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With this issue, I bid farewell to my editorial role for EMQ. Having served for 16 
years in the editor’s chair, I have been privileged to oversee the publication of 

more than sixty-four issues containing almost seven hundred articles focused on helping 
missionaries, mission leaders, church leaders, and lay Christians around the world better 
understand and engage missions. 

I’m not fully able to describe the joy it has been to pull together the line-ups we’ve 
seen, but even more so to hear 
from readers who were touched by 
individual articles or encouraged 

by our themes which ranged from member care to 
translation controversies to arts to families to short-term 
missions to mergers to retirement to contextualization to 
multi-direction in missions, almost all written by people either in the trenches themselves or leading those in the 
trenches. 

Through the more than five decades of our existence, EMQ has been the go-to journal for Evangelicals engaged 
in or leading the missionary task. Those of us passing the baton are delighted that EMQ is returning home to the 
organization that birthed it in 1964. They handed it over to us in 1997, and twenty years later we are returning the 
favor, knowing it is going into good hands which will continue the great legacy started by Jim Reapsome, EMQ 
founding editor.  

On a final note, it was with great sadness that I attended Jim’s funeral this past summer. Among many other 
accomplishments, Jim’s 34-year stint as EMQ founding editor charted the path we follow today. The clear 
commitment of Marv Newell and Missio Nexus to continue on that same path is a great encouragement to me as 
I’m sure it would have been to Jim. Jim left us a legacy of clear, concise, and on-the-ground writing and thinking 
that continues to echo with today’s readers. It is my prayer that God will give Marv Newell and the Missio Nexus 
team the grace to continue and even build on that legacy as well.  

Word from Marvin J. Newell, Appointed General Editor:

In preparation for this article, I went back to the origins of EMQ to find what the 
founders were thinking when they launched this publication. Jim Reapsome, EMQ’s 

first editor, was an incredible gift 
to this publication. In the 1964 
inaugural issue, he stated that the 
quarterly had two purposes: to make 
available to the Church as a whole 
the wide range of insights gained 
from its work throughout world and for mission agencies to “keep each other stimulated 

and informed in the realm of ideas and practical missionary tactics.”1 

From the Billy Graham Center 
to Missio Nexus: 

A New Home for EMQ to Continue On 

EMQ HAS BEEN 
the go-to journal for Evangelicals 

engaged in or leading the missionary task.

WITH THE TRANSFER 
of EMQ ownership to Missio Nexus, 
we intend to remain on that course. 

Final Word from A. Scott Moreau, Retiring General Editor:
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EMQ has not deviated from those purposes. Throughout its fifty-three years of publication, first under the 
direction of Reapsome, then Gary Corwin, and most recently under my esteemed predecessor, Scott Moreau, 
EMQ has stayed the course. 

With the transfer of EMQ ownership to Missio Nexus, we intend to remain on that course. The balance 
between serving the whole Church in the knowledge of missions, and also providing mission organizations 
the opportunity to stimulate each other with current ideas and tactics, is the path Missio Nexus will maintain. 
Those twin purposes are still as relevant today as they were a half-century ago. 

Missio Nexus is delighted to accept the task of publishing this significant quarterly from the Billy Graham 
Center, and we are receiving it in excellent shape! Throughout the years, they have stayed current, molding 
and fashioning EMQ into the online presence it is today. In particular, the archives are a treasure-trove of 
missiological information that has been meticulously maintained for easy reference. 

We will continue to make these available as well as consistently add to them. The book reviews are second to 
none and will continue to be published. Some cosmetics such as formatting and delivery system may change 
but overall, readers will easily recognize EMQ as we proceed through the transition from one owner to another. 
The next edition is slated to be published on schedule in January 2018.  

We at Missio Nexus want to thank the Billy Graham Center for entrusting us with the future of EMQ. We 
consider this an important responsibility to be stewarded well for the sake of the advancement of the Great 
Commission. 

Endnote
 Jim Reapsome. “Why a New Quarterly?” Evangelical Missions Quarterly. Vol. 1, No. 1, October 1964.
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Gratitude 

The Christian life begins as the Spirit of God grants us recognition of our guilt, followed by 
a work of grace received by faith in the finished work of Christ. It is completed on this earth by the 
response of a life of gratitude, which in turn is a foretaste of the glory we will ultimately experience 

in God’s presence. Of that fourfold process—guilt, grace, gratitude, and glory—the part that is perhaps least 
understood and embraced is gratitude.

That shortcoming is too often true as well of our responses to God’s providential leading, and to our 
earthly relationships. This piece is an attempt to push back on my own shortcomings in this area.

In 1994, I had a growing conviction that more needed to be done to build bridges between mission 
agencies, churches, and training institutions. I shared my burden for this with SIM leaders at the time and 
they graciously gave me a long leash to see what could be done. Besides becoming more involved in a number 
of relevant church and mission boards, and serving in various leadership positions in the Evangelical 
Missiological Society, I also became an associate editor of EMQ. 

Jim Reapsome, the founding editor and managing director of EMQ, who I had come to know and appreciate 
as a kindred spirit, was brave enough to take me on not only as associate editor, but also as a regular writer of 
a commentary column which has been known as Second Look. I confess that it has been a wonderful outlet 

for exorcising “the burrs under my saddle,” as Jim once expressed it. That was 23 years ago and I will forever 
be grateful to him and to the Lord for giving me that opportunity. Hopefully, it has also been of benefit to 
some of the readers. Thankfully, there is at least some anecdotal evidence to that effect. 

Jim passed on to glory this past summer at the age of 89 and will be missed by all who knew him. He 
was a good friend as well as a mentor to me, and I believe a better one would be impossible to find. He and 
his wonderful wife, Martha, even housed and fed me for the several days each month as I would come to 
Wheaton when I served as editor of EMQ (1997-2001), after Jim’s retirement from the position.

It was also during this period that Dr. Ken Gill played a very important role in my life. He was the deputy 
director of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College at the time and he mentored me as a new editor 
through the nuances of functioning in that context after the BGC stepped in to provide a new administrative 
home for EMQ. He has always been a good friend and I will forever be grateful to him. While I can’t name 
everyone, two others who were also a great encouragement and help to me during those years was the EMQ 
office manager, Jean Warren, and Dona Diehl, who was and remained the graphic designer ever since.

When it became clear to me in 2001 that I could no longer do justice to the role of EMQ editor and to my 
commitments to SIM and related involvements elsewhere, I tendered my resignation to take effect within the 

A Second Look
Editorial by Gary Corwin

IT HAS BEEN A JOY FOR ME to be part of EMQ 
for the last twenty-three years, but it is time now for me 

to retire as associate editor and column writer.
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next six months as a replacement could be determined. I prayed earnestly during this period that God would 
bring forward the person of his choice that would love the job and thrive as editor, and I secretly hoped that 
Professor Scott Moreau might take on the role. 

When he did, I was thrilled, and the icing on the cake was that he even asked me to continue on as 
associate editor. This was a deal I couldn’t refuse: I got to continue doing the things I most enjoyed (writing 
my column and proofing articles) and he dealt with all the hard stuff.

Scott has been a good friend and a great and multi-talented editor to work with. Laurie Nichols has 
likewise been a gem in her role as managing editor and chief cheerleader for EMQ, along with her other roles 
in the BGC. She, like her predecessor as managing editor, Stan Guthrie (for many years now with Christianity 
Today) are consummate professionals in what they do, and passionate followers of Christ.

It has been a joy for me to be a part of EMQ for the last twenty-three years, but it is time now for me to 
retire as associate editor and column writer. Overall, retirement is not far off now, and I had been wondering 
for a while when I ought to cease writing my column. 

I had promised the Lord a long time ago that I would do so before the well ran dry, but was not sure exactly 
when that should be. When it looked until very recently that this was going to be the last issue of EMQ, my 
problem seemed to be solved and I had and still have peace with it. I am thrilled now that EMQ will be 
transitioning to management by Missio Nexus. This is back to its founding roots really in what used to be the 
missions associations of IFMA and EFMA, and I am confident the folks at Missio Nexus will do a great job.

My heartfelt thanks go to all our readers, and to all my EMQ colleagues who have put up with me all these 
years.

Gary Corwin is staff missiologist with the international office of SIM.
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Beyond ‘People Groups’: 
Why the Term ‘Communities’ May Be Preferable 

Dr. Ken Baker 

Decades ago, it used to be that interested people would ask about our “country of service.” 
But over time, the question morphed into “What people group do you work among?” For quite some 
time, the status quo for presenting the missionary task has been ‘reaching people groups’, or rather, 

reaching the ‘unreached people groups’ (UPGs). Noting the ubiquitous nature of UPG language now, it is 
hard to believe that there was a time when no one used such terminology. Today, it is so standardized and 
popularized through well-known and valuable courses like Perspectives and Kairos that it is considered self-
explanatory. This was not always the case. 

That which is so common now was a fringe idea in 1974, when Ralph Winter presented “The Highest Priority: 
Cross-cultural Evangelism” at the first conference on world evangelization in Lausanne. He introduced the 
concept of ‘hidden peoples’—those peoples who were ‘hidden’ from mission vision at the time—who did 
not have comprehendible access to the gospel. At that point, missions endeavors mostly tracked along geo-
political boundaries (gospel witness within national borders) in those countries where Western missionaries 
had access. However, due to ethnic, linguistic, and cultural barriers, there were many ‘people groups’ in these 
countries and beyond who were ‘unreached’ with the gospel. 

The Lausanne committee uses this definition of ‘people group’: a people group is the largest group within which 
the gospel can spread as a church-planting movement without encountering barriers of understanding or acceptance. 
What began as a necessary, and welcome, missiological correction to the geo-political orientation of world 
missions became over the last four decades a ‘people group’ movement accompanied by a ‘people group’ 
industry.

Photo courtesy Ken Baker
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In this movement, entire ministries have formed around the identification, quantification, and location 
of UPGs. Likewise, missions mobilization embraced initiatives spawned by the ‘people group’ movement, 
such as ‘10/40 window’, ‘adopt-a-people’, ‘finish the task’, etc. These developments have been useful, even 
thrilling, as formerly ‘hidden’ peoples have had access to the gospel of Christ in ways they would not have 
otherwise experienced. 

Likewise, the need to migrate from a ‘territory’ mentality toward an ‘access’ orientation was a step in the 
right direction, because it raised missions awareness toward the barriers the world’s peoples face relative 
to the gospel. Such a perspective concentrates attention toward blocks of people where there is significant 
gospel resistance.

To examine the usefulness of the term ‘people groups,’ there are two questions to explore : (1) the meaning 
of the term, and (2) how that meaning is employed (unreached, unengaged). 

The terminology ‘people group’ (as opposed to ‘ethnic group’) is unique to the missions enterprise. Its  
meaning is fluid depending upon whether linguistic, ethnic, social, cultural, or political considerations are 
included in the assessment. (For example, compare the difference between the Joshua Project and the IMB 
list of peoples according to different determining factors.) Therefore, within the range of missional uses of 
the term, there is a popular understanding of ‘people groups’ for mobilization purposes, as well as a deeper, 
empirical meaning for strategic purposes. Generally speaking, however, both have the same intent—to 
identify peoples according to gospel comprehension and acceptance, purposed toward a church-planting 
movement (CPM). 

In scripture, the Greek words ethnos (Gentiles or nation), phule (tribe), or laos (people) are used to 
demonstrate that there are distinctions regarding human groupings. For example, in Revelation 5:9 and 7:9 
they are used together (with glossa–language) to describe the extent of Christ’s ransom on the cross (5:9) 
and the multitude praising God before his throne (7:9). Likewise, ethne (nations or Gentiles) is prominently 
used in Matthew 28:19 to refer to the scope of kingdom mission. Thus, as stated above, there is value in 
recognizing the role of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic factors in describing groups of people. Differentiation 
among groups of peoples is biblical. However, it is the way that ‘people group’ has been used that causes 
concern.

People group terminology is primarily employed as unreached people groups (UPGs) and unengaged, 
unreached people groups (UUPGs). The former refers to those peoples in which less than two percent of the 
population are Evangelical Christians, whereas the latter references those groups where there is no Evangelical 
gospel witness among them (see peoplegroups.org). 

Yet, I must ask, “What compels us to squeeze kingdom mission into a mathematical equation? Has the 
pursuit of quantitative categories and benchmarks run the risk of devolving missions into a mechanical 
enterprise?”

It is at this point that the empirical character of the people group movement and its strategic implications 
seem to take on a life of their own. That which was intended to serve kingdom mission has become the 
driver of kingdom mission. For decades, the missions enterprise has used, and passed along, this empirical 
perspective and its assumption that they represent an accurate rendering of the outcome of God’s mission in 
this world.  

The usage of UPG and UUPG inevitably involves measurement which unavoidably accentuates quantitative 
above qualitative aspects of missions. Counting and measuring are endemic within a particular cultural 
mindset, especially in North America. It comes naturally and it is one of our cultural contributions to the 

DIFFERENTIATION AMONG groups of peoples is biblical. 
However, it is the way that ‘people group’ has been used that causes concern.
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world missions endeavor. However, when does such an emphasis become so dominant that it presumes to 
control the conversation? Have we reached the point where this perspective is so completely embraced in 
certain sectors that it imposes itself on global missions?

The focus on people group language tends to oversimplify global identities for popular consumption. In 
current missions industry practice, UPG identities are externally validated. In other words, people group 
identities are assigned by outsiders, meaning that a particular people group designation is not necessarily 
how persons would self-identify. 

As a result, there is a pervasive impersonal aura surrounding the usage of UPG and UUPG, as well as a 
reductionism which employs simplified, managed categories overlaying complex social realities. 

A Neglected Dimension
Since the UPG/UUPG system assumes the validity of the Homogeneous Unit Principle (HUP) too exclusively 

as an organizational formula, it often fails to take into account God’s intent to reconcile people, and peoples, 
to each other. HUP-based approaches concentrate solely upon the expansion narrative (“make disciples of all 
nations”) of kingdom mission while neglecting the integration narrative of Christ’s kingdom mission (“that all 
of them may be one”). Gospel intent always envisions boundary-crossing and engaging otherness.

Focusing on people groups implies that God’s mission is solely about reconciling with each individual 
‘nation’ (ethne), thereby increasing the count of ‘reached peoples’, instead of God’s ongoing kingdom intention 
to reconcile people(s) into a kingdom people who are one in Christ and displaying the unity of God himself 
(John 17).

When we are used to thinking along one track (the gospel within a people group), we think only about 
the role of intra-ethnic relationships, not inter-ethnic relationships. The latter represents a more complete 
portrayal of the unity Christ envisions for his body, the Church, his kingdom people. Therefore, community 
more accurately exhibits the gospel expectation of inter-ethnic unity which kingdom mission anticipates.

The unqualified, wholesale acceptance of the UPG orientation, based upon the HUP and the manner in 
which it is passed along as the way to understand and pursue kingdom mission, creates an echo chamber 
experience. Rather than being presented as one narrative of kingdom mission, the UPG orientation is often 
offered as ‘the way things are’ to explain the relationship between the peoples of this world and the gospel 
of the kingdom. This leads to distortion at both the micro and macro levels.

The UPG/UUPG approach is a macro perspective. Macro perspectives naturally trade in sweeping 
generalizations about people…who they are, what they are like, what they believe, how they live, how 
they think, who are their friends, what language(s) they speak, what makes them comfortable, how they 
order society, etc. However, to insist on such a macro-oriented model causes those involved to overlook the 
contextual realities which people in a local community live, since actual gospel ministry always engages on a 
micro level—with real people, in real places. There is an accompanying neglect for the natural distinctiveness 
which contexts display.

At the popular level, promotion of the UPG orientation as the absolute standard for conceptualizing and 
engaging in missions often leads to committed involvement. However it can also contribute to unrealistic 
images of the ministry context. 

Typically, when a church ‘adopts’ a people group and proceeds with ‘targeting’ this group, such an initiative 

WHEN WE ARE USED TO thinking along one track 
(the gospel within a people group), we think only about the role 

of intra-ethnic relationships, not inter-ethnic relationships.
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is based upon a generated narrative—one which is often not rooted in the actual context where the targeted 
people live. Unfortunately, such a scenario can then lead to strategic conclusions and decisions on the basis 
of this generalized narrative. We have the cultural tendency to distil information into bite-sized morsels 
for popular consumption, but when we don’t caution people about actual complexities, then we are not 
preparing them appropriately.

Unquestioned Assumptions
The greatest concern lies with the level of assumption which shapes involvement regarding the targeted 

people group. Such generalized information about a people group is received as an accurate portrayal of 
their reality regarding who they are, how they live, what they believe, what they need, etc. At the next level of 
engagement, mobilization and strategic conclusions are drawn, even to the point of deciding which approach 
to employ (DMM, T4T, etc.). Much of this trajectory by assumption is decided prior to significant time invested 
in actual contextual inquiry. 

In my opinion, this empirical approach remains simplistic and ultimately misleading with regard to the 
actual contextual realities because it often reduces real people in real communities to a generic, impersonal 
category which is statistically determined. Such data can truly be helpful in a limited way for research purposes. 

Instead, however, it is packaged and popularized for broad consumption, then received and passed along 
unquestioned. As a result, it has become the status quo, the way to think about, imagine, pray, adopt, and 
target the world’s people. Even though it is simplistic, generic, and detached from real life, it remains the 
basis upon which much missions methodology proceeds. 

From my experience, the people group approach creates a presumptive mentality which pre-shapes 

church-planting endeavors, creating arbitrary fences in the ministry context. Thus, when such an approach 
is taught without a caution label to those who have no way of evaluating its veracity, it perpetuates a 
distorted perspective on the world and kingdom mission. The unquestioned confidence placed upon 
people group data sets tends to inadvertently foster a standardized trajectory for missions ministry which 
is based upon assumptions about people and their contexts. In the process, it communicates a type of 
empirical sophistication which minimizes the multiple complexities with which communities of people 
live around the world. 

The commonness of people group usage subconsciously shapes thinking. Thus, when we receive and 
use people group terminology without reflection, it undermines the possibility for creative imagination 
in thinking about people and their living reality in the world. The crush of numbers and categories tends 
to render invisible actual people in real communities. While it is commendable that the people group 
movement has shed light on formerly ‘hidden peoples’, this does not mean that they are intimately known 
and understood.

Finally, it is not wrong to talk about missions among people groups as long as we recognize that it is not 
the complete picture of kingdom mission. If we use such language thinking that it gives the whole story, then 
we are misrepresenting the mission of God’s people. Instead, I encourage appropriate mindfulness of the 
whole context of peoples’ lives and, viewed this way, ‘people group’ appears incomplete. 

I realize that I am tossing pebbles at an icon of the Evangelical missions community. The intent of this 
article is not to invalidate identifying UPGs and utilizing this information, but to explain why it is preferable 
to use the language of ‘communities.’ 

THE COMMONNESS of people group usage 
subconsciously shapes thinking.  
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Why Is the Term ‘Communities’ Preferable?
Some have been curious as to why SIL International, an international missions organization, would prefer 

to use ‘communities’ instead of the common expression ‘people groups’ in its purpose statement: 

Convinced that
no one should live and die

without hearing God’s good news,
we believe that He has called us

to make disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ
in communities where He is least known.

There is a focus upon communities because relationship to place matters. Place invokes context. Everyone 
lives in a context, a particular place in space and time which shapes personal and collective narratives, and 
which contributes to the ongoing local narrative. We focus upon communities because people live in actual 
contexts where life happens. Therefore, geography does matter, not just the socio-linguistic-ethnic focus of the 
‘people group’ perspective. Likewise, it recognizes that the narrative of any given people group or population 
segment is significantly larger than just themselves.

A physical community is personal, intimate, and real; it is not impersonal, generic, and theoretical. 
Furthermore, every context is unique, with its own history, people, and story inhabiting a particular place 
with its own unique, enduring narrative. A community focus compels us to engage with actual, specific 
contextual realities, whereas a people group focus tends to concentrate upon generalities. 

A focus on community accepts the contextual reality as it actually is, whether homogeneous or diverse. 
Such an approach requires flexibility in order to absorb the breadth of what that context presents.

It is in actual, contextual communities, in real places, that we, as kingdom gospel ambassadors, personally 
engage with people, intersecting life together. Acknowledging that kingdom flourishing is God’s intent for 
all people, this is a vision which stretches beyond a particular people group to incorporate the fullness of 
their context across ethnic boundaries. Additionally, a focus on communities recognizes that God’s intent 
for all peoples is not only to be reconciled to him, but also to each other, in Christ. The gospel of the kingdom 
celebrates the reconciliation of people to people in tandem with the reconciliation of people(s) to God.

There are three relational spheres which are intrinsic to human being; parent-child, men-women, and 
neighbor (near and distant) (Deddo 2007, 31). Biblically, every human being is my neighbor, none is 
intrinsically excluded. A focus upon community acknowledges ‘neighborness’, and our inherent ethical 
obligation toward all my neighbours in a given context. 

In a community, there may be a particular ‘people group’ or a mixture of ethnicities, but it is in a community 
space where we truly interact with people in their context. We do not relate to them as a people group, but 
as persons and fellow image bearers of God. It is their interactive, contextual experience which gives texture 
to their lives and existence. Even when we conceive of community as a population segment (such as ‘street 
children’), they are still part of a context, a space/time existence which contributes to their identity and 
shapes their narrative.

Therefore, all mission must be community-based, for such a framework recognizes that people exist in 

A FOCUS ON COMMUNITIES recognizes 
that God’s intent for all peoples is not only to be reconciled to him,

but also to each other, in Christ.    
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living, intersecting, complex social networks. Even in contexts which are ethnically homogeneous, there 
are boundaries of class, family, clan, neighborhood, education, lineage, etc. which must be confronted with 
the gospel. The gospel always pursues barrier-breaking and boundary-crossing. Thus, we must beware of 
approaches which reinforce separation and exclusion.

Engaging people in their community context affirms human beings belonging to each other, and models 
the unifying intention of the gospel, whereas concentrating on ‘people groupness’ can (and hopefully 
unintentionally) affirm separateness. 

A few years ago, while church planting (or, as I prefer, ‘gospel planting’) in an African desert country, 
I encountered a young missionary couple who were entirely focused on a people group that made up less 
than five percent of the local population. Gifted in language, they were deeply integrated, but exclusively in 
relationships with this people. 

Although ‘their’ people group mixed well with the local population, this couple didn’t, because they didn’t 
want to become “distracted.” They viewed their approach as missiologically faultless. However, other people 
in the community viewed them as cold, unfriendly, and haughty. To me, this seemed like a classic case of 
missing the forest for the trees. I asked them what gospel they were modeling before ‘their’ people, as well 
as the community, reminding them that we are always ambassadors of an all-inclusive gospel, even if we 
concentrate upon one people. 

In ethnically-diverse contexts, attention toward a single people group risks rendering others in their 
context invisible, whereas a focus on community turns invisible people into neighbors (McKnight 2014, 
70). Thinking ‘community’ rather than people group opens us to the full scope of kingdom flourishing and 
belonging. A community focus displays universal love toward all people in a context—not just select ones. 

In summary, there are clearly ethnic groupings in this world; however, this is not necessarily how people 
would self-identify, or how they actually live. Likewise, there has always been mixing of groups through 
migration, marriage, and social networking. More recently, urbanization and globalization have accelerated 
these phenomena such that blurred ethnic lines are the norm in many places. 

Thus, it is not helpful to depend upon strict ethnic categories when we address missions engagement, 
because it doesn’t match the whole reality of peoples’ lives. While people group identity does have a useful 
role, it is still only a partial description. In the end, to change from ‘people group’ to ‘communities’ launches 
new patterns of consideration and thinking by creating new horizons for gospel engagement.

References
Deddo, Gary W. 2007. “Neighbors in Racial Reconciliation: The Contribution of a Trinitarian Theological 

Anthropology.” Cultural Encounters 3(2). 
McKnight, Scot. 2014. A Fellowship of Differents: Showing the World God’s Design for Life Together. Kindle 

Edition.

Dr. Ken Baker, DMiss, spent 24 years church planting in three West African countries, in both rural and urban contexts. After-
ward, he was director of Culture ConneXions, a ministry which coaches churches in intercultural life and ministry. Currently, he 
is the international ministry training facilitator for SIM International.

THERE ARE CLEARLY ethnic groupings 
in this world; however, this is not necessarily how  

people would self-identify, or how they actually live.  
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To appreciate the scope of the Rwandan genocide is difficult; in terms of human and material 
loss, it equated to three New York Twin Tower collapses per day for one hundred consecutive days 
without the external logistical and emergency medical support which accompanied that disaster. 

Over 800,000 Rwandan people died, both Tutsi and moderate Hutu, mostly by hand-held weapons, in 100 
days among a population of seven million living in an area the size of Maryland.

My reflection is based on sixteen months of living in Kigali less than three years after the Rwanda Patriotic 
Front had quelled the Hutu government that promoted the genocide and embarked on a slow recovery. We 
arrived at a difficult and uncertain time in 1997, when almost two million Hutu walked back in from a 
punishing two-year existence in emergency camps in Congo/Zaire, Tanzania, Kenya, and Burundi. 

Thousands of Hutu died in those crowded camps due to starvation, exposure, malaria, and cholera. 
Some camps were controlled by the (self-)exiled leadership who were intent on regrouping to continue their 
genocidal hopes. People also died there because of their ethnicity or sympathy with the Tutsi (which often 
occurred because of numerous mixed marriages).

These relatively short-term refugees came back to Rwanda to find their homes occupied by other returnees, 
Tutsi, and moderate Hutu who had lived troubled lives in exile in nearby countries for ten, twenty, or thirty 
years. The latter simply took advantage of the post-genocide relative quiet to fulfill the desire of most Rwandan 
exiles: to return to the motherland. Many felt they were returning to reclaim their ancestral property. But 

Managing Trauma’s Effects  
on the Practitioner

(as tested and tried in Rwanda)
John Steward

Photos courtesy John Steward
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they were also reclaiming the bones 
of their dead loved ones, their 
dismantled houses, and the hatred, 
guilt, and shame of those who had 
long wished them dead.

What To Do? 
This was quite bewildering for 

my wife and me. Our involvement 
in Rwanda began among a people 
swirling in chaos and confusion. 
Unhealed emotions of guilt, anger, 
trauma, and loss chafed against 
long-standing tensions about 
difference, status, privilege, and 
power. 

In an attempt to unravel the 
complexity for one who did not speak any of the three favored languages, I was blessed with a director who 
welcomed me with the words, “This is a very complex situation. Do not make any plans for at least three 
months; stop and use that time to listen and learn.” That immediately placed me in the position of learner 
rather than the usual activist planner, reactor, or problem solver.

As part of my settling-in, I visited groups attempting to promote peace and reconciliation and found 
limited evidence of progress. The common response to my questions about hopeful signs of healing or 
forgiveness was a long silence and then, You’re new here – things like that don’t happen in Rwanda. People came 
to my office to tell me stories full of grief and loss, blood and broken bones. Down the road, women visited 
my wife and unburdened their hearts to her. For weeks, there was not one happy or hopeful story.

I tried to work with a group of church leaders, but my translator would tell me with a sigh that, while the 
group was expressing deep thoughts, he was unable to put their words into adequate English. I felt dumb, 
useless, and out of my element. With time, I looked for a few Rwandans who appeared to be facing the deep 
questions of “How did Rwanda descend into such anarchy and shame, and how do you recover from that?” 

One survivor, whose remaining, living relatives numbered five persons out of a clan of several hundred, 
showed me how the Rwandan reality was more complex than the simple and artificial division into Hutu, 
Tutsi, and Twa. We found seven social groupings (Clarke and Kaufman 2008). These suggested different 
experiences and nuances of marginalization over many years. I saw that nobody in Rwanda had escaped the 
recent history unaffected. When I sat in a meeting, I realized that everyone present either had relatives who 
died or relatives who participated in killings, or both! Everyone was a wounded survivor and a candidate for 
healing.

For the next sixteen months, I lived and worked in Rwanda, then visited every six months for the following 
nine years. Those eighteen visits kept me in touch and I could see the progress in the country and in many 
individuals (and the deterioration in others). My main focus was to mentor healers and peacebuilders from 

WITH TIME, I LOOKED FOR a few Rwandans   
who appeared to be facing the deep questions of “How did Rwanda  

descend into such anarchy and shame, and how do you recover from that?”
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a range of programs. This has given me so many Rwandan mentors and teachers. In return, I have cried and 
laughed with them, and participated in conversations with simple [!] topics like, “So, what do we do now?”

Looking Back
After leaving Rwanda in mid-1998, when the government would not renew my work permit, my wife and I 

participated in a debriefing session in Melbourne, where the counselor made two observations and asked two 
questions: “Why do you have hope when that is not the view of others who have discussed their Rwandan 
experience with me?” and “You seem not to be traumatized even though you have been in a traumatizing 
situation. Any ideas why?”

We could answer the first question easily. We had been there long enough to see, hear, and experience the 
emergence of hope in Rwanda. The answer to the second question was a mystery at the time, but it led us 
into a quest to understand. 

My rumination has uncovered ideas which may provide one or two handles for you to grasp should you 
be placed to serve in a similarly stressful situation. Most likely, you will recognize ways in which you already 
support yourself in your work of compassionate, gospel mission.

1. Prayer. We chose not to go to Rwanda until we had recruited one hundred prayer partners. Each person 
committed to pray on one day a month, so we had three people praying for us daily. That meant serious and 
regular communication from our end. People prayed, and some even still remind us of the day of the month 
they would pray for us. We also prayed at home, at work, and in the vehicle as we traveled around the country.

We also brought symbols of our faith to Rwanda, including a cross, some pictures to focus our reflections, 
photos of our praying partners, music, Bibles, and books.

2. Reflection. To keep those praying informed, we wrote a daily journal and sent a weekly summary via 
email. Called Drinking from the Waterfall, the writing of our experience and reflection on its meaning helped 
us to externalize much of what was inside (and provided us with 150 typed pages of accurate memory).

3. Sharing our shocks and struggles. Activism in traumatic situations needs an anchor so that we 
are not carried away by the torrent. One of our first actions in Kigali was to go to the Jesuit center and 
ask if they could suggest someone as an African spiritual companion. No one was available, because we 

WE HAD BEEN THERE long enough to see,   
hear, and experience the emergence of hope in Rwanda.
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did not speak French. To fill the gap we developed a 
discipline of sharing: each afternoon at 5 p.m. my wife 
walked into my office and extracted me. We sauntered to 
the spot where dozens of our Rwandan colleagues were 
climbing into minibuses to get safely home before dark. 
After farewelling them, we walked around the streets and 
talked about the day, processing as much as we could 
before reaching our home as curfew came into force.

It was difficult to build connections with the itinerant 
expatriate community, but we shared as we could in 
Bible study and prayer, and attended local services in 
Kinyarwanda. We found the propensity of Rwandan 
Protestant preachers was to shout at traumatized 
audiences, and to demand that all adherents should 
forgive—inappropriate in the context of unhealed 
personal pain. 

One great comfort we experienced was on the three 
weekends when we traveled ninety minutes to stay with a Ghanaian colleague and his spouse (a genocide 
survivor). There, we shared our faith, prayed, ate, sang, and watched Fiddler on the Roof. In response to the 
love that developed between us, he asked us to host his wife in the last twelve days of her first pregnancy. Just 
before Christmas, we celebrated with them the birth of their first daughter.

4. Contemplation. In Melbourne, my wife had learned to meditate to help her cope with back pain, 
while I had been taught meditation to increase energy levels while filming training videos. In Rwanda, after 
reading Thomas Keating’s Invitation to Love on unloading the unconscious through contemplative prayer, we 
chose to end our evenings by sitting with the Lord in silence. 

As the horror stories and painful experiences that had been told to us that day came back into awareness, 
we released them to God and refocused on our choice to be held in the love of Christ. We slept well, and 
woke sufficiently refreshed to face the challenges of the new day. By lunch time, the only way I could return 
myself to the office was to walk continually repeating the words of Hebrews 12:2: “Jesus, who for the joy that 
was set before him endured the cross.”

5. Focus on the essentials. Once I knew that my time in Rwanda was limited, I focused on enabling 
my team of Rwandans and declined all invitations that would draw energy away from that task. Over a 
few months I taught this group of seven everything I could. But the price was disappointing others whose 
requests I declined. John Steward has left the church was a label I was forced to wear for the sake of maintaining 
the focus. Several years later, some of my critics admitted that as they looked back, they could see what I was 
doing. 

6. Eating well. Rwanda is not a desert; instead, it is green and productive. Called “Mille Colline,” the land 
of thousands of hills, it is well-watered for eight months of the year and at times feels like paradise. As part of 
our healthcare plan, we were blessed with natural and tasty meat, fruit, and vegetables. Fresh fish from Lake 
Victoria came daily in the back of utility wagons, covered by layers of ice. Clean water flowed into our house. 
We ignored the bat droppings in the kitchen.

7. Knowing when I need a break. I asked my small team of Rwandans to plan into their lives a day off 

AS THE HORROR STORIES and painful experiences   
that had been told to us that day came back into awareness, we released 
them to God and refocused our choice to be held in the love of Christ. 
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after stressful events while their adrenalin levels stabilized. We took as a motto ‘work hard and play hard.’ I 
was the only departmental manager with a budget for staff lunches. We didn’t do it often, but we did it well 
and it built morale and increased compassion among us.

December 26,1997, was a great day for us. After nine months in the country, we received our first invite 
to visit one staff family in his home. After that, the offers of hospitality became embarrassingly numerous 
and frequent.

8. Participation in healing processes. Healing of painful wounds seems to be a missing dimension of 
the modern Christian gospel, but it is a crucial contribution from Rwanda to the rest of the world. Terentius 
(c.190-159 BC), an African slave, could say that “time heals all wounds” because it seemed true after his 
French master emancipated him. This is reflected also in the second part of Hippocrates’ (c. 460-400 BC) 
statement that, “Healing is a matter of time, but it is sometimes also a matter of opportunity.” After Rwanda, 
my own conclusion is that time brings perspective, but only healing heals our deepest wounds. 

9. Listening. One hot and dry afternoon, Lincoln Ndogoni, our Kenyan psychologist, flopped wearily onto 
a chair in my office and uttered words which I immediately wrote on my whiteboard: “Ah John, everybody 
has a story to tell, a pain to bear, a wound to heal.” 

These insightful words were never rubbed off that board, and became a key lesson. We learned so much 
about the value of people telling their stories, both one-on-one and in confidential small groups. This was the 
setting for hearing the stories of hope and change, the evidence of God’s working. When I participated, I also 
received the gift of being listened to. Several writers have suggested that listening is the greatest form of loving.

10. Truth-telling. Our human propensity is to hold unpleasant things close to our chests instead of to tell 
the truth. In order to be open and honest, we need a trusted person and a safe space. Many Rwandans have 

unprocessed trauma, and many are now beginning to pay the price in broken marriages, suicide, mental 
illness, depression, and cancer. Sometimes, the energy may burst out into acts of outward expression, 
usually violence. Rwanda now has its first post-genocide mass murderer—a youth who was released from 
jail on compassionate grounds without processing his pain and shame. 

In Rwanda, one never drinks from an already opened bottle; you only drink from the bottle that is 
opened before your eyes. Some Rwandans remain in a place of desiring revenge or seeking to damage 
others. Hiding our emotions or rationalizing them submerges energy within the body. In telling my story 
in a small group, I shared some of my pain; each time I told my story, the pain lessened. The tendency in 
Rwanda has been to keep the story inside and get on with life. In denial, this energy either damages us, 
our relationships, or both. This is not a uniquely Rwandan or African problem; denial seduces people into 
silence worldwide.

11. Personal conversion. This occurred by facing my own truth and accepting when the evidence 
showed I needed to be transformed in values, attitude, or behavior. I participated in my own change 
process in the sixteen months before going to Africa. This not only saved my marriage, but also prepared 
me to recognize the common elements of human need in another culture. In Rwanda, accusing, blaming, 
and scapegoating are common. It is the exception for people to understand and face the reality of their 
need for change. Rwanda offers hope because there are many unforgettable examples of change and hope.

12. Seeing everyone as a human being created by God. I decided never to ask the ethnicity of a 
Rwandan person; instead, I wanted to treat all as equal. I also learned to stop referring to ‘killers’ and 
instead to speak of each by name and then add, if needed, that they had killed someone. After I hugged 
one man who killed three people, I felt shocked, asking myself, Why did I do that? My answer came quickly: 
Well, why not?

IN RWANDA, one never drinks from an already open bottle    
you only drink from a bottle that is opened before your eyes.  
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Application 
Before I went to Rwanda I understood little about trauma. But once there, I saw its debilitating effects 

and its subtle power to divert energy for living into pure survival, resulting in non-action. The internalized 
energy creeps slowly but surely into the inner life and grips it in either a kind of paralysis or else it 
energizes inappropriately.

Our world is full of unexpected dangers producing unsought trauma. Practitioners in such work are 
not immune to the side effects. The approaches taken by my wife and I were not taught to us, but ideas 
we caught through being stuck in life’s hard corners. We had served in Indonesia in the years after the 
1965 coup, we had worked five weeks in Cambodia after Pol-Pot, and members of my nuclear family have 
suffered life-threatening trauma at least four times. But Rwanda was the ultimate reality check. 

By hard work, acceptance, faith, and continued openness to receive, I can share this daunting and 
complex journey and say that we did what we could in Rwanda, the country that went mad—and, God 
added to it timely acts of grace. 

ITEM ITS IMPORTANCE
 SO FAR

WHAT PROMPTING 
Have I felt TODAY?

1. Prayer support

2. Reflection

3. Sharing – being companioned

4. Meditation / silence

5. Focus on what is in my control
Things out of my control

6. Diet

7. Breaks:  a) adrenalin balance
                 b) rewards
                 c) community

8. Healing processes

9. Listening-- being heard

10. Facing my pain

11. Personal conversion; being open  
to do deep work

12. Faith in God’s hand at work overall

Comments – key insights from this session:
1.
2.
3. 
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LIVING WELL in order to serve at my best
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We were in our 20s, newly married, and fresh out of El Instituto de Lengua Española in Costa 
Rica when we began working way up in the mountain village of San José de la Montaña at Camp 
Roblealto.  

On Sundays, especially, we missed gathering at one of our family’s homes for Sunday dinner back in 
the States. We reminisced about the big pot of sauce with sausage and meatballs, raviolis, salad, and bread 
from Modern Bakery in Lodi, N.J. Equally, we sometimes found ourselves craving a turkey dinner, stuffing, 
mashed potatoes, and potato rolls.   

All the while, an older Canadian missionary couple who had lived in Costa Rica for almost seventy years 
would say to us, “Come on over to our house after church; there’s always plenty of food; don’t wait for an 
invitation.”  But we argued in our own minds that we weren’t family and that we couldn’t impose in this way. 

One day, however, after the Sunday morning service at the little Spanish Evangelical church in town, we 
moseyed on down to Don and Nancy Longworth’s house. We went back every Sunday for years.

Independent or Dependent? 
We allowed the Longworth family to provide Sunday dinner for us, but responding to their invitation 

represented a deeper recognition from inside ourselves. Certainly, we needed food, but more than that, we 
needed relationships, friendships, and other people in our lives in this foreign setting. We couldn’t provide for 
all of our own needs alone, no matter how much in love we were as a newly married couple and no matter how 
excited we felt about this fresh ‘calling’ in our lives to Latin America. We recognized our dependency needs.

We had already realized that there were two groups of people with whom we needed to communicate. We 
were dependent upon our supporters, churches, and individuals back in the States. They provided financial 

Deliberately Dependent: 
Lessons from Costa Rica about Community  

& Leaning on God and Others
Roberta Jezequel

God is our ability to 
survive in a foreign 
setting.
“

”
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support so that we could live and work in this foreign setting. As they prayed for us, we also felt a strong need 
to educate them regarding real life in missions. 

When the question was asked, “Do they sharpen their spears down there?” we were able to paint word 
pictures that revealed that missions in Latin America didn’t always mean reaching an indigenous group in 
the Amazon jungles. Missions might mean befriending Zila, a mom whose son was my son’s best friend in 
preparatorio (kindergarten), or accompanying Elizabeth to Barrio Cuba in San José to meet an old grandmother 
who cared for a newborn baby girl who needed a family to adopt her, or baking crumb cake every Thursday 
night for Erasmo, Wilton, and Luis Navarette, adolescents who came to talk to my husband in our living 
room about life, dating, and scripture.

Today, communication through technology enables us to monitor the missions world onto computer 
screens in kitchens back ‘home’ or onto their IPhones in the palms of their hands through email, Facebook, 
Skype, Instagram, and Whatsapp. Technology might demand our time or make us too dependent on those 
people back ‘there,’ instead of living the present reality in which we’ve been placed. In this way, technology 
might become a mechanism to escape culture shock. We don’t want to deny our roots, and we don’t want to 
“Go Injun” as Lieutenant Dunbar did in Dances With Wolves. We live between two worlds, perhaps recognizing 
our true, eternal home as never before.

Certainly, my husband, Kevin, and I learned to depend on one another in this Central American setting. 
Back in the States, with family near, we would have relied more on natural kinship ties for encouragement, 
advice, and emotional support, as well as a home-cooked meal. Depending upon one another forced my 
husband and me to quickly work through divisive issues between us that might not have surfaced as quickly 
if we had stayed in a more cushioned situation on familiar turf. 

We already had valued good communication in our time of dating and engagement. We believed in talking 
and talking some more to really get to know each other’s thoughts and expectations in life. In order to become 
“intimate allies,” (Allender and Longman 1995), we needed to appreciate one another, our similarities and 
differences, and to deal with our own insecurities that would only hinder us in building a solid marriage and 
in reaching out to the people who were our neighbors in Latin America. So we needed to talk and talk and 
listen and talk some more to one another. As Archibald Hart and Sylvia Frejd Hart remind us, “Face to face 
is a lot healthier than the superficial tweet, text, or email” (Hart 2013, 92).

We also needed to learn to communicate face to face with the people who surrounded us in the Costa 
Rican countryside where we had been placed. All of the forms of social media today would not change the 
process of learning a new language and culture without interfacing with the people in a country. 

Today, email, Facebook, and Whatsapp keeps us in touch with these lifelong friends, but deep relationships 
with these people were established years ago through day in, day out hard work of depending upon them, 
inviting them into our home, responding to their invitation to attend a birthday party, working side-by-
side with them in the trenches digging the footings for a new building, becoming members of their church, 
founding, teaching, and counseling in a new seminary, doing premarital counseling in our living room, and 
marrying them and dedicating their babies. 

In many cultures, including Latin America, there is inter-connectedness with people, especially in the 
extended family, church, and community. Doña Ruth from our local Spanish congregation recognized that 
we lived far away from family, so she sent her daughter, Yetty, to help me when our first son was born. She 
tidied the house in the morning, hung out the cloth diapers to dry in the sunshine, helped me bathe the 
baby, and watched him as I showered and dressed.  

ALL THE FORMS of social media today 
would not change the process of learning a new language and  

culture without interfacing with the people in a country. 
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Learning to Depend on Those around Us
Kevin and I had been raised to work hard, to fulfill our responsibilities, and to be much more independent 

of others than what we encountered in this Latin American setting. Our independent way of thinking seemed 
very odd to our Costa Rican neighbors. We needed to depend on each other, but we also needed to learn to 
rely more on the people put close to us in our lives. This dependency upon our Tico brothers and sisters built 
relationships—and this why we made this cross-cultural commitment in the first place.

Remarkably, we discovered that deliberate dependence, as we coined the phrase, broke down barriers and 
formed strong bonds like nothing else could. Certainly, it took humility on our part in order to say, “I need 
you. I can’t do this on my own” even with graduate school, seminary training, and missions orientation. 
Sometimes, willingly putting oneself in this place of need implies weakness.  

Some people might respond to this vulnerability by being domineering, taking over, becoming bossy, or 
positioning themselves to be a know-it-all. Yet, “the heart of the gospel is the cross, and the cross is all about 
giving up power, pouring out resources, and serving” (Keller 2011, 124). 

The True Value of Dependency
As we voluntarily became dependent, a miracle took place right in front of our eyes. For one thing, I 

learned Spanish as I interacted daily with Yetty, Giselle, and Maria Elena, Christian girls who helped me 
from the youth group of our Spanish congregation. It took time to put into practice the vocabulary words, the 
verb forms, and the Spanish grammar usage we had learned from the textbook in language school. 

Today, Rosetta Stone or another online language learning program might acquaint us with the basics of a 
language, but my newfound friends taught me what no classroom experience or on-line program can—how 
to speak the language of the people of Costa Rica. 

Meanwhile, my husband learned their pachuco, the Spanish slang expressions of the country people, as he 
dug ditches and bent rebar with Enrique and Geraldo, local obreros who helped him put seismic construction 
into the new buildings at Camp Roblealto. How they would all laugh when Kevin would come out with one 
of these idiomatic expressions, usually learned by Costa Ricans growing up from their infancy in the midst 
of coffee farms and towering volcanoes.  

He had to be careful when preaching from the pulpit, not to say something that would turn out to be 
offensive. Yet, at the same time, this affinity with the language bonded us with these people we had come to 
love. Face-to-face communication teaches us the social skills necessary when learning a new language and 
culture in order to present the gospel. It’s not only vocabulary words, verb tenses, and the ordering of these 
expressions in a sentence. It’s coming to understand cultural gestures, facial expressions, and even the humor 
of another culture.  

And this takes time. Sometimes a long time. I have found that Latin Americans are very relational. As a 
North American living outside of New York City, I’ve been conditioned for quick. I’m used to getting right 
to the point. So a Whatsapp communiqué to a friend in Costa Rica recently brought me back to Latin reality 
when she wanted to know all about the details of our family: we went back and forth for quite awhile before 
there was a response to my inquiry.  According to Hart, a quick text might “feel like the sender doesn’t have 
the time, or courage, to speak the real words of deep feelings. This stunts emotional and social development” 
(Hart 2013, 96). 

We discovered it was essential to read and to study scripture and to spend time in prayer personally, not 

FACE-TO-FACE COMMUNICATION teaches us 
the social skills necessary when learning a new language 

and culture in order to present the gospel.
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because of some unspoken or written rule in order to please God or other people, but to “grow in the grace 
and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18).  

Jesus said,“I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life” (John 10:10). 
Some might call this a “quiet time” or a “time of devotion,” but we found this personal pause in our daily 

routine vital to our centeredness in life. Henri Nouwen relates this biblical pattern in his book Reaching Out: 
effectiveness in our lives begins with solitude, to community, to ministry.   Matthew Crawford, in a 2015 New 
York Times article talks about this. In “The Cost of Paying Attention,” he writes that

We’ve auctioned off more and more of our public space to private commercial interests, with their constant de-
mands on us to look at the products on display or simply absorb some bit of corporate messaging… In the process, 
we’ve sacrificed silence—the condition of not being addressed. And just as clean air makes it possible to breathe, 
silence makes it possible to think. (Crawford 2015) 

I learned early on that it did not matter when or how I sought out this silence. I had been used to getting 
up early and spending my first moments in a day with a cup of coffee in hand and my open Bible, but I now 
do not believe that God is more pleased with us when we meet with him first thing, although I prefer to put 
“first things first” (Lewis 1994, 280) each day.  

When a new baby arrives, after a wakeful night, one grabs at snatches of sleep whenever one can. Any 
schedule gets turned upside down at first. I found myself getting frustrated with my newborn for his intrusion 
into what had been my neatly ordered life. Soon, the thought came that God had created this precious son 
and God also desired a relationship with me. My relationship with God is not all dependent upon what I do. 

I relaxed in this new paradigm. Although I didn’t realize it immediately, I drew upon a storehouse of truth 
on which to meditate from previous years of Bible study during this season when the children were infants 
and we were up many times at night, and sometimes time and exhaustion didn’t permit me to read the Bible 
or to spend time in deep study.  

After all, isn’t it all about growing in our understanding of God’s love for us in sending his Son Jesus which 
causes us to worship him as our Lord and Savior? God remains faithful, and through his Spirit, he brings to 
mind the things we have “learned and become convinced of” (2 Tim. 3:14-17).

Dependence upon God
The little Evangelical church in town didn’t have a pastor during our first years in Costa Rica, and if anyone 

spoke, the language was Spanish. It took years to really understand the deeper scriptural teaching in another 
language. The spiritual props that we had been used to back in the States seemed taken away—an inspiring 
message at church on Sunday morning, men’s and women’s inspirational seminars and retreats, summer 
Bible conferences, Christian bookstores with the latest publications, and even Christian radio.  

I can still envision our pastor, Herrmann Braunlin, drawing out an illustration on scrap paper of telephone 
poles supporting the electric wires. He reminded us that when the props are taken away, like telephone poles 
supporting the electric wires, we can go directly to the Source of our strength and power; God is our ability to 
survive in a foreign setting. This is still how I live my life now—less dependent on a great sermon on Sunday 
morning or an inspiring book, or even an encouraging conversation with a good friend.  

Certainly, all of these resources prove wonderful when given, but I’ve learned to depend on them less. I’ve 
found I can meet with my Creator, the living God, every day, and at any time, usually as he bids me. His Spirit 

ISN’T IT ALL ABOUT GROWING in our understanding 
of God’s love for us in sending his Son Jesus which causes us  

to worship him as our Lord and Savior?
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directs me as I read the Bible, his communication to me. He gives me a sense of what to pray and talk to him 
about. This doesn’t negate the need for friendships and relationships in our lives; it only takes the pressure 
off of my thinking that my husband, my children, and a los demás ought to provide for my deepest needs.

Scripture says of Christ, “who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to 
be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness” 
(Phil. 2: 6-7), became deliberately dependent.  

As a baby, weak, vulnerable, totally dependent upon Mary and Joseph to provide nourishment, warmth, 
and safety, Christ showed dependency. Even more, he became deliberately dependent upon the constraints 
of the human condition in time and space here on earth.  

Until we get to heaven, none of us will truly fathom what Christ left to come to earth in order to be 
identified with our human condition. In that day, when “we see Him as He is,” we will fall prostrate to 
worship him who demonstrated so great a love. Christ, the Lord, the Son of God, didn’t choose to grow up 
in a king’s palace here on earth where he could have enjoyed the pleasures and best material possessions 
on earth at the time; instead, the Son of God became the son of Joseph, a humble carpenter in the town of 
Nazareth.  

He learned the woodworking trade. He associated with shepherds and fishermen and tax collectors. All 
the while, he would intentionally go away by himself at times up into the mountains to talk to his Father: 
“After He had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. When evening came, he 
was there alone” (Matt. 14:23). In this action, he acknowledged his deliberate dependence upon God. He 
demonstrated what he tells us in John 15:4: “Apart from me you can do nothing.”
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A few years ago, fifteen to twenty people travelled from the United States to another 
country to build a village house for a missionary family. Many of the participants had construction 
experience. The building project lasted several weeks. By the time these Americans left, the village 

house was almost complete.
Another successful short-term missions trip. Or was it? The missionary family has the most modern house 

in the village. But they don’t stay there often. 
The country the village is in is doing well. Until recently, it experienced a building boom. The new 

buildings are not just in the cities. Construction is a major industry in county seats, even in villages. There 
are experienced architects, contractors, subcontractors, and manual laborers throughout the country.

The family would have saved money if they had hired a local contractor. They have a house in the village. 
But the villagers, whom they hope to reach with the gospel, may wonder if they are interested in them or 
their skills.

During my years outside the United States, I have come to harbor some concerns about short-term missions 
trips. I wonder if many of these trips are needed. I have come to believe many of them do not benefit local 
people.

A short-term missions trip entails travel by Christians outside their home culture or subculture, generally 
for a month or less, to participate in an activity associated with their faith. Participants typically engage in 
prayer, evangelism, teaching or preaching, construction, maintenance, counseling, or missionary care.

Jesus instructed the Church to spread the gospel. Most short-termers want to obey his commission. Are they 
succeeding? What are some shortcomings of short-term missions trips? And what are some characteristics of 
the trips that benefit targeted communities?

Reflections on Short-Term Missions
Greg Huteson

Construction is a major industry 
in county seats, even in villages. 
There are experienced architects, 
contractors, subcontractors, and 
manual laborers throughout the 
country.

“
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Shortcomings of Short-term Missions Trips
There are two common shortcomings in short-term missions: inadequately prepared participants and 

inappropriate or ineffective methods.
Inadequately Prepared Participants. Many short-termers are not well equipped to live in another culture. 

Some regard a short-term trip as little more than a vacation. But even short-termers who genuinely desire 
to serve often provide little benefit to the local population. There are several reasons for this gap between 
desired outcomes and results. Here are a few:

1. Superficial relationships with local people. Short-termers talk with some local people. They may 
even work with them. But if they are not where English is a language of wider communication, they are often 
limited to conversing with those who speak English. 

Barriers of time and language ensure that the relationships short-termers have with local people are 
superficial. They interact with them like strangers. In most cultures, people treat guests with respect and 
kindness. Short-termers often misinterpret this hospitality as friendship. Friendships in middle-class America 
require time and effort. The same is true in other countries and cultures. 

2. Little understanding of the culture. Short-termers often enter a culture with little understanding. 
They come with plans to pray, evangelize, or participate in some other activity, but they have little knowledge 
of the culture. They lack knowledge of the people and their history, local food, local customs, local economy, 
local transportation, and the local church. Trip organizers often do not provide short-termers with this 
information, and most short-termers do not research it on their own.

Short-termers also often have little understanding of missionary culture. Career missionaries tend to be a 
fairly representative sample of the Evangelical population of their home countries, with the same backgrounds, 
heartaches, foibles, and sins. But few short-termers understand their unique needs, problems, and struggles. 

People who live outside their home country for several years deal with homesickness, communication and 

language acquisition, daily life, and relationships with local people in ways that short-termers are spared or 
only experience briefly. Perhaps one of the least beneficial purposes of a short-term trip is to provide pastoral 
care or counseling for career missionaries. Short-termers have not walked in the steps of these missionaries. 
They usually do not know how to counsel them well.

3. Lack of proficiency in the local language. One reason short-termers have an inadequate understanding 
of other cultures and develop superficial relationships with people in these cultures is they do not speak 
the local language. Many do not anticipate the need to speak another language. Some do not think about 
language differences before they arrive. As I mentioned earlier, short-termers often cannot communicate with 
local people, except in areas where English is spoken. Many expect bilingual individuals to communicate for 
them. The inability to communicate well prevents them from ministering effectively.

Inappropriate and Ineffective Methods. Not only do many short-termers go on missions trips poorly 
prepared to communicate with, work with, and serve people in other cultures, they also often use inappropriate 
or ineffective methods. 

1. Foreign management of short-term trips. Foreigners initiate most short-term trips. Some of these 
foreigners reside in or near destination areas; others reside in their home country. In either case, local 
churches and church leaders are typically not consulted. 

Most countries have an indigenous church. In the twenty-first century, there’s little reason for foreigners 
to decide a country’s missions needs. In the history of missions, there are many instances of foreigners and 
other outsiders who retained leadership positions in churches and other Christian organizations longer than 

IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, there’s little reason 
for foreigners to decide a country’s missions needs.  
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was beneficial. Unfortunately, paternalistic attitudes and behavior continue to mar cross-cultural relations 
in the Church. 

Cultural paternalism occurs when people from one culture decide what the thoughts and practices of people 
in another culture ought to be. They then attempt to persuade or even coerce these people to conform to their 
expectations. In the context of missions, Kyeong Sook Park notes that paternalism entails “the dominance 
of the sending church and its representatives over the partnership churches who receive them” (2008, 508).

Foreign-planned and led short-term trips tend to be ineffective. I have seen many short-term teams return 
to the United States and other countries excited about their work, but leave no ongoing ministry or fruit. 
Local people often have no sense of ownership in these trips or their products, because they were not treated 
as equals.

2. Lack of need. In most cases, local Christians are as capable of common short-term activities as 
foreigners are if they have the vision. For instance, even non-Christians can participate in construction and 
maintenance. Because they have local social networks, speak the local language, and know the local culture, 
local people are often more effective at these and other tasks than outsiders. And they often do them at a 
lower cost and with greater local initiative and ownership.

Short-termers may have more training and experience in Christian leadership and theology than 
Christians in some common short-term missions destinations; however, this is not necessarily true. Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia—all common destinations—have well-established Bible colleges and seminaries. 
Short-termers may be trained in specific evangelistic, teaching, Bible study, or other skills that are relatively 

unfamiliar outside Western Evangelical circles, but the opposite is also true. People in destination areas 
have skills that foreigners and other outsiders lack, and these skills are often more compatible with the local 
population, culture, and environment. 

3. Culturally insensitive use of funds. Accurate estimates of Americans’ annual expenditures on short-
term missions are hard to come by, although a figure in the low billions is sometimes cited (Salmon 2008; 
Gravelle 2012, 1). In 2015, approximately $275 million was contributed for short-term missions trips by 
ministries associated with the Evangelical Council for Financial Accountability (based on figures in ECFA 
2016). Since many short-termers do not understand destination cultures, these funds often seem to be used 
unwisely. 

It is not uncommon for short-termers to overpay for goods and services. An amount which seems 
inadequate to them may in fact be a fair payment or charge. Unfortunately, overpayment is not limited to 
short-termers. Many expatriates, including career missionaries, routinely overpay house help, repairmen, 
drivers, and others. By doing this, they increase wage and service costs for others and alter the expectations 
of local people. Those who are overpaid sometimes struggle to find employment once the foreigners leave. 
They are no longer willing to work for local rates. 

It is also not uncommon for short-termers to distribute funds with little accountability. In many short-
term trip destinations, people are less wealthy than middle-class Americans. To a typical short-term team 
participant, it may seem everyone has financial needs; however, the majority of people have no desire to 
receive money from foreigners. They are as competent at living in their culture as middle-class Americans are 
at living in the U.S., and they are as little interested in becoming dependent upon outsiders. 

Some short-termers and career missionaries give money without investigating actual needs or local 
resources. They also neglect to establish accountability frameworks or agree on terms of repayment.

PEOPLE IN DESTINATION AREAS have skills 
that foreigners and other outsiders lack, and these skills are often  

more compatible with the local population, culture, and environment.
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It is also common for short-termers to give money to people who are not community leaders. Except in 
a crisis situation, a community’s problems can rarely be fixed or helped by outside cash. And even when 
contributions are beneficial, it is best not to funnel money into a community through those who are not 
leaders. These individuals do not have the authority to make decisions about community funds and they are 
usually not able to persuade others to participate in common projects.

4. Over-reliance on others. Short-termers require assistance. Local people and career missionaries curtail 
other work to assist them. This ensures that the short-termers survive and are able to function, but it disrupts 
the lives of those who assist them. It sometimes also results in delays to long-term projects. 

Common Assumptions of Short-termers
Two assumptions are often associated with the shortcomings of short-term missions. It’s these assumptions 

that lead to the lack of preparedness and the inadequate methodology. One assumption has to do with 
perceptions of relative worth; the other with perceptions of roles and abilities. Specifically, many short-
termers assume they are superior to the people in destination areas. They also assume these individuals and 
communities should primarily be passive recipients of their efforts.

1. The assumption of superiority. As I noted earlier, paternalism is a motivating force in missions. It is 
one reason middle-class believers do missions work in poor and minority areas, American believers travel to 
other countries, and Asian believers travel to Africa. Those who cross cultural boundaries often assume they 
are better than those they travel to assist. 

I am not suggesting that all short-termers and career missionaries feel superior to people in missions 
destinations. Many foreigners live as humble learners in their host communities. They treat local people 
with respect and are willing to listen. If they possess special skills, they train others so that the skills belong 

to the community. They are willing to work for people in local communities and they make it a priority to 
hand over the leadership of churches, projects, and organizations to indigenous leaders. But these attitudes 
are not common as they ought to be.

2. The assumption of passivity. Short-termers often assume local people will not work alongside them 
as equals. Short-termers typically come to do a project. Local people may be involved, but they are frequently 
not treated as partners. 

Frankly, it is harmful when foreigners and other outsiders treat local people merely as recipients. People 
outside the United States and in American subcultures are no less competent than middle-class Americans. 
They are as capable of performing typical short-term missions activities as short-termers. They are certainly 
capable of being trained in new skills.

Those who are treated as recipients of other’s largesse are taught they lack the competence to take care of 
their own needs. Some learn to manipulate foreigners and other outsiders into doing their work for them.

 
Characteristics of Beneficial Short-term Missions Trips

So far, I have reviewed shortcomings of short-term missions trips and noted common assumptions of 
short-termers. Turning now to the positive, what is needed for these trips to be effective? Is it possible for 
short-termers to benefit the populations of missions destination areas? The answer is certainly yes. However, 
at least five criteria must be met for short-term trips to benefit targeted communities. These criteria are

1. The trips should be initiated and led or co-led by indigenous Christian leaders. There are 
indigenous churches in most missions destinations. Leaders of these churches are more knowledgeable of 

IT IS HARMFUL WHEN foreigners and other outsiders  
treat local people merely as recipients.
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the needs of their communities and community resources than outsiders are. They are often able to recruit 
local individuals with the skills needed for a project or the willingness to be trained. As members and often 
leaders of their communities, they have a clear understanding of community needs. 

Indigenous leaders remind members of short-term teams that the people in missions destinations are as 
capable as they are. They also remind them that they are working alongside local people as Christian brothers 
and sisters and fellow human beings. Park notes that when participants on short-term teams interact with 
indigenous leaders, there is a tendency for them to become less paternalistic (2008, 516).

In communities without an indigenous church, it is often feasible to recruit Christian leaders from a 
nearby area or the national church to lead or co-lead a short-term team. However, there are paternalistic 
attitudes within countries as well as between countries. Care should be taken by trip organizers not to recruit 
leaders who believe they are superior to the people in the target community. 

2. The local community should provide workers and resources for the project. This includes 
financial resources. In recent decades, ‘ownership’ has become a catchword in Evangelical circles. There is a 
desire for the people in missions destination areas to ‘own’ Christian activities and institutions. It is felt they 
ought to initiate or lead these activities and institutions. Both insiders and outsiders need to acknowledge 
that Christian efforts belong to local Christians and/or local communities. 

However, local Christians and local communities will only own short-term projects if they provide 
workers and resources. As outsiders, we should not treat them as passive recipients of our people, finances, 
and planning. Partnering with local Christians requires that they participate in planning projects, recruiting 
people, and providing or soliciting funds. 

As outsiders, particularly as American outsiders, we value speed. But we should not allow this preference 
to bypass the patience required to allow local Christian communities to access their own resources. “We’re 

waiting together” is an acceptable update for donors and churches. And once resources are assembled, local 
Christians should have at least an equal voice in their oversight and use.

3. The short-term team should encourage the local community to interact with regional or 
national organizations. Team leaders may be aware of a regional or national organization that can provide 
ongoing accountability or training for the community. The community may already have a relationship with 
the organization; however, where that is lacking, team leaders can suggest that indigenous leaders consider 
developing a relationship.

Encouraging communication between community leaders and these organizations can result in the 
continuation of initiatives that would otherwise falter. For example, after Hurricane Mitch in Honduras 
in 1998, rebuilding funds were channeled through national development organizations. The people in 
communities that had clearly defined, transparent relationships with these organizations were more faithful 
in their loan repayments (Ver Beek 2008, 493). 

4. Short-termers should revisit a destination area to continue a project or participate in new 
projects. A key reason participants value short-term missions trips is they require little commitment. The 
trips do not require them to commit to disruptive life changes. They resume their daily lives after brief 
departures from their home culture. This prevents most short-termers from learning much about their 
destination, its people, and its culture.

For short-termers to relate to people in destination areas as fellow human beings, Christian brothers and 
sisters, and friends, they must put down roots in some real sense. Friendship and Christian community require 
time and effort. To create the space for these to develop, short-termers ought to revisit the same area over an 

PARTNERING WITH LOCAL Christians requires
that they participate in planning projects, recruiting people, 

and providing and soliciting funds. 
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extended period of time. It is also beneficial to communicate with people from the area between visits. 
Interaction over time through shared work, meals, frustrations, and joys provide the context in which 

people may come to believe that outsiders are interested in them as more than exotic backdrops to stories of 
cross-cultural ministry. It is also more likely to foster short-termers’ respect for people in destination areas 
as fellow human beings. And it allows both groups to have a voice in deciding which community needs are 
best served by short-term trips.

5. Short-termers should acquire some proficiency in the destination language. It is awkward and 
time-consuming to communicate through translators. Short-termers should aim to acquire some proficiency 
in the language spoken in their destination area. This is a priority for those who engage in verbal ministries, 
such as teaching, preaching, evangelism, and counseling, but it ought to be expected of all short-termers. 
Only short-termers who learn to speak the local language will develop effective partnerships.

Conclusion
Short-term missions is an industry. As with any industry perceived to be doing well, leaders in America’s 

short-term missions movement seem reluctant to change their ways. There seems to be a lack of interest 
in changing the current model. After all, millions of Americans participate in short-term trips each year 
(Macdonald 2006; Salmon 2008; Gravelle 2012, 1) and Americans allocate millions or perhaps billions of 
dollars annually to short-term missions. 

However, with the notable exceptions of Effective Engagement in Short-term Missions, the 2008 volume edited 
by Robert J. Priest, and Kurt Ver Beek’s investigation of relief efforts after Hurricane Mitch (Ver Beek 2006, 
2008), there is a lack of research on the effectiveness of short-term mission trips. (See Daly [2009] and 
Guttentag [2009] on the effects of secular volunteer tourism on local populations.) 

At present, there appears to be only sporadic recognition that short-term trips often do not benefit those 
they target. There is a need for a vigorous, but respectful discussion of the viability of short-term missions. 
It’s my hope that such a discussion improves the way that we as middle-class American Evangelicals interact 
with our Christian brothers and sisters and others when we cross-cultural boundaries.
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The July 15 coup in Turkey has 
brought the name of Fethullah 
Gulen and the movement which bears 

his name to the attention of the international 
community. On an almost daily basis, we 
read news reports of Turkey’s President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, blaming Gulen for fomenting 
the coup and calling for his extradition from 
the United States. Since the late 1990s Gulen’s 
hizmet (service) movement has been very active 
in the U.S., running a network of 146 charter 
schools1, about 50 local interfaith dialogue 
groups and numerous cultural centers across 
the country. (C.A.S.I.L.I.P.S. 2014).

Gulen’s quest has been to create a 
contemporary version of Islam, freed from 
a rigid interpretation.  He has encouraged 
Muslims to take a new look at the 
foundational sources of Islam—the Qur’an 
and Hadith—with an eye to create practical 
solutions to the problems of the modern 
world, while at the same time combining 
these new interpretations with “reason, 
tolerance, science and public discussion” (Yavuz 2013, 6). His hope is that these reforms will inspire a 
“golden generation” (Sevindi 2008, 5) that will engage the world around it through avenues such as social 
action and interfaith dialogue (Yavuz 2013, 8).

While the political issues surrounding the coup and what, if any, role the movement played are still being 
investigated, the pertinent question for the local church in North America is: How do we reach out to this 
specific group of Turkish Muslims with the love of Christ?  

An important issue to keep in mind is that we are dealing with Turks who have immigrated to the U.S., 
and as such we are facing a situation in which American and Turkish culture are intermixed. Thus, a basic 
understanding of Turkish culture will not be enough to reach out to them effectively.

In this case, we need to look for the open doors through which we can develop relationships with them. 
Two questions will assist us in discovering these open doors. First, what are the common values of the movement 
that we can engage? Second, how can the local church interact with these values in a way that will assist in opening a 
Gulenist Turk’s heart and mind to the possibility of following Christ?  

Touching the Heart of Gulen: 
Gospel Pathways for Reaching the Movement

Rev. Mike Urton

CALLIGRAPHY IS ANOTHER art form with roots
in Ottomon history which took “this art to its pinnacle  

over a five hundred year period.” 
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Seeking Common Values and Moving to Action
As noted above, two common values of the movement are social action and interfaith dialogue.  Another 

high value among the Gulen movement is art forms. Gulen himself is an accomplished poet, who has had his 
poems made into an album titled Colors of Peace, featuring different musicians from around the world. Music 
and the visual arts also play a prominent role in the Gulen movement’s expression of identity. 

The Church in North America must consider engaging these values of social action, interfaith dialogue, and 
the arts in order to construct an effective gospel witness to Gulenist Turks. Now that we have identified these 
common values, let’s take a look at our second question: how the local church can interact with these values.

Social action. The movement’s emphasis on social action reflects a deep value of loving one’s neighbor. 
Here, we see something similar to Jesus’ command to us: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31). 
Appealing to this shared value, Christians can invite people in the Gulen movement to participate in a local 
church’s community service projects. 

This is a way for Gulenists to see the Body of Christ living out neighbor love, as well as an avenue for them 
to meet and interact with believers in the church. Inviting Gulenists to partake in events such as stocking a 
food pantry, building houses for lower income people, tutoring at-risk kids, and hosting backpack drives are 
just a few examples for involvement.  

Interfaith dialogue. The area of interfaith dialogue is one where the movement looks to engage non-Muslim 
groups in constructive discussions around faith and social issues. Gulen’s hope is that through this platform, 
religious groups can come together to understand one another and work for the common good of society.  

A model that the local church could employ for engaging the movement in interfaith dialogue, developed 
by Bruce McDowell and Anees Zaka, is called Meetings for Better Understanding (MBU). Zaka and McDowell 
lay out this method in their book Muslims and Christians at the Table. They offer a list of suggested theological 
and social topics to engage Muslims in an MBU.  

The goals of this method are for Muslims and Christians to come together so that the can dispel 
misunderstandings, “learn how the others live and think,” “gain a better understanding of each other’s 
religious expression” (McDowell and Zaka 1999, 217), and communicate the gospel to Muslims “who are 
open to sitting with us to learn and understand” (McDowell and Zaka 1999, 219).

Hakan Yavuz observes a possible barrier to an MBU when he writes that the Gulen movement does not 
“engage deep theological issues” (Yavuz 2013, 194). Thus, the movement’s focus on social action provides a 
better way for pursuing dialogue with them. A good example of a social topic to dialogue around is hospitality. 
Hospitality is a hallmark value of many Muslim cultures and this is no less true for the Gulen movement. 

After tracing the theme of welcoming the stranger in the Bible (Lev. 19:34, Rom. 12:13, and Heb. 13:2), a 
Christian presenter could discuss the ultimate fulfillment of hospitality when God himself invites the alien 
sinner to table fellowship (Matt. 8:10, 11, Eph. 2:11-13, Rev. 3:20, 19:6-9).

The arts. One final value to interact with the Gulen movement around is the realm of the arts. There are 
specifically three art forms that the movement holds dear in which Christians can participate. These areas 
include poetry, visual arts, and music.  

Poetry, especially the works of the thirteenth-century Sufi mystical poet Jalal al-Din al-Rumi, is deeply 
ingrained in the movement’s identity. Concerning Rumi’s poetry, Gulen himself writes, “If the spirit of the 
anthology of Rumi’s poems, which are the essence of love, passion, divine presence, and excitement, were to 
be extracted, what would exude are the cries of love, longing, and hope” (Gulen 2010).

It is easy to see how the themes of divine love, longing, and hope from Rumi’s poems are ones with which 

HOSPITALITY IS A HALLMARK value of many 
Muslim cultures and this is no less true for the Gulen movement. 
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Christians can interact. One poem which emphasizes the themes of love and longing is entitled The Reed 
Flute’s Song. An excerpt reads:

Listen to the story told by the reed, of being separated. ‘Since I was cut from the reedbed, I have made this cry-
ing sound. Anyone apart from someone he loves understands what I say. Anyone pulled from a source longs to 
go back…The reed is hurt and salve combining. Intimacy and longing for intimacy, one song. A disastrous sur-
render and a fine love, together. The one who secretly hears this is senseless…Every thirst satisfied except that of 
these fish, the mystics, who swim a vast ocean of grace still somehow longing for it! (Washington 2000, 95-97)

While understanding the theme of longing that Rumi presents here, one can find a similar idea in the 
Psalms. Utilizing passages of scripture like Psalms 42, we find the authors’ use of the metaphor of thirst as a 
way of expressing longing after God. This Psalm describes how the writer is led to despair over the fact that 
he longs to meet with God at the temple, but is somehow being denied this privilege (vss. 2-4). Yet in the end, 
he encourages his soul to put his hope in his God and savior (vss. 5, 11).

Collections of Christian poems such as The Valley of Vision also delve into the themes of love and longing. 
An excerpt from the poem Longings after God in this volume reads:

Blessed Lord, let me climb up near to thee, and love, and long, and plead, and wrestle with thee, and pant for  
deliverance from the body of sin, for my heart is wandering and lifeless, and my soul mourns to think it should 
ever lose sight of its beloved.  Wrap my life in divine love, and keep me ever desiring thee, always humble and  
resigned to thy will, more fixed on thyself, that I may be more fitted for doing and suffering. (Bennett 2002, 127)

While this Psalm and Christian poem do not mention Christ openly, the themes that are mentioned 
in them connect directly with ones in Rumi. Thus, these poems could be used to communicate the truth, 
beauty, and wisdom of the Christian life and perhaps pique the interest of Gulenists to learn more.  

Other themes in Rumi which lend themselves to introducing the person of Christ can be found in his 
poems A Community of the Spirit, A Just Finishing Candle, and Reality & Appearance, which unpack the themes 
of shepherd and light. Here, along with the shepherd imagery of Psalm 23, a Christian could introduce Jesus 
as the Good Shepherd from John 10:1-18. With regards to light, one could read from John 8:12, where Jesus 
declares, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light 
of life.”

The Visual Arts & Music
The visual arts and music are two other art forms where the local church can meaningfully engage the 

movement. Ebru and calligraphy are two Turkish art forms which are close to their heart. Ebru is the art of 
water marbling where colorful patterns are created “by sprinkling and brushing color pigments on a pan of 
oily water and then transforming this pattern to paper” (Turkish Cultural Foundation 2016). This art form 
was used in the days of the Ottoman Empire “to decorate books, imperial decrees, official correspondence 
and documents” (Turkish Cultural Foundation 2016).

Calligraphy is another art form with roots in Ottoman history which took “this art to its pinnacle over a 
five hundred year period” (Turkish Cultural Foundation 2016). In a poem that Rumi composed in honor of 
Hakim Sanai, a Sufi poet who had greatly influenced and inspired him, he eulogized Sanai’s life by writing, 
“Be quiet and clear now like the final touchpoints of calligraphy” (Washington 2000, 99).

A musical instrument that is revered in Turkish culture is the Oud. The Oud is a tear drop-shaped stringed 
instrument somewhat like a guitar, but with a rounded back and a slanted head.

As part of their activities for the local community, many Turkish cultural centers in the U.S. founded by the 
movement offer Ebru, calligraphy, and Oud classes. These lessons provide an excellent opportunity for those 
with artistic gifts in the local church to befriend Gulenist Turks.  Learning these art forms will communicate 
a tremendous amount of respect for their culture. As one achieves greater levels of proficiency, these arts may 
also be an open door to present the person of Christ to Gulenists who resonate deeply with these expressions.  
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Broader Application
These forms of engagement with the movement also have broader application for those reaching out to 

other Sufi Muslim groups, as well as those working among diaspora peoples. Missionary Cynthia Strong 
notes that, “Sufism is a mystical spiritual dynamic that can be found everywhere in the Muslim world” 
(Strong 2006, 180).

Art forms such as poetry, music, and visual arts are deeply ingrained into Sufi mystical practice.  Christians 
who are reaching out to these groups would do well to discover which of these art forms speak deeply to the 
particular group of Sufi Muslims with which they are interacting. As with the Gulen movement, learning 
these art forms could help to build an effective bridge to introducing Sufi Muslims to the person of Christ.  

This may be especially true for Christians who possess artistic abilities. Using these gifts would open up 
an avenue for Christians to express the truth and beauty of the gospel through these art forms. Exactly how 
this will look is left up to the creativity of the Christian artist who is walking in dependence upon the Holy 
Spirit (cf. Exod. 31:1-4).

This model of working with the Gulen movement and other Sufi Muslims may also prove helpful in dealing 
with diaspora people groups in general. According to a report released by the United Nations, “In 2015, 
the number of international migrants worldwide reached 244 million,” which is about 3.3% of the world 
population (United Nations 2015). It also states that, “Northern America hosts the third largest number of 
international migrants (54 million)” (United Nations 2015).  

This has brought to the North American context a rich opportunity for the Church to have global impact 
by reaching immigrant communities in our midst, who still have connections in their country of origin.

The Role of Contextualization
This has also created the phenomenon of hybridization in which the local has become fused with the 

global, or in other words, a situation where immigrant communities retain some of their cultural identity 
while also adapting and adopting elements of their new host culture (Ott 2015, 48). This results in people 
experiencing multiple identities informed by both their culture of origin and their new host culture.  

Brian Howell argues that employing contextualization methods among immigrants in North America 
which have been effective among populations in their home countries “will elide critical differences in the 
ways cultural minority groups experience their cultural context here” (Howell 2011, 80).

Craig Ott points out that the challenge for such a hybridized environment is that it is “ever shifting 
under the contextualizer’s feet” (Ott 2015, 52). One of his suggestions for meeting this challenge is that 
“contextualization must be more radically rooted in biblical truth and identity” (2015, 51). Howell believes 
that in order to do effective ministry among the rapidly changing multicultural immigrant communities of 
North America, the local church must focus on the biblical virtues “of hospitality, justice, and compassion, 
rather than assert principles of ‘contextualization’ or ‘culturally appropriate’ missiology” (Howell 2011, 80).

Certainly, these issues raised by Ott and Howell apply to developing an effective strategy for reaching out 
to diaspora communities. Yet, one more point could be added here in dealing with groups that have common 
values. This is where engaging with groups like the Gulen movement can prove instructive for reaching other 
diaspora migrants. Above, we asked two questions concerning the common values of the movement and how 
the local church can interact with them. These same questions could be applied to other diaspora groups 
with common values in order to develop an effective outreach to them.  

Conclusion
During this time of political and social turmoil surrounding the Gulen movement both in Turkey and 

aboard, the local church in North America has an opportunity to reach out to them in their time of need. 
Through engaging them in their values of social action and interfaith dialogue, we can demonstrate common 
concern, as well as testify to the truth of the gospel. By learning and honoring their art forms, we can 
touch their hearts deeply, showing them that the relationship with God that they long for is found only and 
completely in Christ.  
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Using this suggested model for interacting with the Gulen movement, we can develop strategies for 
reaching other Sufi Muslim groups, as well as other diaspora communities. At the beginning of the twenty-
first century, the mass migration to North America has provided the local church with an opportunity to 
reach people from unreached parts of the world, some who still have contacts in their country of origin.  

Now, the Church in North America not only has the opportunity to send missionaries to the ends of the 
earth, but they also have the opportunity to fulfill the Great Commission by reaching the unreached among us.
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largest-charter-network-in-us-schools-tied-to-turkey/2012/03/23/gIQAoaFzcS_blog.html
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Stanley Hauerwas has suggested that the Parable of the Sower in Matthew 13 can be applied 
to a study of church growth in various cultures (Hauerwas 2015, 129-130). In particular, he suggests 
that wealth and the fear of persecution are hindrances to church growth. This article explores whether 

there is any statistical data that either support or refute this suggestion.
The first task is to find available data relating to the various factors in the parable. There are at least two 

ways to measure the growth of the Church in a particular region or country. The first is to measure (or 
estimate) how many persons have been added during the year. This measure would put China out in front 
because the Church there is already very large. 

A more accurate measure is the percentage growth rate. This avoids an exaggerated apparent growth in 
a large Church, but may exaggerate the apparent growth in a very small Church. For example, with fewer 
than fifteen thousand Christians, Afghanistan need only add few hundred Christians to have a significant 
percentage growth rate. On the other hand, with seventy-five million Evangelicals, China may add two 
million a year and still show only a small percentage growth.  

Operation World provides the percentage growth rate for Evangelicals in virtually every country in the 
world, along with lists of the fastest and slowest growth rates (Mandryk 2010, 916).

It is hard to imagine what sort of data could express the activity of the ‘evil one.’ Data for persecution is 
much easier since the World Watch List from Open Doors provides an annual ranking of the countries where 
persecution against Christians is the most severe (World Watch List 2016). 

If we assume that the “deceitfulness of wealth” is a problem chiefly among the relatively prosperous, 
there are various ways of ranking countries by deceitfulness of wealth. We have chosen the World Bank’s 
ranking of per capita gross national income adjusted to purchasing power (Gross national income per capita 
2015). ‘Trouble’ is too broad a concept to be easily quantified. The closest index for “worries of this life” 

Soils for Church Growth: 
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found in Matthew 13 that we could 
find was a table of “Happiness” from 
the World Happiness Report (Ranking 
of Happiness 2013-2015). The criteria 
used for happiness are much broader 
than just a reversal of “the worries of 
this life.”

There are difficulties with using data 
from a variety of sources. They have 
been compiled for different purposes 
at slightly different times. They have 
made different choices of countries to 
be included, and so there are gaps in 
our tables of comparisons. 

In particular, the World Watch List 
has only the fifty countries with the 
worst persecution record. A blank in 
this column does not mean that there 
is no persecution in that country; it just 
means that it is not among the worst. 
As a result, we are working with a rather 
small sample. We make no attempt at 
a sophisticated statistical analysis, but 
even a superficial scanning of the tables 
suggests some possibly significant 
conclusions.

Table 1 lists the countries with more 
than five percent annual growth of 
Evangelicals along with persecution 
rank, purchasing power rank, and 
happiness rank, where these ranks are 
available. Table 2 (see page 38) gives 
similar data for the countries with less 
than one percent annual Evangelical 
growth. Table 3 (see page 39) reverses 
the point of view and lists the countries 
where persecution is the worst, along 
with the rate of Evangelical growth for 
each. 

Persecution & Church Growth
Table 1 shows that of the thirty-one countries with over five percent Evangelical growth, fourteen are 

among the fifty with the worst persecution. Table 2 shows that only one of the countries with less that one 
percent Evangelical growth rate is in the World Watch List.

The World Watch List cites the top nine countries as suffering extreme levels of persecution. Table 3 shows 
that of these, five have a growth rate of six percent or more. It also shows that of the fifty countries where 
persecution is the worst, fourteen have an annual Evangelical growth rate of more that five percent. For the 
world as a whole, the Evangelical growth rate is 2.6% (Mandryk 2010, 3). Of the fifty countries with the worst 
persecution, forty one are above that world average in church growth. 

Annual 
Growth

Persecution
Rank

Purchasing  
Power
Rank

Happiness
Rank

1 Iran 19.6% 9 90 105

2 Afghanistan 16.7% 4 193 154

3 The Gambia 8.9% 203

4 Cambodia 8.8% 177 140

5 Greenland 8.4%

6 Algeria 8.1% 37 106 38

7 Somalia 8.1% 7 76

8 Mongolia 7.9% 121 101

9 Kuwait 7.3% 41 6 41

10 Tajikistan 6.9% 31 175 100

11 Laos 6.8% 29 102

12 Mauritania 6.7% 171 130

13 SaoTome &  
Principe

6.5% 180

14 Sudan 6.4% 8 166 133

15 Suriname 6.3% 91 40

16 Guinea-Bissau 6.2% 205

17 Senegal 6.1% 188 128

18 North Korea 6.0% 1

19 Colombia 6.0% 46 112 31

20 Andorra 5.9%

21 Oman 5.9% 50 43

22 Israel 5.6% 47 11

23 San Marino 5.6%

24 Nicaragua 5.5% 160 48

25 United Arab  
Emirates

5.5% 47 10 28

26 Mozambique 5.4% 209

27 Nepal 5.3% 187 107

28 Equatorial  
Guinea

5.3% 95

29 Montenegro 5.2% 97 88

30 Libya 5.2% 10 101 67

31 Yemen 5.1% 11 172 147

Table 1. Countries with more than five percent 
Evangelical growth
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Although it would be difficult to be 
exact about the connection, the evidence 
seems very strong that persecution 
and rapid Evangelical growth often go 
together. Causal relationships between 
growth and persecution are mostly 
speculation. Does persecution refine the 
Church and make it more effective in 
evangelism? Does conspicuous church 
growth alarm the government or the 
dominant religious group and trigger 
persecution? Does an unwillingness 
to face opposition stifle the ability of 
a church to grow? These are questions 
that cannot be answered by looking at 
the numbers.

Wealth & Church Growth
Purchasing power data are 

available for 213 countries. This puts 
the quartile divisions at 53, 106, 
and 160. Of the thirty-one countries 
with rapid Evangelical growth, only 
twenty-five appear in the table of per 
capita purchasing power. The others 
are quite small or may be reluctant to 
release data. 

Of the twenty-five, twelve are 
in the poorest quarter of world 
purchasing power. The remainder are 
quite evenly spread over the other 
three quarters. Of the thirty-four 
countries with Evangelical growth 
below one percent, purchasing power 
rank is available for 25. Of these, 
fourteen are in the richest quarter of 
purchasing power and only one is in 
the lowest quarter. This superficial 
study of the data seems to suggest 
that prosperity does not usually 
encourage Evangelical growth.

Happiness & Church Growth
There are 157 entries in Happiness ranking. That puts the quartile divisions at 39, 78, and 118. Rankings 

are available for twenty-one of the countries with the most rapid Evangelical growth. These entries are fairly 
evenly spread over the four quarters, so it is impossible to draw any conclusions from this data. 

However, of the eighteen countries with the lowest Evangelical growth rate for which Happiness ranks are 
available, ten are in the highest quarter and only three are in the lower half. Whatever the Happiness rank is 
measuring, a high level of Happiness does not seem to encourage Evangelical growth.

Annual 
Growth

Persecution 
Rank

Purchasing 
Power 
Rank

Happiness 
Rank

1 Nieu -4.1%

2 Sweden -0.6% 25 10

3 Georgia -0.6% 132 126

4 Japan -0.4% 41 53

5 Slovenia -0.2% 52 63

6 Tokelau Islands -0.1%

7 Falkland Islands -0.1%

8 Finland -0.1% 36 5

9 United Kingdom 0.0% 37 23

10 Cocos Islands 0.0%

11 St.Pierre & Miquelon 0.0%

12 Palestine 0.0% 24

13 Denmark 0.2% 22 1

14 Swaziland 0.2% 139

15 Czech Republic 0.3% 53 27

16 US Virgin Islands 0.3%

17 Tonga 0.4% 159

18 Saint Helena 0.5%

19 Estonia 0.5% 57 72

20 New Zealand 0.5% 45 8

21 Croatia 0.5% 78 74

22 Netherlands 0.6% 20 7

23 Bermuda 0.6% 12

24 Guam 0.6%

25 Bulgaria 0.7% 93 129

26 South Korea 0.7% 48 58

27 Grenada 0.7% 115

28 Samoa 0.7% 153

29 Barbados 0.8% 96

30 U.S.A. 0.8% 17 13

31 Canada 0.8% 32 6

32 Hungary 0.8% 67 91

33 Micronesia 0.9% 174

34 Germany 0.9% 21 16

 Table 2. Countries with less than one percent Evangelical growth
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Conclusion
Our rather informal analysis suggests that 

prosperity and the concern about money that 
so often accompanies it are often associated 
with low church growth. Persecution and 
church growth often go together. Perhaps it is 
unwillingness to face persecution rather than 
the actual experience of persecution that is a 
hindrance to church growth. 

We can be less confident about “the cares of 
the world” as a hindrance to church growth. 
The level of Happiness does not seem to 
have much effect on rapid church growth, 
but slow church growth seems to go along 
with considerable Happiness. Perhaps the 
available data for Happiness do not give a 
reverse measure of what the Bible means by 
“cares of the world.” 

All of our conclusions are broad statistical 
trends. They are not predictors for individual 
countries or societies. The growth of the 
Church in a particular country may not 
at all follow this broad pattern. Hauerwas 
commented specifically on the Church in 
America, but a paraphrase of his conclusion 
applies more generally: “The church in [a 
prosperous, tolerant nation] simply is not a 
soil capable of growing deep roots” (Matthew, 
129-130).

The reasons behind church growth or 
lack of it are very complex. We have touched 
only on the ones suggested by the Parable of 
the Sower that seem to lend themselves to quantitative study. Ultimately, 
significant church growth depends on the work of the Holy Spirit. It is we 
who are called to plant and water, “but only God who gives the growth” (1 Cor. 3:7).
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Evangelical 
Growth 

Rate

1 North Korea 6.0%

2 Iraq 3.4%

3 Eritrea 4.6%

4 Afghanistan 16.7%

5 Syria 4.2%

6 Pakistan 3.3%

7 Somalia 8.1%

8 Sudan 6.4%

9 Iran 19.6%

10 Libya 5.2%

11 Yemen 5.1%

12 Nigeria 3.4%

13 Maldives 4.3%

14 Saudi Arabia 4.3%

15 Uzbekistan 4.4%

16 Kenya 3.4%

17 India 3.9%

18 Ethiopia 4.3%

19 Turkmenistan 2.1%

20 Vietnam 2.6%

21 Qatar 3.3%

22 Egypt 4.6%

23 Myanmar 2.5%

24 Palestinian  
Territories

0.0%

25 Brunei 2.4%

Evangelical
Growth

Rate

26 Central  
African  
Republic

2.3%

27 Jordan 3.3%

28 Djibouti 3.4%

29 Laos 6.8%

30 Malaysia 2.9%

31 Tajikistan 6.9%

32 Tunisia 4.7%

33 China 2.9%

34 Azerbaijan 3.7%

35 Bangladesh 3.6%

36 Tanzania 2.4%

37 Algeria 8.1%

38 Bhutan 3.1%

39 Comoros 3.9%

40 Mexico 3.8%

41 Kuwait 7.3%

42 Kazakhstan 3.5%

43 Indonesia 2.8%

44 Mali 2.5%

45 Turkey 1.2%

46 Colombia 6.0%

47 United Arab 
Emirates

5.5%

48 Bahrain 3.3%

49 Niger 3.7%

50 Oman 5.9%

Table 3. Countries with worst persecution
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“But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us…   
Since we have the same spirit of faith… we also believe, and so we also speak.” –2 Corinthians 4:7, 13 

“For although there may be… many ‘gods’ and many ‘lords’—yet for us there is one God, the Father…  
and one Lord, Jesus Christ.” –1 Corinthians 8:5-6 

A recent conversation about global ministry among the poor provoked me to further thinking 
about missions and compassion. A certain Western Christian humanitarian missionary in an 
impoverished Majority World context described herself as called to be the “hands and feet” of Jesus, 

in extending mercy to the least, the forgotten, and the marginal. To that extent, she is a wonderful model—
she extends the compassion of the Good Shepherd by way of (physically) rescuing, housing, feeding, and 
educating vulnerable children and orphans.

But this missions practitioner reportedly went on to deny the legitimacy of calling those she was serving 
from the Majority World (African, Indian, Asian, and so on) to turn from sin and to Jesus. Apparently, she 
assumed that the proclamation of the gospel across cultural or religious boundaries is inappropriate, and is 
actually in violation of genuine mercy—coercive, not compassionate.  

I am convinced that the architecture of her missions paradigm is problematic. It’s problematic on logical 

The Gospel in a Plural World: 
Interrogating the Relationship between 

Proclamation and Compassion
Brent Neely
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grounds, and problematic especially in terms of a Christian worldview. Of course, we must readily endorse 
her passion to tangibly embody the mercy of God to society’s least and lowly. But we must ask, “What about 
‘the mouth’?” In setting up an opposition between mercy and message, she sets up a false dichotomy—
compassion or proclamation—which we will take as the point of entry to our discussion.

In truth, there is neither need nor biblical warrant for separating the ‘living out’ of the gospel from the 
‘sharing’ of the gospel. The apostles and the Early Church were an amazingly powerful force in the ancient 
world, expressing the agape and power of God in vibrant communities of faith across lines of division, 
prejudice, and oppression (Jew/Gentile, male/female, free/slave). The mercy of God unleashed for people 
at all levels of pagan society—including those on the margins—was remarkable and transformative, even 
socially revolutionary.  

Yes, the early Christians were marked out by their love, humility, mercy, and acts of service.  But, the point 
is that all this happened only as a result of the gospel proclaimed.  It is out of the improbable announcement 
that a Jew from distant Nazareth had been crucified and raised to life as Lord of all that these radical new 
communities of faith were born. The gospel brought forth the renewed people of God we call the Church. 
The gospel proclaimed is a community-forming word. So, once again, we must ask, “What about the mouth?”

The Christian humanitarian mentioned above advocates for what we might call a “merciful, but muted” 
approach to ministry. Her position evokes a widespread ambience among educated and world-engaged people 
in our day. It is to this ‘mood’ that I am trying to respond, especially to the extent that this spirit would subtly 
impact Christian mission. The underlying vibe might be expressed thus:  

The affluent West can and should help peoples of other cultures and religions when it comes to physical or mate-
rial needs, but at the same time, we [especially Western Christians] must never ‘preach’ to them. We dare not try 
to change others or to impose our view. Such acts of persuasion or proclamation are a throwback to colonial nar-
rowness, oppression, and ethnocentrism.  

THE GOSPEL brought forth 
the renewed people of God we call the Church.  
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Such a mentality has fair claim to being the reigning orthodoxy in our post-colonial world. A substructure 
of worldview relativism undergirds this view. According to this paradigm, when reaching out across cultural 
and religious boundaries, what one absolutely must not do is to offend by proselytizing—by seeking to 
persuade and change convictions, or by presenting claims that in any way conflict with or challenge indigenous 
worldviews. Any of that, it is claimed, would be moral, cultural, or spiritual imperialism. (Interestingly, this 
enlightened paradigm is often held with an uncompromising intolerance for dissent that itself may well be 
described as fundamentalist.)

In fact, there are many logical, historical, and philosophical reasons why this pervasive stance ultimately 
collapses in on itself and is finally incoherent. To take one example, an anti-proclamation stance with respect 
to cross-cultural encounter usually involves the claim that we cannot argue for the absolute or universal 
applicability of our faith in the face of a pluralistic world, a world of contradictory and competing faith claims.  

However, proponents of this way of thinking often absolutely insist that there can be no absolutes. Much 
more could be said, but this is not the place to discuss these problems in detail. I am here mainly concerned 
to remind us within the community of Jesus that this regnant cross-cultural paradigm is inappropriate and 
inadequate as a Christian stance on cross-cultural ministry. 

Mission as Proclamation, Mission as Action
In terms of gospel work across cultural and religious boundaries, one way to get at this issue is to ask, 

“How, in fact, are we to construe mission?” Do we see (a) mission as proclamation or (b) mission as action—as 
embodied justice and mercy? The fact of an inter-connected and yet deeply divided human family hones the 
question to an acute edge.  

Thankfully, in the Church we do have recourse to the voice of the New Testament, and the model of the 
early Christians is also an instructive resource for us. Of course, our historical circumstances are not parallel 
to those of the Early Church in every respect. However, giving due attention to the hermeneutical gap, we 
ought to look back, listen, and learn before moving ahead.

The Early Church was a dynamic community whose humility, sacrifice, and unity-in-diversity were in 
many ways a shocking thing in their world. Yet, what was it, in those early centuries, which caused so much 
attention, commotion, joyful transformation, and also violent opposition as the people of Jesus fanned out 
into the Roman world?  

Certainly, one way in which the Jesus people stood out so dramatically from the world around them was their 
values and virtues, their love and humility, and their acts of compassion. But the cause of the aggressive response 
and even violence the Early Church faced from the surrounding cultures cannot be reduced to their good works.  

The faithful, suffering believers were not persecuted because they were simply too nice, too kind, or too 
compassionate. There were many ways in which the distinctive lives of the early Christians triggered the 
attention and sometimes irritation of the pagan world around them, but ultimately they were persecuted 
because of one primary and essential distinction: their unbending insistence on the gospel—on the 
announcement that Jesus alone is true Lord.  

Michael Gorman has highlighted the counter-cultural edge of the Pauline gospel in the face of the class-
conscious, stratified Corinthian society: in gathering around the Lord’s table, the believers are called to a 
radical inversion of Roman norms—to be a community inclusive in terms of class and social status, and 
exclusive in terms of the worship of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (2014, Kindle 1470-1498). 

THE EARLY CHURCH was a dynamic community 
whose humility, sacrifice, and unity-in-diversity 

were in many ways a shocking thing in their world.   



     43    EMQ  October  2017  

The early disciples were ruggedly determined and defiantly joyful in their commitment to Jesus in the face of 
opposition, even to persecution and death.    

The first martyrs did not die because they were compassionate humanitarians—although compassion 
indeed overflowed from their midst. They died because they held fast to the central fact of their new lives in 
God: Jesus and him crucified was the message they shared and the creed they lived. The speaking and the acting go 
hand-in-hand. A gospel reduced and limited to generic acts of mercy and compassion ultimately is evacuated 
of the Jesus at its center.  

The mortal conflict on display between Jesus and his opponents in John 10 vibrantly highlights the dynamic 
in question. Jesus faces visceral and venomous opposition, not for any good work he did, but on account of 
his claims about his own identity. Of course, the sign-acts of might and mercy that Jesus accomplished did 
indeed flow out of his identity and mission; acts of mercy are integral to his identity (and ours). But the 
conflict centered on a struggle over Jesus’ words, his claims about himself and the authority those claims 
implied. These claims—this proclamation—was in no way negotiable; it was essential.  

The story of Peter, John, and the lame man in Acts 3 and 4 is also evocative. An act of mercy and power, a 
healing, catalyzes the plot, but the tension lies in the fact that the healing is done in the name of Jesus. And 
the proclamation of that Jesus cannot be set aside—the apostles will, must, declare the message of that healer, 
and that in a rather contested and difficult context. The gospel is here articulated with a bit of a sharp edge, 
and the priestly council is not in a receptive mood.  

Jesus as Model and Message
Christ is the model for our mission to a hurting world. However, he is no mere model, as if we might 

imitate him but dispense with proclaiming him. The apostles clung to Jesus—that is, to the offensive and 
misunderstood message of his cross and resurrection. They clung to, even “gloried in” (Gal. 6.14), the cross of 
Jesus and the good news that he was Lord and Christ. They carried out a cross-cultural mission announcing an 
executed Jewish king to societies and cultures—both Jewish and pagan—that were often predisposed to reject 
and oppose such “foolishness” and “obscenity” (1 Cor. 1.17-25; cf. Rom. 1.14-17; Gal. 1.6-10; 2 Cor. 2.15-16).  

Note that in the larger context of 2 Corinthians 4, whatever else the “ministry of the new covenant” 
entailed for the apostolic team, it clearly entailed a proclamation, and one that was costly—“death at work” 
in Paul’s band, “life” for those who received the word.  In the face of social and political opposition, in the face of 

spiritual darkness, across all sorts of political, ethnic, and religious boundaries, proclaiming the good news 
about Jesus in the New Testament era was a stark challenge.  

To those who received the message, however, the gospel was in fact a breath from heaven and life abundant. 
When it comes to these particular dynamics (a gospel proclaimed in the face of considerable opposition), 
there is no reason to construe the reality today as fundamentally any different. Nor is there reason to presume 
the Church’s basic commission has been altered.

It is Jesus and him crucified who has brought us into forgiveness and new life, who has brought us into 
existence as the people of God. That message of reconciliation includes a relentless inner drive to be announced 
to a darkened world. Absent that message, there is no Christian faith and no people of God to express the mercies 
of Christ. If we are interested in reflecting the compassion of God as Christians, it cannot be accomplished by 
setting aside the message which itself made us.  

It cannot be accomplished by muzzling the story of forgiveness and reconciliation in Christ, by setting 
aside the gospel of the cross. In the New Testament, there is no other Christ than the Lamb who takes away 

IT WAS JESUS and him crucified 
who has brought us into forgiveness and new life.  
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the sins of the world. There is no other king than the one who disarms hell in dying on the tree, no other 
servant than the suffering servant who laid down his life for many. It is from this Jesus, and from his story 
known and shared, that the grace and compassion of God for all people emerges.

The New Testament presents the story of Jesus’ shocking execution and tortured humiliation as the 
paradoxical climax of God’s ancient and original design to heal the wounds of sinful humanity. The gospel 
of the cross is a mystery once hidden, now unveiled in the age of the Messiah.  

Surely, God did not painfully and patiently shepherd the story of Israel from Genesis to the cross and 
Resurrection only to allow the story to go silent once again in our day. Surely, he does not want the narrative 
of his plan for human salvation—the gospel of forgiveness through the Son—now to be muffled by us, the 
recipients of his inexplicable grace.  

Yes, of course, the gospel does have consequences beyond a simple “personal ticket to heaven.”  Yes, the 
gospel has to be about something other than preaching so as to collect converts like so many embellishments 
to the résumé. There can be no doubt that where the gospel touches down there must be a sort of tangible 
social impact, because, after all, the gospel centers on the Lordship of the One who claims all creation and 
all humans as his own.  

Yes, there must be a practical, ‘horizontal’ consequence when Jesus’ people live sacrificially—loving those 
who live across cultural, political, gender, or ethnic divides. Discipleship must certainly entail active love—
tangible compassion for the neighbor, the vulnerable, the oppressed, the widow, the orphan, or the “others” 
our culture might program us to exclude. 

The gospel tells us that in Christ, God is definitively and uniquely laying claim to his world once again; his 
purpose is to heal a creation gone off-the-rails, and to judge and save a fallen humanity. There is none like 
the God we meet in the gospel, the God revealed in Christ. A message on this scale obviously has life-shaping 
and destiny-altering implications for the world writ large. Of course, the truth about Jesus extends beyond 
mere words and slogans. So, yes, indeed, we followers are called to a ministry of “the hands and feet.” Yet, 
this ministry cannot be less than words, either: hands, feet, and mouth. 

The Gospel as Transforming Word
At least two basic points about the gospel are relevant here. First of all, the gospel is directly tied to 

words, speech, or communication; it is a message or ‘news’. Yes, the gospel certainly entails many 
claims on human life, values, and behavior. It does have social and ethical implications—to fail to love or to 
serve as our Lord did is a betrayal of the gospel.  

Nonetheless, whatever else the gospel may imply, it remains at its core a message to be shared.  It is the 
announcement that Jesus is Lord of all creation, and that in his cross and exaltation he brings hope of life, the healing 
of our world, and reconciliation to God for all peoples. 

This brings up the second point about the gospel: If the words of the gospel, the message of Jesus’ Lordship, 
are anything like what I have just described, then the gospel is not only ‘news’. It is clearly news of a very 
particular sort. This announcement about Jesus cannot be described as “random information”; not even 
the categories of ‘fascinating history’ or ‘compelling religious belief ’ will do. 

No—the gospel is a royal proclamation of cosmic proportions: God has raised his Messiah to the highest 
station in the universe, never to die again, returning as Judge of the living and the dead. In Jesus, God has 
turned the ages, kept his ancient promises to Israel and humanity, is overthrowing hell and death, and is 
ushering in a New World, healing and reconciling our ubiquitous brokenness. 

Christ is the watershed of all creation; the litmus test of all human experience. Before Jesus, all loyalties, 
commitments, values, politics, ideologies, and cultural identities will have to bow and give way.  

The gospel then is not simply information to be accepted or not; it is not one possible ‘fact’ among many 
others to be set on a shelf like so many polished pebbles in a rock collection, nor is it one of many paths 
to the truth. Rather, this is news which conditions all other news and all other knowing. It demands a 
response: Jesus is Lord. Failing to respond is itself a (negative) response. 

Given the truth about who Jesus of Nazareth is, given the extent to which God went to reclaim his 
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broken creation, and given the crushing self-emptying of the Son on behalf of a broken world, the word 
about Jesus cannot be a casual or optional matter. 

Some words are simply descriptive or informative, but some words are much more than that. Some 
utterances are performative, even transformative. They bring about the reality to which they point. (Think, 
for example, of the simple “I Do”s in wedding vows.) In a very real sense, hearing, believing, and entrusting 
ourselves to the message re-makes us. This is truth which conditions all other truths. As Christians, we 
consistently need a fresh encounter with our living Word, and such an encounter will renew our passion 
for the exalting of Jesus in his world.  

Missions, the Nations, and Cultural Imperialism
Announcing the Jesus who loved and died for the world is not a self-serving project of hegemonic 

control, whatever oppositional messages of our culture emerge. Genuine proclamation is not imperialism, 
Western or otherwise. (It may be worth reminding ourselves here that most of the Global Church is not 
white, Western, or male, and thus, much of its ‘mission activity’ is not either.) 

In bringing the gospel across political, ethnic, or even religious boundaries, we must not advocate on 
behalf of our culture or nation or interests. No—the gospel is actually good news for all.  

The gospel is not our invention; faith in the Messiah is not a Western concept; it is a message that 
emerged first in the ancient Middle East, and is ultimately a message that resides in the heart of our Maker. 
The story of Jesus is about the might, majesty, and mercy of a King who conquers by suffering, serving, 
and dying—pouring out his life to the utmost for us. The ‘empire’ of Jesus is not that of the Crusader but 
the Lamb slain for the sake of his enemies. The gospel is good news for our world—for any and every 
culture and ethnicity and religious group. One can certainly reject this assertion, but one cannot reject this 
assertion and fairly claim to be a Christ-follower in any meaningful sense.  

From one perspective, the gospel is a migrant or transplant into every culture (Hindu, secular, nominally 
Christian, Muslim, and so on). It comes to us ‘from the outside.’ On the other hand, the gospel is continually 
and ‘natively’ rooting itself in every culture and tongue—it is the word of life for which we were made. This 
renewing word is tailor-made to address the human condition, and to address God’s image-bearers. 

Conclusion
My purpose here is by no means to call each Christian to be a firebrand evangelist. Rather, I hope to 

convey something of a shared vision for the community of Jesus. Collectively we express his love for the world, 
and this truth about Jesus essentially entails a message proclaimed. It is resounding, transforming, liberating, 
shocking, offending, life-giving news. It must be spoken and imparted, as well as lived. 

Proclamation is not an optional add-on to the Christian faith: it is the heart of the Christian faith. 
This is not to say that words alone are the primary demonstration of love, nor sufficient grounds for true 
relationship. In Christ, the Word spoke loudest in laying down his life. When it comes to words and action, 
the framework must not be either/or, but both/and. There are multiple and creative ways to communicate 
both God’s unchanging truth and the relentless love of the Father in Christ. 

At the heart of Christian truth is a story and an announcement about what God has done. The shockwaves 
of this story reverberate throughout the cosmos, and this good news changes us.  Out of that transformation, 
we love, we serve, we sacrifice, and we pass on the news.
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The world missions community has spent the past thirty years or so establishing footholds in 
many parts of the Muslim world. But now, unbeknownst to most of our church friends at home, 
some of those very cities have hundreds of workers in them. 

Granted, there is still much to be done in great Muslim cities like Istanbul or Dubai, but a pattern has clearly 
emerged. The majority of those God is calling into the Muslim harvest are ending up in the same locations 
year after year. Cities that may sound dangerous or exotic to people at home have become renormalized to us 
in the missions community. These were places of pioneering missions efforts thirty years ago, but now they 
have become more or less ‘normal’ places for workers to go. 

On the Ground
I was vaguely aware of this problem in the past, but a recent conversation raised it front and center. Some 

of my friends are in leadership among a regional partnership in the Muslim world, and they have realized 
their region is a classic manifestation of this phenomenon. While their large, cosmopolitan cities all have 
resident Christian workers, there are literally dozens of cities of over fifty thousand in population that are 
‘unengaged’; that is, they have no resident Christian witness. These unengaged cities have become a serious 
gospel bottleneck.

The missionary side of me found this troubling, but I must admit the researcher side of me was intrigued. 
Despite obvious complexity, I was sure there was a good qualitative research question hiding in there 
somewhere. After a few more discussions, we came up with an idea. What if we looked at a place where 
missionaries had recently taken up residence? Could we look at the reasons they moved to an unengaged city as a case 
study that might give us insights for other similar situations? 

Engaging Sinbad City: 
What Research Shows About God’s Work  

among Workers in the Muslim World
Gene Daniels

Istanbul
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Fortunately, we were able to identify just such a case—a place we are calling “Sinbad City.” This medium-
sized Arab city has ancient roots, but is today beginning to attract foreign investment and international 
business activities.

Research Design
Taking a case study approach offered two advantages. First, case studies are best when there is a small 

unit of analysis—exactly our situation since we had only a handful of missionaries in one city to look at. 
Second, case studies are often helpful in practical research (Willig 2008, 74), and our goals for this study 
were certainly practical. I visited Sinbad City for a week, and during that time interviewed each of the long-
term Christian workers in the city.1  

The interview protocols were designed with the expressed idea of discovering why people chose to move 
there, yet in retrospect this approach was slightly amiss. In a way, we were asking the wrong fundamental 
question; however, because we used open-ended research questions, the interviews were free to take 
unexpected directions. This proved to be critically important because it opened a different perspective I 
would have otherwise missed—which brings us to the findings. 

There were four specific findings from the case study that I will explore due to their missiological significance 
for those seeking to expand the presence of the Kingdom of God in harsh, restricted-access places like the 
Muslim world.

The Sovereignty of God
Without any doubt, the strongest theme that kept reoccurring in the interviews was the sovereignty of 

God. Below are just a couple of examples:

(Interviewer) What first brought you to this country?
God and God alone. I know that sounds somewhat silly... but we had no intention to move to here; we 
had no intention of moving to the other side of the world... Basically, my husband had a dream, and that 
is what moved us here… At first it was just like a piece of thread, but then other things kept coming un-
til it grew into a whole bundle of yarn. (SinbadCity-female-2)

While I was working in our agency’s home office, someone had a prophetic word for us that we should 
come to this place… So we prayed, my wife and I, and we felt that this was an open door from God to 
come here. In fact, that was the prophetic word we came here with, “I’ve set before you an open door 
that no man can shut.” (SinbadCity-male-1)

Throughout the interviews it was obvious that God was the driving force behind workers moving to that 
country, and ultimately to Sinbad City itself. 

To be honest, however, I initially found this quite frustrating. At first glance, the topic of sovereignty seemed 
so big that I worried it would explain everything—while explaining nothing—about where missionaries 
locate on the frontier. We might as well just join Muslims in saying Inshallah and leave it at that.

However, since it loomed so large in my data, I decided to step back a bit and spend time reflecting on 
sovereignty as a part of the data. That led me to eventually see some meaningful connections between God’s 
clear hand of guidance and the rest of the qualitative data I collected. Let me explain it in the following way. 

In the lives of all but one of those I interviewed, the Lord directed them through a process of narrowing the 
burden on their heart. First, it was the Muslim world, then it was the specific region, then to this particular 
country. But at the country level, it seems there was a change in the way God’s guidance functioned. 

Whereas dreams, prophetic words, and inner impressions were the means God used to move these workers 
to a certain point, they honed in on Sinbad City because of his sovereignty in the world at large, which drew 
them to Sinbad City specifically. This makes a good place to connect sovereignty to the social sciences. 
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Locational Theory Applied to Frontier Mission
In the discipline of human geography, we encounter something called locational theory. This seeks to explain 

why businesses and industries locate in particular places by examining the factors that portend and facilitate 
their development. It proposes that various kinds of economic activity are drawn to certain places by existing 
features of that location—features which fit the needs of that enterprise to develop and thrive (Fouberg, 
Murphy, and de Blij 2015). It is not difficult to see how locational theory plays into this study because the 
frontier mission enterprise also has certain needs:

What really effects why people go to some cities and not to others is job opportunities. That’s the main issue…. 
After the capital, I think this place has the most opportunities for work… Universities, industry, colleges, or a 
port. SinbadCity has all of these and that is why it is a very good, very strategic city to be in. (SinbadCity-male-1)

These key pieces of human infrastructure—the presence of a growing trade port, a large university offering 
Arabic language studies, and even limited international schooling options—created a door of opportunity 
which workers needed to settle in Sinbad City. But let’s not leave the question strictly in the realm of social 
science. 

As Christians, we believe the existence of these kinds of infrastructure are the result of both created 
order (elements of physical geography) and the providence of God (determining where people will live and 
develop as a society; cf. Acts 17:26). 

In other words, thinking about locational theory through a mission-shaped lens causes us to see the 
sovereignty of God on a larger scale. We realize that not only does he give internal guidance to individual 
workers, but he also arranges the physical realities of places as a means to draw them there:

We were planning to go to another city... but we were looking for a place to study Arabic that could provide a visa. 
Not only that, but we were also needing a school for our kids. That’s what brought us here. (SinbadCity-couple-3)

In the natural realm the things that made the most difference to me were the visa opportunities at the university. 
Also the location, two hours to the capital, three hours to another major regional city, it is central location which 
was important to me for ministry. (SinbadCity-female-1) 

We first thought we were going to a different city, but they could not offer a visa for us to study. So we were look-
ing at where there was an opportunity for us to study and an international school for the kids… and we still had 
to think about our visas for later... about where I could apply for my license to practice my profession later. (Sin-
badCity-couple-3)

The stories I heard were not so much about people ‘choosing’ Sinbad City as they seemed to be about 
missionaries realizing that it was the right kind of place for them to locate. In other words, a critical part of 
these gospel workers moving to Sinbad City was that it was ‘engage-able’ in the first place. 

Engage-able is obviously not a word, but since social scientists often make up new words, I am on safe 
ground here. The idea I am trying to convey is the degree to which a city offers opportunities for residence 
by expatriate Christians. Rather than showing the reasons why workers chose to move to Sinbad City, the 
interviews uncovered what about the city facilitated the move. This may sound like a small difference, but it 
is not insignificant.

THE STORIES I HEARD were not so much about 
people ‘choosing’ Sinbad City as they seemed to be about 

missionaries realizing that it was the right kind of place for them to locate.  
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Most of us are more familiar with a proactive model, one where missionaries identify where they want 
(or felt led) to go, then use whatever resources necessary to accomplish that end. For example, during the 
colonial era, missions agencies often placed personnel by building hospitals, orphanages, or schools in the 
locations they chose. 

Even in our day of restricted-access missions, we still tend to use the same approach, only now we do so by 
establishing offices and ‘platforms’. We may use many different kinds of criteria to decide where to engage, 
but fundamentally we feel we are in control of that choice. The model that played out in Sinbad City was 
different. 

Rather than missionaries choosing a location and then developing the structures needed to support their 
presence, they were led by the providence of God—as it was manifest in those needed structures already 
existing. Thus, we can say that without a certain level of this human infrastructure in place, a long-term 
presence of workers would not be probable in Sinbad City, as demonstrated by past experience:

Some other workers tried to gather a ‘team’ here at some point, about three units. It may have lasted a year… it 
did not work out. But that was before the port and the international school… Even the leaders eventually moved 
to the capital because there was no schooling for their kids here.  (SinbadCity-couple-4)

However, in what must have been the timing of God, the necessary human infrastructure eventually did 
come to Sinbad City:

The industrial development here has made a big difference. It started in 2006, and the city has changed a lot since 
that started. There was a significantly smaller number of expats here before, and most of those were South Asians. 
But now because of the new industrial development plan, many more Western expats have come in and there is 
even a large international school that opened because of this. (SinbadCity-couple-2)

Or to state it from more of a theological perspective, we could say that God was ordering the human 
geography of Sinbad City so that it would have the structures needed to someday enable missions engagement. 
That brings us to our third, and very significant, finding.

Human ‘Connectors’  
Another factor that loomed large in the interviews was a human element I will call the ‘connectors’. 

For several of the participants, a critical part of moving to Sinbad City was knowing someone who was 
well-informed about the place—someone who could be a human point of contact between them and the 
information that would draw them there. This again fits with social science theory. 

In his landmark book, Linked: The New Science of Networks, Albert-László Barabási writes that “Connectors 
are an extremely important component of our social networks. They create trends and fashions, make 
important deals, spread fads, or help launch a restaurant” (2002, 56).

In the same way, it seems connectors play an important role in opening new cities for the gospel. Their 
knowledge about the country, and in some cases, Sinbad City in particular, was an essential element of many 
workers moving there: 

My mentor in our organization had worked in this country before. He recommended that I seriously consider 
coming here. (SinbadCity-male-1) 

The reason we came here was, we came through the country looking at job possibilities and spoke with one of 
the long-term leaders in the capital who had lived here a long time ago. He said, “Go to Sinbad City… please go 
there.” When we moved here, we were shocked. Within eight months, seven or eight units all landed here with a 
three-month period. (SinbadCity-couple-5)

The name of the leader mentioned in this second quote came up in almost every interview and is a perfect 
example of the power of Barabási’s social ‘connectors’. Conversely, perhaps one of the reasons that workers 
keep moving to the same cities in the Muslim world is that the connectors involved are much better informed 
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about these particular cities. Also, this idea of connectors speaking out of their personal experience connects to 
an important part of the culture of the millennials who make up an increasing share of the missions work force:

Millennials are more likely to rely on peer review for services like UBER or other things they are interested in like 
finding the best surfing sites. Peer review is like, “Hey, this is my experience.” And when people are reporting a 
positive experience, new people will naturally come to a new place. (SinbadCity-couple-4)

Since so many of the up-and-coming workers are from this age cohort, this is something that missions 
leadership will do well to pay careful attention to. The mention of millennial workers also relates to my last 
finding from the case study.

A Sense of Community 

For several of those I interviewed, one of the intangibles that caused them to settle in Sinbad City had to 
do with a sense of community:

In our first country, a very tense situation, we had incredible community, and then we went to nothing. The next 
place we lived, there was such a lack of community that it was harming everyone… So this showed us how much 
we needed real community among the workers… We saw Sinbad City as a place we could build a real communi-
ty. (SinbadCity-couple-4)

When I was just passing through, I met this family who were new arrivals. They told me about visa options here, 
but more important, they were likeminded about prayer, thinking that we could lay a foundation of prayer here. 
(SinbadCity-female-1)

This fits a pattern that researchers have already identified among the millennial generation—a high value 
on community. In the book Millennials Rising, sociologists Neil Howe and William Strauss stress that a key 
part to understanding this generation is recognizing their desire for a true sense of community (2009). And 
even when they go to the frontier edges of the missions world, the millennial seems to be drawn to places 
that either have genuine community among the workers or where they feel they can build this for themselves. 

In the case of Sinbad City, since they were starting from zero, they saw it as a place with the opportunity 
to build community. This was connected in the interviews to three factors: a very small number of workers, 
no single agency dominating the work, and the fact that the majority of workers are themselves millennials. 

Conclusion
Missions is always moving toward the telos of world history; that is, the consummation of all things when 

the gospel is preached to the whole world as a witness to all ethne. Yet as we move forward, the boundaries 
of missions are constantly pushed and reshaped. This case study was an attempt to understand one aspect 
of that reshaping—how we can keep pushing into new unengaged cities in the Muslim world. The major 
findings from this study were four.

1. The interviews offered a vivid reminder that we, as mere humans, do not actually decide where the 
gospel goes next, but the Lord of the harvest is firmly in control of his field and sends his workers as he 
chooses. 

2. The interviews also demonstrated that divine Providence plays a significant role in this as a location is 

MISSIONS IS ALWAYS MOVING toward the telos
of world history; that is, the consumation of all things when 

the gospel is preached to the whole world as a witness to all ethne.  
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shaped by the industry, business, and educational opportunities that will eventually draw workers to it. 
3. We saw the importance of the human connectors who help pioneering spirits find the right place to 

express their calling. 
4. These (largely millennial) workers were seeking for an authentic sense of community among those with 

whom they co-labor. 

This brief case study examined how workers are pushing the boundaries of missions engagement in one 
of the least reached parts of the world. And while the interviews behind this research concerned a specific 
location, the insights gleaned from them have wider implications for other parts of the Muslim world, and 
perhaps other restricted-access missions environments as well. 

Endnotes
1. Since expatriates from several countries work in Sinbad City, it is possible there are intentional Christian workers from 

the Global South who we were unable to identify for this study.
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Your language is valuable,” I told the young people gathered at the conference. It was the 
annual youth event for a particular denomination held in Kenya in August 2016. Around one hundred 
youth attended. After explaining the value of their language to them, I asked them a question, in 

answer to which I expected them to confirm that they appreciate their own languages. A senior church 
leader, also in attendance at the conference, answered in their place. In short, his answer was, “We should 
not value our languages.” 

Others familiar with the African scene are likely to know the almost universal practice in schools on the 
continent. It is also one of those practices that is kept hidden. I am referring to punishment given in primary 
and secondary schools for children who deign to use an unapproved language within the school grounds. 

Often, the only approved language is a European language, but sometimes there is also a regional language 
like Swahili. One day, I found a boy of about 14 making a cardboard mask of the face of a cow. “What’s the 
mask for?” I asked. He responded, “The teacher told me to make it. If someone speaks mother-tongue in 
school, they will be forced to stand in the corner of the class wearing this mask.” 

Children are taught from an early age that their own languages are inferior. The teacher’s ‘punishment’ 
above implies that they resemble the mooing of cattle when they speak their own language. This has become 
part of the language policy, at least in practice if not in theory, of numerous African states. European languages 
such as English are seen as being the way forward, whereas African languages are associated with poverty 
and primitivity. Education and formal functions work in European languages. 

The Importance of Using 
Indigenous Languages

Jim Harries

Photo courtesy Jim Harries



     53    EMQ  October  2017  

But What about the Church?
Often, Christian churches are the main refuge for maintaining indigenous languages in African countries. 

How important is this role? Is it one that foreign missionaries should also support? It is much easier as a 
foreign missionary from America or Europe to support government policy and to work in favor of ‘official’ 
European languages. 

Perhaps this is not always the best policy, however. Coming away from the above-mentioned youth 
conference, I was very challenged. It seemed that there is a very clear case in favor of African languages for the 
future of the continent. Christians’ failure to support African languages could be bringing, or perpetuating, 
injustice. Below, I look at some of the reasons why we should use indigenous languages.

Indigenous Languages & Education
If languages which students use at home are used in schools, then education is facilitated. Imagine how 

hard it would be to teach reading, writing, and arithmetic to someone who is at the same time learning the 
language in which they are being taught to do it. How much easier and more motivating it would be to be 
taught these thing in an already familiar language, which a person uses regularly. 

The use of home languages in education could vastly improve educational standards in Africa. Not only 
that, but research has shown that students who do their basic schooling in their own language, then later 
learn European languages using those home languages, end up with a higher standard of knowledge of 
European languages (Walter 2010).

Indigenous Languages & Cultural Understanding
A complaint I often hear from missionaries who are would-be learners of African languages is that because 

so much happens in English, it is hard to learn an African language. At the same time, it is very clear that 
indigenous languages continue to play a vital role in what goes on in Africa. 

In effect, this means that the widespread use of European languages in Africa can keep outsiders ‘in 
the dark’ about much that is actually happening around them. Certainly, a Christian missionary who is 
concerned to reach people’s hearts with the gospel of Jesus should rejoice were indigenous languages to be 
used in more formal circles, so making it easier, or even possible, for them to learn those languages. 

It is important to remember that African uses of English and other European languages invariably build 
on their people’s knowledge of their own tongues. That is to say, when people say a word in English, they are 
often implicitly translating from their mother tongue. This means that to understand people’s use of English 
in depth requires a knowledge of their mother tongue. 

If learning the indigenous mother tongue is difficult, this can result in what actually goes on in African 
circles being concealed from outsiders. This kind of unintended ‘secrecy’ about their own lifestyles in Africa 
has enormous negative consequences that are holding much of the African continent back. 

It makes it impossible for foreigners to integrate into African community life. Once it has become impossible 
to do this, having denied themselves contributions by foreigners into their lives, African communities can 
remain cut off from what is going on in the rest of world. This is why African people’s lifestyles are sometimes 
still seen as being ‘primitive’. 

Examples
Let me share an example using the name of God to illustrate the above point. For a certain tribe in Kenya, 

God is known as Nyasaye. While in English this may seem to be ‘just a name,’ for indigenous people, this 
name has many meanings. Etymologically, it means ‘the fertility that arises from pleading.’ 

When these African people speak about their own understanding of God, they refer to someone who 
can help them when they ask. That meaning is not found in English if they simply use the term ‘God’ as a 
translation for Nyasaye. Much then that is evident to local African people is concealed to outsiders. Often, 
when African people respond to what they know, it is likely to be clear in their own languages but obscure 
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to outsiders who can only hear them in English or French. This can sometimes lead to outsiders accusing 
Africans of corruption.

In addition to corruption, one can misguidedly accuse African people of lying. Apparent blatant lies can 
arise from not being able to understand African people in their use of their own languages. Given shortages 
of space, I will only illustrate this using one example. 

Dala is an indigenous term used by some people in Western Kenya to refer to their home. So, we could say 
that dala = home in English. Unfortunately, dala and home only have limited lexical overlap. For something 
to be a dala, it has to be of a certain nature. For example, it should be made up of houses of family members 
built in a ring. Additionally, it is the burial site for those people’s ancestors. 

Someone’s home in a town is therefore not their dala. A town-dweller saying, “I am going home” likely does 
not mean, “I am going to my house in town where I live.” Instead, it likely means, “I am going hundreds of miles 
away to my rural dala,” where I do not actually live! This is just one small example to illustrate how foreign 
missionaries not knowing indigenous languages can result in their wrongly accusing local people of lying.

The above kinds of factors can severely handicap African people’s use of things, information, programs, 
and projects that come from the West. This is because Western discourse written in English presupposes a 
Western way of life. It presupposes, for example, that one’s home is the house in which one lives, which is 
usually in town. It also presupposes that God is the way he is understood in Europe, and not how we have 
discovered he can be understood in parts of Kenya. 

Numerous such basic misunderstandings mean that when African people say things and write things 
using English, what they write or say can easily be taken by Western users of English as being ‘wrong’. 

Missions, Languages, and Communications
Racism is a much-debated topic in the West. But people less often consider how it works out in Africa. 

In my experience of almost three decades of living in Africa, particularly among the rural and urban poor, 
many people in Africa are very racist, but it looks a little different. In Africa, white people can be accorded 
enormous respect and awe. While this is often linked to the assumption that they have money, the same 
applies even to those who don’t have money until others realize they do not have money. 

White people can even be seen as divine creatures. It is very unsavory for a missionary who wants to tell 
people about the Lord who created heaven and earth to be mistaken for God! It is unhealthy for westerners 
to be held in such great awe, especially when (as we have discovered above) their words and prescriptions for 
people can so easily be misunderstood. 

Communication across cultures must involve a process of translation. This is the case whether or not two 
languages are used. This is because, as illustrated above, if the same language is used by people of different 
cultures, then it will be used differently. Christian missionaries are interested in reaching people’s hearts 
with the gospel. This raises the question, should they be presenting information that engages with people’s usages of 
European languages, or their uses of their own languages? 

Key family events, in which one would hope that God would be involved, are often in indigenous languages. 
Because people’s lives are complicated, and are expressed in their own languages, new terms or inputs into 
those complicated lives will invariably be interpreted in terms of pre-existing ways of use of their own 
languages. This means that what is important is how something will be understood in someone’s indigenous 
language, not how it will be understood in English. Knowledge of how something will be understood in an 
indigenous language will require a missionary to be able to use that indigenous language. 

RACISM IS A MUCH-DEBATED topic in the West. 
But people less often consider how it works out in Africa.      
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If we look around the world, we see that ‘successful’ and ‘developed’ nations, as they are popularly known, 
have all developed on the back of their own languages. European languages are not super-languages. It just 
so happens that their people discovered something that has brought about what we call ‘development’. 
Development can work in European language when they are used in European ways. Use of European 
languages like English and French in non-European ways does not necessarily bring about development at 
all. In fact, it may bring confusion, and dependency on foreign charity. 

The latter is widespread in the so-called ‘Majority World’ today. I suggest that missionaries should be 
contributing to light, and not to confusion. Missionaries to the Majority World should make every effort to 
engage people using their indigenous languages. Excuses to the contrary should not be acceptable, for the 
sake of Christ, Christ’s people the Church, and Christ’s kingdom. 

Reference
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In order to better understand the reality of the Latin American missionary family, it is necessary 
that we Latins set aside our tendency to incorporate into our imagination the picture of an Anglo Saxon 
missionary family. Instead, it is time we work on looking to learn from the life experiences of Latin 

American families who have immigrated to foreign countries. It is only with this image in our cognitive 
constructions that we can begin to visualize more clearly the particular needs of our Latin American 
missionary families.  

For example, evidence from investigation on Latin families who have migrated internationally shows 
that the woman-wife-mother is the one who adapts more easily to the new culture, as opposed to the man-
husband-father. The woman is the one who ends up assuming a leading role in the process of facilitating 
healthy cultural adaptation, due to her ability to be more flexible, socially outgoing, prone to risk taking, and 
her more humble ability to assume the role as learner of a new lifestyle. On the contrary, the male tends to 
be more ridged and proud, and to look for spaces of power instead of service.  

It is interesting that in spite of this evidence of the important role of the Latin woman-wife-mother, 
missionary orientations among Latins have tended to consider only the man to be in charge of guiding the 
family towards a healthy cross-cultural transition. In these training orientations, the role of the male is given 
much more visibility than that of the female, leaving her role devalued.  

At the same time, literature about missionary families affirms the direct correlation between the family’s 
capacity to adapt well culturally, and the effectiveness of their ministry and longevity on the mission field. If 
this affirmation is correct, we would do well to give space and consideration to women, wives, and mothers, 
empowering them in the orientations given to missionary family candidates.  

The Latin America Missionary Family:
Challenges and Blessings  

Dr. Carlos Pinto
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Historical Factors
The female in Latin America has played (and continues to play) a central role in the interior of the family. 

She is central especially with regard to family protection, transmitting cultural and religious values, and 
connecting the family within the neighborhood and community.  

Though she is referred to as being the weaker sex, in reality she is often the emotionally stronger. In 
moments of crisis, the Latin female demonstrates more capacity for the resilience needed to overcome the 
conflicts that families face in their different stages. For this reason, Latin American colloquial expression 
states, “The man is the head, and the woman is the neck that turns the head.”  

At the same time, it is recognized that the woman/mother in the home is the one who maintains a more 
affectionate relationship with the children. She listens to them, trains them, and transmits the history and 
identity of the family. Psychology points out that the relationship of mother-child is of supreme importance 
to the self. When the relationship between the mother and son/daughter is good, the ‘self ’ of the child is 
developed with strength, and the child can organize their psychological defenses and affirm themselves as 
persons more quickly. It is the mother who gives the little ones care; it is she whom the baby first sees and 
develops a connection with, she who becomes the infant’s guide in their new world.  

Raising children is not an easy task, and to do this in a new cultural environment without developed 
social networks makes this an even greater challenge. Therefore, it is necessary to pay special attention to the 
women/ mothers during missionary orientation, before they leave for the mission field, so that they are more 
informed and empowered to carry out their motherhood in their place of service. 

Challenges and Blessings in Lifecycles of the Family 

The Latin American missionary family, like any other family, experiences the various stages which bring 
change, and demand adaptation. The development stages of a family are generally as follows:

•  the newlywed couple
•  the couple with small children
•  the family with adolescent children
•  the family with young adult children
•  the couple with an ‘empty nest’
•  the retired couple
•  the elderly couple  

The couple needs to be trained with regard to the stage in which they find themselves during orientation, 
as well as the stages that they will occur while on the mission field. For example, one must be aware if we are 
training a recently married couple, still experiencing the challenges and blessings of marriage while at the 
same time as learning to live in a new and unknown culture. Since they will be living far from family and 
friends, they will face the challenge of feeling alone. However, at the same time they will receive the blessing 
of having additional time to learn to adapt to life as a couple. Then, together, they can work to adapt more 
rapidly to their new culture.

When the couple has a child, it is time for them to face the demands and gifts of being parents. Many 
times, in this stage the male feels displaced from being the center of his wife’s attention, because she is now 
giving more attention to the child. Children bring the blessing of providing a conversation topic between the 
couple, and helps them to relate with other families in the community where they are serving. The children 
become a blessed communication bridge. 

However, it is also in this stage that caring for children produces financial tension: expenses grow, but the 
offerings tend to remain the same. The sending church ought to be informed about the changes to the family, 
and include in their budget support according to the stage of life the missionary families experience. 

When their children begin to grow, the missionary family experiences the tension of trying to adopt the 
customs of the people they are serving, but at the same time strain to maintain the customs of raising children 
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from their home country. In some cases, the customs and norms of the missionary family are contrary to 
those of the country where they are serving. This leads to tension for both the parents and children. Over 
time, however, parents become more flexible in the freedom they give to their children with their friends in 
the country which has embraced them.  

When their children become adolescents, the couple faces the challenge of accepting that their children are 
no longer small. As the children seek their own identity, they may reject the customs and authority of their 
parents. On the other hand, the couple with adolescent children experiences the blessing of seeing how their 
children have grown. In many cases, the adolescents have a way of thinking that is more open, as they have 
adopted ways of thinking and acting from both the culture of their parents, and their host culture. This is the 
result of having third culture kids. 

The biggest challenge in this stage is to know whether or not to let the kids relate socially with people 
of the other sex in the culture of service. Clear and honest communication becomes necessary. The style of 
communication used before with the children needs to transform into one that is less vertical and imposing. 
In this stage, it is important to listen well to the adolescent, who has a desire to be treated as an adult.  

The next stage is experienced when the children leave home, usually to return to the country of their 
parents, in order to initiate their lives as young adults. They often enter university, and begin their first jobs. 
This stage is the beginning of what is known as the ‘empty nest’ stage and brings a mix of emotions to the 
parents as they experience the void left by the children’s departure. 

It is a big challenge to adapt to the absence of the child, but at the same time it is a blessing to understand 
that, in the end, God is their eternal father. The couple will have more time for themselves as a couple and 
for the ministry if they decide to stay on the field. The biggest challenge in this stage is thinking about how 
to provide adequate further education for one’s children, so that they also can have a prosperous future.   

Self-Assessment of the Missionary Family 
How can one live out each of these life stages in a way that allows him or her to adapt well culturally in 

the country where he or she serves?
The call of Abraham and the pilgrimage of his family was guided by three principles laid out by God: 

•  Remember from where it was that I brought you out
•  Recognize that I am the one that liberated you
•  Worship your God for giving you the land which is your inheritance
•  Have faith in the love, grace, and power of the One who has sent you to be a testimony for Jehovah in 

other nations 

Are we following these principles? Let me conclude with some questions we can begin to ask ourselves in 
order to serve better as families on the mission field: 

1. How flexible are we as a family? A family that is extremely ridged will not be able to adapt well to a 
new culture.  

2. How authoritatively do we as paternal or maternal figures exert our role in the family? Extreme 
authoritativeness only provokes fear and rebellion in the children.  

3. What is the level of cooperation within our family, and how individualistic are our relationships?  A 

IT IS A BIG CHALLENGE to adapt to the absence  
of a child, but at the same time it is a blessing to understand that, 

in the end, God is their eternal father.   
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family that cooperates with each other is more resilient and better able to resolve the conflicts that come 
with adapting to the host country.  

4. How well are the feelings and ideas of each member of our family respected? Or how much lack of 
respect is exhibited when there are differences of opinion? When the ideas and feelings of others are not 
respected, then the children will not share with their parents because they will be convinced that they 
will not be heard.

5. What is our communication style within our family? Is it one of love, tolerance, and empathy, or do we 
communicate with imposition, authoritarianism, or insecurity? Do we communicate fatalism, or hope?  

6. What messages do we give as parents about the value of the people and their culture where we serve 
as missionaries? If the parents are always criticizing the culture of the host country, the children will 
also grow up rejecting the place where their parents have brought them to live. The message of love to 
God and love to one’s neighbor needs to be expressed both in word and deed, so that one’s children 
can grow up in an environment of love and acceptance, where each individual is valued. This is needed 
to communicate gratefulness to God for having given his life for the people of all races and cultures. In 
this way, his message—that  everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life—will 
not be obscured. 

Dr. Carlos Pinto is a consultant in member care, and a member of the teaching team of Missionary Member Care with COMIB-
AM International. 
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When Jesus gave his disciples the Great Commission, he told them they would be his 
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. The Book 
of Acts narrates the progression of the Early Church from Jerusalem to the surrounding towns of 

Judea and Samaria and later to the outer reaches of the Roman Empire. 
As the gospel spread from Jews to Gentiles, Acts relates details of cultural conflicts between the Jewish 

believers and their brothers and sisters in Gentile towns. The account emphasizes the conversions of Gentiles, 
showing how they received the same Holy Spirit as the Jews, and reports how the Jerusalem Church finally 
agreed to welcome Gentile believers without first demanding a conversion to Judaism. The entire Book of 
Acts shows a process of learning how to do cross-cultural evangelism and church planting. 

When Jesus included Samaria specifically in his list of destinations for his message, he was intentionally 
sending his followers to the Gentiles. Although Samaria had once been Israelite territory, at the time of 
Christ it was a mix of Hebrews and other peoples resettled in Israel by their Assyrian conquerors. 

To be sent to Samaria meant to be sent to people who were no longer properly Jewish and did not follow 
the Jewish religion. If the sectarian wars of today are any indication, the Jewish prejudice toward those who 
‘perverted’ true religion would have been harsher than what they felt toward utter pagans. (Is this why the 
Samaritan woman’s story plays such a prominent role in John’s account?) Acts describes the learning curve 
of Jews accepting God’s plan to make the Church an intercultural body. This included Samaritans.

Walking Through ‘Samaria’: 
Incarnational Gospel Witness in Mexico

Anne Thiessen 

Photos courtesy Anne Thiessen
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How Does This Work in Mexico?
As a missions mobilizer in Mexico over the past twenty-five years, I have watched the Latino Church grow 

in its response to the Great Commission and also watched it wrestle with Jesus’ call to reach its own Samaria. 
(Throughout this article I am using the more familiar term Latino to indicate mestizo race and culture.) 

It seems to me that the Indian populations of Mexico have a lot in common with the Samaria of Jesus’ day. 
They are neighbors to the Latino populations and share a racial history, but they are culturally different. They 
are also different in their religious worldview. The Indian communities were baptized into Catholicism five 
hundred years ago, mostly by force and en masse, but rarely were they truly converted. 

While Latino Catholics here may understand that they follow a risen Christ, the Indians I have known 
have largely understood Jesus to be a particular statue imbued with spiritual power as are certain springs, 
caves, and holy sites. They have been primarily syncretists: animists overlaid with a thin veneer of Catholic 
practice.

In the Mixtec town where I lived for several years, a Catholic priest visited once a year for baptisms and 
weddings. He did not attend the annual town procession up the mountainside where the stone altar of the 
rain god, St Mark, stood. He did not participate with the local shamans in the sacrifices of chickens and 
turkeys that took place there, or in the dialogues with the dead through mirrors and other special objects. 
On the other hand, he viewed such syncretism as harmless. “If these people want to worship a pile of rocks 
on a mountainside, what is that to you?” he asked us. 

The Mixtecs’ placation of local spirits did not bother him as long as they kept up the Catholic rites he 
oversaw. The Mixtecs of this town, like twenty million other Indians from some sixty other groups embedded 
among Latino communities in Mexico, were (and are) mostly animists, believing that the environment 
surrounding them is alive with spiritual forces. Catholicism is often but a thin veneer.

To the Latino population, Indians in southern Mexico where I live are compatriots, but with a difference. 
They have their own languages, their own traditional dress, their own food, and their own religious rites. 
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They even have their own governments and laws, making 
their communities semi-autonomous. But they are often 
viewed as an inferior race. To call someone an Indian (indio) 
carries the same connotation as the “n” word in America. 

Their languages are referred to as “dialects,” because they 
are considered inferior, “having no grammar,” referring 
to the fact that they are oral languages not set down in 
writing. I have heard Indians referred to as barbarians, as 
uncivilized, as dirty, and as “those poor little people.” They 
often have trouble getting adequate medical care because 
the Latino doctors doing their tour of duty in Indian 
villages clinics consider them incapable of understanding 
modern medicine. 

I think Jews might have had some of the same feelings 
toward the Samaritans of their day. From a Jewish 
perspective, the Samaritans ate unclean food. They refused 
to worship at God’s temple in Jerusalem. They were not 
pure in their race or their religious rites. Yet, Jesus visited 
their villages, and after his resurrection, purposefully sent 
his followers there with the gospel.

Learning along the Way
In my experience, Latinos have been reluctant to tackle 

their Samaria with the good news of Jesus, and when they do 
go to Indian communities, they tend to go as unconscious 
“Judaizers,” fully assuming that the Indians will adopt the 
cultural norms of their own Latino churches. It is hard for 

them to expect God to raise up local Indian leaders, using their own language, their own orality, and their 
own resources to develop their own local churches. Instead, many of the Indian churches pray, sing, preach, 
and read scripture in Spanish, and their churches follow the ways of the Latino churches they’ve known to 
the tiniest detail. 

In the Mixtec community where I lived, a preacher from a Latino town was invited as the guest speaker 
at the evangelical church’s first anniversary celebration. He was Mixtec, but he had moved into town and 
become a cultural Latino, “forgetting,” as he claimed, the Mixtec language. The church festival was a three-
day affair, with everyone camping out at the church. The women made meals in giant pots on fires next to 
the building. The singing and preaching went on all day. 

At night, the men gathered around the fires for warmth, singing, laughing, sharing testimonies, and sipping 
weak coffee, while the women and children slept nearby on mats under thick, woven blankets. It was a grand 
event. But at the very end, the guest speaker said this, “It has been good. But next year, invite me here earlier. 
I will show you how it’s supposed to be done.” This Nasavi-turned-Latino leader assumed that Latino ways 
were always better. 

I was disappointed. What this pastor did not acknowledge was the inspiring faith of this new Christian 
community. They were just over two years old in the faith and had lost their founder to martyrdom the year 
before. Even though most of them had never read a Bible and had never been taught even to pray in their 
own language, their faith in Christ’s power to protect them from evil spirits, to raise them from the dead to 
live with him forever, and to heal them from alcoholism and other ills was unshakeable. 

Like the Samaritans of Acts, they proved they were full of the same Spirit of Christ as the Latinos. But they 
were not given the same freedom. 

This is a story from Mexico. I have experienced and heard many like it and have also witnessed similar 
attitudes in other Latin American countries that have their own Samarias. Evangelism happens, but it does 
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not often naturally incarnationally, at least not naturally. The Latinos I have seen working among Indinas 
have not always learned to approach them as the Jerusalem Jews learned to approach their Gentile Samaritan 
brothers and sisters, releasing them from having to adopt Jewish culture.

After mobilizing Latinos toward mission in Mexico, I have come to the conclusion that part of the reason for 
their reluctance to engage indigenous populations in incarnational church planting is that we as mobilizers 
have been relatively blind to the need. 

Since the impetus toward cross-cultural mission has come largely from North America, so has the focus. 
At the large mission conferences, and in the literature of the majority of the mission agencies based in Latin 
America, the focus is on reaching the unreached in the 10/40 Window. Granted, we all hope more and more 
Latin Americans will join the mission effort there. It is so greatly needed. 

But at the same time, while they push toward the more daunting task of sending missionary teams across 
the ocean, Latinos miss the more accessible task of sending missionary teams to the unreached people in 
their own backyard. Rarely do mission mobilizers, often working off of stories and statistics sent from North 
American agencies, paint this picture well. 

But would Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles have been as effective if the Jerusalem Church had not cut its 
teeth on ministry to the Samaritans? Could there be a step missing in the process that Latinos must go 
through to become a powerful missionary force in the world? Have they neglected Samaria?

It is not as if there were only a few unreached indigenous in Latin America. Some statistics belie the 
predominance of animism, accepting at face value the claim of most New World Indians to be Catholic. 
However, in my experience in Mexico, many Indians lack even a rudimentary understanding of Catholic 
doctrine. And many Catholic priests would agree with me. 

As a result, in Mexico, over fifteen million indigenous people are living with little culturally relevant 
Christian witness, whether Catholic or Protestant. There are at least five million with no witness of any sort, 
and many of the rest have churches that struggle with purely Latino forms.

Helpful Takeaways
There is much to do in the Latino Samaria here. At the same time, few Mexican churches have the resources 

to equip, launch, and support missionary teams to the Eastern hemisphere. Of course they are doing what 
they can, often relying on support from North Americans, but I believe they could do so much more if they 
concentrated their efforts on reaching their Samaria. There are many advantages to such a shift in focus. 

First, Mexican churches could start mobilizing missionaries almost immediately. The cost would 
be a fraction of what it would take to send a team overseas. The missionaries would not need visas, work 
permits, or expensive transportation. They could bus or boat to an Indian community. They would be able 
to open businesses or find work in the area if need be, and become tent-making missionaries. This would 
not only augment their support, but give them easier access to Indian communities who resist the entry of 
outsiders. 

Second, the Latino churches would be able to learn what it takes to support long-term work. 
Visits would be much easier, and if support dropped, it would be easier for the missionaries to return home 
to reconnect with the congregations that support them. Few Mexican churches are used to pledging and 
maintaining long-term support for missionaries whom they rarely see.

Third, and most importantly, the Latino Church would learn what it means to be incarnational 
through the experiences of its missionaries working among Indian groups that are relatively close by, 

SOME STATISTICS BELIE the predominance of animism, 
accepting at face value the claim of most New World Indians to be Catholic.   
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and so often viewed with prejudice by the dominant culture. How can the Latino Church be fruitful among 
the unreached of another hemisphere when it has not learned to be fruitful in its own Samaria? Until it has its 
own rooftop visions of God accepting what it might perceive as Indian ‘uncleanness’, can it hope to incarnate the 
gospel effectively elsewhere? 

One wonders: Might there someday be church councils in Mexico which agree to place concerning relieving 
the Indians of Latino burdens (see Acts 15) —such as the use of the Reina Valera (Spanish equivalent to the 
King James), the training of pastors in Spanish-speaking institutions, the invalidation of Indian marriages, or 
the reluctance to let Indian leaders baptize? Despite the hard work of SIL to develop Bible translations in native 
tongues, the Latino Church is only beginning to promote them because they have yet to fully recognize the Indian 
communities as a cross-cultural mission field. 

Mission mobilizers could help change this perception, but as several Mexican mobilizers have warned 
me, many churches don’t consider sending missionaries to the Indian villages to be ‘real missions.’ One 
explained, “Inviting people to work in some poor, remote village in your own country just isn’t attractive 
to young people. It’s just not as ‘sexy’ as getting on a plane and landing in some exotic land like India or 
Mozambique.” 

Mexicans also expect that the gospel will spread easily without cross-cultural ministry from Latinos to their 
Indian neighbors, though as time passes, we see it does not. Most churches among the Indian populations 
are planted by migrants moving back home, but their churches are often quite Latino in style.

There are, however, bright spots in Samaria. In the state of Chiapas, there are entire presbyteries using 
Indian languages, although other church practices may be set by denominational leaders from other cultures. 
There are also Mexican missionaries choosing to live among Indian people, trying to take the gospel to them 
in their own context, although that’s not yet the norm. 

Sin Fronteras: An Example of Incarnational Gospel Witness
One of the agencies I believe worthy of note is Sin Fronteras. The director of this agency is from central 

Mexico, where there are few Indians. As a practicum for Bible school, he bused to Oaxaca in the 1990s and 
asked an American missionary to place him in an Indian village. The missionary dropped him off and 
said, “See you in six months,” adopting a sink-or-swim approach. Even with such inadequate preparation, it 
worked. The director has never looked back. After a year, he went back to his supporting churches, married, 
and began recruiting others to work beside him. After trying this approach unsuccessfully on a few of the 
first candidates, he realized his recruits required a minimum of preparation before throwing them off the 
deep end. He developed a grueling, three-month training program, hosting his missionary recruits in an 
Indian market city, where he now lives, and teaching them in cross-cultural practices that would prepare 
them to live in an Indian village for their own six month practicums. 

The recruits must learn the language. Eat the food. Keep a low profile. They are to serve under local Indian 
pastors, not teaching or taking over leadership, but just observing and learning and helping as they are 
directed. Only about one in five of his apprentices returns for long-term service, but the ones that do are eager 
to engage Indians incarnationally. They know what they face and have come to love the people they serve.

Some twenty years later, Sin Fronteras now has eleven Mexican teams serving in unreached Indian 
communities. All of these communities are difficult to enter, some as difficult as countries in the 10/40 
Window with restricted access, which is why no names are mentioned here. No one can simply move in and 
set up house. The teams have had to present requests to the local councils of their targeted communities, 
outlining their reasons for wanting to live there. They have developed relationships, earning trust, and started 
development projects approved by the communities. 

One team runs a bakery shop that provides all the bread for the town festivals and teaches young people 
the trade. Another rents a store front and sells paper supplies to school children, providing tutoring to 
them in the afternoons. Another has opened a carpentry shop that trains community members in the trade. 
Another missionary works as a psychologist at a local school, while others have gained access as social 
workers advocating for monolingual Indians requiring medical care from Latinos. 
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Some team members live in Indian market towns, and there they help Latino church leaders evangelize in 
ways respectful of Indian culture. In the end, this may be as helpful as direct church-planting efforts.

The Mexican missionaries from Sin Fronteras are from all over Mexico. Some are Indian, while others must 
tackle the difficult local languages as best they can, since there are no language schools, and often Indians 
are reluctant to teach their languages for fear of being taken advantage of by outsiders (an all-too-often 
occurrence). 

Their common goal is to start healthy, indigenous churches with local leaders and local languages, 
without imposing Latino culture. They avoid methods that can trigger dependence: give-away programs, 
mass evangelism, reliance on short-term teams, Spanish training institutions, foreign funding, etc. All of this 
sets them apart as a rare and important experiment in Mexico. 

Today, Sin Fronteras is expanding its vision. It hopes to apply what it has learned in reaching the animists 
of Mexico to help Latino missionaries focusing on marginalized, animist cultures in other countries. Their 
faithfulness in reaching out to their ‘Samaritan’ neighbors is laying the groundwork for reaching places 
further afield. 

Time will tell if this low-profile, incarnational strategy will work well. Is it worth the time and effort to 
enter an Indian community incarnationally? The teams have not planted many churches yet, although they 
have started home Bible studies. They struggle to learn the Indian languages, especially since they can get 
by in Spanish. And a number of the original families have left the agency, finding village life overwhelming. 
Some of the missionaries wrestle with unrealistic expectations from their home congregations or lose their 
funding. 

The learning curve for both missionaries and their congregations is still steep.
But I’ve noted that the attitudes and efforts of these Mexican missionaries toward a sidelined population 

in their own country is a witness to the power of Christ to break ethnocentrism.  Whether they succeed in 
planting many churches or not, they have shown the attitude of Christ in emptying themselves of Latino 
culture as best they can and taking on the role of servants to some of the most marginalized people on the 
continent. 

It is a day of Pentecost, with people laying down their possessions and picking up the languages of strangers 
to share good news. It is a walk though Samaria that might open doors for Latin Americans to reach the ends 
of the earth.

Anne Thiessen and her husband, Robert, work under MBMission to apprentice and mentor missionaries, helping them set up 
just-in-time training for local leaders of healthy, indigenous churches. They focus chiefly on reaching the indigenous communities 
of southern Mexico.
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In the Gospel of Luke, we read the account of a young Jesus who went to the temple in 
Jerusalem, and sat with the teachers “both listening and asking them questions” (Luke 2:46). After his 
parents found him in the temple, Jesus returned to Nazareth with them. Luke described Jesus’ growth in 

the following way: “And Jesus kept increasing in wisdom and stature and in favor with God and men” (Luke 
2:52). Physicians appreciate Luke’s focus on three dimensions of health in this verse—physical, emotional, 
and spiritual. 

As followers of Jesus Christ, we recognize the significance of the spiritual dimension on the overall health 
of people. The gospel of Jesus Christ has the power to transform people in all dimensions of life, but the 
aspect that is often overlooked is the transformation that takes place within those who serve.

A few years ago, while serving in China, a young man named Wei Li (a pseudonym) was introduced to 
our community development project with a number of challenging physical issues. We first became aware of 
him when one of the physicians from our NGO found him begging on the streets of our city. Wei had burn 
contractures, which are the result of skin literally melting together to prevent the movement of an arm or leg. 

Growing up in a rural village, Wei had been burned when he rolled into a village fire as he slept. As a result 

Mutually Transformative Power  
of the Gospel Through Medicine  

in China
Peter and Antonia Lee

Photo courtesy D. Diehl
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of Wei’s physical disabilities, he was unable to find and keep a job. More than the physical disability, the 
sense of shame surrounding his disability had a tremendous effect on his identity and confidence. Wei had 
lost his sense of worth and value. 

Although several people from our NGO tried to encourage him to seek rehabilitative care through one of 
our projects, we do not know what finally persuaded him to seek medical treatment. Wei Li received special 
surgeries to separate the skin surrounding the contractures on his legs, and he began the long process of 
rehabilitation. His rehabilitation took many months of work and effort, which at times was discouraging for 
Wei Li. 

During the rehabilitation process following Wei’s surgeries, he became acquainted with Hua Mei, who had 
also been a patient in the medical clinic. Hua Mei had tuberculosis of the spine and was unable to walk, so 
she had come to the medical clinic to seek rehabilitative care. Wei Li and Hua Ma formed a most unusual 
friendship that was strengthened through the power of the gospel. 

Hua Ma had become a Christian only a few months prior to meeting Wei Li, and had resigned herself to 
never finding a soulmate, in part because of her physical disabilities and because of few godly men her age. 

Following the surgeries and rehabilitation for his skin contractures, Wei became familiar with massage 
therapy training that was available through our project. During the rehabilitation process, Wei Li gave his 
life to Jesus Christ. Once he completed rehabilitation and after careful consideration, Wei trained to become 
a massage therapist and was hired by our group. A few months later, Wei and Hua Mei were married in a 
wedding that was both a celebration of their union and of the tremendous transformative power of the 
gospel through medical missions.

Healthcare workers in general, and physicians specifically, have often struggled with the place of medicine 
in overseas mission. In addition, medical missions has sometimes been embedded within ‘Christian 
development,’ which remains an ever-changing construct, thus muddying the waters further. 

Part of this ambivalence rests on the fact that Christian development partners often require, as they 
should, measureable results for the funds we receive. The focus is often on individuals like Wei Li, who in 
fact are transformed by the power of the gospel. However, as we reflect on Luke 2:52, we are struck by the 
transformative power of the gospel on our lives, as those who serve. 

Christian development has itself experienced a transformation in the last two decades and has begun 
to shift away from changing to transforming communities. In a case study highlighting the transformative 
nature of one dental project in rural China, Veronica Davidson (2011) reports that participants in a dental 
training program not only reported learning dental practices that they passed on to other practitioners, 
but they also expressed a depth in their moral development as measured by a modified proxy tool using L. 
Kohlberg’s (1984) stages of moral development. 

Despite the common criticism that Kohlberg’s theory remains too Western and fails to address culture 
sufficiently, the participants of the case study reveal that the dental training was not merely professional but 
included a spiritual dimension. Davidson argues that this dental training is an example of transformative 
change because the participants were empowered to continue the lessons with others for long-term 
transformation. 

Indeed, development projects such as this typify the shift in Christian development away from a change 
in knowledge to transformed lives of communities. However, if we only consider communities that are 
transformed, we miss half the picture.

CHRISTIAN DEVELOPMENT has itself experienced  
a transformation in the last two decades and has begun  

to shift away from changing to transforming communities.    
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Integral mission, as Saúl Cruz-Ramos (2014) explains, focuses on the notion that both the participants and 
facilitators of Christian development are mutually transformed through relationships. Wei Li’s life provides 
a profound example of how the Spirit removes the stigma and penalty of sin and transforms individuals 
spiritually, physically, and socially for God’s pleasure. 

As partners in transformation, we join Jesus Christ in completing the work that he began. Cruz-Ramos 
argues, “Integral mission, where the kingdom of God is brought into being in our social realities, relies upon 
this facilitating role of the practitioner” (2014, 118). As we reflect on Wei Li’s life and our years in China, we 
are reminded again that we have been transformed spiritually, physically, and socially.

First, we now understand the tremendous change the gospel had on Wei Li’s life. We do not often 
see this level of transformation in someone’s life, but these changes were merely reflections of more profound 
changes within his heart. Although we could not see his heart, we could get a glimpse of the depth of change 
occurring in his life. 

In development, we often look for outward changes as measures of success or failure, but the irony of 
development is that true effectual change is often seen only by God. This does not mean we should not have 
accountability. Rather, as servants of Jesus Christ we can trust that mutual transformation occurs through 
the power of the Spirit as we serve others.

Second, our understanding of development has been challenged and reshaped. For example, having 
lived in China for nearly fifteen years, we thought we understood the construct of ‘face’, which is a complex 
construct for westerners to understand. Stella Ting-Toomey (1988) developed the Face Negotiation theory 
that explains how people navigate conflict management. 

Within this theory, the concept of ‘face’ refers to the value that people place on their own sense of identity 

within their relationships. The image people have of themselves within their social structures preserves and 
maintains ‘face’. Wei Li’s story convinced us that we had only a cognitive understanding of this construct. 
The profound transformation in his life reshaped his identity in tangible ways that we had never considered. 
We will never fully understand this construct even though one of us is from a Chinese-American background 
and we both lived in China for over a decade. We are humbled by the example of this young man in helping 
us reshape our own thinking.

Finally, we are transformed socially when we walk with the poor and oppressed. For example, in 
following up with reconstructive surgical patients, we are more mindful that patients whose limbs are freed 
from contractures are deeply grateful. Their lives cause us to reflect on our own sense of dependence and 
gratitude. 

However, we are mindful that socially we are not working among wealthy patients, so we may be regarded as 
‘wasting’ our time on those who cannot pay for medical services. In considering Luke 2:52 for those who serve 
in medical missions in China, particularly those serving in development, we offer two recommendations, 
which are reflections of our own transformation.

First, Christian development, despite its challenges, provides an authentic way to be involved 
in mutual transformation. As practitioners of Christian development, we must give account to partners 
regarding our stewardship of resources entrusted to us. Let us remember that part of the transformation 
process occurs within as we walk with those we serve. Build these mutual transformation experiences into 
the context of future development projects.

Second, be prepared to walk with those you expect to serve. Mutual transformation often occurs 
within the context of suffering, but the results, whether physical or unseen, have the power to change the 

WE ARE MINDFUL that socially we are not working   
with wealthy patients, so we may be regarded as ‘wasting’ our time  

on those who cannot pay for medical services. 
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course of a life. We are thankful for the opportunity we have had to walk with those we have served.
Remember that the gospel of Jesus Christ has the power to transform the lives of those who are in 

relationship with him. Jesus offers us the perfect example of transformation. Philippians 2:5-8 reads, 

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus who being in the very nature God, did not consider equal-
ity with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made 
in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—
even death on a cross. 

As we serve others, we will be transformed more into his likeness. As servants of Jesus Christ, we are 
given the opportunity to serve others by walking with them. Christian development provides a tremendous 
opportunity to engage our souls with those we serve in mutual transformation.  
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“The word ‘ending’ speaks of closure and finality. However, if you add the letter ‘s’ the meaning changes.  
Ending becomes sending.” —Dean Carlson, President of OC International 

The words “The End” immediately conjure up the last page of a book we simply haven’t been 
able to put down. There is nothing that comes after “The End.” It falls of the page into the unknown 
and so we avoid thinking about endings much. 

But what if endings were not to be avoided, but instead new and rich fields of opportunity? Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow describes endings as an art form to be mastered, “Great is the art of the beginning, 
but greater is the art of ending.” Or as Henry Cloud says in his recent book Necessary Endings, “Without the 
ability to end things, people stay stuck, never becoming who they are meant to be, never accomplishing all 
that their talents and abilities should afford them.” 

In recent days, I have learned a thing or two about endings. It has been my job to help GMI (Global 
Mapping International) navigate its way through the ending of its ministry. It’s not the task I imagined for 
myself, but I have come to learn that it is a noble and worthy task that is now birthing more opportunity 
than I could have ever imagined. 

Most of you reading this will know of GMI, but for those who don’t, GMI is the missions movement’s 

oldest independent research entity. It was set up 34 years ago in response to the dawn of the digital age and 
the new awareness of the role information could play in the Great Commission. 

But for many reasons which we won’t detail here, GMI’s time has come to an end. When we came to that 
decision as a board and leadership team, it seemed very final. We had worked sacrificially for many years to 
try and turn the tide, but in the end we had not succeeded. What was there to be excited about? All we could 
see ahead was the painful process of falling off the cliff of closure. 

What changed everything was a simple decision that God put in front of us. We decided to close just as we 
were operating—living our cause. We had adopted the cause of Knowledge Stewardship: the Spirit-led process 
of acquiring and insightfully using information for God’s glory and according to his purpose. 

That one small decision changed everything. 
God made it clear that we were responsible to steward the staff, ministries, and knowledge gained through 

the process. So with that mandate clearly in view, I began to speak to our donors, staff, and board about 
investing in our closure. With their willing participation, we turned the ending of GMI into a dynamic and 
intentional time of ministry . . . a time of sending.

As Dean Carlson said so powerfully at the GMI Celebration event held in June, the intentional effort to 
add the “s” turned our ending into sending. That small change has made all the difference. But what did we 
do? Here are a few things we did to turn the closure of an institution into a time of rich ministry impact: 

When Endings Lead to Opportunities: 
Lessons from the Closing of  
Global Mapping International

Jon Hirst

WHAT CHANGED EVERYTHING was a simple decision  
that God put in front of us.
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Helping Embed our People
From the moment we made the decision to close, we recognized that our people were the most and valuable 

resources that needed to be stewarded. With that recognition in mind, we jointly brainstormed, advocated, 
and networked to see our people placed in new ministry settings. I’m happy to report that most of our staff 
have a new ministry home where they will practice their valuable skills for the kingdom. 

Empowering Key Partners
GMI has always thrived in partnership with others. When we decided to close, we had three opportunities 

to negotiate acquisitions of GMI products and services by the partners we were already working with in an 
intentional way. Through this process, we were able to strengthen their efforts and see the work we had been 
doing together continue. Calvin Edwards & Company took on our Research Services Division, Intervarsity 
Press took on our publishing efforts on behalf of Operation World, and SIL International took on our World 
Language Mapping System and related geographic datasets. 

Generously Granting Resources
We recognized that we didn’t know how God might steward the GMI ministries best. Admitting we didn’t 

have all the answers led us to try something very creative. We took most of GMI’s key intellectual property 
and put it into suites of resources that we offered up as grants. Ministries from around the world had a 
window where they could apply to receive a suite of resources. 

We received almost one hundred applications and went through a process with the staff and board of 
discerning who would be the best stewards of these ministries. The result was that GMI’s ministry has been 
spread widely into the missions community in ways we could never have planned or orchestrated. Visit  
www.gmi.org to see a directory of those receiving grants.

Stewarding Knowledge
Throughout the extended decision-making process that led to our closure and then the process of the 

closing down itself, there were many things we were learning about God, ministry, and the dynamics of 
being a nonprofit service provider. We decided to take the stewarding of that knowledge as seriously as we 
were taking the closure process. We held webinars, spoke to leaders, did interviews for Christian and secular 
media, and communicated with our community regularly in an effort to see the insights we were learning 
passed on for the benefit of others.

Celebrating God at Work
Finally, we chose to see the ending as a celebration rather than a funeral. Our founding organization, OC 

International, helped us to do that by hosting a celebration event for the organization. But the celebration 
went well beyond the event. We chose to laugh, dream, and seize each day as one more opportunity to make 
an impact for the Kingdom of God. That doesn’t mean that this wasn’t the hardest thing most of us had ever 
done. The tears were real. The long hours of work were sacrificial. But at the end of the day, God allowed us 
to learn, grow, change, and celebrate! And that choice more than anything has transformed this ending into 
a powerful sending. 

Jon Hirst is the president/CEO of GMI (Global Mapping International). Jon has a background in mission innovation, publishing, 
and leadership. He worked with One Hope on early interactive web evangelism portals and then served Bible organizations as an 
innovation consultant to the Forum of Bible Agencies. He helped develop the very first digital version of EMQ and World Pulse. 
Jon also served as the executive director of communications for HCJB Global (now Reach Beyond). Jon is author of The Calling of 
the Knowledge Steward, co-author (with Marlene Legaspi-Munar) of Our Anchor in a World Adrift, co-author (with Mindy 
Hirst and Paul Hiebert) of Through the River: Understanding Assumptions about Truth, and co-editor (with Jim Reapsome) 
of Innovation in Mission. 
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Book Reviews

Christian Mission & Economic Systems:  
A Critical Survey of the Cultural and Religious  

Dimensions of Economies

John Cheong and Eloise Hiebert Meneses, eds. William Carey Library, 2015.

—Reviewed by Eva M. Pascal, PhD candidate, Religious Studies, Boston University; full-time instructor at Saint 
Michael’s College, Vermont.

Christian mission not only participates in economic systems 
through ministry and development activities, but does so in different 
and sometimes competing economic and cultural contexts. Mission 

practitioners and scholars have often failed to fully analyze the ways that 
mission is directly or indirectly enmeshed in economic systems. This refreshing 
volume begins a serious engagement between cross-cultural missions and the 
larger economies in which they operate.

The volume brings together a variety of scholars and experienced practitioners 
in the field. It is well integrated and the authors build on each other’s work. The 
Introduction and Chapters 1 and 2 set Christian missionary activity within the 
economic realities of Western capitalism, and provide the groundwork for a biblical-
based critique. These chapters expose missionary participation in economies, and 
challenge an uncritical attachment to the ‘gospel of capitalism.’ 

The stakes are high for Christian missions: without a biblical response, missionaries might be blamed 
for the ill-effects of capitalism just as missionaries of the past were blamed for acquiescing to colonialism. 
In terms of cross-cultural interactions, both an awareness of, and scriptural approach to, ethical and 
cultural differences help to avoid imposing neocolonial economic models on missionary partners. These 
and subsequent chapters gesture towards a Christian response to, and provide practical suggestions to curb, 
unjust elements of free market and finance capitalism.

Chapters 3-7 tackle the question of mission and economies through analysis and comparison of intercultural 
and interreligious case studies, from countries such as the Philippines, Mali, Malawi, and Indonesia. Mission 
practitioners are often at the forefront of an encounter with differing economic systems. These chapters bring 
to light Western economic assumptions by viewing alternative systems of economy, trade, and exchanges, such 
as collectivist economies and patron systems that prioritize community well-being. 

The final chapter pertains to mission activities with perhaps the most heightened participation in economic 
exchange: faith-based development and relief non-governmental organizations (NGOs). David Bronkema 
assesses how many organizations are ‘flying blind’ as how their work participates in, but also can transform, 
macro-economies, local (micro) economies, and advocate for change in the arena of political economy. 

One purpose of this volume is to provide economic literacy—included is a glossary of basic vocabulary and 
concepts to have meaningful and informed conversations about mission and economies. Another aim is a 
Christian response to the quagmire of economic systems. In Chapter 4 on Islamic banking in Malaysia, John 
Cheong shows how some Muslims are creating religiously inspired economic alternatives that compete 
with if not replace capitalist financing. As Jonathan Bonk alludes to in his thoughtful forward to the 
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volume, there is yet to be a robust Christian critique and few practical alternatives to the more nefarious 
dimensions of capitalism. 

Even if the volume does not lay out a coherent model for Christian economic activity, it begins a 
conversation between Evangelical mission and economies. It is a must-read for practitioners, scholars, 
churches, and institutions to understand any cross-cultural mission venture, and to move towards critically 
assessing impact, minimizing harm, and enhancing cross-cultural partnerships.

Check these titles:
Auvinen-Pöntinen, Mari-Anna and Jonas Adelin Jørgensen, eds. 2016. Mission and Money: Christian Mission 

in the Context of Global Inequalities. Leiden; Boston: BRILL.
Bonk, Jonathan J. 2007. Missions and Money: Affluence as a Western Missionary Problem—Revisited. New 

Haven, Conn.: Overseas Ministries Study Center.
Wuthnow, Robert. 2009. Boundless Faith the Global Outreach of American Churches. Berkeley: University of 

California Press.  

Christianity and Religious Plurality:  
Historical and Global Perspectives 

Wilbert R. Shenk and Richard J. Plantinga, eds. Cascade Books, 2016.

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

This volume is comprised of papers presented at a 2003 symposium 
that “emerged out of a sense that the pluralism paradigm was exhausted”  
(p. 20). The editors of this work consequently suggest that instead of the 

concept of pluralism—an “ideology that all religions are expressions of a common 
essence” (p. 4)—one should instead speak of plurality—an acknowledgment that 
human societies have always contained multiple religious systems that remain 
clearly distinct from each other.

As is the case with most edited works, the quality of the individual articles varies 
greatly. Chapter 1 seems to portend good things to come, as John Goldingay’s 
“’Yhwh Our God Yhwh One’: Religious Plurality and the Old Testament” contains 
an excellent discussion of Old Testament theology as it relates to the non-Israelite 
religious systems mentioned therein. There is a section on “the shortcomings of 
Baal religion” (p. 18ff); on religions of the Babylonian and Persian periods (p. 
22ff), and those of the Greek period (p.23ff). Goldingay succinctly describes the 
tension that exists between the exclusivistic and (seemingly) inclusivistic passages 
of the Old Testament record.

The best contributions, however, appear at the end of the volume. Paul Cornelius’ “Hinduism in the Twentieth 
Century” gives a very useful overview of the development of Hindutva, which essentially represents a reversal 
of the previously existing Western-inspired trends toward pluralism in India. Cornelius includes a thorough 
historical background of the phenomenon, along with practical suggestions for a biblical Christian response.

Jehu Hanciles’ “Keeping Faith: Immigration, Religion, and the Unmaking of a Global Culture” contains a 
very fine discussion of the decline of the twentieth century’s ‘secularization’ thesis and the rise of the notion of 
plurality in its place. Included in the chapter is an enlightening analysis of the “culture of migration” as seen 
in the estimated (as of 2003) 191 million international migrants in the world (long before the present refugee 
crisis spawned by those fleeing from the Islamic State—making the article more timely than ever).

Finally, Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen’s “The Future of Pluralisms—and Why They Likely Will Fail” is a highly 
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Crossing Cultures in Scripture:  
Biblical Principles for Mission Practice

Marvin Newell. InterVarsity Press, 2016.

—Reviewed by Birgit Herppich, Fuller Theological Seminary; WEC International; former missionary in Ghana.

The unique contribution of this book is that it investigates dynamics 
of crossing cultures during biblical times and draws conclusions for cross-
cultural encounters today. Marvin Newell brings decades of missionary 

experience in Asia and in missions teaching and leadership to this task. Building 
on an anthropological definition of culture as “the distinct beliefs, values and 
customs of a particular group of people that determine how they think, feel, 
and behave” (p. 17), he examines the beginnings of human culture and cultural 
diversity, and identifies Abraham as the “Father of Blessing for All Cultures.” Each 
chapter centers on a biblical passage, describes the setting, and presents ‘cross-
cultural insights and a practical ‘crossing takeaway’ for missionaries today.  

For example, Newell identifies Joseph as a victim of cross-cultural human 
trafficking, Moses as multicultural leader, the Queen of Sheba as foreign seeker, 
and Daniel as a transnational student seeking to stay true to his God. He highlights 
honor/shame issues in the relationship between Sara and Hagar, and power distance 
issues in David’s relationship to Uriah.

In the New Testament he takes lessons from Jesus’ cross-cultural encounters and identifies “seven marks of 
cross-cultural success” in John 17. Naturally, accounts from the cross-cultural movement reported in Acts are 
explored in detail, and finally the “doxological diversity” envisioned in Revelation. Appendices list distinct 
cross-cultural encounters in Judges and Acts, and provide a lesson guide.

Newell identifies the Bible as “portrayer”, “sculptor”, and “appraiser” of cultures (p. 13-14). Scripture portrays 
cultural beliefs, values, and customs many times uncritically. But the Bible also shaped cultures “to reflect 
standards of morality and social well-being God always intended for humans to enjoy” (p. 14). Finally, scripture 
presents objective norms and standards by which all cultures are judged. Outlining these three aspects of his 
analysis of biblical stories and events that are cross-cultural in nature, Newell attempts to present a “biblical 
theology of culture” and identifies key features of such a theology.

insightful discussion regarding pluralistic thought within various Christian contexts. The author speaks of 
“First Generation Pluralisms” contained in the thinking of such proponents as John Hick and Paul Knitter, 
and moves to an analysis of “Trinitarian ways of constructing pluralistic theologies” (p. 291). After a list of the 
“broken promises of pluralisms” (p. 300ff), he supplies his own take on the “Trinitarian sign-posts on the way 
toward a hospitable interreligious co-habitation” (p. 302ff). His conclusions contain a very useful discussion 
of the concept of ‘tolerance’ and how most contemporary Christians are completely mistaken in their attempts 
to adopt and apply this concept.

Check these titles:
Clarke, Andrew and Bruce Winter, eds. 1992. One God, One Lord: Christianity in a World of Religious Pluralism. 

Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker.
Conser, Walter and Sumner Twiss, eds. 1997. Religious Diversity and American Religious History: Studies in 

Traditions and Cultures. Athens, Ga.: University of Georgia Press.
Kärkkäinen, Veli-Matti. 2003. An Introduction to the Theology of Religions: Biblical, Historical & Contemporary 

Perspectives. Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic.
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Newell critiques anthropology and intercultural studies as imperfect and poses the teaching of scripture 
on culture as superseding insights from those disciplines. This is an unnecessary juxtaposition because it is 
these disciplines that provide terms and categories which Newell uses in his biblical analysis to describe and 
understand cultural features and differences. 

The consistent use of the word “cross-cultural” perpetuates one-way assumptions prevalent in much missionary 
thinking. However, it is clear throughout the Bible and history that intercultural encounters always transform 
thinking, values, and behaviors of the believers as well as the people they engage. Newell acknowledges that 
“biblical characters grew in their understanding of God, the world, and themselves through … cross-cultural 
experience” (p. 21), a fact the term “intercultural” would express more adequately. 

Despite these points of critique, this is a unique study of culture and cultural encounters in the Bible and 
therefore should be included in any reading list for Christians preparing to cross into other cultural contexts, 
to communicate the gospel, and to work with communities espousing different cultural beliefs, values, and 
practices.

Leading with Story:  
Cultivating Christ-centered Leaders  

in a Storycentric Generation

Rick Sessoms. William Carey Library Press, 2016.

—Reviewed by Benjamin Espinoza, PhD student, Michigan State University.

Story has become a topic of interest for many scholars, pastors, and 
missionaries. As Christians, we are called to be participants in the greatest 
story of all time, the gospel. Rick Sessoms estimates that eighty percent 

of the world’s people are “story-centric learners,” meaning they learn through 
storytelling (drama, art, music, etc.). This provides a unique opportunity for us 
to ponder how we can take the gospel to the ends of the earth using story-based 
methods and leadership approaches. Sessoms has written an insightful volume 
on story-centric, Christ-centered leadership which will equip a new generation of 
Christian leaders to share the greatest story of all time.

In Part 1, Sessoms explores the prominence of storycentric learning in today’s 
society. Story possesses the power to change the minds and hearts of people in 
ways more powerful than one can imagine. Unfortunately, modern educational 
approaches remain apprehensive about story, despite the fact that story can 
change people’s behaviors and enhances one’s literacy. A story-based approach is 
a biblical one, not only because we are caught up in the story of the gospel, but also because Jesus and the 
Apostle Paul embraced story-based teaching methods.

In Part 2, Sessoms explores leadership development in Christian perspective, detailing the history of 
Christian leadership development and positing a process for effective leadership development. Developing 
Christian leaders should be an urgent priority for the Church, but a lack of good role models, methods, and 
an absence of commitment hinder the realization of this vision. 

Sessoms posits four overlapping spheres of Christian leadership development: (1) character formation, (2) 
biblical literacy, (3) contextually relevant skills, and (4) ministry development. Together, these spheres serve 
as a powerful seedbed for effective Christian leadership development. He posits that feedback, challenge, and 
support are all necessary components in leadership development. These three facets are then complemented 
by a combination of training, experiential learning, mentoring, and on-the-job assignments. 
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Part 3 establishes a Christo-centric approach to leadership, arguing for an overhaul of Christian leadership 
theory and practice. Unfortunately, as Sessoms highlights, Christian leaders often prioritize their success at 
the expense of the gospel. This is contrary to the model of Christ, who exhibited selfless humility and served 
others unconditionally. Moreover, Christ remained a contextually relevant leader whose message is timeless. 
Sessoms encourages leaders to undergo a process of character development in preparation for leadership, 
modeled by the life and ministry of Jesus and those who emulated his example.

The last section of the book discusses The Garden Project, a leadership development initiative that 
exemplifies Sessom’s approach. The book is a worthwhile investment for any person seeking to cultivate 
his or her skills as a leader and developer of leaders. Sessom blends personal insight with a firm grasp on 
leadership theory and biblical theology. I highly recommend this book to Christian leaders who desire a 
Christo-centric and culturally relevant approach to leadership. 

Check this title:
Geiger, Eric and Kevin Peck. 2016. Designed to Lead: The Church and Leadership Development. Nashville: 

B&H Books. 

Living among the Breakage:  
Contextual Theology-Making and Ex-Muslim Christians

Duane Alexander Miller, Pickwick Publications, 2011.

—Reviewed by Paul Martindale, adjunct assistant professor, Islamic Studies and Cross-Cultural Ministry, Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary; director, Summer Institute on Islam and Islamic Ministry Consultant for Pioneers.

Duane Miller began this book with the research question of 
whether ex-Muslim Christians (CMBs) engage in theology making. How do 
converts and their communities become makers of theology? Based upon 

his doctoral work and his travels in four continents to interview CMBs, Miller’s 
book ends up shedding light on more than this one central question. Particularly 
helpful are the case studies of the churches in “Kitma” and “Juduur”, which 
illustrate many of the principles that Miller engages.

Using the tools and concepts of Shoki Coe, Robert Schreiter, Lewis Rambo, 
and others, Miller sets out to discover not how missiologists do applied theology 
about and for ex-Muslims, but how ex-Muslims are themselves forming new 
communities of faith and in the process of inculturation are forming new identity, 
new ecclesiology, and new theology within their specific contexts.

 There is tremendous value in reading through this work as it shows how the 
life within developing communities intersects with new identity formation, the 
process of inculturating the gospel in a new context, new power structures within the Church, conversion, 
and the development of new ‘liberation’ and wisdom theologies. 

Drawing from specific case study interviews and a wealth of excellent missiological sources, Miller has 
helped to expand the field of ex-Muslim studies in constructive directions. Serious students of religious 
conversion and contextualization in former Muslim communities and church-planting in Islamic contexts 
will want to read and carefully consider this work. 
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Serving God in a Migrant Crisis: 
Ministry to People on the Move

Patrick Johnstone with Dean Merrill, Global Mapping International, 2016. 

—Reviewed by Joshua Gorenflo, MDiv and M.A. theology student at Abilene Christian University.

Patrick Johnstone has spent a lifetime as a missionary evangelist 
in countries from Africa to Asia and the Pacific. While serving with Dorothea 
Mission in Africa, Johnstone began researching and compiling data on 

people groups which would birth Operation World, a resource with an untold 
impact on global missions. Johnstone now lives in England and serves on the 
leadership team of WEC International, a large pioneering church-planting 
mission. Johnstone brings this background to offer apt insight of the migrant 
crisis while insisting that the Christian response to the displaced can only be 
the hope of the gospel. 

The primary objective of Serving God in a Migrant Crisis is to address the 
problematic ‘disembodying’ of displaced peoples—an attitude carried too often 
by Western Christians about anyone whose name is too difficult to pronounce 
or whose mention in a headline is far removed from our daily experience. 

Johnstone does this by presenting (1) what is going on in the world, (2) 
what is essential to know about refugees, and (3) what can be done about the 
migrant crisis both individually and collectively. While not a rigorous academic explication of the crisis 
and its complexities, this book serves as an introduction for those who desire to be aware of and active in 
caring for the millions of displaced people in our world today.

Despite its thin demeanor, Serving God offers contemporary statistics, engaging testimonies, and most 
importantly, has its fingers on the pulse of the current situation, both in the world at large and in the 
Church’s response. Knowing the aversions and aptitude of the Christian community, Johnstone grounds 
his research in a theological and pragmatic foundation, an attempt which is brought home by reflective 
questions at the conclusion of each chapter. 

Taken seriously, such questions can illuminate why it is that, as the president of World Relief, Stephan 
Bauman, stated in the book’s Foreword, “Churches are twice as likely to fear refugees as help them” (p. v). 
As such, Serving God is an excellent resource for individuals, small groups, and churches alike to challenge 
themselves with living the title of the book.

Our cultural and political climate is rife with suspicion, and even hatred, of ‘the other’, and many 
Western Christians hesitate to take a stand, or make excuses why they shouldn’t. The force of Johnstone’s 
book is to remind Christians of their biblical roots in exile, their call to welcome the stranger as they 
would Jesus himself (Matt. 25), and to address the fears, facts, and feelings surrounding displaced persons. 

Serving God achieves this without preaching at or shaming the reader; rather, the authors encourage 
them to recognize that the migrant crisis isn’t going away soon, and that many who do not know Jesus are 
arriving in our hometowns, desperate for good news.

After reading Serving God in a Migrant Crisis, one is left with some important questions: What is God’s perspective 
on the migrant crisis? And how can we adopt the heart of God for these, his children?


