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Pros, professionalism,  
and periodicals 

I
n Christian ministry circles the terms professional and professionalism have a long history of producing 
contrary emotions. While everyone celebrates those who do their job like a ‘pro,’ few get excited about 
people in ministry who go about their duties with professional detachment. The coin of the realm is 
passionate commitment, not detached objectivity that observes and reports but doesn’t engage deeply 

and sacrificially.
John Piper’s challenging book Brothers, We Are Not Professionals: A Plea 

to Pastors for Radical Ministry is all about underlining this point for pastors 
who may be tempted by the seductions of professionalism. In it he pleads 
with fellow pastors to abandon the secularization of the pastorate and 
pursue the prophetic call of the Bible for radical ministry. The bread and 
butter of Christian ministry, he asserts, is supernatural. 

Put another way, one might say that in ministry of any kind, a spirit-
filled life is always the first and most important marker for what it means 
to be a ‘pro’. This is certainly as true for the missions community as it is for 
pastors.

For many years, EMQ has billed itself as “the professional journal for the 
missions community.” The intent of the byline, of course, is to say that we 
are a journal for the missions community to assist its people to perform 
like pros, in much the same way that the Journal of the American Medical 
Association does for the medical community or the Journal of Professional 
Issues in Engineering Education and Practice does for engineers. 

Some of the assumptions that undergird any journal of this type include: 
(1) a primary focus on providing personal and professional development 
help to a select group of doers; (2) high standards for excellence and 
relevance to the intended audience; (3) a desire to expose readers to genuine 
breakthrough methodologies, while alerting them to dangers in the false 
kind; (4) peer review of articles with opportunity for public challenge and 
interaction; and (5) regular ongoing reviews of new literature relevant to its readers.

With the last issue of EMQ being published this October, a timely question for the missions community 
of North America is “Has this need ceased to exist?” Have we already learned everything there is to know? 
Or, has the community itself shrunk to such an extent that mentoring new missions pros is no longer viable 
or necessary, as missions from North America has become primarily a short-term enterprise adjunct to the 
long-term strategic missions efforts of others? 

Or, has it just become politically incorrect for North Americans, who have so much controlled the global 
missions agenda for so long, to even speak about mission methodology now that the Global South has 
become so vibrantly active in missions? Interesting questions all, but certain aspects of modern life may offer 

A Second Look
Editorial by Gary Corwin
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up an even more practical question needing to be addressed.
Could it be that the change that has taken place has less to do with the importance of the subject than it does 

with the way the intended audience likes to consume information? There is significant anecdotal evidence that 
consumption patterns are a contributing factor. It is clear already in this Internet age that periodicals of all 
kinds have been taking a hit. And why shouldn’t they? 

When you can do a word search on a subject of interest (for free once you are plugged into the Internet) 
and get scores of items related to it in an instant, why would you subscribe to a periodical in your general 
area of interest, and perhaps find in each issue two or three articles that really interest you and ten that don’t? 
More and more people seem to be saying, “Why indeed?”

The main caveat to this approach, however, becomes clearer when one considers the more specific attributes 
of a professional journal that we have already discussed. How do you incorporate guardians of excellence 
such as editorial and peer review, or provide a welcoming home to discuss the virtues and pitfalls of potential 
breakthrough methodologies, without actually having a community home for such purposes. 

Yes, it certainly can be done on the Internet—blogs and Facebook have been doing some of this for quite 
a while—but it will take the same kind of community commitment to make it work well that led the IFMA 
and EFMA to establish EMQ as a joint journalistic endeavor 53 years ago, and led the Billy Graham Center at 
Wheaton College to sustain it for the last 20 years.

The model and the platform can change significantly, but the need to be addressed, and the commitment 
necessary to do it successfully, will be very much the same. Detached professionalism certainly won’t cut it. 
The big question is “Are there still enough pros out there—spirit-filled, spirit-led, and fully committed—to 
make it happen?” One can hope.

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

.
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 I
magine we just met in person. While making introductions, I pull a picture out of my wallet and 
say, “These are my three kids.” But the picture is of their feet. That would be confusing, if not socially 
awkward. 

We humans use an entirely different part of our body to represent people—the face. Human identity 
is intimately connected to the small part of our body on the front of our head. A picture of someone should 
show his or her face; that is how we recognize people. Face and identity are inseparable. 

This example shows the intricate link between face, identity, and community. Since face is a vital aspect 
of Majority World cultures, below I propose a biblical theology and missiology of face for ministry in honor-
shame, or ‘face-conscience’, contexts.   

The Face of Shame
Our physical face expresses feelings of shame and honor. For example, disgrace lowers the eyes and makes 

people blush—”No longer will Jacob be ashamed; no longer will their faces grow pale” (Isa. 29:22). More 
positively, fame raises our chin and makes our face beam—“Look to [God], and be radiant; so your faces 
shall never be ashamed” (Ps 34:5). Our face is a billboard that displays our social status. 

The standard visual for shame is someone looking down or covering his or her face. Ezra sensed this when 
confessing his sins: “I’m too ashamed and disgraced to lift up my face to God” (Ezra 9:6). A person who feels 
inadequate or defective tries to hide themselves by concealing the front side of their head. (Yes, akin to a 

Get Face! Give Face!
A Missional Paradigm for  
Honor-Shame Contexts

Jayson Georges

BSGStudio
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toddler who plays hide-n-seek by covering his or her eyes!) If my face is hidden, then I think you cannot see 
‘me’. One time I said a foolish comment before all my colleagues, and everyone erupted in laughter towards 
me. In that moment, I sensed an inner compulsion to crawl under the table and hide my face.  

Shame not only affects our own ‘face’,  but plays out in our social interactions as well. For example, slapping 
or spitting on another’s face is a grave insult. Families in traditional cultures may employ ‘honor violence’ 
against a disgraceful relative to restore the family honor. One common form is acid attacks—throwing 
chemicals on someone’s face to permanently and utterly humiliate them. This loss of face is arguably worse 
than an honor killing as the person must then live with ‘no face,’ both physically and socially. 

Facework
In English, we say a person can “lose face” or “save face.”  These idioms do not refer to a person’s physical 

face, but social identity. Face is a synonym for reputation and respect. The term ‘facework’ describes the ways 
people project and manage their social identities. One common arena for facework is Facebook. Social media 
allow people to easily present an alternative face through scripted comments and select pictures. A person 
can update their status, accrue friends, update their profile, and like others 
without ever showing his or her real face.

While certain cultures are particularly adept at facework, all people 
manage face to some degree. Consider the amount of face granted by the 
following three greetings in English: “Yo, dude!” “Hello, sir,” and “Your 
Royal Majesty.” Each phrase confers a certain amount and kind of social 
status. 

Life in collectivistic cultures is often a chase for face. In Central Asia, 
the phrase “you have no face” is a severe insult. These words functionally 
rebuke a person for losing his or her sense of social regard and define him 
or her as a nobody, a person who is invisible to the community. 

Face for Thais is like snow for Eskimos—a highly valued commodity with 
a rich vocabulary. In the Thai language you can: display face, give face, 
fix face, take face, carry face, sell face, tear off face, and even “hammer” 
face (Flanders 2011, 275). In Asian cultures, face is the glue that binds 
relationships and communities. So people take great precaution to grant 
and preserve face. Leaders use face as social capital to empower themselves 
and their followers (Persons 2016). 

For a westerner like myself, the emphasis on face was confusing and 
frustrating. I was often blind to the reality of face. Even when I noticed its 
centrality in relationships, I dismissed it as manipulate, deceitful, and even 
immature. 

But my years in Central Asia allowed me to see how and why the Bible says so much about face. Face lies 
at the heart of our relationship with God and our mission to the world. To summarize, we must get face from 
God and then give face to others. The following sections develop this biblical theology and missiology of face. 

Seeing God’s Face in Scripture
God reveals his face to people, but we humans hide our face from God—this motif about face runs through 

the Bible. Although humans crave face, we turn from the One True Face.
In Genesis 1, God gives us ultimate face. Being made in the “image of God,” humans essentially have 

God’s face (i.e., our status as co-regents over creation) and are God’s face (i.e., represent him to the world, as 
signposts pointing to his glory). The first story after the fall involves the tragic loss of face. Cain offers a gift 
to God, but God did not look upon it favorably (Gen 4:4). “So Cain was very angry and his face fell” (4:5). 
When Cain was disregarded, he turned his face away. His parents Adam and Eve also hid and were covered in 
shame. God made us to see him face to face, but sin warps our hearts and makes us hide our face from God.
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God offers restoration of face to Cain—“If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?  [lit., “will there 
not be a lifting up of face?”]” (4:7). Nevertheless, Cain kills Abel out of status envy and removes his brother’s 
face from the picture altogether. The tragic and ironic consequence of Cain’s false pursuit of face is losing 
access to God’s face. Cain says, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! Today you have driven me away 
from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your face” (4:13–14). 

Every human longs to be noticed and connect face to face, with people and with God. This is the heart cry 
of David in Psalm 27:8, “ ‘Come,’ my heart says, ‘seek his face!’ Your face, Lord, do I seek. Do not hide your 
face from me.” A key reason people of all cultures crave face from other humans is because sin disconnects 
us from God’s face. We each feel (and thus compensate for) the shame of our alienation from God. The 
absence of God’s face is our greatest shame, and every person feels the sting of that separation. Isaiah 59:2 
says, “Your sin is a barrier between you and God; your sins have hidden God’s face from you.” Cain’s story is 
prototypical—humans hide their face, reject God’s offer of face, and then lose access to God’s face. 

God’s Face as Salvation
God’s face is not hidden forever; God gifts his face to the human family. God reveals his face—“Let 

your face shine upon your servant; save me in your steadfast love (Ps. 31:16); and we behold God’s face—
“Look to [God], and be radiant; so your faces shall never be ashamed” (Ps. 34:5). Looking to God’s face 

confers radiance to our own face. Recall what happened to Moses’ face 
when he saw God’s face: “When he came down from Mt. Sinai, his face was 
shining so brightly that the other Israelites were afraid to approach him. 
Seeing God’s face made his face so radiant, he had to wear a veil” (Exod. 
34:30). Beholding God’s face changed Moses’ face.

God’s face may be defined as his gracious and honoring presence. Access 
to God’s face is like a special invitation into the emperor’s grand palace. 
This privilege of royal access confers status. God’s people stand in God’s 
presence and connect intimately with the God of glory. While the absence 
of God’s face is our greatest shame, seeing the face of God is our greatest 
honor. 

New covenant believers now behold God’s face as never before. In 
Ezekiel 39:29, God foretold, “I will never again hide my face from them, 
when I pour out my spirit upon the house of Israel, says the Lord God.” 
The gift of God’s spirit means God’s face is always visible to believers. We 
are not simply in God’s presence, but God’s presence now resides in us. To 
continue the above metaphor, the emperor has left his palace to move into 
the squalid shacks of our mortal bodies, a tremendous and undeserving 
honor.  

In 2 Corinthians 3 Paul explains the glory of seeing God. Whereas the 
Old Covenant came through Moses with great glory, the New Covenant has a greater, permanent glory. 
Spiritual blindness inhibits visibility, but Jesus removes the veil from our face and allows us to behold God’s 
glory (vv. 10–14). In Paul’s mind, all of history climaxes with the grand unveiling of God’s glorious face:

And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being trans-
formed into the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit. (2 Cor. 
3:18)

In one verse, Paul summarizes the glory of salvation: God reveals his face, which we behold and experience; 
then, God’s face reshapes us into the face of Jesus Christ, into every increasing echelons of glory. Revelation 
22:4 describes heaven as such: “[God’s] servants will worship him; they will see his face.” Heaven is beholding 
the face of perfect Glory, not dimly as through a mirror, but face to face (1 Cor. 13:12). 
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Rejecting God’s Face
A tragic reality remains—people reject God’s face. When God’s face became a human face in Jesus, people 

could not recognize it (John 1:10; 2 Cor. 4:3–4). Isaiah foresaw the rejection: “Like one from whom people 
hide their faces he was despised, and we held him in low esteem” (Isa. 53:3). Out of arrogance, humans do 
not give face to Jesus. Instead, we crucify Glory. The crucifixion was the ultimate turning from God’s face. 

The human tendency to turn from God’s face continues until the final day, when people command the 
mountains, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of the one seated on the throne” (Rev. 6:16).  People in 
shame go to great lengths to hide their face from God. C. S. Lewis aptly summarizes the final judgment in 
the language of face: 

In the end that Face which is the delight or the terror of the universe must be turned upon each of us either 
with one expression or with the other, either conferring glory inexpressible or inflicting shame that can never be 
cured or disguised. (Lewis 2001)

In sum, humans long for face and God reveals face in the person of Jesus Christ, but sin keeps people 
from God’s face. Considering the importance of facework in global cultures and the prominence of face in 
scripture, face dynamics could be more central in contemporary global 
ministry. We offer several practical suggestions via two rubrics: get face 
and give face.  

Get Face!
A first step is getting face at a cognitive level. Western culture (and 

theology) gives little place to the realities of honor, shame, and face. 
Although honor and shame are central moral values in Majority World 
cultures and prominent throughout the Bible (Georges and Baker 2016), 
they represent a significant growth area for Western theology and 
missiology.     

We must also get God’s face at the heart level. The realities of God’s 
revealed glory in Christ must transform our spirituality as mission 
practitioners. Christians must ask themselves, “Whose face am I truly 
seeking?” Or perhaps, “Whose face are you hiding from?” 

Shame and face-consciousness knows no cultural boundaries; they 
plague all people. True face and true status come only from Jesus Christ; 
he gives us his glory (John 17:22; Rom. 8:17; 2 Thess. 1:12). We are to 
seek God’s face, not our own. God’s face is tangibly seen and experienced 
through community. We all long to be fully seen and yet fully loved; we 
want people to see our true face and keep looking upon us. 

Give Face!
To adapt the popular bread metaphor, once we realize we are faceless no-names who have been given face, 

then we will be eager to share that face with others. And this might happen in multiple ways. 
Christians should be intentional to communicate face in personal interactions with people. This 

includes concrete actions such as giving gifts, hosting guests, and using proper greetings. Our team hosted 
a formal dinner for the employees of our business center. When thanking our main employee during the 
ceremony, I publicly emphasized his accomplishments and positive character qualities, then presented him 
with a gift from a prestigious store in town. Although my Western tendencies felt uncomfortable ‘playing-up’ 
his role, these actions purposefully communicated face in a way everyone recognized as genuinely honoring. 

We must be particularly conscious to give face during conflict. The Western approach to conflict 
resolution focuses on facts and neglects face. Without sacrificing truth, we must consciously consider the 
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dimension of face when confronting or apologizing (Rom. 12: 14, 18). Western communication emphasizes 
direct confrontation, verbal confession, and public apology as legitimate forms of restoration. 

But those practices can expose shame, cause loss of face, and increase relational tension. To preserve face 
during conflict, consider using a mediator, speaking indirectly about the problem, publicly praising the 
person you offended, or using food to symbolize forgiveness.         

Giving face goes deeper than communication techniques; Christians are also people who confer God’s face to 
the disgraced. Sam was an American missionary teaching in Haiti. One day, a local student came into his yard 
looking quite sick. When Sam asked what happened, the young man recounted how he felt disrespected. His 
disgrace was visibly palpable as he said, “I can go three days without food, but without respect, I can’t live.” 

In that moment, Sam prayed with the Haitian student and shared how Jesus restores his honor. His face 
went from being totally downcast to radiant after the prayer. Sam wisely realized the root problem was the 
loss of face. Restoration and healing came as Sam shared God’s face with the Haitian student. His words bore 
witness to crucial kingdom realities.

Our relationships must graciously confer honor and face upon people. But eternal face only comes through 
seeing and knowing Jesus Christ. How might evangelism present the gospel in terms of face? 

Linda ministered among Chinese immigrants in America. She discovered that the Chinese euphemism 
“scratch God’s face,” a term of deplorable shame, was an effective and powerful way for Chinese to understand 
sin in Genesis 3 and their own lives. Perhaps it resonates to explain sin as “we have no face before God” 
or “we marred God’s face.” The explicit language of honor, shame, and face in the Bible makes such face 
metaphors appropriate redemptive analogies. 

The above sections about face in biblical theology provide some raw data one could use to frame the gospel 
in terms of face. The gospel could be explained as: (1) we all lost face, (2) Jesus has face, and (3) we get face 
from Jesus (Wu 2014). 

Conclusion
These reflections come from my personal effort to understand, live, and proclaim the gospel in a particular 

honor-shame culture of Central Asia. Although readers’ contexts will differ, the global prevalence of honor 
and shame makes the missional paradigm of “Get Face!, Give Face!” a potentially fruitful contemporary 
mission practice. In closing, “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine on you and be 
gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace” (Num. 6:24–26).
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T
here are a lot of books and articles that help prepare God’s people for working in other 
cultures.  Most of the material provides insights into cultural difference and for understanding how 
to adapt to, interact with, and share the gospel with those from another culture. The perspective is 
usually that of understanding the cultural other. In this article, I am turning the reflection back on 

self and one’s own culture.
For years, a major company promoted its products with the tagline, “Don’t leave home without it.” The 

goal of the propaganda was to convince the consumer that the best way to deal with money while traveling 
was by using their products, originally traveler’s checks and then a credit card.  

With their products you could go anywhere. I am paraphrasing their tagline to “Culture: You can’t leave 
home without!” The lesson that I want you to remember is that no matter where you go, your culture goes 
with you—for good or bad. The goal is to enable you—whether as a short-term or career missionary or as 
a church member connecting with a different culture at work or across the street—to use culture for good 
rather than having culture become a barrier in God’s service. 

The starting point is to recognize that we all have a culture. One common tendency is to think that others 
have culture (usually seen as exotic) and we don’t. Another perception is that culture refers to particular 
aspects of life, usually the arts. I recently drove by a sign for a city’s “cultural district” probably referring to 
aspects of art, music, museums, and theater. In this mindset, a cultured person is focused on the arts of say, 
NYC, or better yet, London. 

Cultural Self-awareness:  
A Missing Element in Intercultural Service?

Marcus Dean

Photos courtesy Marcus Dean
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The culture I am referring to is something that we all have, and is more in line with what is behind how we 
react when watching a sporting event and our team has an outstanding play, how we react when the preacher 
says something profound, how we react when ice cream tastes really good, or even if we think ice cream 
should taste good. 

One’s culture is the background for why we all behave as we do in life’s varied contexts when we often 
really aren’t aware of why we act as we do.

I will not offer a definition of culture to memorize, but rather build an understanding of a concept that 
will be portable enough to take with us whenever and wherever we interact with members of other cultures.  

Understanding culture starts with the big picture. It includes the ideals, values, and assumptions that one’s 
group has modeled for us and that guide our responses in one way or another (Brislin 1993, 4). 

Culture is all the info we hold that prompts us in how to manage our environment, guides our responses 
to life, tells us what to value and like, and informs us how to get along with others. In this sense, culture both 
presents us with options and limits us as to how we should act in any given context.  It is also important to 
realize that this does not predetermine us to act in a particular way, but does encourage conforming to the 
prescription, which is why we normally act without awareness of why we respond as we do.

In essence, what we can’t leave home without is our personal way of interacting with our world that is the result 
of our being part of a particular culture. Our way of living has been molded and shaped by our context and 
the people around us. This becomes a problem when we leave ‘home’ or interact with culturally different 
individuals without being aware of this truth and how that formation influences our interactions in other 
cultures.  

In teaching, I am increasingly using case studies to give a context to analyze cultural differences. This 
enables reflection and analysis on safer ground. For this article let’s use the children’s story “Green Eggs and 
Ham.” It helps us think through these ideas, is widely known, and is available if you need a refresher.

Why Can’t I Leave Home without My Culture?
The understanding of culture developed above sets the stage for answering the question of why we take 

our culture with us wherever we go. Life without culture would be chaotic as we would continually have to 
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reinvent how we do things and we would never know what to expect from others with whom we regularly 
interact. 

It is because of the constant unconscious use of our culture that we can’t leave home without it. It is a part 
of who we are. Leaving home with our culture is not something we think about. It is not like remembering 
our keys or cell phone. It is just how things are supposed to be.  

Culture is what gives us an identity. Because of culture, we have an identity, are accepted by our own group, 
and have the ability to be understood and to understand others. 

Let’s start with the green eggs and ham story. There are two cultures represented—one that eats green 
eggs and ham and one that doesn’t. So in the story each person has an identity as an eater of green eggs and 
ham or as a person who does not. Each is a product of his culture and that always goes with him without 
thought. In reality, thinking about our own culture is really only possible when we encounter a culture that 
is different, or at least become aware that our way is not the only way. Neither person in the story is thinking 
about whether the other does or does not eat green eggs and ham; each operates from a cultural given.

In the field of intercultural studies, functioning in our cultural perspective without any awareness of 
how culture influences us is commonly referred to as being on autopilot. While it may be OK for airplanes, 
crossing cultures on autopilot may lead to far worse than just bumpy landings.  

When we act according to our cultural scripts (how our culture tells us to act), or are surprised by the other’s 
culture script, we quickly encounter cultural turbulence. Since it is often easiest to see cultural assumptions 
when looking at another culture, our response can be to see the differences of other cultures as strange or 
exotic rather than as a reaction to our culture being ‘normal’. 

Not having awareness of one’s own culture is more likely to lead to making positive interactions when 
encountering cultural differences more difficult. It is this lack of awareness that leads Sam to relentlessly 
offer the cultural other (the non-green eggs and ham eater) his tasty (to him) treat, which leads to countless 
refusals to “try them” and many mishaps.

A frequent metaphor used to describe how culture influences our responses in intercultural interaction 
is the idea that we wear ‘cultural lenses.’ Often portrayed as sunglasses, these lenses refer to the “social 
influences that shape our vision and evaluation of the world around us” (Bucher 2008, 51).    
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Without awareness of our cultural lenses, we simply respond to others from our cultural perspective and 
its influence on us. We judge others as if they were wearing our lenses when they are not. Thus, the way they 
respond to the context is seen as a negative or incorrect response.  

When Sam offers the other his perceived delicacy of green eggs and ham, he is immediately met with a 
negative response: “I do not like green eggs and ham!” This reflects what happens in many cultural encounters. 
One person holds up a cultural element as good and the other responds negatively without knowing why.  

It is only through knowing that you leave home with your culture that you can best develop a proper 
response to cultural differences and the other’s reactions as they are encountered. Rather than a first response 
that is negative or judgmental, it is possible to ask questions and learn first before judging.  

One additional factor to consider in all intercultural interactions is that the dynamics are reciprocal. Not 
only do we need to interact from self-awareness and awareness of the other’s differences, but we need to 
interact from the awareness that the other is also dealing with our culture as different from theirs. 

We need to be aware of how the other might respond to us (Smith 2009, 111). What if Sam had taken a less 
aggressive stance towards offering green eggs and ham? What if he had thought about how the other might 
respond to the unfamiliar, or that the food offered was unknown?  

What Do I Need to Know since I Can’t Leave Home without My Culture?
So how does this idea that I leave home with my culture impact missions and intercultural service? At 

the very least it means that all who are in missions and intercultural interactions need to function with the 
awareness that our culture does influence us. Then, we need to move on to learn some of the values and 
concepts behind our different cultures to facilitate a more positive response to and understanding of the 
world we enter. 

Our starting point is that we always relate and respond to others based on the values, knowledge, skills, 
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attitudes, and assumptions that we carry as a part of our culture (Cornes 2004, 18) unless we have learned 
other ways to think. Sam demonstrates this tendency perfectly. He just assumes that the other will see his 
green eggs and ham as good and like them.

For an example of how this might work, it is widely recognized that mainstream “North American culture 
values self-reliance highly and is on the whole more oriented toward approaching the world as a set of objects 
that have fixed properties and can be manipulated without strong reference to their context” (Smith 2009, 44).  

This leads the average U.S. North American to hold a ‘fix-it’ attitude. Problems are there to be taken care 
of or ‘fixed’, and are often handled without first asking questions about the bigger context such as: Is the 
‘problem’ something that the other wants to have fixed?  

Recognizing these types of differences enables us to not assume that our response is universal.  We need 
to learn to modify our behavior in intercultural interactions just as we know how to modify it in diverse 
situations within our own culture (such as the difference between being at a football game or in church). We 
are called to become students of our own culture and reflective of how 
that culture has modeled and shaped us. What if Sam had asked, “Why 
might others not like green eggs and ham?” or “Why do I want others to 
try green eggs and ham?” Might the story have gone differently?

What Do I Need to Do since I Can’t Leave Home 
without My Culture?

Since we can’t leave home without our culture, what can we do about the 
way that our culture impacts and molds us? What difference does all this 
make as we become involved in missions and intercultural interactions?  

Two things are essential to know. First, we best understand ourselves 
as we compare ourselves to others. Thus, learning about ourselves best 
occurs once we are engaged with other cultures. As we identify and find 
ways to label our cultural influences (there are lots of good sources on the 
market), we can both understand our identity and develop ways to interact 
with others along lines of what is similar and different (Plum 2008, 66). 

Second, recognizing and accepting cultural differences does not 
in any way lessen our identity. We are not out to become native. We 
are who we are, and can accept others for who they are and can become 
in Christ. Sam clearly lacks awareness that others are not green eggs and 
ham enthusiasts.

While we cannot become the other, there is a great deal of good that 
comes from immersing ourselves in other cultures. One recognized 
potential outcome of immersion in another culture is that of promoting 
personal dissonance that can lead to inner and spiritual reflection 
(Smedley 2010, 25). 

Learning to immerse ourselves in another culture is not just about imitation and practicing the explicit 
cultural dynamics that we encounter. Learning to like what the other likes is not the end game. Immersion 
ultimately enables us to recognize and accept others from their cultural perspective (Kitayama & Duffy 
2004, 55-56). We can meet them where they are, rather than them coming to meet us. What if Sam had first 
asked the other what he eats and really likes?  This could have led to a very different interaction.

One concern with immersion and starting with where others are is the extreme form of cultural relativism. 
Those who hold this position so appreciate other cultures that there is no space to make any evaluative 
analysis of culture. We have to ask as Bible believers what we do when a culture (even our own) holds values 
that are different than our own, and more importantly, are not biblically aligned. How do we relate without 
condemning? How do we take the time to let the Holy Spirit speak to guide those in the culture, rather than us speaking 
from our cultural perspective?

LEARNING TO 
IMMERSE
ourselves 
in another 

culture is not 
just about 

IMITATION 
and practicing 

the explicit 
culture 
that we 

encounter. 



     16    EMQ  July  2017  

Let me return to the personal side of intercultural interactions. Learning to deal with the personal 
transformation that can take place in intercultural interactions is important. We must balance maintaining 
our own identity and being open to the other. One way to look at this balancing act is accepting that we are 
neither truly in our own culture nor in the other (Rynkiewich 2011, 208).  

This period of uncertainty or liminality goes in negative directions when we are “buffeted by conflicting 
cultural loyalties and unable to construct a unified identity” (Bennett 1993, 113). Not dealing with the 
differences well leaves a person without a strong cultural identity and unable to function well in either 
culture. Liminality becomes a positive when a person uses this state of dissonance to identify with all cultures 
of the intercultural interaction (Bennett 1993, 113) and results in a multicultural identity. 

Increasingly in today’s world, we find ourselves interacting with multiple cultures at the same time, so 
being multiculturally adept is good. While Sam was strong in his own identity as a green eggs and ham eater, 
he had not learned to first ask the other what he likes to eat and then perhaps share some of the other’s food 
before offering his own. His mono-culturalness was a clear problem.

What Do We Need to Learn as Persons of Faith?
Taking a look at the pilgrimage stories of the people of faith in the Bible, we learn something about 

an approach to cultural interactions that allows us to grow closer to God. Ultimately, characters such as 
Abraham, Joseph, and Daniel learned to find in God the primary source of their identity. From the basis of a 
strong identity in God, they then learn in varying degrees to function in other cultures. Daniel, perhaps more 
than any other, demonstrates that the best way to deal with cultural influences is to have a greater allegiance 

to God and his kingdom than to our own culture or to the other cultures we 
encounter.

If we allow intercultural interactions to lead us to a reflective state, then the 
disorientation that often accompanies cultural interactions can lead to growth. 
After all, it was the insistence of Sam that finally led the other to the discovery 
that green eggs and ham are good. This can be likened to the pilgrimage that 
Abraham, Joseph, and Daniel encountered. When we let God, through the Holy 
Spirit, lead us, then we can best learn how to relate to our own and to other 
cultures (Rah 2010).

Recognizing the encounter with other cultures as a means for spiritual 
growth allows us to reflect on how our culture has shaped us and make 
biblically informed decisions about what our values should be. First, however, 
we must identify what that influence is like and then deal with it from a biblical 
perspective. The mere fact of an intercultural interaction is not enough to 
facilitate this response. Interactions can be nothing more than an encounter 
that entrenches us rather than freeing us to grow. What if the man who offered 
green eggs and ham had first asked himself, “Why don’t I like green eggs and 
ham? What difference would it have made to his reactions?”

At the same time this is not a call to merge us all into some type of globalized 
bland monoculture. To embrace the other does not call me to forget my identity. 
In Paul’s call in Galatians to be neither Jew nor Gentile, we don’t stop being 
whichever of those we are, we just stop making being either the supreme test of 

validity for life. Together we are able to leave behind anything of our own culture that gets in the way of an 
allegiance to God, thus helping lead us to the image of Revelation 7:9, where all peoples are worshipping God 
together from their differences.  

Another biblical image of being one in Christ yet culturally different is the lion and the lamb in God’s 
kingdom (Isa. 11:6-9). The lion is still a lion but goes against its identity in order to be at peace with the lamb. 
When we are able to lay aside the supremacy of our cultural identity, then we can let intercultural encounters 
be peaceable and reflect God’s kingdom (Smedley 1993).  
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Cultural interaction can then stop being about power and more about mutuality. In mutuality, as we both 
give and receive, our response to other cultures recognizes that culture is in essence a gift from God and that 
no culture is in and of itself wrong or sinful, but each is also shaped by the fallen nature of humanity (Rah 
2010, 29).  

Thus, as we frame our intercultural interactions with the knowledge that we cannot leave home without 
our culture and that the other is responding from their culture, cultural differences are more manageable. In 
this practice of cultural differences from the perspective of mutuality, no one is out to eliminate differences, 
but instead recognizes that we can honor and serve God from any and all cultural perspectives. 

Culture is thus not the end game, but rather highlights that God’s word is the foundation for how any 
culture should function (Kumar 1979, 62). In essence, when our primary identity is in Christ, it really doesn’t 
matter what our cultural identity is. Together, we can either choose to like or choose to not like green eggs 
and ham as long as we can do so for God’s glory. The end is that our culture does not become a barrier to 
our interactions, but intercultural interactions become a means for learning and growing together in God.
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Richard and Evelyn Hibbert

 C
onflict occurs wherever human beings live or work together. It is no surprise then that 
conflict is a major issue in multicultural teams. All of the eighty-one people we interviewed explained 
that their team had experienced some degree of conflict, and in some of these teams, conflict had 
deeply hurt team members and damaged the effectiveness of their team (Hibbert 2002; Hibbert 2011). 

Conflict is a normal part of a healthy team. There is great potential for team members to grow and for teams 
to be strengthened through conflict. When handled well, conflicts can lead to renewed motivation, clarification 
and strengthening of vision and values, venting of frustrations, and growth in personal maturity. Conflict is 
also an opportunity to bring glory to God by trusting and obeying him through it.

David Dunaetz (2010) describes two different types of conflict. Task conflict arises when team members 
have different ideas. This kind of conflict happens when team members exchange their differing ideas and 
consider alternative perspectives on issues and challenges. This often leads to better ideas. Unfortunately, there 
is another kind of conflict in which relationships are damaged. This is known as relationship conflict. Cultural 
differences among team members are a frequent cause of relationship conflict.

Causes of Conflict in Multicultural Teams
Much of the conflict in the teams of the people we interviewed was a result of differences in cultural values 

between team members. When cultural values are perceived to be threatened, this provokes powerful emotions. 
Recognizing and managing these emotions is part of the process of learning to deal with conflict well. 

A Korean family, for example, found themselves in conflict with a South African leader when the amount of 
food given to their children was regulated by the leader. Each party found that they had a different, culturally 
shaped value concerning food. That this involved children increased the emotional impact of the conflict. This 
conflict could not be resolved without both parties being willing to let go of their strong, culturally shaped 
opinions. 

Team members also had differing expectations about what working together should look like, some of which 
were a result of cultural differences. One team member we interviewed, for example, said, “I expected the team 
to be more organized and more unified.” Some cultures have a stronger emphasis on order, time, and formal 
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processes around decision-making, and these will impact how the team functions and the degree to which 
team members feel trusted or controlled.

Conflict was also often the result of poor communication. Misunderstandings were compounded when the 
team’s language was not spoken fluently by some of its members. One team member commented, “The greatest 
hindrance was lack of communication. Something was said, and then the misunderstanding was allowed to 
fester. Then mistrust takes root…” 

Conflict Escalates if Ignored
Conflict has the potential to cause serious damage to teams and their ministry if it is not handled well. 

Conflict that is ignored or ‘swept under the carpet’ can lead to a build-up of resentment, gossip, and backbiting, 
or turn into an aggressive and uncontrolled explosion of anger. The earlier a conflict is dealt with, the easier it is 
to get to resolution without participants being hurt. One interviewee said:

If you think there’s something wrong, there probably is, and you probably 
don’t know what it is, especially if you’re in an environment that is unusual or 
you’ve got someone who may not know that they’re offending. You probably 
would say, “Oh, that’s because of the culture. I wouldn’t talk to them about it. 
I don’t know how to.” Well, you’ve got to find a way.

Stages in the escalation of a conflict that is ignored are shown in Figure 
1 on page 20 based on D.C. Palmer (1990, 61-64). In the early stages, 
tension develops, but team members are not sure what exactly is wrong. 
Then, confusion sets in. Confusion can be about what is happening, 
who or what is causing the conflict, and what each team member’s role 
in the conflict is. Communication often begins to break down and team 
members feel threatened. If the conflict is still not addressed, team 
members begin to nurse grudges. This is usually a preparation for some 
kind of confrontation. This stage cannot continue for very long as it is 
emotionally very draining.

Unresolved conflict leads to teams ‘getting stuck’ or dissolving. Getting 
stuck means that team members experience ongoing confusion and even 
emotional trauma that they can carry for years afterwards. The team may 
stay together, but trust between team members becomes eroded. One 
team member gave a particularly poignant description of this:

Conflict explodes, and then it is left. The big thing is that the local people 
see it—that we are not of one accord, that we don’t think the same way. That’s really sad; that’s an agony. We all feel 
very hurt. . . . Some of us feel a deep ache, like a hole in the heart in a way, because we know it’s not right.

Team Members from Different Cultures Approach Conflict Differently
Team members from different cultures will have different preferred ways of dealing with conflict. Each person’s 

style will be influenced partly by his or her culture and partly by his or her unique individual background. 
Individualistic approaches to conflict management tend to separate people from issues and often focus on 
efficiency at the expense of relationships. Values such as fairness, individual choice, and empowerment are 
stressed. Team members from more individualistic cultures often see Asian and Latin American conflict styles 
as weak or passive. People from collectivistic cultures are more concerned to preserve face and relationships and 
to work towards achieving each party’s goals. 

People from collectivist cultures do not usually separate the issue from the person with whom he or she is 
having the conflict. Japanese managers, for example, are more likely to see criticism and objections to their 
ideas as personal attacks, while North American managers usually do not (Gudykunst 2004, 278).

GETTING STUCK

MEANS THAT
team 

members 
experience 

ongoing 
CONFUSION 

and even 
emotional 

trauma.



     20    EMQ  July  2017  

Kenneth Thomas (1976) outlined a model that is widely used for categorizing approaches to conflict. He 
describes five different styles of managing conflict: 

•  Avoiding (also known as withdrawing)
•  Accommodating (also known as yielding or obliging)
•  Competing (also known as dominating) 
•  Compromising
•  Collaborating (also known as integrating) 

Western conflict management theorists tend to promote collaborating as the best style to adopt. But each 
of these styles is appropriate in particular situations. Abraham used an accommodating approach when it 
became clear that he and Lot could not stay in the same place, seemingly because of the priority he put on their 
relationship (Gen. 13:1-12). 

There are many times when avoiding conflict is best. This is the approach advocated in the proverb: “A 
person’s wisdom yields patience; it is to one’s glory to overlook an offense” (Prov. 19:11). Using a competitive 
style may be important when you are sure that your teammate is acting in a way that contravenes the heart of 
the gospel, as Paul did when he confronted Peter concerning salvation by grace alone (Gal. 2:11-21). 
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1. Tensions develop
You can feel tension in 
the air but are not sure 
what is wrong and are 
embarrassed to say 
anything. No great harm 
done yet to participants. 

2. Roles Confused
Participants are confused about what 
is happening and are asking, “What is 
my role and what should I be doing? 
Am I part of the problem?” 
Communication often breaks 
down. 

3. Injustices collected
First really dangerous stage. 
Parties pull apart and prepare 
for battle. Every 
injustice and bad report 
   is collected for
     ammunition. 

5. Adjustment
Parties are tired of 
fighting.

           4. Confrontation 
     or avoidance 
Can damage participants 
and their relationships.

Figure 1: Stages in the Escalation of a Conflict (based on Palmer 1990, 61-64).
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A wonderful example of collaborative conflict resolution is found in the Early Church in response to the 
complaint of some Hellenistic Jews that their widows were missing out on food donated by the church (Acts 
6:1-7). In the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, a compromise approach was employed to find the best way for the 
church to keep growing. Gentiles were not required to be circumcised, but they were to avoid some practices 
that would have caused Jewish Christians offense. 

These five styles do not encompass all the possible ways people deal with conflict. To find out how to resolve 
conflicts in a multicultural team, we need to look beyond the literature that assumes a Western context and that 
collaboration is always the best approach. Mitchell Hammer’s (2005) study of intercultural conflict, based on 
studies of multicultural teams in NASA, is particularly helpful. He found that people from different cultures 
vary along two scales: (1) how directly they communicate in conflict and (2) how emotionally expressive they 
are.  

Directness of communication: People from cultures that prefer direct communication focus on the specific 
words people use and emphasize precise, explicit language. They prefer face-to-face methods of resolving 
conflict and want people to speak their mind. People from cultures that prefer indirect communication, in 
contrast, focus more on nonverbal behavior than the words being spoken, and often prefer to use mediators to 
help resolve conflict. 

Emotional expression: People from emotionally expressive cultures value overt displays of emotion during 
conflict and want to hear how the other person is feeling as well as what he or she is thinking about an issue. To 
be authentic and sincere means to show one’s emotion. Emotionally restrained cultures, in contrast, focus on 
maintaining emotional control and hiding strong feelings. For them, maintaining calm communicates sincerity. 

These variations give rise to four main styles of communicating in conflict that are shown in Figure 2:

1. Engagement style: verbally direct and emotionally expressive—typical of African Americans 
2. Discussion style: verbally direct and emotionally restrained—typical of northern Europeans; 

European-background North Americans, Canadians, Australians, and New Zealanders
3. Dynamic style: emotionally expressive and verbally indirect—typical of  Arabs 
4. Accommodation style: verbally indirect and emotionally restrained—typical of East and South-East 

Asia (including China, Japan, Thailand, Indonesia, and 
Malaysia), and Latin America 

Adjusting Our Approach to Resolving 
Conflict

A key way of navigating managing multicultural team 
conflict is for team members to learn their own and other 
team members’ preferred conflict resolution styles and make 
adjustments. Team members need to adjust their conflict 
management styles in order to communicate in a way that is 
understood and is least likely to cause harm to the relationships. 

Although it feels uncomfortable for team members to make 
these adjustments, it is necessary for effective communication. 
Every team member will be stretched as they begin to engage 
in conflicts in ways that are outside of their comfort zone. 

Team members from individualistic, low context cultures 
will need to use less direct approaches than they are used to 
when approaching high context teammates. They should try to 
help collectivists to maintain face by not embarrassing them in 
public, pay attention to nonverbal behavior, be more tentative, 
and use more qualifier words such as “maybe” and “possibly.” 

Those from high context collectivistic cultures will need to 	  

Direct Communication

Indirect Communication

Restrained   Emotional Expression   Expressive

Figure 2: Intercultural  
Conflict Styles 

(Hammer 2005)
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be more direct in communicating than they would with someone from their own cultural background. This will 
include using more “I” statements, directly stating opinions and feelings, and providing more verbal feedback 
than they normally would do. 

Team members will need to be sensitive to how emotionally expressive other teammates are during conflict 
and try to adjust their own expression of emotion accordingly so that they are seen to be taking the conflict 
seriously. When conflict escalates or seems unresolvable, team members need to be willing to use unfamiliar 
conflict management methods as a part of the process for relationship restoration. 

A second step towards better conflict resolution is for Western team members to recognize some specific 
indirect methods of communication. These include: 

•  Using a mediator: This minimizes the possibility of either of the parties in the conflict losing face or 
feeling dishonored. The mediator needs to be someone who is respected and trusted by both parties and is  
seen as neutral and fair. For multicultural teams, organizational leaders such as field and regional leaders, 
or team coaches, often make ideal mediators. 

•  Taking the “one-down” position: In this approach, as described by Duane Elmer (1993, 80-98), a person 
makes him or herself vulnerable by taking a position of need and asking for the other person’s help. It 
often involves asking the other party to preserve our honor and, in the process, to preserve his or hers too. 
Doing this communicates that, above all else, we value the relationship. 

•  Gift-giving. Giving a gift can be a way of signaling to another person that we want to be reconciled with 
him or her. In one team we interviewed, a Korean couple and an English couple had been in conflict 
with each other for some time. One morning, the English couple found a gift at their doorstep that had 
been placed there by the Korean couple. For the Koreans, the gift was an indirect and non-verbal way of 
expressing that they were sorry for their part in the conflict and that they wanted to be reconciled with the 
English couple. 

• Storytelling. Team members can use stories to communicate indirectly what they cannot communicate 
directly. This can help to defuse the tension and help members build a deeper understanding of each other. 
Team members can also tell stories of their own lives to help their teammates understand their needs and fears. 

In the first few months of leading a multicultural team, a Spanish team member and Evelyn had so many 
sharp disagreements that Richard thought the team would collapse. Then, our whole family became so sick that 
we could not even get out of bed for several weeks. 

Throughout our sickness, the Spanish team member brought over meals to our house, carefully laid out 
with everything we would need. Her silent service communicated more powerfully than any words that she 
cared about us. From that point, it didn’t matter to us that there were disagreements about the way we should 
approach our task of training local leaders. We knew that we could work through these disagreements, because 
underneath them our relationship was built on mutual appreciation and care. 

Steps to Managing Conflict
1. Communicate. Communication is the cornerstone of conflict resolution. It doesn’t matter what conflict 

resolution style members use as long as it involves communication. Members from more direct communication 
cultures need to learn to read the silent language of teammates from more indirect cultures. But it is also vital 
that communication includes a verbal component, especially for members from low context cultures who place 
a lot of value on words and who will not understand what is being communicated non-verbally. 

2. Be open to other ways of thinking. Ethnocentric assumptions and feelings that ‘our way is the right 
way’ should as much as possible be brought out into the open. Any refusal to consider other ways as possible 
or acceptable will increase conflict. Rigidly-held aspirations relating to security, identity, respect, strongly-felt 
principles, or either-or options tend to magnify conflict and make it difficult to resolve (Pruitt and Kim 2004, 19).

3. Adjust our communication style. We need to adjust our ways of communicating so that our teammates 
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can hear what we are saying clearly and decrease interference from discomforting extremes of emotional 
expression and verbal directness. 

4. Establish conflict management guidelines. These need to be discussed and agreed by the team, but 
could include statements like the following:

•  We commit to communicating openly, honestly, simply, and clearly with each other about our thoughts 
and feelings (cf. Josh. 22).

•  We agree to actively listen to our teammates to try to understand what they are thinking and feeling, 
needing and afraid of (James 1:19).

•  We will do all we can to trust, respect, and think the best of each other (Phil.  4:8-9). This means that we 
will also avoid divisive comments and gossip, speak in ways that build the other person up, and check 
with teammates directly if we have heard rumors about them (Eph. 4:29). 

•  When we realize we may have conflict with a teammate, we will: 
*  ask the Lord to reveal any wrong attitude, grudge, or behavior in ourselves and deal with it (Matt. 7:1-5);
*  ask the Lord to help us forgive the other person in our heart (Luke 17:3-4; Col. 3:13);
*  approach the person to talk about the issue (Matt. 18:15);
*  affirm the other person and listen carefully (James 1:19);
*  identify areas of agreement and disagreement (Eph. 4:15); and
*  commit ourselves to do everything we can to be reconciled, including being willing to adopt his or her 

culture’s preferred conflict management style. 
•  If we are unable to resolve the conflict by communicating with our teammates, we will ask for the help of 

a mediator (cf. Acts 9:26-28). 
•  When conflict occurs, its resolution has priority over scheduled team activities. 

If we follow these simple guidelines, we just may find that conflict can be an opportunity to deepen our 
relationships. 
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M
y wife and I have been working in Central Asia since 2013 on a multicultural team. 
Since the team’s inception, it has at one time or another been composed of members with 
formative backgrounds from countries as diverse as America, China, Great Britain, Guinea, 
Italy, Australia, Indonesia, Canada, Egypt, a Central Asian country, and some with a mix of the 

aforementioned. 
This schematic is a personal attempt to better understand situations and group dynamics that have 

been perplexing at best, and leading to judgment and conflict at worst. It began when, having been taught 
Patrick Lencioni’s triangle for healthy team function, I began to question its application to ‘Eastern’ cultural 
perspectives. I sought to develop a ‘Lencioni-like’ triangle that better depicted how ‘Eastern’ perspectives 
conceive of group health. My sincere hope is that a correct understanding of how our systems work differently 
will lead to increased grace and the possibility of greater understanding and practical solutions when working 
together across cultural divides.

Disclaimer
Below I want to objectively describe what I have seen and experienced rather than making value judgments 

such as right/wrong or biblical/unbiblical. If any value judgment is embraced, it is to say that both paradigms 
can be defended as ‘good’ and ‘biblical’. They differ only in as much as they do not choose the same set 
of values as their defining, foundational principles. Note also that the words ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ are 
deliberately  placed in quotes in order to be honest about the danger of over-generalizing  in any attempt to 
analyze large swaths of humanity.

Culturally Conceived Systems 
for Healthy Groups: 

Western and Eastern Paradigms in Contrast

Jacob Wesseling
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‘Western’ Triangle of a Healthy Group
(Taken from Lencioni’s “The Five Dysfunctions of a Team”)

Note on how to read the diagrams(below and on page 26): The material inside of each triangle depicts 
that system’s rubric for a healthy group. The triangle is meant to be read from bottom to top—that is, from 
its foundational principle up to its ultimate result. The idea is that from bottom to top, each value naturally 
leads to the next until the ultimate goal of the system is achieved. In like manner, the red “≠” arrows are a 
depiction of the system when it is not working properly or failing. The red boxes can be read horizontally (as 
being the opposite of the value that shares its level) or vertically, showing a logical progression from bottom 
to top like that of the triangle.

Observations from the Model
The source of individual identity differs in the two systems. Notice that in the ‘Eastern’ Triangle Perspective 

(ETP), the concept of individual identity is hemmed in by collective considerations both below and above. 
From below, personal identity is assigned by one’s place in relation to authority and social hierarchy. From 
above, the individual uses his or her identity to reinforce social norms and the harmony of the group. 

By contrast, in the ‘Western’ Triangle Perspective (WTP), the location of personal identity is not stated 
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‘Eastern’ Triangle of a Healthy Group
(Developed from my own personal experiences and observations and  

in consultation with individuals from an ‘Eastern’ background.)

explicitly. But upon further inspection, it can be located in the very foundation of the triangle and permeates 
every level following. For example, as one shares vulnerably to gain trust in the foundational level, he or she 
shares personal strengths and weaknesses. 

Who does he or she consult to learn his or her strengths and weaknesses? Well, the person consults him 
or herself. In other words, individual identity is self-defined to a much higher degree in the WTP. In like 
manner, the following level, “Healthy Conflict,” is designed to allow each individual, regardless of rank, to 
passionately share his or her personal thoughts and opinions as a prerequisite for buy-in. 

Again, “Commitment” was only possible because each individual was heard. Now, each individual can be 
kept “Accountable”, since each committed individually. It isn’t until the pinnacle of the WTP triangle that we 
see a group focus (“Shared Outcomes Based Result”), whereas the group focus in the ETP was present from 
the very beginning.

The function of a group and how it is conceived differs in the two systems. Notice that in the WTP, a group is 
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principally a means to an end. This end is the accomplishment of a tangible task or ‘outcomes based result.’ 
By contrast, in the ETP, there is a sense in which a harmonious group is an end in itself, since collectivist 
cultures consider preservation of the group or tribe a top priority. This, of course, does not deny that ETP 
groups do indeed work together to accomplish meaningful tasks and remarkable results.

In teams or groups that have members represented by both triangles, opportunities for perplexity, misunderstanding, 
and conflict will be plentiful. In fact, to an almost comedic degree of mirroring, it is likely that when the WTP 
is activated, members of the ETP will feel their “Danger Zone” progression activated and vice versa. 

For example, as the WTP begins building trust through vulnerability, members of the ETP may likely have 
their “Authority Vacuum” activated as group members seem self-absorbed in sharing about themselves, and 
no clear, respected leader is apparent. As the WTP begins engaging in a robust conflict of ideas, ETP members 
may have “Social Disintegration” activated as social order and hierarchy give way to apparent chaos, arrogant 
self-promotion, and petty disagreements. 

At the WTP’s greatest moment of commitment and resolution, ETP 
members may feel the disorientation of “Loss of Identity,” struggling to 
understand who is in charge and how the social rules operate. As the 
WTP launches into the confrontation associated with keeping others 
accountable, ETP members feel vulnerable to embarrassing “Loss of 
Face” as group members call one another out on things. 

Finally, as WTP members are hailing the wonders of their final team result, 
ETP representatives may very well feel like the integrity and harmony of the 
group failed, resulting in apparent “Civil War” at the hands of warring would-
be leaders. In a similar display of parallelism, as the ETP focuses attention 
on his or her foundational value, respecting and honoring the leader, it 
is possible that members of the WTP will experience such a dynamic as 
being inauthentic, overly formal, and ingratiating.

As the ETP settles in comfortably to his or her social structure and hierarchy, 
the WTP may judge the group for embracing a form of “Artificial Harmony” 
that rejects the perceived need for blunt reality and tell it like it is. At an 
ETP member’s moment of greatest self-understanding in how he or she 
fits into the social network, a WTP member may feel great ambiguity 
regarding what the group actually exists to accomplish. 

As ETP members pursue social norms, honoring superiors and avoiding loss 
of face, WTP members may interpret what they see as low standards of work, 
misplaced priorities, or even an unjust system of rewards and punishments based on relationships instead of competency. 
Finally, at the very moment that the ETP is celebrating group preservation and unity, WTP members are 
ready to go solo and pursue personal interests, having had enough of what they perceive as ‘selling out to the 
political game.’ And these observations are just the tip of the iceberg in regard to how the ETP will interpret 
and react to the WTP, and vice versa. We could go into much greater detail at any level of the triangles.

Conclusions
Perhaps the most important conclusion to mention has to do with what we are not concluding. We are not 

concluding that WTP people and ETP people cannot or should not work together. What we are gently suggesting 
is that the two systems will not work well together employed in the same group, especially if members are 
not aware that two systems are being employed and how those systems differ (intimate knowledge of the two 
triangles and how they interact with one another). With this in mind, three suggestions can be offered with 
brief reference to possible weaknesses:

First, members of a group should be chosen in such a way that it is obvious what system will 
be employed. In other words, multicultural oversaturation should only be pursued with great caution and 
awareness of the potential risks. I like to illustrate it this way: If a group is composed of five American units 
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and one Vietnamese unit, it is fairly obvious what system will be employed. If, on the other hand a team is 
composed of two Canadian units, one Kenyan unit, one Vietnamese unit, and one Jordanian unit, it will be 
unclear what system is being employed, and each unit will likely default to the system that is most natural 
to them individually. 

This becomes even more problematic when group members are unaware of or unwilling to talk about 
the different systems being employed. Possible challenges related to limiting multicultural oversaturation 
include providing appropriate pastoral care to the unit(s) whose indigenous system is not the system of 
the group as a whole. These units will likely experience greater levels of stress and exhaustion than the 
members whose personal system matches that of the group. A potential criticism of limiting multicultural 
oversaturation would be that such a group does not adequately reflect the ideal of unity in Christ’s diverse 
body.

Second, groups, regardless of their level of multicultural saturation, could consciously choose 
what system will be employed and work hard to conduct group affairs in harmony with the system. In this 
vein, organizations as a whole could also play an oversight role, examining both systems and deciding which 
will be employed throughout their organization. Having decided, organizations could employ policies that 
ensure accountability to ongoing growth and maturity within the chosen system. The challenge of this 
approach is that despite group or organizational policies, people’s backgrounds and preferences are stubborn 
and often unconscious, so expectations for conformity should not be particularly high.

Third, groups and organizations could simply take the educational strategy, offering training, 
conferences, and workshops to their teams in order to promote greater awareness, understanding, and 
grace. The challenge of this approach is the same as the aforementioned. Our backgrounds and preferences 
go to the very root of our upbringing and identities; and what was a wonderful epiphany at a conference 
can easily revert to life lived at an instinctual level when it comes to the foundational beliefs we assume our 
colleagues to embrace and cherish.

Fourth, groups of great cultural diversity may operate healthiest in a context where members 
are able to commit to a broad overarching vision while being given considerable freedom to implement 
individual strategies and day-to-day operations. Admittedly, this strategy could be criticized for not 
representing a real group. A charge might also be made that the focus on individual methods biases it toward 
a ‘Western’ approach.

Finally, our ever shrinking, globalized world teeming with multicultural communities and work 
groups is in desperate need of greater understanding and dialog on this level of deeply-held cultural 
beliefs, systems, and behaviors. Correct models need to be developed and practical solutions offered to 
problems that emerge as the rich and varied tapestry of God’s imago Dei interacts with itself. 

It should be noted that well-known personality and strengths tests are wonderful and helpful, but 
insufficient in the realm of cultural differences because an ETP ‘melancholy’ is fundamentally different 
from a WTP ‘melancholy’ and an ETP ‘INFP’ is fundamentally different from a WTP ‘INFP’ and an ETP 
‘maximizer’ is fundamentally different from a WTP ‘maximizer’. We have spent extensive time and money 
in organizations on the personality discussion over the past thirty years. In the twenty-first century, in an 
increasingly globalized world, can we afford not to invest at least the same amount of money and energy in 
learning how to thrive in unavoidably multicultural contexts? Likely, the answer is no.

Jacob Wesseling and his family have been serving in Central Asia for the past four years. He is passionate about lost sheep dis-
covering the shepherd who knows them by name. His prayer is that the way we organize groups never becomes a stumbling block 
to our highest calling.
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T
he Evangelical world is no stranger to the term missionary, ever since Jesus commanded 
his followers to “go and make disciples of all the nations.” Peter, Paul, Timothy, and Barnabas 
all pioneered global missions efforts. The children of missionaries are commonly referred to as 
missionary kids, or MKs, for short.  

All children of international workers fall under the category of third-culture kids. These people require 
attention when considering global missions work. Paul, an unmarried, childless missionary, asks this 
question when discussing qualifications for a church leader: “...if he does not know how to lead his own 
household well, how can he lead the Church of God?” (Aramaic Bible in Plain English). 

Missionary kids are a distinct group of people. Those who are directly involved in their lives can minister to 
them more meaningfully and prevent them from falling through the cracks created by a lifetime of growing up 
amidst cross-cultural missions. What does this mean for the parents of MKs and those who send them to the mission field? 

Once upon a time there was a girl named Jessi. She was American by birth but grew up in Central Asia. 
The daughter of missionaries and the oldest sister to three rambunctious boys, she proudly and meticulously 
pored over a brand new Land’s End catalog in preparation for a furlough. 

This would be Jessi’s first time visiting America since her family moved overseas six years ago, and at 13 
years old, she wanted to look just right. Yellow shorts. Knee-length. Elastic waist. Covered in big, red cherries. 
A modest blouse with an embroidered cherry to match. And of course, a headband in the same pattern was 
the cherry on top of the ensemble. 

If this was a missionary kid story from the 1960s, the ending might be slightly different, but it isn’t. Jessi 
landed in a little town in Massachusetts, looking not at all ‘just right,’ and quickly learned that American 
Eagle had replaced Land’s End and that the give-and-take closet at church had more fashion sense than her 
own neatly packed suitcase.

Seventh grade was a hard year for Jessi. Honestly, it’s a hard year for anyone. But in addition to navigating 
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middle school drama and who-likes-who, she also had to navigate this new culture that was supposed to be 
her own, yet felt as foreign as could be. She fought with her parents, just like any teenager. She also battled 
with her own warring desires to hang out with the ‘cool kids’ and still maintain her missionary kid poster 
child good reputation. She was homesick for a world she wasn’t sure would still feel like home when she 
returned. And she still didn’t know how to dress right. 

A bright spot in that confusing year was the organizer of the aforementioned give-and-take closet. Amy was 
an outspoken Italian woman with a thick Boston accent and an opinion on everything. What she didn‘t know 
about missionary kids she made up for in fashion sense. It became her personal mission to set aside only the 
best and the brightest for the little missionary girl. The cherry shorts have since become famous in their own 
right, told over and over again to other MKs struggling to transition between two worlds. Every missionary 

kid has a similar story of embarrassment or just not understanding how to 
be American even if their passport tells them they are. But not every MK has 
an Amy in their corner.

Yellow and Blue Make Green
Before proceeding, it is crucial to define the term third culture kid (TCK). 

Cultural anthropologist Ruth Useem launched the study of this phenomenon 
in the early 1950s when she coined the term “third culture.” Useem describes 
culture as “the learned and shared behavior of a community of interacting 
human beings” (1963, 169). 

What is this third culture, then? Who belongs to it? What are its 
privileges? What are its challenges? In the simplest terms, “a third culture 
kid is a person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental 
years outside their parents’ culture” (Van Reken 2009). Because childhood 
experiences mark this group, even when a TCK has grown up, she identifies 
as a third culture kid for the rest of her life. 

People who grow up in multiple cultures feel a sense of relationship to 
each one, yet feel they belong to none. Consequently, they find ownership in 
a created third culture, made up of people like themselves. Location or codes 
of conduct do not define this culture, but rather shared experiences do. 

While the work of David C. Pollock and Ruth Van Reken (2009) has 
looked more closely at many of the intricacies of this group, it remains a 
largely unstudied, mysterious collection of individuals. 

Several researchers have conducted studies targeting this nebulous 
population. Useem grandmothered the understanding by giving it a name 

and studying the group throughout her professional career. Pollock and Van Reken are the contemporary 
frontrunners in this field, having published several editions of their book Third Culture Kids, which deals with 
the personal identity and development issues faced by these people. 

The MK-CART/CORE study published by Mission Training International surveyed several hundred adult 
MKs and found notably that “interactive dynamics both within the family and the family’s relationship 
outside itself are important to understand for encouraging healthy development and effective ministry” 
(Powell and Bowers 1999). 

Although these resources are varied and helpful, the lack of peer-reviewed, up-to-date research on children 
who grow up cross culturally is a bane for anyone seeking to do progressive work in this field.

In 2013, Jessi graduated from Hope International University with a degree in Intercultural Studies and a 
focus on third culture kids. She was frustrated by this lack of research on the swiftly growing population 
of TCKs, and the even smaller amount of material available about missionary kids in particular. As part 
of her capstone project, she administered an informal online survey of missionary kids on Facebook using 
SurveyMonkey.com. 

PEOPLE WHO 
GROW UP
in multiple 

cultures feel 
a sense of 

relationship 
to each one, 
YET THEY 

FEEL 
they belong 

to none. 



     EMQ  July  2017    31  

Jessi had a desire to learn how missionary kids’ upbringing played into their view of ministry and to hear 
stories about favorite memories and painful challenges. Ultimately, she sought to learn if something needed 
to change, and if so, whether she could serve as a catalyst. The survey circulated for almost four months 
and reached 715 MKs from 67 countries, ages 15 to 69. This extensive sample exceeded expectations and 
provided much needed insight into an obscure culture.

Gold and Other Blessings
Grasping the concept of third culture and missionary kids lands a far cry away from understanding the 

intricacies of the lifestyle. On paper, a child of missionaries looks no different than any other kid in the 
world. There’s hurt feelings and lost friendships; there’s fights with parents and temper tantrums; there’s 
adventures, rebellions, first dates, bad grades, and favorite bands. There’s the trusting younger years and 
confused teenage years. 

The difference for those who move across national borders during their developmental years is that minor 
traumas are heaped together with other difficulties to overcome. Current research names some of the specific 
challenges of third culture kids to be “confusion over loyalties, sense of belonging, [and] personal and 
cultural identity in adulthood” (Mace and Winter n.d., 107). 

To better bring to life these particular issues faced by MKs, survey participants responded to an open-
ended question asking them to describe the most challenging or 
painful part of growing up overseas. Of those who chose to answer, 
18% said that reentering or returning to their passport countries for a 
designated period of time on furlough was the most difficult aspect. 

One described the familiar hardship of “having to reenter ‘home’ 
culture and be an outsider yet not seen as one.” This theme of the 
contradiction between how others view TCKs and how they view 
themselves is reflected in the answers of the 27% who wrote that the 
complexities of the TCK identity and feelings of not belonging were 
the hardest. A specific difficulty mentioned was “people trying to 
press you into moulds, so that you fit into the way they understand 
the world.” 

Finally, the largest portion of respondents, 38%, said that saying 
many goodbyes was the most challenging or painful part of growing 
up overseas. One MK related this to a fear of commitment, reflecting 
that in her teen years, she “was unwilling to attempt to make friends 
after [they] moved, because [she] knew they would eventually 
disappear.”  

The combination of all of these issues play into every TCK’s life. 
The missionary life is transient, and all of these various responses 
reference that in some way. Family can play a big role in adding some 
much needed stability. A 47-year-old adult MK now raising her own kids overseas says “...you MUST ensure that 
they feel wanted and loved and secure in their family, or they‘ll believe that they do not belong anywhere.” 

The relationship between God, family, and work brings another major complexity to the life of MKs in 
particular. In the secular world, if a workaholic parent puts his or her job before raising children, this implies 
a negative quality. The children blame the job. Even in monocultural Christian circles, if a job takes a higher 
priority than family, others look down on and even criticize this. 

But what happens when the job is ministry? If family comes second to ministry in the name of the Great 
Commission, is it justified? Psalm 127:3-5 states, “Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit 
of the womb, a reward.” Children are a blessing and a legacy. If you sacrifice their well-being along the way, 
have you succeeded? 

A 27-year-old male MK who answered the survey noted this conundrum: “If Shell sends me to the Middle East 
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and my kids have a terrible time, they blame Shell. If I work in the ministry and my kids have a terrible time,  
who will they blame? God and me, and rightfully so if I don‘t balance ministry and family in the right way. ”  

In the survey, this man was not alone in making this consideration to prospective missionaries. 
Twenty-one percent of participants who offered advice to families considering raising children overseas 

said, in some variation, that missionaries should put their families as a priority before the ministry. One 
included, “Family is precious and to be guarded as gold...Give your family a worthy identity and remember 
your children are your first mission field—always.” 

Nineteen percent of respondents included the advice of trusting God’s call and provision in pursuing a life 
of full-time, international Christian service. Many echoed the sentiment that “God will provide.” Fourteen 
percent advised that parents should make their children a part of the process, either in making decisions or 
in ministry efforts. 

Another MK spoke of the positive effects of keeping communication lines open, saying, “Involve your kids 
in your decisions—chat everything over as a family. Let your kids express their feelings, no matter how ugly.”  

Overall, MKs responded positively, with 42% of those who answered the question eager to encourage 
families to follow the call to go overseas. Many claimed their international 
upbringings as indispensable blessings in their lives. One encouraged 
families to, “Love, support, and encourage one another! Your kids will be 
richly blessed and learn heaps from the different cultures, and probably 
thank you someday.” 

Church leadership and missions organizations have an opportunity as 
well to learn from this insight as they come alongside those serving overseas 
to strengthen the health and legacy of missionaries and their families. 

Kaleidoscope of Cultures
The missionary kids surveyed gave a general consensus of their overseas 

experience. More than anything else, MKs have a positive relationship with 
the childhoods they experience. Ninety-nine percent of those from ages 15 
to 18 indicated some degree of satisfaction with having grown up overseas. 
They also remarked on the degree of benefit or harm to the individual they 
believe that the MK lifestyle has. 

On average, of those ages 15-24 and over 30, 86% indicated some degree 
of benefit, and 14% expressed some degree of harm. Often, we hear the 
stories of hurt, fear, abuse, and lost faith. These stories do exist, and more 
than a few missionary kids surveyed were brave enough to share the horrific 
and heart-wrenching pain they experienced. 

Similar to monocultural statistics, these stories remain the exception, not 
the rule. These metrics quantify what almost every missionary kid will tell 
you: It’s worth it. It’s crazy and it’s hard, but it’s also thrilling, rewarding, 
and life changing. Missionary kids are ruined for the ordinary. The many 

pieces of a missionary kid’s life may seem fractured and disconnected from one another, but with the proper 
perspective and understanding, they have the beautiful potential to be viewed through the lens of an ever-
turning kaleidoscope. 

Dick Hillis, founder of One Challenge, proclaimed, “Every heart with Christ, a missionary; every heart 
without Christ, a mission field.” Whether you’re a parent of an MK, the leader of a missions organization, or 
an “Amy”, you play a significant role in the life of missionary kids. The MK life is defined by transition and 
multiple cultures, but our world is created by the vast network of people we call family.  

Rather than forgetting missionary kids, their parents and those who work in ministry alongside them 
should aspire to see them in their work. Instead of considering MKs either as casualties of the career or 
automatic converts, every MK should have the right to individual treatment and prioritization with their 

ALMOST EVERY 
MISSIONARY
kid will tell 

you: It’s 
worth it.  
It’s crazy 

and it’s hard, 
but it is also
THRILLING,
rewarding, 

and life 
changing. 



     EMQ  July  2017    33  

own specific challenges, triumphs, and needs. This attention will allow missionary kids the potential to fully 
embrace, process, and make sense of the mosaic of places and people that shape their memory of the past, 
their experience of the present, and their hope for the future. 
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T
he late 1980s and early 1990s were perhaps the most exciting days of modern missions—
the Iron Curtain fell, and immediately over twenty countries and four hundred million people had 
access to the gospel. 

Many felt a ‘Macedonian Call’ to “come help” in Eastern Europe. People and resources poured 
into one area of the world at an astonishing rate. Moving to Ukraine in 1994, my family and I were part of 
the first wave of missionaries. Several countries in Eastern Europe experienced evangelism, church planting, 
and church growth at a historic rate. 

More recently, students and church leaders from Eastern Europe have been awakening to their responsibility 
to share in global evangelism by engaging in missions on every level. It’s an exciting time to partner by 
equipping and helping to send missionaries! At a mission sending conference in Eastern Europe, I was part 
of a dialogue with a well-known professor at one of Eastern Europe’s most effective seminaries. We discussed 
the curriculum he developed for the seminary to train international missionaries. 

After he finished showing his plan and his colorful brochure, questions arose about how he developed his 
program. It became apparent that he had put it together using the best programs from the U.S. He was asked 
for his thoughts on contextualization in missions. He talked about his courses on contextualization and 
about its importance. Someone asked him, 
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Did you think about that before you created a plan from Western sources for equipping and sending mission-
aries from Eastern Europe? Did you consult with national educators and mission sending leaders to give you in-
sights into what should be included or excluded? Is it right for westerners to impose their culture on learners from 
Eastern Europe being sent by their own churches and organizations?

He was stunned. He had spent countless hours in academic research, combining what he felt were the best 
materials available. He hadn’t, however, considered the need to contextualize the curriculum for equipping 
missionaries from other cultures. He had carefully included all the necessary missiological ingredients. 
All the materials were carefully translated, but it was his program. Even though he strongly believed in 
contextualization, he had not invited any local Eastern Europeans to develop the curriculum. 

How should we help our national partners develop their own culturally relevant curriculum for equipping 
cross-cultural missionaries? Those just beginning the process are asking for help from those already engaged 
in international missions. What does that look like? How is an effective curriculum plan designed? Is it 
enough to gather, collate, synthesize, condense, and present the best 
from the West? After all, haven’t westerners carried the banner for world 
evangelization since Carey started it all in 1793?  

Much has already been learned from great missiologists like Carey, 
Venn, Allen, McGavran, and contemporary leaders and writers. Isn’t that 
sufficient? Haven’t many of our best contemporary books and training courses been 
translated and made available in many languages? Or should we do as Paul did 
when he answered the Macedonian Call? 

The church at Philippi was born out of Paul’s answer to his Macedonian 
Call. Later, Paul wrote to the struggling church leaders and members in 
Philippi and reminded them of his prayers, because of their partnership 
in the gospel from the first day. We also read about means and missionaries 
being sent from this new church plant to partner with Paul in his missions 
endeavors. Surely, we should follow his example of engaging, equipping, 
and partnering. We should engage them in the process from the very 
beginning!

 

An Example from Eastern Europe 
In the early 2000s, the idea of globalization of missions became a reality 

for me. I was a strategy leader for a large mission organization and it was 
obvious that the number of new missionaries was slowing. At the same 
time, many of our personnel were returning to the U.S. Expansion into 
new places that had yet to experience evangelism, church planting, and 
leadership training was still necessary. 

How would we send new missionaries to these places and people? The answer 
was to send them from the harvest! We began encouraging Bible college and seminary students to go on 
short-term, cross-cultural practicum assignments. They were more effective than our people. They could 
already speak the language, endured hardships, were from near cultures, were bold, and were very creative! 

An unusual opportunity developed in 2007 to increase the ability to equip and send cross-cultural 
missionaries from Eastern Europe. Our organization gathered leaders from several Eastern European counties 
together to discuss developing missionary sending. 

Previously, evangelists and church planters had gone to other near-culture countries for years, but churches 
or denominations did not usually send them. These early church planters and missionaries had blazed a 
pioneering trail with very little support of any kind. Local church leaders saw many of them as deserters for 
leaving existing churches. A small awakening was emerging as leaders from both the grassroots level and 
national denominational leadership began to pray about the challenge. 

Two years later, more leaders from more countries gathered with a few leaders from South America. The 
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national leaders from the two continents had much in common and the challenge was accepted by the 
Eastern Europeans. I was approached by one of these national leaders from Eastern Europe with a proposal. 
He requested that I help develop a missionary equipping curriculum for his seminary and associated sending 
agencies. I was preparing to write my dissertation on equipping internationals for cross-cultural missions but 
was struggling. 

This national partner and one of our missionaries agreed to assist me in the process of finding the best 
respondents from their school, associated churches, and sending organizations for my research. They further 
agreed to send and collect questionnaires as well as assist in interpreting the results. Another team member 
was added when the results were tabulated and the curriculum plan was formulated. He had recently returned 
from twenty years of cross-cultural missionary experience and had founded a Bible college in a cross-cultural 
setting. He had studied in the Bible college and was sent by the associated sending agency. His experiences 
were invaluable in interpreting the responses in light of the culture and context.  

Guiding Principles of International Curriculum Design 

In 2011, I began researching curriculum development in international settings both in secular and 
missions education. Staying true to the values of contextualization and the realization of a truly indigenous 

curriculum were very important to me. 
After all, my goal was to assist my national partners in developing their 

own curriculum. I was not developing a curriculum that I would teach. 
Those of us who teach missions cross-culturally naturally draw the bulk of 
our subject matter from what we learned when we were trained. 

Keeping up with contemporary trends and making course corrections 
along the way is in our DNA. Past successes and failures of missionaries 
and missiologists over the past 220 years of Protestant missions continually 
guide our processes. Proper pedagogy and teaching methods direct our 
planning processes. But do we really consider the context and culture of the 
learners and stakeholders (employers or supervisors) when developing curriculum 
for cross-cultural mission sending? What are the processes involved in developing 
curriculum that is truly contextualized for the various groups of future missionaries 
from around the world?

A thorough review of current literature in both secular and missions 
education produced a few major findings that were validated by study and 
by the curriculum development team. 

One of the major findings was the overall practical nature of the training 
needed. The findings of the study and the opinions of the curriculum team 
leaned strongly towards outcomes-based training. Outcomes-based training 
focuses on developing capable people who possess the knowledge and skills 

needed to perform well after completion of study. 
This type of holistic learning and mentoring is essential in preparing missionaries. As with any subject, 

there are core competencies to be mastered. This type of design is not based on a set of survey courses passed 
down by an institution. Rather, it focuses on desired results and builds a program that is intentionally 
designed to meet clearly expressed results.

Another finding was a need for employing adult education principles for several reasons. Missionaries often 
experience a call after several years of ministry experience or exposure to missions after pursuing a career. 
They need practical training aimed at adult learners. Because of the intensely practical nature of missions 
ministry, adult education principles can be used effectively to train learners. These principles include things 
such as learning while doing; including cognitive, affective, and psychomotor aspects of learning; teamwork; 
and use of small groups. 

The two main disciplines that encompass most of the content are theology and missions. Cross-cultural 
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missionary training is grounded in theology. Theology serves as the ‘interpreter’ of all the disciplines, and 
the Bible informs all mission strategy and learning. Context and cultural considerations play significant 
roles in theological considerations as well. The key is to assure that the proper theological elements are 
contextualized and taught effectively. 

Missiology demands a specialized curriculum for international learners. Replicating an existing curriculum 
from another culture or context goes against the core values espoused in missiology. The expected skills, 
attitudes, competencies, and character needed to be effective could greatly vary in different cultures. 
Churches and sending organizations in different cultures often have differing values and expectations of 
missionaries. Most of the content in missiology courses would be comparable. It is important, however, to 
convey the information and to design learning activities that take the culture and context of the learners into 
consideration.

Findings of Our Study
The curriculum development committee selected twenty missionaries with Eastern European backgrounds 

to participate in the study. They had varied experiences from three to twenty years of cross-cultural missionary 
experience on several continents. All had attended local Bible colleges or seminaries and some had advanced 
degrees (several masters degrees and two had doctorates) from Western institutions. 

All twenty responded eagerly to the questionnaires giving additional written feedback beyond basic 
responses and ranking lists. The study used a research and development design and the Delphi Technique 
was used to gather and interpret results. A simple questionnaire was sent to participants asking them to 
respond to four questions:

1. What core theological subjects should be included? 
2. What key missiological elements should be incorporated in a curriculum design?
3. What are the desired skills and expected outcomes considered necessary to be effective missionaries?
4. What are the common deficiencies in current training programs?

Participants responded quickly and enthusiastically. The ability to influence the training of missionaries 
for their organizations and churches energized them. Their thoughtful responses indicated a high degree 
of motivation and personal passion for the subject of the study. A second questionnaire was sent to further 
interpret the data and the responses were equally enthusiastic as the first.  

Below are the general insights gained in the research for this group:
1. Theology. Basic Bible college theological education was generally considered sufficient, but it should 

include an emphasis on practical, ministry-related topics. Training should be delivered in a holistic approach 
with missions, if possible. Participants indicated that theology should be studied in the context of missions, 
not separate from it. Other applied disciplines should also be included such as personal evangelism, ethics, 
discipleship, and counseling. 

2. Missions. Missiology should also be basic (or universal), but with a special emphasis on living, serving, 
discipling, and leading overseas within the local context. As with theology, common subjects were considered 
to be adequate for equipping missionaries from this context. Typical subject matter such as contextualization 
and cultural adaptation were included as expected. 

Participants often cited the need for their returning or furloughing missionaries to interact with learners. 
Learning needs to be infused with personal stories and personal mentoring from those who have gone out 
before. Opportunities should be afforded for internships and working alongside seasoned missionaries in 
the cross-cultural context.

3. Skills and attitudes. The largest volume and the most passionate responses were in the area of skills 
and attitudes. Missionaries from this group valued piety and simplicity above all. Personal spirituality and 
integrity were the most important factors. Developing, leading, and working in ministry teams was also very 
highly ranked. Other areas included ideas such as personal sacrifice, family issues, understanding the call to 
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missions, and servant leadership. 
Very little attention was given to specific ministry-related skills or abilities. Attention was focused on the 

person and not on traditional talents, abilities, or skills (Western values). More focus was put on mentoring 
and guiding the students through a process. Spiritual formations alongside of effective missionaries in 
context were repeatedly recommended. 

Interestingly, typical skills like preaching, pubic speaking, and professional teaching skills ranked lowest 
of the responses. This didn’t indicate that they weren’t important, but it did show that the character, spiritual 

welfare, and ability to work on a team were shown to be the most valuable 
characteristics needed.

4. Training and support. The highest rated response concerned 
training relating to sending and supporting churches and organizations. 
These missionaries had received very little training or support in this area. 
They had been poorly equipped to raise support and maintain close contact 
with those who supported them. Second was developing effective cross-
cultural training of local people with an understanding of exit strategy.  
Many of these missionaries had worked on humanitarian projects that had 
caused dependency and they were not able to transfer ownership of the 
projects to the local people. Other ideas that surfaced were in the areas of 
strategy development, strategic thinking, and overseeing projects on the 
mission field. 

The most rewarding aspect of this study has been the interest and 
acceptance of it by the participants and the related institutions. Several of 
the participants have contacted me for permission to use it in developing 
practical equipping events for missionaries. The main Bible college 
associated with the participants is in the process of developing its own 
missions program and requested permission to use it as the framework for 
its program. 

This is truly an exciting time as international partners are working together 
to engage unengaged unreached people groups. Western missionaries 
are not likely to be the ones to engage these groups that have remained 
unreached and unengaged. Many new national churches, networks, and 
denominations are emerging as cross-cultural missionary senders and 
desire to effectively equip their missionaries. They are taking their rightful 
place as disciples who go into all nations and make disciples. Many are 
looking for partners from existing mission sending nations to help them 

develop their own ability to equip and sent missionaries. 
There is a shift as mature missions organizations and missionaries work alongside these emerging partners. 

In order for their missions to be self-sustaining, it’s imperative that they are encouraged to develop equipping, 
sending, and mission strategies that are contextual and indigenous. 

Mitch Stockwell has served with IMB for twenty-three years in Ukraine and Czech Republic. He has been involved in mobilizing, 
enlisting, equipping, and sending national partners globally for twelve years. He is responsible for training IMB personnel through-
out Europe and developing global partnerships for work in Europe and beyond.
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A
s Richard stood staring out his office window, he knew something was wrong. His 
enthusiasm for ministry that had accompanied him for nearly thirty years was gone. He was tired, 
spiritually dry, and growing bitter about his situation.

Soon after making the move to the home office a decade earlier, Richard realized that the title 
‘executive director’ principally meant ‘fund raiser.’ But, his organization was in need of much more than 
money. As with most traditional North American mission agencies entering the twenty-first century, his 
was working its way through deep organizational change. Richard had spent several years contending in the 
stressful whitewater that so often accompanies major transitions. 

Richard was suffering from burnout. It was obvious that he had not adequately cared for himself. There 
was no mentor, no margin, and no genuine accountability in his life. Some might even go as far as to say that 
he only had himself to blame. After all, CEOs should know better. 

But, is it completely fair to say that this missionary-turned-mission executive was the only party responsible 
for what was happening? Granted, Richard’s lack of self-leadership led him down this road, but another 
question (and one which is seldom asked) is legitimate: How could the mission have allowed Richard to ignore his 
self-care? Where were the checks and balances? 

While this true story did not end in tragedy, it does leave us with a couple of sobering questions: First, how 
many missionaries in our ranks are struggling, and as a result, are discouraged, unable to perform at the top of their 
game, feeling trapped, or may even be teetering on the brink of personal disaster? 

Most agencies do well at providing pastoral and professional care for workers when the bottom falls out of 
life and ministry. But, how do we help people avoid these sinkholes? What can and should mission agencies do to help 

Dan and Sue Wicher   

Enhancing Character 
Development through Soul Care
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their members redeem the circumstances they face, so that instead of suffering, they might benefit from the formative 
opportunities embedded in life’s challenges? Building organizational resilience—equipping people to effectively 
care for themselves and those around them—is a challenge. It is tough to do because it demands growing 
their character. 

The Importance of Character and Character Development
The character1 and character development of workers is critical to all organizations, but particularly to 

those that are at their core Evangelical. There are several reasons for this. First, ministry flows out of 
character. Stating it from a relational perspective, Dallas Willard makes a memorable statement: 

The people to whom we minister and speak will not recall 99 percent of what we say to them. But they will nev-
er forget the kind of persons we are….The quality of our souls will indelibly touch others for good or for ill. So we 
must never forget that the most important thing happening at any moment, in the midst of all our ministerial du-
ties, is the kind of persons we are becoming. (Willard 2002)

Second, character development is critical because character stabilizes a person and makes him or 
her resilient even in the harshest of circumstances. Cross-cultural 
ministry is hazardous work. As Eva Burkholder reminds us, “Missionaries 
are exposed to high levels of stress, multiple cultures, expectations of 
various groups, loss and more loss, conflict, compassion fatigue, financial 
pressures, little rest (because of workaholism) and spiritual warfare” 
(2015).

Resiliency is important because, more often than not, ongoing pastoral 
care is not readily available to workers.

Perhaps the most compelling reason why agencies must help promote 
development is because human nature is resistant to change. Regardless 
of the benefits and despite God’s instructions for us to mature, by human 
nature, we resist growth (see Rom. 12:2; Eph. 4:15-16; 2 Peter 1:4-11; 
Rom. 7:14-20). 

Speaking anecdotally about spiritual growth, Jim Adams, former rector 
of the Central American Theological Seminary, commented, “Motivating 
people to try harder doesn’t work very well.  We might stress passages 
like Ephesians 3:14-20, Colossians 1:15-20, and, of course, John 15 as 
invitations to life and fullness in Christ, but even so, some people don’t 
get it.” 

Missionaries desperately need God’s grace and all the Spirit-guided 
human encouragement that can be marshalled to nudge them forward. 

There are many ways and means to develop the people of our 
organizations. One approach gaining the attention of agencies because of its biblical foundations and 
balanced emphasis is Soul Care. 

Understanding Soul Care 
Soul Care is a lifestyle of regular ongoing, non-crisis activity that promotes growth and development of the 

whole person into maturity. This lifestyle is ordered and regulated by the individual worker as led by the Holy 
Spirit. While training and community help to support one’s growth, Soul Care is essentially self-leadership.  

Modern Soul Care initiatives maintain a balanced approach. As Keegan Williamson rightly points out, 

Jesus…grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men (Luke 2:52). Christ‘s development was ho-
listic in that he grew intellectually, physically, spiritually and relationally. If we are to be Christ-like, each of these 
areas must be developed and nurtured. (2009, 7)
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While these dimensions may be grouped in different ways, Kelly O’Donnell suggests three basic categories, 
namely master care (spiritual), self-care (physical and emotional), and mutual care or caring for one another 
(social) (2002, 16-17). Burkholder breaks these categories down as follows:

•  Master care involves those spiritual activities that keep us close to Christ and growing in him. This 
may include the daily, weekly, and/or annual practice of certain disciplines such as Bible reading, 
prayer, meditation, scripture memorization, and other spiritual practices. Some refer to these divine 
appointments as ‘God’s time.’ 

• Self-care is care for the physical, intellectual, and emotional parts of our being and involves the 
development of self-awareness, knowledge, skills, self-discipline, and the practice of activities that 
nurture us. Self-awareness deals with our identity, personal calling in ministry, thinking patterns, and 
emotions. Self-discipline is primarily focused on our physical health. This includes things such as sleep/
rest, fitness, diet, and time management. Life-giving activities are those things that we enjoy doing. 

•  Mutual care is caring for one another. In a way, one’s practice of mutual care reflects the effectiveness 
of his or her Soul Care. Steve Hoke contends that the more effective we become at leading ourselves, the 
more selfless we become: 

Healthy self-leadership provides the perspective from which we become more other-centric rather than self-
centered. By tackling some of the challenges that tend to derail or distract us, we become better equipped to 
lead from our whole heart, soul, mind, and strength. (2014, 115)

Creating and maintaining a new rhythm in life that promotes good spiritual, emotional, and physical 
health is the goal of Soul Care. One must not think of Soul Care as a ‘spiritual charging station.’ Jesus said, 
“Apart from me you can do nothing.” We’re instructed never to ‘unplug’. Soul Care is abiding in Christ. 

Setting the Scene for Soul Care—What Leadership Must Think About
Before launching a character development initiative within an organization, leadership needs to wrestle 

with several questions:

1. What’s our developmental bias? The organization’s commitment to the task (work) and its commitment 
to the people performing the task (workers) must be determined. The fundamental question is: How 
much emphasis do we place on the work and on developing the workers?

2. How intentional will we be? Here, intentionality is defined as the priority that character development 
is given and the resolve with which leadership will act. The more intentional leadership wants to be, the 
more it will promote development through its policies, structures, communications, investments, and 
expectations of member participation. See Figure 1.

3. Are we grace oriented? Character development within an organization must be driven by the gospel. 
Alex Galloway of Church Resource Ministries commented, “If the culture of the organization is not 
grace-based, no one will come forward with the realities of their sinfulness/brokenness in need of 
shaping, molding, healing, sanctification…”  

4. Will we trust the missionary body? Except in instances of moral failure or when the law is broken, 
confidences must be maintained. Care givers (team leaders, pastoral care staff, team members, 
organizational leaders, etc.) should be afforded the freedom to maintain confidences without the fear of 
reprisal from mission administrators. A healthy level of trust needs to exist between mission leadership 
and those who offer care.
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5. How long is our commitment? Does our development strategy include stewarding workers as long-
term ministers of the gospel? What happens long after Soul Care is launched?

6. Should we separate member care and Soul Care? Some argue for the separation of the Soul Care 
function (preventative) and the member care function (restorative) in order to preserve funding for 
training and development. Not all agencies can afford this. Burkholder commented that an effective 
member care department should be working toward and/or spending the majority of its time in 
prevention and thus reduce the need to simply react to urgent needs.  

Leadership’s role in establishing Soul Care within the agency is critical. Mere approval will not have the 
force necessary to dislodge deeply-rooted habits. The board and executive leadership need to speak with one, 
enthusiastic, and united voice and back up words with actions if the organizational culture is to change.

Three Approaches to Building a Soul Care Movement
The end goal of establishing a Soul Care movement is to shape the mission’s culture by establishing a 

community of like-minded people who are committed to a life-long pursuit of Christ-likeness. Supported 
by colleagues, missionaries within the movement strive to continually learn and grow and mentor others 
toward maturity, independent of coaxing or incentives from outside sources.

Three different approaches to launch movements, each representing different levels of intentionality, have 
been observed. 

First, as part of its ongoing professional development program, one agency offers Soul Care training to 
regional and local mission leaders via a series of INTERACTIVE WEBINARS. This strategy first asks leaders 
to put Soul Care into practice and then disseminate the principles to the missionaries under their charge. 
This approach has both economic and logistical advantages. Furthermore, modeling of the Soul Care lifestyle 
piques interest and motivates members to learn and practice the principles.  

Figure 1: Levels of Intentionality within Agencies

Intentionality, defined as the priority that character development is given within the organization and 
the resolve with which leadership acts, can be categorized into levels. Levels from 0 to 3 express activities 
that indicate low to high agency intentionality, respectively.

LEVEL 0 - Leadership RELEGATES the responsibility of personal character development to the individual 
worker. The members are entirely on their own.

LEVEL 1 – Leadership RECOMMENDS resources to the missionary body by highlighting inspiring testimo-
nies, promoting prayer, and suggesting outside literature, webinars, conferences, retreat centers, etc. 

LEVEL 2 – Leadership KINDLES character development by supplementing  LEVEL 1 activity with spon-
sored regional workshops or online courses that offer skills training and tools.  The mission encourages 
its workers to include goals that promote personal growth in work plans. Scholarships are made avail-
able for personal development.

LEVEL 3 – Leadership FUELS character development by initiating and sustaining a movement within 
the organization. Actions may include budgeting funds, assigning staff for oversight, and/or reordering 
organizational structures. In addition, goals that promote personal growth are expected in ministry plans 
(i.e., personal self-assessments, accountability partners, reading, retreats, etc.).
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A second and more intentional approach involves an organizational STRUCTURE CHANGE. By dividing 
the membership into teams consisting of at least three missionary units each, another agency asks teams to 
form goals which center on building community and promoting personal growth. Team leaders meet annually 
for training, and work plans require establishing personal goals reflecting Soul Care values. Changes in 
organizational structure can be hard to implement, but the advantage is the entire membership is regularly 
challenged to give attention to personal growth.

The third and final approach to be highlighted here has a strong RETREAT emphasis and integrates 
four components, namely an annual retreat, local or regional events, mutual accountability, and personal 
assessments.2 In this case, participation is open to all members in a given area.

The principle objective of retreats is to enable the missionary to step away from the usual hectic pace of 
ministry to rest, reflect, and interact with co-laborers. During the retreat, each attendee writes (or revises) 
a personal development plan, a guiding document that includes goals 
for holistic growth. This plan will be consulted regularly as it guides and 
tracks the missionary’s intentional growth path for the coming year. 

Between retreats, events are scheduled a couple of times a year by the 
local or regional Soul Care community. These informal get-togethers will 
often emphasize one of the major Soul Care tenants: master care, self-
care, or mutual care. The most profound and personal communication 
within this approach is between colleagues who agree on terms for 
mutual accountability. 

This more comprehensive approach places members in community 
where personal growth and accountability are regularly emphasized. 

These approaches demonstrate the diversity with which agencies 
are applying Soul Care principles to develop character within their 
organizations. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to Soul Care. The 
right approach for any mission will fit its unique calling, ethos, and 
circumstances. 

Culture change (that is, a change in ethos of any organization) 
takes time. From the date of commencement of the more intentional 
approaches, leadership should expect it will take three to five years to 
see tangible results and eight to ten years for Soul Care to permeate the 
organization. By then, the mission will consistently reflect values that 
promote growth. 

Much of the initial pushback by membership to a Soul Care initiative 
can be averted by inviting the missionary body to help identify the 
methods, resources, and tools that would best fit their context before an 
approach is finalized. 

Catalyzing Soul Care
To catalyze Soul Care within an agency, leadership must consider current organizational realities, assess 

the resources that could be employed, and think through a course of action for the organization.

Counting the Cost 
Benefits of a Soul Care program must be weighed against the price of implementation and assessed in light 

of current organizational realities. Timing, funding, and capacity are all critical to a successful launch. 
Funding is always a challenge, but becoming Christ-like is a New Testament mandate, thus a compelling 

case for support can be developed for potential donors. Today, qualified trainers who are experienced at 
equipping believers in Soul Care are available, and online resources are being developed.
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Resources
As with most new initiatives that require training, one first looks to existing mechanisms or structures 

within an organization to transmit information. Local and regional gatherings and annual assemblies are 
already part of most agency calendars and could be considered as convenient settings for initial Soul Care 
training. Since the vast majority of missionaries have Internet access, equipping and/or follow up could also 
be provided online. As described above, live webinars have become common for delivering specific content.

Member care and spiritual formation practitioners who may be available to advise agencies on Soul Care 
include Eva Burkholder (Christar), Alex Galloway (Church Resource Ministries), and Keegan Williamson 
(Camino Global). In 2010, Camino Global established a Soul Care movement for its missionaries and Latin 
American leaders called Seek First and Buscad Primero (in Spanish). Seek First and Buscad Primero create a 
culture in which leaders who are pursuing Christ-likeness support one another in community. 

Suggested Plan for Soul Care Implementation 
Having defined what Soul Care is and explained what is necessary to launch an initiative, a three-step plan 

for implementation within a mission agency is recommended as follows: 
First, executive leadership must make a formal decision regarding character development using a Soul 

Care approach and commit to organizational change. 
Second, a point person who will coordinate the effort must be identified and appointed. This person will 

assist the executive director, or his or her delegate, to implement the initiative and champion the cause.
Finally, resources must be secured. For example, the coordinator needs to mobilize consultants to help 

plan a strategy, draft funding proposals, identify trainers and materials, and organize tools and events.

Inherent Threats to Agency Character
As we work to advance the collective character of our agency, we must beware of, avoid, and/or eliminate the 

threats that loom within the missions enterprise today. The first is the pressure to lower entry requirements. 
Today, there is ever increasing pressure to adjust policies and requirements to 

ease the entrance of new staff. Many of these changes are appropriate and wise; 
however, care must be exercised to assure biblical principles regarding God’s 
leading and spiritual readiness of workers are not compromised in the process. 
Turning a blind eye to character issues can cost the mission far more than the 
temporary gains are worth.

Another potential threat to agency character is tolerance for the sinful 
behavior of our peers. Simply put, agencies often lack the resolve to confront workers 
biblically. Tolerance for sinful behavior in ourselves or in co-workers squelches 
personal development and disparages efforts to promote character development. 

The third and possibly most serious threat to agency character is our fear of 
being vulnerable. We fear revealing our weaknesses and sin to others; therefore, 
we hide who we are and project a false image. 

Once again, Galloway recommends that from the very beginning, when new 
staff are brought on, there needs to be an understanding of the issues or struggles 
they have not as a means of screening, but as a means of knowing how best to 

join the Lord in the work he’s doing in them. This is a critical connection point for ensuring Soul Care. There 
needs to be an expectation and organizational culture that everyone is caring for their souls—a task that is 
impossible on our own. We need people, teaching, and resources to intentionally foster Soul Care.

Conclusion
The character of God’s emissaries plays a critical role in the spread of the gospel. The quality, duration, 

and scope of ministry of an individual, team, or organization is shaped by the inner workings of the person 
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or group of people as a whole. 
Few emphases will have greater return on investment within an agency than enhancing character 

development. Soul Care works in sync with God to help grow his people. It stewards the resources with 
which the organization has been entrusted and solidifies the future of the ministry by providing biblically-
grounded leaders to guide it forward. 

God expects us to grow. That which affects our ministry so formidably should be valued and intentionally 
nurtured. As those who send, equip, and mobilize missionaries, we all need to contemplate how we personally 
model character development and assess what is being done in our sphere of influence to assure that it 
remains a priority among all believers, and especially active missionaries.

Endnotes
1. Character consists of one’s unique cognitive, emotional, volitional, and relational virtues. It is the moral and mental 

features that define a person, whether good or evil. The term also means “moral strength,” which scripture regards as 
something to be highly valued. It is easier to describe the impact that character has on others than to define the essence of 
what it is.

2. Seek First/Buscad Primero, a ministry of Camino Global, is a redemptive approach to personal and professional 
development seeking to build communities of leaders that are committed to remain faithfully engaged in their pursuit of 
Christ-likeness.  
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C
ollege friends wore our fundraiser T-shirts around campus. Team parents praised us 
for flying across the world to spread the gospel. In Japan, we were guests of honor. Local pastors 
advertised the visiting American athletes to draw people to church. Groups of teen girls wanted to 
pose with us for selfies. We were celebrities. 

This attention made us feel we had to accomplish something—by evangelizing on the streets or building a 
house or digging a well. When I was on a missions trip in Ecuador, we built a church roof in a mountainous 
village that was filled with poverty. The pastor couldn’t afford manual laborers, so we worked with our 
hands, and my team provided rebar and metal sheeting. When we were done, we could see what we had built. 
Ecuador is a developing nation, but Japan is an economical and technological giant. The Japanese don’t need 
care packages or mosquito nets. They would get along just fine without us. It was hard to see what difference 
we could make.

During our first week in Japan, I wasn’t the only one who wondered how playing soccer and singing 
“Bananas For My Lord” to bleachers full of strangers could be considered evangelism. Although soccer was 
our platform for ministry, my teammates imported their own ideas of what a missions trip should look like 
based on other missions trips they had experienced or heard about.

One night, as we got dressed after an hour in the Japanese spa, one of my teammates asked, “Do you ever 
wonder what we’re really doing over here? How are we helping anyone?” Other girls nodded in agreement.

It was true. With the language barrier, we could never get beyond superficial relationships with the Japanese 
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people. Even a lighthearted conversation about Justin Bieber or sightseeing in Los Angeles was exhausting 
and irksome. Any theological discussion was impossible. Our conversation about these frustrations spilled 
over to the van ride back to the church where we were staying. 

Paul Gizzi was our missions trip leader. He had been a professional goalkeeper with the Seattle Sounders 
and the San Jose Earthquakes. He grew up in Japan, so he spoke the language fluently. Today, he is a 
distinguished, white-haired 60-something man with a deep tan and a broad smile. When he speaks, he goes 
on wise tangents, and you don’t want him to stop. He is the kind of warm elder you wish was your grandpa. 
Tonight, he was sitting at the front of the bus and he overheard our discussion.

He told us he knew what we meant. For years, he harbored doubts about the efficacy of Seahorse’s missions 
to Japan, even after more than a decade of leading trips there. But he prayed and begged God to let him 
know if the ministry was making a difference. “I was blown away,” he said. “There was fruit that I was not 
even aware of.  The Lord reminded me that our job is to be faithful and 
leave the results of ministry to him.” God showed him that he could 
use even our smallest cross-cultural gestures (like our scrimmages, our 
meals together, and our halting attempts) to connect. Soccer was what 
we had, so soccer was what God used.

Gizzo once told me,

Soccer has become the second most popular sport in Japan behind base-
ball. Japan has been first or second in women’s soccer for the past couple 
World Cups, right behind or ahead of the U.S. women. This makes for a very 
interesting platform from which to engage the Japanese about who we are 
and why Christianity provides the answers to many of life’s questions.

Our sports ministry used this popularity to appeal to a wide swath 
of Japanese people. College girls, school children, businessmen, and 
grandparents crowded the sidelines—people who wouldn’t normally 
come near a church. But local pastors were there in the crowd as well. 
Our games and clinics proved an effective way of forging introductions 
that might not have happened otherwise. 

The year Gizzi asked God to show him the ministry’s effects, God 
brought him a few examples. “In Iwata, a family introduced themselves 
to me and asked if I remembered them,” Gizzi told me. “I didn’t. The 
father told me he’d become a believer back in 1996 when our team came 
to Nagoya and played against his college team.” This was a total surprise 
for Gizzi. “The Lord didn’t waste time in assuring me that there was 
fruit, and I didn’t need to know it existed.”

Why was it so hard for even a missionary like Gizzi to see the ministry’s impact, though? I think it’s 
because relationships are integral to evangelism. We need to invest time and gain understanding to build a 
foundation of trust before our words will make a difference. This is not easy to do when you are in a country 
for only eleven days. 

It can be frustrating for those of us who know the truth of the gospel to see how long it takes for the 
Japanese to even consider our message. Only one percent of the Japanese population is Christian. The vast 
majority are Buddhists or nominal Shintoists. They need the gospel as much as any poverty-stricken country 
in Africa, South America, or Asia. 

But how were we supposed to bring them to a new faith through a single soccer match? Sports ministry 
seems designed for instant results, but this is not realistic—and that’s what Gizzi helped us understand. 
Placing myself in the Japanese’s cleats, I saw how essential friendship is to spiritual matters. What would I do 
if a Muslim team played soccer with us for ninety minutes and then gave us his or her testimony? How likely 
would any of us be to reject everything we have known our whole lives to accept some new belief?

What, then, was the point of our short-term trip? To put it bluntly: We were the bait to attract the Japanese, 
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and the pastors and long-term missionaries were the ones responsible for evangelism and fostering deeper 
relationships. “Soccer ministry, though slow, is a very natural way to plant relationships. It does not offend 
the people, but rather becomes an attractive way to engage them with the Japanese church they otherwise 
wouldn’t consider attending,” Gizzi explained. With this truth, I unburdened myself of my delusions and 
embraced my humble role in God’s mission. 

Of course, soccer is not the only playing field for missions. Any sport or artistic endeavor—whether singing 
show tunes, shaping pottery, or designing comic books—can provide this first contact with Christianity. God 
is creative and has given us an array of gifts and passions so that we can be creative and use these talents to 
lead people to Christ. My Biola team loves soccer, so we used our gift as our medium. 

That night, after we had our discussion in the van, we arrived back at the church where we were sleeping. 
As we were getting off the van, I overheard Gizzi tell our assistant coach Katie that he had one more meeting. 
My ears pricked up. It was late, and I knew Gizzi was worn out. 

“It’s someone we met last time we were here,” he told me. “Her name is Hiromi. She just wanted to meet 
for a while to catch up.” He seemed so tired, but here he was, making his long day even longer. “We’re 

going to meet down at the 7-Eleven and grab some ice cream,” he told me, 
suppressing a yawn. He continued:

She is the mother of a young man we connected with when his sister played 
against a Seahorse team. He had just come along to watch. Once we saw how 
good he was, we invited him, his sister, and his mom back to visit us at the local 
Japanese church. They came. We invited them to come to the U.S. sometime. We 
made that happen and began a relationship that resulted in Hiromi and her son 
attending our camps and games. Her son eventually accepted Jesus Christ as his 
Savior.

I saw Gizzi the next morning at the team breakfast, and he filled me in. 
When Hiromi had heard the Seahorse soccer team was staying at Pastor BJ’s 
church again this summer, she wanted to see Gizzi. She was still Buddhist—
it is, after all, Japan’s most popular religion—but she was curious about 
Christianity since her son’s conversion. She took this opportunity to seek 
out Gizzi’s guidance. 

“How do you know that Jesus is God?” she had asked him over scoops 
of Häagen-Dazs. “How can I follow him if that means I have to reject my 
family’s religion?” Gizzi’s faithfulness in their relationship, even in his small 
sacrifice of sleep, continued to inch Hiromi nearer to an understanding of 
Christianity. She wasn’t yet a believer, but again, a small stone we’d tossed 
in the water during our brief visit had sent out wide ripples.

Regardless of the lack of immediate results, I am confident that my soccer 
team did accomplish triumphs in Japan. However, my faith does not rely on 
my team’s efforts or outstanding qualities, or in tangible results. God used 

my team to demonstrate his love to the Japanese. Results were invisible because God worked within their 
hearts at whatever stage they were at in their slow journey towards Christ. 

Similarly, my short-term missions team did not need to worry about what fruit would spring from our 
sports ministry. We simply needed to rest in God’s goodness and humbly obey our task. God called Biola’s 
women’s soccer team to play our beloved sport with strangers in Japan, and he equally calls others to use 
their own talents to share Christ’s love and truth with the world. 

Bri Mikalson lives in Long Beach, California. She is a junior at Biola University, where she plays soccer for the varsity women’s 
team. She is a Torrey Honors Institute student and English writing major. She loves reading, going to the beach, learning about 
other cultures, and traveling.
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W
e live in a rapidly changing world in which massive amounts of people move from 
one place to the next. Many people who have come from other places live on the margins of 
society as socially excluded international refugees or immigrants. 

One out of every 122 people worldwide has left their home (Johnstone and Merrill 2016, 
Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 195). Globally, this movement of migrants makes up 3.2% of the world’s 
population (Jackson 2016, 13). These refugees are often seen as marginal strangers and off limits to normal 
interaction within society.

More than one million refugees poured into Europe in 2015. According to the Geneva-based International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), “1,005,504 migrants…entered Europe during the year—more than 
quadruple the number of the year before” (Johnstone and Merrill, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 174-
175). The panic and confusion caused many Europeans to lose sight of important political, social, and 
religious issues that come with this expansive migration (Legrain 2007, 298).

Unfortunately, this has also affected the attitude of many Christians, who due to fear and distrust, refuse 
to share their lives in any meaningful way with these refugees. The current reality means that “some people—
including some Christians—have allowed fear to dominate the refugee conversation” (Bauman 2016, 179). 

In our ministry in Spain, as we embrace refugees in our home and ministry, our lives daily become enriched 
by them. For example, on May 11, 2016, I had a knee replacement in Madrid. When I went into surgery, my 
wife sat alone in the hospital waiting room. Suddenly, some of the refugees we work with showed up to wait 
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with her. When the doctor came out and said, “Would the family of Mark Cannon please come into my 
office,” they all stood and marched into his office as a group. They have become like family to us as we have 
been face to face and heard their stories.  

Unfortunately, in spite of a large “Welcome Refugees” sign on many government buildings, our personal 
observations and experiences working with refugees in Spain shows the opposite. The exclusion of refugees 
is often the norm. 

To illustrate, one of our refugee friends called to ask for our help in finding an apartment to rent. We 
trudged around the city and finally found a Spanish landlady to rent her apartment to our friends. However, 
we were shocked when two months later they were told to leave, and when asked why the tenants had been 
told to leave, the landlady said that she “did not know where the refugees got their money.” 

A Spanish lawyer assured them that they could not be evicted since they had a signed contract and they 
were paying rent. Nevertheless, this story serves as an illustration of the ill-treatment and paranoia creating 
barriers between Christians and refugees.

In spite of the mistrust towards refugees at large in Spanish society, followers of Jesus can find an alternate 
response to refugees when looking to Christ and his example. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer stated, “It is not 
Christian men who shape the world with their ideas, but it is Christ who shapes men in conformity with 
Himself” (Bonhoeffer 1955, 82). 

In this article, I demonstrate that a biblical view of hospitality can offer a corrective to the current view of 
refugees, including the millions of marginalized Muslims. I want to examine Luke 5:27-32, the example of 
Jesus’ hospitality towards marginalized Jews in his culture, and how Jesus and his apostles interacted with 
their undesirable foreign neighbors, the Samaritans. These interactions provide a biblical model to challenge 
the current attitudes regarding the refugee crisis.

The Calling of Levi: Jesus Invites the Marginalized
There is no way to know if Jesus and Levi had previously met, but this still demonstrates the radical 

encounter between Levi and Jesus, who simply states, “Follow me” (Luke 5:27). The text states that Levi sat 
at a tax booth, which would indicate his occupation as a tax collector. This type of tax collector taxed people 
as they went from one city to another, and were generally much hated. The Jews thought these tax collectors 
to be in league with the Romans, and known for extortion (Marshall 1978, 131). 

Yet Jesus’ words of invitation created a reversal in Levi’s life (Craddock 1990, 77). He may have been the 
wealthiest of the disciples, and yet Levi left everything to follow Jesus (Marshall 1978, 131), making an 
exemplary break from his previous life (Bock 1994, 108). After his decision to follow Jesus, he could not go 
back, as likely his bosses replaced him for abandoning his position. 

Levi’s Feast: The Challenge of Hospitality to the Marginalized 
Immediately following Levi’s calling, Levi held a feast bringing together many undesirable “sinners”. He 

apparently had enough money and sufficient social networks to offer a great feast in order to introduce his 
associates to Jesus (Marshall 1978, 132). 

Luke tells us that a large crowd gathered (Luke 5:29), and more tax collectors and as well as “others”, which 
according to Bock, would be a short-hand for “sinners” (Bock 1994, 219). Jesus’ presence at Levi’s invitation 
strongly identified him with Levi. Apparently, these kinds of sinful people would not normally be welcomed 
by a holy teacher like Jesus, as noted by the Pharisees response. 

Yet Amy-Jill Levine recognizes that these unclean Jewish sinners could become ritually pure at the temple” 
(Levine 2006, Kindle Electronic Edition: 2775). Still knowing this, many believed Jesus should not mingle 
with this dirty class of people in any social setting (Rogers 2003, 95). The law of association kept the holy from 
being in contact with the profane (Just 2003, 95). Jesus’ inclusive view perplexed many of Jesus’ neighbors. 
The Pharisee in the story most likely felt confused by Jesus’ gathering with Levi’s friends (Luke 5:30).

Hospitality was not optional in the New Testament world. In fact, “part of hospitality included recognizing 
and valuing the stranger or guest” (Pohl 1999, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 392). Who a person ate 
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with had consequences. Therefore, Jesus clearly disregarded the Pharisees’ standards by socializing with the 
sinful “such as the various tax collectors who receive such praise in the Gospels, who deliberately choose 
to remove themselves from the community” (Levine, 2006, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 2789). The 
Pharisees’ criticism of Jesus’ behavior became an opportunity for Jesus to go beyond the normal social 
boundaries of his culture.

Jesus Reveals His Motive 
Jesus responded with a parable to answer the religious leaders’ question regarding his purpose. The dilemma 

appears to be: how could someone accept the friendship of sinners and still be religiously acceptable in God’s 
presence? Jesus’ approach to sinners (the spiritually sick) did not show Jesus condoning their sinful behavior, 
but rather extending grace.  

Jesus used two metaphors—the “well and the sick” and “the saint and the “sinner” (Craddock 1990, 79), 
which indirectly indicted the religious leaders and affirmed that Jesus did nothing sinful. He took the role as 
host of a community of sinners and defended his right to commune with 
them. He continued his ministry, refusing to be caught up by the religious 
leaders’ labels and social identification markers. 

Luke’s account demonstrates the redemptive motif of calling sinners to 
repentance (Luke 5:32). The second half of Jesus’ response leaves no doubt 
about his hospitality towards sinners and tax collectors. Jesus accepted the 
social and religious outcasts by sharing meals with them as well as calling 
them to a deeper place spiritually. This was an act of hospitality and an 
invitation that brought people outside their normal religious groups to rub 
shoulders with Jesus, who could touch the deepest recesses of their hearts. 
Repentance can be viewed both as a gift and a demand of the age ushered in 
by the presence and the preaching of Jesus (Craddock 1990, 79). 

Fred Craddock notes that those who read this passage should consider 
their own response. He reminds the reader of Luke 5:27-32: we cannot just 
be a spectator at the banquet; the real question is if we are willing to join 
at the table with Jesus, tax collectors, and sinners—or if we belong to his 
critics (Craddock 1990, 79). 

Jesus and the Samaritans: Enemies  
among the Marginalized 

In Luke 9:51-55, as Jesus journeyed towards Jerusalem, instead of going 
around the edges of the hated Samaria, he went right through their villages. 
Even more significant were his plans to arrange for lodging and food in the 
Samaritan village. Jesus chose to take his ministry among these outsiders, 
“these despised half-Jewish heretics” (Craddock 1990, 218-219). 

The Samaritans and the Jews had a long history of hatred and mixed 
messages. Jesus’ view of them was not popular: “In Jewish eyes, the 
Samaritans were half-breeds, ethnic traitors, bad guys” (Bock 1994, 181). 

Jesus’ viewpoint differed: “Clearly, what Jesus seeks is not only conventional hospitality but a welcome that 
embraces fully the message of peace” (Green 1997, Kindle Edition: Location 9710). The disciples returned 
and reacted to the Samaritan’s resistance to extend hospitality to them. They suggested that Jesus should 
judge the Samaritans like Elijah did by calling down fire on them. 

Their super-spiritual expression of hatred did not line up with Jesus’ direction and motive. This demonstrates 
why Jesus did not seek vengeance even upon those who insulted him (Marshall 1978, 403). He rebuked the 
disciples and moved on (Morris 1974, 194). This event shows Jesus’ amazing desire to include people outside 
of Judaism (Bock 1996, 966).
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The Early Church: Embracing Marginalized Enemies 
Acts 8:4-25 gives a vastly different account of the Samaritans in which Phillip proclaimed the gospel to the 

Samaritans and many came to faith. As a result, the Jerusalem Church sent Peter and John as representatives 
to investigate. They sent the same John who earlier wanted to call fire down from heaven on a Samaritan 
community for their inhospitable behavior towards Jesus (Luke 9:52–55). Yet John probably felt a different 
attitude as he set out for Samaria with Peter (Bruce 1988, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 6306-6307). 

When Peter and John arrived, they witnessed the work of the Spirit of God among the Samaritans. Instead 
of calling judgment upon them, they extended their hands and prayed for them. As a result, the Samaritans 
experience an outpouring of the Spirit: “Suddenly the Spirit of God is poured out and their lives too and they 
will never be the same” (Barrett 1994, 412).  

Convinced of God’s work among these Samaritans, Luke pointed out the impact of their change. While 
Peter and John were on their return journey to Jerusalem, they were “preaching the gospel in many other 
Samaritan villages” (Acts 8:25). This time, they were not asking for judgment by fire on more Samaritan 
villages (Luke 9:51–55). 

The Spirit of Jesus changed John and Peter’s hearts. Other Samaritan villages welcomed them and they 
bore witness to what Christ had done as they were hosted by these 
Samaritans. We don’t know how many different Samaritan places they 
likely stayed during this ministry outreach, but Jesus’ message of “loving 
your enemies” (Matt. 5:44) certainly came through.

These critical engagements by Jesus and his apostles with the 
marginalized Samaritans do not just demonstrate a casual meeting; 
rather, “Jesus’ movement aims at nothing less than the transformation 
of human society” (Koenig 1985, 29). There is a bigger picture of Luke-
Acts that demonstrates how “God in Jesus Christ … show[s] a marked 
clemency to the enemies of the Jews” (Ford 1984, 89-90). Amos Yong 
summarizes that strangers can be welcomed and engaged following Jesus 
inclusive practices (Yong 2008, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 836).

The Church’s Response: The Marginalized Today 
Today, many Christians view Muslim refugees much like the Jews felt 

about the Samaritans at the time of Jesus’ ministry. It takes courage. That 
why Christine Pohl says, “…hospitality that welcomes ‘the least’ and 
recognizes their equal value can be an act of resistance and defiance, 
a challenge to the values and expectations of the larger community” 
(Pohl 1999, 62). It is necessary to move beyond fear, and in doing so 
we do not simply accept the stranger’s mere existence, but rather we 

actively welcome a stranger with the least status (Bretherton 2010, 148). In essence, the marginalized and 
the outsiders become guests.

The massive influx of refugees in Spain today represents a genuine opportunity to reach those who 
have been unreached. Patrick Johnstone and Merrill agree that this current massive migration represents 
a tremendous opportunity as a strategic opportunity for unprecedented outreach to people who may have 
never heard or understood Christ’s message and these migrants as possible fertile soil for the gospel seed 
(Johnstone and Merrill, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 1205-1206). 

Here, hospitality meets the real needs of incoming refugees, and mirrors Jesus’ actions. This challenges the 
Church to relate to refugees, who face “greater levels of discomfort, disadvantage, and risk” (Jackson 2016, 
Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 179). This does not mean that it will be easy: 

It requires understanding a people geographically, demographically, culturally, spiritually, politically, histori-
cally, and linguistically helps us to understand how best to communicate the gospel, make disciples… The best 
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way to understand the people whom you are called to serve is to get to know them. (Payne 2012, Kindle Electron-
ic Edition: Location 1157) 

Due to the influx of migrants and media attention, many Christians, especially in Europe, voice their fear 
of the possibility that the Muslim refugees may actually have terrorist motives. The result is that

 
numerous people who came out of Islam but ended up isolated and lonely, cut off from their family. They didn’t 

get the welcome in the Christian community that they had hoped for. (Christians were too busy asking one anoth-
er, ‘What if he’s a spy? ’) Often these seekers have gone back to Islam. (Johnstone and Merrill 2016, Kindle Elec-
tronic Edition: Location 1286-1288)  

Fear, apathy, and lack of true hospitality can have eternal consequences on new arrivals. Outreach need 
not be proclamation alone, but rather generous hospitality and the sharing of one’s life that can lead Muslim 
refugees toward knowing the loving Savior. 

It is possible that many people at first feel overwhelmed when they 
think of opening their homes to strangers, and yet, “when strangers and 
hosts are from different backgrounds, the intimacy of a shared meal 
can forge relationships which cross significant social boundaries” (Pohl 
1999, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 827).  

The hosts are also richly blessed in that they can break out of the norm: 
“For most of us, the private circle of family and friends are confined to 
persons of the same race, economic status, and life-experiences as our 
own” (Palmer 1981, 41). William Willimon argues that “encounters with 
strangers require more brain work than meetings with friends, where 
our brains tell us to expend less energy and hunker down in our comfort 
zones among the familiar and the accustomed” (Willimon 2016, Kindle 
Electronic Edition: Location 357), but this is precisely what Jesus did: he 
broke out of the religious and social norms of his day. 

In turn, his followers must learn that:

The ‘practice of exclusion’ and the ‘language of exclusion’ go hand in hand 
with a whole array of emotional responses to the other, ranging from hatred 
to indifference; these exclusions both call forth emotional responses and are 
sustained by them. (Volf 1996, Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 261)

One of the most wonderful discoveries when engaging with refugees 
and the marginalized is that public interaction brings the stranger down 
to the human scale and makes our perceptions less paranoid and more 
realistic (Palmer 1981, 41). Hospitality to the foreigners opens new 
opportunities. 

In other words, “The call to follow Jesus is a call to remove from our 
vocabularies the phrase ‘We’ve never done it that way before’” (Payne 2012, 
Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 125). When engaging with refugees, the Church is offered opportunities for 
discovery that transforms her attitudes. 

Conclusion 

The example of Jesus and the Early Church in the Luke-Acts passages serve as a rubric for the Church today 
in offering hospitality to the marginalized. This biblical view of hospitality can transform and correct the 
current mindset of believers in Europe towards those who God has brought to their doorstep from many of 
the least reached people groups. 

Hospitality gives the key to forging relationships that can bear witness to the redemptive love of Jesus, while 
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simultaneously transforming his Church to be an outward focused, welcoming body, equally transformed by 
the joy of knowing people who enrich the life of the Church regardless of their background. Hospitality can 
function as an outflow of the transformational nature of the missio Dei for those who are currently outside the 
reach of the Church. If we embrace the ‘foreigner’ today, this missing hospitality link can make a difference 
for generations to come.
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W
hile I was preparing with a team to go on a missions trip to Israel’s Jewish absorption 
centers, I met a young lady named Rosebud who was taking a break in the fast food restaurant 
where she worked. 

As Rosebud and I chatted, I discovered she came from what I perceived as the polar opposite 
on the spectrum of theology. I restrained my natural inclination toward an inadvertent prejudice. I realized 
my participation in a prayer group and ministry for Israeli Orthodox Jews would be construed as an affront 
to her. As a daughter of a Palestinian police officer for the Liberation Organization (PLO) under the former 
Prime Minister Yasser Arafat, this native of Gaza and former Red Crescent worker could not be associated 
with a more anti-Jewish Israeli group than the Palestinian Muslim Arabs. 

Despite dissonance between our worldviews, I made a choice to allow myself to be implicated in Rosebud’s 
life. It turned out that Rosebud did not only need to escape from her husband, but also from her brother. 
Rosebud’s father was demanding that she be sent home to live with her parents permanently in Gaza. 
Rosebud’s newfound freedom as a woman in the United States would end due to her culture’s requirements 
for divorced women. She told me that if she would return to Gaza, she would be kept at home for the rest of 
her life because of the shame of divorce. 

I could not in good conscience allow Rosebud to return to what seemed like more suffering than she had 
already experienced. We made a plan.

Our Hospitality Mandate: 
What Does an Authentic Christian 
Reception of Syrian Refugees to 

the United States Look Like?
Victoria Sielaff
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Biblical Narrative for Our Hospitality Mandate
One discovers the biblical narrative of the hospitality mandate not just in Christ’s fulfillment of the 

hospitality mandate as a guest and host, but also in the antecedent scriptures of the Old Testament. The 
Greek word for “hospitality” is Philoxenia (philos, loving and xenia, strangers) resulting in the definition of 
“love to strangers.” 

According to the Jewish Virtual Library, Rabbinic literature called hospitality the hakhnasat orehim, meaning 
“bringing of guests,” and was considered by some Rabbis to be an act of kindness, or in Hebrew, a “mitzvah” 
or a command (American Israeli Cooperative Enterprise 1993). 

Although in some communities hospitality toward strangers today may include a list of preferred strangers 
one is willing to engage, a biblical definition of hospitality (love toward strangers) is inclusive of anyone who 
is willing to live in the land and according to the laws of the community. 

Someone seeking shelter in biblical terms includes “sojourner” and is 
from the Hebrew term ger, defined as an alien in a land (Mounces 2006, 
889). While hospitality practices and recipients today are different from 
the ancient world, the biblical narrative on the topic may have some 
commonalities in response to refugees seeking resettlement in communities 
across the United States.

There is a tension that Christ brings to the forefront for all Christian 
communities facing exclusionary or embracing postures regardless of 
nationality. While it is difficult for some believers to embrace Syrian Muslim 
refugees, an even more demanding ethic is represented by Christ’s forgiveness 
of his perpetrators—those who stood below his cross and crucified the only 
truly righteous and fully innocent person who had ever lived. 

As Jesus petitioned the Father for mercy, “Father, forgive them, for they do 
not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34), there is a message regarding 
embracing versus exclusion. 

While the refugee deserves one’s compassion based on what he or she has 
suffered and lost in his or her homeland, there is a paradoxical embracing 
required by Christ’s example that is even more counter cultural. Christ 
exemplifies the embracing of those who crucify the innocent—those who committed 
the most heinous crimes against humanity. Furthermore, Amos Yong poetically 
states,

…Christian hospitality is empowered by the Spirit of the hospitable God. We 
have been graciously invited to participate in this divine hospitality and given many gifts, many tongues, and 
many practices through which to meet, interact with, and perhaps even bless religious others. (Yong 2008, 160)

Miroslav Volf responded to a confrontation about his limits as to whom he would not be willing to 
embrace, namely his own nation’s enemies, the “cetniks”—those Serbian fighters who had herded his Croatian 
people into concentration camps, destroyed cities, and committed other atrocities in his homeland. Miroslav 
advocates for a missiological stance out of devotion to God’s mission (Volf 1996, 9) much like Abraham’s 
willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac or God’s willingness to sacrifice his own Son that all would be saved. 

Missional Narrative on Hospitality Mandate
According to missiologist Enoch Wan, there is a distinction between traditional missiology and diaspora 

missiology for missiological application (Wan 2007, 11). Wan states there are patterns of scattering and 
gathering diaspora all throughout the Bible, including the exodus of the Israelites (Exod.19:4-6) and in 
Isaiah’s period (Isa. 49:5-33), while noting the Early Church period of those gathering to Christ (Acts 8 and 
1 Pet. 1:1-2) (Wan 2007, 4). 
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Wan refers to the “involuntary and voluntary” or “push and pull forces” moving people globally (2007, 
2). Understanding the variables that push people to move provides potential empathy in host countries. It 
would be difficult to look away from the needs Wan lists as the push factors: war, political persecution, abuse 
of power, exploitation of the vulnerable, natural disasters, world poverty, or obligation to improve the family 
left behind. The humanitarian efforts across nations do their part in receiving those migrating to find refuge. 

Refugee host countries (typically including government resettlement, charities, and non-governmental 
agencies) look to fulfill a global obligation for gathering the vulnerable into a place of provision and comfort 
from the abuses suffered. Wan notes pull forces moving people globally, including political freedom, human 
equality, gender equality, quality of life, and success stories of loved ones abroad inviting others to join them 
(Wan 2007, 2).

Hospitality for strangers often requires assimilation on the perspective of host and stranger in which 
personal preferences, ethnic differences, and unintentional prejudice must shift. In order to accommodate a 
hospitable love toward the diaspora of Syrian refugees, there are some commonalities between the biblical 
mandate of hospitality and receptivity toward the refugees found among government agencies and charitable 
organizations.

The sending of many refugees affords us access to a new ministry 
outreach field formerly closed to the Church in the United States. While 
the Syrian refugee resettlement remains a fiercely debated topic on a 
global and domestic scale, there is a Judeo-Christian world perspective 
overtaken in the wake of political debate, sometimes stirring up hatred 
and stereotypes of Muslims. It is time to survey a biblical theological 
mandate of hospitality toward the stranger to apply to a changing socio-
political praxis in the community. 

Mission of God Revealed in Civic Responsibility  
of Hospitality

Christ’s redemption for all included the entire social spectrum of Jews 
and Gentiles alike. While Jesus was a guest and a host for the marginal-
ized, the Church also followed suit as seen in the New Testament. 

This mission of God is thoroughly revealed throughout the Old 
Testament. In matters of ethics and justice in Judaism, the injunctions 
governing interpersonal conduct, the mishpatim, state prohibitions 
against oppression of the non-Jew (Robinson 2000, 239). The focus of 
the mitzvot is not exclusively between human beings and the Creator; the relationship between human beings 
is of equal importance (2000, 239). On more than a dozen separate occasions in the Torah, Israelites were 
enjoined to love the stranger, “for you were strangers in Egypt” (2000, 235). 

The pattern to be hospitable to the sojourner (alien, stranger) is repeated throughout scripture. The 
Israelites were required to follow God’s justice in community responsibilities by upholding the rights of 
others living among them. Yahweh’s call for an empathetic perspective toward those sojourning in the land 
of Israel is clearly mandated: “He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, 
giving him food and clothing. Love the sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt” 
(Deut. 10:18-19). 

It was not simply a “live and let live” kind of laissez faire attitude, but rather a serious matter of obedience. 
According to Jeffrey Tigay, “Israel’s own experience as aliens in a foreign land is regularly cited to encourage 
fair and kind treatment of strangers in its own land. No sooner are strangers mentioned than Israel’s duty 
toward them enters the mind” (Tigay 1996, 108).

The Israelites were to have the same standards applied both to the native-born Israelites and those 
sojourners living among them: “You shall have the same rule for the sojourner and for the native, for I am 
the Lord your God” (Lev. 24:22). Yahweh seems to be establishing the value for non-Israelites in treating 
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them with dignity and equity. Nahum Sarna’s commentary notes the following of the sojourner: 
In the ancient world strangers were often without rights and were outside the protection of the law. Torah 

is particularly sensitive to their feelings and solicitous of their needs and welfare. Numerous injunctions and 
obligations are set forth to ensure their humane treatment. (Sarna 1991, 113) 

Not only was the sojourner to be loved, given food and clothing, and treated by the same standard for 
work, he or she also deserved equal rest each week. The stranger in the land was also the recipient of the 
Sabbath rest from labor:

But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or 
your daughter, your male servant or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your 
gates. (Exod. 20:10)

Sarna also points out the prescribed work pattern for the Israelite and the non-Israeli: 

Human liberty is immeasurably enhanced, human equality is strengthened, and the cause of social justice is 
promoted by legislating the inalienable right of every human being, irrespective of social class, and of draft ani-
mals as well, to twenty-four hours of complete rest every seven days…in order that your bondman and the strang-
er may be refreshed. (Sarna 1991, 112)

The “overarching redemptive historical metanarrative” Timmer speaks of is seen today for the sojourners. 
Today, hospitality to the ger is still practiced in Israel, allowing Palestinians with the day-long work visa to 

go back and forth crossing the border between Israel and Palestine. This 
type of practice sees the ‘enemy’ with potential, treating him or her with 
dignity of work, allowing ongoing socio-economic relations between 
Palestinians and Israelis.  

Within the context of laws about social justice in Exodus 22:16-31, 
verse 21 references the treatment of the sojourner: “You shall not wrong 
a sojourner or oppress him, for you were sojourners in the land of 
Egypt.” This particular social law is followed in verse 22 by a set of steep 
consequences resulting in death for those who “mistreat any widow or 
fatherless child.” 

God defends the sojourner who does not have the social influence or 
standing and protects those who are subject to exploitation (Tigay 1996, 
108). The Israelites are reminded of their own years as the exploited and 
oppressed sojourners in Egypt. They are expected to share the matter 
of the heart’s anguish or desperation that sojourners experience away 
from their homeland: “You shall not oppress a sojourner. You know 
the heart of a sojourner, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt” 
(Deut. 23:9). 

The theme of God’s great protectiveness (a form of hospital-
ity) for the sojourner is seen again in the context of the vulner-
able in Psalm 146:9: “The Lord watches over the sojourners; he 
upholds the widow and the fatherless, but the way of the wick-

ed he brings to ruin.” Scripture here contrasts between the vulnerable and the wicked, demonstrat-
ing God’s concern for sojourners. Furthermore, in ancient near eastern thought, “…the king was re-
sponsible for justice and accountable to Deity for protecting the vulnerable” (Walton 2006, 284). 

The Socio-Political Narrative for Hospitality Mandate
Researchers are looking at the narratives of some right-wing rhetoric which describe refugees not as people 

but rather as “floods, invaders, and parasites.” These “threat narratives” across various countries potentially 
reshape the political policy and climate (Hogan and Haltinner 2015). In contrast to the narratives that 
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demonize refugees, a 5-year-old report on the faith community’s role in refugee resettlements brags that, 
“The United States is home to the largest resettled refugee population in the world leveraging support in the 
private and public sectors” (Eby, Iverson, Smyers, and Kekik 2011, 586). 

The socio-political praxis regarding refugee resettlement could vacillate in response to government and media-
driven narratives portraying refugee resettlement rather than abiding in the static ethic by which one lives. 

In a study on the portrayal of refugees in human interest features, refugees are portrayed in the following 
three descriptions: 

…a) as victims of prior abuse and violence, b) as in search of the American Dream, c) as unable to achieve the 
American Dream. They also depict refugees as current victims of the American economic crisis and deeply frus-
trated by their inability to achieve the American Dream in their host communities. (Steimel 2010, 219)

Looking at the hurdles faced by refugees in Steimel’s study reiterates the need beyond relief aid; refugees 
need a plan of development in order to move beyond mere survival into a thriving productivity for a beneficial 
resettlement. 

Vetted refugees are screened over a two-year period across three investigative agencies: Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI), Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and Homeland 
Security. Refugees outshine any immigrant in terms of any potential security 
risk (Point Taken 2016). Immigrants and tourists, on the other hand, have 
little to no screening coming and going in and out of the country, posing 
a much greater potential risk to security. While the terrorist attacks in the 
United States have been committed by immigrants rather than refugees, 
refugees from Syria or North Africa have not been involved in attacks in 
the United States and continue to be cast as the scapegoats for national 
security issues.

Implications for the Church
In his monograph on the diaspora of Muslims, Assembly of God 

Seminary president Mark Hausfeld states, “Today’s radical Islamic climate 
cannot be the Church’s excuse for abrasive, defensive responses, or for that 
matter, offenses” (2008, 16). Hausfeld further emphasizes the importance 
and attractiveness of the Church to Muslims. If the Church includes a 
people of peace, a people of community, and a people of power rather than 
a people of war, individualism, and spiritual weakness, then Muslims will 
be drawn into the Church (2008, 15-18). The Church is at a tipping point; 
we must rise up and take on the challenge of the hospitality mandate 
exhibiting peace, strong community, and the power of Christ in order to 
effectively reach the diaspora Muslims with the hope of Christ (2008, 14). 

Not everyone in the Church is willing to pay the price in order to fulfill the hospitality mandate. Just as a 
missionary to a ‘sensitive country’ must weigh the possible risk of losing his or her life in a hostile country, 
so it may be a required risk for reaching those in the homeland, even when there is a tightening of homeland 
security protocol. If or when it does, there must be a response of forgiveness rather than retaliation. While 
scripture also legislates in regards to criminal activities and one’s civic duties, the greater act of loving one’s 
neighbor as oneself beckons the Church into a counter-cultural action against any marginalization of those 
seeking refuge. 

As Jonah was required to risk going to the Ninevites, his act of obedience to love the vulnerable, despite 
his contempt toward their country’s past, undoubtedly saved them from self-destruction. Today, the lives 
of those who are like the Old Testament Ninevites, those who “do not know their right from their left,” are 
sojourning in one’s own neighborhood. 

Matthew Soerens and Jenny Hwang point out the need for getting to know immigrants and refugees 
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personally (2009, 178). Only when we begin to personally know our refugee neighbors will we begin to 
contemplate and practice the biblical hospitality mandate to love them. 

The missio Dei clashes against the Church when certain groups are held in contempt as Jonah beheld 
the Ninevites, former enemies of Israel. One may resent those who represent a threat yet who are now 
recipients of the mercy of God. The refugees are the modern day ‘Ninevites’ to whom God is “gracious and 
compassionate.” Daniel Timmer suggests that scripture must first be interpreted in relation to its fulfillment 
in Christ, then applied to self in relation to Christ (2011, 137). 

The final implication for the Church taken from Timmer’s profile on the prophet Jonah reveals the potential 
dark side of a spiritual leader despite the calling given: a lack of character ethics which mislead one away 
from God’s overall redemptive plan. All of God’s people could fall prey to the sin of contempt or disdain for 
those to whom God desires to show his love. How one receives or rejects the refugee or any others who are 

the vulnerable tests one’s faith. 
The texts in Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Psalms, Ruth, Jonah, 

and the Gospels give communities a plumb line by which our approach 
toward refugees should be measured. Scripture supports a biblical Judeo-
Christian ethic to responsibly protect civic rights for the vulnerable 
sojourner. Those who are the non-Israelites—sojourning, impoverished, 
and of no influence in society—are the “poor” and “the least of these” 
described by Jesus in the Gospels. This virtuous responsibility toward 
the well-being of those living among the Israelites’ community is a 
type of hospitality mandated to the Israelites, but also continued in the 
teaching of Christ among those in the Early Church, which included all 
nations. 

Jesus was a refugee. Jesus’ parents, led by an angel’s warning to 
his parents to flee Israel, provide the Church with an example of the 
necessity of fleeing a country for a host country. His parents sought 
asylum in Egypt with his family when King Herod was seeking to kill 
him, and they were later able to return to Nazareth after King Herod 
had died (Matt. 2:13-15). 

Arguing a case for the biblical approach toward refugees cannot 
neglect the Old Testament. Israel’s history of being vulnerable and 
exploited sojourners in Egypt is part of the mandate to be hospitable to 
the sojourner. Deuteronomy spells out God’s overarching redemptive 
plan for the sojourner; God always included the nation of Israel and the 

vulnerable as potential recipients of his redemptive care. Those willing to live among the Israelites benefitted 
from a group of civic responsibilities for the vulnerable, homeless, and landless. The blessings of all nations 
are evident in that the hospitality is extended for the non-Israelite. 

The review of Deuteronomy 10:18-19, Exodus 20:10, 22:21, 23:9, Leviticus 24:22, Psalms 146:9, Ruth, 
Jonah, and Matthew provides a biblical pattern of support for an ethic of hospitality and for a response of 
embracing the refugee in one’s community. Furthermore, throughout the Old and New Testaments, the nation 
of Israel and the Early Church are dutiful in caring for the needy and vulnerable, whether this includes the 
impoverished, widows, orphans, or others who are not only vulnerable to economic and social exploitation, 
but also in great need. 

In addition, God’s character and love were designed to be lived out through his people by maintaining the 
highest level of community ethics, thus ensuring justice and dignity through hospitality for those who were 
non-Israelites living among them. 

The mandate of hospitality for sojourners has implications for any community resettling Syrian refugees. 
The outreach of the local believers has new ground to engage this risky new season with potential for adding 
eventually to the Church—not for gain of numbers, but rather for continuing the mission of God in the 
overarching redemptive plan for all people. 
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If Christians exclude rather than embrace refugees in need, they would also have to deny the pattern of 
biblical support for a mandate of hospitality.

I gladly took Rosebud to my home from her workplace that night to begin a courageous journey of 
rebuilding her life. She told me, “Where you go, I will go.” When I asked if she minded going to Pentecostal 
intercessory prayer meetings, she replied, “Your people are now my people.” 

Fortunately, “my people,” although very skeptical of this other person greatly different from themselves 
due to her faith and family of origin, had enough devotion to the mission of God that they were tremendously 
hospitable. Her Ruth-like loyalty and the faith of “my people” were the conditions that eventually brought 
emotional, physical, and spiritual healing to her life. 

Hospitality is in the DNA of the Judeo-Christian ethic. There are no exclusions; all are a part of God’s 
overarching redemptive plan to embrace.
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Frontlines

Go, give or pray

significance

O
ver the past thirty years I have noticed that many of us have a tendency to inadvertently 
promote half-truths that we think advance the cause of world missions. By half-truths, I mean 
concepts that are partially true or seemly true on the surface, but in fact are myths.  

At times, I have inadvertently perpetuated these false beliefs myself, for which I wholeheartedly 
repent. I offer this short article as part of my restitution. I believe that when we participate in spreading 
these myths, we unintentionally hinder the spread of God’s kingdom. While the myths may seem miniscule 
and inconsequential, over time, like being one degree off course at the start of a long journey, the negative 
outcomes increase in severity. Here are seven common myths perpetuated by missions people.  

 

Frontlines
We frequently talk about the frontlines of spiritual warfare as if they are geographically defined (i.e., the 

mission field). As followers of Jesus, we are called to simultaneously participate in both the seen and unseen 
world. We are always on a potential frontline. When people use the word “frontline”, they imply there is a 
safer place, a place less dangerous.  

Sure, some places can be darker, more evil, and more dangerous than others places, but let’s not falsely 
assume that the mission field is a frontline while your home church neighborhood is not. Let’s be prudent; 
spiritual frontlines cannot be defined geographically or by outward appearance. Scripture seems to imply 
that everywhere is a potential frontline (see 1 Peter 5:8-9). 

 

Calling
What do we mean by calling? Many missions people think it means having a strong conviction or 

foreknowledge in regard to a specific place, people, path, or purpose God has for us. Our ministry niche, so 
to speak. 
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This notion of calling is overplayed and overemphasized to the point of being a myth. In my thirty-plus 
years of observing, even among the most exemplary and fruitful missionaries, it is not the norm, not by a 
longshot. 

Followers of Jesus almost always grow into (or fall into) their specific calling with lots of trial and error on 
the way. Most of us will understand our specific calling or ministry niche through hindsight rather than by 
foresight. This is because persevering through trial, error, and occasional ambiguity contributes significantly 
to our spiritual development and thus to our eventual niche. Watching people find their calling is not unlike 
watching people drive bumper cars; it is often full of jarring and jolting experiences.  

I suggest our specific ministry fit/niche is discovered as we struggle to be obedient to God’s universal 
callings. Universal callings are what all followers of Jesus are called to do and be. For example, we are all 
called to: holiness (1 Peter 1:15), bear fruit (John 15:16), suffer (1 Peter 2:21), peace (Col. 3:15), and make 
disciples (Matt. 28:19). 

These ‘callings’ never change and apply to all of us. In doing of them we discover our specific niche over 
time. As we pursue specific places, people, or roles, it is enough to say we are pursuing what we believe God 
put on our heart. Unfortunately, the way many missions people talk about calling creates false expectations 
about God and how he guides and moves people. Let’s not propagate a myth in the way we talk about calling.

 

Full Time
Some of us talk about being called to full-time ministry/missions. Does Jesus call anyone to follow him part 

time? Full-time is the only choice Jesus gives us. It is hard to imagine 
a scenario where the unreached will ever be reached just by full-time 
missionaries, pastors, teachers, and evangelists. It will just never 
happen. These roles are important, but they are not more important 
than followers of Jesus working full time in ‘secular’ workplaces.  
Andrew Scott, in his recent book Scatter, makes an elegant argument 
about this very point.

The most likely scenario is that the unreached will be reached 
by full-on followers of Jesus working full time as teachers, farmers, 
engineers, social workers, bricklayers, politicians, etc. in secular 
workplaces, augmented by pastors, missionaries, and evangelists.  

Evangelists, pastors, and missionaries are more like the shaft of 
the spear than the point. They help support, equip, and sharpen 
the point (i.e., the congregation); they are not the point themselves. 
Congregations of full-on Jesus people, working in secular workplaces, 
are the point of the spear. Since non-Christians don’t normally come 
to church, and since most adults spend the majority of their waking 
hours at work, the workplace becomes our primary context to be salt 
and light to the world.  

We should be promoting the notion of being full-on for Jesus in the secular workplaces (wherever they are) 
not the myth that full-time ministry is more honorable, strategic, or significant. It’s a myth.

 

Significance
I cringe when I hear mission speakers chastise congregations to do something significant with their lives 

and become missionaries (or something full time).  My wife has to hold me down so I don’t interrupt the 
speaker. She is more polite than me. Perhaps we have so many missionaries on the field still searching for 
significance because they were led to believe by our Evangelical church culture that being a missionary is 
more significant than other work.  

Being the object of Christ’s affection is what gives us significance, not whether or not we are 
missionaries. Lord, spare us from pastors and mission speakers who encourage us to find our significance 
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in what we do. If missionaries think what they are doing is more significant or strategic than what God has 
called others in our sending congregations to do, we promote a myth.   

Of course, we need to be proactive and strategic in positioning ourselves among the least reached, most of 
whom live in restricted access countries. It could be very strategic if more full-on followers of Jesus moved 
to places where the least reached lived. Yet, seeking significance and being strategic are different issues. Let’s 
strive to be strategic without promoting the myth of significance.

 

Go, Give, or Pray
A google search on these three words produce over 100,000 hits about missions and will lead you to the 

homepage of practically every mission organization with a website. Mission organizations need to be careful 
not to propagate the myth that going, giving, or praying are the three main ways we participate in world 
missions. Like most missions people, I like the simplicity and clarity of the pray, give, go tagline. My own 
organization uses it.

While these three actions are important, they can also subtly perpetuate a myth by suggesting these are 
the main three things YOU can do. Scripture also calls us to WORK, THINK, CHANGE, BE HOLY, RISK, 

SUFFER, STAND, etc. These don’t fit nicely into a tag line, and thus their 
importance is deemphasized by silence. We promote myths when we 
oversimplify the complex. 

 

Business for Missions (B4M) & Integral Missions
These terms can perpetuate another myth depending upon how we 

use them. We can indirectly imply that people in our sending churches 
who are engaged in ‘normal’ business or social action are not really 
participating in the Great Commission while those labeled B4M or 
Integral Missions are and therefore worthy of being financed by the church 
mission budget.

Why do we need special terms like B4M or integral missions to 
distinguish ‘normal’ Christian business activities from missional ones?  
Haven’t business and social action been part of advancing God’s kingdom 
for more than two thousand years? Yes, they have. Aren’t terms like B4M 
and Integral Missions the result of missions people rediscovering a theology 
of work and rejecting the dualism so prevalent in our Evangelical Church 
and missions’ cultures?     

If we accept the premise that business and social actions have been 
integral to church growth since the first century, then it seems that we also need to question why we need new 
terms to distinguish missional sector business/social activities from what people in our sending churches 
already do (or should be doing). If we are not careful when we use terms like B4M/B4T and integral missions, 
we promote the notion that our work business/social activities are somehow more spiritual/missional (i.e. 
significant) than those practiced by the members of our sending church. This is a myth.

 

Missionaries
What do we really mean by the word missionary? The word is a construct of our own making, derived from 

the Latin word mitto, which is a translation of the Greek work apostle (Αποστολος).  Apostles were followers 
of Jesus who had a special anointing and authority as sent ones. Today, we typically think of apostles as 
spiritual entrepreneurs—ground-breakers with a strong vision and multiple spiritual gifts.  

I know hundreds of missionaries in many organizations and they are great people. However, very few (I 
guess less than five percent) are apostolic in nature or gifting. They are gifted, but not excessively, unless you 
count perseverance as a gift.  

In other words, very few missionaries are apostles in the biblical sense of the word, so isn’t missionary the 
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wrong word for them? Why don’t we embrace a self-identity as priests instead? It is clearly a biblical identity 
and a sustainable self-identity. Our sentness comes from our priestly obligation to represent God before people 
and people before God. As priests, we are sent to represent. 

In addition, missions people have inadvertently created a quandary with the missionary identity. Over 
the years, it has become standard practice among some of the best missions organizations in the world for 
their overseas staff to operate undercover in nations that are closed to 
traditional Christian missions. At least half the worlds’ population live 
in such places, and almost all of the unreached are there.  

While from one perspective this appears clever and creative, from 
another it appears deceptive and disingenuous, especially from the 
perspective of the host people. Certainly, the Bible promotes prudence 
and acknowledges that complete transparency is not always a moral virtue 
(e.g., 1 Sam.16:1-13).  But the fact is, missionaries who have adopted the 
undercover approach live in a state of paranoia about being found out.  

This fear fosters behaviors, attitudes, and thinking patterns that 
hamper and disable these otherwise wonderful saints from being the 
bold and loving representatives that Jesus called them to be. Fear and 
love do not make compatible bedfellows. So why do so many continue to 
embrace a missionary identity when it is a stumbling block to both their audience 
and themselves … and is not a requirement for following Jesus? Is this becoming 
all things to all people in order to win some (1 Cor. 9:19-23)?

What if we could start over and build frameworks and models that 
wouldn’t hamstring people who are eager to take up their role in the 
Great Commission? What would it look like? Would we build Protestant 
religious orders that have open membership for anyone committed to the 
Great Commission and to the universal callings of God? Would most of the members of these fraternities of 
people be self-financed by jobs they find on the market? Perhaps it would be full of bi-vocational followers 
of Jesus who are striving to:  

1. Embrace their God-given identity as ambassador-priests
2 Understand their occupation/profession to be an important act of worship…not in completion with 

disciple making, but complementary to it
3. Realize the spiritual frontline is wherever they are at the moment
4. Recognize that their significance is sealed by being the object of God’s love
5. Be strategic in their giving, going, praying, risking, staying, standing, working, waiting, etc.  
6. Be a full-on follower of Jesus at work, home, and community
7. Team up with likeminded colleagues
 
That sounds a lot like being church! Could it be that simple?

Dr. Randal Scott (a pen name) has been serving overseas in various leadership roles with both Frontiers and OM for more than 
thirty years. He believes the winds have changed and the time has come to re-conceptualize how Evangelicals think about, speak 
about, and do missions among the unreached. Otherwise, God will likely get it done without us.
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A 
little over ten years ago I was introduced to English as a Second Language (ESL) for the 
first time. A student at the local seminary who was fluent in Spanish had started an ESL class at a 
small Hispanic Baptist church in one of the suburbs of New Orleans and needed some help with 
her growing class. 

With the city in a building stage following Hurricane Katrina, the Hispanic population had risen sharply. 
I quickly learned that these men and women were likely not there legally, but faced with providing for their 
starving families in their home countries, they came to New Orleans to find jobs, help their impoverished 
families, and become part of the community in which they now found themselves.  

Far from home, I found these seekers to be looking for not just how to read the classified or how to order 
a Po-boy (come to New Orleans to see why these are better than a sub), but they were also open to spiritual 
dialogue. Not only that, but they wanted to know how to share this information with their families back 
home. Without even realizing it, I was doing a type of international missions without even leaving my city.

Always on the Move
Humans were designed for a home, but were destined to be on the move. Since the beginning of time, 

humanity has been leaving one home and looking for another. Adam and Eve, Joseph and his brothers, 
Moses, Jesus and his early earthly family, and the early apostles such as Paul were always on the move, both 
voluntarily and involuntarily. 

Even in Genesis 2 we see the picture of man leaving one home (father/mother/home) to go to another 
home (wife/new home). All movement happens under the will and sovereignty of God. He has created all 
peoples, nations, and cultures, and according to Acts 17:26-29, he has preordained the existence, time, place, 
and movement of all peoples and nations. Both the diaspora of the Bible and the diaspora of today were 

Migration & Diaspora: 
God’s Movement to Reach More People

Brantley Scott
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created by God, that they might seek him and know him.
According to the United Nations Migration report of 2013, there were over 232 million people (about three 

percent of the world’s population) living in a country not of their birth, and that has significantly increased 
in the past few years. Although world governments have been thrust into the limelight of how to deal with 
this issue, it is today’s Church that must take the initiative in how to wisely and biblically be a neighbor to 
the foreigners in our land.

Diasporic missiology, although not new in practice, is a relatively new paradigm in missiology. The 
explosion of migration patterns and the shrinking of the world in terms of travel, economics, and technology 
have put more dispersed people groups in relative closeness to the Church in the West (Wan 2010, 46-60). 
This phenomenon is opening up new avenues for advance of the kingdom through the proclamation of the 
gospel to new peoples who are in new places.

To begin, those who are in movement from their place of origin to their host country are in a state of 
transition. This transitory period of leaving the comfort and security of one’s home country and entering 
a new country with new rules and a new culture leaves people more receptive to the gospel and Christian 
hospitality. 

On a pragmatic level, a diaspora missions strategy can take advantage 
of those countries that are effectively closed to traditional missions 
strategies by opening their doors from the inside. Many of today’s ‘closed’ 
countries are those that have high migration rates to ‘evangelized’ 
countries. In essence, instead of the Church having to go to them, God 
is sending them to the Church.  

Biblical Roots 
Diaspora and missiology can both trace their roots to biblical history. 

Diaspora is a major theme that runs throughout both the Old Testament 
and New Testament. Generally translated as “removed”, “scattered”, 
“outcast”, “exiled”, and “preserved”, the diaspora has always been part 
of God’s plan. The biblical record is full of people always on the move, 
and God, who is always on the move to redeem them in order to bring 
himself glory. It should be noted that God is not reacting to people’s 
movements, but rather God caused their movements for his purposes 
(Acts 17:26-29). 

In Genesis, we see Adam and Eve leaving their homeland, the Garden 
of Eden, for a new home as a result of their sin. Required to live in a new 
home, with new realities, we see God at work redeeming his people. By leaving the garden, Adam and Eve 
would not be able to live continuously in their sin, but would be free to seek their salvation from the Lord 
(Payne 2012, 69).  

Likewise, many migrants and refugees are now moving from a place where their eyes were incapable of 
seeing the gospel to lands where they must rely on the kindness of Christ’s ambassadors.

The forefathers of Israel were also lifelong migrants. The Lord called Abraham from the land of Ur to 
Haran and ultimately to Canaan, and from this migration, all nations would be blessed. However, once in 
Canaan, Abraham continued to be on the move—to Egypt, parting with Lot, and surveying the Promised 
Land. It is to Abraham that the Lord prophesied, “Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in 
a land that is not theirs and will be servants there…”

Isaac’s son Jacob was also on the move throughout his lifetime. Although God reiterated his promise to 
Abraham to Jacob through a dream that his offspring would spread to all directions and that all nations 
would be blessed through him, Jacob would not end his life in the land of his father. 

Isaac’s first sons sold his younger son, Joseph, into slavery, and Joseph would eventually end up in Egypt. 
Ultimately, Isaac’s entire family would migrate to Egypt. However, the Bible is clear that this migration 
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was not due to unforeseen circumstances, or circumstances beyond control, but that God was orchestrating 
everyone’s movements for his purposes and plans.

Due to their continued sin and rebellion, the nations of Israel and Judah would fall, and most of their 
inhabitants would be exiled. During this time of not only living in a foreign land, but knowing their homeland 
was destroyed or occupied, the Lord still revealed he alone was sovereign over the earth. Through his prophet 
Isaiah, God reminded his people that he would use their exile for their benefit and his glory and that he 
would gather those who had been scattered.

Throughout the Old Testament, we see people of God’s choosing always on the move. They are exiled 
as a result of their own volition (Abraham), their own sinful doings 
(sin, rebellion, etc.), forced to migrate due to external circumstances 
(famines), and banished to foreign lands due to the sins of others 
(Joseph). However, in every circumstance, the providential hand of God 
can be seen working toward the redemption of his created people.

Migration and diaspora continue to be a strong theme in the New 
Testament as well. The Gospels begin with God ‘migrating’ to earth to 
fulfill his prophecy and to redeem his people. Shortly after Jesus’ birth, 
the Gospels record Jesus and his family fleeing Israel for Egypt to avoid 
persecution and death from the current government and then returning 
several years later.

Acts 2 begins with the day of Pentecost, when people of many different 
nations have migrated to the city of Jerusalem. It is here, in this city full 
of migrants, that the Holy Spirit spoke to each one in a manner they 
understood, and thus many were converted.

Following this event, the early followers of Christ faced strong 
opposition and persecution following the martyrdom of Stephen. The 
resulting scattering of Christians led to the spread of the gospel into 
much of the Roman world and the start of several churches in cities like 
Antioch, from which Paul would later use as a home base.

Although Paul’s missionary journeys may seem to fall in line with 
the traditional missions model, a closer look reveals the impact of the 
diaspora in Paul’s strategy and practice. Romans1:16 reveals that Paul’s 

mission was first to the Jew then to the Gentile, while the Book of Acts notes that there are Jews living in 
diaspora in Salamis, Pisidian Antioch, Thessalonica, Berea, Corinth, and Ephesus. Paul was intentional in 
seeking out a people group living in diaspora.

Movement as a Strategy of Missions
Throughout the Bible there is a theology of movement. God and humanity are seen as constantly on the 

move from one home to another. From exile out of the Garden of Eden, to exile out of Judea and Israel, to 
being scattered throughout the Roman Empire, the use of reaching people on the move has been a constant 
strategy in missions.

In 2009, the Lausanne Diaspora Educators Consultation, in conjunction with the Lausanne Diaspora 
Strategy Consultation, put forth a declaration concerning diaspora missiology. In the declaration, it was 
affirmed that (1) God is indeed working among the peoples of the earth, gathering and scattering them as he 
sees fit, (2) the Church, each one in its own culture, is the vehicle God is using to make his name known to 
the nations, and (3) diaspora missiology has emerged as a critical and strategic plan for reaching people who 
live outside their country of birth. 

It is important to note, however, that diaspora missions is not a replacement for traditional missions, 
but rather a complimentary strategy to the current model (Wan 2007, 3). Most missions agencies today are 
focused on people groups located in their indigenous homelands. This strategy has many positives such 
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as rich tradition of knowledge to pull from and indigenous people groups that are much more stable than 
diaspora groups. Diaspora missions, however, provides a nuanced approach to the current and foreseeable 
trend of moving people groups. It also allows for a strategic approach to many difficult-to-access peoples and 
cultures while at the same time approaching them during times of transition, when they may be most open 
to the gospel (Payne 2012, 151). 

Benefits of Having a Diaspora Missions Strategy
Diaspora missions strategy is as diverse as the people around the world. Instead of planting brick and 

mortar churches in cities and neighborhoods around the world, diaspora missions looks at planting transient 
churches wherever these moving people groups may be located—on ships, in refugee camps, in international 
student dormitories, etc. 

Diaspora missions utilize resources and people already in place to reach peoples who have come to them. 
In essence, international missions becomes available without the need 
of passports and visas, job platforms, heavy fundraising, and avoid 
political headaches that often occur in traditional missions (Scattered 
to Gather 2012, 10). 

The typically understood paradigm of diaspora missions is the 
concept of the local church (usually in the West or host countries of 
migration) receiving, ministering to, and evangelizing the diaspora in 
the local setting. In all major cities, a plethora of world cultures can 
be found with relative ease. Churches seeking to engage world people 
groups can forfeit the hassle of acquiring visas and passports, airfare, 
and international logistics for the efficiency of walking down the street 
to engage international people groups. 

Diaspora missions seeks to utilize the existing connection between 
host and home countries as a method and a means for spreading the 
gospel worldwide—converted migrants returning to their home country 
or reaching out to those of their own culture also on the move. The 
migrant is now the missionary. According to Doug Saunders, 

Christians living in the diaspora context represent the largest self-sup-
porting contingency of missionary force which has been located with-
in many of the so-called ‘unreached peoples’ and accessible to practically all people-groups of the world today. 
(Saunders 2010, 38)  

“Missions beyond the diaspora” refers to the evangelization of people groups outside of a particular diaspora 
people group (i.e., a group of Syrian refugees in the U.S. ministering to a Vietnamese people group). In this 
paradigm, the diaspora, both individually and as a group, are no longer the receiving agent of evangelism, 
but the active agent in evangelism to cross-cultural groups (Wan 2011, 131).

It is also important to note that many of these moving people and refugees are in fact the migration of 
unreached people groups. Those people groups, which today’s Evangelical Church (with all its wealth and 
technology) have found to be extremely difficult to reach, God has seen fit to reach in unique and powerful 
ways. 

Conclusion: Migration as a Key Strategy 
It is impossible to overstate the importance that migration is going to have not just on world economies 

and politics, but on the Evangelical Church as well. The Evangelical Church has struggled to keep up with 
the trend toward urbanization, and is just now beginning to find its footing in urban settings. 

The mass movement of people on a global scale is moving at a faster pace and goes beyond just urbanization. 
Almost twenty-five percent of all migrants from the year 2000 to 2010 found themselves in North America. 
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But people are not just moving; God is moving people, and today’s Church needs to be ready.
While additional research and practice is still needed, several leading missiologists have begun to create 

a framework upon which the Church can begin creating strategies toward an active and profitable diaspora 
missiology. J.D. Payne, in his book Strangers Next Door: Immigration, Migration and Mission, gives a five-step 
process for churches and individuals seeking to reach out to migrants that is easily reproducible in any 
context.

Using sermons from the Apostle Paul in the Book of Acts, Larry Calwell pulls five implications for diasporic 
missions, all of which stem from an understanding that, like Paul, the Church should embrace the fact they 
are a bicultural people and to use that biculturalism as a powerful tool in context. Exegeting the audience, 
being aware of any possible biases, and not being offended or condemn easily are several aspects to keep in 
mind in diaspora missiology (Calwell 2011, 103).

Finally, in Scattered to Gather: Embracing the Global Trend of Diaspora, the Lausanne Committee for World 
Evangelization provides a very detailed plan for implementing a diaspora strategy. These steps include 
methods for ensuring a right frame of mind before entering in diaspora missions, how to exegete and engage 
the community in a holistic nature, how to equip and encourage relationships, and how to empower the 
diaspora in their own Christian walk (2012, 33-37).

People are moving, and if the Church does not want to find itself lagging behind as it has with the urban 
movement, it needs to embrace and engage the migrant and the refugee. Given the complexities and cost 
that traditional missions sometimes endure with international outreach, diaspora missions is an answer to a 
prayer to help take the message of the gospel to the nations. 

God has brought the nations us. They are here—in our cities, our small towns, and our rural communities. 
Are you ready to love them as yourself? 
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The International Church  
for a Global World

Warren Reeve

T
he International Church is a kairos call to a profound need and compelling opportunity. 
God is sovereignly and supernaturally planting and building international churches in unparalleled 
numbers around the globe. The unprecedented diaspora scattering has created cutting-edge potential 
for the International Church to reach every tribe, tongue, and nation. The International Church is the 

collection of God’s people diverse in nationality, culture, color, class, and church background, gathered together 
in many cities and locations around the globe to worship God, hear from God, and tell others about God.

There are versions of the International Church dotted across church history landscape. Geographically 
identified as the church at Antioch, perhaps this body of disciples is more 
appropriately called the first International Church (Acts 13:1-3). It started 
with Jewish expatriate believers meeting in current day Syria. They heard 
and acted on Jesus’ Great Commission to be witnesses at home, in the 
region, in the country, and abroad (Acts 1:8). They invited Greek and 
Roman Gentiles into the church despite the obstacles of contrasting 
nationalities, differing cultures, a mosaic of color, and mixed classes.

Then, the Jewish-Gentile International Church sent the gospel to 
the least-reached people groups. The first International Church was 
a launching pad for kingdom movement. Within twenty-five years, 
kingdom expansion had spread exponentially. It started in Antioch, 
and then moved to Asia Minor and across to Europe, as far as Rome. 
The capital super city, Rome, was where the Acts of the Apostles ended 
the biblical church history account in chapter Acts 28. However, the 
movement continued, and continues today. 

The Jewish-Gentile first International Church not only went West but 
East! In fact, church history records that the Church, for the first one 
thousand years after Christ’s ascension, was more Asian than European. 
Philip Jenkins unveiled the little known history of the Asian Church. 
Nestorian and Jacobite missionaries were commissioned from Syria to the Far East long before the Silk Road 
was travelled by any other Christians (2008, 70). These missionaries landed as far as Mongolia, China, India, 
and perhaps as far as Vietnam, Philippines, and Korea. 

By 1000 AD, Asia was populated with between seventeen and twenty million Christians who could trace 
their faith back twenty-five to thirty generations (Jenkins 2008, 70). This history only serves to strengthen 
the understanding and impact of the Acts 13 narrative. The International Church then, and now, is an 
invitation to the diaspora to join God’s accelerated spiritual growth plan for maturity, and to unprecedented 
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numerical growth, a key to unlocking the nations to engage with the gospel. The International Church of 
Acts 13 impacted the East on an unprecedented scale and, from the first century, became the Kingdom of 
God without borders. 

Leveraging Expatriates in a Global World 
The International Church is the Bride of Christ at the crossroads of the scattered peoples of the world, 

offering a warm welcome in the name of Jesus. The composition of this gathering is multi-national. Within 
the cities and megacities of the world, there is untapped potential inside the Christian expatriate community 
already living overseas, self-funded, planted, and prepared to obey the Great Commission. 

They are globetrotters—generally highly educated, entrepreneurial, people of comparable means and 
full of adventure. However, in certain regions of the world, expatriates are composed of migrants who are 
historically required for the host country’s economic benefit. Ratios in some countries can be as high as 

four expatriates to every one national. Expatriates comprise everyone 
from street cleaners, maids, and taxi drivers to bankers, surgeons, and 
lawyers. Among most expatriates, there are biblically literate Christians 
desiring to make an impact for Christ in their corner of the world.

When expatriates are collected in international churches to encounter 
Christ, they are discipled into Christ and commissioned by Christ, and 
there is tremendous leverage for the Kingdom of God. This leverage 
initiates the communication and demonstration of the gospel through 
otherwise impossible relationship networks. 

Least-reached people from diverse nationalities are encountering and 
engaging Jesus in places often presumed to be impossible to reach for 
Christ. This is happening cross-culturally. Without the International 
Church these expatriates are left to collide at the intersections of other 
traveling nomads. 

Since one in seven people live away from home today, it is clear to 
International Church leaders that God is sovereignly and supernaturally 
extending his kingdom through a diversity of travelling/globe-trotting 
expatriates/internationals meeting host country citizens. 

Never before in the history of humanity have so many people been 
on the move. This is a kairos moment in history when the nations are 

meeting in the urban centers of the world in the diaspora. The Church reaching these people is naturally 
international, expediting the flow of the gospel to a globalized world. 

Varied Cultures Provide Context to Reach People
The International Church is the face of the diaspora. Where there is a gathering of the nations, it follows 

that there is a cultural mix. First-hand experience could describe the culture mix as a “taste of heaven” (a 
quote given by Cindy Lewis at an elders meeting at Bandung International Church in 2000). 

The Apostle John describes this experience through a vision in Revelation 7:9: “I looked, and there before 
me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the 
throne and before the Lamb.” The International Church is a tangible picture of this biblical vision on earth. 
Like a kaleidoscope of color, it is the splendor of the kingdom’s great multitude gathered into one assembly.  

In Look Who God Let into the Church, David Packer writes of “tight” and “loose” cultures. He describes the 
degree to which social constraints are placed upon individuals in certain cultures to behave a certain way. 
“Tight” means that social norms in behavior are well fixed and everyone within the group is expected to 
follow them. “Loose” means more flexibility, that social norms are not as rigid, and that either there is no 
norm or there is tolerance with deviations from the norm (2013, 1295-1298). 

The International Church is a melting pot of tight and loose cultures requiring astute leadership. There 
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are no cookie cutter solutions when leading the various cultures that are sometimes in conflict. Ultimately, 
International Church pastors must shepherd and love over and through these different cultural expectations. 
Authentic love can provide a different opportunity to experience God’s love than simply through one culture 
or one way. Jesus’ sacrifice of love penetrates all cultural expectations. So must the shepherd’s love of the 
International Church. 

God created the diaspora. When the diaspora is brought together from various diverse nationalities, there 
is an obvious compelling opportunity for the Church to reach the nations. When the International Church 
engages the diaspora through contextualized, incarnational servanthood, then missional becomes the norm. 

Missions is not delegated to a person in a place; rather, missional is a shift in thinking for the whole 
Church as an active and transformational presence in each culture, equipping one another to serve people 
within the diaspora. Missional is the mental shift from formulaic and institutional programs to relationships 
of word, deed, sign, and power. The International Church aims to facilitate creative thinking to catalyze 
active participation in God’s mission within the diaspora context. 

The Diaspora as a Rainbow of Color
The International Church is a canvas of color, drawing scattered 

people into a rainbow of grandeur. If it were possible to assemble the 
world’s international migrants to live in one place, it would be the 
world’s fifth largest country, with more color than any country on the 
planet. However, this international mosaic of migrants does not live in 
one country; the people are scattered around the world. 

During 2016, the rainbow of color in descending order, painted 
across the world’s canvas, includes India (15.6 million), Mexico (12.3 
million), Russia (10.6 million), China (9.5 million) and Bangladesh 
(7.2 million) (Connor 2016). The mandate of the International Church 
is to create a masterpiece by gathering the colors of the nations. 

Traditional mission strategy is geographically bound. Seizing the 
diaspora opportunity through the International Church is one way to 
engage people on the move. Who would consider Australia a mission 
field? Yet twenty-eight percent of the Australian population is born 
outside their country. Melbourne boasts the largest Greek-speaking 
population, next to Greece, in the world. 

The International Church is no longer constrained to ‘overseas’ 
but today must be understood as a viable and essential deal breaker 
for completing the Great Commission.  Collecting the colors of the 
diaspora is to experience the rainbow of the International Church.

Mixed Classes Are a Viable Ministry Partnership
The International Church includes expatriates who have left home 

for bigger and better. This quest for opportunity exists in people 
of every occupation in every class. The supposed greener grass on 
the other side of the fence is a strong incentive towards migrating. Sometimes, the result is increase, and 
sometimes it backfires. Class separation in the International Church is often deep and wide, while at the 
same time the ambition to succeed can be found in every class. 

One challenge for the International Church is to teach and motivate all classes toward the reality that 
God has a bigger and better plan than material success. From Adam came every person from every ethnos 
to be placed in a time and a setting. He determined and appointed each expatriate in his kairos time, to his 
designated place, so that the different classes would “reach out to Him and find Him” (Acts 17:26-27). When 
expatriates of any class find God’s higher migration calling within the diaspora, more people meet Jesus.

ONE CHALLENGE 
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The same class levels reach one another with greater understanding even though the interaction may be 
cross-cultural.  For example, a Nigerian diplomat connects with a British environmentalist because both are 
highly educated. Similar classes naturally understand and relate to one another despite different nationalities, 
colors, or cultures. A taxi driver reaches out to a street cleaner and he “finds God.” A banker communicates 
with a doctor and a divine encounter inspires a “reach” to the living God. Class connections and networks are 
created and discovered, leveraging kingdom growth.

Conversely, mixed class connections can also expand the kingdom. Expatriates with greater resources 
make provision and create pathways for less privileged expatriates to find their newly discovered diaspora 
calling. Often, the profound “pure belief in Jesus” faith of the less privileged expatriates is profoundly 

impacting to the complex and sometimes chaotic world of expatriates 
with greater means. This dynamic is authentic, viable, and presently 
happening through the International Church globally. There is hardly 
a mission strategy that could make this kind of mixed class partnership 
so productive for the cause of Christ except through the International 
Church.

Center Set Inclusion versus Bound Set Exclusion
The International Church is planted by denominations, military, 

and/or independently organized believers. When denominational 
international churches emphasize their own distinctives, contrasted 
against participating members, those bodies forfeit the best International 
Church potential. 

When military international churches remain nationalistic, they 
evolve into an extended chaplaincy service. When independent organized 
international churches refuse connection with an outside body, they set 
themselves up to be isolated and invite possible conflict without objective 
input. Conversely, having stated these cautions, each specific church 
background of the specific International Church calls for celebration and 
connection. 

When the International Church is a more centered set versus bound 
set, more inclusive than exclusive, then health, scope, and impact 
is increased. Twenty-five years ago, the International Church was 
understood to be primarily American and English speaking. Today, the 
International Church is emerging into the Global Church for a global 

world. Missiologists Michael Crane and Scott Carter write: 

International Churches around the world are making an invaluable contribution to the church’s mission to 
make disciples of every nation. Around the world God has used International Churches as instrumental in sow-
ing seeds of the gospel of Jesus Christ on the frontiers of lostness. (2014, 1)

From the Past to the Future
Movements of God are identified when God circulates the same vision to different people in different 

places at the same time. Staggered within the last twenty years, God has imparted the similar International 
Church vision to reach the nations for Christ to several servants from several different locations. Below are 
the known unfolding networks of international churches that have emerged.

1. Fellowship of European International Churches in thirty-eight European countries
2. China International Fellowship in the most populated nation on earth
3. International Baptist Convention in Europe, Middle East, Africa, and the Americas

MOVEMENTS OF 
GOD ARE
identified 
when God 
circulates  
the same 

VISION 
to different 
people in 

different places 
at the same 

time.



     EMQ  July  2017    75  

4. Global International Church Network a global relational network for international churches 
5. Missional International Church Network strengthening the International Church for missional impact  
 

The above network leaders and members agreed to combine their annual conferences in 2016 and come 
together for the first united Global Church for a Global World conference. The name “Global Church” was 
chosen to include both International and National churches. Delegates attended and participated, speaking 
and listening to what God was saying to each other and from each other. 

Keynote speakers Ravi Zacharias, Os Guinness, and Rodney Woo challenged participants attending 
the Global Church for a Global World conference in Hong Kong, hosted by the International Christian 
Assembly. With some excitement, at commitment time 232 International Church leaders signed the Global 
Church declaration included below. The Global Church for a Global World is emerging as an alliance that 
collaboratively bridges God’s vision between International Church networks and International Churches 
around the globe. The Global Church for a Global World: 

DECLARES to the widest audience possible that the 
Global Church is rising to meet the demands of a global world

AFFIRMS and applauds all with a 
common heart to facilitate this global vision

ASPIRES to link our hearts and efforts with 
Christ followers everywhere to engage in the Global Church movement

Fellowship of the Emirates International Church in Dubai will host the second triennial Global Church for 
a Global World conference April 29–May 2, 2019. The International Church is on the move. God is collecting 
people from the diaspora into the International Church all over the globe to play a unique role in the Great 
Commission mandate. 
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Insider Jesus:  
Theological Reflections on New Christian Movements 

William A. Dyrness, IVP Books, 2016

  —Reviewed by Robert Covolo, Center for Reformed and Evangelical Theology, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

What are we to make of movements among people in Islam who call 
themselves believers in Isa al Masih (“Jesus Christ”), or Hindus and Sikhs 
who consider themselves Yeshu Satsangs (“Jesus devotes”)? In his new book, 

Insider Jesus, William Dyrness brings his wealth of experience and expertise in global 
missions to offer fresh theological perspective on this emerging phenomenon.

Dyrness’ discussion on insider movements unfolds in six chapters. The first 
chapter introduces the issue by arguing that the language of ‘contextualization’, 
as helpful as it is, is inadequate for addressing the dynamics sourcing insider 
movements—that is, the language of contextualization fails to adequately account 
for the ‘indigenous impulse,’ and ‘dialogical character’ of mission.  

By way of a more satisfactory understanding, the second chapter relates  
a theological framework of God’s creative and redemptive work to culture and 
religion. Chapter three further focuses on religion in the biblical narrative—
presenting an account that suggests God embraces the cry of the human heart 
within religions, even as he resists some elements of those religions.  

This is empirically confirmed in the fourth chapter, wherein Dyrness submits various case studies displaying 
the renewing work of Christ emerging from within other faiths. The fifth chapter further clarifies the nature 
of religion, arguing for a more holistic understanding of religion as a site of personal identity, a sense of place, 
cultural stories, legends, aesthetic artifacts, rituals, and so on. The final chapter concludes the volume by relat-
ing insider movements to the institutional Church and the worldwide Body of Christ. 

As the above suggests, central to Dyrness’ take on insider movements is his evaluation of religion as a rich 
cultural force in its own right. Indeed, given the very term “religion” was developed in the West so as to make 
faith something that is added (and therefore can be subtracted) from one’s life, Dyrness contends that in Majority  
World contexts, removing oneself from religion is akin to jumping out of one’s cultural skin. Therefore, according 
to Dyrness, the proper way to understand insider movements is as hermeneutical spaces wherein life-giving 
aspects of religion and embedded cultural wisdom become the locale for Christ’s appearance in a wholly new 
idiom. 

While careful and nuanced, Dyrness does not seek to answer all of the questions this slim volume provokes. 
Undoubtedly, readers will not only be stimulated and enlightened, but also challenged. Even so, regardless 
of where one lands, this is certainly an important resource, calling into question a host of assumptions about 
missional strategy in Majority World contexts.   

Another Title:
Coleman, Doug. 2011. A Theological Analysis of the Insider Movement Paradigm from Four Perspectives: Theology 
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Issues in Contextualization

Charles H. Kraft, William Carey Library, 2016 

—Reviewed by Cameron D. Armstrong, International Mission Board, Bucharest, Romania; PhD Intercultural 
Education student, Biola University

Any study in contextualization would be remiss not to include 
the abundant work on the subject by Charles Kraft. Kraft’s Issues in 
Contextualization provides the culmination of a half-century worth 

of research on this vital topic. He has once again provided the missiological 
community with an engaging resource that cannot be ignored.

Issues in Contextualization calls readers to think well in distinguishing between 
the culturally conditioned forms and symbolic meanings practitioners apply in 
cross-cultural mission. In using the central illustration of a seed vs. a full-grown 
tree, Kraft contends that many failed efforts in contextualization are the result of 
missionaries uncritically transplanting culture-bound methods and models that 
matured in Euro-American “soil”, but have no business in the soil of host cultures. 

Better, contends Kraft, to let the gospel seed grow and develop organically, 
using the cultural tools and artifacts already available. A well-contextualized, 
insider approach will prove far more effective and will allow future generations 
of believers the freedom to further contextualize outreach and discipleship.   

One of Kraft’s greatest strengths is his emphasis on a three-dimensional model of contextualization: 
cognitive, relational, and allegiance-based. Kraft is exactly right in critiquing Western contextualization 
models for almost exclusively focusing on cognitive, or truth-based, aspects of the gospel. 

In reality, the peoples of the Majority World are often more concerned with relationships and the presence 
of spiritual power. A significant portion of the latter half of the book deals with how mission leaders might 
introduce these crucial concepts in contextualization training, especially dealing with spiritual forces which 
challenge new believers’ true allegiances.

In terms of weaknesses, conservative Evangelical contextualizers may take issue with some of Kraft’s 
theological assertions. For example, in a chapter entitled “Partnering with God,” Kraft appears to argue that 
human believers are equal partners with God in such crucial times as salvation, forgiveness, and healing. 
However, there are multiple biblical passages that suggest otherwise (e.g., Eph. 2:1-10). 

Another weakness to be found is Kraft’s lack of a solid conclusion. After a fantastic discussion of spiritual 
warfare and demonic oppression, the book abruptly ends. True, there is an intriguing appendix detailing the 
development of contextualization studies, yet a chapter offering final analyses and further insights for the 
field is conspicuously missing.         

All told, Issues in Contextualization is a highly accessible book from a highly accomplished missiologist. 
Kraft has provided a carefully researched analysis that is well written, with memorable illustrations and case 
studies. Readers at both academic and practical levels will greatly benefit from this resource.
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Joyful Witness in the Muslim World:  
Sharing the Gospel in Everyday Encounters

Evelyne A. Reisacher, Baker Academic, 2016

—Reviewed by Don Little, Pioneers Missiologist, Director of the Lilias Trotter Center; author of Effective Disci-
pling in Muslim Communities (IVP Academic, 2015)

Befriending, talking to, and hanging out with Muslims has long 
given me much joy, so I was immediately drawn by the title of Evelyne 
Reisacher’s book. If one were to go by what is talked about in the news, 

joy is seldom a part of Muslim-Christian interaction. So it’s very encouraging to 
read a book that expounds, in diverse and creative ways, how we as Christians 
can experience joy, share joy, and pass on joy as we befriend Muslims in our 
workplaces, communities, neighborhoods, and travels. 

Writing out of a lifetime of living and ministering among Muslims in France, 
and more recently, through teaching at Fuller Theological Seminary, Evelyne is 
able to illustrate her discussion with personal joy-giving encounters with Muslims 
in many countries around the world. Having had the pleasure of meeting Evelyne 
in several contexts in recent years, I can say that she practices what she preaches. I 
believe it contributes a unique and much-needed new perspective to our ongoing 
conversations about Christian witness among Muslims. 

So what does Reisacher attempt to do in Joyful Witness in the Muslim World? 
Building on her extensive friendships with Muslims over decades, she draws upon literature about how 
friendships are created and how people connect with each other in healthy ways, especially across difficult 
barriers. Underlining how much the Christian life, and salvation itself, is often characterized by abounding 
joy, she invites us to consider a variety of ways in which Christians can engage with Muslims, especially in 
everyday situations that will bring joy to both us and them. 

In the first two chapters, she sets the foundation and then explores representative ways in which we Christians 
can connect joyfully with Muslims in cyberspace, through art, in caring for God’s creation, in caring for the 
needy, and in engaging Muslims in cities. She concludes with some helpful suggestions about talking about 
Christ and the gospel with Muslims. She has known Muslims to be good and decent people who have made her 
life immeasurably richer, and she clearly loves them and cares deeply that they come to know Jesus.

Four types of Christians would especially benefit from reading this book: (1) ordinary Christians who have 
Muslim neighbors, (2) those studying Islam and ministry to Muslims, (3) pastors, Christian educators, and 
leaders, and (4) missionaries living among Muslims. The last group, I believe, will be especially challenged 
to greater creativity and boldness in their encounters with Muslims through reading this compelling call to 
joyful witness.

I can’t help but think that it is not a coincidence that the two Christians whom I know to be among the most 
fruitful in their decades-long ministry to Muslims (Evelyne Reisacher and Joy Loewen) are both women who 
find great joy in befriending Muslims. I think that the contagious joy that they experience in their friendships 
with Muslims has a lot to do with why they are so fruitful in seeing Muslims come to know and love Jesus.
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Ministering in Honor-Shame Cultures:  
Biblical Foundations and Practical Essentials

Jayson Georges and Mark D. Baker, IVP Academic, 2016

—Reviewed by Rick Kronk, Scholar-Practitioner with Christar, Inc., Assistant Professor of Global Ministries at Toc-
coa Falls College, Toccoa Falls, GA 

Though people of honor-shame are following Jesus more 
than ever, the fact remains that most people in honor-shame cultures 
remain unreached for the Gospel” (p. 21). Even a brief consideration of 

the remaining task of world evangelism shows that if the Church is going to 
see a completion of the Great Commission, it must find a way to effectively 
communicate the gospel and conceive of the Church to accommodate an honor-
shame worldview paradigm. This book suggests how the Church could do that.

The authors present a practical theology of a redeemed honor-shame paradigm 
which is then applied. Part 1 provides an anthropological explanation and 
assessment of how honor and shame are expressed in cultures in contrast to guilt 
cultures, which are equated with Western culture(s). 

Part 2 confirms this anthropological foundation by surveying honor-shame 
as expressed in Old and New Testament examples, with particular emphasis on 
Jesus’ life and ministry. Part 3, the bulk of the proposal, provides an extended 
discussion of how honor-shame applies to the author-defined categories of 
practical ministry, which include spirituality, relationships, evangelism, conversion, ethics, and community. 
In each case, a redeemed honor-shame paradigm is argued to serve as a legitimate, if not superior vehicle of 
the Christian faith.

Despite the helpful defense of the legitimacy of a redeemed honor-shame paradigm as essential to the 
future of the Church’s global witness and constituted life of faith, the author’s attempts to legitimize the 
paradigm sometimes go too far. For example, although the contrast of cultures which are dominated by an 
honor-shame worldview with Western, guilt cultures is helpful, the assumption that a common ‘Western’ 
culture can be precisely articulated is debatable and that it can be equated with ‘guilt’ culture begs the 
question. 

Second, the suggestion that the ultimate outcome of the missio Dei (p. 135) is restored human honor misses 
the point widely. The objective of the missio Dei is restoration of the uninterrupted worship of God. Honor, 
which is intrinsic to God, is attributed to his creation as a result of its being restored to do that for which it 
was created. 

Finally, whereas the authors rightly conclude that “the goal of discipleship is not to pivot people from a 
shame-based morality to a guilt-based morality, but rather is to transform people’s notions of honor and 
shame so they align with God’s” (p. 211) is accurate, they offer little to suggest how this transformation takes 
place. Behind honor-shame responses to life are deep-seated values (what is important) and beliefs (why 
these are important) which need a spiritual overhaul (Rom. 12:1-2). 

The timeliness of this book cannot be missed in light of the current global migration crisis which primarily 
involves those from homelands steeped in honor-shame cultures. As the Church in the West is increasingly 
exposed to those of an honor-shame worldview, it cannot ignore the appeal by the authors to allow a 
redeemed honor-shame paradigm to serve as an appropriate category for gospel proclamation, as well as a 
suitable relational pattern for life in the Church. 
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Secularism and Africa:  
In the Light of the Intercultural Christ

Jim Harries, Wipf & Stock, 2015

—Reviewed by, Bob Bagley, Africa area director for Global Partners, the missions division of the Wesleyan Church

Western mission agencies and secular aid and development 
practitioners have been working hard in Africa for decades, but 
seemingly with little discernable progress. The continent is deeply 

plagued by widespread poverty, frequent outbreaks of unrest and violence, 
extensive corruption, issues of dependency, and a church described by many as “a 
mile wide and an inch deep.” With such a significant investment of money, time, 
and lives, why aren’t things different?

In his book, Secularism and Africa, prolific author Jim Harries seeks to provide 
an answer based on insights from philosophy, anthropology, linguistics, and 
over twenty years of experience as a missionary in Africa (Zambia and Kenya). 
According to Harries, the situation in Africa has resulted from the failure of 
westerners to fully appreciate and account for the foundational aspects of African 
worldview resulting in misunderstanding and misinterpretation of their well-
intentioned efforts. 

In fact, they may have inadvertently helped to affirm and reinforce that 
worldview instead of allowing it to be challenged by biblical Christianity. Westerners’ contribution to the 
widespread acceptance of the prosperity gospel is a case in point.

African cultures are monistic at their core. That is, no distinction is made between the secular and the 
spiritual. Everything that happens has spiritual causation. Harries maintains that a monistic worldview is 
antithetical to sustainable, self-initiated, and self-directed development.

Secularism is dualistic and relegates the spiritual realm to a position of irrelevance and insignificance. At 
its extreme, secularism may view religion and spirituality as a distraction and hindrance to development 
and advancement. Africans, however, reinterpret the efforts of secular agencies from within their monistic 
worldview and seek to engage with them based on that understanding.

Christianity is dualistic as well, but not dichotomistic like secularism; however, missionary efforts 
frequently approach ministry from a secular frame of reference. For example, Harries strongly criticizes 
holistic missions for being much more secular in approach than being biblical, thus negating their ‘spiritual’ 
ministry by their ‘secular’ projects.

Harries believes that a clear proclamation of biblical truth is the solution to the African dilemma. Western 
missionaries can contribute to this if they are willing to practice vulnerable mission—that is, to engage only 
using indigenous languages (because worldview cannot be separated from language) and only using locally 
available resources (to avoid the trap of equating material wellbeing with spiritual power.)

Some will find Harries’ logic lacking at points, while others will object that his solution is too simplistic 
and unrealistic in the diversity that makes up modern Africa. Nonetheless, anyone responsible for ministries 
within Africa needs to wrestle with Harries’ contentions. How can we engage in disciple making in Africa 
that results in radical transformation at the worldview level?
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The Rushing on of the Purposes of God:  
Christian Missions in Shanxi Since 1876

Andrew T. Kaiser, Pickwick Publications, 2016

—Reviewed by Mark A. Strand, Professor, North Dakota State University, Fargo, ND

If you have ever feared that history is boring, fear no more. In the 
spirit of his catchy title, Andrew Kaiser rushes through 139 years of missions 
history in Shanxi in a riveting fashion. Weaving together historical recounting 

of events with deep biographical sketches, Kaiser brings a little-known province 
in China to life. And through it all, The Rushing on of the Purposes of God leaves one 
inspired by what God has done in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds.  
This book achieves several accomplishments rarely seen in missions literature.

The Rushing on of the Purposes of God describes the inspiring work of God through 
faithful missionaries and among faithful Chinese believers, while transparently 
describing the shortcomings, doubts, and failings of the missionaries. Kaiser’s 
clear avoidance of the tendency to whitewash the missionary achieves his goal in 
multiple ways. For example, in one section Kaiser describes the self-doubt that 
the missionaries experienced about whether they really had a message to offer 
the people. This treatment of the material gives even more glory to God, while 
serving as a teaching tool for missionaries present and future. Kaiser has deftly 
demystified the missions experience.

Kaiser is able to carry the reader to the peaks of gripping stories, while carefully filling in the thinking of 
the missionaries at the time. Using lengthy quotes, Kaiser allows the missionaries to speak for themselves, 
and thus brings the reader close to the heart and the passion of the missionary. While describing the details 
of the journey a missionary experienced riding in a mule cart from Beijing to Taiyuan, my back nearly 
became sore as a result of the vividness and detail of the writing.

This book is meticulously footnoted and referenced, allowing the reader to dig deeper on issues of interest. 
It also includes a Chinese terms list, a bibliography, and a detailed index. Containing only five chapters and 
over 256 pages, the chapters do get a bit long, but they are broken into sections with emboldened headings, 
helping to break up the lengthy chapters. This book satisfies the curiosity of the academic reader, but is of 
interest to the casual mission reader. 

The Rushing on of the Purposes of God draws vivid lessons from history that is completely applicable today. 
Through the famine of the 1870s, the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, rising nationalism in the 1920s, civil war 
in the 1930s, communist takeover in 1949, and more, God’s purposes were rushing toward unimaginable 
achievements. This is inspiring and informative for missionaries and missions supporters in any country. The 
Rushing on of the Purposes of God is appropriately titled, and it lived up to the expectations of this reviewer.  
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