higher salaries than the going rate, and provide 
well-lighted, well-ventilated environments that do not endanger the health of employees. 

Where BAM is successful, “redemption and lift” (lives transformed through Christ tend to experience an 
increased standard of living due to changed behavior1) often follows. Income gained through employment, 
along with conversion to Christianity, tends to increase wealth. The plight of the poor improves economically. 
The middle-class has a chance to move up the social ladder. Upward mobility often results because of BAM. 

Upward mobility creates a new challenge for the employees who have followed Christ. How do they glorify God 
through this newly acquired wealth? Wise BAMers will address “redemption and lift” in their discipleship training. 
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BAM Is Risky  
There is little if any room for amateurs in BAM startups. J. I. Packer put it this way: “The blunderings of 

sanctified amateurism, impervious to the need to get qualified in the area where one hopes to function, are 
neither good Christianity nor good business.” 

Too many well-intentioned, but uninformed cross-cultural Christian workers have started businesses that 
have blown up in their faces. Take the time to get the preparation necessary to become a successful cross-
cultural business entrepreneur. Find successful BAMers and learn from them. While you may not be able to 
fill their shoes, you can follow them.

BAM Entrepreneurs Are Creative  

The type of businesses created by BAM entrepreneurs is as varied as their imaginations. Here are a few 
examples:

•  Engineering company in the Middle East
•  Ferry system company in Uganda
•  Motorcycle mechanic shop in Indonesia 
•  Web development and design company in India
•  Business incubator in Kenya
•  Adventure expeditions (kayaking, hiking, skiing, and caving) in Norway
•  Deodorant stone manufacturing in Thailand
•  Ice cream manufacturing in Central Asia 
•  BAM center (multiple BAM companies in one facility) in Mexico
•  Real estate development in Albania
•  Staffing company in Cambodia
•  Business consulting in Australia

BAM Provides Excellent Resources  

Those seeking to enter BAM will find a plethora of helpful resources. Here’s some that will get you started:

Websites: 
• Business 4 Blessing: This website is for for-profit-businesses that wish to work with other businesses to 

bless the employees, customers, suppliers, communities, and extended influences. It takes the biblical 
mandate to bless the nations seriously.

• Business Professional Network: The mission of this website is “nurturing business in developing 
countries to benefit communities, churches and employees.” 

Booklet: Lausanne Forum Occasional Papter #59

Books: 
•  Eldred, Kenneth. 2005. God is at Work. 
•  Johnson, C. Neal. 2010. Business as Mission. 
•  Rundle, Steve and Tom Steffen, 2003/2011. Great Comissions Company.

Opportunities: 
• Global Opportunities: This website will keep you appraised of key events related to BAM on a global 

level. It covers churches, mission agencies, and professional organization. 
• BAMmatch: If you have business experience and are looking to network with those with a BAM 

mindset at home and/or abroad, here is your source. You’ll be able to connect with BAM thinkers and 
practitioners. 
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Preparation: 
•  Third Path: Here you can find a 12-month process that will equip you to be an entrepreneur. It offers 

training, action plans, and ongoing support.
•  Okionomia: Through a network of theological educators and Evangelical seminaries, this website is 

designed to assist pastors in equipping “people for whole-life discipleship, fruitful work and economic 
wisdom.”

Ram Gidoomal said this about the business world: “There’s no other field that so closely matches the global 
nature of God’s mission.” Globalization has provided lay business people in this generation an opportunity 
to not just support missions, but personally participate and practice business as mission at home and abroad. 

Endnote
1. In The Reformation of Machismo: Evangelical Conversion and Gender in Colombia, Elizabeth Brusco (1995) documented 

how Evangelical Protestant conversions among Colombian men transformed the entire family. This bottom-up model 
transformed women, children, males, marriage, collectivism, and therefore society because it short-circuited the machismo 
complex. Drinking (20-40% of the household budget), smoking, gambling, prostitutes, extramarital affairs, individualism, 
physical prowess, now forbidden, provided new resources for the family, thus raising the standard of living.  

Reference
Brusco, Elizabeth E. 1995. The Reformation of Machismo: Evangelical Conversion and Gender in Colombia. Austin, Tex.: 

University of Texas Press.

Dr. Tom Steffen is emeritus professor of Intercultural Studies at the Cook School of Intercultural Studies, Biola University. He 
specializes in church multiplication, orality, honor and shame, and business as mission. He and his family spent fifteen years in the 
Philippines in church planting and consulting. 

?
1. What roles could BAM play in twenty-first-century missions?

2. What strengths does BAM offer to the missions community? The local community?

3. What weaknesses does BAM offer to the missions community? The local community?

Questions for Reflection
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Don’t George Muller Me: 
A Missionary’s Plea for Understanding

Trevor Johnson

George Muller (1805-1898) is a model of faith for many. Moving from Prussia to Bristol, 
England, in 1832, Muller ministered as a pastor, started 
schools and orphanages, and sacrificed unceasingly 
for others. Many of the sins of his early life were 

associated with money. After conversion, however, a marked 
change occurred, and Muller developed several strong 
convictions about his own use of funds. 

Some of Muller’s convictions were to (1) never have 
a fixed income, (2) never appeal for funds, (3) never 
have any savings, but to spend all his extra on the 
poor, and (4) owe no one anything. 

Muller never made an appeal for funds, but prayed 
to God for the means to support the orphans under 
his care. And, the funds came in! His lifestyle greatly 
impacted missions so much so that Hudson Taylor 

and C.T. Studd, among other missionaries, adopted his principles as 
well. Today, as missionaries train and prepare to go out into the missionary harvest fields, many 
become acquainted with George Muller’s name. 

Even more, many greatly admire Muller and urge all missionaries to live by his private standards. Some 
missionaries even exhort their peers in a similar manner. 

While quite a few are not aware of all the details regarding Muller’s convictions (but merely desire to see 
Muller’s model of faith emulated), others assert that his methodologies and convictions ought to be made 
normative for all—or at least for all who really trust the Lord. 

I love and admire George Muller, but I have this to say: Please, don’t George Muller me! Allow me to share 
a number of things concerning funding and support that it would be helpful to remind ourselves of.

1. We shouldn’t produce false dichotomies in the name of trusting God. I have no doubt that many 
people are very well-intentioned in taking a Muller-like stand in their ministries or in urging others to do so. 
However, in advocating their stance to others, they often draw a number of false dichotomies. Consider the 
following statements:

I love and admire George 
Muller, but I have 
this to say: Please, don’t 
                  George Muller me!
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•  We are not going to raise support; we are going to go on faith!
•  We are not trusting in the means of people; we are trusting in God, who gives us our daily bread.
•  God is enough; we are not relying on people.
•  When we receive unsolicited funds, we give God all the glory.
•  We should seek God alone in financing this ministry.
•  We do not make our appeals to others; we appeal to God alone.

If the above statements are to believed, then 
•  Planning and budgeting imply distrust of God
•  Informing others with regard to needed funds equals disbelief in the sufficiency of God
•  Receiving funds based on stated needs or budgeted pledges means that we fail to give God all the glory

2. Often, not soliciting funds can become conspicous. I know several ministers who make much of 
the fact that they never solicit supporters for funds. And they remind you of it. Often. So frequently, in fact, 
that it becomes a sort of solicitation in itself. 

One pastor I know took a short vacation with a follower of Muller’s methodology. At every stop which cost 
money, this person lacked the funds and often mentioned something to the effect of, “If the Lord wants me 
to go [to this park, event, etc.], then he will provide the means.” 

His traveling buddies ended up being this man’s “means” at every stop. The pastor remarked to me later 
that, “I would have much preferred that this man receive a set salary that was sufficient and enabled him to 
pay his own way instead of constantly needing to remind us, ‘if the Lord wills for me to go, he will provide 
a way’ at every stop.”

3. Sometimes, it really is helpful to have your own store of cash. A few missionaries and pastors I 
know have had many ideas for new projects, but no savings to initiate any of them. Their methodology of 
work was as follows: as they mentioned their plans to supporters (being careful, of course, not to make any 
solicitations) they then occasionally received particular funds for a particular project. 

This was then taken as God’s way of affirming which projects gained priority and which got set on the 
back-burner. “If the Lord wills it, then the Lord will support it” was one pastor’s favorite justification for this 
practice of prioritizing projects.

However, I have observed that many less visible but seemingly more effective projects often were delayed or 
cancelled as more visible projects gained quicker support from supporting churches. Whereas the missionary 
ought to have been setting the priorities based on his or her knowledge of the local context and conditions, 
instead, he or she prioritized based on designations from churches operating thousands of miles away. This 
is not a good strategic move. 

Perhaps a better way would have been to prioritize, and then raise support and monies based on these 
prioritizations—or at least set aside undesignated savings for such projects. To limit one’s actions on the 
mission field by never soliciting funds, and never betraying a designation (and never properly informing 
would-be supporters which projects should take priority) is to be a poor steward of time and funds. 

“If the Lord wills it, then the Lord will support it,” was
one pastor’s favorite justification for this practice 
     of prioritizing. 
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4. A good relationship means full disclosure, including needs. A missionary-supporter relationship 
should never be primarily about funds. But financial giving does play a part. Each partner has a role; the 
missionary goes and the sender sends. Therefore, to be sent well and to send well necessitates a lot of 
communication that is direct, clear, frank, and frequent. Financial support and financial needs are topics 
which should not be hidden.

5. Disclosing needs allows for full and informed participation. By hiding one’s needs or failing to 
fully disclose all aspects of one’s missionary labor (namely, funding and finances), a missionary is denying 
the blessing of full participation in the work of missions to many who could otherwise be included. After 
all, if it is more blessed to give than to receive, then the missionary offering an opportunity to give towards 
gospel work is an offer to bless folks by allowing them to give. 

Participation in the Great Commission is a blessing; and participation in missions for those who cannot 
go usually takes the form of prayer and financial support. Missionaries who admire Muller, please listen! 
Disclosing needs allows full and informed participation by the larger Body of Christ in world evangelization.

If one’s attitude towards missionary-supporter relations is that the missionary is a beggar, then of course 
you might gain a negative attitude about the relationship. But if your attitude is that the whole Church 
engages in missions, and that some go and others send, and if that sending is done through prayer and 
support, then why should we deny missions senders vital news about one major element of the work?

Yes, “God’s work done God’s way will never lack God’s supply,” but how does God bless and supply his 
workers? He does it through other believers. How are we to pray intelligently or use our resources wisely 
if the facts are not known? God does not ordinarily call or move people without using information and 
knowledge. God moves people based on news and knowledge of the needs. 

Bless your supporters by allowing them the privilege of participation in a work that really matters in this 
world. Many cannot go. Therefore, praying and supporting missionaries is the means by which they take an 
active role in world evangelization. Including them is not begging; instead, it is blessing them by giving them 
an active role. An intelligently-informed role is preferable to trying to act in the absence of clear information 
about needs.

6. Most of Muller’s practices are not required by scripture. One can find no prohibition in scripture 
against ‘advertising’ one’s needs. Paul’s letter to the Romans comes to mind here: “I hope to see you in 
passing as I go to Spain, and to be helped on my journey there by you, once I have enjoyed your company 
for a while” (Rom. 15:24). In 2 Corinthians 8-9, Paul encourages the church there to give generously, and 
1 Corinthians 16 contains instructions about how to gather these gifts. Paul is fairly direct about giving 
towards the poor saints in Jerusalem. 

If a Christian is privately convicted with a specific burden to add extra measures of strictness to his or her 
own daily religious life, then that is fine. If one’s sin largely occurred in the area of money, as in Muller’s case, 
we can sympathize with such strong post-conversion convictions regarding finances. But to require extra 
measures of strictness for others which are not demanded in scripture is unwarranted, and is not an evidence 
of a greater level of holiness or a greater legitimacy of their appointed work. 

I see nowhere in Muller’s writings any indication that he expected his own private standards to become 
normative for all Christians everywhere. 

Muller’s calling was a specific one, for a specific time, in a specific place, and to a specific man. While 

Bless your supporters by allowing them the privilege
of participation in a work that really matters 
 in this world.  
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Muller’s faith is to be greatly admired, his methodologies should be examined carefully before being made 
normative for every missionary. “Going by faith” doesn’t mean that a missionary does not or should not 
budget and plan and let supporters know of his or her needs. Hiding one’s needs does not indicate an extra 
measure of holiness, nor does suffering due to poor planning.

7. There is no virtue in suffering needlessly. There are enough strains and stresses on the mission 
field without adding extra measures which may increase one’s challenges. We sympathize with missionaries 
who catch tropical diseases, but our sympathies would dwindle if a missionary was afforded the means of 
alleviating his or her suffering, but refused those legitimate means.

In like manner, those who suffer needless financial deprivation on the mission field and lack the means 
to care for their own families or initiate new projects due to an extra-biblical conviction about not reporting 
those very needs are not somehow more praiseworthy because they are suffering more. Rather, their suffering 
can be linked (at least in part) to their needless convictions.

Many missionary families I know have suffered severe illnesses which come on quickly. If a missionary 
family on the mission field suffers a medical emergency, I would much prefer that they communicate this 
need immediately and, even better, have an ample supply of ready cash stowed away in savings for just such 
an occasion.

Unless one is specifically called otherwise, frequent communication about one’s missionary labors and all 
aspects of that labor (including finances) should be the default action so that hardships are reduced to those 
trials that are essential to the spread of the gospel.

8. Consistent and sufficient funding lowers missionary attrition. The ground-breaking REMAP I and 
II studies on missionary attrition interviewed thousands of missionaries and numerous missionary agencies 
representing forty percent of the Protestant world mission workforce. Their goal was to search for the causes 

of unwanted missionary departure from the field. 
The books Worth Keeping and Too Valuable to Lose were published in order to make known these findings 

and determine those missionary practices which best serve to sustain the missionary harvest force. 
These studies found that regular and consistent financial support is highly correlated with high rates of 

long-term missionary sustainability on the field. Therefore, one of the “best practices” suggested by the 
REMAP studies was for missionaries to maintain consistent and sufficient levels of financial support. 

Quite simply, there are plenty of other things to worry about in missions without the added stress of 
going broke every month. Having a network of supporters giving consistent and sufficient funding allows a 
missionary to sustain present ministries, fix a monthly salary, plan for future steps, save for new initiatives, 
and save one’s emotional turmoils for more important battles. 

One missionary family I know with Muller-esque leanings spent most of an entire term (four years) 
chronically under-supported and short of funds. This frayed their nerves, strained their marriage, and the 
missionary grew distressed because he saw so many opportunities for service and yet did not feel the freedom 
to ‘advertise’ or ‘solicit’ funds to meet these needs in order to exploit those doors that the Lord appeared to 
be opening to him. 

At the end of their term, this missionary family went home exhausted. When they explained their 
convictions about finances to several churches, they were approached several times afterwards and asked, 
“Why did you suffer all that? We would have been only too glad to help?” or “We were waiting for clear 

One missionary family I know with Muller-esque
leanings spent most of an entire term (four years)
   chronically under-supported and short of funds.
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information on just how best to help you. Why didn’t you communicate more clearly with us?”
Missionaries who lack consistent funding go home early. Again, Muller’s individual and specific call to 

never solicit funds or have a fixed income is not a normative pattern for all Christian workers and may, in 
fact, be a destructive practice if it were to become a prescriptive practice among missionaries.

Some Solid Principles We Can Learn from Muller 
Muller’s conviction was that he ought not to have a fixed salary, nor should he ever communicate his 

financial needs. My conviction is that missionaries, unless specifically and powerfully called otherwise, 
should strive for a predictable and relatively consistent rate of support. This includes striving for clear, 
direct, and frequent communications about all pertinent matters regarding their missionary labors (and 
one such relevant matter is, indeed, finances) with supporters.

Despite my minor irritations when urged to “Muller it,” I’d like to list below some of Muller’s other 
principles concerning money that we would all be very wise to follow:

First, Muller scrupulously receipted funds and ensured that all designated funds were only to 
be used according to those designations. While it would be hard to maintain a ministry if one hundred 
percent of supporters designated that all of their funds were only to be used for direct evangelism and 
not used for other costs associated with missions-sending (such as food, clothes, housing for missionary 
families, mailing costs, etc), Muller’s principles in this regard are solid. In fact, most missions agencies 

diligently honor designated funds and scrupulously receipt those funds. 
Second, Muller diligently checked receipts and reviewed financial matters regularly using the 

highest standards possible in order to ensure the utmost honesty and transparency in the use of 
funds given to him. Most missionary organizations do the same, employing outside auditors such as the 
ECFA (The Evangelical Council for Financial Accountability) to annually audit their funds and ensure solid 
stewardship.

Third, Muller held that donors were to be thanked privately and not publically. While hospitals 
dedicate wards and benches to their donors, missionaries ought to love their supporters enough to guard 
them from any temptation to pride that may result from public exhibitions of charity. This seems a wise 
general practice. 

Finally, debt was to be strictly avoided. Many aspiring missionary candidates see departure for the field 
delayed by years as they attempt to pay down a debt ironically accrued through gaining an education that 
would presumably help them in their future missionary labors. While an occasional credit card expense may 
be justified if immediately paid, Muller’s principle of avoiding debt is sound.

In all of the above matters, I give Muller’s convictions a hearty amen.

Concluding Thoughts
The power of prayer shone bright in Muller’s life. Who would not want to emulate that? Additionally, 

many ministries appear downright pushy, manipulative, and even deceptive in their schemes to gain 
money. Many televangelists appear to live lavishly. All of these reasons make Muller an inspiration to us 
and cause many to desire to either imitate him personally or desire the missionaries that they know to 
become more like him. 

If you are moved by Muller’s particular convictions and are led to make them your own, please consider 

A private calling cannot be made normative for
      all Christians or all missionaries. 
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the following suggestions:

1. Remember that a private calling cannot be made normative for all Christians or all missionaries. 
2. If you say you follow Muller, also seek to follow him in his fervency of prayer.
3. Keep diligent accounts of how your needs were actually met and publish those. If you are going to deny 

supporters information about your needs, at least bless them with retroactive notices of how your recent 
past needs were met. Muller published large lists containing hundreds of answered prayer requests and 
the means by which they were answered. Good communication is a must as missionaries strive to bless 
those interested in their work. In fact, if you follow Muller’s specific convictions, then you must be 
even more diligent to inform supporters of the blessed and specific ways in which God has blessed you 
through them, even without asking.

George Muller is a faithful example of dependence and trust in God, a servant of God who followed an 
individual and specific calling that inspires us even today. As you encounter missionaries seeking to plant the 
gospel in other lands, introduce them to the wonderful story of Muller and urge them to follow the prayer 
life of this great man.

But with regard to making needs known, please, please, don’t George Muller them.

Trevor Johnson is an ordained minister and registered nurse serving with Heartcry Missionary Society among a remote tribe in 
Papua, Indonesia.

5?
1. How does planning and budgeting relate to trusting God and following his will even when 

it strays from your own plans or budgets?

2. In the New Testament Epistles, how did the Apostle Paul speak of his needs? Did he make 
his needs known and request help from the churches and, if so, when and under what 
conditions? What can we learn from his example?

3. I believe that many people gravitate towards the “George Muller approach” in reaction 
to the sometimes-gimmicky approaches adopted by some ministries trying to raise funds. 
What do you believe are some deficient fundraising practices and techniques that we need 
to avoid? How can a healthy appreciation of Muller restrain these unhealthy tendencies?

4. Are there times when missionaries should hide their needs? How do we know how broadly 
and persistently we should tell others about our ministry needs? 

5. If new missionary appointees become acquainted with Muller’s life and testimony, in what 
ways will they be blessed and challenged as they begin to raise support to go to the field?

Questions for Reflection
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The Right Stuff 
and the Future Mission Aviator

Jon Lewis

W hen I was a boy, my dream was to one day become an astronaut. I lived and 
breathed everything NASA—from monitoring the orbit patterns of the first satellites to 
actually building a full-scale mockup of the Gemini spacecraft and flying multi-day simulated 
‘missions’ in my basement. 

All that it meant to be an astronaut in those days is what I aspired to be, especially having that bold ‘can 
do’ attitude mixed with intelligence and common sense. Later, author Tom Wolfe coined an iconic term that 
was the perfect description of those first astronauts: they were men who had the right stuff. 

Having the right stuff meant everything from knowing how to handle complex technologies to being cool, 
calm, and collected in the face of unexpected crisis. It was the ultimate description of macho capability—
someone who could figure out how to bring a successful conclusion to just about any dilemma or challenge. 
The first seven Mercury astronauts where models of all that. Is it any wonder that I can still rattle off their names 
today? They were my heroes!

I never became an astronaut. But I also never lost my admiration for someone who had the right stuff. That 
was the reason that, despite never becoming a part of NASA, I was attracted to Mission Aviation Fellowship 
(MAF). I joined MAF in 1977 with the desire to serve as a mission pilot on a challenging mission field 
somewhere in a remote corner of the world.

I quickly discovered that being an MAF pilot was a great way for someone who wanted to demonstrate and 
utilize the right stuff. Flying behind the yoke of a Cessna 185 tail-dragger over the pygmy-inhabited jungles 
of northern Congo with HF radio static crackling through the headphones of my helmet and nothing more 

Photos courtesy Jon Lewis
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than a compass, map, and watch for navigation, I couldn’t help but feel I had arrived at being a real man. 
Along with my fellow MAF-pilot colleagues, we had plenty of pride in being able to use our technical skills 

and gifting in the service of God’s kingdom in that way. Patterning ourselves after Nate Saint, the ultimate 
jungle pilot (as memorialized in the book by that same name, Jungle Pilot), we emulated his heart for ministry 
with an unparalleled ability to create, improvise, and most of all, single-handedly succeed.

Exactly twenty years and sixteen days after the first American was launched into space, NASA successfully 
conducted the first flight of the space shuttle. It was the beginning of a new era of space travel. More 
importantly, it was the beginning of a new era of what it meant to be an astronaut. 

From that moment on, astronauts have been known not nearly as much for having the right stuff as they 
are for being men and women who know how to do stuff right. The International Space Station is a beautiful 
example of this today; its crew is a multicultural, multi-national team of highly-trained specialists working 
together in successful collaboration to achieve a common mission. No less brave or passionate than their 
predecessors, contemporary astronauts no longer depend on their macho individualism to accomplish tasks; 
instead, they focus on being team players who can contribute specific abilities for the good of the whole.

I believe the current era of mission aviation also calls for a similar type of new mission aviator who has 
less right stuff attitude and more competency in doing stuff right. Why do we need this new type of mission pilot, 
and in what ways does he or she need to be competent? Let me explain.

Game Changers in the Mission Aviation World
I believe the decades of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s were well served with the right-stuff pilots of that 

day—myself included. Mission flight programs were, for the most part, remote, single-family bases that 
needed strong, creative, independent managers. 
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Mission strategy was mostly determined by well-trained and well-funded Western missionaries who had 
a clear sense of how the airplane could enhance and accelerate the cause of Christ. As pilots, we didn’t 
need to worry much about the strategic use of the airplane. All we had to do was assure that we could get 
missionaries safely from A to B. 

It was natural to leave it up to them to figure out the mission strategy needed to grow God’s kingdom or 
plant his Church. Our job was to be competent pilot-mechanics, and that is exactly what we were.

But the decade of the 1990s brought with it three important game changers:
1. The rise of the Global South. It was during the 1990s that many Western missionaries left mission 

fields they had dominated for the previous 150 years. They left either because their jobs were finished and 
an indigenous church was taking over, or because they were forced to leave due to political unrest. In either 
case, this gave rise to the Global South as a new major player on the world missions scene. 

Whether we call it the Global South, the Majority World, or the Two-Thirds World, the simple fact remains 
that this part of the world has emerged as the center of Evangelical Christianity. 

For every one Evangelical Christian in North America, Europe, and Australia, there are four in Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia today. And, more cross-cultural missionaries are being sent by the Global South 
than the Global North. Although light, charter-type aviation is still in demand today in developing countries, 
it is no longer being requested primarily by Western missionaries; instead, it is needed by national church 
leaders as well as a long list of commercial clients, NGOs, and government agencies. 

However, these new clients do not necessarily practice the same strategic thinking about how the airplane 
should be used, nor do they always have a bottomless pocket of financial resources to pay the subsidized 
rates on which the service depends. 

2. Increased technology complexity. A second dynamic that changed things was caused by the decreasing 
use, and therefore increased cost, of avgas needed by small, piston-powered aircraft. As the world responded 
to the incredible boom in global airline service, oil refineries began pumping out the cheaper, less refined 
Jet A fuel to meet that demand at the expense of continuing to supply avgas needed for the shrinking general 
aviation sector. Prices of avgas quadrupled in places like Indonesia and Angola from $4 to $15 and $20 a 
gallon, quickly putting the cost of a charter flight in a small Cessna out of sight for most people. 

Responding to this economic reality, mission aviation operators began replacing their workhorse Cessna 
185s and 206s with turbine-powered planes that burned the cheaper Jet A fuel, such as the Cessna Caravan, 
Pilatus Porter, and the Quest Kodiak. 
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But not only did these planes come with a price tag triple that of their piston predecessors, they also 
demanded a great deal more technical training, understanding, and upkeep to be operated economically and 
maintained safely. With a replacement turbine engine costing upwards of $350,000, the shade-tree, fishing-
tackle toolbox approach to aircraft maintenance that might have been perfectly adequate before simply did 
not cut it now.

3. Greater aviation regulation. For many decades, mission aviation operators were able to function in 
developing countries that had little to no experience in regulating air transport. In some cases, civil aviation 
departments took their cues from the local MAF operations as models of standards and safety. 

But with a growing aviation industry impacting the entire globe, even the least developed countries began 
upgrading their civil aviation authorities to follow suit. Today, the relatively loose operating permits for 
mission aviation programs that allowed for independent, jungle-style operations are a thing of the past. 
Pilots are now expected to meet international standards in all aspects of their flight operations, often forcing 
mission programs to acquire commercial Air Operators Certificates (AOC) required by all airlines. 

These are just some of the changing dynamics that began signaling the need for a mission aviator with a 
different mind-set, experience, and set of expectations than in the past. 

Yesterday and Today
So what do these new dynamics demand of the mission aviator today compared to those of us who flew 

several decades ago? Here are some of the contrasts I see that are critical in order for modern mission pilots 
to do stuff right.

1950–2000 Right Stuff Pilots 2000–2020 Doing Stuff Right Pilots

Mindset Jungle pilot spirit—using airplanes to 
speed the gospel to the ends of the earth

Missional spirit—offering technology to help en-
hance cross-cultural ministry

Training Highly trained for unusual, abnormal 
operations 

Highly trained primarily for standard, normal opera-
tions

Strength Working solo or independently Working as an outstanding team player

Focus How to respond to requests from West-
ern missionaries with effective aviation 
service

How to proactively position flight service in order to 
advance ministry of the local church

Emphasis Priority of technical expertise; ability to 
adapt culturally not as critical

Priority of cross-cultural intelligence leading to 
adapting and communicating effectively; without it, 
technical ability is of little value

Calling To be a competent, safe pilot—other 
ministry is left to those carried in the 
plane

To be a competent, safe pilot who is personally en-
gaged in the Missio Dei and helping others become 
disciples of Christ 

New Demands for a New Day
There are other characteristics needed by tomorrow’s mission pilots that have no equivalence in mission 

aviation of the past.
1. Handling new technology. Mission aviation is benefiting from the amazing revolution in technology 

that has resulted in doing things faster, better, and cheaper. But this comes at the price of needing to master 
technology well enough to achieve competency. 

Already, such items as diesel aircraft engines, satellite aircraft-tracking systems, and GPS flight directors 
with artificial imaging are making their way into the cockpit of mission aircraft. But just around the corner, 
the future could easily bring other innovations to mission pilots such as auto-landing capability, electric 
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engines that allow for vertical takeoffs, and even the use of unmanned drones. All of these will require 
greater expertise of future mission aviators to not only make the technology function properly, but also to 
apply it in ways that are in keeping with effective cross-cultural ministry. 

2. Business as mission. Without question, much of the future of mission aviation will shift from the 
private charter-flight ministry it has been to that of a community commercial air service. Although the 
primary motivation for this change will be economic, demanding a mindset that can maximize profits in 
challenging developing-market settings, it also opens opportunities for the mission aviator to fully explore 
the ministry possibilities of BAM—Business As Mission. 

In this context, the operation will need to be positioned as a platform for witness both in the way its staff 
interacts with other people and in the model of business integrity it provides to the surrounding community. 

3. Competitive local aviation. Most settings where mission aviation has flourished during the past 
seventy years have been ones in which mission aviation was pretty much the only game in town. But this is 
no longer the case. The rise of new aviation business ventures fueled by wealthy entrepreneurs can now be 
found in virtually all areas categorized as mission frontiers. 

The competitive challenge they bring to mission aviation is not just in less expensive operational costs by 
employing local staff, but in utilizing questionable standards of safety or succumbing to payoffs to corrupt 
government officials in order to maintain flight approvals. The future mission aviator will be grappling with 
all this as a matter of course while trying to craft a successful flight service of his or her own.

4. Hostility toward westerners. Although many former missionary airmen faced significant hostility 
to their ministry, nothing parallels the increasing anti-American or anti-Western spirit that is on the rise 
in many places around the globe today. Even more difficult is that those places of greatest hostility toward 
westerners are precisely the places that are most unreached with the gospel. Choosing to serve in such 
environments will continue to stretch the capacity of the pilot’s family survival as it already has in such 
places as the Middle East or Central Africa.
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Celebrating Consistency
Despite all that is required today of the modern mission pilot, there are some things that simply must not 

change. Just like today’s astronauts must continue to embody many of the same kinds of passion, endurance, 
and commitment to excellence that marked the original Mercury astronauts, so too must mission pilots 
today model qualities for which their predecessors were known. These include:

1. High commitment to Christ. This is what drove the pioneers of mission aviation since the 1950s and 
must still be the fundamental baseline for all mission service today

2. Readiness for self-sacrifice. No matter how many ATM machines or supermarkets might be found 
in a mission-field setting, without a readiness to sacrifice a certain measure of comfort and safety, mission 
aviation in the developing world will never succeed.

3. Love for merging technology and ministry into creative service. 
The cutting edge of technology will never again be HF radios, telex 
machines, or PACTOR communications; instead, future mission pilots 
will need to maintain an ability to find appropriate applications for new 
technology to ministry outreach in both the aviation field, as well as in 
related fields of communications and data processing.

4. Ability to manage a family that can thrive in cross-cultural 
settings. In my day, most mission pilots left the field primarily because 
of family issues that prevented them from adapting long term to the 
new culture they were in. Likely, the same challenges of cross-cultural 
adaptation will exist in the future, demanding a high priority be put on 
cultural preparation for field operations.

5. Responsibility for spiritual growth. Although a pilot and his or 
her family are totally surrounded by the ministry endeavor, keeping from 
becoming spiritually dry is a constant challenge, especially without a local 
church that is attuned to offer help or counseling for the expat family. 
Maintaining a vibrant relationship with Christ will always demand a 
greater degree of personal discipline.

6. Passion for the Great Commission. Nothing should fuel more 
ardently the reason for a mission pilot to be engaged in his or her line 
of ministry than Jesus’ command to Go, and make disciples of all 
nations. Pushing well beyond the task of claiming souls for heaven, the 
Great Commission should be the motivation for readiness to make every 
relationship on the mission field an opportunity for Christian mentoring 
and disciple-making.

7. Modeling the Great Commandment. The most well-remembered 
mission pilots of past years were without question those who exemplified the life of Christ in daily, loving 
actions while loading and flying their planes. No changes in technology or culture will ever make this quality 
of loving our neighbor as ourselves obsolete.

The Bottom Line
The successful mission aviator of tomorrow must be equipped in ways that are different than his or her 

predecessors of my generation. But that difference is not simply having more of the right stuff than we did. It 
will mean an intentional, committed effort to:

• Doing preparation right—not compromising on the time, energy, and outcome of cross-cultural 
orientation, language training, and spiritual/missional formation needed to thrive on the mission field of 
tomorrow

•  Doing technology right—not being as enamored with the technology itself as being dedicated to finding 
the best ways possible for it to become a platform that will advance the cause of Christ in the local context
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•  Doing missions right—demonstrating a missiologist’s mindset in how to be a servant partner and steward 
leader of valuable aviation resources that ultimately fit into the big picture of what God is doing through his 
Church

•  Doing relationships right—being a positive contributor to the ministry team, a disciple-making encourager 
for national and expat friends, and salt and light in the model of Jesus for all those who have yet to claim him  
as Lord

I am confident that the men and women who embody these sorts of priorities will not only be successful as 
future mission aviators, but will significantly help in the next era of advancing God’s kingdom on the mission 
frontiers of the world.

Jon Lewis has served for twenty-six years as pilot and manager with Mission Aviation Fellowship and for eight years as CEO of 
Partners International. He is senior associate for Partnership Advancement at One Challenge International. Jon and his wife reside 
today in Spokane, Washington.

?
1. How might the right stuff pilot attitude described in the article still be reflected in a rugged, 

independent individualism of other Western mission workers serving around the world? 
How could this be both a positive and a negative to ministry success?

2. How do you think the changing global dynamics are also going to change the way church 
and missions organizations need or use the services of mission aviation? (e.g., UAV’s drones, 
community charter services, etc.)

3. How can church communities today help young future mission pilots adopt a more realistic 
do stuff right approach to missions work than to still be attracted to the romanticized 
‘jungle pilot’ attitude of the past?

Questions for Reflection
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Missionaries, Middle Age, 
and the Generative Life

David R. Dunaetz

 By the time missionaries reach 
middle age, quite a few things 
can go wrong. Their kids may be 
struggling in the host culture. Their 

ministry might be advancing far more slowly 
than they thought possible. Because of limited 
opportunities for career advancement, they 
may be jealous or in competition with other 
missionaries. Their marriages may have become 
boring and their health may have begun to 
decline. Their idealistic visions of their youth 
may have been replaced with the harsh realities 
of life. Advances in technology and changes in 
trends may have left them feeling hopelessly 
behind.

In such situations, the probability of ministry 
and personal stagnation is high. 

Some missionaries’ life goals may be reduced 
to maintaining the status quo while retaining 
some dignity. However, other missionaries are 
extremely fruitful in middle age. Their focus is 
not on maintaining their own status or well-
being, but on serving God and others in ways 
that will strongly impact future generations for 
good. 

In the 1950s, psychologist Erik Erikson 
proposed that the most important struggle faced 
by middle-aged adults is resisting the tendency 
toward stagnation and managing to live in a way 
that will positively influence future generations, 
a personal characteristic which he called 
generativity (Erikson and Erikson 1998). 

Although it’s impossible to prove that this is the most important struggle that middle-aged adults face, 
ample scientific evidence indicates that adults who are high in generativity (those who are very concerned 
about providing for the next generation) are happier, healthier, and more stable psychologically.

A recent study by researchers at Northwestern University (McAdams and Guo 2015) based on the life 
narratives of average North Americans has found several reliable predictors of generativity in the lives of 
middle-aged adults. Generativity can be defined as “concern for and commitment to promoting the growth 
and well-being of future generations” (2015, 475). It is measured by asking people how well they are described 
by statements like “I try to pass along knowledge I have gained through my experiences” and “I feel as though 
my contributions will exist after I die.” 

Clearly, for missionaries and all who care about fulfilling the Great Commission, generativity should be a 
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high priority. Let’s look at elements in a life narrative which are good indicators that a person will be highly 
generative (see sidebar below for more info about life narratives and how to shape them).

Awareness of Early Blessings and Calling
The first characteristic of middle-aged adults who see themselves as generative is an early or long-term 

awareness of their strengths, gifts, or calling. People who are influencing future generations tend to describe 
themselves as having received special blessings or skills from birth or childhood. These blessings might 
include a stable family, an excellent upbringing, an outstanding education, or opportunities at an early age 
to learn things that most people do not. 

For Christians, these blessings might include putting one’s faith in Christ at an early age, which enabled 
them to avoid the sins which are so common in youth. Another possibility would be a radical conversion to 
Christ during the teenage years, which enabled him or her to personally experience the transforming power 
of God. 

For missionaries, this awareness of early blessings encourages them to persevere in their current situation 
so that others can experience the same blessings. In addition, people who describe themselves as having a 
special calling or having been especially equipped for certain tasks are more generative than people without 
this awareness. 

Updating Your Life Narrative

Most Evangelical missionaries have developed a personal testimony describing their 
conversion or salvation story. However, many have not updated it to include the many 
changes that have occurred since their youth. 

If God has continued to work in our lives, it would be good to make sure that stories of 
what he has done get incorporated into our life narrative—the story that we tell to ourselves 
(and occasionally to others) that describes and defines who we are. We typically use our life 
narrative to make sense out of new and difficult situations in which we find ourselves. So the 
more completely we can incorporate stories of God’s grace and transforming power into our 
lives, the more likely we will be to integrate what we have seen him do in the past into what we 
are experiencing in the present.

Research has found that middle-aged adults who were the most generative (those who were 
the most concerned about and committed to promoting the well-being of younger generations) 
were those who

…tend to understand their own lives as heroic tales of mission and transformation, wherein a gifted 
and morally steadfast protagonist journeys forth into a dangerous world, turning bad into good and 
giving back to society for early blessings received. (McAdams and Guo 2015, 476)

Specifically, the narratives of generative middle agers included more stories of early 
advantages in life, sensitivity to others’ needs, clear morals and values, multiple stories of bad 
situations being transformed into good, and goals for helping others than did the narratives of 
stagnating adults. These elements are exactly what characterize the lives of most missionaries. 

If we can successfully integrate them into the stories that we use to interpret the world as we 
move through middle age, we are more likely to avoid the stagnation, or even despair, that so 
often accompanies this period of life.
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For missionaries, this might include their ordination, commissioning, or any special calling they have 
received from the Lord. If we are certain (or at least reasonably certain) that God has called us to a task or 
ministry, this encourages us to stay focused on the task and measure our success by our faithfulness to this 
calling, even when there are few other signs of success. 

If a missionary is certain that he or she is called to serve the Lord through world evangelization, such a 
call will help him or her refocus when surrounded by unexpected difficulties such as failure, rejection, false 
accusations, abusive co-workers, family difficulties, or any other seemingly unsurmountable setbacks.

Awareness of Others’ Problems and Pain
Another predictor of generativity in middle age that research (McAdams and Guo 2015) has found is a 

life narrative that emphasizes awareness and empathy for others’ needs. These may be physical and related 
to poverty, such as insufficient food, water, shelter, or healthcare. Similarly, these needs may be psychological 
conditions, including depression, chronic anxiety, mental retardation, schizophrenia, and disorders relating 
to trauma, to name a few. 

This research also shows that middle-aged adults who are living a 
fulfilling life that will benefit future generations may also be acutely 
aware of others’ social needs, which, if unmet, may manifest themselves 
in crime, chemical dependency, domestic abuse, gambling, or other 
impulsive behaviors. 

As missionaries, we may be especially aware of others’ spiritual 
needs, especially their need to be reconciled to God through Christ (2 
Cor. 5:18-20).

Awareness of the needs of others enables us to focus our energy. If 
we are primarily concerned about our own needs, then we are likely to 
have little time and energy left over for the needs of others. 

By focusing on the needs of others, even during difficult times, we 
can make progress little by little, year after year. Seeing the needs of 
others met through our ministry provides a measure of how successful 
we are, encouraging us to continue, as well as providing a gauge by 
which we can fine tune exactly what we’re doing to meet these needs. 
Yet even when we don’t see success, we can continue to see the need, 
which can motivate us to persist in ministry.

Historically, Evangelical missionaries have primarily focused 
on responding to long-term spiritual needs, fulfilling the Great 
Commission through evangelism and church planting in order to 
make disciples of Jesus Christ. Mark 8:36 says, “What good is it for 
someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?”

However, Evangelical missionaries have also been involved in education, healthcare, famine relief, 
sustainable development, ministry to street children, refugee work, fighting human trafficking, and other 
ministries focusing on relief and development. 

By focusing on meeting these temporal needs, missionaries may be able to establish rapport, which may 
open doors for the presentation of the gospel, especially if working among resistant peoples. On the other 
hand, a focus on temporal needs to the detriment of eternal needs may be costly in the long run.

Strong Values and Beliefs
A third characteristic found in middle-aged people who are actively impacting younger generations is the 

possession of strong values and beliefs, whether religious, ethical, or political. For missionaries, these beliefs 
will especially be religious, and hopefully, ethical; missionaries’ political beliefs are often muted in order 
to not distract from the message of the gospel or to reduce the risk of being expelled from the host country.

BY FOCUSING ON 
THE NEEDS  
OF OTHERS,
even during
DIFFICULT

TIMES, 
we can make 
progress little 
by little, year 

after year.  



32     EMQ April 2017

In Western cultures, it is currently not in style to have strong values or beliefs. The threat of receiving 
discouraging and often anonymous criticism for believing anything that would limit unhindered pleasure-
seeking has become quite real in the age of social media. It is common to avoid any controversial subject in 
order to avoid offending someone and being labeled as intolerant or worse. 

Emotional reasoning has become the norm by which many people evaluate truth claims: “If I feel it is true, it 
must be true.” Thus, in order to avoid hurting the feelings of others and being exposed to their wrath, we are 
tempted to avoid expressing any controversial opinions, especially concerning sexuality or other ethically-
loaded topics. 

Nevertheless, middle-aged adults who hold to their values and beliefs, and who act upon them, have 
a greater impact on the younger generations. They are more likely to avoid the stagnation which so often 
accompanies this period of life because they believe that these values can 
make a difference in the lives of others.

The values and beliefs that lead to generativity tend to be clear, consistent, 
and persistent. Values need to be clear in order to determine what our 
priorities are. What will determine how I use my time today? Missionaries are 
often surrounded by many people who have urgent needs, but are these the 
important needs that God has called us to meet? Are we listening to God’s Spirit, 
or are we succumbing to the tyranny of the urgent? It might feel good to spend 
a morning picking up a friend’s brother from the airport or to help another 
missionary with a do-it-yourself project, but is this what God wants me to do? 
Is this what will have the greatest impact on future generations? By questioning 
our own behavior in light of our professed values, we will be able to better 
determine what our priorities should be.

Similarly, values and beliefs need to be consistent. Perhaps I value the 
idea of the young church I’ve helped to plant becoming independent of 
missionary help, but I also really like being appreciated by the young 
church and the comfort of the relationships I’ve formed. Such values can 
be in opposition to each other, distracting us from the task the Lord has 
given to us.

Values and beliefs need to be persistent. Few major missionary goals are 
accomplished in just a few months or even in just a few years. We need to stay 
focused on long-term results, whether it’s evangelism, planting churches, 
training leaders, or creating other organizations. If our priorities waver, or 
we follow after the whims of the moment or whatever ministry is stylish 
this year, our long-term results will be shallow or non-existent, having little 
impact on future generations.

In the field of social psychology, which studies the relationship between 
values and behaviors, the lack of consistency between values and behavior 
for most humans is a well-established fact. People say that they value something (helping orphans, defending 
human rights, evangelism, etc.), but there is little or nothing in their lives that demonstrates these values. 

The one exception is when a person has intentions or plans to do something consistent with his or her 
values. If missionaries say they value evangelism (or some other ministry), but do not have plans to act upon 
this value, it is unlikely that the value will influence their behavior much. However, if they have the intention 
of specifically doing some sort of evangelism and they make plans to evangelize, they will be much more 
likely to act upon their values. 

Redemptive Sequences
The fourth element in one’s life narrative that has been demonstrated to predict a generative life is the 

presence of redemptive sequences—stories of how one has gone through what seemed to be a negative situation 

MIDDLE-AGED
ADULTS WHO 

HOLD TO 
THEIR 

VALUES
and beliefs, 
and who act 
upon them, 

have a 
GREATER
IMPACT 

on the 
younger

generations. 



33     EMQ April 2017

but it is now viewed as a positive situation because of the good that came from it. 
The first such experience that many Christians have is their conversion; in the midst of our sin and 

rebellion, God’s grace enters our life and transforms us. Most of us have also continued to receive Christ’s 
redemptive grace in new forms. Whether the bad situation is a result of our own sin, the sin of others, or 
apparently random, God continues to transform the bad into good.   

From a biblical perspective, this is one of the fundamental ways that God works in our lives. James 
1:2ff says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds…” As missionaries, 
we encounter these negative situations regularly. If we can see how God transforms these situations into 
something good, and incorporate these stories into the way we regularly think about our life, our motivation 
will grow to help others so that they will have these same experiences when they face trials. 

Pursuing Goals to Benefit Others
The final predictor of generativity in middle age is a life narrative that includes the pursuit of goals that 

benefit others, goals that benefit people outside of one’s own family. McAdams and Guo (2015) found this 
to be not just a predictor of generativity, but also of both creativity and psychological well-being. 

Middle-aged missionaries who pursue goals that help others tend to be very concerned about these 
people, create new ways of achieving these goals, and avoid depression and anxiety because their focus is 
on others. Goals that are clear, consistent, and under the missionary’s control are especially likely to have 
these positive effects. 

The best way to see if a goal is clear is to ask if it is measurable: Can 
I tell when I have accomplished the goal and can move on to the next goal? 
For example, presenting the gospel to a person is a clearer goal than 
being a good witness to them. Starting a new church in a town with no 
Evangelical witness is a clearer goal than evangelizing the town. 

Nevertheless, in missions there are so many uncertainties that often we 
do not know exactly how our ministries will pan out. We might plan one 
thing, but God has other plans. 

In spite of this uncertainty, we can try to be as clear as possible concerning 
our goals in order to better focus our efforts. However, this shouldn’t 
hinder us from changing our goals if we have evidence that the Lord is 
leading us to do so. If our original plan is to start a church in Town A, but 
as the ministry progresses, we gather enough evidence to believe that God 
is leading us to start the church in Town B, we should change our goal.

To understand if our goals are consistent, we should ask if they work to 
contribute to a unified whole. Consistent goals contribute to an overarching 
higher goal. Meeting new people, inviting them over for tea, sharing the 
gospel with some of them, and starting a Bible study for those interested 
are all goals consistent with an overarching goal of starting a church.

Having goals that are under our control implies that their accomplishment 
depends primarily upon our choice of behaviors. A goal of ten baptisms 
per year is something of which missionaries have little control. Whether people decide to get baptized or not 
depends at least as much upon them as it does upon us. Such a goal also implies that God is working in other 
people’s lives, something that we have little influence over. 

A better goal would be to preach a series of sermons on baptism or to offer a discipleship training program 
to each person who makes a profession of faith during the year. Such goals are within our control; we do not 
need to assume that God or the people whom we serve will act in certain ways. 

Conclusions and Applications
Middle-aged missionaries have likely gone through some very difficult situations. It is not rare to find that 
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their youthful visions of changing the world have gradually morphed into a desire to maintain the status quo 
and eventually retire with dignity. 

However, some missionaries maintain a vision of the transforming power of Christ and actively invest 
themselves in serving future generations; rather than experiencing a life of stagnation, they experience 
generativity. 

The research we have examined indicates that people who have a life narrative emphasizing an awareness 
of one’s calling, an awareness of others’ suffering and needs, strong values and beliefs, and the pursuit of 
goals to benefit others are more likely to have a generative life than those who don’t.

These life narrative elements fit perfectly into the Christian worldview, especially in the context of ministry 
and missions. Middle-aged missionaries can reemphasize these elements as they evaluate their lives, updating 
their life narratives to fit their present context. Rather than allowing time and age to beat us down, we can 
refocus on what is important and use the remaining years of our ministry to serve future generations so that 
they might fully know Jesus Christ and live for his glory. 
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?
1. What is your life narrative? Be sure to include more than your salvation story and calling. 

Incorporate into this narrative what God has been doing in your life in recent years.

2. How does your life narrative help make sense out of the most difficult situation in which 
you presently find yourself?

3. In what ways can you personally promote the well-being of people younger than you in 
light of your life narrative and present situation?

Questions for Reflection



35     EMQ April 2017

Teams in Mission: 
Are They Worth It?

David Sedlacek

 Do teams work? What does it take to develop and maintain a healthy team? Is it 
worth the effort? Does a healthy team really produce better results than a dysfunctional team?

Teamwork has been a popular concept in missions theory and practice for decades, but there 
is a persistent sense among missionaries that teams may be more work than they are worth. 

Working alongside others, especially those of different cultures, is no easy task. It takes time, effort, and 
energy to work in a team, and it doesn’t always produce the fruit we look for.

We’ve all heard this comment: our younger generation values teamwork, but the older generation doesn’t 
get it. Twenty-five years ago, as a member of the new generation of missionaries, I nodded my head in 
agreement. I thought, Yes, we value teamwork and the older generation doesn’t get it. Today, I am a member of 
the older generation. When I hear the familiar refrain, I’m tempted to respond, “Yes, the younger generation 
values teamwork, and we don’t get it.”

Why is that? Is it because veteran missionaries have learned from experience that the ideal of teamwork 
is unrealistic? Personally, I have experienced enough frustration and disappointment in working with 
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others that I have justifiable cause to question an idealistic view of teamwork in missions. And yet I always 
come back to the principle I have believed since I started my missionary journey: We can do it better than I 
can. I believe we have more to gain by working together than we have to lose. 

In this article, I share my own missionary journey of working with others in teams. It is a journey 
characterized by both joy and frustration. This prompted a search for a deeper understanding of how 
teams work and how mission organizations can support them. Finally, I offer a few key principles for 
creating and supporting healthy and effective teams in mission.

Disappointments with the Team 
I first tasted the wonder of teams during my initial cross-cultural ministry experience. I spent the summer 

of 1988 in Eastern Europe with a team of fellow university students. The exhilarating experience of serving 
refugees alongside a diverse group of brothers and sisters in Christ forged in me a deep appreciation for 
teamwork. I wanted to become a church planter, but I knew I didn’t have all the gifts for the job. 

When I heard that it was possible to plant a church as a member of a team, I was thrilled. I even joined 
a mission named TEAM. When my wife and I arrived as long-term missionaries in Japan in 1995, we had 
no intention of going it alone. In fact, we already knew who our teammates were going to be.

Then, a few months before we began our service in Japan, our prospective teammates resigned from our 
mission and left Japan. After we arrived in Japan, we learned that working in teams wasn’t a universal ideal 
among church-planting missionaries. In fact, there were some strident voices against it.

One argument against church-planting teams in Japan was pragmatic. A typical church in Japan is 
twenty-five to thirty people—the size of some church-planting teams in the United States. New church 
plants were usually launched with a small handful of five or fewer people. The Sunday worship service 
often consisted of the missionary family and one or two Japanese believers or seekers. If we put together 
a missionary team of four to seven foreigners, then it would be a distinctly un-Japanese church and any 
guest would feel out of place from the moment he or she walked in the door.

It could be that a commitment to a certain methodology of church planting—namely, to start the church 
by launching a worship service—was the culprit that precluded many missionaries from trying to work 
in teams. But methodology aside, a more compelling argument against church-planting teams was the 
experience of teams that failed through interpersonal conflict and disunity. 

From our first encounter with other missionaries in Japan, we heard poignant stories of teams that had 
tried and failed. Several team efforts bore little fruit but pain, division, and frustration. We heard that it 
was best not to put too much hope in teams.

It’s often said that most missionaries who leave the field do so because of difficulty getting along with 
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other missionaries. Although I have never found research that fully confirms this conclusion, most of us 
who have served in missionary contexts personally know the pain of conflict with other missionaries. It is 
not fun, it has derailed many teams, and it is a potent argument against teamwork in missions.

Restoring the Team
Nevertheless, I believe teams are worth the effort. We have certainly had many opportunities to learn 

from the successes and failures of the past. The topic has been visited often in the pages of EMQ since 1971, 
when Waldron Scott wrote about the advantages and disadvantages of teams (Scott 1971). Although most 
have focused on the positives of teamwork, a few have observed the dark side of teams (Zehner 2005; Ellis 
2005). In 2015, Richard Lewis presented an informative case study of a missionary team that is producing 
fruit (Lewis 2015, 414-422). Many of us would love to work in such a team.

My wife and I successfully developed a healthy and effective multicultural team in Okayama. Our team 
started a church in a place where none had ever existed. Eight years after we finished our ministry there, 
some of our Japanese teammates continue to lead the church. This fellowship on the northeast side of the 
city continues to bring Jesus to the community and make disciples in one of the most spiritually-resistant 
cultures of the world. And other 
teammates are involved in 
cross-cultural ministry around 
the world. 

While I worked in Okayama, 
I began looking for principles 
and practices that would help 
church-planting teams to thrive 
in cross-cultural ministry. In 
my research, I asked questions 
like the ones at the beginning of 
this article: Do teams work? Are 
they worth the effort? What does 
it take to develop and maintain a 
healthy team? 

I found examples of teams 
that bore fruit and examined 
them to learn what we can 
apply from successful models to inform new church-planting teams. I found examples of teams that did 
not work so well, and learned some things about what to avoid. 

I became familiar with the research on teams in the business sector, in non-profit organizations, and 
in the North American Church. I learned that there are very few resources on multicultural teams or on 
teams engaged in cross-cultural ministry. One excellent book is Leading Multicultural Teams (Hibbert and 
Hibbert 2014).

The conclusion of my research is this: teams can work, when done well. When they work, they are worth 
the effort. The corollary is this: teams produce great pain and frustration when not done well. So it is worth 
the effort to do it well. 

So how can we do teams well? Leaders and mission organization need to attend to three critical factors 
in the support of our teams:

1. Be a real team.
2. Be a healthy team.
3. Answer six key questions.
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Be a Real Team
In global missions practice, team is a nebulous and often misused term. Lewis asks an important 

question: “While the idea is admirable, what is the difference between a team and a group?” (2015, 415). In 
interviews with regional directors, country leaders, and teams around the world, I sought to identify a 
common definition for team. There were almost as many definitions as there were interviews, but the most 
common way to define team was this: any group of missionaries who happen to live in the same location 
is a team.

However, there is a critical difference between a group of missionaries who happen to live and do 
ministry in the same place and a team of missionaries who work together. The difference is a common 
goal. It’s the failure to grasp the significance of this difference that leads to the failure of most teams. 

We need to abandon the convenient notion that a team is any group of workers who happen to live near 
each other. What is a team? A team is a group of people with a common goal that compels its members 
to work together. Notice the two elements that are missing from so many teams—the common goal and 
working together. 

It’s possible to have a common goal that doesn’t compel people to work together. For example, a goal 
such as “to reach our city for Christ” may be too broad to stimulate teamwork. “To reach the city,” I might 
hand out Bibles. You might teach English. And our colleague might lead a prayer ministry. All are valuable 
activities, and contribute towards reaching the city. But we are not working together. We are not a team.

What is a team? 
team, noun:

a group of people
with a common goal

that compels its members
to work together 

A real team has a goal that compels its members to work through their differences and misunderstandings. 
It compels the team to capitalize on their differences and create solutions that no one could design alone. 
That’s the kind of goal that transforms a group of like-minded people into a team.

Missionary groups who are mistakenly called teams suffer in two ways: (1) they fail to catch the synergy 
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that is inherent in real teamwork and (2) they waste a lot of energy in trying to act like a team. Missionaries 
and mission organizations ignore this to their peril. 

So if you want to be an effective team, first make sure you really are a team. Then you can move onto the 
next step: being a healthy team.

Be a Healthy Team
Healthy teams have certain common characteristics. A healthy team is characterized by growing trust, 

open and robust communication, mutual commitment, and a compelling purpose.
In a healthy team, members trust one another. That is, they have confidence in the good intentions of 

their teammates and actively seek ways to build trust. Trust is especially important to teams that operate in 
a context of high ambiguity and when external supports are weak or unavailable—such as the situation of 
many church-planting teams. Trust grows the strongest when every member of a team takes responsibility 
to help it grow, and to repair bridges of trust when they are broken down. 

The paradox in building trust is that we can develop trust in others only when we expose ourselves to 
the very real risk of being hurt by them. Building trust requires acts of reliance upon others and acts of 
self-disclosure. The repair of trust requires the seeking and the bestowing of forgiveness as the first step in 
restoring trust. The act of forgiveness is itself a venture in risk-taking. 

A team characterized by strong trust is well on the way towards a second characteristic of healthy 
teams: open and robust communication. Team members listen and speak in order to understand one 
another. Communication stays open between all members of the team and is not dominated by one or 
two people. The team is able to debate, challenge, and engage in healthy conflict in order to arrive at best 
solutions and maintain an open, participatory environment. Relational conflict is dealt with biblically in a 
culture of truth-telling and grace-giving. Sin 
is confessed and forgiven.

Because communication happens when 
messages are both sent and received, there 
are two essential skills for healthy team 
communication: listening and speaking. I put 
listening first because it’s the skill many of 
us take for granted when we talk about 
communication. But both listening 
and speaking are essential. 

Healthy communication builds 
trust. Unhealthy communication 
damages trust, and distrust un-
dermines healthy communica-
tion. In other words, trust and  
communication form a self-re-
inforcing spiral. This is both bad 
news and good news. The bad 
news is that if you are weak in 
one of these areas, you are prob-
ably weak in both. But the good 
news is that we can build from one 
to strengthen the other. These, in 
turn, build into a third characteristic of 
healthy teams—commitment.  

Commitment is a key source of a 
team’s synergy, the potential for the team to 

Purpose
Goals

Commitment
Mutual accountability

Trust
Mutual Vulnerability

Communication
Healthy Conflict

One in Christ

Profile of a Healthy Team
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accomplish more than each individual could do alone. But like trust and communication, commitment is 
not something we can put on autopilot and assume will remain throughout the life of a team. When I join 
a team, I make a commitment to the team. But I manifest and deepen my commitment through my active 
participation over the life of the team. 

We enact our commitment to the team in at least three ways. 
1. Through the roles we perform on the team. I agree to contribute in certain ways, and then I do 

the work I say I will do. 
2. Through the way we communicate. We listen to our teammates and share our ideas and opinions 

openly and honestly. 
3. Through holding ourselves accountable to our teammates. We expect them to tell us when we are 

not following through on our responsibilities, and we admit our mistakes when we recognize them. 
Finally, healthy teams have a compelling purpose. When teams define their purpose clearly, they tend 

to work together more effectively. When teams don’t understand their purpose, they struggle to work 
effectively together. Defining and understanding a team’s purpose starts with articulating the overall 
mission of the team, and continues with developing operational goals which helps the team see specifically 
what they need to do together to accomplish the mission.

As mentioned above, a common failure of so-called teams is to draw the purpose so broadly that 
there is no built-in motivation to work together. When a goal compels team members to work together, 
the team experiences positive interdependence that encourages cooperation rather than competition or 
individualism. Positive interdependence occurs when individuals in a group perceive that they can reach 
their goals if and only if the others in the group also reach their goals. 

Each member may have personal goals that are somewhat distinct from the goals of others on the team, 
but an overall purpose that integrates these goals will unleash the potential for teams to accomplish more 
than the individuals working alone toward their own goals.  

Six Questions for Healthy Teams

Mission Why are we a team?

Goals What will we do?

Roles What do my teammates and I do?

Communication How do we relate to each other? 

Decision-making How do we make decisions? 

Conflict How do we handle conflict?

Answer Six Key Questions
Healthy, effective teams know the answers to six basic questions. Because each team is made up of 

different people and works in a specific environment, every team will have different answers to these 
questions. But the members of the same team should get on the same page when it comes to these critical 
questions:

1. Mission: Why are we a team?  Each member of a team should be able to articulate the purpose for 
which it exists. What is it that compels us to work together as a team? What has God called us to do? 

2. Goals: What will we do? The team should have specific goals which it expects to accomplish within 
a specific time frame. Everyone should know what the goals are, when they are to be completed, and how 
they contribute toward achieving the team’s mission.  

3. Roles: What do I do? What do my teammates do? Everyone should know how they are expected to 
contribute to the team. This includes what a member does to accomplish team goals (e.g., preaching, 
discipleship, hospitality, etc.), and how a member supports the team (e.g., roles such as encourager, 
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organizer, innovator, etc.).
4. Communication: How do we relate to each other? Communication encompasses all the ways that 

teammates interact with one another. How do you use the phone, email, or texting to communicate with 
each other? How often do you meet and what kinds of things do you talk about or do together? Are there 
any biblical principles which your team will make a specific commitment to follow?  

5. Decision-making: How do we make decisions? Does the leader have ultimate decision-making authority, 
does the majority decide, or do you expect consensus? The way you make decisions may vary based on the 
situation, but each team should develop a clear sense of which approach fits which situation.

6. Conflict: How do we handle conflict? Healthy conflict is essential for effective problem solving, 
planning, and creativity. A team needs to agree on how they will engage in healthy conflict, how they will 
prevent unhealthy conflict, and how they will resolve unhealthy conflict when it does occur. 

Conclusion
Are teams worth it? Yes! If we embrace the reality that teams are a good way to do missions, we should 

do our best to do teams well. This is especially true in a world where our teams consist of multiple cultures 
and a rapidly-changing environment. Our organizations and leaders play a key role in helping our teams 
succeed. You can start by forming a real team, practicing healthy team dynamics, and answering the right 
questions.
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? Questions for Reflection

1. Has your experience working in teams ever led you to believe, “This isn’t worth it!”  
Where did your team struggle—purpose, commitment, communication, trust? 

2. What’s something that you could do this week that could improve trust in your team? A 
word of encouragement, or admonition? An act of self-disclosure? Do you need to follow 
through on something you told your teammates you would do last month? Identify one 
way to build trust in your team. And do it.

3. Which of the “Six Questions for Healthy Teams” does your team need to talk over? How 
might a one-hour discussion on that topic help you perform better this year?
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Effective Partnering: 
The Church and Cross-cultural Worker  

On-Task Together
Carole Sparks

Everyone agrees that we must work together to accomplish the task of Matthew 28:19-
20 so that we may move closer to the end goal found in Matthew 24:14. Furthermore, 
we all know God did not give this task solely to missionaries or pastors. 

In this post-modern world, many in the Church are ready and willing to go “to the ends of the 
earth”—at least for short periods of time. However, as I’ve mingled with both cross-cultural workers and church 
leadership, one recurring emotion surfaces: frustration. Some cross-cultural workers dread the next team’s ar-
rival and some church leaders long for a vibrant, influential role in reaching the nations, but feel stymied by 
overseas personnel. 

It does not have to be this way. A healthy partnership finds the cross-cultural worker actively anticipating 
and preparing for the short-term team. He or she prays that God will multiply his or her expectations, and 
trusts God to work—both among the people group and in the volunteers. 

In the same partnership, the church body knows they play a strategic role in fulfilling God’s will for that 
community and area. They care little about costs and time because they are invested in the local people and 
God’s work among them. They trust the cross-cultural worker to create opportunities for sharing, and they 
are prepared to follow the Holy Spirit as far as he leads them.

A good church-field partnership is like a marriage. It takes work. It demands seemingly excessive amounts 
of communication, which leads to trust. And while it may not always be comfortable, there is a sense of ‘rightness’ 
on both sides. Below I examine a healthy church and cross-cultural worker partnership and offer a step-by-step 
guide to establish and maintain a partnership that glorifies God and fulfills his vision for the world.

Photos courtesy Carole Sparks
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Case Study
In 2001, the lead pastor of River Vista1, a large church in the West, traveled to an Arab-influenced area in 

Africa. He had one day to spend with the only cross-cultural worker in the area. That new worker had no 
special plan for the pastor. He simply invited the pastor to accompany him on his almost-daily prayer walk 
through the streets of the ancient city. 

They visited shops, talked with locals, and listened to the Holy Spirit. The pastor was skeptical of the cross-
cultural worker’s approach, but by the end of one day, the pastor saw the worker’s heart for the people and, 
through him, God’s design for the work there.

Within a few months, the pastor invited the worker to speak at his church, which led to a vision trip with 
other church leaders. (On a vision trip two to four influential and spiritually-mature people travel to the field 
and spend time with the worker. Both they and the worker focus on prayer as the Holy Spirit reveals his heart 
for the people group and the church.) 

Every time he interacted with church members, the cross-cultural worker shared God’s vision for the 
people group and the purpose statement which arose from that vision. He intentionally exposed the raw 
lostness of the city and watched for those whose hearts connected to the Father. 

He would ask, “What are you seeing that is of him?” This was never spiritual tourism, never something 
to check off a list of religious accomplishments. After the vision trip in early 2002, River Vista officially 
partnered with the cross-cultural worker and his team. That relationship continues to this day.

The cross-cultural worker has characterized the relationship as one of continual communication (usually 
weekly) in which hearts became 
connected to God’s vision. When 
that happened, they “took a seat at 
the table,” and were equally invested 
in the vision alongside the cross-
cultural worker. They offered feedback 
and suggestions on every major 
strategy decision. While the worker 
focused on the vision on his side of 
the world, the partners at River Vista 
drove the vision on their side, making 
connections with other churches as 
well as denominational and para-
church leadership. These secondary 
relationships strengthened the vision 
and led to other partnerships.

Other ministers often asked the 
mission pastor at River Vista, “How do you know where to connect?” He replied, 

I connect with people of passion. Only with people of passion. The characteristic of a person of passion is that 
he has seen what God is going to do and he simply lives it out. They become Jesus people in the middle of it, where 
they become genuinely real. It looks like there’s not any effort to it. They just live life within the lostness. 

As I reflected on both this case study and my own experience, a series of steps has emerged through which 
I believe the cross-cultural worker and the interested church progress toward a healthy, productive, enduring 
partnership. I share these in the form of two checklists.

The Cross-cultural Worker’s Checklist
1. Establish a clear vision for reaching your people. Why are you serving where you do? Ask God for 

an easily-communicated end vision that is specific to your people group. (An end vision describes the time 
when you have worked yourself out of a job. It should be specific.) 
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Usually, this will include your call 
to serve among these people. Your 
passion becomes more contagious as 
you express it more clearly. If the cross-
cultural worker has national partners, 
he or she should involve them in 
this and all subsequent points. The 
benefits are many, including (a) for 
you, cultural insight regarding how 
short-term teams are viewed; (b) for 
them, a model for how to engage as a 
volunteer team; and (c) for the church, 
a continuing relationship with the 
people group even if the cross-cultural 
worker moves away.

2. Communicate your vision. Do 
not be afraid to repeat your end vision 
story to anyone who will listen. This is 
God at work, and that story never gets 
old!

3. Examine your strategy. Where is your relationship/evangelism focus: families in homes, college 
students, athletes on the court, or homeless people under a bridge? How do you access those people? Can you 
walk down the street? Does it take extreme intentionality? Dream! Be creative! Examine the Early Church’s 
strategy in Acts or consider the layers of effort that initiate a CPM. Most teams start with broad ‘seed sowing’ 
and move toward small groups that become churches. Different layers require different strategies, and 
perhaps you need to consider just the next few years, but the vision remains the same.

4. Communicate your strategy. Start with, “Here’s how God has led us to engage our people in order to 
fulfill the vision he has given us.” You may not be sure it will work; that’s okay. Take a risk. Let people join 
you in the effort—including the risk—and your potential multiplies.

5. Expand the plan to include short/medium-term workers. Prayerfully stretch your thinking. How 
can short-term workers participate in God’s vision through God’s strategy in your place? Compare the ideal 
version of ‘how I live my daily life’ to your reality. How can volunteers fill the gap? Are you frustrated 
about not gaining access to your people group? How can volunteers propel you into deeper relationships or 
establish your platform authenticity in that place? 

Let me share an example. Josh loves basketball and sees God working among the basketball players in 
the local league; however, as an outsider, he does not have a strong voice. Josh invited a team of men from 
his church to play and coach basketball in his town. Their skills and Christ-like attitudes cemented Josh’s 
presence in the league. Even before the team got back on the plane, Josh found himself having spiritual 
conversations with other players. That team created a wave, the surge of which propelled Josh—and Jesus—
further into players’ lives.

6. Communicate your God-given ideas. Succinctly, how do short-termers fit into your strategy? Put 
this information in your newsletter, on your blog, and on every prayer list that supports you. See which 
individuals, small groups, or whole churches latch on to what you’re doing. If you sense a like-heartedness 
with those who contact you, proceed to number seven.

7. Extend an invitation. As church members connect with your vision, invite them to participate in your 
strategy, but keep it open-ended. Strategy is not as important as a heart-level connection.

You might say, “Visit us for a few days, and together we’ll learn if God wants you to join us in his work 
here.” On this crucial vision trip, walk the streets of your city with them; talk about what you see God doing 
but also about your heart for the people. Show them what you enjoy about your city…and what breaks your 
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heart. Pray; then pray some 
more. 

Do not assume, however, 
that a vision trip means the 
church is ready to partner. This 
is the time to ‘cut bait’ if the 
Holy Spirit does not indicate 
the partnership is God’s will. If 
there is a heart-level connection, 
but your ideas on using teams 
do not match the giftedness of 
the church, then reevaluate. 
You likely missed something 
because the Holy Spirit does 
not make mistakes. Be willing 
to adjust your strategy. 

8. Communicate. During 
and after the vision trip, talk to 
the church leaders regularly and 
frequently. Keep the vision in front of them, but also begin laying out the spiritual and practical expectations 
for short-term teams. How long will they need to stay? What should they wear? Who can they talk to? You 
may not worry about these things, but the team will have many questions. Be willing to answer every one. 

9. Expose the lostness. When the short-term team finally arrives, ensure every volunteer has face-to-face 
time with individuals of your people group. Let them sit where (and how) your people sit, walk where they 
walk, and eat what they eat. Without prompting, the volunteers will put themselves in people’s situations 
and become the best possible advocates for them (and, by association, for you). Names may fade, but faces 
will remain in their memories. Even years later, expect volunteers to ask about people they met.

Also, expose the volunteers to all of the long-term personnel on your team. You may have been the point 
person in forging this relationship, but the partnership will endure beyond you if the volunteers connect 
with your entire team. 

10. Communicate. Along the way, ask the volunteers what the Father is showing them or saying to them. 
Yes, you must translate for them, take them everywhere they need to go, and repeatedly explain why things 
are the way they are. Be transparent about your struggles and successes. Treat them as spiritual equals, with 
just as much access to God as you. In particular, let them articulate changes the Holy Spirit is working within 
their hearts. Encourage their exploration of authentic engagement, especially in areas that feel risky to them. 
In this, you are creating a circle of prayer supporters that is unequalled!

11. Enjoy the volunteers. Have fun together. Include down time so you can just be American (or 
whatever). Ask them to show you the latest funny YouTube videos. Take them to your favorite restaurant 
or tourist attraction. Let them see your life for what it really is. Let them love on your children or bless 
you with that enigmatic date night. Through actions and attitudes—not just words—make sure they clearly 
understand how you value their contribution, their effort, and their presence.

12. Communicate. The airport is not the termination point of your partnership. Let the volunteers know 
the lasting impact of their efforts. Show them how they did actually fit into the strategy you so clearly 
articulated before they came.

The Church’s Checklist
1. Enlarge the church’s vision to include all nations. Initial steps might include a sermon series, a 

missional book or study, local outreach to internationals, or hosting a cross-cultural worker. The question is 
not if God wants you involved; the question is when and where. 
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2. Communicate. Talk to sending organizations. Reach out to church members’ cousins, acquaintances, 
etc. who are serving overseas. Attend a large church’s world missions conference or similar event and be 
intentional about spending one-on-one time with cross-cultural workers there.

3. Entertain the possibilities. Dream big; God can do it! What story connects with the heart of the 
church leaders and will motivate the church to respond in obedience? Is it Mexico or Mongolia? Israel or 
Indonesia? Deaf people? Muslim college students? European agnostics? Perhaps geography will be the key 
factor, but instead you may be drawn to a certain religion, culture, social condition, or special need. Do not 
question it or try to over-explain it. If God presses that group or place into your heart, there is a reason.

4. Communicate. Go on a vision trip or two and ask lots of questions. What role does the worker envision 
for partnership teams? What expectations does he or she have regarding the team’s level of engagement? Be 
honest about finances and feasibility, but know God may do far more than you currently expect through your 
church! If a connection is made, continue, but remember that not every church is suited for every field. We 
cannot force a partnership where God is not forging the bonds. 

5. Evaluate the giftedness of your church. Is it basketball? Education? Medical care? Hairstylists? 
Coffee/tea-drinking? Adventure sports? Business acumen? Counseling? The list is endless. Consider strong 
groupings within your church: college-age, senior adults, families, singles. How does the age/gender/
education of potential short-term teams affect the strategy? 

In most Muslim countries, for example, college students will not be effective in reaching the religious 
leadership of the community; however, if the strategy involves spending time in secondary schools, college 
students are the perfect fit! Take what you know of God’s vision and the worker’s strategy and lay it across the 
demographics of your church. Let the Holy Spirit break down the box into which you have placed missions 
work. He will show you something amazing from the way he has assembled your church and connected you 
with this specific worker and people group.

6. Communicate the church’s giftedness to the cross-cultural workers. Finish this sentence: “We 
have a lot of Christ-loving people who....” How does the worker sense God using that giftedness in his 
strategy?

7. Equip your volunteers. They will need spiritual and logistical preparation for the specific project, but 
don’t forget cultural preparation. The less distracted they are by cultural differences, the more effective they 
will be for the kingdom. The cross-cultural worker should help you with this, but also reach out to other 
sources such as travelers, retired cross-cultural workers, or internationals from that area.

8. Communicate. Communicate your team’s excitement about the upcoming trip and your preparations 
with the cross-cultural worker. Communicate to the team the church’s enthusiastic support of their efforts 
and commitment. Share specific prayer needs and consider a prayer vigil for the duration of the trip. Publicly 
commission the team for their overseas assignment.

9. Engage the people group. Volunteers cannot be standoffish, shy, or fearful. How sad to see local people 
standing around, waiting on an English lesson to begin while all the volunteers laugh and joke in the next 
room! The cross-cultural worker will arrange for short-term personnel to meet people, have conversations, 
enjoy local food, etc., but the volunteers must fully enter into every situation. They must collect names and 
stories, listening for opportunities to pray or share truth with individuals.

10. Communicate. Ask questions. Stay alert. Is there something you do not understand? Ask the cross-
cultural worker or—better yet—ask a local person; it might lead to a spiritual conversation! Talk to each 
other and to the cross-cultural workers. Open up about your hesitations in coming, about how God is 
working in your life and the life of your church, and about what you are learning by travelling abroad. Many 
cross-cultural workers receive very little nourishment from other believers. Pour into their lives as much 
as possible. Spend time in worship together. Many volunteers find that group worship takes on a different 
significance in a cross-cultural setting.

11. Encourage the worker afterward. After you return to your passport country, send a note or email 
describing the impact of the trip on your church (not just those who traveled). Make sure the cross-cultural 
worker knows you appreciate his or her efforts in hosting you.

Also, encourage the team and other church members to engage the same people group in your hometown. 
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With internationals at universities, refugees, and other migrants, it’s highly probable that your international 
experience applies locally. This will ‘fan the flame’ of commitment to the people group and further the 
completion of the vision!

12. Continue communication. With the church body, persistently advocate for the people group and the 
workers. If the cross-cultural worker was not a member of your church before the trip, he or she is now! Share 
prayer requests and updates from your church. Send care packages and personal notes. Do not wait for the 
cross-cultural worker to contact you; reach out to him or her if you think communication is slipping. And 
start dialoguing about your next trip.

Conclusion
A healthy partnership benefits the cross-cultural worker and the church, but most importantly, it glorifies 

God by expanding his kingdom around the world. Short-term volunteers are not tools the cross-cultural 
worker borrows from a neighbor, returning slightly worse-for-wear. They are the neighbor him or herself, 
joining the cross-cultural worker in the task. 

Like a barn-raising, everyone ‘owns’ the barn forever. On the other hand, cross-cultural workers are not 
tour guides or personal assistants who live solely to serve the short-term volunteers. Their personal lives and 
continuing ministry on site must be considered—even prioritized—by the church.

From both the case study and checklists, it’s clear the essential element on both sides of this partnership is 
trust. Clear lines of communication create and maintain the God-honoring trust that is essential to marriage, 
to missions, and to any other healthy partnership. 

Endnote
1. Names have been changed or omitted for security reasons.

Carole Sparks and her husband twice found themselves ‘walking Jesus’ in coastal African cities, always connecting their people 
group with stateside partners. Currently, they live in the U.S. and still prioritize partnerships. You can connect with Carole through 
her website, www.carolesparks.com. 

?
Questions for Reflection

1. Reflect on your previous experience, if any, with partnerships. On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 
1 being very frustrated and 10 being very satisfied), how would you rate your partnering 
interaction? Recall one aspect of your interaction that went particularly well.

2. If you are stateside: What is the prevalent attitude in your church today toward cross-
cultural mission work? If you are serving cross-culturally: What is the prevalent attitude 
on your team or in your organization toward partnerships with churches in your sending 
country? Is that attitude healthy? Is it open for growth?

3. Think of an existing partnership (or imagine one). What will it take for you to authentically 
trust the other side? What do you imagine he or she needs in order to fully trust you? 

4. Moving forward, which element of the checklist will be most difficult for you and/or your 
church?
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Building Unity among  
First and Second-Generation 

Chinese Churches and Leaders
Craig A. Smith

   

There is a concern among Canadian and American Chinese churches about the grow-
ing disunity within their congregations. For years, these churches were in a state of growth 
as first-generation Chinese immigrants filled the churches. Over time, however, these churches 
started to create two new groups.  

The first group consisted of second-generation believers, predominately the children of first-generation 
believers. The second group included 1.5-generation believers who were Chinese born overseas and who 
had immigrated to North America. The main tension, however, was between the first and second-gener-
ation congregants (although the younger the 1.5-generation believer who arrives in North America is, 
the more he or she responds in the manner of a second-generation believer). In some cases, the second-
generation congregants are leaving, but in others, they try to co-exist within the church.   

In this article, I seek to examine how this problem arose and to offer possible solutions based on an ex-
amination of Paul’s response to the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 3:1-15. There are many parallels between 
the problem Paul faced in Corinth and the one that North American Chinese churches are facing today. 
The problems revolve around two issues: the nature of leadership and the nature of the church. I believe 
these are the two main issues which are the cause of disunity within the North American Chinese Church.

©BSGStudio/allfreedownload.com
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The Nature of Leadership (1 Cor. 3:1-9)
What is going on in Corinth that causes Paul to write this text? The Corinthians have begun to raise up 

their leaders to ungodly heights, stating, “I follow Paul, I follow Apollos, I follow Cephas.” It is easy to see 
how this happened. During this time period a group of people called the sophists became popular.  

Sophists were trained as rhetoricians. One of the easiest ways to get ahead back then was through learn-
ing how to speak well. To be a good rhetorician was like getting a Master’s degree and thereby qualifying 
one for public governmental life or private business.  

Some sophists gained their money through speaking publically in the market square or around the main 
city centers. If they were clever on a subject and won the debate, or if they were funny, then people would 
throw money their way. They also made money by getting students who wanted to learn their trade and 
who were committed to emulate them. For this reason, Apollos, whom 
we know to be a trained rhetorician, was a favorite of the Corinthians.  

The Corinthians’ problem was letting their culture affect their un-
derstanding of leadership. Their immature way of looking at leaders 
based on externals and in terms of the sophists was producing a com-
promised church. Paul, therefore, needed to confront it. 

 

Paul’s Definition of a Leader
Paul stated unequivocally that leaders are “servants” (1 Cor. 3:5). 

When Paul used this term, he was thinking of Jesus the Isaian Servant 
of the Lord, the paradigm and paragon of servanthood. For Paul, ser-
vanthood was intrinsic to the nature of God. It was because Jesus is 
God that he humbled himself and became a human being (Phil. 2).

Paul would agree with the words in Mark 10:45, in which Jesus de-
scribed the ultimate expression of servanthood as “laying down one’s 
life for others.” Servanthood means not lording one’s power and au-
thority over others (Mark 10:42). Therefore, in order to understand 
leadership, one must understand the cross of Christ and his incarna-
tion. Leaders, then, are servants of God based on the paradigm of Jesus 
Christ.

In 1 Corinthians 3:6-9, Paul explained that leaders have different as-
signed tasks. All of these tasks are important; however, no task is really 
significant in comparison to God’s sovereign action to make things 
grow. 

Some of the Corinthians were converted through the ministries 
of Paul, Apollos, and Peter. Unfortunately, with their sophist back-
ground, they were putting too much emphasis on the leader “through 
whom they believed.” 

The resultant problems were that they had an inordinate attachment to their leader and a skewed per-
spective on what constitutes a leader. 

With respect to the problem many North American Chinese churches are facing, there are some impor-
tant corollaries and applications to be made from this text.  

First, ministers must base their understanding of a leader on the paradigm of Jesus Christ and 
the cross instead of some cultural value. Confucianism is the undetected cultural value which contin-
ues to impact the Chinese Church in terms of its understanding of leaders.  

In Confucianism, authority is based on three bonds: the sovereign to subject, parent to child, and hus-
band to wife. Because education is so highly valued in Confucian culture, the lead pastor is considered a 
teacher. The relationship between the teacher/lead pastor and the rest of the church (associate pastors and 
laity) is based on the authority bonds listed above. The lead pastor is the authority and to be obeyed in the 
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same manner as the king and father are to be obeyed. 
If the lead pastor is first generation (which is usually the case) and he has second-generation associ-

ate pastors, then it will be the lead pastor who will make the final decisions. One can see why this would 
become a point of great frustration for second-generation pastors and laity when they propose ideas like 
incorporating English songs or worship styles in a Chinese service, or having an English-speaking service 
to attract second-generation Chinese non-believers or non-Chinese friends.  

Second, ministers must see their ministry through the paradigm of Jesus as master and them as 
servants. This means other paradigms in which the pastor is the chief executive officer, the entertainer, 
or the authoritarian are not acceptable. There are no personal empires in the Church—there is only the 
Kingdom of God. 

Again, with a Confucian background, one can see how easy it would have been for the authority struc-
ture in the church to resemble more closely the “three bonds” of authority in Confucianism than the ex-
ample of Christ’s kenosis in Philippians 2:6-8. The truth is that it is hard for anyone to see things clearly 
with their cultural blinders on. Every culture has its blinders, regardless of race or nationality.  

My experience as I have talked about this issue with first-generation 
ministers has been that they could not see what they were doing. In some 
cases, they opened up to an understanding of their roles as leaders/pas-
tors as servants instead of Confucian leaders and the results have been 
rewarding. Unfortunately, there have also been those who have no desire 
to change and continue to hold fast to their understanding of leadership. 
These ministers tend to be leaders of very large congregations. 

Third, pastors should not overestimate their value. Paul said that 
leaders were fellow workers of God. His point on the one hand was that 
leaders belong to God as his servants, but on the other hand, all leaders 
share in working together with God in order to fulfill his purposes in the 
Church. This means that the pastor is not to do everything, be in control 
of everything, or decide everything.  

The vision of the church that Paul painted was one of a more collabora-
tive approach in which each person could express his or her God-given 
calling. This leadership model is counter-cultural in a Confucian context. 
In multi-staff churches, this means lead pastors should be encouraging 
associate pastors and staff to fulfill their callings instead of lording their 
authority over them.  

I have had numerous conversations with associate pastors and lay work-
ers who feel frustrated because the decisions being made in the church 
are unilateral. As the disunity persists and the frustration increases, these 
second-generation pastors feel the need to leave or wait until they are al-
lowed to be in the position of lead pastor. Unfortunately, the tendency is 
to replace the lead pastor not with the second-generation associate pastor, 
but with another first-generation pastor brought in from Hong Kong or 
elsewhere in Asia.

Last, congregations should not put their leaders on pedestals. Peter, Paul, and Apollos were all 
prominent leaders in the Church—like some lead pastors today. The problem was that the Corinthians 
were raising them up to the point that these leaders grew proud, self-commending, autonomous, even 
autocratic (2 Cor. 10:1-11:13).  

I have observed in many Asian contexts (and particularly those cultures which have a Confucian back-
ground) that the lead pastor is raised up on a pedestal. This occurs because of the importance and relation-
ship of authority and honor in Confucian cultures. I experienced this when I was a teacher in Asia. There, 
my students would want to honor me through their gifts, even plagiarizing me as a sign of honoring my 
thoughts and ideas. I experienced it also when I co-pastored a Chinese church. 
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Authority in leadership is important; however, it must be tempered and expressed through Christ.  It is 
good to honor a leader because of his or her noble calling; however, honor, when it is unrealistic or inau-
thentic, can be idolatry. 

I find that two things can happen in this case. First, people put unrealistic expectations on these leaders 
to do everything perfectly. There is therefore no room for error, and soon the leader learns that he or she 
must hide or deny his or her mistakes. Second, people abdicate their responsibility as followers of Christ to 
their leaders and become silent even when they might disagree with a leader. This silence becomes fertile 
breeding ground for disunity.  

For example, when a church is becoming predominately filled with second-generation congregants and 
the first-generation lead pastor refuses to integrate the church, people tend to remain silent and let the lead 
pastor’s decision stand without any discussion. This underlying current continues to percolate until either 
there is a blow up, divisions grow, or people leave.

Building a Church Characterized by Unity (1 Cor. 3:10-15)
In 1989, the movie Field of Dreams was released. It was the story of a man who owned a large cornfield 

when he had a dream that he should build a baseball field in the middle 
of it. He built the baseball field, and the baseball greats, who were long 
dead and gone, came to play baseball. The point for us is that if we build 
our churches on the right foundation, then not only will the people 
come, but they will stay.  

In 1 Corinthians 3:10-15, Paul explained how a church was to be 
built by using the analogy of a building and builder and presenting 
himself as the paradigmatic builder. He said, “By the grace God has 
given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder.” In this analogy, the 
building was the church in Corinth. The owner was God and the initial 
builder who laid the foundation was Paul. He went on to say, “…and 
someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he 
builds.” At this point, Paul was nebulous and non-specific about who 
was building on his foundation; however, it is clear that these build-
ers must have the right requirements (namely, wisdom and grace) and 
build with the proper materials.

There are a number of requirements that God expects his servants to 
have as they build churches. Let me list just a few.

Grace. Grace starts with God. Paul said, “By the grace God has given 
me, I laid a foundation” (1 Cor. 3:10). Paul had a clear understanding 
of his call to be an apostle and pastor of the church. He knew he was 
fulfilling God’s will for his life by embracing this vocation. However, 
his understanding of grace goes further than this. The grace of God is that which gave him his identity, but 
also which sustained him in his ministry in spite of hardship and struggle (1 Cor. 15:9-10).  

Both aspects of God’s grace are important reminders that the ministry is God’s and the strength needed 
for the task comes from him.  

Wisdom. The other requirement Paul mentioned was wisdom. The NIV translates vs. 10 as, “I laid the 
foundation as an expert builder,” although literally it says, “wise builder.” Why “wise”? It is used because 
a wise builder will lay the only true foundation, which is Jesus Christ. The emphasis on wisdom here goes 
back to 1:18-2:16, where Paul spells out his understanding of wisdom as Christ crucified. This wisdom is 
contrary to the wisdom of Greeks.  

The ancient Greek historian Herodotus said, “All Greeks were zealous for every kind of learning.” In 
fact, the Greeks were the most advanced of all the nations, and this advanced learning caused them to 
abandon traditional gods. Therefore, to the Greeks, God would be the ultimate of reason as they con-
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ceived it. Therefore, the crucified Christ obviously did not fit their ideology since it was not reasonable. 
God’s wisdom also confounded the Jews and their idolatry. In arrogance, they considered God known, 
predictable, and subject to their desires. For this reason, many times the Jews asked for miraculous signs 
from Christ to establish his identity (Matt. 11:20-24; 12:38-39; 16:1; Mark 8:11).  

The idolatry and sin of the Jews was that they believed that they had figured out how God worked—
namely, that he did powerful acts in the past so he will do the same now. They were looking for a repeat 
of the Exodus experience with even greater glory. Therefore, in John 6 they ask for manna from heaven as 
Moses did. But they did not expect Jesus to be the Manna. C.K. Barrett wrote, 

Their predilection for miracles implies a refusal to take God on trust; He must present His credentials in the 
form of visible and identifiable acts in which His claim upon men, and His ability to meet their need, are vali-
dated. (1968, 54)

Paul went on to say in 1:26-31 that God chose the weak things to vindicate himself—to show that 
his message/wisdom is effective, regardless of status. Finally, in 2:1-5 
he declared that God chose Paul, unwise in the Corinthians’ sight, to 
preach in weakness so that the Corinthians would look at the results.

What does this mean for those who are first, second, or even third-
generation Chinese? It means that the approach to the issue of how 
to do church as first, second, and even third-generation Chinese will 
require wisdom that comes from outside of themselves. It means that 
they will have to submit to a wisdom which may seem like foolishness, 
as all cultures must. The approach to church may have to change and 
the “way we have always done it” adage may have to give way to a new 
wave of grace and wisdom.

Necessary Building Materials
Paul continued his building analogy and claimed the importance 

of the building materials. Not only were builders filled with grace and 
wisdom, but the building materials had to also be correct. 

I am on the board of a Christian school which is entering a large 
building project. I have been in the process of securing funds for 
the project so I have been on the phone with banks and architects. 
Throughout this process, it has become clear to me that having a com-
petent architect and builder is important; however, having appropriate, 
substantial materials are vital if you want the building to last for the 
next fifty to one hundred years. Materials matter. Paul, the wise build-
er, shared his building list. The foundation must include gold, silver, 
and costly stones instead of wood, hay, or straw.  

Two Kinds of Building Materials 

The materials that Paul recommended were listed in descending order of value, and were all imperish-
able: gold, silver, and costly stones. The materials he rejected were perishable: wood, hay, and straw. There 
is an allusion to the Old Testament temple because Paul included the materials used in building Solomon’s 
temple (1 Chron. 29:2; 2 Chron. 3:6). The Church replaced the temple as the new locus of worship, forgive-
ness, and the expression of one’s relationship with God.  

The perishable materials represented the “wisdom of this age” which had passed away with the com-
ing of God’s kingdom. The imperishable material represented the wisdom of God, the crucified and risen 
Jesus Christ through whom one can have life. Paul’s point was simple: the servants of God must build the 
Church using materials that are consistent with the materials Paul used in the foundation.  
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So what are the perishable materials that should be avoided and the imperishable materials that are 
needed for Chinese churches with first and second-generation congregants? Let me share one critical one: 
culture.

The Church should never be built on the perishable material of culture. Everyone comes from a culture 
and inevitably is influenced by that culture. Similarly, every church exists within a culture. There are fac-
tors which affect the culture of the church, though largely it is determined by the people who go to the 
church.  

Let me illustrate. A church could exist in Saudi Arabia and all its congregants could be Cantonese speak-
ing from Hong Kong. Certainly, the Saudi culture would have some impact on this church but only to the 
degree to which these people were integrated into that culture. The culture of the church is largely deter-
mined by the extent to which they express the Chinese culture they share or to put it another way, their 
Chinese-ness.  

Generally speaking, a first-generation Chinese church maintains a high degree of Chinese-ness in their 
church because to a large degree they are not very integrated into the North 
American culture. This is normal and to be expected when they first arrive 
as immigrants. On the other hand, a 1.5 or second-generation believer who 
attends this church would be far more impacted by and integrated into the 
American or Canadian culture. This is where things get complicated and 
where some difficult questions need to be asked.  

Question #1: Is requiring adoption of the Chinese culture a require-
ment for being a church member?  

Many second-generation Chinese students tell me that in their churches 
they are not considered Chinese enough, and therefore lacking as believers 
because their first language has become English and they have adopted a 
Christianity that embraces some Chinese cultural values and some West-
ern values. For example, I led an English-speaking service in a Chinese 
church and many of the older folks were very concerned that their children 
would become less Chinese and more Western. They felt some relief, how-
ever, when I told them that I wasn’t interested in either culture unless it was 
consistent with scripture. Instead, I was only interested in them growing 
in Christ.  

In Galatians 3:28, Paul stated that in Christ there was neither Jew nor 
Greek. His point was that being a Christian superseded all culture. And just as Paul told the Jews that 
one cannot add the law as a requirement for the Gentiles to be members of the Church, similarly, we can-
not add Chinese-ness to anyone in order to be the people of God in a church (see Smith 2014). We are 
the people of God by grace, through faith in Christ. Any other burden is perishable material and will be 
burned off.    

Culture, however, is not neutral. There are things in a culture that are in line with scripture and others 
that are not. We need to evaluate our culture critically. For example, hospitality is a part of the Chinese cul-
ture and aligns directly with scripture, which stresses the importance of hospitality. So clearly, it should be 
kept. Honoring the elderly is another Chinese cultural value in line with scripture; however, when honor 
is elevated to the point that an older person is obeyed simply because of his or her age and status even 
though their request is unbiblical, then it is no longer a cultural value to be embraced. 

Question #2: Are there times when Chinese-ness should be kept and times when Chinese-ness should 
be rejected?  

Yes and yes. When congregants’ Chinese-ness contributes to the mission of God, then keeping their 
Chinese-ness is important. For example, if a Chinese believer (regardless of whether he or she is first, sec-
ond, or 1.5 generation) lives in a neighborhood that has a large population of Chinese immigrants, then 
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it is important for this believer to keep his or her Chinese-ness in order to make it easier for these Chinese 
people to come to Christ.  

In the same way, Paul “became like the Jews to win the Jews” (1 Cor. 9:20) and had Timothy circumcised 
to make him more acceptable and in order to put no stumbling block before the Jews to whom they were 
ministering.  

The problem of disunity among Chinese churches today, however, is primarily among those churches 
which have more second-generation than first-generation congregants. They have already experienced a 
large influx of immigrants and now their North American-born children are filling the churches.  

In this scenario, it is important for the first-generation group to let go of their need for Chinese-ness for 
the sake of keeping and reaching the second-generation Chinese. In doing so, the first-generation believers 
are following Paul’s words by “being all things to all people” (1 Cor. 9:22).  To think of this Christologi-
cally, it means that just as Christ gave up his rights and privileges as God to become human, the first-gen-

eration Chinese must give up their Chinese-ness to be like the second 
generation to keep them in Christ. This takes maturity and sacrifice on 
the part of the first-generation believers. 

Because of the nature of the Chinese culture, the change needed 
must come from the elders—that is, from the first-generation believ-
ers. The power base is with the lead pastor and the older generation; 
therefore, they must act first. If they don’t, they risk the second genera-
tion leaving the church or the church remaining in state of disunity. 

Learning from Church History
In situations like this, it is worth looking at church history, par-

ticularly in Canada and the USA.  This is not the first time that ethnic 
churches have sprung up in these countries. Canada and the USA are 
built upon immigration and they continue to grow through immigra-
tion. Most of the immigration to these countries from the 1600s to the 
late 1900s was from Europe.  

For example, the Swedish Baptist Church formed during this time 
period, as did the German Baptist and the Ukrainian Baptist Church-
es. These churches experienced a period of disunity as the second and 
third generation embraced English and the North American culture. 
Eventually, however, the people from these churches were integrated 
into the greater Baptist Church denominations or assimilated into oth-
er denominational or non-denominational churches which no longer 
kept their distinctive language.  

It is natural for people who immigrate to another country to establish a church according to their own 
culture and language. However, it is also natural for the children of these immigrants to want to integrate 
the language and some of the new surrounding culture or to leave and attend other churches.  

Therefore, it is not unusual (in fact, it is normal and even to be expected) for 1.5 and second-generation 
believers to leave a Chinese church in order to attend an English–speaking Chinese church or go to a non-
Chinese church.  It may even be a sign of health that these young people are differentiating themselves 
from their parents and maturely finding places of worship which are consonant with their beliefs.  

Unfortunately, there are many who are leaving church entirely or remaining in churches marked by 
disunity. There is a good reason why Jesus’ last prayer on earth was for unity. Disunity in the Church is an 
offense to the Trinity and a stumbling block for the world to come to faith.  It is vitally important for the 
largest-growing sector of Christianity to model the unity of the Trinity within their churches for the sake 
of those outside the Church who are watching to see if the Church is different from the world.
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? Questions for Reflection

1. Reflect on your church and consider how your leaders are building your church. Are they 
of one purpose and unified in their approach? Why or why not?

2. In order for the first and second-generation leaders to minister together, they will need 
a collegial attitude similar to that between Paul and Timothy. Has this been your experi-
ence? What are some specific attitudes or actions needed to foster a collegial relation-
ship?

3. Endurance or perseverance is vital for leaders. In what particular aspects of leadership 
should Christian leaders demonstrate this type of ‘stick-to-it-ness’? Why are these neces-
sary? How do you think it will change the dynamics within the leadership team and the 
church?
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Managing Complex 
Kingdom Partnerships

Karsten van Riezen and Tom Steffen 

Partnering is something we all do, but many of us know little about. Partnering in a cross-
cultural setting can get very complicated, particularly when multiple organizations are involved. What 
can we do to help such partnerships work more friction-free? Through interviewing nearly thirty lead-
ers involved in broad-based mission partnerships, a partnering model evolved that is presented here 

in story format.
It was a dream come true! For years, Sophie had heard about the great group-hiking opportunities in  

Pahariland and now she was here. A small group of missions leaders was going on a four-day team-building 
exercise and she had been invited to join them. To be honest, her excitement was mixed with anxiety. How 
would her four teammates respond to her as a young researcher, even though they all had a strong interest in 
working in partnerships? They had only met through email, Skype calls, and WhatsApp as they prepared for 
the trip, but now they were gathering in person. 

Ashok, the founder and director of a major missions organization in Pahariland, called the group together. 
As the senior member of the team, he welcomed and introduced everyone, then spoke enthusiastically about 
the destination of their hike—the Valley of Flowers. He described the beauty of the valley, the variety of flowers 
growing there, and the river flowing through the valley. Ms. Globe, the other expatriate woman on the team, 
said that she had seen on the Internet that they might also see snow peaks on the other side of the valley. Excite-
ment grew. “Let’s go!” someone shouted. 

Sophie was encouraged by Ashok’s pep-talk. It not only gave her the much-needed energy for the hike, but 
also reminded her of one of the main findings of her research on partnering. She had interviewed twenty-eight 
partnership stakeholders and twenty-five of them had mentioned the value of having an appealing vision. 
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When people embark together on a partnering journey, they want to know where they are going and to be ex-
cited about their destination. Sophie remembered that one interviewee said, “People are joining because they 
believe in what we are doing.” 

The team picked up their gear to start hiking and Sophie decided to explore a bit more with Ashok. After 
casual conversation about the scenery, she found an opportunity to ask him about what he’d said: “Did you 
intentionally start the hike by pointing out our destination?” 

“Yes!” Ashok responded, obviously liking the question. “As a former mountain guide, I can testify that the 
best hikes are not necessarily the easiest, but rather those that have a good team spirit with a leader who keeps 
everyone’s focus on the destination. This hike might not be easy,” he warned, “so I thought I’d inspire you all 
with a picture of the destination from the start. Jesus did that too by regularly talking with his disciples about 
the Kingdom of God, the goal they were aiming for!” 

Their conversation naturally turned to partnering, as that had been a topic of their Skype conversations as 
they prepared for the trip. Ashok reminded Sophie of Henry Minzberg’s (see Westley and Mintzberg 1989, 17-
32) thoughts on the three stages of the visioning process: the painting of a desired state, a clear articulation of 
that vision, and an empowering of the followers so they can enact the vision. 

Ashok then continued, “But a vision is not just about the destination; it is also about who you are as a part- “But a vision is not just about the destination; it is also about who you are as a part-“But a vision is not just about the destination; it is also about who you are as a part-But a vision is not just about the destination; it is also about who you are as a part-
nership—your identity.” Sophie replied that this reminded her of the dual concept Jim Collins and Jerry Porras 
introduced (1996, 65). They described a vision as a combination of a core ideology and an envisioned future in 
a yin-yang fashion. Ashok nodded and pulled out his notebook and pencil from his pocket and drew a little 
diagram. 

	  
Then, he added:

It obviously takes time for a group of partners to find out where they overlap in their core ideology and then they 
further shape their vision based on that. Our hiking team can do a similar thing: by having fun, hanging out togeth-
er, praying, and going through hardships together, we will discover what really matters to each of us. This will influ-
ence which paths we take and if and where we will end up in the Valley of Flowers. 

The next morning was quite cold. They stood outside to catch the first beams of sunlight. One of their guides 
started chatting with Ashok and Vinod, the other Pahari national on the team, in a language Sophie could not 
understand. When she saw them pointing at different trails, she realized they were discussing possible routes. 
Sophie would have liked to tell them that she would prefer the path by the stream in the valley as she loved 
water. However, she was not asked for her opinion. The men decided on a path along the ridge. Unfortunately, 
they would see no valley streams today.

As they set off, Ms. Globe joined Sophie. “Are you all right?” she asked. Sophie responded with a polite yes, 
but Ms. Globe was not satisfied. Soon, Sophie found herself sharing her disappointment that she had not been 
included in the decision on the route chosen. It had seemed such a minor thing that she was surprised Ms. 
Globe had picked up on her disappointment. 

As they chatted, they reflected on the values of joint decision-making. Sophie shared that this was one of 
the main features she had encountered in her research: leaders of organizations consider it important to be 
included in relevant decision-making processes. Ms. Globe shared, 

The organization I am a part of learned firsthand that this is easier said than done. As westerners, we tend to have 
many ideas that we present written-out to our partners for approval. We learned the hard way, however, that linear, 
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well-documented processes do not work in all cultures. In some cultures, plans need to grow organically through 
multiple conversations with a variety of persons in diverse settings before people embrace them as their own. After 
extensive Western-style processing, one of our partners finally told us, “If we could have somehow thought through 
the big ideas, directions, questions, and needs together, without anything on paper, it may have felt much more like 
it was an ‘us’ not a ‘you’ kind of plan.” Sadly, we lost that partner.

Being very interested in the cultural aspects of partnering, Sophie asked, “Ms. Globe, what do you think of 
Ernie Addicott’s statement that joint decision-making is often a challenge for hierarchical cultures?” 

Ms. Globe smiled and replied, “Oh, yes, he’s right. In many cultures, leaders make decisions on their own 
or by consulting a few close confidants. That might work well when leading their own organizations, but not 
when leading a partnership.” 

Citing Atticott’s advice (2005, 150), Sophie thought for a moment and said, “The simpler the structure and 
the more participative the decision-making, the easier it is to keep everyone involved.” Ms. Globe agreed and 
continued, 

Still, from my experience, it remains a challenge in cross-cultural partnerships as westerners often fail to under-
stand the power dynamics in partnerships. Larry Jones’ article on soft and hard power opened my eyes to the fact 
that westerners often bring a lot of hard power to the table by representing the channel of resources such as mon-
ey and knowledge (2009, 404-410). This means that even if they speak lightly into a decision-making process, their 
words still carry a lot of weight. Since I realized that, I have become more careful about speaking up in meetings. In-
stead, I talk informally with those I know in the partnership, listening to them, sharing my thoughts outside of for-
mal meetings, and leaving the official speaking to them. That’s worked well, and I have seen a growing ownership 
among national agencies. 

Sophie took out her tablet and made a note to herself to read up about hard and soft powers. It sounded 
interesting!

As they walked along the ridge, Sophie realized the choice to take this route was not all that bad. The scenery 
was beautiful and the path quite smooth. However, she still felt that she would have enjoyed it more if she had 
participated in the decision-making process. 

Sophie had so far avoided her last teammate, Ian. He seemed friendly enough with everybody else, but she 
couldn’t help sensing that he had reservations about her. During the Skype calls, a couple of times she had 
referred to him as a donor. He had always curtly corrected her, saying, “I am not a donor; I am an investor.” 

Was he perhaps still upset about that? Maybe she should walk beside him for a bit. But Vinod came alongside 
and saved her from making the decision. “Hey, Sophie, how is it going?” Being shy, he didn’t have much else to 
say at first, but Sophie told him a bit about herself and asked him a few questions. 

Soon, they were laughing about the many virtual bloopers during the team’s Skype conversations when 
people talked with muted microphones and participants dropped off at awkward moments. “It’s a struggle to 
make Skype calls work; having discussions without knowing each other feels awkward,” Sophie concluded. She 
mentioned a quote from her research, “I think that everything that happens in the kingdom happens out of 
relationships, so you should always make time for meeting together.” 

Vinod affirmed this. He had read that on the National Culture Dimensions Scale (Geert, Hofstede, and Minkov 
2010), his culture rates high on collectivism, valuing groups, and relationships. He attributed his own struggles 
during the Skype calls to this feature of collectivism. 

They soon went on to talk about an important outcome of strong relations: trust. Sophie recalled an inter-
viewee saying, “We will be able to come closer in relationship, so we will be able to trust each other and we will 
not be afraid to share our resources.” 

Vinod thought that this applied not only to sharing resources, but also to dealing with conflicts. Only if there 
is a strong relationship and an adequate level of trust can conflicts be dealt with. Does Vinod know about my ten-
sion with Ian? Sophie thought. Vinod noticed her hesitation and asked, “Did I say something wrong?” 

“No, no,” she responded, “What you said was right. You actually gave me good advice. There is someone 
with whom I need to build a relationship so I can finally address an issue that has been bothering me.” Vinod 
nodded in relief. Both had read The Speed of Trust (Covey and Merrill 2008) and recalled some of the essentials 
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to building that trust: talk straight, demonstrate respect, create transparency, show loyalty, and listen first. She 
was determined to talk with Ian.

There was no sunshine the next morning, and a lingering gray fog hid the valley. Not a good day to talk to 
Ian, Sophie decided. As they started to hike, she discovered another disadvantage of the fog—the rocks were 
slippery and the leeches had come out. What terrible creatures— small as a needle, but once they land on you 
and suck your blood, they swell up like fat snails! She shivered even thinking about it and later made a fool of 
herself by screaming when she discovered one on her leg. 

Vinod had a good laugh and flicked the leech off. What a hero! But she saw that she was not the only one 
struggling. Ian stepped very cautiously on the slippery rocks. Ashok noticed and lent him a hand. Oh boy, 
thought Sophie, this hike is not only going slow today, but it is also all uphill! Still, with every stream they crossed, 
every rock they overcame, and every leech she flicked off, she felt better about the team. It was good to help 
each other through this. To her surprise, she even found herself flicking a leech from Ms. Globe’s leg. 

“Nearly there,” she heard Ashok saying. After another thirty minutes trudging uphill, they arrived at what 
seemed to be a good resting place. There were benches, a snack shop, and clean drinking water. They also had 
a good view of the path they had taken. 

“Look! That’s where we crossed the river.” “That was the point I nearly gave up.” “There is where I had that 
first leech!” This celebration of team progress reminded Sophie of one of the findings of her research: a need for 
experiencing tangible progress. 

One interviewee had said, “The main reason for partnership is to do the job better and faster.” When Sophie 
shared this quote with Ashok, he did not fully agree. “Yes, it is important to celebrate progress like we are doing 
right now, but that is only rewarding in the context of many of the intangibles we have experienced during the 
hike.” 

Sophie looked puzzled. Ashok explained, 

What we are doing here is much more than recounting the distance we covered and the hurdles we overcame; we’re 
also celebrating that we have become a community. Terrance Deal and M.K. Key say, “Celebration is an integral ele-
ment of culture and…provides the symbolic adhesive that welds a community together.” (1998, 11) 

Partnerships need to take time for that, but often they don’t. I have learned that pausing to take time to praise 
the Lord for progress and learn from the challenges is a very important aspect of partnering.” Ashok took out 
his cell phone, pressed a few buttons, and said, 

Here’s another quote you’ll like: “We all need to believe that our labor is actually contributing to something that 
matters. When that belief stays firm, progress leads to real satisfaction, strong motivation to continue the work, and 
positive feelings.” (Amabile and Kramer 2011, 98) 

Sophie liked that. She also made a note on her tablet of three important features of partnering that she had 
discovered during this hike:

	  
At the summit, Sophie noticed there was another hiking team. They had made contact with Vinod, but 

seemed to avoid the others. Vinod continued to hang around with them even after both teams started hiking 
again. Sophie was disappointed, thinking, Why doesn’t Vinod stick with us? Ian seemed to pick up on Sophie’s 
disappointment, “Strange, isn’t it, that Vinod is mingling with the other team?” Sophie was surprised by Ian’s 
sudden cordiality, but decided to go along with it, “Yeah, it’s strange.” Ian responded:
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I recognized that you found it so. When I first started to work with teams and partners, I had the idea that all part-
ners should be united and have the same level of engagement and commitment, using distinguishing labels such as 
network, alliance, collaboration, and integration (Locke and Christie 2012).When that didn’t work out, I started to read 
about the concept of movements promoted by Donald McGavran (1955) and David Garrison (2004) and gradually 
became more relaxed about various levels of engagement.

This reminded Sophie of a conflicting value she had picked up during her research. Leaders she had talked 
with said they did not want to be controlled by the partnership. They wanted to have space for things that 
“bubble up naturally,” and not be “administered from the outside” while at the same time wanting clarity and 
structure. It seemed that what Ian was talking about would give space for both of those values. 

Ian picked up a stick from the trail and drew three circles in the 
dirt. He then said, 

These circles represent three levels of engagement. The inner circle is 
when partners work closely together on a joint project; let’s call that col-
laboration. The next wider circle represents the situation where partners 
connect their projects and seek cross-fertilization; we might call that co-
ordination. The third circle is the widest and gives the most freedom. Part-
ners tell each other about the projects that contribute to the vision, but do 
not try to make linkages between them; to stick with a C-word, let’s call 
that communication.

Sophie had taken out her tablet and drawn the three circles labeled: 
collaboration, coordination, and communication (Peterson 1991, 89-
105).

“But doesn’t having different levels of engagement in the partnership get messy?” she asked. Ian responded:

Have you heard about the study of complexity management? Their theories can help as they embrace messiness 
rather than avoiding it. Such a management style is needed when a partnership welcomes various levels of engage-
ment as being equally acceptable. You might want to read articles by Mark Buchanen (2004, 1-8) or Judith Innes 
and David Booher (2010) about that. 

Sophie quickly noted these and concluded that this approach of embracing different levels of engagement 
would be an innovative solution to one of the trickiest findings of her research: the conflicting values of free-
dom and structure. 

On the fourth day, after hours of hard hiking, Ian suddenly exclaimed, “Look! That must be the Valley of 
Flowers!” They all stood and took in the beautiful view. “Hey, Ian,” Sophie said, noticing how tired but satis-
fied he looked. “I think I understand now. I am glad you didn’t just fund this team-building, but have clearly 
invested in this hike.” 

Ian gave Sophie a hug to confirm her insight. “Great!” he said. “And, do you know what? I not only had a 
great experience, but also learned a lot about partnerships through listening to your questions and discussions 
with the others.” That encouraged Sophie to take out her tablet. “Look at this, everyone!”
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She drew three concentric circles on one side and the “Valley of Flowers” on the other, with three arrows 
between. Vinod, Ian, Ms. Globe, and Ashok helped fill in the blanks. With that, the 3C model for partnering 
was born!
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? Questions for Reflection

1. How can moving towards multilateral partnerships help solve some of the challenges within 
bilateral partnerships?

2. How would you weigh these features: joint decisions, deep relations, and marked progress? 
Are there other features missing?

3. How can different levels of engagement strengthen the partnership?
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My Journey in Oral Bible Storytelling: 
A Tale from an Administrator

Sandy Gould

I caught the vision for oral Bible storytelling on a bicycle. My good friend, Janet Stahl, and 
I often ride together, and in 2012 I was Janet’s willing audience as she honed her storytelling skills. I 
quickly realized that listening to her tell Bible stories drew me into a refreshing new way of engaging 
with scripture. As we discussed the stories, I felt I understood them better than I ever had. They stuck 

with me long after we finished our ride.
Janet and her husband, Jim, have developed the Oral Bible Storytelling (OBS) approach at the Seed 

Company. OBS emphasizes and trains storytellers in solid Bible translation principles through a careful 
crafting process and telling (and retelling) the stories in communities. 
The model focuses on equipping local trainers and crafting teams from 
the first day of a storytelling workshop. 

We have used their approach in dozens of languages where there are 
no Bibles or only partial Bibles. The local people are trained to tell Bible 
stories and test how well the stories communicate. These storytellers have 
reached thousands of Bible-less peoples in Asia, Africa, Pacific Islands, 
and Eurasia with countless stories of impact. Many of those people are 
so engaged by the stories that they now want their own Bibles in written 
or in oral form.  

Janet practiced her stories with me and eventually I practiced mine 
with her. I told my first Bible story to an audience of sixteen women at 
a local Texas church. When I finished, I was perplexed by the fact that 
some of the women had tears in their eyes. As we interacted about what 
the story meant to them and how it shaped our beliefs in the character of 
Jesus, I realized that storytelling opens hearts in ways we can’t imagine. 
That day started my own personal journey in understanding the power 
of Bible storytelling and the impact both on the audience and on me as 
the storyteller. 

In that first experience I actually thought I could improve on the story of the Healing of the Paralytic 
(Mark 2) by telling the story from the vantage point of a fictitious character (the imagined daughter of the 
owner of the house). Over time, and some gentle coaching from Janet, I realized that Bible stories don’t need 
any improvement. I have dropped my ‘improvements’ and embellishments from my storytelling.  

My first opportunity to use and teach storytelling outside the safe confines of personal friends was to 
a group of fifth grade girls. I had much loftier goals of sharing my newfound skill with adults, but Bible 
storytelling for many is still seen as only suitable for children’s ministry. My desire was to serve my church 
and this was the need presented to me. 

Every Monday night for one school year, I presented a new Bible story to five giggly 10-year old girls. After 
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a few weeks of trying to get them to be serious and engage with a story the same way I did, I figured out that 
their age group tends to giggle through everything. I had zero experience in working with children and so 
we giggled our way through acting the stories out week after week. 

Having grown up as a woman in a conservative American church environment, I was never encouraged 
(or even allowed) to preach or teach. So I had little confidence in standing before a group of my colleagues to 
present a devotion. In such circumstances, I defaulted to a personal application of scripture rather than offer 
a meaningful interpretation of scripture. Today, I tell a Bible story and follow it with a non-leading question 
like, “What did you like about the story?” This allows scripture to do its work, and is not seen as traditional 
teaching. Today, I feel quite comfortable telling Bible stories to groups and helping groups teach themselves. 
 

It’s All in the Details
Learning and internalizing a Bible story takes a lot of work. The storyteller must pay careful attention 

to voice inflections, facial expressions, and hand and body movements. These should be rehearsed and 
scrutinized for accurate meaning. All these features contribute to the communication of the story. 

An example of the importance of this is in the story of Jesus and the Woman at the Well (John 4). The 
body language of the woman at the well will clearly communicate her attitude towards Jesus and her social 
standing in the community. I had researched what mannerisms would have likely characterized her response 
and interactions with Jesus. 

How a person moves while telling a Bible story also adds or detracts 
from the story. One distraction I must consciously eliminate from every 
storytelling performance is my habit of pacing and of using too many 
hand movements. 

A storyteller’s presentation style also factors into the communication. 
A very dramatic presentation may be more entertaining and the audience 
passively accepts the performance as such, but a simple telling of a story 
draws the audience into the story by igniting their imagination.

Storytelling Gives Women a Voice
In 2013, the Seed Company launched an initiative for empowering 

women to participate in the Bible translation movement by training 
them in storytelling. We saw that many women in our first project were 
left hopeless through poverty, marginalization, neglect, and having few 
basic rights in their culture and no recourse. We believed that God could 
give the women courage to have a more public presence through Bible 
storytelling. 

For our pilot project, Janet chose stories of women in both the Old 
and New Testaments that would give the women hope in their daily 
struggles. Throughout the series of workshops spanning a two-year 
period, the women found their voices as Bible storytellers. Their self-
confidence and smiles grew. As the women began to engage with the 
Bible stories, they discussed their own life stories. 

Back in their home villages, they gathered groups of people together to tell the Bible stories. People 
listened and asked for prayer and God touched their lives. They stood up to persecutions with courage 
and perseverance. For some, their pastor-husbands began to incorporate their wives’ storytelling with good 
results. 

In the reports that we receive back from women storytellers, many have also found their ministry voice. 
Women who have lived in the shadows of their husbands and had little or no effective ministry have suddenly 
come alive through the empowerment of God’s word told orally in their own storytelling style. 
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Storytelling Allows Us to Connect with Those in the Bible
Bible storytelling helps people to connect with the storyteller and with the truth in the story. The interaction 

that ensues can evoke emotional, physical, and spiritual healing. I discovered that the story of Jesus raising 
Lazarus from the dead provokes me to tears as I am compelled to remember my own brother’s death. This is 
true for others as well.  

People experience a measure of healing more strongly when the story of Lazarus is told than when reading 
it from a printed page. Lazarus rising from the dead evokes some fairly strong emotions from people who 
have ever lost of loved one. Mary’s plea to Jesus, “If only you had been here my brother would not have died,” 
comes alive in the telling of the story. 

Told well, this plea can be so real that it draws the audience into a compassionate response to Mary. 
Somehow, the image of Lazarus walking out of the tomb in the strips of cloths wrapped around his body 
reminds listeners of the hope of eternal life for ourselves and for those believing loved ones who have died. 

Storytelling as Worship
One Christmas, I told the story from Luke 2:26-55 of Mary’s encounter with the angel Gabriel. I included 

Mary’s visit with Elizabeth and ended with the Mary’s song of praise, the Magnificat. Each time I got to the 
line, “My soul praises the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior!” I was so full of worship that I 
always got a little choked up with joy. 

Storytelling expresses worship. Many of the cultures where we work will spontaneously incorporate song 
or dance (or both) into or after telling a story. Storytelling is a natural form of expression of what the Spirit 

wants to express.  

Getting Started in Storytelling—The Importance  
of Practice & Groups

I found it difficult to find the right audience for storytelling in  
America. As I mentioned earlier, many in the Church associate  
storytelling with children’s ministries. I was more effective persuad-
ing people when I told them a story rather than talked about story-
telling. 

I have benefitted from asking home groups or Bible study groups to 
be surrogate audiences where I can practice telling stories. Christians 
seem eager to help missionaries prepare for their ministry overseas. 
And more often than not, some of my audience are drawn into scripture 
in a new and engaging way, and in so doing catch the vision for Bible 
storytelling and understand why I am so passionate about it.

Additionally, we have a weekly Storytelling Guild in our office. This 
is a safe place to practice telling a story and to get feedback. We have 
some regulars and several who attend only occasionally. This gives us 
a chance to showcase our storytelling model when visitors tour our 
office or when they come to experience it themselves. For several years, 
a local pastor came every week to help us hone our skills. He would 

often rehearse Bible stories that he was preparing to give the following Sunday. 
Another good place to get started with storytelling is in group devotions. Most stories take only five to 

seven minutes to deliver, and a well facilitated conversation that follows can help identify how our stories 
intersect with God’s Story. My colleagues know that if I’m leading devotions, they will hear a story. It takes 
me a full week to research and internalize a story. 

Internalization involves reading the story in a couple of favorite versions. I read about the characters, 
geography, climate, and political situation so I can best understand what life was like for the people in the 
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story. If I am learning the story of Hannah, for example, I try to feel Hannah’s grief at being childless and 
mocked by the child-rearing other wife of Elkanah (1 Sam. 1). This is an essential part of the OBS approach 
that Jim and Janet developed and that we are also using in developing oral Bible translation methods.

As I am going through the internalization and rehearsing of a story, the words of the story influence my 
attitude as well. My faith is built up and sometimes I am convicted in a new way of a Bible truth. Whenever 
I tell Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector who went to the temple to pray, for example, I am 
convicted of my lack of humility.  

There was a period of about six months where I did not tell a single Bible story. I found that I was being 
too prideful when I got a lot of audience applause or when they were moved by a story I told. I vowed to not 
tell a story again until I could figure out how to keep the focus on the story and on the Lord and instead of 
on myself. 

My experience with ego and pride has not ended, but I started telling stories again and am working 
through all the ways storytelling impacts me throughout the entire process.

Telling Bible stories is an amazing gift both for those of us who share the stories and those who hear them 
afresh with each telling. If you haven’t yet experienced the art of oral Bible stories, I invite you to begin to 
learn more about it. I have been radically changed through this method of learning more about God and his 
word, and my hunch is that you will too. 

Sandy Gould is vice-president for Bible Translation Administration at the Seed Company. She oversees the work of the Oral Strate-
gies team and has supported Bible translation for twenty-seven years.
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The Local Church and  
Mission to the Diaspora: 

Examples in the Christian & 
Missionary Alliance in Canada

Sadiri Joy Tira

Diaspora is not a new phenomenon, and missiology is not a novel field of study. Human 
migration is in fact a reality of the human experience, and missions and evangelism a mandate 
from the initial commissioning of Jesus Christ’s disciples. Thus, it is inaccurate to propose that 
the idea of diaspora missiology was initiated in the minds and meetings of twenty-first-century 

missiologists. 
Simply put, diaspora missiology is a contemporary label given to 

the field of study that seeks to comprehensively and systematically 
gather up the multiple strands of migration and missions in order to 
effectively equip workers to respond to divinely-determined population 
movements.

In the twenty-first century, migration is an unprecedented global 
phenomenon that continues to accelerate primarily due to environ-
mental changes (attributed to climate change), global inequalities  
resulting in regional conflicts, and limited economic advancement.1 
Human scattering has impacted all communities, countries, and re-
gions. 

According to the United Nations, there were close to 232 million 
international migrants in 2015. Local congregations worldwide are 
strategizing how they can take part in God’s work in and through the 
Scattered People. Diaspora missiology provides previously disparate 
strategies with a synchronized approach.

In January 2017, EMQ published “The Local Church and Mission 
to the Diaspora: A Diaspora Mission Strategy for Local Churches.” In 
response to that article, people have asked, “How is this even possible? 
How do we reach all these people with our limited budgets and personal 
resources?” Below I present three local congregations as successful case studies of diaspora missiology in 
action. The implementation of diaspora mission strategies is viable for local church ministry to diaspora.

The examples are taken from local churches in the Edmonton, Alberta (Canada) community, within the 
Christian & Missionary Alliance in Canada. 
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Three Case Studies
In 2004, Ralph Winter wrote, “[Diaspora] may well be the most important undigested reality in mission 

thinking today. We simply have not caught up with the fact that most of the world’s people can no longer 
be defined geographically.” While this remains true, a growing body of diaspora missions literature, and 
missions organizations, denominations, and local churches, use diaspora missions strategies. 

In recent years, for example, the Christian and Missionary Alliance in Canada has renewed its commitment 
to diaspora missions resources, and is intentional in communicating about and supporting diaspora missions 
to its constituency.  

Historically, ministry to ‘foreigners’ has been integral to the ministry of the C&MA. When the founder of 
the C&MA, A.B. Simpson, ministered in New York City from 1879-1881, America was receiving thousands of 
immigrants from Italy, Scandinavia, Slovakia, Russia, Germany, Mexico, and Japan. He started reaching out 
to migrants and foreign-born workers who had come to work in various manual labour industries, including 
factories, mining, and mills. 

At a time when it was unfashionable to interact with impoverished foreigners, Simpson was compelled to 
reach “the neglected peoples of the world with the neglected resources of the church” (Niklaus 1955). Simpson 
ultimately resigned from his local parish to launch a missionary 
movement that gave birth to what is now the C&MA. He assessed the 
theological issues, cultural and political dynamics of his time, and 
the results of demographic realities in his country. His missions and 
evangelism was relevant and his missions strategy updated. Before 
Simpson thought to reach the regions beyond, he had observed the 
people around him. For Simpson, the uprooted and scattered were to 
be gathered into the kingdom.

Fast-forward to the 1980s. At the formation of C&MA-Canada, there 
occurred a rise of births of ‘immigrant’ or ethnic congregations utilizing 
the vehicle called the “Canadian Ministries.” These church-planting 
initiatives among Canada’s diaspora people (the “New Canadians”) 
accelerated in the 1990s when national committees were formed. 
These included: Canadian Chinese Alliance Churches Association, 
Association of Vietnamese Alliance Churches, Conference of Filipino 
Alliance Ministries, Association of Spanish Alliance Ministries, and 
others. 

Furthermore, in the 1980s and early 1990s, C&MA-Canada’s 
denominational schools, formerly Canadian Theological Seminary 
(CTS) and Canadian Bible College (CBC), birthed the Centre for 
Chinese Studies that later evolved into the Centre for Inter-Cultural 
Studies (defunct). This program was intended to be the factory for 
church planters, and evangelists for the New Canadians. 

Awareness of mass migration or the diaspora phenomenon has 
grown among many local churches in Canadian urban centres (e.g., Toronto, Vancouver, Calgary, Montreal, 
Edmonton) so that these C&MA-Canada congregations are now intentionally reaching out to New Canadians. 

With the support of C&MA leadership, many innovative ministries have been launched, including the 
Palm Ministries (PALM) in Edmonton that ministers to Muslims. Notably, PALM can trace its roots back 
to the diasporic New Canadian congregation in Edmonton, the First Filipino Alliance Church. Clusters of 
Alliance church members are intentionally reaching out to university international students. In addition, 
many C&MA members are heavily supporting global diaspora networks. 

Building on the C&MA history of reaching out to diaspora people, coupled with regional knowledge, a 
diaspora missiology strategy will focus on addressing the challenges of local C&MA churches today: reaching 
the thousands of new immigrants—temporary residents (i.e., foreign workers, foreign students), permanent 
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residents, and tourists and refugees who are entering Canada, and are consequently changing the mission 
field. 

In my own city there are local churches that are strategically addressing diaspora missions. Here are the 
examples of Beulah Alliance Church, South Edmonton Alliance Church, and Crosspoint Church.

Engaging the City: Beulah Alliance Church
Beulah Alliance Church (BAC) is one of Edmonton’s largest and oldest congregations and was founded 

in 1907 as a mission to Edmonton and its surrounding areas. Beulah excels in developing homogenous 
units that maintain a healthy connection to the main hub congregation. In its history, Beulah has launched 
Beverly Alliance Church, Sherwood Park Alliance Church, and Crosspoint Church as daughter churches. 
Below is the vision of BAC: 

Beulah is one church with multiple locations. Our vision to reach 1% of Greater Edmonton for Christ is support-
ed by our 3 locations in West Edmonton, East Edmonton, and Southwest Edmonton. 

Under the leadership of Keith Taylor, Beulah incorporates Lighthouse Campus, reaching out to the 
Hispanic populations of Edmonton and meeting at the busy location of Whyte Avenue. It is also planting 
the Arabic Church (an Arabic-speaking congregation) and is hosting various first-generation diaspora care 

groups, including the Tagalog-speaking mid-sized community. 
Furthermore, Beulah’s multiethnic staff is a microcosm of the 

international community. Neil Truong, Beulah Alliance multisite 
campus pastor of Whitemud Creek Church, values that “multicultural 
diversity is represented in the congregation… [and] the diversity of [the] 
people is reflected first in the staff.”

Simultaneously, Beulah is actively participating in global ministries. 
BAC’s “goal is to work in specific areas around the world… mak[ing] 
a difference over a three to five-year period to ensure [a] … a lasting, 
sustainable difference.” Investing significantly in initiatives from Niger, 
Vietnam, Ecuador, and Thailand, BAC exemplifies the GLOCAL ministry 
of a local church practicing diaspora missiology.

Diaspora Unlimited: South Edmonton Alliance Church
Started in 1988, South Edmonton Alliance Church (SEAC) is histori-

cally an ethnic Chinese congregation. Today, SEAC, led by senior pastor 
Genghis Chan, vitally ministers to the entire community surrounding 
it. While SEAC addresses generational and linguistic issues common to 
immigrant churches via English, Mandarin, and Cantonese ministries 
and services, SEAC also hosts Punjabi and Filipino congregations at its 
facilities. SEAC distinctly reaches beyond Chinese immigrants and suc-
ceeding Chinese-Canadian generations, using extensive community 
services for the greater community. 

Notably, SEAC has taken over the facility of the former Millbourne Alliance Church in ethnically- 
diverse Millwoods in South Edmonton and has transformed the former church building into the Millbourne 
Community Life Centre. Partnering with non-profit organizations and other local churches, through the 
Millbourne Community Life Centre, SEAC hosts programs for New Canadians, underprivileged youth, 
and the community in general. Food pantries, youth services, clothing drives, professional tax filing,  
and special events including Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners are valuable services for diaspora  
communities. 

Coming full circle, SEAC also organizes the chapel ministries of a neighboring senior citizen’s com-
pound, a senior’s manor primarily populated by Canadians of European descent. SEAC may have been 

TODAY, SEAC,  
LED BY 

PASTOR 
GENGHIS 

CHAN,
vitally 

ministers 
to the entire 

COMMUNITY 
surrounding it.  



69     EMQ April 2017

primarily a Chinese congregation initially, but today SEAC ministers to the community, including New 
Canadian (new immigrant) and established Canadian, privileged and marginalized, young and old, through 
their various programs and through their community ministry at Millbourne Community Life Centre.

Blossoming & Strategic: Crosspoint Church
Crosspoint Church is in the ethnically-diverse Northside and is intentional in its multiculturalism. It 

is a young mid-sized congregation, birthed by its mother church, Beulah Alliance Church, in 2005, but 
it is intentional and strategic in its strategizing and networking for its community. I had the privilege of 
interacting with Crosspoint’s lead pastor, Rob Chartrand, in December. Here is what he had to say about it:

One of our core values is to become a multiethnic church community that 
reflects the cultural and religious diversity of the community where God has 
placed us…. We realize that this is going to take some time and intentionali-
ty. When Crosspoint first launched we were a very vanilla, Caucasian bunch. 
But over time, we have seen a beautiful kaleidoscope of ethnicities starting 
to emerge.

Towards this end, one of the things we are trying to do is equip and incor-
porate leaders from ethnically-diverse backgrounds. We think it’s important 
that the leadership reflect the diversity of the local community.

At this time, our greatest reach is to second or third-generation Canadians. 
We are not yet set up to reach first-generation Canadians, although should 
the opportunity present itself, we would joyfully follow God in obedience to-
wards reaching New Canadians. So for us, our task is to reach the children of 
New Canadians. And we pray that as we reach them, God will open the door 
to reach New Canadians through them. 

Crosspoint does this is by organizing family activities such as 3-on-
3 basketball tournaments, community meals, and sponsoring Kids 
Kapers, a children’s summer camp specifically for unchurched children 
in the community. Chartrand explains:

…We offer halal snacks for the kids and… teach from the Old Testament. 
Because of this, we have a number of Muslim families who have sent their 
kids and we have seen ethnic and religious diversity. Throughout the year, 
after camp is over, we work hard at maintaining relationship with the Kids 
Kapers families and even host a Kids Kapers reunion party during the winter months. 

Chartrand further describes how they are equipping and mobilizing their congregation for local and 
global impact. First, he says, Crosspoint leadership conducts thorough community needs assessment in 
partnership with a major local charity. Chartrand adds, “We were trying to do good cultural exegesis and 
gospel contextualization. We discovered that many New Canadians live in our area and they have many 
unique needs.” Rather than just reinventing the wheel, Crosspoint partners with organisations in the com-
munity that were already meeting the needs.

Finally, Crosspoint leadership is determined to “challenge and support… Crosspointers to be on a mission 
where they live.” Leadership is intentional to teach, resource, and coach those who want to incarnate the 
gospel in their neighborhoods. They provide the congregation with the pragmatic resource, the “Portable 
Party Pack,” a portable trailer equipped with a commercial barbecue, picnic tables, party games, propane 
tanks, and that comes with a crew of Crosspoint volunteers, enabling Crosspointers to host their neighbors. 
Chartrand says, 

We want our Crosspoint church to really know their neighbours, to move from being strangers, to acquaintanc-
es, to close friends. You cannot love the neighbor you do not know. We don’t set up programs to reach New Cana-
dians—we are raising up a people to reach their neighborhoods, which happen to have New Canadians.
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To actively educate Crosspointers, the leadership organized the teaching series called “Contrasting Gods,” 
with a goal to “expose a misconception… that all religions are essentially the same as well as equally true 
and valid.” Guest speakers—C&MA pastors with a background in one of the major world religions: Islam, 
Hinduism, and Buddhism—were invited over the course of a month to describe their specific religious 
background and to share their testimonies of coming to Jesus. Crosspoint also provided supplemental 
teaching material for people.

Although Crosspoint is a relatively young congregation with the modest resources of a mid-sized 
congregation, Crosspoint makes an impact in its intentional assessment of its community, its strategic 
programming, and its timely training of its members.
 

Conclusion
Thirty years ago in Edmonton, local churches practiced diaspora missiology strategies with newly-

immigrated Chinese, Vietnamese, Hispanic, and Filipino Canadians. Edmonton congregations continue this 
legacy. As local churches recognize and embrace God-ordained missional opportunities presented by global 
migration, and are diligent to address contextual issues, people from all over the globe are presented with the 
gospel of Jesus Christ wherever they are.

Endnote
1.  There are, however, voluntary causes of migration, including educational advancement, long-term tourism, and career 
deployments.

Sadiri Joy Tira (DMiss, Western Seminary; DMin, Reformed Theological Seminary) is Lausanne Movement’s Catalyst for Diasporas 
(i.e. formerly known as Lausanne Movement’s Senior Associate for Diasporas), and Vice President for Diaspora Missions for Advancing 
Indigenous Missions (AIM). He also serves as Missiology Specialist at the Jaffray Centre for Global Initiatives at Ambrose University and 
Seminary (AUS), Calgary, AB, Canada.

? Questions for Reflection

1. How can congregations as large and as old as Beulah Alliance Church reach migrants 
(or Scattered Peoples) in their cities? How would these congregations work to reflect 
multicultural diversity in ministry initiatives and in staff workers? How would larger and 
older congregations appropriate budgets to balance overseas and local ministries?

2. In what way(s) could a traditionally diaspora/ethnic-minority congregation such as South 
Edmonton Alliance Church reach out to the native/host/dominant population? How can 
ministries be intentional in reaching out to migrants and the second and third generations? 
What kind of church government would it be willing to adopt?

3. Although Crosspoint is a relatively young congregation, it has positioned itself with 
contextualized ministries. What could similar size and aged congregations do to attain 
maximum impact with migrant communities?
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Doing Bible Interpretation:  
Making the Bible Come Alive for Yourself and Your People

Larry W. Caldwell, 2016

—Reviewed by Geoff Hartt, director, Hispanics for Christ; adjunct faculty, North Portland Bible College

Why do we need another book on Bible interpretation? Don’t 
we have enough books explaining the philosophy and mechanics 
of how to understand and teach the Bible? The simple answer is, no 

we don’t. The problem is that most texts are academic, Western-oriented, and 
dependent upon extra-biblical resources (concordances, commentaries, lexicons, 
etc.). Non-seminary trained leaders and those in the Global South without access 
to hermeneutical tools are left without a methodology they can actually use. 

Drawing from his years of experience teaching Bible interpretation in the 
Philippines and other Majority World contexts (as well as North American 
seminaries), Larry Caldwell has designed a simple, reproducible seven-step 
process that focuses on the text and considers the culture in seeking to understand 
and teach the Bible.

In Chapter 1, Caldwell lays the foundation for this Bible interpretation method. 
He gives seven foundational points or assumptions behind his method. Most 
important to note is that it begins with recognizing that the Bible is authoritative 
and that the primary purpose of Bible interpretation is to make disciples. Caldwell also includes two other 
assumptions (which are generally minimized or missing in other Bible interpretation texts): the importance 
of the Holy Spirit’s role in guiding the interpretive process and the fact that interpretation is best accomplished 
in community. 

Chapters 2-7 present and explain the seven steps in Caldwell’s model. The first five steps engage the text 
in a practical, Spirit-led manner so we can understand what God was saying. Caldwell calls this “Reading 
Strategies.” The final three steps consider application in the interpreter’s own life and culture. Caldwell calls 
this “Relating Strategies.”

The second half of the book, Chapters 8-15, apply the seven steps to eight genres of writing found in the 
Bible. With each, Caldwell gives a brief explanation of the genre and then applies the seven steps (Reading 
and Relating Strategies) to specific examples from the Bible. 

Doing Bible Interpretation is not a text for hermeneutics courses taught in Western seminaries; instead, 
it is a practical book that could be used and taught anywhere since it doesn’t require extensive reference 
libraries or tools, remains faithful to the authority of scripture, and considers the unique culture doing the 
interpretation. In its simplicity, it provides a model that church leaders in the Majority World can actually use 
considering so many are bi-vocational or don’t have access to advanced hermeneutical training. 

Additional Reading:
Lubeck, Ray. 2005. Read the Bible for a Change: Understanding and Responding to God’s Word. Waynesboro, 

Ga.: Authentic Media.

Book Reviews
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Global Church:  
Reshaping Our Conversations, Renewing  
Our Mission, Revitalizing Our Churches

Graham Hill, 2016

—Reviewed by James Patole, minister, C&MA; PhD (Missiology) research scholar, SAIACS, University of My-
sore, Bangalore, India

Global Christianity is going through a transforming moment as 
the future of the Church is emerging from the Majority World. The un-
precedented paradigm shifts taking place have significant implications 

for the Western Church; which Graham Hill magnificently unfolds.
Hill highlights the new missional narrative, where the center of Global Chris-

tianity has shifted from the West to Majority World churches that are growing 
exponentially. However, the Western Church and academia is wrestling with 
restricted church and mission’s growth. In this global scenario, Hill brilliantly 
presents implications for Western churches using Jesus’ metaphors of salt, light 
and city. 

In Section 1, “Reshaping Our Conversations,” Hill explains how missional 
vitality is pursued and ‘saltiness’ is enhanced with mutual ‘glocal’ conversations. 
He illustrates how Western conversations are inadequate and impoverished in 
isolation from Indigenous and Majority World Christians. He then exhorts West-
ern theological and missiological communities to move beyond the theological 
dominance and supremacy of Eurocentric and Americentric positions to enhance conversations that are 
the future of the Global Church.

In the next section, “Renewing our Mission,” Hill shows how by ‘being light,’ the Global Church partici-
pates in the redemptive mission of God. He provides case studies and stories of Indigenous and Majority 
World churches that have actualized the renewal of missions through effective contextualization, libera-
tion, ethics, creation care, and neighborhood transformation. Hill appropriately validates the central role 
of the Holy Spirit in global missions and how it effected the exponential expansion of Christianity in the 
Majority World. He also exhorts us to embrace a missional pneumatology that has not been significantly 
prioritized and needs to be freshly reclaimed in Western missiology, orthodoxy, and praxis. 

In the last section, “Revitalizing our Churches,” Hill employs the ‘city’ metaphor in which the Church 
corresponds to an alternative and counter-cultural, kingdom-focused, holistic entity.  Once more, Hill 
reviews numerous Indigenous and Majority World church stories that offer fresh expressions on how to 
revitalize faith, scriptural engagement, education, servant leadership, community building, spirituality, 
and discipleship. These new narratives have much to contribute to revitalizing the Western Church. 

In his final remarks, Hill vividly appraises the missional themes and insights of 103 Indigenous and 
Majority World Christians/scholars to provide an efficiently structured framework to facilitate American 
church pastors, mission leaders, and theologians. Hill’s style is easy to read, yet candid, passionate and 

Hill appropriately validates the central role of the 
Holy Spirit in global missions and how it affected the 

exponential expansion of Christianity in the Majority World. 
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assertive. 
Although Hill confidently presents Indigenous and Majority World missions and ministries, he carefully 

avoids reductionism, but upholds mutual learning and developing our own set of contextual theologies 
and praxis. The USA and other Western countries increasingly face varied contextual realities of rising di-
versity and complexity. Consequently, it is going to be crucial and challenging for the Church in the West 
to apprehend this new global narrative and optimistically embrace global conversations, relationships, 
and exchange. 

Global Church examines global trends that will have a major impact on the course of the Church and 
missions in the Western World for a generation to come. I highly recommend this book.

Additional Reading:
Johnstone, Patrick. 2011. The Future of the Global Church: History, Trends and Possibilities. Downers Grove, 

Ill.:  InterVarsity Press.
Snodderly, Beth and A. Scott Moreau, eds. 2011. Evangelical and Frontier Mission Perspectives on the Global 

Progress of the Gospel. Oxford: Regnum Books.
Toyama-Szeto, Nikki A. and Femi B. Adeleye. 2012. Partnering with the Global Church. Downers Grove, 

Ill.: InterVarsity Press.

Great Commission, Great Compassion:  
Following Jesus and Loving the World

Paul Borthwick, 2015

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

Some of the most significant books come from those who—after years 
of research and practice—share their accumulated insights in a concise, read-
able format. Paul Borthwick offers his readers such a volume in his most 

recent publication, Great Commission, Great Compassion. He draws from his many 
years of study and experience to provide a solid, biblical basis for missions, to-
gether with helpful recommendations for a missional lifestyle.

In the first section of the book, Borthwick lays the biblical foundation for 
“following Jesus and loving the world.” He clearly explains how each of the four 
Gospels and the Book of Acts convey the Great Commission with slightly different 
emphases. These insights are helpful but also fairly standard in most books about 
missional living. 

The ingenuity of Borthwick’s perspective arises from the way in which he joins 
the commissioning of the disciples with their need to care deeply for others. Many 
Christians have begun to emphasize the importance of combining word and deed 
in missions, but Borthwick provides a striking biblical justification by linking 
these two components together with the phrase: “all the nations/ethnicities.” 

Jesus uses this phrase as he describes the absolute necessity for his followers to meet the needs of others 
as they go to all the different people in the world. Such compassion requires great empathy that moves us to 
action. The author includes practical guidelines in his “takeaways” for fulfilling the Great Commission and 
the Great Compassion.

The second part of the book supplies pragmatic advice for reshaping our lifestyles to obey these two 
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inseparable commands. Borthwick filters his advice through eight “lifestyle imperatives.” 
Some of these, like the imperative to pray, are well-traveled paths in Christian literature. Others, such 

as advocacy, will be less familiar to some readers. In each of these imperatives, Borthwick never fails to 
provide concrete examples and recommendations. The pragmatic advice becomes a key strength of the book, 
enabling readers to readily incorporate specific actions into their daily living. 

The imperative to serve cross-culturally includes an especially helpful section on short-term mission trips 
and how to make them as effective as possible. Borthwick does not avoid the tough issues; instead, he 
confronts our struggles with materialism, busyness, and ethnocentrism. He then draws from his experience 
and offers practical actions to combat such barriers that hinder us from fulfilling Christ’s commands. 
Borthwick even includes an appendix with one hundred ideas for implementing a Great Commission/Great 
Compassion lifestyle.

Because of its readability and practical nature, this book would serve as an excellent textbook for 
undergraduate ministry students and for entry-level seminary students. Small groups in churches would also 
find it to be a valuable resource, especially the lifestyle imperatives. Any Christian seeking to understand 
more fully what it means to be follower of Christ and a caring witness to others will benefit from the book’s 
sound theology and pragmatic advice.

Additional Reading:
Borthwick, Paul. 2012. Western Christians in Global Mission: What’s the Role of the North American Church? 

Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Books.
Stearns, Richard. 2009. The Hole in Our Gospel. Nashville: Thomas Nelson.

Growing God’s Church:  
How People Are Actually Coming to Faith Today 

Gary McIntosh, 2016

—Reviewed by John Doss, senior pastor, Discovery Christian Community, Salt Lake City, Utah 

How are people coming to faith in Christ today? And are they 
attending a church and staying at that church? Gary McIntosh surveyed over 
one thousand new believers in twenty-seven denominations across forty-

three states in order to find answers to these questions. The survey is more extensive 
than that of Win Arn in 1980 and yields significant conclusions. McIntosh does not 
discuss his research, however, until the second half of the book.

Chapters 1–6 are devoted to clarifying the Church’s mission through studying 
Christ’s ministry in the Gospels. McIntosh emphasizes the priority of proclaiming 
the gospel over community service, the latter of which is referred to as ‘presence 
evangelism.’ He uses scripture to show that evangelism means asking people to 
make a decision and seeking to persuade them to follow Jesus.

McIntosh’s discussion of his research and its implications for the local church 
in Chapters 7–11 are the real value of Growing God’s Church. Like Arn, McIntosh’s 
survey reveals the supremacy of family relationships as the primary means by which 
people come to faith in Christ. 

Conversing with family members and friends about Jesus is the most effective 
means of reaching people for Christ. Relationships with family and friends is also by far the main factor 
influencing a person’s decision to attend a church. There are various reasons why people stay at a church, 
chief among them being the church’s friendliness, clarity of mission and vision, style of worship, and simple 
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biblical teaching. 
The survey also yielded a surprisingly high influence of a pastoral staff on a person’s faith decision and choice 

of a church. McIntosh notes the contribution that a pastor’s preaching and example of personal evangelism 
make toward healthy growth. At the end of each chapter, he offers seven “down-to-earth ideas” (i.e., practical 
ways for churches to be more effective evangelistically). The final two chapters shift to providing principles 
of evangelism, placing the greatest emphasis on training people to build relationships with others and share 
their faith with them. 

The relationship between McIntosh’s discussion of the Church’s mission (Chapters 1–6) and his survey 
(Chapters 7–11) is unclear in the book. Furthermore, it is unnecessary for McIntosh to share his views on 
controversial, theological issues, such as the relationship between the “church” and the “kingdom”. Why not 
devote the entire book to the survey and write more extensively on its implications for the local church?

McIntosh’s research is a valuable contribution to the field of church growth and evangelism as he specifically 
surveyed those who had been members of a church for less than two years. He also distinguishes between new 
converts and church transfers, generational differences (millennials, boomers, etc.), and gender as well as 
one’s ministry context (rural, urban, etc.). The results reinforce many widely-known principles of evangelism 
(such as the importance of friendship evangelism), while challenging other widespread presuppositions 
about church growth.

 
Additional Reading:

Rainer, Thom. 2001. Surprising Insights from the Unchurched and Proven Ways to Reach Them. Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Zondervan.

Stetzer, Ed and Mike Dobson. 2007. Comeback Churches: How 300 Churches Turned Around and Yours Can, 
Too. Nashville: B&H Publishing Group. 

Ministry Across Cultures:  
Sharing the Christian Faith in Asia

Warren R. Beattie, ed, 2016

—Reviewed by Ryan Klejment-Lavin, director, Footstool Missions Center, Seoul, South Korea

Asia is arguably the nexus of future missions activity both from 
receiving and sending missionaries and church planters. Asia is home to 
the largest unreached people groups, a plurality of the world’s population. 

These facts notwithstanding, the number of books widely available on engaging 
in cross-cultural ministry in Asia has been limited. The addition of Ministry 
Across Cultures and its articles will provide a fertile launching ground for further 
discussion and debate as to the unique challenges and opportunities facing cross-
cultural ministry in Asia.

The book begins by defining and explaining the concepts of culture and 
worldview, drawing heavily from past works by respected figures like Paul Hiebert 
and Sherwood Lingenfelter. While this might seem superfluous for the seminary-
trained missions scholar, it is nonetheless useful for establishing a common 
understanding of the terms to use, especially for the Majority World audience.

The main portion of the book is allocated to discussing key areas of ministry, 
including evangelism, discipleship, and church life. The book includes a discussion 
as to what makes ministry in each of these areas specifically different in an Asian context. What gives the book 
special value is the authors’ practical guidance and advice that each learned from his or her own experience 
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on the subject matter in Asia. The text does a good job balancing the theoretical and the concrete of cross-
cultural ministry, and draws from the experience of both Eastern and Western ministers and missionaries. 

The book concludes with a call for gospel contextualization to be taken up and advanced by church 
leaders in Asia. As it is true with all places and systems, the gospel needs to impact and transform the culture 
in Asia. The ones who should undertake this task are not foreign missionaries, but instead, local churches 
themselves. The responsibility in preparing local church leaders for this task, however, may very well fall on 
the cross-cultural missionary. It is a call to raise leaders who can engage the gospel on their own instead of 
remaining reliant upon outsiders. 

The only shortfall of this book is its length; the reader is left wishing there were more. Each of the chapters 
could have been expanded into a section of its own, filled with contributions from cross-cultural ministers 
and local church leaders. That said, the authors in this volume do an excellent job of starting the conversation. 
Ministry Across Cultures is a welcome addition to missions scholarship.

Scattered and Gathered:  
A Global Compendium of Diaspora Missiology

Sadiri Joy Tira and Tetsunao Yamamori, eds, 2016 

—Reviewed by Rajkumar Boaz Johnson, Ph.D., professor of Biblical and Theological Studies, North Park Univer-
sity; visiting professor, SHIATS University, Allahabad, India

Scattered and Gathered is a much-needed contribution for those 
seeking to frame liberal arts and theological education in the context of an 
ever-changing diaspora society. It is also a great resource for churches seeking 

to address the needs of the diaspora among them.  
Section 1 sets out phenomenological issues with respect to diaspora missiology. 

Chapter 1 makes clear the need to develop a new phenomenology of the Missio 
Dei in the context of “push/forced” immigration. Chapter 2 includes a good 
demographic analysis of this new diaspora. Chapter 3 urges that Christian 
institutions must get involved in the whole phenomena of life, including legal 
and social issues, human rights and care of refugees, and issues relating to good 
immigration policies. 

Section 2, “Biblical and Theological Foundation for Diaspora Missiology,” is 
the strongest part of this compendium. It lays the crucial biblical and theological 
underpinnings for diaspora missiology. Daniel Carrol makes it clear that the 
Hebrew Bible is written by immigrants, and focuses on immigrant issues in the 
laws, prophecies, and wisdom literature. 

Similarly, Steven Chang shows that the New Testament was written primarily to diaspora Jews and 
emerging diaspora Christian communities. Paul Woods focuses on a very critical motif of “otherness”, which, 
he suggests, is central to both the Old and the New Testament and must become the basis of a good diaspora 
missiology.  

Section 3 explicates various strategies towards diaspora missions. These include helpful insights on (1) the 
role of local churches to reach out to immigrants; (2) guidance to reach out to refugees, arguing that church 
planting should be an integral part of refugee work; (3) material for reaching out to international graduate 
students in Western universities; (4) Business as Mission as a creative and fruitful field of diaspora missions; 
and (5) a moderate use of social media in diaspora missions. 

Section 4 sets out various examples of churches from the Global South that are having a significant impact 
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on the Church in the Global North. Chapter 18 describes this as “cruciformity to address the Babel complex,” 
which breaks down all barriers, which have shattered global society. The following chapters in this section 
discuss how diaspora churches can teach several crucial lessons to the churches in the West. 

Section 5 contains assorted case studies from different regions: Jewish, Korean, Chinese, Indian, Latino, 
Brazilian, African, and Iranian peoples. These are very brief chapters, and contain practical information for 
those interested in reaching out to these diaspora groups. 

Section 6 gives case studies of issues which are unique to diaspora such as hospitality to strangers, 
totalitarianism, sex trafficking, materialism, brain drain, transnationalism, refugee crisis, and human 
trafficking. These chapters contain very moving and thought-provoking stories of people who are doing 
diaspora missions.  

Section 7 ends with a very helpful glossary, and a series of appendices, which give the context of this 
compendium. I highly recommend this book. The first two sections alone provide a solid biblical undergirding 
for diaspora missions.

Understanding Insider Movements:  
Disciples of Jesus Within Diverse Religious Communities

Harley Talman and John Jay Travis, eds, 2015

—Reviewed by Daniel Shinjong Baeq, senior pastor, Bethel Presbyterian Church, Ellicott City, Maryland

Critiquing and debating a novel idea or method enables its 
advocates and forerunners to fine-tune pre-existing theories for better 
practices. Pioneering efforts of the “Insider Movement” (IM) in recent years 

have garnered much attention which has resulted in a wide array of research and 
discussion.  In this book, Harley Talman and John Travis compiled sixty-five 
germane papers to produce a comprehensive resource book to cover the spectrum 
of IM’s beginnings to contextual, biblical, historical, and missiological legitimacy 
to IM’s application in various religious communities.    

Insider, according to the definition of this book, is “a person from a non-
Christian background who has accepted Jesus as Lord and Savior but retained 
the socio-religious identity of his or her birth” (p. 8). The reader should keep in 
mind that the concept of insider was not designed by a prominent theologian or 
a missions strategist. 

Rather, the concept was developed to describe and understand the Jesus-
followers who remained within their own religious contexts. Considering that there are no two Jesus-
followers who follow the same way among the vast number of different religious communities, the task of 
defining and encapsulating the breadth of all who can and could be qualified as such and systematizing and 
executing IM is exceptionally difficult. 

This book shows a culmination of the efforts that have been made thus far in IM. The seven parts of this 
book are arranged to systematically introduce foundational blocks of the IM. Part 1 sets the stage of the 
discussion by reviewing the current and historical Christian approaches to other religious communities 
and the evolution of IM. In the parts that follow, the more concrete application and practical aspects of IM, 
including testimonies, case studies, and their analysis of IM communities from different religious contexts 
are presented. It is here where many scriptural and theological questions are raised. 

Readers are then guided into the next three sections, in which biblical interpretations and theological 
insights are cited in support of IM. Further, pivotal missiological subjects—including incarnation, 
contextualization, and evangelism as it relates to IM of major religious traditions—are presented. Last, the 
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editors attempt to address concerns and misunderstanding as well as issues of identity of the insider.  
This multi-author volume contains the most pertinent articles that make a case for the importance of IM. 

One thing this book lacks, however, is the balance of voices. Although a portion of the book is dedicated 
to deal with controversial issues raised by the opponents of IM, their voice is neither heard nor discussed 
adequately. In fact, the collection of articles is limited, if not exclusively, to the IM advocates. 

For a greater understanding and acceptance as a pertinent mission methodology, biblical scholars and 
historians should be invited to visit the differing thoughts and practices so that IM is holistically covered. 
To date, this book provides the best comprehensive curriculum to understanding the IM and would be most 
engaging to missiology students, missionaries, and mission strategists.  

Additional Reading:
Chandler, Paul-Gordon. 2008. Pilgrims of Christ on the Muslim Road: Exploring a New Path Between Two 

Faiths. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
Kraft, Charles H., ed. 2005. Appropriate Christianity. Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey Library. 
Woodberry, J. Dudley, ed. 2008.  From Seed to Fruit: Global Trends, Fruitful Practices, and Emerging Issues 

among Muslims. Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey Library.

The Unexpected Christian Century:  
The Reversal and Transformation of Global Christianity,  

1900-2000
Scott W. Sunquist, 2015

—Reviewed by Timothy L Eckert, missionary to the FulBe of West Africa

The Unexpected Christian Century is an interesting, well-written 
book containing a relevant smorgasbord of information on how Christianity 
transitioned from a predominantly Western-based religion to a global and 

southern-based religion during the twentieth century. 
In light of how this topic is central to many current-day missiological discussions, 

Scott Sunquist does an excellent job of covering broad swaths of information relevant 
to the topic without getting bogged down on any specific point. The result is that 
the reader is introduced to a vast array of issues which can be used as a foundation 
to more in-depth research. Sunquist also gives a very satisfying answer, supported 
by relevant, terse historical discussions, as to why this unexpected reversal and 
transformation of Christianity took place. 

Sunquist begins with a brief, helpful, and needed historical treatment of pre-
twentieth-century Christianity and how the stage was set for Christianity’s global 
transformation. In Chapter 2, he briefly discusses the individuals who were primary influencers during 
Christianity’s global transformation. He then demonstrates how discussions of politics, persecution (Chap. 
3), migration (Chap. 5), and interactions with other religions (Chap. 6) emerge as appropriate and needed 
understandings as to why and how the global expansion and transformation occurred. 

The book allows the reader not only to understand the importance, significance, and impact of these 
dynamic issues, but it also gives a very brief yet important understanding of the integrated influence of each 
upon the growth and dispersion of Christianity across the globe. Examples include what happens within the 
four diverse Christian confessional families (Chap. 4) and the how and why certain leaders emerged to be 
influencers in this worldwide phenomenon (Chap. 2). 
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Sunquist’s book is a wonderful, useful tool for both the missiologically-interested scholar as well as the 
student confronted by a flood of missiological discussions and materials in an Internet-saturated world. 

Sunquist does an outstanding job of thoroughly yet succinctly amassing a very readable, well-written, 
helpful, and interesting treatment of Christianity’s twentieth-century transformation. Importantly and 
beneficially, the content of the book also gives indications of potential ways the Church will continue to 
expansively struggle forward in our ever-changing, increasingly globalized world that is influenced by factors 
such as politics, migration, persecution, and competing world religions, where Christian movements and 
leaders emerge and fade.

Additional Reading:
Stiller, Brian, Todd M. Johnson, Karen Stiller, and Mark Hutchinson. 2015. Evangelicals Around the World: A 

Global Handbook for the 21st Century. Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers.


