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Although there are points of similarity 
between Islam and Christianity, there are 
basic fundamental differences that make 
the two incongruent. The late Ravi Zacha-
rias reminds us that the popular aphorism, 
‘All religions are fundamentally the same 
and only superficially different' simply is 
not true. He says, "It is more correct to say 
that all religions are, at best, superficially 
similar but fundamentally different."1  

This especially holds true when Islam and 
Christianity are compared.

However, theological and missiological 
arguments aside, we cannot help but have 
compassion and genuine concern for the 
lives and destiny of the 1.6 billion people 
who follow the teachings of The Prophet. 
Personal encounters with Muslims soften 
our hearts and draw us to want to share 
with them the message of hope and for-
giveness that is only found in Jesus. 

We are both encouraged and sobered 
as gospel witness to Muslims continues 
unabated. The encouraging facts include 
that: (1) Muslims today are being reached 
in more places across the globe than at any 
previous time in history, (2) Muslims today 
are more open to the Gospel than in any 
time in recent memory because of unset-
tling world events, and (3) Muslims today 
are being encountered by more streams of 
creative Christian witness, thanks in part 
to modern technology. 

But there is also the sobering side of 
reality in outreach to Muslims. To quote 
Warrick Farah (pseudonym):

“The world adds thirty-two million Mus-
lims each year, mainly through high 

birthrates, but some by conversion.  The 
number of Muslims coming to Christ in 
our time is indeed unprecedented, but 
we are only talking about thousands of 
new believers each year, while millions 
more are born as Muslims.  With all 
the great things happening in mission 
to Muslims today, the world is actually 
getting more and more unreached. So 
not only do we need to do more, we 
also need to do better; and this requires 
fresh reflection on our missiology.”2 

Farah’s observation about the need for 
the Church on mission today to do more 
and better coupled with fresh reflection 
is spot on. Thus, the relevance of this is-
sue of EMQ in which we present thirteen 
thought-provoking articles intended to 
stimulate thinking, reflection, and hope-
fully more and better outreach to Muslims. 
A special thanks goes to Dr. Roy Oksnevad, 
Director, Muslim Ministries, EFCA All Peo-
ple, who rallied a group of COMMA-related 
writers to provide many of the articles for 
this issue.

Because of the current global COVID-19 
pandemic, we have included a bonus sec-
tion with three thought-provoking articles 
addressing this distressing concern. Be 
sure to read what the authors have to say 
about the impact of the virus on global 
missions.  

Marvin J. Newell, D.Miss 
Editorial Director

“Islam is the Most Logical Religion in the World”

“Islam is the most logical religion in the world,” declared the grey-bearded imam who was 
hosting my world religion class at his mosque. “No other religion is as rational as Islam,” 
he exclaimed. “Furthermore,” he added for shock treatment, “don’t let anyone ever tell 
you that someone else can save you. You must save yourself.” Right from the start, the 
imam wanted to make two points perfectly clear to my graduate students: (1) Islam is 
a religion that is cerebral and rational vs. a religion of faith that demands belief in the 
miraculous, and (2) Islam is highly auto-soteric, where good works and personal merit 
determines one’s standing before God (Allah).  At once he took a swipe at two fundamental 
biblical teachings: the necessity of faith vs. works, and also the substitutionary atoning 
work of Christ. 

Notes  
1. https://www.christianpost.com/news/apologist-debunks-all-religions-are-fundamentally-the-same-claim.html.
2. Warrick Farah, “Adoptive Missiological Engagement with Islamic Contexts,” in Margins of Islam: Ministry in Diverse 

Muslim Contexts, ed. Gene Daniels and Warrick Farah (Pasadena: William Carey Publishing, 2018), 204–205.
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Over the centuries Christians have developed a number of communication models in their 
attempts to present the gospel to the Muslim person. Four phases of encounters seem 
apparent in history. In the first period from 633 to 1140 most attempts were motivated 
to defend Christianity and respond to specific Muslim theological objections. The second 
phase from 1140 to 1800 consisted of sporadic attempts to reach Muslims characterized by 
more accurate views of Islam. The third phase, from 1800 to 1910, could be described as the 
age of polemic. Finally, from 1910 to the present we have witnessed numerous approaches 
and communication models attempting to provide positive presentations of the gospel with 
varying degrees of contextualization as well as dialogue models and theories of intercultural 
and interreligious communication. An important recent emphasis has been the recognition 
that there are many different Islamic contexts, cultures, peoples, and types of Islam all 
needing their own specialized approaches.1 

Engaging Islamic Theology: From Proclamation to Persuasion
Paul T. Martindale

Historical Approaches 
to Engagement
In our efforts to tailor presentations of the 
gospel to the many kinds of Muslims there 
has been a tendency to overlook the signif-
icance of Islam’s core theology leading to 
a failure to adequately expose and engage 
the system of suppression of biblical truth.2  
While traveling to a meeting on a plane 
some years back I was astounded that the 
talkative passenger next to me did not say 
another word to me the rest of the flight after 
I replied to his question, “What do you do?” 
My answer was “I am a missionary.” Despite 
the previous forty-five minutes of active 
conversation for the remainder of the flight 
he did not say another word to me. Some 
weeks later when a passenger on another 
flight asked me what I did I responded, “I 
am a cross-cultural ministry consultant to 
churches for immigrant communities.” The 
response to that answer was resoundingly 
positive and the conversation continued. 

Over the years I have sometimes won-
dered whether my contextualized witness 
was too reluctant to engage the issues with 
Muslims in a clear and compelling way. 
Two years ago when meeting a Muslim for 
the first time he also asked me what I did. I 
could have responded “seminary professor” 
or “minister” or “cross-cultural ministry 
consultant.” Instead I found myself saying to 
him, “I suppose that what I do essentially is to 
draw back the veil of misunderstanding and 
false teaching in Islam from a Muslim’s mind 
so that he can see and understand the truth 
of the Bible for the first time.” Much to my 
surprise he was so intrigued by this candor 
that I spent the next two hours answering his 

questions about Islam and Christianity. I am 
not proposing that this become a new stan-
dard model of approach to Muslims but I will 
contend that engaging the core theological 
misunderstandings found in the Qur’an is an 
important part of our witness with thinking 
Muslims. Since Muslims view Christianity 
through the lens of the Qur’an and Hadith, 
the embedded theology and ideology of Is-
lam must be engaged so that the Muslim has 
an opportunity to see a clear, accurate and 
compelling gospel message. This process is 
analogous to cleaning off the accumulated 
layers of dust and dirt from a person’s glasses 
so that he/she can see clearly. My study of 
Islam and interactions with Muslims over 
thirty-six years has led to the conclusion that 
there is a system of suppression of biblical 
truth as well as a systemic rebellion against 
God embedded within the core theology and 
ideology of Islam that needs to be unmasked 
for the Muslim to see and understand clearly.

Almost all of the early apologetic works 
in the first nine centuries focused upon re-
sponding to Muslim theological objections 
and misunderstandings. Most of these used 
the discourse or debate methods. There are 
many great examples of Christians during 
this period who engaged with the theology 
of Islam such as John of Damascus, Nicholas 
of Cusa, and Raymond Lull. Later in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries polemic 
became the default approach with works at-
tacking Islam with the assumption that one 
must bring down the edifice of Islam before 
being able to rebuild a Christian one upon 
its ruins.3 By 1910 the polemic method was 
largely abandoned as offensive to Muslims 
and ineffective in leading Muslims to Christ. 

The positive presentation of Christ began 
to take shape without being constrained to 
answer Islam’s theological objections. 

Modern Approaches
I would like to describe here a few of the 
approaches from the modern era. Sarah Hos-
mon, MD was a medical missionary to Arabia 
for forty-five years during the first half of the 
twentieth century. During the early 1950s she 
sought to change the Muslim’s conception of 
Son of God along a neglected two hundred 
miles of coast in Oman. She had noted how 
the Muslims would immediately object 
whenever Jesus was described using the term 
‘Jesus Christ Son of God.’ She sought a way to 
use the scriptures to remove this misunder-
standing in the Muslim’s mind. Her method 
is published in a little booklet entitled, Pre-
senting Jesus Christ The Son of God to Muslims.4   

One day she was reading the first three 
chapters of the Gospel of Luke and came 
across the phrase, “Adam, which was the son 
of God.”5 It occurred to her while reading 
those words that Adam had no father and 
therefore was a special act of creation and 
that likewise, Jesus, was also the Son of God 
by special act of creation. At her medical 
station in Oman there were patients from up 
and down the Batina coast. She reported that 
after explaining to Muslims that Jesus was a 
special act of creation eventually there were 
no more objections when the phrase ‘Jesus 
Christ Son of God’ was used. By engaging the 
Islamic doctrine of the incarnation Hosmon 
succeeded in changing Muslim’s minds 
and eliminated this theological objection. 
It should be noted however, that a Muslim 
would also need to understand that the 
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second person of the Trinity eternally pre- 
existed this special act of creation in order to 
have an orthodox view of the incarnation.

In 2001 Christine Schirrmacher, PhD in 
Islamic Studies, published the book The 
Islamic View of Major Christian Teachings.6 This 
was an excellent attempt to help Christians 
understand their theological beliefs through 
the Islamic theological grid. She describes 
Islam’s doctrines in an accurate and fair way 
so that both Muslims and Christians can 
see the distinctions between Islamic and 
Christian doctrines despite using some of 
the same terms such as sin, human nature, 
revelation, and salvation. The comparison of 
doctrines in this way helps Christians better 
communicate the gospel with Muslims in 
ways that the Muslim person will accurately 
understand. Without being polemical this 
approach describes and clarifies the over-
laps and discontinuities between Islam and 
Christianity and leads to the conclusion that 
both religions do not lead to the same place 
nor do they have the same origins.

In their book published in 1997, A Muslim 
and a Christian in Dialogue, Kateregga and 
Shenk demonstrate honesty, tolerance, and 
courtesy while presenting their respective 
views without compromise. According to the 
Chief Kadhi of Kenya, “each in his own faith 
has stated exactly what his religion stands for 
without compromise … without attempting 
to make the reader believe in the rightness of 
one faith over the other.”7  Some might object 
that this approach does not go far enough 

apologetically to persuasion and that Chris-
tianity should not be presented as an equally 
valid religious system. Others might object 
when Shenk writes that “Christians and Mus-
lims worship the same God.”8 

Kateregga and Shenk model true dialogue 
between a Muslim and a Christian. Each is 
able to present his positive message without 
becoming mired in the constraints of an-
swering objections. Each is able to articulate 
its message knowing that readers from both 
religions are the intended audience. Each 
is able to clarify and respond to the other’s 
presentation. Some would say that this pos-
itive dialogue is not apologetics. However, it 
certainly seems to be a valid and constructive 
avenue of theological engagement.

One can hardly argue with the number 
of printings that this book has had and the 
world-wide audience it has enjoyed being 
printed in a number of languages. No one 
approach can accomplish everything. This 
book, as well as Shenk’s other works, have giv-
en a positive and comprehensive exposure of 
Christian doctrines to many Muslim readers. 
One could say that a solid foundation has 
been laid upon which other approaches can 
now take further. Concerning the objection 
of stopping short of persuasion, sometimes 
the context determines the limits of the 
engagement. Taking the opportunity to en-
gage to some extent is certainly a far better 
option than not engaging because we feel 
the ground rules are too limiting. In any case, 
we can only begin to imagine the hundreds 

of Muslims that we may meet in heaven be-
cause they began by reading A Muslim and a 
Christian in Dialogue.

After Maurice Bucaille published his sup-
posedly scientific book in 1979, The Bible, The 
Quran and Science, Dr. Bill Campbell decided 
to write a book in response to the numerous 
medical, scientific, and historical errors that 
Bucaille’s book was perpetuating. Camp-
bell’s book expresses respect for Dr. Bucaille 
but clearly confronts its pseudoscience 
with accurate facts about the origins and 
transmission of the Qur’an and the Bible, 
embryology, and the prophethood of Jesus 
and Mohammed. Rather than remain silent 
and allow Bucaille’s book to go unanswered 
Bill Campbell spent many months doing 
careful research including trips to the Vati-
can to obtain photocopies of early codices of 
the New Testament. By responding to textu-
al, historical, medical, and scientific issues 
Campbell was engaging with Islam’s world-
view and ideology as well as the specific false 
arguments in Bucaille’s book. Sadly, most 
Muslim countries would not allow Camp-
bell’s book to circulate freely but hundreds 
of copies were covertly distributed inside 
Muslim lands.9 

In 1993 Arab World Ministry’s Islamicist 
Sam Schlorff wrote that a contextualized 
apologetic was needed that presents the 
Christian faith in relation to Muslim Ideol-
ogy. Christian witness needed to get beyond 
just comparison of doctrines. He distin-
guished this approach from the polemic 
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attacks used in the past against the prophet-
hood of Mohammed, its scripture, its ethics, 
or its institutions all of which failed to 
challenge its ideology or win the Muslim. 
Schlorff’s call was to sensitively but firmly 
unmask the rebellion against God inherent 
in the theology and ideology of Islam. For 
some twenty years Schlorff taught students 
this approach in the Summer Institute on 
Islam program along with David Shenk, Har-
vey Conn, and others.

Islam’s religious aspects are embedded 
within an ideology, culture, community, and 
complete way of life. I would contend that 
all of these aspects are constructed upon a 
foundation—the core theology of Islam as is 
found in the scriptures of Islam. This theo-
logical core never goes away regardless of 
temporary reform and liberalization move-
ments that occur in Islamic societies from 
time to time. Eventually this theological core 
pulls any liberalization movement back to 
the center of Islamic orthodoxy forcing it 
to revert back to type. At a previous consul-
tation when I moderated a panel discussion 
on Radical Islam I asked the five former rad-
ical Muslim panelists this question; “If the 
prophet Mohammed came back and saw the 
different versions of Islam in the world today 
which one would he say is closest to what he 
intended?” All five panelists responded with 
the one word answer, “ISIS.” 

Ideology is a term used to describe systems 
of ideas and ideals that form the body of doc-
trines, values, and beliefs and which guide 
individuals and societies. It is embedded in 
their worldview. The foundation of the Is-
lamic ideology is the core theology as found 
in the Qur’an, Hadiths, and the example of 
the first century community at Medina. De-
spite the importance of the Islamic society’s 
ideology most modern Christian approaches 
to Muslims have failed to adequately engage 
with the ideological core of Islam.

In the 1940s George Harris, missionary to 
Muslims in China, recognized that Islam’s 
ideology needed to be confronted, not just 
its theology or doctrines. Harris identified 
seven aspects of Islam’s ideology:10 

1. That Islam as a religious system has
superseded Christianity.

2. That the age or dispensation of Mo-
hammed has succeeded the previous
dispensations.

3. That the Qur’an, God’s final revelation, 
has superseded all preceding scriptures.

4. That Mohammed, as Seal of all the
Prophets, has superseded Christ.

5. That the Islamic interpretation of God is
the correct one.

6. That the Islamic view of sin is the
correct one.

7. That the Islamic record of the Crucifixion 
is the true one.

Harris developed detailed answers to the
issues raised by Islam and advised against 
controversy on sensitive issues. All of his 
strategies for answering Muslims sought to 
avoid offense and to make a presentation di-
rected to the Muslim’s heart. Harris studied 
Islam carefully in order to refute its ideolog-
ical constructs hoping that Muslims would 
follow Christ as the result of intellectual rea-
soning. He was careful to understand Islam 
accurately and he advised Christians to avoid 
overstatement and careless or incorrect 
deductions.

Three Tasks of 
Engagement Today
In light of Islam’s challenge, Christians 
faced three tasks regarding Islam over the 
centuries. The first was to formulate an 
apologetic defense of the Christian faith in 
the specific areas under attack by the Qur’an 
and Islamic doctrine. This apologetic defense 
was seen as necessary for strengthening the 
faith of Christians. Experience has shown 
that certain kinds of apologetic defense are 
not necessarily the best polemic or way to 
engage Muslims.

The second task was to develop an appro-
priate and irenic apologetic that can engage 
and communicate to Muslims. Numerous 
efforts to contextualize the message for Mus-
lims were undertaken in order to make the 
gospel understandable.11 Many of our cur-
rent approaches are examples of doctrinal 
comparison.12

The third task facing us today is to con-
vince and persuade Muslims leading them to 
a positive response to the gospel. A number 
of factors undermine and push against this 
such as postmodernism, a culture of tolera-
tion and political correctness. The emphasis 
on peace in inter-religious engagement often 
leads towards a partial presentation of the 
gospel as we seek to avoid aspects that we 
think may be offensive to the Muslim. We 
need to recover the biblical boldness of the 
Apostle Paul who taught that an essential 

component of witness was to also persuade. 
If we truly believe in the authority of the Old 
and New Testaments then we will see that 
clear and contextualized proclamation is 
not the only component of witness. We, as 
God’s ambassadors, have been sent out into 
the whole world to call people to account 
with the Word of God. This is what the word 
proclaim encompasses. 

Conclusion
We must begin by making a theological as-
sessment of Islam and its doctrines. Islam’s 
ideology and religion are under judgment 
from God as counterfeit systems set up in 
rebellion against God. If we care about the 
Muslim person we must address him/her as a 
covenant creature willfully following a fallen 
system that is under God’s judgment. We 
are to warn, we are to persuade, and we are 
to proclaim that all people are accountable 
to the One True Creator God. When we have 
done that, we will have gone from merely 
presenting to proclaiming. 

Dr. Paul Martindale is ranked adjunct pro-
fessor of Islamic Studies and Cross-Cultural 
ministry at Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary. He is the director of the Summer 
Institute on Islam and served for 36 years 
as a missionary with Arab World Ministries 
and Pioneers.
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The 99 Names of God as a Bridge to Reaching Muslims
Scott Clark

Query 1: Are all the 99 names 
of God true to the Scriptures? 
For many years I didn’t believe in using the 
ninety-nine names of God as a bridge to 
reaching Muslims, for these names did not 
seem to reflect the truth about God. When 
I had read Samuel Zwemer’s, The Moslem 
doctrine of God, a kind of “theology prop-
er,” which includes his translation of the 
ninety-nine names of God,1 I was initially 
impressed with how closely these names 
matched the biblical attributes of God until 
the twenty-fifth name, Al-Mudhillu.2  Zwemer 
paraphrased it as “The One-who-leads-astray” 
while other scholars translated it as “The 
Deceiver.” Since, in the Scriptures and in my 
own "proper theology,” God is clearly not a 
deceiver, I abandoned any idea of employing 
the ninety-nine names as an outreach tool.

Some twenty years later while working 
among Muslims in Africa, a change in my 
thinking began when a Muslim teacher, 
a friend of mine and a skilled translation 
proof-reader, showed me a Muslim booklet 
on the ninety-nine names of God translated 
in a neighboring language. He asked me 
if, together we could translate these names 
into his mother tongue. I replied that I was 
not interested because I believed that a few 
of these names could not be correctly as-
cribed to God. I cited the twenty-fifth name, 
Al-Mudhillu, “The deceiver.” He immediately 
informed me that I had misunderstood 
this word, that it means “Dishonorer” and 
appears in symmetrical distinction with 
the twenty-fourth, Al-Mu’izzu “The Honorer.” 
While this is one of the “uncomfortable” or 
“severe” names of God, including the eighty-
first, Al-Muntaqimu, “The Avenger,” it was 
nevertheless a true glorious facet of God’s 
character.

Eventually, after checking out a newer 
book by David Bentley3 on the ninety-nine 
names of God, who agreed with my Muslim 
friend, I consented that we would try and 
translate these names into his language. 

I had no idea at the time that it would take 
us two full years of Wednesday afternoons 
to complete this project. Meanwhile, these 
names have become for me sweet, absorbing, 
and absolutely delightful. As in a multi- 
faceted diamond, each of the ninety-nine 
names reflects a bit more light of the glory of 
God. In his remarkable book, The Knowledge 
of the Holy, A.W. Tozer quotes Fredrick Faber: 

Only to sit and think of God, 
Oh what joy it is! 
To think the thought, to 
breathe the Name, 
Earth has no higher bliss.4 

Query 2: Is it appropriate 
to appeal to the 99 names 
of God to reach Muslims?
When we eventually published the booklet, 
we titled it, The 99 Names of God in the Tawrat, 
Zabur and Injil. In the Introduction, we ex-
plained that the Tawrat are the five books of 
Moses, the Zabur is the Psalms, and the Injil 
is the New Testament. According to Qur’an 
10:94, 16:43, 29:47, these books are to be read 
and discussed with the “people of the book” 
(Jews and Christians). Since there are already 
numerous books and even iPhone apps on 
the market that deal with the ninety-nine 
names from the Qur’an, Hadith, and other 
Islamic sources,5 we endeavored, instead, 
to understand the meaning of these names 
based on the scriptures. It was important that 
we were not just “proof-texting,” but making 
sure that these attributes of God are truly 
derived from the full context of the biblical 
verses examined, now quoted in the booklet. 

Sharing and distribution of the 99 Names 
booklet continues to receive little resistance 
in most Muslim contexts where many of 
them use a prayer rosary having ninety-nine 
beads which stand for each name of God, 
or thirty-three beads that users go through 
three times. When my wife and I recently 

passed through Istanbul, we saw colorful 
sets of beads for sale in the shops, along 
with plaques, posters. and even refrigerator 
magnets with these names written on it. 
However, in most places where Arabic is not 
understood, the meaning of these names 
remains hidden. Our experience is that 
Muslims are happy to accept our 99 Names 
booklet and then are pleasantly surprised by 
understanding the majesty of God through 
the names’ meanings. In fact, some Muslims 
are so used to being “preached at” by Chris-
tians, they are pleased to find Christians who 
affirm such a Muslim cultural icon like the 
ninety-nine names.

One of the glorious things about sharing 
the 99 Names of God booklet, is how it affords 
us a natural and respectful way in which to 
engage Muslims with the Scriptures, since 
each of the ninety-nine names of God is 
accompanied by one or more passages of 
scripture. Not only are their “own” names of 
God affirmed, but readers learn part of the 
path of life (Psalm 16:11 and eventually that 
path leads to the resurrected Messiah!). This 
builds trust in the relationship, which is a 
bridge that can bear the weight of yet more 
truth. Reading these scriptures gives Mus-
lims a chance to savor the Word of God for 
themselves. Through our prayers, trusting in 
God’s grace, and the power inherent in his 
Word, many Muslims will want more of the 
Word of God.

When I am in a taxi, on the train or just 
having some tea and I see someone with their 
prayer beads, I ask a simple question, “Do you 
understand the meaning of those beads?” Af-
ter they respond that they really do not know 
what they mean, Muslims are pleased to take 
a booklet that explains each one. Sometimes, 
if time and the setting are conducive, one 
can go over some of the names and even talk 
openly about Jesus. Using the ninety-nine 
names in this way avoids the extremes of 
confrontation and syncretism, providing a 
middle ground or kerygmatic approach that 

For centuries Muslims have affirmed that God has ninety-nine beautiful names. There 
is some debate amongst Christians about whether those ninety-nine names provide a 
legitimate bridge to understand the God of the Bible. This article will explore four queries to 
address this discussion. 

Previously published in French as: Abdu Injiiru, ‘Les 99 noms de Dieu: un pont pour amener les Musulmans aux Ecritures’, 
Le Sycomore 9, no. 2 (2015), 24–29.
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positively proclaims Christ and relationship 
with Him.6 

Query 3: What objections 
are there to use the 
99 names of God?
Of course, not everyone agrees with using 
the ninety-nine names as a bridge to reach-
ing Muslims. Some Christians find that cer-
tain names do not fit their understanding of 
God’s nature. Some of those names to which 
I have heard objections include number 
eighty-one, “The Avenger,” sixty-one, “The 
Bringer of Death,” forty-one, “The Reckoner,” 
twenty-two, “The Abaser,” seventy-six, “The 
Hidden,” and ninety-one, “The Distresser.” 
Some find it hard to understand how a loving 
God could bring distress upon humans, as he 
did to the Egyptians (Psalm 78:40–51; 106:39; 
Deuteronomy 11:4–6; Jeremiah 15:6). It is even 
harder for some to understand why God 
should afflict us, his children, for our own 
good (Psalm 119:71). Christians themselves 
may have to reflect carefully on how these 
“severe” names of God reveal truth about 

Him. As the apostle Paul said in Romans 11:22, 
“Note the kindness and the severity of God.” 
Even though God is full of mercy and forgive-
ness he enacts judgment on those who abuse 
the poor and vulnerable and will “avenge” 
or “make right” the wrongs of evil men. Paul 
again quotes Deuteronomy 32:35: “Vengeance 
is mine, I will repay, says the Lord” (Romans 
12:19).  While God continually shows his 
mercy, he also warns of his wrath to come 
(Romans 5:9, Ephesians 5:6, 1 Thessalonians 
1:10; 2:16; 5:9; Revelation 1:7). Christians ought 
to embrace these biblical names and share 
all the names of God with those who are 
already culturally predisposed to believe in 
these names.

The 99 Names are not for everyone to use, 
nor for every Muslim context. For example, 
my Iranian friends, many of whom reject 
much in Arabic culture and are moving away 
from anything that even “smells Islamic,” 
will dismiss out of hand use of this tool. 
However, those Muslims who know that the 
ninety-nine names exist, who have prayer 
beads, and who respect and hold “sacred” the 

Arabic language and script,7 will be attracted 
to what these names truly mean. Many will be 
surprised that they were already explained in 
the Bible, and that they reveal God’s majesty 
and glory. Those who taste of the Lord will 
want more of God and of his gospel. “O taste 
and see that the Lord is good!” (Psalm 34:8). 
The ninety-nine names lift up God’s holiness 
and our need for mercy, leading many to 
ask about Jesus who himself fulfills all the 
names. “There is salvation in no one else, for 
there is no other name under heaven given 
among men by which we must be saved” 
(Acts 4:12). “Everyone who calls on the name 
of the LORD shall be saved!” (Joel 2:32, ESV). 
Should we not walk through this open door 
of opportunity?

Query 4: How does using of 
the 99 names of God lead 
towards life in Jesus?
It should be noted that these ninety-nine 
names do not directly preach the Good 
News, neither about Jesus who died on the 
cross and rose again for human sins, nor 
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about how humans must repent, believe 
in His name and receive the Holy Spirit. 
The Engle scale8 recognizes that Christians 
should not dump their “gospel truck load” 
before others who are not ready to listen. In 
fact, some Muslims come from sects or tradi-
tions that wonder if anything can be known 
about God at all! Instead, Christians should 
start where others are, letting them move up 
the Engle scale. To that end, the ninety-nine 
names can create awareness among Muslims 
of how true, sweet and delightful God’s Word 
is. Because these ninety-nine names already 
exist within their socio-cultural context, giv-
ing the names their biblical meaning will lift 
up God’s divine majesty in a way that piques 
their interest, and help Christians give a 
more natural presentation of who Jesus is 
and what he has done.

As for myself, I am convinced that these 
ninety-nine could not have been realized 
without consulting the canon of scripture. 
These names are of such majesty that they 
are clearly derived from the Old and New 
Testaments. Even some Muslim scholars 
admit that these ninety-nine names do 
not all come from the Qur’an!9 So, where 
did they come from? The first two names 
mentioned: Ar-Rahmānu, “The Gracious or 
Beneficent,” and Ar-Rahīmu, “The Merciful” 
doubtlessly come directly from the Hebrew 
Scriptures, for it would be hard to find an-
other explanation. These vast descriptors of 
the Godhead did not come out of thin air. 
The LORD, Yahweh, proclaimed his name 
(singular, Exodus 34:5) with many mag-
nificent attributes (names) as He Himself 
revealed to Moses: “The LORD passed before 
him and proclaimed, ‘The LORD, the LORD, 
a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, 
and abounding in steadfast love and faithful-
ness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, 
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 
but who will by no means clear the guilty’” 
(Exodus 34:6–7). This statement occurs 

several times in the Bible (Nehemiah 9:17, 31; 
Psalm 103:8–10; 111:4; 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2).  
Similarly, the Arabic expression bismillah, in 
the phrase “in the name of God the merciful 
and gracious” is well known in every Muslim 
culture on the globe. Thus, instead of stand-
ing against everything in Islam (such as use 
of the bismillah), Christians do well to judge 
carefully and appeal to the biblical truths 
that God has left in Islamic culture to pro-
claim his gospel.

Conclusion
The 99 Names of God remains a remarkable 
bridge tool to reach your Muslim friends. 
This tool will help many engage with the 
Scriptures that will, in turn, lead them to 
experience who Jesus is (John 5:39). A new 
tool to help those interested, The 99 Names 
of Allah App is available on the Google Play 
store here: https://play.google.com/store/
apps/details?id=org.ipsapps.ara.names.ara-
bic&hl=en_US

Polemic approaches are not generally 
as persuasive as personal reflection on the 
living and abiding Word of God. We can 
trust the scriptures and Christ the “Living 
Word” to penetrate into the “thoughts and 
intentions of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). Al-
though we know that Jesus is the “the name 
that is above every name,” explaining the 
ninety-nine names may prove a first step in 
our Muslim friends’ bending their knee and 
confessing that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of the Father (Philippians 2:9–11). 

Scott Clark holds an MA in Intercultural 
Ministry from Western Seminary in Port-
land, Oregon. He has worked in Scripture 
Engagement among Muslims for thirty 
years in the Sahel region of Africa. He and 
his team have recently published the full 
Bible in the Fulani language (Fulfulde) in 
Arabic script.
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Dialogue as a Contributor in Developing Civil Society
David W. Shenk

Faith for the Secular Man
This conversation happened when our fam-
ily had newly arrived in Mogadishu. I was in 
my mid-twenties and seeking to understand 
why the Muslim people we had come to serve 
seemed to have minimal expectations for a 
hopeful future. The development hype was 
mostly originating from the international 
community, not the Muslims who lived 
around Mogadishu. It was in that context 
that I discovered Lesslie Newbigin. His book, 
Honest Religion for Secular Man,1 spoke clearly 
of the interface between the earthiness of the 
gospel and the religiosity of Islam. The bro-
ken bread and poured out wine are earthy 
symbols of life eternal. Newbigin observed 
that hopeful development commitments 
take root in a culture whenever the gospel is 
known, but development does not happen 
where there is no hope. Newbigin wrote 
from the perspective of a missionary in 
India; I was writing from the questions of a 
young missionary among Muslims in Africa. 

Newbigin was very formative for me. I 
began to understand that the gospel planted 
seeds of hope in cultures wherever it is pro-
claimed. And that hope is an empowering 
reality. This article will look at the gift of the 
gospel in contributing to a healthy civil so-
ciety. It will then view the role of the church 
in developing civil society in a pluralistic 
world, with several examples of the church 
faithfully doing such.

Principles of Dialogue
A year before our arrival in Somalia, the 
director of the Mennonite mission was mar-
tyred by an imam who thought he was de-
fending the will of God. Coming forth from 
that tragedy some students hoped that the 
presence of the mission would sow seeds of 
respectful discourse and relationships with-
in the nation. It seemed to me that dialogue 
for trust-building would be helpful. That 

was the hope of our team. However, we were 
troubled when the voices of militants were 
also sometimes encouraged. We therefore 
focused on building social tolerance. This 
essay is a description of some of those efforts. 

Three principles are viewed by influence 
makers as a commitment to cultivating civil 
relations. In our ministry of peacemaking 
these three principles are found in 1 Peter 3:15.

• Set apart Christ as Lord
• Answer all questions people ask
• Do this gently and with respect

Authentic healing and forgiveness needs 
to undergird these three principles. Here 
is where Christ offers special grace. We will 
share several examples of civil society being 
touched by forgiveness.

When we moved to Kenya from Somalia, 
I was invited to teach world religions in 
the Kenyatta College of the University of 
Nairobi. Growing out of that experience 
Badru Kateregga became my friend. Out of 
that friendship we decided to write a book 
that would model approaches to dialogue. 
That book was organized very simply with 
twelve chapters confessing the Muslim com-
mitments and then twelve chapters sharing 
the Christian commitments. Each chapter 
was followed by a short response. The pur-
pose of this confession of faith was to build 
understanding and respect. The title of the 
book is A Muslim and a Christian in Dialogue.2  

Christians liked the book because they felt 
their faith was well represented. Muslims 
liked the book because they felt their com-
mitments were well represented. And what 
surprised us was how well this book was 
used in a variety of settings to develop civil, 
respectful society.

Dialogue in Kosovo
In due course the Dialogue became 

significant in developing approaches to 
dialogue in Kosovo. That was true of other 
venues as well such as Turkey. Being engaged 
at the Kenyatta University opened doors 
for several significant engagements, one of 
which was a fairly robust relationship with 
the Kosovo situation. Kosovo was seeking the 
way forward after several years of conflict.

 The country of Kosovo was deeply di-
vided between Christian, Orthodox, and 
Muslim communities. However, there were 
both Muslim and Christian leaders who did 
their best to build reconciling relationships 
between Muslims and Christians. These 
peacemaking leaders decided to join hands 
together to build bridges of understanding. 
They felt the Kateregga/Shenk Dialogue 
would be helpful, so decided to hold an 
event to further deepen the commitment 
for civil society. They rented the largest hall 
in Kosovo, which accommodated seven 
hundred people. I am told that all of the key 
Christian and Muslim leaders were present 
for that event.

The commitment was to meet one another 
in dialogue. The overall theme of the evening 
was peacemaking. It was a transformational 
event where for the first time in their lives 
Christians and Muslims had listened to one 
another and shared with one another the 
essence of their faith. This was an example 
of meeting one another at the faith level. 
The Muslim presenter focused on the peace 
of Islam; my presentation was forgiveness 
through the cross of Christ. This happened 
at the time when Kosovo was attempting to 
develop a constitution and the big question 
was whether this was to become an Islamic 
state or a secular-pluralist state.

A year after the first dialogue the church 
and Muslim leaders called for a second 
dialogue, this time in the university commu-
nity. They closed the university for the after-
noon so that all faculty and students could 

Ibrahim appeared at our door. “Hodi” he called, as my wife, Grace, poured spicy black tea. 
He was a student in the Russian High School the Soviets were building and in our English 
class in Mogadishu, Somalia. The Russian presence meant that atheism intermingled with 
Islam in surprising ways. As he took a chair, Ibrahim posed his question. “I want to believe 
in God, but I do not want to be a Muslim. The Muslims are very religious, but their religion 
does not help civil society develop. Look at Somalia. All students are pushed to learn Arabic 
because the Qur’an is in Arabic.”

10 E VA NGELIC A L MIS SIONS QUA RTERLY |  VOL . 56 NO. 3

Article



participate. They asked me to do a presen-
tation on faith and freedom. The critical 
issue remained whether Kosovo would be 
an Islamic state or a pluralist state. I built 
my presentation on Genesis 1:26–27 where 
we read that God created Adam and Eve in 
his own image. How should we relate to 
each other if we believe that we are created 
in God’s image? Islam does not say that. It 
is in the revelation within the Torah or the 
Psalms or the gospel that God reveals that 
we are created in His image.3

I am told that for the next three weeks 
the university was, in various ways, dis-
cussing that surprising and revolutionary 
idea that we are created in God’s image. So 
the question was, how will Kosovo devel-
op their constitution if they are going to 
accept that we are created in God’s image? 
We thank God for the theologians and the 
philosophers as they joined together while 
agreeing to accept the biblical commit-
ment that we are created in God’s image. 
The issues were enormous. 

The constitution says that in Kosovo 
everyone will be free to choose. It is im-
portant to understand how important 
scripture is in developing foundations in a 
country like Kosovo. I decided to base my 
presentations on the scripture portions 
in the Bible that the Qur’an declares to be 
revealed by God. We recognize that the 
Qur’an describes Christians as people of 
the Book and as people who have been en-
trusted with the responsibility of making 
these scriptures known. 

I entered into this exchange in Kosovo 
by confessing clearly that I am a person of 
the Book and I am formed by the Book. In 
my dialogical engagements with Muslims 
I try to stay very centered in the biblical 
scriptures. And that is a stepping-stone to 
Jesus. We welcome the kind of collegial dia-
logues that we have experienced in Kosovo 
but it is not always that way. Some of the 
Muslim communities that we encounter 
are hostile. We need to develop bridges of 
understanding with hostile communities 
in that case. How do we do that?4

Peacemaking in Java
Let me share from Central Indonesia where 
militant ideologies were creating much 
grief within the Christian communities 
through a jihadist spirit. Christian peace-
makers and Muslim peacemakers were 
working together in an attempt to build 
bridges. One of the pastors decided that the 
only helpful step forward was to develop a 

trusting relationship with the militants. 
He climbed the hill to the Muslim center 
and when he arrived the imam wondered, 
“Who are you?”  The pastor said,” I am a 
pastor.”  The imam verbally threatened the 
pastor and then said, “What do you want?” 
The pastor responded, “A cup of tea.”  So the 
imam and the pastor had a cup of tea to-
gether. The next week the pastor returned 
for another cup of tea. For two years every 
week the pastor climbed the hill for anoth-
er cup of tea.5

After two years the pastor invited the 
imam to join a group of pastors going to 
Banda Aceh. The invitation was for both 
Muslims and Christians to join hands 
in constructing a school. The pastor and 
the imam slept in the same room, which 
showed that their trust had deepened. One 
evening the imam wept. He said he was 
shedding tears because he was remember-
ing ways Christians had suffered under 
the hands of their Muslim neighbors. The 
pastor admitted that there were some 
places in Indonesia where Christians also 
threatened their neighbors. Now the pastor 
and the imam work together to encourage 
peace between their two communities.

After the feast at the conclusion of the 
construction project, the peacemaking 
committee gave the commander a copy of A 
Muslim and a Christian in Dialogue. The imam 
was delighted and, in fact, wept for he said, 
“If Christians and Muslims would practice 
the spirit in this dialogue all of Indonesia 
would be transformed.”  He ordered fifty 
copies of the Dialogue to distribute to all the 
Muslim militia leaders across Indonesia. I 
asked Pastor Hartono how he explained 
the dramatic transformation within civil 
society. He said, “Lots of cups of tea! And 
the Holy Spirit.”

Surprising Invitation by 
the Islamic Society of 
North America (ISNA)
These are some examples of the Christian 
community stepping forward to encourage 
civil discourse and to bring about the devel-
opment of civil society by talking together 
respectfully and working for community 
“upbuilding.” A remarkable development 
in that direction was the annual meeting 
of the Islamic Society of North America 
(ISNA). The leadership decided to make 
a copy of the Kateregga/Shenk Dialogue 
available for the approximately ten thou-
sand people present. It was an encouraging 
experience to see the moderators of the 

conference receiving their free copies of 
the Dialogue. The leaders explained that 
Muslims and Christians have not been 
doing very well in encouraging the spirit 
of tolerance and dialogue. They hoped 
that these Dialogues would foster better 
understanding between the Christians and 
Muslims. It was delightful seeing children 
being encouraged to take one or several Di-
alogues to give to their parents and friends. 
For three days we were privileged to dis-
tribute 2,250 copies of the book. Kateregga 
and I have been grateful for how widely the 
Dialogue has been used to encourage devel-
oping civil society. 

Dialogue in Kampala
The Dialogue book is an introduction to a 
different way of speaking to one another. 
A couple years ago Kataregga invited me to 
join him in his home city of Kampala for a 
celebration of the Dialogue which had been 
around for some forty years. A thousand 
people turned out for this celebration that 
included many speeches. All of them were 
about the importance of tolerance and di-
alogue. Knowing that the Kampala region 
had been engaged in a variety of discourses 
that have not been civil, we decided to 
particularly recommit ourselves to peace-
making as exemplified in this book. 

When I spoke at this gathering to cele-
brate the Dialogue I asked, “Why did you 
invite me and Kateregga to come for this 
very wonderful event?” They said “because 
it is very unusual for a Christian and a Mus-
lim to become good friends, so we invited 
you to come. Academically, you are okay 
but more important is the fact that you are 
friends and so that is why we invited you.” I 
said, “Thank you. I want to share something 
with you. I was born in Tanzania just across 
the bay from where we are tonight and that 
is my roots. One day a man, the Man from 
Galilee appeared to me and he said, “Follow 
me.” I heard that call and I am living within 
that call.”  

Then Kateregga responded in a con-
cluding statement, “David, we affirm your 
decision to follow the Man from Galilee. 
However, not all of us have made that 
commitment. Nevertheless, we extend 
tolerance to all who choose other commit-
ments. And we maintain a lively dialogue 
with all the citizens of Uganda and the city 
of Kampala. We believe all faiths should 
be welcomed and all communities of faith 
engage one another in the quest for truth.”
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Postscript
In 1999, sixty Somalis and friends of the 

Somalia Mennonite Mission met at Eastern 
Mennonite Missions in Salunga, Pennsylvania 
to share remembrances. The Somalis sought 
forgiveness for the death of Merlin Grove, who 
was killed by a radical cleric in 1962. We sought 
forgiveness for ways the Mennonites had in 
various ways been unkind or wrongful in their 
relations to the Somali people.

As we received and extended forgiveness 
we sensed in special ways that Jesus, whom 
we all confess as Messiah,  was healing and 
recreating us as friends. We were experiencing 
something of what Jesus meant when he said 
to his disciples that he is the Way. We pray that 
all who gathered will become participants in 
Christ’s love. 

David W. Shenk was born in Tanzania, and 
currently serves as Global Consultant with 
Eastern Mennonite Missions (EMM) for Islamic 
ministries. With a PhD in religious studies 
from New York University, David, along with 
his wife, Grace, has served in Kenya, Somalia, 
Lithuania, as well as in the United States. He 
has authored or co-authored twenty books 
with special focus on Jesus in a plural-
ist world. 
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The Nature of God
God in the Qur’an is described as just. On the 
day of judgment, “every soul will be compen-
sated for what it earned, and they will not be 
treated unjustly.”2 God also calls Muslims to 
act justly as well. “Oh you who believe! Stand 
out firmly for justice, as witnessed to Allah, 
even if it be against yourselves, your parents, 
and your relatives, or whether against the 
rich or the poor…”.3 One might wonder how 
a Holy God can punish some, and not oth-
ers, and still retain his title of “All Just.” To 
understand this, one must first consider the 
nature of God. 

The dominating characteristic of God in 
the Qur’an is the oneness of God, or Tawheed. 
“Say: He, Allah, is One. Allah is He on Whom 
all (beings and things) depend. He does not 
beget, nor is he begotten. And none is like 
him.”4 Derived from this is the idea that God 
is separate and transcendent. Mark Anderson 
comments, “The Qur’an asserts his untram-
meled glory and unapproachability, making 
its creator-creature distinction as sharp as 
possible.”5

The second characteristic of God that is 
relevant to this article is that of Holiness. The 
Holiness of God only appears twice in the 
Qur’an. Surah 59:23 says “He is God: there is 
no god other than Him, the Controller, the 
Holy One…”  Surah 62:1 says “Everything in 
heaven and earth glorifies God, the Control-
ler, the Holy One…” Jalalayn comment on 
59:23 that God is “the one sanctified from 
what does not befit him”6, and on 62:1 that 
God is “the One Who transcends what does 
not befit him.”7 One scholar notes that it 
is difficult to determine how “good” in the 
Qur’an (which is related to Holiness) is de-
fined. Some say it is authoritarian8–whatever 

God says is good is good. Some say it is utili-
tarian9—whatever is useful is good. Some say 
it is natural10—good is inherently good and 
evil is inherently evil. Obaidat acknowledges 
that it is the Mu’tazilites who held that “God 
cannot order the bad.”11

Anderson notes that the Qur’an does not 
distinguish between God’s “ontological or 
ethical holiness.”12 To put it another way, is 
what God tells us to do good because God 
says it (ethical holiness), or does God tell 
us to do good because it is, in fact, good 
(ontological holiness). In the first case, God 
can identify anything as good. In the second, 
God is bound by what is good, as defined 
by His Character. It seems that the Jalalayn 
commentary’s concept of God fits more with 
ethical holiness—God is separate from what 
does not befit him, but God does not seem to 
be beholden to any ethical framework.

An example within Islamic society might 
be the number of wives that a man is allowed 
to have. Men are allowed to marry up to four 
wives, presuming that they are able to treat 
them equally and justly.13 However, Muham-
mad was allowed to marry more than four 
women.14 So is the limit to four wives an 
outworking of God’s ontological holiness or 
his ethical holiness? In this case, it seems that 
he arbitrarily decides what is right. However, 
in Hebrews 6:8, God is bound by his loving 
and good nature, and cannot act outside of 
this nature.

The Nature of Man
Sin and the nature of man in the Qur’an 
must next be considered. The Qur’an gives a 
behavioral framework for Muslims, such as 
giving to charity15 or helping orphans.16 The 
Qur’an also acknowledges that man is prone 

to disobey the commands of God. Man is 
ungrateful, and if he does not repent and 
obey, he will be sent to hell. Man is also able 
to obey and to do good, and if he does so, his 
actions will allow him to enter paradise after 
he dies.17  That said, there is no verse in the 
Qur’an that resembles the creation of God 
with God in paradise as it does in Revelation 
19, where the feast of the lamb shows God 
communing with his people. 

So what is the conclusion on the nature of 
man? In a theological exposition of human-
ity’s goodness Mutahheri says, “The Holy 
Qur’an is of the view that potentially man has 
all the good points, but he has to actualize 
them.”18 While man is prone to commit sins 
(and thus needs to repent), the fundamental 
nature of man is not sinful. Man is separate 
from God because God is so far above cre-
ation that man cannot be “with” God. In the 
Bible, man is separate from God because of 
their sin. 

We now have two important pieces of the 
puzzle to understand the nature of justice 
in the Qur’an. God is not holy by nature, but 
rather decides what is good and bad based 
on criteria that are unknown to man. Man is 
not by nature sinful, nor does man need to be 
redeemed in order to be in God’s presence as 
God is too far above us. We will now consider 
the element of justice, considering God’s 
nature and Man’s nature as a backdrop. 

Justice and Forgiveness
In the Qur’an, the word “justice” appears 
twenty-two times. Most of these references 
are instructions for people—either Muham-
mad or the followers of God—to treat people 
with justice. The context of these passages 
define justice either treating people equally 

Everyone has a desire for justice, and most people seem to have an innate sense of what 
is or is not just. People crave to know that wrongs have been righted, that punishment is 
dispensed for wrongdoing, that sin is contained and confronted. While most people will give 
lip service to forgiveness, a lack of justice can make forgiveness seem hollow. It seems that, 
at times, this is how justice is treated in the Qur’an—forgiveness with no justice. This article 
will consider how the Qur’an treats God’s1 justice. To understand justice in the Qur’an, the 
nature of God and man will first be considered. Using that foundation, punishment and 
forgiveness in the Qur’an will be discussed, providing a more nuanced understanding of 
justice in the Qur’an, and comparing it to Biblical concepts. The article will conclude with 
suggestions for practice in presenting the Gospel to Muslim friends.
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or punishing those who have treated others 
unfairly and correcting what is wrong. There 
are three verses that point to God’s action on 
justice. The first is 6:115, “The word of your 
Lord is complete in its truth and justice. No 
one can change His words: He is the All Hear-
ing, the All Knowing.”  The context in the 
Qur’an is that God is saying that scripture was 
sent down (v. 114), and therefore everyone 
has the truth and can be held accountable. 
The Jalalayn19 further explains that there was 
a disagreement in which “they” asked for 
an arbiter to be appointed. Muhammad’s 
response is that the revelation of the Qur’an 
is enough, in part because it is just. However, 
neither Jalalayn nor Maududi20 elaborate 
further on why the revelation is just—simply 
that it is just. 

Another Qur’anic teaching of justice is 
10:54: “When they see the punishment, they 
will repent in secret, but they will be judged 
with justice and will not be wronged.” As 
with the previous passage, the context is 
the punishment received for evil deeds, and 
God’s judgement is just, or it is right. Neither 
Al-Mahalli21 nor Maududi22 comment on 
justice, but both acknowledge that God’s 
judgement is correct. In other words, God’s 
judgement is just.

The last passage to consider is 15:8: “But we 
send down the angels only to bring justice 
and then these people will not be reprieved.” 
The context of the passage is that God is ex-
plaining that people have had opportunities 
to hear the message from the prophets—
there is justice and equal treatment before 
the law. The translation of the Jalalayn com-
mentary replaces the word “justice” with 
“chastisement”23 at this point, suggesting 
that God is punishing wrongdoing, and that 
is a part of justice. Maududi replaces justice 
with “truth”24, and also comments that those 
who are sinful will be punished, indicating 
that a part of justice is punishment against 
some sort of external criteria.

The conclusion from these three verses 
is twofold. First, justice is punishment for 
wrongdoing. If someone does something 
against the commands of God, and does 
not repent, then they should be punished. 
Second, justice is equal treatment—all 
people should be equally treated. Next, two 
stories from the Hadith will be considered to 
illustrate how Muhammad dealt with issues 
of justice.

In the first story25, the nephew of Mu-
hammad’s wife Aisha asks about Qur’an 4:3, 
which requires justice to be done to those 
who want to marry an orphan. The question 

of justice here is about how much dowry 
to offer. It seems that some men wanted to 
marry orphan women without paying the 
appropriate dowry. However, Aisha reminds 
her nephew that the women must be treated 
equally and should not be taken advantage 
of. In this case, justice is about correct treat-
ment before the law. However, one must 
emphasize that this is correct treatment 
within the specific context. One does not get 
the sense from this story that justice is based 
on their shared humanity, but correct treat-
ment in their roles as men and women, free 
or slaves, family or orphans.

In the second story26, Abu Bakr asks Muha-
mad how to pray. Muhammad teaches him to 
pray thus: “O Allah! I have done great injus-
tice to myself and none except You forgives 
sins, so please forgive me and be Merciful 
to me as You are the Forgiver, the Merciful”. 
Injustice here seems to refer to sin that has 
been committed, as the person praying is 
then asking for forgiveness. If this is true, 
justice is doing anything that God says is cor-
rect. In both of these stories, we see justice 
as closely linked to the wishes of God. While 
Christians would agree with this whole 
heartedly, the question then becomes, “What 
does God want?” Are God’s instructions true 
for all people at all times (i.e. it is based on his 
ontological holiness) or is it based on what 
he instructs in a given situation, which can 
change from event to event (i.e. it is based on 
an ethical holiness).

Safraz Bachus defines justice three ways 
in the Qur’an. First as theological: the Qu’ran 
states that God’s actions are just,27 though 
there is no indication that God is bound 
by certain aspects of his character. Is there 
anything that God does that is unjust? To an-
swer this question, the author quotes Imam 
Ghazali, “Who would command God? Justice 
is not some value which God observes and 
respects; rather, it is He who creates justice.”  
28 The second is jurisprudential: prophets 
have been sent to tell mankind what is 
good and what is evil, what is just and what 
is unjust.29 So justice is defined as those ac-
tions which God has deemed good, and this 
echoes the thought from Imam Ghazali. The 
third principal is ethical—“justice mediates 
human-to-human relationships insisting 
on the principle of equity.”30 In conclusion, 
justice in the Qur’an is based on what God 
requires, and what God requires may in fact 
be a bit of a moving target.

In conclusion on the justice of God in the 
Qur’an, justice is not complete, at least not in 
the way it is described in the Bible, but the 

theology seems to be internally consistent. 
God is not “Holy” in the same sense that the 
Bible describes holiness, Man is not by na-
ture fallen, and God does not bring people to 
live in his presence with him, so than there is 
no need in the Qur’an to reconcile God’s for-
giveness of people’s sins and his justice. His 
justice concerning people is as He pleases, 
since he is not welcoming fallen creatures 
into his holy presence.

One might wonder if there is a need for 
salvation if God is not Holy in the Qur’an, 
and man is not sinful. However, this misses 
the largest theme in the Qur’an—God’s 
wrath. God will judge those who disobey and 
send them to hell.31 How does one avoid pun-
ishment? How does one obtain mercy from 
God? It is the righteous that will obtain par-
adise.32 But what if one has committed sins? 
How does one obtain God’s mercy? If sins are 
committed out of ignorance, the sinner will 
find mercy.33 The Qur’an says that God loves 
those who repent.34 There is also a need to 
remove sins with good deeds.35 According to 
the Hadith, forgiveness can also be obtained 
by saying prayers, saying “ameen,” complet-
ing ablutions, and gathering in circles with 
other believers.36

Are all sins equal? Is everyone eligible for 
forgiveness and mercy? The Qur’an seems 
to indicate that there are big sins and little 
sins—and big sins will not be forgiven.37 Cit-
ing Qur’anic passages, Syed Mu’azzzam Hus-
sain lists three types of people who will not 
be granted forgiveness: confirmed sinners, 
infidels, and polytheists.38 The line, then, is 
the line that seems to be those that contin-
ue sinning. Hussain also argues that lists of 
unforgiveable sins do not reflect the Qur’an, 
citing 39:53, “God forgives all sins.” Al-Mahalli 
does not have any particular comment on 
this passage,39 nor does Syed Qutb seem to 
disagree with this assessment.40 

Implications for Practice
Statements from Christians such as “God 
cannot tolerate sin in his presence,” or “the 
death and resurrection of Jesus satisfy the 
need for God to punish sin” might be met 
with indifference. So how does one address 
this issue with Muslim friends? Ravi Zach-
arias, in his DVD series on apologetics41 
identifies three ways in which we know 
that something is true. The first is through 
experience. Do people intuitively feel a lack 
of justice in the Qur’an? If so, people might 
chafe against the injustice in Islam as God is 
forgiving people without punishing them, 
and find resolution in a biblical conception 
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of justice, grace and forgiveness. However, 
since God does not forgive major sins, there 
is a sense in which people just might be able 
to be good enough in Islam. Unless someone 
is at a major crisis point on this particular is-
sue, experience alone, might not be enough 
for most people to turn to Christ.

Second, Zacharias suggests we might 
connect truth of Scripture with truth of what 
someone already believes. Certainly, Mus-
lims will not object to God being just and be-
ing holy, and those ideas provide a platform 
from which to build. However, the nature of 
man in the Qur’an and the Bible are decided-
ly different. Three concepts that will need to 
be more developed will be the ontological 
holiness of God, the sin nature of man, and 
God’s desire to relate and be with people.

The third avenue from Zacharias in shar-
ing truth is through evidence. In the context 
of this discussion, the evidence is revelation 
from God. Through study of the scripture, 
people will need to be shown first that man 
has been separated from God through origi-
nal sin (and certainly it does not take much 
evidence to show the sin nature of any man 
or woman). They will need to be shown that 
we are unable to attain God’s forgiveness, and 
that God is holy and sinless. It may be that 
it is only through scripture that a Muslim 
will be able to shed Qur’anic ideas of God’s 
nature, man’s nature, and God’s justice.

Conclusion
In the Qur’an, God is not bound by onto-
logical holiness. Nor is he a personal God 
that is looking to have his creation join him 
forever, and therefore there is no pressing 
need to resolve holiness and sinfulness. Man 
is not, by nature, sinful, though the issue is 
moot if there is no paradise that is “with 
God.” It all sounds very hopeless. But there 
is a great reason to hope in sharing scriptural 
evidence. Scripture is powerful, and should 
be preached, taught, and shared far and wide. 
That will be the only way to overcome such 
large barriers.  

Alex Peterson (pseudonym) has worked and 
lived in the Arabian Peninsula for over ten 
years, primarily in the field of education. He 
is married with three children.
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Historical Context
In the first century the gospel had been 
spreading throughout the multi-religious 
context of the ancient near east. There was 
obviously a Jewish background to the new 
Christian movement, and the Jews had cen-
turies of experience interacting with their 
polytheistic neighbors. As the gospel spread 
to non-Jewish peoples, Christianity was faced 
with new kinds of religious dilemmas in 
the religious backgrounds of the new, non- 
Jewish believers. The Church was working 
to establish its own unique identity in the 
face of so much religious diversity, and there 
was often opposition and hostility to the 
Church, even from the Roman government, 
which had an official religion that included 
mandatory worship of the emperor. New 
believers were coming from these other re-
ligious contexts and had to make decisions 
about how they would relate to their families 
and communities, and where they needed to 
draw boundaries, even at the cost of exclu-
sion and rejection.
 One of the first theological controversies in 
the churches had to do with whether Chris-
tians could eat meat that had been sacrificed 
to idols. The apostles address it in Acts 15 at 
the Jerusalem Council, where we get the 
sense that there is an additional tension be-
tween Jewish background and gentile back-
ground believers around this issue. As is still 
the case, many religious traditions included 
sacrificing an animal as part of a worship cer-
emony and then eating or sharing the meat. 
In fact, meat that was sold by a butcher or 
at a market might well have been sacrificed 
in this way before being sold. There were 
opposing views in the first century Church 
about whether this represented a problem 
for believers. And today, Christians living in 
the Muslim world must navigate the same di-
lemma. Every year many Muslims around the 
world sacrifice animals as part of a holiday 

that coincides with the pilgrimage that takes 
place in Mecca. The meat from those sheep, 
goats, cattle, or camels is often shared with 
neighbors or served at holiday meals. And 
Christians in the Muslim world are similarly 
divided about whether that meat is accept-
able to eat.

Paul’s Three Arguments
Throughout Paul’s letters we can discern a 
nuanced perspective on this complex issue, 
which for him was essentially a missionary 
problem. Understanding Paul’s argument 
has provided a framework for me to navigate 
not only this issue, but so many parallel con-
troversies in the church. I will be focusing 
here on Paul’s extended treatments of this 
issue in Romans 14, 1 Corinthians 8, and 1 Cor-
inthians 10. I have often found that Christian 
responses to these questions oversimplify 
the issues and misuse one or two phrases 
from Paul’s letters in defense of a clear “yes” 
or “no” answer to whether Christians can eat 
meat sacrificed to idols. I would recommend 
a thorough reading of at least those chapters 
to anyone who want to understand the issue 
for themselves. 

While Paul’s perspective is complex, it is 
also rational and comprehensible. I believe it 
can be summarized in three points. 

First
Meat sacrificed to idols is still just meat. It doesn’t 
have any spiritual power or moral value of its 
own. So, any food, including meat sacrificed to 
idols, can be eaten without fear of spiritual dan-
ger or expectation of mystical benefit. In Romans 
14:14 Paul writes, “I am convinced, being fully 
persuaded in the Lord Jesus, that nothing 
is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards 
something as unclean, then for that person 
it is unclean.” He continues in verse 20: “Do 
not destroy the work of God for the sake of 
food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a 

person to eat anything that causes someone 
else to stumble.”

Paul reveals an assumption that stuff 
as stuff, doesn’t carry spiritual power or 
moral value. It’s just stuff, even if it has been 
offered in sacrifice to false gods. Christians 
don’t have to wonder whether some stuff is 
spiritually untouchable. He unpacks more 
of this view in 1 Corinthians 8. In verse 4 he 
writes: “So then, about eating food sacrificed 
to idols: We know that “An idol is nothing at 
all in the world” and that “There is no God 
but one.” In 1 Corinthians 8:8, he continues: 
“But food does not bring us near to God; we 
are no worse if we do not eat, and no better 
if we do.” And in 1 Corinthians 10:25–27 Paul 
comes to the explicit conclusion that believ-
ers may confidently eat any meat sold in the 
marketplace or any food served to them in an 
unbeliever’s home: “Eat anything sold in the 
meat market without raising questions of 
conscience, for, “The earth is the Lord’s, and 
everything in it.” If an unbeliever invites you 
to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is 
put before you without raising questions of 
conscience.”

So, for Paul, the meat sacrificed to idols is 
just meat, and Christians who understand 
this truth can eat it, as they can eat anything 
else. However, Paul’s argument doesn’t stop 
here, because the issue is not that simple.

Second
It is the intention of the person eating the meat 
that confers spiritual power and moral value to it. 
Meat sacrificed to idols may be just meat, but 
particularly for those who have just emerged 
from another religious tradition, divorcing 
the meat from its previous religious asso-
ciations may be difficult, especially at the 
outset. If people had been accustomed to 
eating the meat for its spiritual benefit and 
as part of a ritual of worship to another God, 
simply switching to a “just meat” kind of 

As a Christian living in the Muslim world, the New Testament’s focus on meat sacrificed to 
idols is more than an academic question about an interesting piece of historical context. 
The issue that was so relevant to first century Christians has a close parallel with an equally 
pressing and controversial question in the context of the church here. Paul’s advice to the 
churches about navigating this issue is nuanced and profound and has become an important 
guide for us as we help our own congregations address these questions.

Taking Paul’s Advice on Meat Sacrificed to Idols
Ryan Keating
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understanding may be a long process. In the 
meantime, they should avoid the meat and 
the church should accommodate people in 
this situation.  

Paul addresses this principle in Romans 
14:2–3: “One person’s faith allows them to eat 
anything, but another, whose faith is weak, 
eats only vegetables. The one who eats every-
thing must not treat with contempt the one 
who does not, and the one who does not eat 
everything must not judge the one who does, 
for God has accepted them.”

For Paul, this is an issue that must be left 
to the individual’s conscience. He doesn’t 
remain neutral about it, since he teaches that 
those who cannot eat sacrificial meat with 
a clear conscience have weaker faith in this 
area. Still, he insists that the church allow 
believers to come to their own conclusions.

The issue seems to be that some believers 
will have a difficult time eating the meat 
without thinking about it as an element 
of worship to a false god. Some believers 
might even be tempted to pursue whatever 
spiritual benefit that those rituals claim to 
give. On the other hand, believers might 
also attribute negative spiritual power to 
the meat, and their consciences might be 
unsettled by that fear. In either case, Paul 
instructs those people to avoid eating the 
meat. In Romans14:14 he makes this point: “I 
am convinced, being fully persuaded in the 
Lord Jesus, that nothing is unclean in itself. 
But if anyone regards something as unclean, 
then for that person it is unclean.” 

It is the heart condition, the intention, 
of the person eating that determines the 
spiritual value of the meat. Similarly, it is 
the faith of the mature believers that can 
enable them to eat it, which is Paul’s point 
in Romans 14:23: “But whoever has doubts is 
condemned if they eat, because their eating 
is not from faith; and everything that does 
not come from faith is sin.” And he makes a 
similar point in 1 Corinthians 8:7 saying, 
“But not everyone possesses this knowledge. 
Some people are still so accustomed to idols 
that when they eat sacrificial food they think 
of it as having been sacrificed to a god, and 
since their conscience is weak, it is defiled.”

Paul takes this aspect of the issue seriously. 
If a person is eating the sacrifice meat while 
in doubt or while still under the burden of 
their old religious associations, that isn’t just 
neutral ignorance, it is an active participa-
tion in satanic idolatry. This is the context 
for Paul’s warning in 1 Corinthians 10:20–21, 
“No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered 

to demons, not to God, and I do not want you 
to be participants with demons. You cannot 
drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of 
demons too; you cannot have a part in both 
the Lord’s table and the table of demons.”

So, while the sacrificed meat is harmless 
for the person of mature faith who can eat 
it with a clear conscience, it is potentially 
harmful for those who don’t yet have that 
perspective. But there is one more important 
dimension to this issue which must also be 
considered. 

Third
Believers who do eat meat sacrificed to idols 
should also consider its impact on believers 
who do not eat it. While this is a question of 
faith and freedom, Paul makes it clear that 
we may not use our freedom to abuse our 
brothers and sisters or to cause them to act 
in a way that would be sinful for them. For 
this reason, if we are with a believer whose 
conscience is bothered by eating sacrifice 
meat, then for the sake of love we should 
submit to that person’s sensitivities in this 
area. This is Paul’s instruction in Romans 
14:13 and 15: “Therefore let us stop passing 
judgment on one another. Instead, make up 
your mind not to put any stumbling block or 
obstacle in the way of a brother or sister… If 
your brother or sister is distressed because 
of what you eat, you are no longer acting in 
love. Do not by your eating destroy someone 
for whom Christ died.” And he elaborates 
on this principle in the strongest possible 
language in 1 Corinthians 8:13: “Therefore, if 
what I eat causes my brother or sister to fall 
into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I 
will not cause them to fall.”

While a believer might have the maturity 
of faith and a clean conscience that comes 
from the knowledge that Paul describes, the 
Christian attribute of love trumps any free-
dom we would otherwise feel to eat meat sac-
rificed to idols. In 1 Corinthians 10:27–29 Paul 
describes a hypothetical scenario in which 
two believers are invited to eat at the home of 
an unbeliever. Paul insists that they are free 
to eat whatever is served to them. But, if one 
of the believers is uncomfortable with the 
fact that the meat has been sacrificed to an 
idol and points it out, then the other believer 
should also not eat it, despite the freedom he 
would otherwise have.

Making Application Today
The parallel here for Christians living among 
Muslims is striking. How should they apply 

Paul’s advice in deciding whether to eat sacri-
fice meat during Eid al-Adha? First, a believer 
should examine his own conscience. Are 
their consciences bothered by the prospect 
of eating the meat? Are they afraid of the 
potential negative spiritual impact? Is it still 
difficult for them to separate eating the meat 
from the meaning it had in their previous 
religious context? Are they hoping to gain 
some spiritual benefit from eating the meat? 
In any of these cases, they should avoid eat-
ing the sacrifice meat for the reasons Paul 
describes. And we should avoid eating the 
meat in the presence of believers who are 
uncomfortable eating it themselves. But, if 
our faith has matured in this area and we are 
able to eat the meat with a clean conscience, 
in the knowledge that it is just meat, then we 
should feel free to eat the meat.

This perspective also has implications for 
our disciple-making and pastoral ministries. 
We should allow enough time for new be-
lievers to grow into a mature perspective on 
their past religious contexts and practices. 
This will be a personal process in which we 
can advise believers to pay attention to the 
work of the Spirit in their hearts regarding 
these issues. And some believers may never 
come to a place of wanting to eat meat that 
has been sacrificed. Paul is clear that the 
church should not judge them for that. 
But we should also be helping believers to 
understand the nuances of the issue as Paul 
describes it, giving them opportunity to de-
velop in such a way that they do feel comfort-
able eating whatever is served to them from 
a place of faith.

As in Paul’s day, this is likely to continue 
to be a contentious issue among believers, 
in some cases leading to divisive arguing. 
In those situations, we should remind the 
church that there is room for gracious dis-
agreement on this issue and that we should 
not be looking for opportunity to impose 
our views on others. As Paul concludes in 
1 Corinthians 10:31, “So whether you eat or 
drink or whatever you do, do it all for the 
glory of God.” 

Ryan Keating is the Turkey and Central Asia 
field leader for an international ministry 
organization. He serves as a pastor in North 
Cyprus and the director of Exile Minis-
try Training.

17

TA K ING PAUL’S A DV ICE ON ME AT S ACRIFICED TO IDOL S



Preventing That Which We Fear: The Church’s 
Role in Countering Radicalization
Scott Gustafson

In the West, after mass migration hit a peak 
in late 2015, the volume of isolationist rheto-
ric, vitriolic fear, and blatant ethnocentrism 
increased markedly. The preferred scapegoat 
was the Middle Eastern Arab Muslim refugee, 
often depicted as a radical.

The lack of gospel-centric voices in the 
West amidst of these growing trends is 
disappointing. Nationalistic responses and 
fear-based reactions even among prominent 
evangelicals abound.1  What has escaped no-
tice is the story of the Middle Eastern indig-
enous church in situ that is quietly serving 
refugees. Middle Eastern churches pondered 
what to do in 2011 as Syrians began flooding 
into Lebanon, Iraq, and Jordan. Some left, 
fearing what may come, while many others 
stayed and decided to serve their perceived 
enemies. What resulted is a massive spiritual 
movement and also a prevention and some-
times a reversal of radicalization.

I propose that we have much to learn from 
the gospel-centric responses of the Middle 
Eastern church. The church, though theolog-
ical at its core, has a leading, practical, salt 
and light role to play in preventing radical-
ization and the spread of Islamic extremism 
as a direct positive consequence of the Great 
Commission. She can, in faithfully carrying 
out her core mission, quite possibly prevent 
her greatest fears. 

Understanding Islamic 
Radicalization
Islamic societies, at their pinnacle in the 
eight through thirteenth century Golden 
Age, are now characterized by poverty, war, 
human rights atrocities, sluggish economies, 
lack of innovation, and corrupt leadership.2   
Wahabism, The Taliban, Al Qaeda, and ISIS 
seem to be attempts to restore corporate 
honor. Radical Islam and Political Islam are 

a call to reformation, a return to the ways 
of the prophet. The Wahabist movement, 
which has become “almost mainline Sunni 
Islam,”3 takes its cues from a desire to emu-
late Mohammad and the Salaf, ‘devout forefa-
thers.’ Though there are certainly theological 
roots to the current issues, other factors are 
also at play.

Radicalization is the “process by which an 
individual or group comes to adopt increas-
ingly extreme political, social, or religious 
ideals … that reject or undermine the status 
quo or undermine contemporary ideas and 
expressions of freedom of choice.”4 Numer-
ous factors such as grievances, isolation, ha-
tred, and the dissolving of social structures 
contribute to an environment that nurtures 
radicalization. A common stereotype is that 
poverty is directly responsible for radical-
ization. According to research there is no 
statistical correlation, this is a myth.5 

While there are identifiable differences in 
the corollary factors and process of radical-
ization in situ in the Middle East vs. in Europe 
and the West, the Keen and Hamilton syn-
thesis of three drivers seem to be universal: 

1. A perceived grievance (injustice, oppres-
sion, socio-economics etc.) un-addressed 
in normal channels that results in 
hopelessness.

2. Exposure to an extremist narrative that 
offers a compelling rationale for what 
must be done about the grievance.

3. A social network with charismatic leader-
ship that creates a sense of belonging and 
offers membership.6 

On-the-ground experience in the 
Middle Eastern context may vary. In 

Lebanon a prominent church leader who 
disciples former radicals gives his under-
standing of factors leading to radicaliza-
tion among Sunni and Kurdish refugees:7  

1. Extreme poverty and family financial 
assistance from militant groups.

2. A social network of young men including 
drugs and alcohol. 

3. A connection to a Sheikh whose rhetoric 
entices hatred and invites Jihad. 

4. Theological promises of paradise and 
practical benefits such as finance and 
employment for family members.

5. Transition of influence from parents to a 
network of passionate peers.

Scholars teaching extreme Islamist doc-
trine are not relegated to online platforms. 
Recently, Ibrahim Issa, a leading Muslim 
journalist and TV personality in Egypt, re-
sponding to the bombing of St. Mark’s Cop-
tic Orthodox Cathedral in December, 2016 
was taken off the air by the Egyptian govern-
ment, for highlighting that the roots of these 
terrorist acts are not extremist individuals, 
but the very educational and religious sys-
tem that propagates hatred such as such as 
Al-Azhar in Cairo, viewed widely as the center 
of Islamic thinking.8

In Europe, the pathway is different. Many 
share a “frustration and resentment against 
society” and the majority come from second 
generation Muslims born in Europe, while 
the second highest category is converts.9  
Most are delinquent youth, with petty crim-
inal histories who seem to defy their parents 
to join a youth-culture movement. A study of 

The threat of Islamic radicalization is a poignant global fear. Al Qaeda and Islamic State 
(ISIS) are products of years of collective Muslim angst as many Muslims feel a sense of 
longing to restore corporate honor. Others doubt their religion. The Iraq and Syrian conflicts 
have spurred a great refugee crisis and the Middle East broils. Christians and Muslims 
alike fear for the future of the region. In the midst of chaos, the Church speaks a powerful 
alternative narrative and is growing exponentially.
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French radicals indicates that they are more 
attracted by a youth-culture brotherhood 
amalgam mix of Call of Duty, sensationalized 
vengeance, and a sense of belonging than 
the theology of Islam. In fact, Dr. Roy Oliver 
states strongly, “ultra-left or radical ecology 
is too bourgeois and intellectual for them 
… many jihadists don’t give a damn about 
theology.”10 

The caricature of a theologically motivat-
ed Muslim terrorist may be a false stereotype. 
Despite the significant research of Graeme 
Wood eliciting the theological aspiration of 
ISIS higher-ups,11 the common story in the 
West may indeed be more related to gang 
culture, and less to Islam. Or, in the least, 
there is a marked difference between the 
“common radical” and the upper echelons of 
extreme Islamic theologians.

In Western contexts, where socio-econom-
ics are much more amiable, isolation and a 
limited sense of belonging to the majority 
culture are very present. Numerous refugee 
families immigrating to the United States 
share that they are never invited into an 
“American” home. Social-structure upheaval 
can wield a significant force for positive and 
negative change in individuals and families. 
Isolation from social networks and loss of 
connections can open people to new ideas, 
in some cases Christianity and in others, 

Islamist influences.12

Sometimes this openness to change 
expresses itself in increased religiosity. A 
formerly non-practicing Muslim may find 
solace and belonging at a local mosque 
and become more devout. In other cases, 
immigrants may leave the religious iden-
tity of their homeland and become more 
agnostic13 or open to a new ways of thinking 
after encountering a sense of belonging in 
community. Some become influenced to 
change their thinking on theological and 
spiritual issues. In an increasing number of 
cases, Muslim refugees are open to learning 
about Jesus.

While the violent teachings of some 
Islamic leaders should not be downplayed, 
the phenomena of a full progression of 
radicalization through to violent action is 
somewhat rare. We must not assume every 
Muslim is a threat. As Muslims grapple with 
their world in chaos due to war, and under 
threats of death are told by etremists they 
are not ‘real Muslims’, they face a fork in the 
road. It is disheartening that Americans, with 
hundreds of years of built up angst, have re-
sponded more in-kind instead of congruent 
with their Judeo-Christian roots.

Radicalization in America
Though negative sentiment towards 

Muslims seems to have reached a peak, the 
phenomenon is not new. The American 
church has struggled with an oxymoronic 
approach to Muslims since its earliest days.14  
American Christians have viewed Islam as 
a global threat while concurrently desiring 
to see Muslims come to faith since the pre- 
revolutionary period. Piracy and kidnapping 
in North Africa by the Barbary pirates was a 
fear as the nation was born. Islam became a 
focal villain archetype for eschatological pre-
dictions in pre-revolutionary America. These 
perceptions were burned in the American 
psyche during the formative revolutionary 
years of nation-birth as notable authors and 
preachers “perceived Muslims as both a 
military threat to their fledgling mercantile 
democracy and one of Christianity’s great 
eschatological enemies.”15 It was rare to 
hear missiological voices such as Samuel 
Zwemer who called people on mission to 
love Muslims.

Israel’s prominence in American Evangel-
ical thinking after 1948 further deepened the 
perception of Muslims as enemies. Dispensa-
tionalism popularized an anti-Arab stance on 
most every issue. Movies, novels, and upticks 
in global terrorism, especially the September 
11, 2001 attacks, cemented the antagonism. 
Rhetoric advocating xenophobic postures 
has always existed, but became decidedly 

Mehran, Iran
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mainstream in the 2015 election cycle.
Due to the politicization of refugee immi-

gration, many uninformed Americans seem 
to believe that domestic terrorism incidents 
have been perpetrated by refugees. However, 
in recent events such as the shootings in 
San Bernadino (2015) and the Orlando night 
club attack (2016), the perpetrators were 
American-born citizens, radicalized in the 
United States.

Secular approaches to radicalization have 
been dominated by kinetic military and po-
licing efforts and a few uneasy government 
programs. But these often have paradoxical 
effects. Military interventions in the Middle 
East only serve to gain sympathy among the 
populace for extremist causes. And many 
government programs have been shown to 
have little measurable impact.16 There is so 
little conclusive knowledge about radical-
ization in the West that fifteen years after 
the terrorist attacks on United States soil, the 
country’s leaders seem to be grasping to un-
derstand what caused 9/11 in the first place.17

There have been very few successful mod-
els of counter/de-radicalization. Daniel Koe-
hler, a recognized leader in the nascent field 
states: “The deradicalization field globally is 
more or less completely free of any working 
standards … no training, no handbooks, no 
anything.”18 Some promising efforts focus 
on “wining hearts and minds” through com-
munity development, addressing grievances 
and felt-needs.19 These few secular examples 
perhaps illustrate why the Church in the 
Middle East has been successful.

What Can the Church do?
In my experience in the Middle East, the vast 
majority of stories of those exiting the path-
way of radicalization are found not in prison 
systems, government programs, or counsel-
ing offices, but in the context of an authentic 
Christian faith community. Could it be that 
the most powerful influences for societal 
change are not mission models but the com-
mands of Jesus to love neighbor and enemy? 
Jesus’ greatest commandments may well be 
the most powerful counter to radicalization.
Qureshi, the late Christian-convert apologist, 
stated emphatically, “I ask your pardon, but 
I really do feel that the Christian teaching 
of loving one’s enemies even in the face of 
death, might perhaps be the most powerful 
answer to jihad at our disposal today.”20 
Could it be the Church, in living out a bib-
lical ecclesiology could play an influential, 
leading role in creating communities of 
belonging, providing a source of proactive 

help in resolving grievances, and caring for 
real needs?

I find the types of questions many West-
erners ask regarding Islam and Muslims 
come from a place of fear, evidenced by 
theological curiosity about the inner- 
workings of Sunni doctrine or Mohammad’s 
life. These questions belie a desire to confirm 
the enemy status of Muslims and legitimize 
fear. What is sadly absent in many spheres 
is a desire to understand the grievances and 
social situations of the Muslim cohort, and 
figure out how to apply the teaching of Jesus. 

The biblical model of hospitality (philox-
enia) is sorely lacking and the Church seems 
blind to its contributions to the problem. 
Unfortunately, in most cases, the Church 
and evangelical leaders have looked to gov-
ernment as the primary actor in dealing with 
the threat of radicalization. They have also 
been some of the loudest voices unnecessar-
ily denigrating Islam and promoting a fear 
of Muslims and refugee immigrants rather 
than calling the Church to love neighbor 
and love enemy. In so doing, the Church has 
compounded factors leading to radicaliza-
tion, and deepened the polarization between 
Muslim and Christian communities. Accad 
says: “This fear of ISIS infiltration is rubbish. 
The church is called to be hospitable, regard-
less of consequences … when churches are 
the church to refugees, they are actually pre-
venting the greatest fear we have of refugees: 
radicalization.”21 

The famous question from a first century 
Jewish scholar, “who is my neighbor?” is 
echoed today. The most learned Christian 
leaders struggle to apply these basic princi-
ples when they should be leaning into one of 
the most poignant opportunities in decades 
to demonstrate the love of Jesus to Muslims 
and prevent radicalization. There is a better 
way. The solution is a return to the teach-
ings of Jesus.

Learning from the Middle 
Eastern Church
Lebanon now has the highest percentage 
of refugees in the world—more than one 
million or one in four persons are from Syria 
or Iraq, fleeing ISIS and civil war.22 In Beirut, 
a church of seventy people started serving 
Syrian refugees at the very beginning of the 
conflict. Church leaders entertained various 
options for ministry, and there were loud 
voices of resistance due to long standing 
historical conflicts between the Lebanese 
and Syrians. Ultimately, the church engaged 
and began food and medical assistance, 

education programs, and visitation minis-
tries. The church, now nine years later, has 
planted three new churches among Iraqi 
and Syrian refugee populations and has an 
average weekly attendance of one thousand 
five hundred. They serve thousands of fam-
ilies and influence an audience of millions 
via satellite and digital media. Many other 
churches have similar stories and are burst-
ing at the seams.

One man, Yaser moved his family to the 
Bekka valley for safety, and went back to Syria 
to fight with ISIS. Through the love of Christ, 
visits, and food provided by a local church, 
Yaser’s family followed Jesus and he later 
chose to renounce jihad. He now serves with 
the ministry that cared for his family, even 
delivering food to ethnic Christians in the 
Bekka, whom he formerly considered kafir 
(infidels). In the South of Lebanon, Saleh, 
an Iraqi Shia, chose to follow Jesus and now 
serves with a large Christian non-profit in 
education, relief, and even leads Bible studies 
in refugee camps.

The Lebanese Society for Educational and 
Social Development serves refugees in educa-
tion, relief and children’s advocacy through 
a network of fifty partner churches in Leba-
non, Syria and Iraq. All have grown and most 
now are majority Muslim background con-
gregations. These stories of transformation 
are not unique to the small coastal country. 
In Egypt, Jordan, Iraq and Syria churches are 
also seeing growth from Muslim converts, 
many of them former Islamists.

We are seeing today one of the greatest 
movements among Muslims since Java.23  
According to churches and Christian organi-
zations in the Middle East and North Africa 
there have been over 309,000 new believers 
in just the last few years.24 Other Arab leaders 
estimate there are “millions” of new believ-
ers via social media, satellite, and online 
churches.25 The advent of ISIS, the resulting 
refugee crisis, and a ready social structure 
in the Church expressing the love of Christ 
in host societies have converged under the 
sovereignty of God to great effect.

Not all who have been cared for by church-
es choose to follow Jesus, but the ‘salt’ of love 
and good deeds does its preserving work 
resulting in moderation in many Muslim 
communities as they observe compassionate 
acts. The reception of aid and help creates a 
dissonance from what many Muslims have 
been taught that can change prospective 
extremists. This ‘salt and light’ affect should 
not be downplayed as a mere side effect, 
for historically, in communities across the 
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world, the Church has influenced massive 
societal changes when she has been faithful 
to the teachings of Jesus.

As a direct positive consequence of loving 
neighbor, loving enemy and obedience to the 
Great Commission, not only has a movement 
emerged, but many extremists and those at 
risk of radicalization have become positively 
contributing citizens in their communities. 
Certainly conversion is not strictly necessary 
for counter/de-radicalization but we ought 
not overlook the net positive social benefits 
of the church’s contribution in this milieu. 

Christians have a leading role to play in 
preventing radicalization. May the Church 
carry out her mission and be known by a 
similarity to Jesus rather than polemics. 
May she engage refugees and other religious 
groups with compassion, a willingness to 
advocate, and true hospitality. In so doing 
the Church may very well prevent the very 
thing it fears. 

Scott Gustafson is a PhD student at the 
International Baptist Theological Study 
Center and Vrijie Universteit in Amsterdam 
researching conversion and de-radicaliza-
tion. He has lived and worked in the Middle 
East for nearly twenty years. He serves as 
the Executive Director for Middle East Bible 
Outreach and is also the managing partner 
of Purpose Global Strategies, an Internation-
al Business and non-profit consulting firm. 
He teaches as an adjunct faculty member of 
Cornerstone University.
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Women Who Dared: Glimpses of the History 
of Ministry Among Muslim Women
Miriam Adeney

Out of this humble beginning—the invalid 
Mary and the servant Sally—women’s mis-
sion concern spread like a fire across New En-
gland and eventually across North America.  

By 1910, North American women had 
founded, were administering, and were 
supporting over forty mission agencies 
undergirding 2,500 foreign missionary wom-
en, 6,000 indigenous Bible women, 3,263 
schools for girls, 80 hospitals, 11 colleges and 
innumerable orphanages and dispensaries. 
These ministries were largely among Mus-
lim, Hindu, and Chinese women who lived 
in interior Asia, the Middle East, and Africa 
(Robert 2019).

From England, the parallel zenana mis-
sion movement sent missionaries into the 
harems or zenanas or purdah enclosures 
where elite Muslim or Hindu women lived. 
Although these missionary women had no 
jet planes, no antibiotics, and sometimes no 
diplomatic protection, they traveled inland, 
passed behind the walls, taught women to 
read—sometimes in three languages, like 
Urdu, Bengali, and English—healed their 
diseases, and gave them the gospel. This ar-
ticle relates a few priorities and illustrative 
stories from this movement. In the future we 
look forward to Arab, Iranian, and Pakistani 
women missionaries’ stories as well.

Feeding a Vision
The supporters of women missionaries from 
1800 to 1940 had no videos of themselves on 
the field, no short term trips, no cell phones, 
and no Internet. But they had passion and 
perseverance, which not only blessed wom-
en worldwide but also the church’s next 
generation. Children grew up in mission 
meetings, absorbing God’s love for the whole 
world as naturally as mother’s milk.

Sarah Doremus spearheaded support for 

women on the field. In 1812, when Sarah was 
twelve years old, her mother took her to a 
“cent society” meeting where they gathered 
“to pray for the conversion of the world” 
(MacLeod 1999:2). As Sarah grew up, she be-
came active in prison work, hospital visiting, 
caring for the young and the elderly, the City 
Mission, and the Tract Society. She married 
and had nine children. She also founded the 
pioneer American women’s overseas mission 
organization, the Woman’s Union Mission 
Society.  

It was a male missionary from China who 
in 1833 first voiced the need for distinct focus 
on women. Without this, many of the world’s 
women could not be reached, and they 
were in great need, he said. Men on mission 
boards immediately opposed this emphasis. 
Funds would be diverted, they argued, and it 
would be inappropriate to send single wom-
en without the protection of husbands. “I 
oppose sending single women,” said Bishop 
Wilson of Calcutta. “It is almost an absolute 
certainty they would get married within a 
month of their arrival” (MacLeod 1999:8). 
Rufus Anderson, the highly influential secre-
tary of the American Board of Commission-
ers for Foreign Missions, wrote a letter asking 
women to defer organizing. Because of this 
negative pressure, women’s missions were 
retarded by thirty years.

But in 1860 the possibility of women- 
focused mission arose again. As before, 
objections were voiced. At that point Sarah 
Doremus stood up and said, “it would be a 
sad thing if Christian women for the second 
time should be prevented by prejudice or 
narrow views to attempt a work for our Lord 
and Master” (MacLeod 1999:8). Women’s 
missions were launched.

 

Treasuring Souls and Bodies
Lilias Trotter was a well-educated English-
woman and a gifted painter who gave up very 
promising prospects in order to pour out her 
life in Algeria. In the 1880s she felt God call 
her to the people of this North African re-
gion; people who had never heard the good 
news of the gospel. She applied to the North 
African Mission but was turned down for 
health reasons. So she raised funds and trav-
eled out on her own to work alongside the 
mission. Over the next forty years, she would 
set up thirteen mission stations stretching 
from the coast to the inland mountains.

Besides witnessing to women and men 
and nurturing new believers, Lilias wrote, 
illustrated, and distributed Christian pub-
lications. She traveled deep into the desert, 
where she found spiritually hungry people. 
She cried with those who suffered and even 
with those who gave up the faith and aposta-
tized. Men as well as women were blessed by 
her ministry. Even in the Sahara Desert they 
begged her for books. “I don’t know anything 
like the joy of reading with these men and 
seeing them begin to understand,” she said 
(St.John 1990:52). 

Lilias loved Algeria, its people, its cultures 
and its natural setting. As an artist, she deco-
rated her manuscripts with sketches of the 
faces and flowers of the desert. She filled 
her journals with sunsets, rock formations, 
oases, questions and testimonies of men and 
women, and promises of God. She reveled 
in trips to simple villages—“living in a real 
native house… (where) they come in and 
out promiscuously—now a couple of women 
in their thick woolen plaits, now a troop of 
girlies in all colors of the rainbow, now a set 
of boys sitting as still as can be” and then 
the evening walk “where you can see the 
irregular line of palms against the dead blue 

In 1800 in Boston, an invalid named Mary Webb challenged her friends to save one penny 
a week for missions. In time “cent societies” spread all over New England, and eventually 
throughout North America. Few women held paying jobs, but they saved their chicken-and-
egg money, their bake sale money, and their second-hand clothes money so as to give one 
penny a week. A servant girl named Sally Thomas gave the first bequest—her life savings of 
$345.38 (Robert 1996:137).
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of the eastern sky, the ‘old gold’ of walls and 
sand still clutching the western sky and the 
dark brown silhouette of a camel here and 
there. Oh, how I love it!”  (Huffman Rockness 
2007:np). And with Abraham she cried out, 
“Oh, that Ishmael might live before You!” 
That prayer has been heard. Today in the 
mountains of the land where Lilias prayed 
and painted and published, there are strong 
churches among the Berber people. 

Ida Scudder built the Vellore Medical 
Hospital and Training School, one of the 
outstanding health centers of South Asia. 
This hospital serves Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, 
Christians, Parsees—anyone who needs care. 
Originally Ida had no interest in this kind 
of project. Although members of her family 
had served as missionary doctors in India for 
two generations, Ida did not intend to be the 
third. She loved life in America where she 
was studying in the 1890s.

However, during her university years, 
there was a period when her mother was sick. 
So Ida traveled to India to spend the summer 
with her mother. One evening a man came 
to the door. “Excuse me,” he said, “my wife 
is having a baby and something has gone 
wrong. Is there a doctor who could come to 
her?” Ida’s father picked up his medical bag, 
but the husband objected. “No, not a male 
doctor. Isn’t there a woman doctor?” 

There was none, so the young husband 
went away. Although it sounds like a fairy 
tale, this happened twice more. As the eve-
ning progressed, two more husbands arrived, 
the first a Hindu and the second a Muslim. 
Their wives were in labor, and difficulties had 
developed. They too wanted a woman doctor, 
and both of them left unsatisfied. Bells tolled 
that night, indicating that someone had 
died. The next morning Ida learned that all 
three women had perished in childbirth. She 
went back to the United States, graduated 
from university, enrolled in medical school, 
raised funds, and returned with enough fi-
nances to start her renowned medical center 
which has focused on serving and training 
women (Tucker 1983, 368-9). 

Ida is one of the thousands of true pio-
neer missionary women who reached out 
to sick, blind, and leprous people, moved 
by the compassion of Jesus. Missiologist 
Phil Parshall observes, “In 1873 when there 
were only two qualified women doctors in 
England, (missionary women) extended the 
work to include medical as well as literacy 
work in the zenanas and changed the name to 
Zenana Bible and Medical Mission” (Parshall 
2000:501). 

Dr. Clara Swain traveled from America to 
India in 1870. After fifteen years treating sev-
en thousand patients a year, she was invited 
by the Muslim Rajah of Khetri to become the 
palace physician for women. She accepted, 
while prioritizing Christian witness: “We 
brought a quantity of religious books, parts 
of the Bible and our hymn books, all in 
the Hindustani language, and as we have 
opportunity we distribute them. I suppose 
there are more than thirty persons singing 
our hymns … and the singing women in 
the palace sing them to her highness every 
morning” (Gracey 1898:214–15).

In Poona, when the wife of the Maharaja 
was healed in 1880, she told a missionary, “I 
have written a letter, and put it inside this 
necklace, and I want you to wear it until you 
can give the letter to Queen Victoria. I am 
asking for medical help for the women of In-
dia.” The letter was given to the queen. Four 
years later Queen Victoria commissioned 
the viceroy’s wife to do something for Indian 
women’s medical needs, and the Dufferin 
hospitals for women were founded (Pollock 
1958:42-3).  

Mildred Cable had been a missionary 
in China for twenty-one years when she 
heard about the “great cities” beyond the 
wall, where Jesus’ name was not known. She 
and two fellow teachers felt called to go to 
those people. Others criticized them. “To 
a good many people it seemed just plain 
foolishness. Why leave this important and 
successful school work to go off on some 
harebrained scheme of roaming over vast 
deserts looking for a few isolated tent dwell-
ers and remote villages, when there were 
literally tens of thousands of people near at 
hand, all needing to hear the Gospel?” (Cable 
and French 1934:122). However, the call per-
sisted. So they resigned from their teaching 
jobs and, during the eight months of the year 
when the weather allowed travel through 
the desert, they took the gospel to Chinese 
Muslims. Mildred kept careful records. Here 
is one excerpt:

At last they came to the Great Wall and, 
passing through the massive gates, they 
stopped the cart, standing together to 
thank God for his guidance and protec-
tion through all their wanderings over 
the mighty desert. They had lived and 
preached in twelve towns and many 
hamlets…They had left Christian books in 
temples and given away more tracts than 
they could keep count of. They had en-
tered 2,700 homes to tend the sick and tell 

of a Savior. They had held 656 meetings, 
and sold 40,000 portions of Scripture 
(Thompson 1957:70). 

In this record Mildred noted social chaos: 
“The highways over which they had traveled 
were no longer safe, and the storms that had 
been gathering over the Great Northwest 
were breaking fast. But in the lull before the 
storm they had sown seed which sooner or 
later would surely bear a harvest” (Ibid.). Be-
cause Mildred Cable crossed the Gobi Desert 
five times in the 1930s and wrote unique and 
fascinating books about it, she is read today 
not only by missiologists but also by femi-
nists and adventure travelers.

Sarah Belle Sherwood blessed the people 
of Iran for thirty-six years, from 1883 to 1919. 
On one trip she traveled for seventeen days 
on horseback, passing through twelve villag-
es and two cities. She talked with women in 
their goat pens and their homes. Sometimes 
she could offer a prayer, sometimes read 
from the Persian Bible, or sometimes even 
conduct a Bible study.  

One rainy season local women asked the 
missionary women to accompany them up 
the mountain to pray against landslides. 
“After the local women prayed, they wanted 
us to pray, and all gathered around us. There 
on that mountain side, the rain falling 
slowly and gently, Miss J. stood and boldly 
preached ‘Christ and Him crucified’ to the 
waiting company of 150. Then we sang, and 
she prayed. It was an impressive hour” (Poage 
1880:100).

Judith Campbell Grant also went to Iran, 
but she started from Mt. Holyoke College. 
Many missionaries were well-educated. 
Judith handled six languages: she spoke 
English, French, and Turkish, read ancient 
Syriac (which she learned through a Latin 
dictionary and grammar), wrote in modern 
Syriac, and read her Bible in Greek. Judith 
was married, had three children, and started 
a school for girls.

The local leaders had not believed that 
their girls could learn. But they were so im-
pressed that, when Judith died young, they 
hoped that another teacher might come. 
During evening Prayers at Mt. Holyoke 
College, the college president Mary Lyon 
asked, “Do any of you feel called to replace 
Judith?”  Within one hour, forty women had 
volunteered, including both teachers and 
students. 

Fidelia Fiske was sent and began a long 
ministry. All together 178 graduates from 
Mt. Holyoke Women’s College went out as 
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missionaries between 1837 and 1888 (Robert 
1996:17, 109).

Discipling and Reflecting
Women not only evangelized, healed, and 
educated. They also valued theological edu-
cation and systematic theoretical reflection. 

Maud Cary started from scratch in Mo-
rocco and spent half a century there. When 
a Bible school opened, two of the three stu-
dents in the first class were from her minis-
try, because she saw the value of theological 
training. Leaving Kansas for Morocco in 1901, 
Maud learned the languages and traveled 
the land, often talking with women at rivers 
or springs. They would listen with interest 
until a man appeared, then melt away. When 
Maud took her first furlough after twenty- 
three years to return home to help her par-
ents through their final illnesses, she had 
little to show for her work. However, when 
she returned to Morocco, women began to 
come for Bible teaching, as well as men. 

World War II broke out. All the missionar-
ies left except for four single women. They de-
termined to maintain three widely separated 
mission stations. As a result, after the war it 
was found that the ministry had not slowed 
down at all. At age seventy-one, Maud moved 
to a new city to open work, accompanied by 
one young woman who was still in language 
school. When the Bible School began in 1951, 
it started with just three students. Two were 
from Maud’s new station. By 1960, thirty 
thousand Moroccans were enrolled in Bible 
correspondence courses, and there were 
many Bible study gatherings. In 1967 the gov-
ernment expelled all foreign missionaries, 
but not the seed that Maud had sown over 
fifty pioneer years (Stenbock 1970).

Constance Padwick was a missiologist 
fluent in biblical Greek and Arabic who wrote 
and published over forty years, beginning in 
Egypt in 1916 and later working in Palestine, 
Sudan, and Turkey. Starting with the Nile Mis-
sion Press, she eventually became part of the 
Church Mission Society. Constance “inspired 
and became the energetic mainspring of the 
Central Literature Committee for Muslims,” 
which was headquartered in Egypt (Tucker 
1988:187). Here she coordinated diverse pub-
lications and tried to improve their quality. 
As a keen student of the culture, Constance 
worked for positive, contextualized pre-
sentations of the gospel. She struggled to 
improve “literature that was often filled with 
the spirit of disputation rather than of wor-
ship and love, and apt to hammer rather than 
to woo and win” (Hewitt 1971:316).

Not only did Constance write in Arabic 

for Arabs, but also in English about Arabs 
and other Muslims. Along with numerous 
books, she published articles, the last when 
she was eighty-one years old. Some Chris-
tians questioned the value of putting a great 
deal of energy into Muslim ministry, given 
their minimal response. “Can it really be 
right, when in mass movement areas souls 
are pressing into the Kingdom, for whom 
we cannot find shepherds, can it be right in 
those circumstances to send men and wom-
en to an Islam that consistently rejects their 
message?” (Hallencreutz 1966:272).

Constance had responded with words 
which resonate today in the face of many 
Christians’ antipathy to Muslims in the wake 
of the attacks on the World Trade Center tow-
ers on September 11, 2001. She wrote,  

The Church through long centuries…
showed not only the negative of ne-
glect but the positive of hostility and 
retaliation. Therefore are we bounden 
as members of that Church of Christ … 
to go not in superiority but in penitent 
love to the Muslim, to make what loving 
reparation is allowed us to the heart of 
our forgiving Lord and to the unforgiving 
Muslim world. And this duty lies upon us, 
inescapable, whatever are the opportuni-
ties of joyful service elsewhere (Padwick 
1938: 351).

Women who Dared
“In recent decades it has become clear that 
the role of women in mission, especially 
during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, has been greatly undervalued,” 
observes historian Scott Sunquist. “In fact 
the majority of missionary work was done by 
women during this time period” (2013:109). 
Admittedly, these missionaries were not per-
fect. Some saw Western culture as superior, 
especially when struggling with social abus-
es. Others like Lilias Trotter delighted in local 
cultures, recognizing both sin and beauty in 
every way of life. In any case, women’s work 
together—feeding, tending the sick, training 
children, making homes, passing through 
life’s transitions, mourning loved ones who 
died—leveled and bonded missionaries and 
local women.

Today the priorities of those early mis-
sionaries continue: care for souls and bodies, 
discipling, reflecting missiologically, and 
providing support for field workers. But as 
women’s missions have been absorbed into 
general missions programs, grassroots own-
ership has eroded. Missions have become the 
concern of specialized church committees. 

Children are no longer raised in their moth-
ers’ mission meetings. We may lament this, 
but we cannot go back. In a new era, we must 
step into the opportunities of our time, 
recognizing that each era has its own orga-
nizing patterns.

Nevertheless, we will never forget the fine 
foundation laid by women, and the great 
cloud of witnesses like Mary Webb, Sally 
Thomas, Sarah Doremus, Lilias Trotter, Ida 
Scudder, Clara Swain, Mildred Cable, Sarah 
Belle Sherwood, Judith Campbell Grant, 
Maud Cary, Constance Padwick and innu-
merable others whose names are known to 
God:  women who dared to follow God’s call 
and love their Muslim sisters.  
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Syracuse U; PhD, Washington State U) is an 
anthropologist/missiologist, a professor at 
Seattle Pacific University, and an author. 
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Emergence of Militant Islam
One French writer observed that the emer-
gence of Islam as a visible phenomenon was 
brutally perceived by public opinion with 
l’affaire du foulard islamique [Islamic head-
scarf affair] in 1989.1 At the beginning of the 
school year, two students of Moroccan origin 
arrived at a public school in the city of Creil 
with headscarves. After refusing to remove 
the headscarves, the students were expelled 
from the school. The principal justified his 
decision on the basis that religious manifes-
tations of belief were prohibited in public 
schools. It was at this moment that the advo-
cates of church/state separation divided. At 
issue was whether the introduction in public 
schools of religious symbols belonging to 
the private sphere might be equated with a 
“recolonialization of the public sphere.”2  

Some argued that wearing the head-
scarf was benign. Others argued against it 
from a strict interpretation of separation 
which confined religion to the private 
sphere. The headscarf was seen in a larger 
context of struggle as only the beginning 
of religious claims which would lead to 
more demands especially from Muslims.3 

Pena-Ruiz expresses his opinion that the 
headscarf issue was not simply a question 
of individual expression but was connected 
with imposed submission on women.4 Jean 
Baubérot affirms that until this incident the 
headscarf was worn unchallenged in France 
by students and teachers, visible but without 
social importance, and that it was not seen as 
a Muslim headscarf (foulard islamique).5  Oth-
ers disagreed and considered the veil [voile] 
as an Islamic device for the subordination 
of women.6 

Revival of Church and 
State Separation Debate
The emergence of Islam clearly provided 
the catalyst for the revival of interest in the 
meaning and implications of the separation 
of Church and State in France. This has led to 
an uneasy coexistence of Islam with French 
society for the last several decades. The rela-
tion between the principle of separation of 
Church and State and the presence of Mus-
lims in France became the principal political 
debate of 2003.7 The widespread conflict was 
expressed in language indicating a clash of 
civilizations.8 A study in 2013 entitled “France 

2013: les nouvelles fractures” revealed the grow-
ing pessimism of French people. Concerning 
immigration and Islam, seventy percent 
believed there were too many foreigners in 
France and seventy four percent found Islam 
intolerant and incompatible with French 
society.9 In March 2017, research showed 
similar findings. Sixty percent found Islam 
incompatible with the values of French 
society and sixty-one percent believed that 
immigrants did not make enough effort to 
integrate French society and adopt the na-
tion’s values.10

Islam and Islamism
The different religious histories of Europe 
and Muslim nations demands the recog-
nition and examination of the distinction 
between Islamic religion and Islamism.11  
Islamism has been described as a political 
ideology founded on the dream of Islamic 
unification.12 There are multiple consider-
ations to explain the present conflictual 
context. One perspective is to exclusively 
blame the West and its politics for the revival 
of Islamic aspirations, specifically support 
for the nation of Israel. Another viewpoint 
considers Islamism as the product of West-
ern influence and interference in the Muslim 
world.13 In this light, the resurgence of the 
headscarf is interpreted as an expression of 
moral resistance.14 If moderate Muslims are 
unable to counter political Islam, the time 
may come where little distinguishes Islam 
and Islamism.15

Government Attempts at 
Muslim Integration

Between 1989 and 2004 there was a great 
deal of debate as to whether wearing the 
headscarf in public schools was contrary 
to Republican values. During this period of 
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matters. In that same tumultuous year, Ayatollah Khomeini issued his fatwa against the 
novelist Salmon Rushdie, accused of blasphemy in his treatment of the Prophet Mohammed 
in the book Satanic Verses. It was a time of international tension and fears related to the rise 
of militant Islam. 



fifteen years the mood in France changed 
with an increasingly visible and vocal Islam-
ic presence. The Conseil d’État ruling in 1989 
permitting Islamic headscarves favored the 
liberty of expression. A 2004 law reversed 
that decision in the name of equality. Under 
the banner of equality, restrictions were 
adopted by the law of March 15, 2004, which 
banned religious symbols in public schools 
which ostensibly manifested religious af-
filiation and provided an interpretation of 
article one of the French Constitution on the 
secular character of the Republic.16 In effect, 
it was determined that this article prevented 
anyone from taking advantage of religious 
beliefs to escape common rules governing 
relations between public establishments 
and individuals.17

Another emerging area of concern and 
tension regarding Islam is the rise of anti- 
Semitism in France. This was highlighted in 
March 2018 by thousands of French march-
ing in the streets of Paris following the 
brutal murder of an elderly Jewish woman.18 
Among those who marched were Muslim 
imams who confessed that Islamic anti-Sem-
itism was the greatest threat that weighed on 
Islam’s status in the twenty-first century. In 
turn, the imams were placed under police 
protection in fear of retaliation by extrem-
ists. A month later over 250 politicians, 
intellectuals, and artists signed a manifesto 
calling on Islam to denounce as obsolete 
those texts in the Qur’an calling for violence 
against Christians and Jews. Among the 
signatories were former president Nicholas 
Sarkozy, three former prime ministers, and a 
former mayor of Paris.19

Islamic Compatibility with 
Western Democracy
Among the questions raised concerning 
Islam and its place in French society, perhaps 
none is more important than the question of 
Islam’s compatibility with Western democ-
racy. The critical and unanswered question 
remains: “How can Islam and Muslims be 
integrated into Western culture while still 
maintaining the latter’s principles of equali-
ty and individual freedoms?”20 Cesari empha-
sizes that “certain underlying assumptions 
of Shari’a, such as the inequality of men 
and women, the unequal status of different 
religions, and the status of the apostate in 
Islamic tradition, must all be reexamined in 
light of the Western conception of human 
rights.”21 Others compare the issues of kippa 
and Saturday absences for Jewish students, 
which have been resolved amicably, with the 

radical demands of a combative Islam which 
become obstacles to education. There must 
be a response to the question of the com-
patibility between extreme forms of Islamic 
allegiance and non-negotiable demands of 
the French school system.22

A Christian Perspective 
of Muslim Immigration
Matthew Kaemingk writes from the context 
of the policy of failed multiculturalism in 
the Netherlands. There are numerous simi-
larities between the Netherlands and the sit-
uation in France which make the proposals 
and practical application relevant to French 
Christians facing a growing Islamic presence. 
He critiques two major responses to Islam 
which he describes as “the antagonism of 
right-wing nationalism or the romanticism 
of left-wing multiculturalism.”23

In both the Netherlands and France reli-
gion was banished to the private sphere and 
marginalized. Islam and other religions were 
deprived of a voice in public space. As an 
immigrant religion, Islam’s marginalization 
led to isolation and communities of Muslims 
disconnected from public life which contrib-
uted to extremism and terrorism “through a 
sense of fragmentation and displacement.”24 
Kaemingk asserts that “the growing num-
bers, visibility, and strength of Islam in 
what was thought to be secular Europe has 
been deeply unsettling for Europeans who 
believed the old secularization thesis.”25 In 
referring to the French headscarf affair, he 
explains that in the name of public secular-
ity, “schoolgirls in France, for example, have 
been banned from wearing the hijab in gov-
ernment-run schools.”26

Kaemingk contrasts Christian pluralism 
with four other responses—assimilation, 
moderation, retreat, and retribution. He af-
firms that early “Christian pluralists refused 
to alter their religious convictions or prac-
tices to fit in with the liberal hegemony” and 
that “early Christian pluralists argued for the 
formation of a state and society in which all 
worldviews could publically flourish and 
advocate for their own unique visions for the 
common good.”27 He believes that the goal 
of a Christian response to Muslim immigra-
tion is not integration or assimilation. In 
this vision of Christian pluralism, Muslims 
practice their faith in the public sphere of life 
alongside other religions.

In the end, he calls Christians to action 
in seeing Muslims as created in the image 
of God and serving them for the sake of 
Christ without abandoning their theological 

convictions. In fact, Kaemingk boldly advo-
cates that “Christian disciples must make 
hospitality, not justice, the primary frame 
through which they understand their public 
and political obligations toward Islam.”28 
Lest anyone misunderstand his call for 
hospitality as utopian, he affirms that “the 
hospitality of the cross is neither soft nor 
permissive. It does not appease, it is not 
naïve about worldly violence, nor is it inca-
pable of defending itself … Terrorism must 
be punished and justice must be executed if 
hospitality endures.”29

French Christians and 
Evangelization of Muslims

An important question looms large for 
French Christians as they engage in mission 
in their own nation. What is their attitude 
toward the presence and growth of Islam, 
the second largest religion after Catholicism, 
and how do they view the evangelization 
of Muslims? Muslim evangelism remains 
difficult due to the fact that Islam becomes 
their identity in a country of immigration 
and as a result there are often more Muslim 
fundamentalists in France than in Muslim 
countries.30 An interview with Virginie 
Larousse, chief editor of Monde des Religions 
highlighted that Islam and evangelical 
churches are the most attractive religions in 
France in numbers of conversions. Although 
precise statistics are unavailable, these two 
religions appear to draw the same number of 
new followers, each with an estimated four 
thousand conversions each year. At the same 
time the Catholic Church is experiencing the 
most loss.31

Part of the difficulty in the evangelization 
of Muslims is found in a 2018 report by the 
Pew Research Center, which analyzes the 
opinions of practicing Christians, non- 
practicing Christians, and those without 
religious affiliation. The study revealed that 
practicing Christians are more critical of 
Muslims and immigration than the other 
two groups. Practicing Christians were also 
more likely to declare that, “Muslims want 
to impose their religious law on everyone” 
and to consider Islam as “fundamentally 
incompatible with the culture and values 
of the country.”32 One evangelical French 
pastor expressed his pessimistic perspective 
and concerns on the presence of Islam and 
the ambivalence among Christians. He had 
planted a multiethnic church in Saint-Denis, 
a suburb of Paris which has a large Muslim 
population, but where little Muslim evange-
lization took place. He wrote,
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People we could not reach a few years ago 
are at our doorstep. If we don’t reach them 
for Christ, Islam will dominate France. As 
a French person, I would feel they are a 
threat. As a Christian, I see them as an op-
portunity. They are probably easier to talk 
to about the Lord than the French. One 
difference between the Gospel and Islam 
is that we are pressed for time because we 
want the salvation of individuals. Islam 
has time because they are working at con-
trolling geographical areas. Procreation is 
the major way Islam spreads. It needs to 
place people in a country. Then it is just a 
matter of time.33 

Richard Kronk has extensively researched 
Muslim conversion in France. He provides 
examples of the challenges faced by Mus-
lim converts to Christianity.34 His research 
primarily deals with Christians of Maghrebi 
background (CMB).35 He analyzes possible 
causes for the failure of CMBs to integrate 
into French evangelical Protestant churches 
and provides examples of the common 
experience of unsuccessful integration into 
these churches. Kronk discovered numerous 
obstacles to integration including the “dif-
fering political, social, cultural and religious 
roots of the two communities.”36 He con-
siders Muslim conversions to Christianity 
“equally on-going and unquantifiable,” and 
recognizes that “there exists no central regis-
tration for keeping track of new adherents to 
the Christian faith.”37

Other obstacles for new Muslim converts 
include French evangelical customs of drink-
ing wine, greeting the opposite sex with a 
kiss (bise), and eating pork. These practices 
are often insurmountable for someone “who 
has lived his whole life understanding that 
abstinence from alcohol and refraining from 
touching a non-family member of the op-
posite sex was illustrative of a wise and holy 
person.”38 He asserts that “relationships with 
advocates are the single most important 
factor in enabling the person of Maghrebi 
background to negotiate the tradition tran-
sition from Islam (whether as a nominal or 
practicing adherent) to Christianity.”39 A 
final issue of interest for church planters “is 
the on-going debate over whether to estab-
lish churches of CMB or integrate believers 
into existing French Churches. This question 
continues to polarize both missionaries 
and CMB alike.”40 Kronk maintains that “all 
of the French mission organizations seek 
integration of the CMB into the existing 
French Churches as a primary goal, whereas, 

the non-French mission organizations are 
generally those seeking to establish CMB 
Churches.”41

Conclusion
There are no easy or readily apparent solu-
tions to the present Islamic crisis in France. 
The French government has attempted 
multiple failed efforts to control, appease, 
and integrate Islam into the fabric of French 
society. It remains to be seen if these efforts 
will be successful. Kronk concludes that “the 
current climate of religious pluralism and 
global instability seems to be contributing to 
a general receptivity on the part of Muslims 
to the gospel in France” and contends that 
“the future of sustained ministry to Muslims 
in France is in the hands of the growing num-
ber of Christians of Maghrebi background.”42

As Christians, we maintain the conviction 
that the gospel enters this world of religious 
crisis in the person of Jesus Christ. The 
sacrificial death of Christ provides the only 
basis for forgiveness and reconciliation for a 
humanity separated from God and separat-
ed from one another. The gospel is still the 
good news that all people everywhere need 
to hear. 
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Discipling Iranian Children in North America
Angela De Lange

Baggage from Islam is one of the challenges 
in discipling Iranian children. Fear of repli-
cating stern religious instruction with lists 
of do’s and don’ts that drive children away 
from faith is a real concern among some 
Iranian Christians. As most parents are new 
believers themselves and often have not had 
experience in a non-Iranian church setting, 
they have not witnessed loving discipleship 
of children that aims to draw young hearts to 
a Savior who welcomed them.

Issues of Discipling 
Iranian Children
For Iranian Christians who do recognize the 
need for children’s discipleship, creating 
and sustaining children’s programs in Ira-
nian churches, where a significant number 
of Iranian believers in the diaspora may be 
found, has challenges of other natures, the 
first being leadership. Though the Iranian 
church is the fastest growing church in the 
world at present,1 capable, qualified leaders 
are scarce.2 Some churches have nothing 
organized for children during the worship 
service, leaving children to entertain them-
selves, or they have light supervision from 
their parents. In other cases, the organized 
children’s ministry is little more than a day-
care for the younger ones, in which adults 
supervise children playing with available 
toys or perhaps offer coloring pages or 
Play Dough.

Older children typically are left to their 
own devices, literally, their electronic devic-
es, or running around the building. Volun-
teers most likely have not had experience 
or training in children’s ministry and have 
not been briefed on child abuse policies. 
Their supervision may be compromised by 
parents who come and chat with them rath-
er than participate in the worship service. 
These issues result from two problems: lack 
of understanding of children’s discipleship 

and lack of competent teachers. One pastor, 
when asked who could volunteer for the 
church’s Sunday school, discounted almost 
every church member because she believed 
they should be listening to the sermon since 
they were so new in Christ. 

An additional issue for discipling Iranian 
children in North America is that of lan-
guage. Iranian children, though they may 
emigrate only speaking Farsi, quickly learn 
the language of their new country of resi-
dence. Because they attend English-speaking 
schools, they become more proficient in 
their new language, and they respond better 
to the classroom management style of their 
new country. For the children born in North 
America to Iranian parents, this is obviously 
the case as well. The rare Iranian adult who is 
willing to be involved in children’s ministry 
in an Iranian church most likely does not 
have the same language preference as the 
children nor the behavioral management 
strategies to which the children have grown 
accustomed. The result, too often, is chaos. 

The Importance of the 
Christian Home
However, discipling children does not pri-
marily belong in the sphere of the church 
but the home, which presents the greatest 
challenge in discipling Iranian children. 
With new believers, there is no model of 
godly Christian parenting to offer guidance. 
Faith formation through spiritual disci-
plines such as family prayer, Bible reading, 
and consistent Christian fellowship are not 
part of the collective memory, let alone how 
to apply Christian principles to sensitive 
topics such as dress and sexual behavior. The 
truth that a living and active Christian faith 
is not passively passed down from genera-
tion to generation through ritual, church 
attendance, or societal influence but that 
individual discipleship best fosters a child’s 

relationship with the Lord is difficult for any 
Christian parent. It is perhaps even more 
difficult for one coming from a country such 
as Iran where religion is synonymous with 
government, school, and culture. 

If Iranian parents are aware of the need for 
discipleship in the home, there are other ob-
stacles to face. Parents are most likely busy; 
often both parents work outside the home 
and possibly attend language classes as well if 
they are recent immigrants. They may also be 
in school to make their previous education 
compatible with local standards. As most Ira-
nians in the diaspora live in expensive urban 
areas, their economic situation is probably 
stressful, as may be their immigration status, 
as may be their concern for relatives back 
home. Immigration may have broken their 
family, or perhaps they immigrated because 
of a broken family. Culture shock and depres-
sion can be debilitating. 

The children of these parents frequently 
feel alone in navigating two cultures. Wheth-
er or not the children immigrated with their 
parents or were born after their parents ar-
rived, the children inevitably understand the 
North American culture better than their el-
ders and language and cultural barriers arise 
between them. Spiritual barriers emerge as 
well. In school children learn that only what 
is observed, tested, and proven is real. They 
learn from society that attractive physical 
appearance, material wealth, and pleasure 
are the goals of life. The vibrant spirituality 
of their parents’ new-found faith in Christ 
can be perceived as embarrassing, over- 
zealous, or as simply another superstition 
like others in the less progressive country 
they left behind.  

One Iranian teen, who felt some pressure 
from her very emotive parents to be baptized, 
told them before her baptism at a church in 
the Vancouver area, “I believe, but I’m not 
as into this as you.” While the spirituality of 

“I was forced to learn Islam as a child and now I hate that religion. I don’t want the same 
thing to happen to my son with Christianity, so I’m not going to make him go to Sunday 
school.” Instead, this father allowed his son to roam unsupervised around the church build-
ing during their Iranian worship service in a suburb of Vancouver, and the actions of this boy 
and a couple others tested the goodwill of the Canadian host church to the point that they 
almost evicted the Iranian church on several occasions.

28 E VA NGELIC A L MIS SIONS QUA RTERLY |  VOL . 56 NO. 3

Article



Muslim background believers contains an 
assumption of the existence of a supreme 
being and his involvement in the world, the 
spirituality of their children growing up in 
North America does not. The questions and 
presuppositions of Iranian children in North 
America are Western, not Eastern, questions, 
and these differences in worldview create 
tension between parents and children who 
do not understand each other. They also pres-
ent challenges for any Iranian adult immi-
grant seeking to work with Iranian children 
in North America. 

Despite the various challenges in disci-
pling Iranian children in North America, the 
call for God’s people through time and across 
cultures remains the same: teach the next 
generation. Immediately after giving His 
people their confession of belief for the first 
time God commanded them to speak about 
their faith with their children (Deuteronomy 
6). This exhortation does not change in the 
New Covenant but is reiterated in Ephesians 
6. God wants children taught because He 
loves them, and they are part of His plan of 

redemption. He used children such as Miri-
am, Samuel, and David “to do and to reveal 
significant things.”3 Jesus healed children 
and laid His hands on them. 

Children are “signs of His blessing … 
worthy of protection … fellow-agents of 
God’s mission … examples of the simple 
dependence that God’s kingdom requires of 
adults” and “in need of teaching.”4 Proverbs 
instructs to “train up a child in the way he 
should go; even when he is old he will not 
depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6), and this 
is confirmed in studies from the George 
Barna Research Group that indicate “by age 
13, one’s spiritual identity is largely set in 
place.”5 According to this research, there is 
a 32% chance of children ages 5–12 coming to 
faith in Christ, while there is a 6% chance for 
individuals over age 19.6

Phases of Learning
Since the call of God to disciple children is 
clear, despite the difficulties, it must happen. 
However, equipping Iranian parents and 
churches in North America to do so will not 

happen with a single lesson, training, or con-
ference, and it will best be aided by collabo-
rative effort between Iranian churches and 
North American churches that have resourc-
es, experience, and mastery of the language 
with which many Iranian children are more 
familiar. Even then, as with all discipleship, it 
will develop in phases. In the world of classi-
cal education, three phases of learning have 
been identified and termed the grammar, 
dialectic, and rhetoric stages. 

In the first stage of understanding any 
subject a student must master the grammar 
or the vocabulary of new material. This 
occurs primarily through observation and 
memorization. Once this foundation has 
been laid, the student is able to then formu-
late questions about the subject and make 
connections between ideas new and old. In 
the final phase, the student is able to synthe-
size the vocabulary and analysis to create a 
replica or something new. 

Jesus exemplified this process with His 
disciples. After He called them to Him-
self, they spent time following Him and 
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observing what He did. They then began to 
practice what Jesus did and ask questions: 
“Why couldn’t we drive it [an unclean spirit] 
out?” (Mark 9:28) “Do you want us to call 
down fire down from heaven to destroy 
them?” (Luke 9:54). Eventually, after Jesus as-
cended the disciples carried out His work on 
their own, teaching, working miracles, and 
equipping others to live as they did. 

The House of Omeed
In Vancouver, we are in the first stage of 
learning, trying to raise awareness among 
Iranian parents and churches of the need for 
and nature of children’s discipleship. A plat-
form that has helped, if not been essential 
for initial progress, has been the House of 
Omeed. The House of Omeed is a Christian, 
non-profit organization started in 2016 by an 
Iranian Muslim background believer. Sus-
tained by the financial and prayer support of 
U.S. and Canadian churches and individuals, 
the House of Omeed offers free services such 
as English classes, tax clinics, and paperwork 
assistance for Iranians, which create op-
portunities to share the Gospel with them. 
The House of Omeed’s other purpose is to 
strengthen Iranian churches in the local area 
and promote Kingdom work among them. 
It organizes conferences and outreaches for 
local Iranian churches, and it provides them 
with materials for discipleship as well. In its 
four years of existence the House of Omeed 
has gained the trust of several Iranian 
churches as well as the Iranian population 
at large and serves as neutral ground where 
Christians loyal to their own pastors or 
churches and suspicious of others can meet 
and fellowship together. 

In 2018 we began offering childcare at 
House of Omeed events, the first being a 
concert given by a popular Iranian Christian 
singer. The childcare was staffed by non- 
Iranian volunteers, and included organized 
games, singing, and other activities. Some 
parents were surprised that there was a place 
for children at the concert, and a couple 
parents preferred to stay with their children, 
observing what we were doing. We repeated 
this format at another House of Omeed event 
in the spring of 2019. 

Then, in the summer of 2019 the House 
of Omeed offered a week-long children’s 
summer camp for Iranian children between 
the ages of 4 and 12. The goals of this camp 
were not only to promote spiritual growth 
among the children but also to raise aware-
ness about children’s discipleship among 
Iranian parents and churches and provide 

a practicum for volunteers from Iranian 
churches to observe, participate, and acquire 
ideas. For this, we had fourteen Iranian vol-
unteers (two of whom were the children’s 
ministry coordinators at two different Irani-
an churches) as well as seven non-Iranian vol-
unteers. Only two of the Iranian volunteers 
had any experience with a Christian camp or 
Vacation Bible School, while the non-Iranian 
volunteers all did.  

We held a volunteer meeting the month 
before the camp to examine the Scriptural 
basis for children’s discipleship as well as 
to explain the logistics of the camp. Iranian 
volunteers were paired with non-Iranian 
volunteers for several of the camp stations, 
which included Bible story, crafts, sports, 
and snacks. Non-Iranian volunteers led 
teams of children between the stations and 
conducted worship, Bible memory work, 
and science experiments during the morn-
ing and afternoon assemblies. Pastors of the 
participating Iranian churches were invited 
to take turns giving a devotional during the 
morning assemblies in order for the children 
to see church leadership caring for them and 
to raise awareness of children’s ministry 
among the pastors.  

During the camp each day there was a 
place where parents could have refresh-
ments. Two Iranian volunteers were available 
to talk with them, and each day several par-
ents stayed, some because of transportation 
issues but others out of curiosity about the 
event. A couple asked, “Why are you doing 
this?” since they had never seen an event 
created specifically for children. At the end 
of the camp some parents commented 
that they had not realized they should be 
teaching their children. One asked where 
she could get a children’s Bible. Several of 
the Iranian volunteers asked to be notified 
of future events because they wanted to 
assist again. The children, too, were affected 
positively. One boy who attended the camp 
insisted that his family start praying before 
meals. Another could not stop saying, “Jesus 
is my friend!” which was the theme of one of 
the days of the camp.

When the House of Omeed offered a 
one-day Christmas program for children the 
following December, many of the same Ira-
nian volunteers and children returned. We 
had the same format as the summer camp, 
but in addition a Canadian church created 
and performed a drama for the morning 
and afternoon assemblies, and one of the 
Iranian worship leaders came to lead a time 
of singing in Farsi for the children. (During 

the summer camp we had only used English 
children’s worship songs from YouTube.) The 
aims of the Christmas program were much 
the same as the summer program with the 
additional goal of teaching the sacred mean-
ing of Christmas.

Both the summer camp and Christmas 
programs fulfilled the aims for which we 
created them and helped pave the way for 
future events and education for Iranian chil-
dren, parents, and churches. In January 2020 
the House of Omeed hosted a three-day con-
ference with well-known Iranian speakers, 
and at this event it was encouraging to see 
the progress made in a year and half in chil-
dren’s ministry. The faces of children and vol-
unteers were mostly familiar; parents were 
comfortable dropping off their children and 
leaving; the concept of childcare was under-
stood; the volunteers were mostly Iranian, 
and childcare was shared between the House 
of Omeed and two Iranian churches. In ad-
dition, at least twice during the conference 
Iranian pastors publicly thanked the chil-
dren’s ministry volunteers, and the audience 
clapped in appreciation. These are small 
steps but good and necessary. It would now 
be beneficial to have follow-up discussions 
and training with the Iranian volunteers on 
how to take what they have experienced with 
the House of Omeed children’s ministry and 
apply it in their own context. There has also 
been discussion of organizing a parenting 
conference for the Iranian churches in 2020.

Children’s Resources
Children’s programs and childcare at events 
are only part of  promoting children’s 
discipleship among Iranian families and 
churches, and in areas where churches are 
not cooperative, they might not be possible. 
Parenting education in any form, whether 
sermons, small groups studies, workshops, 
or conferences, are needed, either in indi-
vidual congregations or regional gatherings. 
A key component of these sessions should 
be raising awareness of existing children’s 
resources available in English and Farsi.7 
If a relationship exists between a North 
American congregation and an Iranian 
congregation, there could be great mutual 
benefit from arranging meeting times of 
both groups in order for children’s min-
istry such as Sunday school to be shared. 
This would benefit Iranian volunteers with 
opportunities to learn from others with ex-
perience and would benefit North American 
volunteers with fresh insight and spiritual 
enthusiasm. Iranian children would benefit 
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from the structure and linguistic diversity. 
This partnership could extend to other youth 
programs as well. 

Another means for North American 
churches to partner with Iranian churches 
is in the area of education. As the quality of 
scholarship and morality in public schools 
declines, Iranian parents are frequently 
disappointed and seek alternatives. Often, 
however, they are not aware of Christian 
school or homeschool options, or they can-
not afford private tuition or the loss of an 
income required for one parent to stay home 
and teach. Christian schools, homeschool co-
ops, or church sponsors could intentionally 
introduce themselves to Iranian Christian 
communities and raise awareness about 
scholarship opportunities or find creative 
ways of making Christian education accessi-
ble to those who cannot afford it. 

Interfacing with North 
American Christian Families
Although harder to provide but with per-
haps the greatest potential for fostering 
discipleship in Iranian Christian families is 
relationships with North American Christian 
families. Witnessing how a Christian family 

lives and operates is an opportunity few Ira-
nian Christians have had. Furthermore, Ira-
nian parents in North America often do not 
have family nearby to help with childcare in 
case of a health crisis or work obligation. Re-
lationships with North American Christian 
families may provide Iranian children with 
invaluable sources of godly input and lead-
ing as well as trusted friends who parents can 
turn to for help in a time of need.

Conclusion
One Iranian father recently commented that, 
“Iranians don’t care about their children.” 
He made this comment after attending a 
birthday party for a young Iranian boy that 
started at 7:00pm and ended close to mid-
night. He observed that the children were 
tired and tearful as it was late and no activ-
ities had been planned for them; there was 
only the typical entertainment of food and 
dancing for the adults. He contrasted this 
with what he has seen during his three years 
of attending a Canadian church and attend-
ing numerous gatherings with families who 
plan events with the children in mind. He 
desires his family follow the example of the 
latter. May God work among His people so 

that the children of the Iranian church will 
be an example to the opposite, that Iranian 
Christians do care about their children be-
cause the Savior that has called them out of 
darkness cares about their children. 

Angela De Lange and her husband are 
church planting catalysts with East-West 
Ministries International and partners with 
Resonate Global Mission. They work among 
Iranians in Vancouver, British Columbia and 
Seattle, Washington.
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Bible Study in a Mosque
Ken Forest

We praise God for people like Moe and 
for Fringe Muslims, but we can also see that 
the gospel stopped with both of them. Moe 
lost his social circles with Muslims. Fringe 
Muslims never had any influence with other 
Muslims to begin with.

The Problem with Muslims 
Coming to Christ
How can Christians be proactive about shar-
ing the gospel and discipling Muslims in a 
way that they will maintain influence within 
their social circles? If we want the ends of the 
Muslim world to be reached with the gospel, 
we need to prioritize methods that keep 
Muslims in their circles of influence during 
our evangelistic and discipleship efforts. 

Starting from the Top
One theory we are testing is to start with the 
biggest influencers in order to see the gospel 
flow through the Muslim community. The 
way Muslims think about other faiths and 
worldviews is primarily influenced by the 
way the leaders at their mosque speak about 
them. If an imam says, “Christians don’t have 
to repent of their sins,” the majority of those 
listening will believe that. Most Muslims in 
the United States don’t have relationships 
with Christians in order to ask if what the 
imam says is true. On the other hand, if an 
imam says, “My Christian friend takes sin 
very seriously,” it will impact the listeners in 
a positive way. If an imam is open-minded, 
the community will follow. Islamic leaders 
have substantial influence, especially in 
groups that highly honor their leaders. If a 

leader is highly esteemed, his statements are 
taken as true. This can prove to be a barrier to 
reaching Muslims or it can be leveraged for 
the sake of the gospel flowing through the 
Muslim community.

In my experience in the United States, 
most of the Islamic leaders I have met do 
not have relationships with Christians. This 
results in Islamic leaders forming opinions 
of Christians based on Christian-Muslim 
debates, Christian televangelists, or just be-
lieving what they have been taught by fellow 
Muslims. I have also found that if I am not 
intentional about seeking out relationships 
with Islamic leaders, it won’t happen. The 
only way I have built relationships with Mus-
lim leaders is by going to the mosque.

I’m in no way saying that non-influential 
people don’t deserve our love or to hear 
about Jesus. What I’m saying is that there are 
large sectors of Muslim communities that 
surround themselves with other Muslims. 
Coupled with the nature of Islamic influ-
ence, they’re unlikely to hear the gospel. And 
this is the group of Muslims who teach either 
true or false information about Christianity 
and have a great impact on whether Muslims 
are open-minded or not. I will share my ex-
perience of beginning a relationship with 
leaders at a particular mosque in my city. 

So how do we effect the top influencers in 
the Muslim world?

Forging Relationships with 
Islamic Influencers 
First, I joined one of the only multi-faith 
dialogues in the area. What I found is likely 

the norm in most multi-faith groups. It con-
sists of a group of loving Christians but not 
evangelistic in nature. The Muslims in the 
group were devout Muslims who dominated 
the conversations and had more knowledge 
about both faiths than the Christians. They 
had been meeting for years without getting 
into the fundamental differences of the 
faiths. It’s almost impossible to shift that 
culture to be evangelistic in nature. 

I decided to start from scratch. From 
the start, I wanted to model an attitude of 
exploration and respectful learning. I called 
a mosque with which I had no previous 
connection and told them that I could find 
plenty of Islamic resources written by Chris-
tians, but I wanted to read about Islam from 
their favorite writers. I also told them that I 
worked with churches in the area to help 
them better understand the refugees and 
immigrants that come to our city. This was 
specifically stated so they knew my inten-
tions and that I wasn’t seeking to become a 
Muslim. I think they appreciated my honesty 
and gave me a bunch of polemic brochures, 
some children’s books, and books written by 
Ahmed Deedat.

Next, I specifically asked for books that 
they had actually read. From there, I did 
some reading and followed up with some 
questions about my findings from the books 
they recommended. I desired to take a hum-
ble stance of learning and not trying to teach 
them. The Imam and the president of the 
Islamic association were both generous with 
their time. They saw my desire to learn and 
be challenged.

The purpose of this article is to encourage followers of Jesus to be intentional about building 
relationships with the heavy hitters in Islam and to provide some framework to minister to 
Muslim leaders in your city. To set the scene, here are two scenarios: 

First scenario: Moe meets a Christian and begins going to church with him. The Christian is 
intentional about inviting Moe to all his Christian activities. Over the next few years, Moe 
spends less and less time with his other Muslim friends and more time with Christians. By 
the time Moe makes a decision to follow Christ, typically years down the road, Moe has little 
to no influence with Muslims.

Second scenario: A Christian meets a Muslim who identifies himself as a Muslim but doesn’t 
prefer Muslim friends and never goes to the mosque. I call these people “Fringe Muslims.” 
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Over the next year, after a few office visits 
and giving tours of the mosque with about a 
half a dozen churches in order to learn more 
about Islam from a Muslim’s perspective, I 
began hearing statements that highlighted 
the leaders’ misunderstanding of Christian 
beliefs. Their misunderstandings typically 
came up during the Q and A time. I told my 
Christian friends to ask any questions, even 
seemingly offensive questions. I gave the 
Muslim leaders a heads up regarding the “of-
fensive questions.” The gracious responses to 
the offensive questions are what impressed 
me about this group of leaders. I had visited 
other mosques with groups of Christians 
and the level or respect varied significantly. 
Some statements made by the Muslim 
leaders were, “Muslims take responsibility 
of their sins. In contrast, Christians believe 
in original sin.” Other statements include, 
“Jews believe in the Torah. Christians follow 
the Bible. Muslims follow the Qur’an.” 

Initiating a Bible Study with 
Muslim Leaders at the Mosque
I am convinced that many of us are just a 

decent question away from starting some-
thing significant. Many of us are highly re-
lational and have built strong relationships 
with Muslims. My question for you is, “What 
kind of question would it take to initiate a 
Bible study with someone or with a group 
you’re in connection with?” Bible study is the 
bread and butter of discipleship.

For about four to six weeks, this thought of 
doing a Bible study at the mosque kept com-
ing to mind. Everything in me was telling 
me that it was a bad idea. But nonetheless, I 
prayed about it for weeks and it persisted. I 
reached out to the president of the Islamic 
Association and asked her (yes, a woman) 
if she and a group of others would consider 
meeting on a weekly basis to study the Bible 
with a group of Christians. I communicated 
that they had shared some ideas about 
Christianity that were not consistent with 
our Scriptures and that I would like to show 
and explain what we actually believed. I also 
expressed a desire to learn more about them 
and what fuels their faith. She took a few 
weeks to get back to me but agreed to gather 
a group of about ten to fifteen Muslims for 

a monthly meeting. They agreed to do Bible 
study with us, and, in turn, we would learn 
the Qur’anic perspective on the topic we’re 
talking about.

Plan for the Bible Study with 
Muslim Leaders 
My original plan was to do a Discovery Bible 
Study, keeping it scripture-based, easy to 
follow, and reproducing. Scripture speaks for 
itself and it demonstrates the accessibility 
of our Scriptures. I explained that our desire 
was to go back to the source with all of our 
convictions and beliefs and the president 
agreed. When we first began, Muslims were 
shocked at how they could open a book of 
the Bible, read a couple chapters, and have 
a narrative to draw conclusions. They as-
sumed the Bible was similar to the Qur’an in 
that fashion.

Modeling diversity in the body of Christ is 
important. I wanted to have as many ethnici-
ties represented in order to counter the idea 
that Christianity is an American belief sys-
tem. Our team consisted of ten people, ages 
from twenty-two to sixty-five, and ethnicities 
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included Latino, African American, Egyptian, 
and American. Occupations included pas-
tors, a science professor, a college student, 
financial analyst, full-time missionaries, and 
medical professionals. I specifically asked 
people who weren’t familiar with Islam. The 
content for them was fresh and shocking. 
They weren’t calloused like me hearing the 
same arguments circulated. This also al-
lowed them to not communicate truth in a 
comparative way. 

One downside to choosing a team that 
didn’t have much exposure to Muslims was 
their (lack of) patience. They seemed to get 
impatient when the same issues kept aris-
ing from our discussions not knowing that 
rejection and rehashed problems with Chris-
tianity are norms for those who persevere in 
working with Muslims. Our Egyptian friend 
also had a difficult time participating be-
cause of his familiarity with Islam in Egypt. 
He was able to discern lies that the group 
shared about Islam in other countries and 
also viewed as unfair and rather annoying 
the arguments about Arabic being a supreme 
language that can’t be translated. His emo-
tional responses hindered his ability to effec-
tively engage with the Muslims in the group.

My criteria for team members were that 
they were students of the Word, good lis-
teners, culturally sensitive, had relational 
capacity to have relationships outside of 
our monthly meeting, and willing to form a 
prayer network of at least ten people. 

In the beginning, we agreed to goals and 
principles of the group and also signed a con-
fidentiality agreement in order to protect 
the identities of the Muslims in the group. 

The Muslim team make-up was mostly 
leaders in the mosque from the Middle East 
and North Africa. The younger Muslims in 
the group (in their twenties and thirties) 
dropped out after a few months because 
they felt that the Muslim leaders couldn’t be 
honest enough about their own beliefs. They 
also included a couple converts from Chris-
tianity to Islam. Out of anyone in the group, 
they had the most skewed information about 
Christianity.

Measuring Success 
In terms of our goals, we have goals such as 
sharing truth, being the presence of Jesus, 

and modeling a life committed to God, etc. 
Here are some questions that we continually 
ask ourselves: 

• Are we building relationships with 
members outside of our monthly 
meeting? Fruit is unlikely going to be 
seen inside the meetings. We should be 
using our meetings as springboard for 
further conversations.

• Would they know how to pray, worship, 
read the Bible, continue pursuing God, if 
the group dissolved tomorrow? 

• Can we repeat to the Muslims what they 
are teaching and are they pleased with 
our summaries? Vice versa? Would the 
Muslim members of our group be able 
to accurately describe what the gospel is 
according to the Bible?   

• Are we understanding the beliefs of these 
specific Muslim people (not the orthodox 
or traditional understanding of Islam) 
and are able to speak surgically into their 
specific situations and needs? 

The following are not, in and of them-
selves, measures of success, but important: 
relationships, content transfer, converts, 
culture change, building our own churches, 
and praise reports. 

Struggles with the Bible 
Study and Dialogue
We have found that, in some sense, we need 
to teach our Muslim friends how to dialogue. 
Conversation can turn quickly into a “This 
is our view. That’s your view. Cool. Move 
on.” That is not dialogue. Dialogue requires 
interaction with beliefs; asking questions, 
probing, clarifying beliefs, and finding how 
beliefs shape someone’s behavior. 

When you find a mosque that is willing 
to start an ongoing conversation with a 
group of Christians, they may have pluralis-
tic thinking such as, “We worship the same 
God” or ‘We’re both taking paths to the same 
divine being.” We’ve learned that we need to 
clarify from the start that the space we create 
in this meeting is a space for exploring dif-
ferences that negate the possibility of taking 
paths to the same God. 

For instance, to borrow Abdu Murray’s 
statements in his book, Saving Truth, he says, 

“We confuse engaging in argumentation 
with quarreling. We confuse disagreeing 
with someone’s beliefs with disrespecting 
the person. In fact, we’ve confused the differ-
ence between people and ideas altogether. 
Where we once used to be able to challenge 
a person’s beliefs without necessarily den-
igrating that person, we now think that 
challenging certain beliefs is the same thing 
as denigrating the person who holds them.”1 

The Fruit of the Last Two Years
God has grown our love for these Muslim 
leaders. We’ve talked about so much regard-
ing our beliefs and what our faith means to 
us. We’ve shared testimonies, meals, and 
our longings for each other. We’ve learned 
about their personal lives and have been able 
to pray with them through difficult issues. 
We are always invited to their events at the 
mosque. We have built significant trust. We 
have not seen any of the leaders come to 
faith, but the web of connections we now 
have in the Muslim community because of 
these Islamic leaders, is impressive. A vice 
principal at an Islamic school in our area has 
read through the New Testament multiple 
times and believes now in the authority of 
the Christian Scriptures; just not our inter-
pretation of them. 

Almost every leader in that mosque has 
multiple phone numbers of Christians that 
they trust. Although we do not know of any 
leaders who have chosen to follow Jesus, 
we do know that these last two years have 
significantly influenced the most influential 
Muslims in our city. We believe this method 
of working with Muslim leaders, along with 
broadly sharing the gospel and discipling, 
will lead to a movement of Muslims coming 
to Christ in this area. 

Ken Forest (pseudonym) lives in Toledo 
with his wife, two young children, and two 
housemates from Saudi Arabia. He has a pas-
sion to reach Muslims but more importantly, 
encourage the local church to make disciples 
that will reach Muslims. 

Notes
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in a Post-Truth World (Grand Rapids: Zonder van, 2018), 190.
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Diaspora Mission and North American Muslims
Sam George

Committing to Pray for Muslims
A few months ago, I was in the city of Dubai in 
the United Arab Emirates and had the oppor-
tunity to go to the top of the tallest building 
in the world. Before coming into ministry, I 
studied engineering and worked for a design 
engineering firm that specialized in sky-
scrapers. I have visited many tall structures 
and was excited about its technical features 
built by a Chicago firm. As I reached the top 
of the world, however, a powerful spirit of 
prayer came over me to intercede for the na-
tions of the Middle East. In the last few years, 
from the vantage point of the highest floor of 
the tallest building in the world, I gazed as far 
as I could and used the Operation World app 
on my phone to pray for the nations in that 
part of the world.

I had visited many nations in Europe, 
the Middle East, Africa, and Asia to study 
the current refugee crisis. Many refugees 
acknowledged seeing dreams, experiencing 
healing, and supernatural events.1 When I en-
quired scholars and practitioners about why 
this happening now, their unanimous reply 
was prayer. More concerted efforts are being 
taken to intercede for Muslims, particularly 
during special seasons of the Islamic calen-
dar. Prayers are yielding great results among 
Muslims everywhere. Let us resolve to pray 
more for the Muslim world.

Understanding 
Muslim Migration
God is sovereign over human dispersion and 
has brought many Muslims to live in Europe 

and North America for a greater purpose. 
More Muslims are being displaced than ever 
before in history and more are becoming 
Christians in foreign lands and becoming 
a credible witness of the gospel to others in 
their host nations. 

Two years ago, I took a team of doctors 
from Chicago and New York to serve refugees 
arriving in the city of Athens, Greece. For a 
morning devotion, I took them to the histor-
ic site of Acts 17 and shared about Paul’s sec-
ond missionary journey.2 As we were about 
to leave, a Middle Eastern man approached 
to enquire what I was talking about. After a 
quick prayer, instead of sharing the sermon, 
I decided to introduce Apostle Paul to him 
saying something like, “A man who met Isa 
on the road to Damascus stood right here 

This article is an abridged version of my presentation given at the annual consultation 
of COMMA in 2019 in Orlando, Florida. Looking through the lens of diaspora missiology, I 
present five challenges of missional engagement with Muslims in the Western context. Each 
reflection is drawn from diverse locations in the world and includes practical missional 
insights and lessons for ministry among Muslims in North America.

Source: Pew Research 2017
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…” He interrupted me and said that he is 
from Damascus and had seen a dream of Isa 
a month ago.3 

Most Muslims in the United States came 
after the immigration reforms of 1965 and as 
of 2017, their population is estimated at 3.45 
million. 58% of them are foreign-born and 
60% are under the age of 40 while their origin 
varies widely. Asians constitute the largest 
share of the foreign-born Muslims, while 
US-born are mostly black. Most Muslim im-
migrants (20%) came from South Asia and an-
other 14% hail from the Middle East or North 
Africa. Persians, Arabs, and Middle Easterners 
are considered white in this study.4  

Islamic societies in many parts of the 
world are in crisis such as terrorism, wars, 
political instability, lack of educational and 
economic prospects, ecological crisis, etc. 
As a result, many have migrated to the West 
and elsewhere for livelihood and safety. The 
epicenter of the recent refugee crisis is in 
Syria and Iraq, from where millions have 
fled to neighboring nations and Europe. The 
United States has been a popular destination 
for refugees and asylum claimants in the 
past, but lately, policies have reversed that. 
Canada is now more welcoming to Muslims 
from South Asia, Middle East, and Africa. 
Understanding Muslims and their ethnic 
origin and immigration journey are vital to 
effective missional engagement.

Navigating the 
Geopolitics Wisely
Last summer, I talked with Pakistani lawyers 
in the United Kingdom about Blasphemy 
laws in regard to religious persecution 
against minority Christians in their home 
country. They were advocating with law-
makers and British Asian Christians to 
secure asylum for a high-profile case. There 
are fundamental variances between secular 
democratic principles and Islamic rule. 
Usually, Muslims hold a sense of ideological 
superiority over Christians and are troubled 
at the loose moral of the West concerning 
sexuality, abortion, and other issues. The 
evils of the West are frequently cited by 
Muslim clerics and immigrants to persuade 
people to choose their religio-cultural values 
over the prevailing norms of the host nation.

Generally, Christians and Westerners are 
naïve about the complex sociocultural histo-
ry and contemporary geopolitical realities of 
the Muslim world. During my recent travels, 
I was amazed how much coverage is given to 
events in the United States and the West in 
many Islamic countries. There is a definitive 

surge in anti-American sentiments in many 
parts of the world and Christian faith is often 
intertwined with the political rhetoric, for-
eign policies, and media bias. Christian wit-
ness in such a complex world requires high 
contextual awareness and sensitivity. We 
must refrain from getting sucked into geo-
political quagmires and hold nationality and 
political views secondary to the kingdom 
citizenship and mission. Our life, speech, 
and character must be above reproach and 
worthy of emulation by Muslim friends.

Since 9/11, the Muslims in the United 
States have suffered severe discrimination 
both against them and their religion. Most 
are drawn by educational and employment 
opportunities in the West and remain opti-
mistic and have received friendly treatment 
in their host nations. Some of them have 
been secularized while most remain con-
cerned about linking extremism to their 
faith. Women have found greater freedom 
in the West than in their ancestral Islamic 
societies but are troubled with ultraliberal 
Western moral values. They often view host 
nations as Christian and try to maintain a 
professional relationship with colleagues 
at work and minimal interactions with 
neighbors.

Reaching the Next Generation
The generation of Muslim immigrants who 
were born or raised in the United States 
and Canada face unique challenges. Some 
of them have grown up in religious homes 
while but have been substantially west-
ernized through schooling, college, and 
workplaces. They struggle with hybridized 
notion of identity on account of cultural 
assimilation and experienced racism from 
the majority cultures. They lose linguistic 
skills and feel alienated from their ancestral 
lands. Many struggle to find their place in 
the world and reject their parent’s faith and 
cultural values.5 While immigrants clutch to 
the ancestral faith in a foreign land, the next 
generation is more open to the gospel and 
it is strategic to reach them in the western 
contexts because, in turn, they can become 
a more powerful witness to their parents and 
the immigrant generation.

Several South Asian second-generation 
life stories have been recorded and proven 
to be powerful tools to share the gospel 
with Muslims everywhere. Some examples 
include writings of Nabeel Qureshi (Paki-
stani American Muslim apologist), Dilip 
Joseph (Indian American doctor who was 
captured by Taliban in Afghanistan) and 

Rifqa Bary (Sri Lankan American girl who ran 
away to become Christian).6 In particular, I 
remember talking with Nabeel in Atlanta a 
few months before his hospitalization and 
eventual death. His lifelong journey growing 
up in a South Asian immigrant household, 
trying to be a good Muslim, and his pursuit 
of God resonates well with many American 
born and raised Muslims.

Uprooting of the 
Rooted Religion
The migratory displacement is a fundamen-
tally disruptive process to our ontological 
sensibilities. The diasporic dissonance cre-
ates a crisis of faith and ultimate allegiance 
as migrants continually compare and con-
trast the two worlds in which they try to live 
concurrently. The alienation from ancestral 
homelands creates a strange fondness to the 
world they left behind while feeling like a 
stranger in a world they have settled in. Cul-
ture and religion play an essential role in this 
transition even as lived religion undergoes 
profound changes adapting to new contexts. 
Muslim migrants have globalized their faith 
in new ways and borrowed practices from 
host nations.

Islam is a rooted religion and its geo-
graphical center remains immovable. The 
religious requirement to face a fixed locale 
and untranslatable scriptures causes Islam 
to remain entrenched within a particular 
geo-cultural and linguistic embodiment. 
A core tenet of Islam requires its adherents 
to go on pilgrimage to the holy city at least 
once in their lifetime, which keeps the faith 
deeply rooted. Much of the Islamic growth 
and expansion have resulted from biological 
reproduction and conquest. In contrast, the 
center of Christianity has always been on 
the move, as it can never be held captive to 
any people, culture or geography. At its very 
core, Christianity is a missionary faith par 
excellence as its tenets and practices are 
not static or confined to any geography, but 
are dynamic, translatable and unceasingly 
moving. Its scriptures are continually being 
translated and the mobility of its adherents 
is vital to preserving its translatability.

While Islam has a legacy of geographical 
and linguistic permanence, Christianity has 
abandoned the idea of divine territoriality 
or vernacular exclusivity. The human at-
tempts to domesticate God and enshrine it 
within our cultures, keep such faith tribal or 
parochial in nature. At the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, Christianity is the most 
diverse and most global faith and well-timed 
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for a significant breakthrough as it enters 
into a new era of “from everywhere to every-
where” mission all over the world.

As the uprooted people get further away 
from its religious axis, they become less 
drawn to its gravitational pull while also 
exposed to other viable alternatives. They 
are more open to the gospel claims of Isa in 
foreign lands and daring to investigate them 
without societal pressure for conformity and 
religious retribution. Thus, the large-scale 
migration of Muslims to foreign lands and 
many Christians to Islamic nations presents 
an unprecedented missional opportunity. 
God is moving powerfully among them in 
some remarkable ways everywhere. 

Sam George, PhD. serves as the director of 
Global Diaspora Institute at Wheaton College 
and as a global Catalyst of the Lausanne 
Movement. He lives in the northern suburbs 
of Chicago with his wife and two boys. He 
is of South Asian origin and has lived in the 
United States for nearly three decades. His 
recent writings include Refugee Diaspora: 
Mission amid the Greatest Humanitarian 
Crisis of our Times (William Carey, 2018); 
Diaspora Christianities (Fortress Press, 2018) 
and Desi Diaspora (SAIACS Press, 2019).

Notes
1. Sam George and Miriam Adeney, Refugee Diaspora: 

Missions Amid the Greatest Humanitarian Crisis of the World 
(Littleton, CO: William Carey Librar y, 2019).

2. Sermon at Areopagus or Mars Hill (Acts 17:22–34). 
3. For a recent documentar y f ilm on refugee 

conversions, see Jesus in Athens (2019). www.
JesusinAthens.com (Accessed Apr 1, 2020).

4. “Muslims in America,” Pew Research (2017), accessed 
Apr 1, 2020, https://www.pewforum.org/essay/muslims-
in-america-immigrants-and-those-born-in-u-s-see-life-
differently-in-many-ways/.

5. See more about South Asian second generation in 
my book Understanding the Coconut Generation (2006); 
Coconut is a popular metaphor (Brown on the outside and 
White on the inside) for South Asian Americans.

6. Nabeel Qureshi, Seeking Allah and Finding Jesus (2014) 
and No God but One (2016); Dilip Joseph, Kidnapped by the 
Taliban (2014); Rifqa Bar y, Hiding the Light (2015).
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Cultural Integration: Helping Our New Neighbors 
on the Journey to Belonging in Their New Land
Janelle Metzger and Feruza Krason

The receiving community for immigrants 
has the ability to impact the outcomes of in-
tegration and belonging for families new to 
the country. This impact can reach to the sec-
ond and third generation of immigrants in 
their attitudes toward their adopted country 
and in their material and emotional success. 
It can also greatly impact their receptiveness 
to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It’s logical 
that the Church should lead the receiving 
community in welcoming immigrants and 
assisting with integration.

Both Old and New Testaments instruct us 
in the connection between obedience to God 
and welcoming the foreigner:

“When a foreigner resides among you 
in your land, do not mistreat them. The 
foreigner residing among you must be 
treated as your native-born. Love them 
as yourself, for you were foreigners 
in Egypt. I am the LORD your God.”3   
Leviticus 19:33–34

“Then the King will say to those on his 
right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by 
my Father; take your inheritance, the 
kingdom prepared for you since the 
creation of the world. For I was hungry 
and you gave me something to eat, I was 
thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you invited 
me in, I needed clothes and you clothed 
me, I was sick and you looked after me, I 
was in prison and you came to visit me.”4   
Matthew 25:34–36

Given that welcoming the “stranger” and 
treating them as one of us is clearly mandat-
ed in scripture, how do we, as God’s people, 
best help immigrants and internationals 
among us? This paper offers guidelines for 
Western Christians in processing our own 

perspective of other cultures, understanding 
the different needs of different immigrant 
generations and viewing the integration pro-
cess as something that occurs over a lifetime 
of a person.

Cultural integration is a form of cultural 
exchange in which one group assumes the 
beliefs, practices and rituals of another group 
without sacrificing the characteristics of its 
own culture. Seen from this light, cultural 
integration is a healthy intermingling of the 
beliefs and rituals of two unique cultures. Ex-
amples of this practice include introduction 
of cultural foods, beliefs, or arts to a different 
culture. In the United States, integration 
has led to people calling the United States a 
“melting pot” or “tossed salad” of cultures, 
which means that many cultures have come 
together and added their particular flavor 
to the dish.

Perspectives for a Western 
Minister of the Gospel
Love regardless. Every human bears God’s im-
age and has deep value. This is foundational 
to Christ-centered ministry. Every Individual 
of every culture is loved by his or her Creator. 
He longs for them to know Him, and receive 
His salvation and grace.

As we interact within the cultural con-
structs individuals live, we must be quick 
to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become 
angry (and judge!). Here are some guidelines 
to process to cultural differences:

Think about the good, the bad, and 
the neutral. 
Every culture has elements that reflect the 
nature of God and teachings of Scripture. 
These are bridges to friendship and the 
Gospel. Equally, every culture has sinful ele-
ments, which cloud the nature of God and go 
against biblical revelation. The majority of 
cultural elements are neutral. The Christian 

receiving community would do well to vali-
date the good and the neutral. It is the job of 
the Holy Spirit to reveal and convict regard-
ing sin and evil.

Examples: Those doing ministry cross- 
culturally should prayerfully consider before 
categorizing unfamiliar cultural elements 
as bad or evil. Silly example from Janelle: 
“Growing up, my German background family 
only spiced food with salt and pepper. Hearing 
my parents’ reaction to garlic as a spice led my 
childhood self to believe it was evil. I had no idea 
what I was missing!”

Celebrate the good and the neutral. Share 
food, ideas, new ways of doing things. Be 
willing to be a learner as well as a teacher. 
Affirming one’s first culture is a foundation 
for healthy integration. Affirmation gives 
feelings of relaxation and safety. This is a 
good space for learning new things.

Consider what is biblical vs. 
culturally western.
North American Christians would benefit 
from regular contemplation around what 
is culturally western vs. what is biblical. It’s 
easy to confuse the two.

Examples: Freedom of speech vs. respect-
ing/honoring elders. Which value is spoken 
about and demonstrated in scripture? What 
about North American norms of dating, 
dances, sleep-overs, and punctuality?  Can 
the White church insist that these are bibli-
cal or are some actually just cultural?  What 
about saving face vs. truth telling? Scripture 
tells us to honor others and to speak the 
truth in love. Might the way other cultures 
respond to these tensions be instructive?

Expand your understanding of cultural 
backgrounds.
Allow what you learn about your friend’s 
cultural background to expand your own un-
derstanding of biblical truth and the Gospel. 

 
Belonging. In Maslow’s hierarchy,1 it comes right behind the basic needs of the physical 
(food, shelter, air) and safety. We know that humans cannot thrive in an environment where 
they feel unloved and outcast. And yet, for immigrants, the journey to belonging is not 
simple and it is not entirely controlled by one’s own choices. S. Kot admitted: “I still didn’t 
feel like I belonged in the US after 29 years.”2
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Most people in North America don’t un-
derstand the life of a shepherd or a nomad, 
or even life away from a city. Cross- cultural 
friendships can help flesh out understand-
ing of scripture.

Example: Consider and ask someone with 
personal experience about Jesus as a Rabbi, 
Abraham as a Bedouin, or an understanding 
of family that extends beyond the nuclear.

Different Generations Need 
Different Things 
First Generation Immigrants—SUCCEED
Typically adults who immigrate to North 
America do so to better their lives, or the lives 
of the generations that follow them. They 
often have strong ties to the home country’s 
culture and religion. Despite the financial 
strain of travel back and forth to their birth 
country, they may feel this is a necessity. They 
may mourn the lack of community, extended 
family and friends that they had at home, and 
even feel frustration as the definition of “fam-
ily” could be vastly different in their adopted 
country. They likely fear losing their cultural 
identity. Jemima shared hard things: “My 
name, constantly having to explain myself, 
having to work twice as hard as everyone else 
to get it right, being patronized; everything 
is hard—fatigue and exhaustion.”5 

First generation immigrants constantly 
think about the next generation. While they 
sacrifice so much for their children to have a 
better life, they also fear the impact of nega-
tive aspects of the adopted culture on their 
children. Additionally, they often feel a com-
petition for family time vs. kids’ peer time. 
Rami added his struggle: “Balancing two cul-
tures and two different language because I 
always care that my children know about my 
native culture and language because I don’t 
speak English very well and I want a strong 
language communication between me and 
my children.”6 

First generation immigrants will likely 
always have an accent and may never feel 
like they fully belong. Even though they may 
“wear the garment” of their adopted culture, 
most first generation immigrants will likely 
always have a deep identity with first culture, 
even if they say they don’t. And they will al-
ways hurt for their children:

Usha: “My (half American) children never 
feel like they belong, anywhere. They try 
to carry the burden of my being rejected 
as well as their own rejection. They are 
often ignored by American family or their 
‘other’ culture is erased by Americans. Not 

necessarily intentionally. 

I wish I was white skinned. (Not for the 
sake of beauty.) It would save people from 
being afraid of me just by the sight of me 
in places like church, the grocery store, 
the park or basically anywhere. How can 
I even try when the very sight of me is so 
hard for people to engage with me? I feel 
guilty for the discomfort I cause by my 
very presence.”7 

Kot: “How do we teach our kids to handle 
narrow minded people?  I don’t want my 
kids to be baited into confrontation and 
end up being punished for it. Knowing 
their ‘foreign’ names and skin color 
makes me assume the system will not be 
on their side. The atmosphere in the US 
has also changed dramatically and I fear 
for the day we move back.”8 

How can the North American church help 
first generation immigrants? Practical needs, 
like learning English and understanding the 
systems in their adopted culture are a great 
place to begin. Having a friend to help nav-
igate educational, medical, legal, and social 
systems is huge. They will observe and learn 
as natives walk through these things with 
them. One English Language Learner was 
glowing while talking about her own prog-
ress in learning English. She said that she 
had to go to the hospital, and this is how she 
described the experience:

I’m not speaking, but I understand every-
thing about the doctor! I’m excited to go 
to the hospital...well, I’m not excited to go 
to the hospital, but I understand every-
thing! My friend was not home, not take 
care of my kids, so my husband is home 
with my kids. And I go to the hospital. I lis-
ten, they say “blood pressure,” and I know 
blood pressure. Wow! I’m no speaking, 
but I know what doctor says! And I feel, 
just me, I’m understand. No husband! 
Before two years, I go to the hospital, and 
I understand nothing. Now, I go, just me, 
and I’m understand. Wow!9 

Another way to help is to care about the 
things they care about. And the thing they 
probably care about the most, is their kids. 
Annie mentioned “mounds of papers and 
homework every night.”10 For someone try-
ing to help with homework in a second lan-
guage, this in and of itself can be crushing. 
Yet, parents’ involvement in kids’ education 

is critical to success:

“When a parent is involved in a child’s 
education, there are better early literacy 
outcomes. Immigrant children in linguis-
tically-isolated homes face obstacles to 
developing strong reading skills. Limited 
-English mothers feel they cannot help 
their children with school. These moth-
ers do not understand the importance 
of their role in their child’s early literacy 
development and ongoing academic 
success. Mothers that develop skills and 
confidence to engage their children in 
literacy make a difference. Children see 
their mothers as capable adults.”11  

Second Generation Immigrants—BELONG
For children who immigrated under the age 
of twelve, or who were born to immigrant 
parents, their number one issue is usually 
belonging. These children fall under the 
category of Third Culture Kids (TCKs) about 
whom much has been written. These kids 
have amazing adaptation skills. They’ve been 
described as chameleons adjusting to whatev-
er cultural context they may find themselves 
in. At the same time, they hate the question, 
“Where are you from?” because they see 
themselves as from a lot of places, not just 
one. John told me, “Home is wherever my 
parents are. That could be the house they 
purchased in Colorado, or the hotel in Paki-
stan where they are sleeping tonight.” 

TCKs also tend to be very open minded 
and live in the moment, which may make 
them more open to the Gospel than their 
parents. They seem to grasp that few people 
understand them. When others ask them 
to choose an identity, they may decline to 
answer. Prisca and Shirley described,

hard things as a child—people made fun 
of our clothing and hair appearances; we 
switched schools often because of being 
upwardly mobile; there was racism; we 
didn’t really have friends until high 
school; shame surrounding lice and other 
things—our mother didn’t know there 
was a medicine/remedy.12

How can the Church help second genera-
tion immigrants? Affirm all the cultures they 
represent and the advantages of a multicul-
tural identity. Encourage a healthy respect 
and love for their parents. Offer all-important 
citizenship and identity in being a child of 
God through Jesus Christ. And offer younger 
children play dates with our children. Prisca 
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and Shirley explained that “Homemade 
custom Christmas gifts and birthday gifts 
meant a lot.” Also, “Dad preferred isolation, 
but Mom made friendships that benefitted 
the entire family.”13 

Third Generation Immigrants
Grandchildren of immigrants may also dis-
play unique characteristics worth noting. 
While second generation immigrants are 
working hard to belong in their adopted 
culture, the third generation may be curious 
and want to explore their first-generation 
roots. If the family immigrated and changed 
religions, they may revert to the original 
religion in search of identity and meaning. 
As with their second-generation parents, 
Christians in the receiving culture can lov-
ingly demonstrate Christ’s gift of identity 
and meaning.

A Multi-Decade Perspective 
Finally, Annie gives a perspective on the life-
time journey of integration:

Hi Janelle,

Thanks for inviting and giving me space 
to share our journey as immigrants and 
immigrant parents. It is refreshing to 
be asked. My journey has been long and 
has matured over time through much 
“growing pain” and tears. Now, I finally 
have language skills that can be used to 
communicate my journey to my Ameri-
can friends. 

While the struggles, challenges, hurdles, 
and barriers I have identified were hard, 
these were exactly the same things that 
God used to teach and grow me as an in-
dividual, a believer and as an immigrant. 
The journey has mostly been lonely but, as 
a mom I had no choice but to teach myself 
to survive, assimilate, give up whatever I 
needed to give up of my old culture and 
the old me so that my kids had a chance to 
make it in this country without needing 

to battle the things we’ve had to. As a par-
ent of adult children, I’m still sure that we 
haven’t been perfect and could’ve done 
some things differently, but I am not re-
sentful towards others and am thankful 
to the Lord for my experiences which has 
molded and shaped who we’ve become.

As I began to grow in my walk with the 
Lord, my perspective gradually changed 
which obviously shifted my worldview 
and impacted how I parented all the while 
dealing with many of the church sub- 
culture issues and the majority culture. 
Overall, looking back, I’d have to say that 
it has made me to be more sensitive to 
anyone (not just immigrants and refu-
gees) who would fall in the category of 
being an “under dog” (for a lack of a better 
term). Had I not emigrated and struggled 
for nearly 2 decades to feel like I appeared 
to belong (at least have that sense that 
I was starting to be “accepted” because 
I had adapted to a point of not needing 
to deal with the obvious hurdles and 
awkwardness), I would still very much be 
like some who lived here (or in any other 
indigenous culture) and cannot think be-
yond themselves. I’d also add that some of 
the things I’ve listed are “normal” expecta-
tions that any society would have for new 
comers, and it is the task of immigrants to 
do all they can to respect those “normal” 
societal standards and assimilate (if that’s 
their goal) rather than demanding or 
complaining about it (which I have seen).

So, I am thankful that the painful process 
has taught me valuable lessons and I can 
now be an advocate in places for others 
who may not have a “voice” or who feel 
“invisible” as I felt for years. Thanks for 
what you do and for creating space for 
others to have value and dignity!!  

—Annie14

Conclusion
In conclusion, immigrants bring great 
value to North American culture, to the 
North American Church’s understanding 
of God and scripture and to individual lives 
and families. As Christians in the receiving 
culture walk the path of integration with 
their international friends, they can make 
a positive difference in immigrant families’ 
generational stories.  Healthy cross-cultural 
relationship can point out blind spots 
and grow everyone’s understanding and 
appreciation of the multicultural Kingdom 
of God.  

Janelle Metzger (MA University of Toledo) 
spent seven years in the Middle East then 
joined a team of people serving interna-
tionals in the Toledo, Ohio area. Water 
for Ishmael was born out of this team’s 
work and prayers. Janelle is currently the 
Executive Director of Water for Ishmael. 

Feruza Krason (MABL [Master of Arts in Bib-
lical languages], Gordon Conwell Theological 
Seminary) is a follower of Jesus Christ from 
Central Asia. She was one of the Mother 
tongue translators of the Uzbek Bible and 
is currently working as a Bible translation 
Consultant for SIL International. 
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Latinos and Muslims in North America: 
Colliding or Converging?
Andrés Prins

As someone who over the last four decades 
has been heavily involved with both of these 
communities—although only since 2012 
more directly in the North American con-
text—I was invited to offer my best answers 
to a set of five questions pertaining to this 
subject. My hope is that in some small way 
this might help stimulate the Hispanic Evan-
gelical churches in North America towards 
significantly more reflection on, understand-
ing of, and engagement with their Muslim 
neighbors, be they Latinos or of any other 
cultural background.

Are Muslims seeking to 
Islamize Latinos in North 
America, and if so, why?
The obvious answer is a definite yes. Islam 
is a missionary faith that, not unlike Chris-
tianity, seeks to extend to all of humanity 
the call or invitation (dawah) to Islam, i.e. 
submission to God, as revealed supremely 
in the Qur’an and exemplified in the life of 
the prophet Mohamed. However Latinos 
throughout the Americas would seem to 
have been given special attention in the last 
decades as a kind of “last frontier of mission” 
for Muslims, judging by the proliferation of 
both Sunni and Shia as well as Ahmadiyya 
missionary endeavors and community cen-
ters that one encounters throughout Latin 
America nowadays. 

I believe furthermore that Latinos are 
viewed in many ways as a kind of long-lost 
cousin that needs to be brought back into the 
family from which they have been estranged 
for too long. Arabized Muslim Moors gov-
erned large parts of Spain for almost eight 
centuries (until the very year that Columbus 
sailed to the Americas!) and presided over 
the “golden age” of al-Andalus, famous for 
its multicultural conviviality, inter-religious 
tolerance, and scientific and artistic develop-
ments (although closer examination would 

reveal serious blemishes to that golden im-
age ). Also, many of the Iberians who ended 
up conquering and peopling the New World 
carried with them a great measure of Arabo- 
Islamic culture. “Reuniting” the lands—and 
also the descendants—of al-Andalus with the 
rest of the “House of Islam” has been a nos-
talgic dream for many Muslims over the five 
hundred years since the traumatic Roman 
Catholic Reconquista of Spain was complet-
ed (more of this in the quote under the third 
question). 

Where are the main centers of 
Muslim outreach to Latinos?
Although there have been Muslim organi-
zations such as the Latino American Dawah 
Organization (LADO) focused on promoting 
Islam among Latinos in North America since 
at least 1997  (with Latino Muslim leaders 
from the United States training in Arabia to 
become imams as early as 1984 ), currently 
the most influential center would seem to 
be Islam in Spanish with its IslamInSpanish 
Centro Islámico in Houston, Texas. This 
substantial, “showpiece” Centro was inaugu-
rated in January 2016, but its production and 
dissemination of Latino-focused materials 
reaches back to the conversion to Islam in 
mid-2001 of its Colombian-origin founder, 
Jaime “Mujahid” Fletcher. The Centro claims 
to be “the Only Latino Led Islamic Center in 
the U.S.” and the only one “that has a Spanish 
khutbah (sermon) weekly in the US.”  With 
branches in Dallas, Atlanta and New York, 
and their “state of the art [video] production 
studio,” Islam in Spanish, though by no 
means the only US Latino Muslim organiza-
tion,  would seem to be the most representa-
tive and influential.

In visits with mosque leaders in various 
parts of the United States, I have encoun-
tered (or been informed of ) numerous 
Hispanic converts to Islam from Catholic 

as well as Evangelical backgrounds, “Open 
Mosque” days conducted in Spanish with 
sometimes two hundred Hispanic neighbors 
in attendance, young Latino imams leading 
large multi-ethnic mosques (e.g. Corona, 
California), and many other signs of a rapid 
growth of interest and involvement in the 
Islamic religion by Latinos in North (as well 
as Central and South) America.

What is attracting 
Latinos to Islam?
Before mentioning some additional factors 
which I think are leading Latinos to become 
Muslim, it would seem to me informative to 
“listen” to the reasons given by non-Evangeli-
cals, especially Muslim converts and leaders. 
The 2019 Vice Video Minority Report “Why 
So Many Latinos Are Converting to Islam” ex-
plores some of these reasons and has already 
been watched 2.5 million times in its You 
Tube version. 

In an early endorsement speech, appar-
ently from 2009, of the Islam In Spanish 
founder and project, Dr. Abdallah Hakim 
Quick elaborates in some detail on the 
importance and appeal of Islamic mission 
to Latinos. Although lengthy, the following 
transcript by me of the pertinent excerpts of 
Dr. Quick’s video-recorded comments makes 
for very enlightening reading:

After meeting brother Mujahid [Jaime 
Fletcher] and understanding more about 
the Latin American Spanish involvement 
in Islam, I’ve come to the conclusion that 
this is one of the most important areas for 
us to focus on today, especially in the area 
of Dawah/outreach and for the future of 
Islam in North America and even really in 
the world. And the reason why I say that is 
because the rich history of Islam in Spain 
itself and Andalusia really set the stage for 
Western culture itself.

 
Latinos and Muslims represent two of the fastest growing minorities in North America—one 
an ethno-linguistic and the other a religious minority. The relation between these two 
groupings as well as their increasing convergence (Latinos Muslims are reputed to be the 
fastest growing demographic within North American Islam, at least a quarter million strong ) 
is a subject on which surprisingly little research seems to have been done.

41

Article



… It was Muslims living in Spain, in Anda-
lusia—which is now Portugal and Spain—
these Muslims were able to take Islamic 
principles and modernize them, bring to-
gether the culture of people all around the 
world and put it in a modern form. And 
this is really a balanced approach to Islam 
that is needed today. So therefore those 
who are living in the legacy of Andalusia, 
their ancestors traveled to Latin America, 
to South America, they were traveling on 
the boats with Christopher Columbus 
and many other conquerors conquistado-
res who came across, they were carrying 
Moriscos with them and these Moriscos 
and Morenos [sic. Marranos] were Mus-
lims who were hiding their identity, the 
Morenos [Marranos] were Jews who were 
hiding their identity. ... it is now that New 
World culture which is being globalized 
around the world.

... If you see the influence Andalusia had 
on the culture of Spain and then the rest 
of North and South America, then we 
realized that not only is this changing the 
face of the world, but particularly in the 
United States Spanish is becoming one of 
the largest languages... By the year 2020 or 
so a good percentage of America, maybe 
you know 26% or a very high percentage 
in America, will be Spanish speaking and 
so therefore this work is very important.

... There are a lot of great benefits in this 
work and this is, again, part of the legacy 
we need to reclaim because Andalusia 
was part of the khilafa [caliphate] and 
Andalusia was one of the most virgin 
lands for Islam and so we look with nos-
talgia to these lands and to the people 
to at least give them the opportunity to 
choose and that’s so important today 
that people should have the ability to 
choose. But what we’re focusing on is 
really giving positive messages, to show 
a positive relationship between Muslims 
and Christians and Muslims and Jews and 
other religions. We find this in Andalusia 
itself, in the Golden age of Islam, we find 
between the 8th and the 16th century 
there was a golden age of Jewish literature 
there were also great Christian scientists 
who studied underneath the Muslims in 
Spain and so therefore this is an example 
for the world and that still exists within 
Spanish Latin culture.

... It’s a melting pot culture and that is 
what Islam is. Islam is a melting pot—it’s 
the filter that we put our cultures through 
in order to gain the pleasure of Allah sub-
hanahu wa ta’ala [praise be to Him]. ... We 
pray to Allah ... we will spread Islam in that 
part of the world and give us all the oppor-
tunity to get involved with our [Latino] 
brothers and sisters who are spreading 

the message throughout the Americas 
and the globe. 

Other factors, besides these historical and 
cultural ones, that I have heard in the testi-
monies of Hispanic converts (or “reverts” as 
many of them would say), but which space 
only allows me to mention in passing, are:

• marriage and family cohesion, especially 
when non-Muslim Latinas marry and 
have children with Muslim men,

• the “self-evident reasonableness” of the 
Islamic concepts and teachings to which 
Latino converts were exposed (contrasted 
with their confusion regarding Christian 
doctrines like the Trinity, the divine- 
human natures of Christ, substitutionary 
atonement, etc.),

• the warm, welcoming, hospitable 
reception they experienced (in total 
contradiction of the hostile, hateful, 
demonized image of Muslims they were 
fed by many Christians),

• the “simplicity” of the rules of Islamic 
belief and practice, which affect more 
that just Sunday mornings,

• a stronger group identity and solidarity, 
especially for those embracing Islam 
in prison,

• a “logical” system of relating to God 
and meriting His favor based on per-
sonal effort,
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• the enchanting mysteriousness of the 
Arabic language and its historical con-
nection to Spanish (thousands of Spanish 
words have Arabic etymologies),

• a path of self-discipline that has helped 
them overcome different vices,

• a faith that historically is not as closely 
associated as Christianity with racism, 
colonialism and neo-imperialism.

It strikes me that deeper research into 
the processes and factors that lead to these 
conversions, especially out of an Evangeli-
cal-Pentecostal church experience, would be 
a very worthwhile undertaking.  

How are Hispanic churches 
responding to the growing 
number of Latinos 
becoming Muslims? 
What are these churches doing to share 
Jesus’ Gospel with Muslim neighbors? Sadly, 
in my experience, the vast majority of His-
panic Evangelical churches (just like their 
Anglo counterparts) have—in practice—been 
quite indifferent both to the almost 4 million 
Muslims who reside with them in the United 
States , as well as to their fellow-Latinos who 
are converting to Islam. Mercifully there are 
some outstanding exceptions, with hope-
fully many more to be discovered or to soon 
begin lengthening this list!

Especially encouraging has been my 
experience with the Hispanic church Iglesia 
Rescate of Hialeah, Florida.  Over the last four 
years, under Cuban Pastor David Monduy’s 
leadership, they have very intentionally pur-
sued ongoing relationships of hospitality, 
discovery and witness with their Muslim 
neighbors, mostly from the Islamic Center 
of Greater Miami. Thanks in large measure 
to the friendship developed between pastor 
and imam during monthly conversations 
over coffee with no topic off limits, church 
and mosque members have been able to 
share in surprisingly meaningful ways.

A couple winters ago the Hispanic Chris-
tians organized a celebration of Messiah’s 
birth to which they invited their Muslim 
friends so they might experience the true 
meaning of Christmas. Seventy came from 
four different mosques with many express-
ing, sometimes through tears, gratitude for 
finally being able to understand what Christ-
mas is really about!  Other events hosted by 
the congregation have included an evening 
of intercession for the communities of ori-
gin of their mostly Middle Eastern Muslim 
guests which were suffering ISIS-inspired 
violence, a Thanksgiving dinner recounting 

personal stories of gratitude for God’s inter-
ventions through healing, liberation and 
other miracles, and a women’s tea around 
shared concerns for faith and family values 
being assailed in their broader society.

Also heartening are recent reports from 
Puerto Rico and other heavily Hispanic re-
gions of North America of church members 
undertaking their first ever visits to their lo-
cal mosques. Facilitated by Latino Christians 
who have lived in Muslim majority societies 
and speak Arabic as well as Spanish and En-
glish, these visits have almost always resulted 
in Christ-centered conversations, witness, 
story-telling, and prayer, with some cases of 
individuals encountering, experiencing or 
even embracing Jesus the Messiah as much 
more than simply a prophet.

Are there resources in 
Spanish and where can 
they be obtained?
We should not forget that many especially 
younger Latinos in the US are either Span-
ish-English bilingual or increasingly only 
English speaking. However, Spanish does 
remain a crucial means for more effective 
communication for many, and, thankfully, 
there is an expanding list of excellent re-
sources of various sorts available. A wealth of 
materials, written mostly by Latin American 
Christians serving in Muslim-majority con-
texts, can be accessed and freely downloaded 
from the internet.  More directly pertinent to 
the North American context are the Spanish 
translations of Crescent Project’s Bridges,  
David Shenk’s, A Muslim and a Christian 
in Dialogue,  and Nabeel Qureshi’s Seeking 
Allah, Finding Jesus. 

But probably best adapted to the more 
relational Hispanic cultures would be the 
growing number of hands-on training op-
portunities afforded to local churches by a 
growing number of Latino Christian workers 
returning or moving to the United States af-
ter years of invaluable experience living and 
sharing Jesus’ Gospel with Muslim friends 
in various parts of the globe. Organizations 
such as PM Internacional , Manarah Latino, 
COMHINA,  and others could connect inter-
ested churches with some of these valuable 
human resources.

Conclusion
Starting 1,300 years ago in Spain and continu-
ing till this day throughout the Americas, 
Latinos and Muslims have had very dynamic, 
history-shaping interactions and relations, 
sometimes colliding others converging! As 
someone who has experienced fascinatingly 

similar expressions of heart-warming hos-
pitality, passion and friendship from both 
communities, and has also witnessed first-
hand the profoundly beautifying effect on 
all aspects of life that Jesus the Messiah can 
have when embraced as Lord and Savior by 
persons of any culture, it is my hope and 
prayer that His Latino followers will allow 
themselves to become bridges of blessing 
between Him and their Muslim neighbors 
everywhere! 

Andrés Prins, after completing a Masters 
degree in Egypt, was sent with his wife 
Angélica in 1988 by Mennonite churches in 
South America to serve Christ teaching in 
North Africa. He is a founding, and still ac-
tive member, of PM Internacional and since 
2012 resides in Lancaster, PA as a consultant 
on EMM’s Christian-Muslim Relations Team.  
He can be reached for further exchanges at 
AndresP88@gmail.com.
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Staying or Leaving: The Missiology of Risk
Kirst Rievan

Not New
My wife and I are presently reading a book by 
Isobel Kuhn, Green Leaf in Drought,1 in which 
Isobel Kuhn describes the situation in which 
the missionaries of the China Inland Mission 
found themselves halfway through the 
previous century. Foreigners were so hated 
by the regime that anyone who had contact 
with them risked their own safety. The mis-
sion leaders decided to call all their six hun-
dred-plus missionaries home to protect the 
emerging and still fragile Chinese church. 
It is worth noting that in the last couple of 
years this situation where foreigners had 
to leave has been repeated even though the 
context was slightly different.

Many of us may have had to make leave-
or-stay decisions in the light of sickness, 
children’s needs, war, unrest, or for other 
reasons. It is just that now, with the COVID-19 
crisis, the scope is unprecedented. 

Duty of Care
In recent decades, more attention has been 
given to care for cross-cultural workers. The 
concept of member care gained traction in the 
mission world in the nineteen nineties.2 This 
was triggered by research that showed that 
a significant number of overseas workers 
and their children had developed mental 
health problems. Books such as Honourably 
Wounded,3  first published in 1987, made a 
big impact. Since then, all sizable mission 
organizations, particularly in the West, have 
added a department to look after the care of 
the staff on the field. Such care and avoiding 
unnecessary harm have become a high value 
in mission. 

Incarnational Mission
There is no doubt that mission work in-
cludes taking risks. Going overseas usually 
increases your risk of being in a car accident, 
catching infectious diseases, going through 
significant cultural stress, and being in other 
risky situations. Jesus Christ himself did very 
much just that: He came out from the very 
safe place of heaven to the discomfort of the 
human world to be ridiculed, persecuted, 
and eventually killed. Most of the apostles 
were martyred, and the Scriptures are full 
of exhortations about living in the midst of 
hardship. Over the centuries, many mission-
aries died on the mission field, and, even 
though nowadays medical care and other 
measures make the risks less dramatic, it is 
still the case that cross-cultural mission in-
volves taking on risk and can therefore result 
in physical, emotional, or mental harm. 

Mission of God
Major shifts have taken place in the thinking 
about mission over the last decades, and the 
evangelical movement is slowly catching up. 
The “from the West to the rest”4 mentality 
caused a kind of patriotism that could cre-
ate the caricature image of a hero from afar 
saving the local heathen.5 Mission has now 
become much more “from everywhere to ev-
eryone”6 which is resulting in the rethinking 
of the role of the expat. The expat nowadays 
is usually part of a team or national network 
and might be reporting to a national leader. 
For the national teammates, the issues of 
risk, such as becoming infected, are very real 
too, but, for them, there is often no choice 
about whether to stay or leave. Choices 
about leaving then become a team issue. We 
are all together in the mission of God, not in a 

mission of the West.

Biblical Principles
As already mentioned, the greatest example 
in the Bible of someone leaving a place of 
safety to stay in a place of risk is of course 
Jesus himself. There are also plenty of Bible 
verses that remind us that we should not be 
unduly concerned about our own safety nor 
think too much about ourselves but focus 
only on the Lord. For example, Acts 20:24, 
“But I do not account my life of any value nor 
as precious to myself, if only I may finish my 
course and the ministry that I received from 
the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the 
grace of God” (ESV). Self-sacrifice should be 
a core value for every Christian, and partic-
ularly for those sent to reach the unreached. 

But there are also biblical references that 
call for caution. There were times when Jesus 
avoided harm. For example, Jesus walked 
through the crowd and escaped (Luke 4:30), 
and the disciples were instructed to move 
on to another town if they were not received 
well (Matthew 10:14). Several passages em-
phasize that we are all part of one body (1 
Corinthians 12), this includes our spouses, 
our children, and our teammates. Paul, in I 
Timothy 5:8, compares neglecting our fami-
lies' needs with unbelief. In a broader sense, 
Jesus himself said, “By this all people will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have 
love for one another.” (John 13:34). This verse 
highlights that this care for each other is part 
of our testimony to outsiders.

Polarity
As we explore the staying-or-leaving ques-
tion, we need to keep the seemingly oppos-
ing values behind the biblical principles in 

While under lock-down in Asia, far from our family, but in a country we love, my wife and I 
are pondering questions around staying or leaving in the light of the worldwide COVID-19 
crisis. We are not alone. Never in history has this question come to the minds of so many 
cross-cultural workers at the same time. 

We are noticing that the rhetoric is a lot about risk. Is COVID-19, and the likelihood of the 
appearance of other coronaviruses, an opportunity to rethink our missiology with regard 
to risk? In this article, we use the concepts of polarity management and mental models to 
explore if our present missiology of risk still holds true.
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a healthy tension. To do that, we can use the 
Polarity Management model developed by 
Johnson.7 The model helps to manage the 
values tension in such a way that potentially 
negative outcomes are reduced and poten-
tially positive outcomes are pursued while 
keeping both values alive.8

The issue of vulnerability or risk seems to 
be at the centre of most conversations. On 
the one hand, we and our sending constitu-
ency want to be responsible and protect our-
selves and our team-mates from becoming 
sick or hurt in a situation where there is lim-
ited care and medical facilities. On the other 
hand, our passion for the people around us 
and our loyalty to the local partners press 
us to be present in vulnerable situations, 
especially when life is tough. Even if there 
is not much we can do to help, at least we 
can suffer together with the people. We find 
ourselves wanting to find the “sweet spot” in 
the continuum between risk-avoidance and 
risk taking.

Exploring Responses
As we explore the issues related to risk, 
we also find ourselves wondering what 
will happen to the ministry entrusted to 

us if we leave or if we stay. We basically 
see four options that we could consider: 

1. Leaving, with the expectation that 
relationships can be maintained and 
engagement with the ministry work can
be done from our home country

2. Leaving, while accepting that our 
relationships and ministry engagement
will stop or be significantly reduced

3. Staying, in the hope that the relation-
ships and ministry engagement can be
continued 

4. Staying, while accepting that restrictions 
may make it difficult to remain in rela-
tionships and engage with the ministry

Placing these options in the Polarity Man-
agement model looks like figure 14.1. 

Mental Model or Missiology
In order to explore these options, it would 
be helpful to introduce the concept of 
mental models: “Mental models are deeply 
ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or 

even pictures or images that influence how 
we understand the world and how we take 
action.”9 In other words, what is the missi-
ology on which we base our decisions with 
regard to risk? 

Discovering our mental models is not as 
easy as it seems. We are usually not aware of 
our deeper-level values, till they are violated. 
For the mission’s home office, there is often 
such a sense of responsibility and loving care 
for staff members that the avoidance of risk 
becomes a natural part of the rhetoric in the 
prayers and policies for the mission workers. 
Other high values, such as children’s educa-
tion, care for elderly parents, and long-term 
engagements in the ministry can move our 
missiology more towards risk avoidance. 
There might be an unwritten assumption 
that dying on the field should be avoided 
at all costs. But is that biblical and has that 
been discussed with the sending church, the 
organization, and the team?

There can also be cultural considerations. 
For some cultures, risk-taking might be very 
acceptable but it might be unthinkable to 
miss the funeral of a father or close relative. 
This value might be high enough to cause 
the worker to be based in the home country 

Sustainable 
Ministry

Risk 
Taking
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Figure 14.1   Placing the 
Response Options in the Polarity 
Management Model
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for a while, when the possibility of travel is 
questionable.

Lack of Balance
Questions have been raised whether the 
increased value for care has created mental 
models, of which we are not aware, that drive 
our discussions to prioritize one quadrant of 
the Polarity Management model over others. 
Missiologist, Christopher Ducker, suggests 
that the concept of vulnerability should be 
brought back into our missiology: “I pro-
pose that vulnerability should be a defining 
characteristic of mission in the twenty-first 
century. By vulnerability I mean exposing 
oneself (normally deliberately) to risks and 
uncertainty, including the possibility of 
hardship, injury, and attack.”10 This fits well 
with the statement of the great cross-cultur-
al missionary, the apostle Paul: “For Christ’s 
sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in 
hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. 
For when I am weak, then I am strong. (2 
Corinthians 12:10).

In figure 14.2, the conversations taking 

place are depicted by the blue line. The dia-
gram assumes that those conversations are 
ongoing as the COVID-19 crisis continues to 
unfold, hence the line is a closed loop. The 
fact that the loop is dipping deeper into 
the bottom left quadrant depicts that the 
conversations are hovering more around 
avoiding risk and are not keeping the sustain-
ability of the ministry and relationships in 
mind. If that happens, we know that the mis-
siology behind our conversations has gotten 
out of balance.

Likewise, if the conversation, for example, 
is predominantly about sacrificing and suf-
fering, it would be equally out of balance. In 
that case the loop would dip deeper in the 
bottom right quadrant, particularly if the 
possibility that one might become a liability 
to the vulnerable community is ignored.

Healthy Conversations
Assuming that our missiology has a healthy 
balance between the care for ourselves and 
the zeal and passion for the ministry and 
people, we would envision conversations 

being focused on the impact the decision 
would have on long-term ministry. This 
might well mean that leaving is the best 
option, but the main reason should not be 
to avoid risk to the individual, but because it 
would be best for the long-term sustainabili-
ty of the ministry and relations. The blue line 
in figure 14.3 depicts the place where we feel 
the conversations should take place.

Staying on Track
As the development of the COVID-19 crisis is 
quite unpredictable, conversations can eas-
ily slip back to focussing on risks and fears. 
It is therefore good to identify signs of “Early 
warnings”—indicators that tell us that we 
are sinking into one of the lower quadrants 
of the Polarity Management model. For in-
stance, this could be when we find ourselves 
either talking only about our own well-being 
or catch ourselves using heroic language 
about staying. 

On the positive side, we should focus on 
action steps—interventions through which 
we gain or maintain the positive results from 
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our focusing on this polarity. We are main-
taining the right focus when, for example, 
we are spending our energy exploring new 
ways of working, expanding or adjusting the 
ministry focus, and consulting with the right 
stakeholders. This makes the full polarity 
management diagram look like Figure 14.4.

Rethinking Risk
As my wife and I prayed about the question of 
staying or leaving, we discovered that there 
are even deeper issues related to this. We 
are now asking ourselves questions such as: 

1. What is my missiology of risk? What are
my deeper values and beliefs around 
risk-taking?

2. Do I really love the people I live among, 
even when this means exposing myself to
high risks?

3. Am I falling into the trap of wanting to
be a hero, even if, with staying, I only 
become a liability?

4. Whose decision is it whether I leave or 
stay? What weight should be given to 
the voices of the ministry partners, the
sending church, the leadership of the 
organisation, and the workers?

5. Is it time to consider new ways of

working in which the ministry is less 
dependent on expat presence?

Conclusion
The COVID-19 crisis might reset the mental 
models we presently use for overseas mis-
sions with regard to risk. It might move us 
away from the tendency to avoid risk, toward 
embracing the risks in a responsible way. It 
might also expedite the rethinking that has 
been taking place in the last few decades 
about the role of outsiders and expedite the 
trend to place the work from the start into 
the hands of brothers and sisters from the 
country itself. The late great missiologist 
David Bosch said about the Vulnerability 
of Mission: “… Christianity is ‘unique’ be-
cause of the cross of Jesus Christ. But then 
the cross must be seen for what it is: not a 
sign of strength, but as proof of weakness 
and vulnerability. The cross confronts us 
not with the power of God, but with God’s 
weakness.”11 

Kirst Rievan (pseudonym) and his wife are 
from Europe and have been living in Asia for 
over twenty years. Kirst provides leadership 
in Asia for a global faith-based development 
organization. Kirst has a doctorate in 
missiology from Biola University.
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Redeeming Journalism: Well-reported Stories Can Revitalize 
Global Ministry and Engage the Church Like Never Before
Heather Pubols and Jim Killam

These first four verses of Luke’s gospel 
describe the purpose and methods of a 
journalist. Investigate carefully. Interview 
eyewitnesses. Write an orderly account of 
what happened. Educate, edify and inspire 
the audience.

Luke’s gospel and his book of Acts have 
provided wisdom and a roadmap for the 
church from then until now. Yet, too often 
we forget the central role journalism played 
in his accounts—and how journalism can be 
just as central to ministry today.

COVID-19 has reminded the world of 
journalism’s vital role—careful investigation 
to produce orderly accounts. News media 
have been exempted from stay-home orders 
as “essential services.” The best journalists 
report clearly and accurately what is hap-
pening and who is impacted. They tell true 
stories through the eyes of the people living 
those stories. Often, we find our own stories 
in theirs. These accounts can spur us to bet-
ter strategies, informed prayer and wider 
engagement.

Journalism and Mission: 
Setting the Scene
The pandemic notwithstanding: In the 
twenty-first century, journalists and their 
craft have been held in low regard by large 
numbers of evangelical Christians. In the 
United States, journalists are viewed as any-
thing from oddities in a struggling industry 
to “enemies of the American people.” Ver-
ifiable facts are dismissed as “fake news” if 
they don’t fit an audience’s political agenda. 
This post-truth culture is dangerous, and 
a self-fulfilling prophecy for future unin-
formed generations.

Additionally, the rapid economic decline 
of local journalism creates news deserts: 
woefully uninformed communities with no 
real idea of what’s happening or why. This 

leads to cynicism and disengagement, not to 
mention governmental corruption.

The mission world is experiencing a simi-
lar news dearth. Most agencies pay lip service 
to the dire need for well-reported stories of 
God’s work in their midst. However, their 
budgets and staffing priorities don’t reflect 
this sentiment.

Agency staff complain that the Church 
doesn’t adequately understand global mis-
sion or its relevance, let alone the dynamic 
changes occurring in the mission context. 
But no corrective action is taken, leaving 
the Church with a consistently anemic story 
of missions. The bigger story of God’s work 
remains known only by a few. Church and 
parachurch drift farther apart.

Many mission agencies don’t attempt to 
do adequate journalism. Others try, but as 
budgets tighten, marketing messages to mo-
tivate donations replace quality stories. Staff 
trained in journalism, photojournalism or 
videography become a luxury that seeming-
ly can be replaced solely with amateurs and 
technology.

For several years, I (Heather) led a globally 
distributed journalism team for an inter-
national network of mission agencies. Our 
network funding came primarily through 
member organization fees. This gave our 
journalism team freedom from expectations 
to produce donor-driven content. While our 
network encouraged quality story contribu-
tions from member organizations, the global 
journalism team focused on filling gaps tell-
ing the untold stories of our cause.

We released stories about committed 
prayer groups in Asia, Africa, Europe and 
Latin America. We shared articles featuring 
creative missionary care strategies from 
member organizations in the Netherlands 
and Germany. We challenged generosity 
narratives showing how churches in Chad, 

Romania, Kenya and Indonesia gave sacri-
ficially to support God’s mission. And, we 
demonstrated global engagement in God’s 
mission through personal stories about 
more than thirty, mostly non-Western, staff.

Each story was made freely available to 
member organizations and beyond. Coupled 
with member organization submissions, the 
result was a library of stories which collec-
tively gave a fuller, deeper picture of God’s 
global work.

Articles, photos and videos were then 
released for republishing and retooling 
worldwide through member organization 
channels or the channels of any advocate. 
From there, some stories were repurposed 
for donor audiences. Others were fitted with 
prayer information or used to encourage 
mobilization. Still others went out in their 
original form to inspire the Church to join 
in praise for what God was doing. Journal-
ism sourced materials that educated and 
inspired the Church.

These stories had the added benefit of 
keeping those in our network connected to 
our collective vision. By putting the spotlight 
on unique strategies and lesser-known orga-
nizations, our stories helped every organiza-
tion across the network feel that their part in 
our missional cause was equally valuable.

Our team relied on a small core team 
of supported missionaries as well as a 
network of volunteers around the world. 
Eventually, changes to network funding and 
adjustments to team members’ availability 
made the initiative difficult to sustain. But 
we learned and accomplished a great deal 
that sourced my passion for the impact this 
work can have.

Several agencies have attempted models 
like this, but they are rare and often under-
funded because mission has collectively 
failed to understand what many biblical 

 
Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among 
us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and 
servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything 
from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 
Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.  
(Luke 1:1–4, NIV)
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authors, including Luke, knew and modeled 
for the Church: people engage best with 
God’s work through stories. As image- 
bearers, we are designed to engage in 
story—God’s story and our own. God is glo-
rified through credible, well-reported and 
well-told stories. We need to train, fund and 
appreciate people around the world who can 
provide those stories. It is time to redeem 
journalism’s valuable role in the world-
wide church.

Bricks Without Straw
Understanding the value of journalism be-
gins with knowing what it is not. Journalism 
is not marketing. The American Marketing 
Association1 defines its craft as “the activity, 
set of institutions, and processes for creating, 
communicating, delivering, and exchanging 
offerings that have value for customers, 
clients, partners, and society at large.” Cer-
tainly, there is some overlap. Journalism as 
a product may be used as raw material for 
marketing campaigns in ministry, but jour-
nalism as a craft is altogether different. A call 
to action, central to marketing messages, is 
supposed to be left to the audience and, in 
our case, to the Holy Spirit.

Many ministries want their communica-
tors to focus only on marketing / fundraising 
material: brochures, scripts, videos, speech-
es, social media posts. All are important, 
to be sure. But without the raw material of 
journalistically reported stories, leaders are 
ordering bricks without straw. Instead, min-
istries could see journalism as a key element 
of communications that helps them narra-
tively educate their audience about their par-
ticular cause and its place in God’s mission.

The American Press Institute defines 
journalism as “the activity of gathering, 
assessing, creating, and presenting news and 
information. It is also the product of these ac-
tivities.”2 Additionally, journalism’s purpose 
is “to provide people with verified informa-
tion they can use to make better decisions.”3 

Sounds suspiciously like Luke 1:1–4, 
doesn’t it?

Luke mentions someone named The-
ophilus in the opening verses of both his 
gospel and Acts. There’s a strong possibili-
ty—whether Theophilus was one person or a 
group—that this was Luke’s patron, the one 
who commissioned his journalistic work. 
If that is true, then Luke’s journalism was 
at once independent, yet also sponsored by 
someone with an interest in the success of 
a movement. Luke and his patron(s), and 
the other gospel writers, were confident 

enough in the story’s power that they simply 
reported it, either through what they had 
seen themselves or through eyewitness ac-
counts. The Holy Spirit speaks to individuals 
through the story itself. No promotional call 
to action needed to be inserted. The whole 
Bible is a call to action.

Now think in today’s terms. Good jour-
nalism is not confined to independent news 
outlets, but may be found even among social, 
political and faith movements—even indi-
vidual organizations and missionaries. (Aw-
ful journalism exists among these outlets 
and movements, too, of course.) Regardless 
of who funds it or publishes it, good jour-
nalism remains a relentless search for, and 
exposition of, truth. Sometimes that truth 
confirms suspicions. At other times it is de-
cidedly inconvenient because it upends our 
notions of what is working and what isn’t. 
There are even times when it can challenge 
our perspective so radically that it topples 
our worldview.

All of this, of course, requires a passionate 
dedication to ethics in reporting and pub-
lishing news, whether you’re the New York 
Times or a small ministry. What we produce 
must be honest, thorough and fair. The 
news media (in all generations) have been 
rightly criticized for sometimes failing in all 
three of these attributes. Journalists within 
a ministry organization or movement must 
hold to an even higher standard, because we 
are agents of God’s truth in the world. They 
also must extend dignity to the people being 
reported about, demonstrating the biblical 
truth that all human beings are equally cre-
ated in the image of God. 

A Strategy-Setting Tool
In 2013, a colleague and I (Jim) were sent to 
Jordan by the Christian agency we worked 
for. The war in Syria was almost two years old 
and Jordan was overwhelmed with refugees. 
This represented a great challenge to the 
Church in Jordan (a tiny minority popula-
tion) to serve hurting people with the love of 
Jesus. Given limited resources, what were the 
best ways to do this?

We were asked simply to go find stories. 
We found more than we could ever tell—in 
homes, refugee camps and churches serving 
as aid stations. We interviewed families who 
had just arrived after harrowing journeys 
out of Syria. We watched the processes of 
feeding and housing people, educating 
kids. We interviewed weary pastors and aid 
workers. We saw the desperation in people’s 
eyes as they arrived at a church, UN refugee 

papers in hand.
At the end of our week there, we debriefed 

with local leaders from our agency. What, 
they asked, did we see as the most urgent 
ministry opportunities? Which efforts were 
working? Which weren’t? Based on the sto-
ries we gathered, how might they consider 
tweaking their strategies?

We all realized we were onto something: 
journalism reveals the way God is carrying 
out his mission. Then, it can feed mission 
strategy. A journalist is trained to gather infor-
mation, to sift and process and distill it, but 
always through the eyes of real people living 
the story. And always a little detached, with 
an eye toward reporting the complete story—
alternating between ground level and thirty 
thousand feet—rather than a singular view.4  
A mission organization that helps develop a 
journalism team can experience enormous 
returns on investment. Forward-thinking 
mission leaders can use well-reported stories 
to measure impact, assess strategy and adjust 
accordingly to the ways that God is working 
at any given time or place.

Yes, we were on to something. No, the 
idea didn’t take off. In a recession, our per-
sonal missionary funding lagged. Mission 
agencies have long subscribed to the notion 
that in God’s economy, funding follows 
vision. This is largely true, but it isn’t always 
immediate. Those early glimpses of success 
were important, but so were the frustrations. 
God allowed a few (still-productive) years to 
consecrate them.

Journalism Expands Our View
A Christian reporter recently told me 
(Heather) that most Christians understand 
the global Church through the dual lenses 
of humanitarian work and persecution. 
Organizations involved in these causes often 
share their stories well and broadly. This 
work is important, but should we view God’s 
mission only through these lenses?

Another common view of global mission 
comes through ethnocentrism: “If those peo-
ple were more like us, then life would be bet-
ter for them.” Adding the Christian layer: “If 
those people had our church denomination 
or expressed their faith in our cultural forms, 
then their Christian faith would be genuine.”

Mission agencies sit on the corrective 
content that would change these mispercep-
tions, but often neglect to tell these stories. 
So the Church languishes in ignorance and 
inward focus, not knowing how God is car-
rying out his mission and never growing to 
understand the vast depth and treasure of 
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knowledge and experience that is contained 
in equal measure across multicultural facets 
of the church.

Positioning themselves as doers who 
need resources to “accomplish the task,” 
rather than taking responsibility to educate 
from their experience, mission agencies fail 
to inspire the whole Church to join in God’s 
mission. They perpetuate the myth that it 
can be outsourced to professionals, and the 
only role for ordinary churchgoers is to send 
money. But participation in God’s mission 
includes both resourcing professionals and 
being personally engaged in it in everyday 
life. It is for everyone, everywhere. Taking 
journalism as a serious means of global 
education promises to radically shift global 

Church engagement in God’s mission.
A ministry leader once told me (Jim) that, 

given the choice between hiring a journalist 
or a grant writer, he would always choose the 
grant writer. When funds are uncertain (as 
they always are), the expedient approach is 
to create a direct line between your organiza-
tion and potential funders.

But what is being lost when stories of 
the wondrous work of God are told only to 
those who we think might write a big check? 
What doesn’t take place when those stories 
go unreported and unknown to the wider 
Body of Christ? Are we faithfully stewarding 
the glory of God? Are we taking Scriptures 
like Psalm 96:3 seriously? “Publish his glorious 
deeds among the nations. Tell everyone about the 

amazing things he does.”
Good evangelism training usually con-

cludes with something like this: “Simply 
tell your story. Point people to Jesus. Do 
your part. Then let the Holy Spirit do his.” 
The gospels turned the world upside down. 
Could we reasonably conclude that God con-
tinues to engage people in his work through 
well-reported, compelling stories? What is 
the eternal cost if we fail to do this?

What would Luke say?

A Visionary Model
Let’s review. The global church is growing 
and maturing at an accelerating rate. Mis-
sion agencies can play a key role, which they 
often neglect or distort, by educating and 
engaging the church in God’s work.
Worldwide, we see a vast army of trained 
and passionate journalists who have been 
downsized out of their chosen careers. 
Many are Christians. We see many more 
who feel called to this role (both inside and 
outside the church) but who need training 
and opportunity. Were this army to be 
turned loose, the church might engage 
with missions like never before. But, anyone 
wishing to be a missionary journalist faces a 
create-your-own-adventure and raise-your-
own-funds proposition. Not many new 
university grads are willing, networked or 
debt-free enough to do that. So most give up 
on the idea.

Among the career journalists who do 
work at mission agencies, many are walking 
away discouraged because their leaders have 
decided their craft is expendable and that 
their time would be better spent writing 
fundraising letters and marketing brochures.

Enough. COVID-19 gives the global church 
a golden opportunity to pivot, to rethink, to 
innovate. We anticipate tightened budgets 
and (greatly) reduced international travel, 
likely for years. This could force mission 
agencies to become more localized. Yet, 
global connection about the work of God 
will be even more crucial. The biblical man-
date remains: Publish his glorious deeds among 
the nations.

Global and local journalists can still be 
mobilized. It’s time to link supply and de-
mand, calling and opportunity. It’s high time 
for agencies to move beyond, “That’s a good 
idea, but it’s not what we do.”
Here is how we can get there: 

• Mission leaders and influencers must 
advocate for journalism. Not just media 
production, marketing and public 
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relations. All have important roles. But 
journalism is the raw material for it all.

• In a rapidly maturing global Church, 
imagine how journalism could help 
network and engage us all in vision, 
strategy and prayer. Imagine journalism 
not just as storytelling, but intelligence 
gathering.

• Give up the need for full control. 
Kingdom above all. Mission agencies 
can share costs of full-time professional 
journalists, freelancers and volunteers 
who together can serve the kingdom 
movement, not just the individual min-
istry. In fact, existing mission networks 
could provide central hubs for this type 
of collaboration.

• Travel within regions will likely open 
before much global travel is allowed. 
Identify key regional locations for hubs, 
then identify, train and deploy networks 
of journalists in these regions. Imagine 
an Associated Press model, where 
regional stories inform the Church 
and mission in those areas. The best 
and most significant stories funnel to a 
global audience as well. (While we’re at it, 
imagine a member/subscription model 
that helps fund it all.)

• Leverage nearly universal audio and 
video technology that enables authentic 
and credible content gathering as well 
as journalism training from afar. Refine 
opportunities for local and global 
reporters to strengthen contributions 
from both talent pools.

Examples do pop up here and there in the 
mission world: an agency here or there with 
a media training program.5 Another that has 
a team of full-time and part-time writers, 
photographers and videographers tasked 
with simply telling stories … to “encourage 
the church for the glory of God.”6

These are hopeful signs. They are not yet a 
movement. They are oddities, struggling year 
to year to survive because—to borrow the 
pandemic term—they are not yet considered 

essential. When journalism is considered 
a luxury, it will never withstand shifts in 
funding, strategy and personnel, let alone a 
global crisis.

This can change, if influential leaders 
collectively understand journalism’s value 
and biblical roots. The change indicator will 
be resourcing the movement adequately. 
Money and staffing are a start, of course, but 
the real impact comes with long-term, cul-
tural buy-in. Building sustainable capacity 
to report and share God’s stories, for God’s 
glory, needs to become a core value for every 
mission organization.

Idealistic? Sure. Achievable? Yes. Let’s 
develop and implement a bold, interagency 
strategy. Our generation has a historic oppor-
tunity to help the global Church engage in 
the work of God. The dearth of professional 
reporting about mission has caused the 
Church to mostly tune out, believe it’s not 
their job—or assume the enemy is winning. 
God has given us the people, the tools, and 
the biblical mandate to show otherwise. 
Let’s use them.

For his glory alone. 
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a global communications consultant and 
founder of LeMotif (lemotif.org), a ministry 
focused on helping organizations and 
networks tell their stories effectively. She 
previously served nearly twenty years in 
various communications leadership roles 
with Wycliffe Bible Translators USA and the 
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COVID-19: Is This the Beginning of the End for 
International Cross-Cultural Missions?
Marian Stewart

When one reflects upon the biblical model 
as demonstrated by Jesus and His early disci-
ples, one notices that there were consistent 
demonstrable practices that seemed to 
predominate mission activity. There was an 
itinerant and geographical dimension to the 
mission ministry, and there was effective dis-
cipleship, which resulted in multiplication. 
The basis of the motivation for missions was 
the relationship of the missionary with God, 
which in turn impacted his relationship 
with all those to whom he ministered. The 
evangelist, in sharing the gospel message, 
was willing to adapt and contextualize 
the message to reach those who needed to 
hear it, crossing cultural barriers and at the 
same time challenging the idolatry that was 
present.3 

The objective of this article is to examine 
three core factors that impact the efficacy of 
the declaration of the message of the good 
news: the model, the motivation, and the meth-
od. It is hoped that this consideration will 
help encourage future thinking regarding 
the development of methodologies for evan-
gelism and discipleship in the international 
cross-cultural mission context. The first step 
is to be reminded of the message.

The Message
The message is the Good News, the Gospel of 
the kingdom of God: “The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent, 
and believe the Gospel” (Mark 1:15).4 The mes-
sage is clear: God has opened a way for hu-
mankind and all of creation to be redeemed 
and restored to His original design and 
purpose through Jesus Christ (John 3:16). The 
mandate for followers of Christ is to share 

this Good News (Matthew 28:19–20). Despite 
the many attempts to manipulate, modify, 
obfuscate, and even obliterate the message 
over the centuries, the Gospel has prevailed, 
and the truth of this message continues to 
be shared.

The Model
Jesus and His early disciples provide us the 
model(s) for delivering the message of the 
Gospel. Biblical scholars generally agree 
that Jesus set a tone and format that suited 
the culture that prevailed during His earthly 
ministry, and the disciples followed suit. 
Even a cursory reading of the Synoptic Gos-
pels reveals not only the teaching, but the 
itinerant nature of Jesus’ ministry (Matthew 
8:20; Luke 9:58). Indeed, one can surmise 
that an itinerant life could be counted as 
a part of the cost of following Jesus. Even 
Jesus’ instructions to the twelve disciples 
when he sent them out two by two reflected 
a peripatetic style—“They set out and went 
from village to village, preaching the gospel” 
(Luke 9:6; Matthew 10:9–15, Mark 6:8–11). The 
geographical dimension of mission is key to 
the broader vision of the mission intention.5

There was also effective discipleship. 
James Samra identifies discipleship as “the 
process of becoming like Christ.”6 In the 
Gospels, this was based on physical prox-
imity and entailed following Jesus—not just 
metaphorically, but also literally. Those who 
would be his disciples would become like 
him (Mark 1:17–18; Luke 14:27, 33). In the rest 
of the New Testament, discipleship involved 
“the concept of imitation” and was appli-
cable whether the object of imitation was 
physically present or not.7 This idea is readily 

captured in the Apostle Paul’s admonition 
to the churches in Thessalonica (1 Thessalo-
nians 1:6) and Corinth (1 Corinthians 11:1). 
The book of Acts, which provides a bridge 
between the Gospels and the rest of the writ-
ings in the New Testament, reflect the extent 
to which there was effective discipleship 
(Acts 1:8). When Jesus departed and the dis-
ciples received the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, 
they proceeded to “turn the world upside 
down” (Acts 17:6).

The Motivation
Today, the degree to which the accomplish-
ment of the Great Commission is deemed 
to be biblically successful, based on the 
preceding model, has been mitigated by 
a feel-good factor rather than the extent to 
which there has been effective discipleship.8 
This feel-good mindset is a primary motivat-
ing factor for missions, which when mixed 
with the vestiges of the messiah-syndrome of 
the colonial era, is at odds with the concept 
of effective discipleship. In the case of Africa, 
the vision of this continent as impoverished, 
with an inability to take care of, and sustain 
itself propagates an ideological trend that 
has been widely advocated since the 1970s.9  
This trend has seen the primacy of horizon-
tal relationships (relationships with men) 
over the vertical relationship (relationship 
with God).10 This is demonstrated when one 
believes that the nature of one’s relationship 
with God hinges on a successful relationship 
with men, rather than the nature of one’s 
relationship with men being influenced by 
one’s relationship with God.

This subtle shift has fostered a sense of 
personal satisfaction that so many seem 

 
The advent of the COVID-19 worldwide pandemic has curtailed the traditional model of inter-
national cross-cultural missions as air travel has effectively ceased and social gatherings of 
ten or more people have been banned. In the face of this, the traditional modus operandi has 
all come to a screeching halt.1 These are inimical to the new paradigm of ‘social distancing.’  
Additionally, the priorities of many have understandably shifted from participating and 
supporting missions to the development of a ‘bunker’ mindset focusing on self-preservation 
in the face of the onslaught of an invisible enemy.2 Christian missionaries, sending churches 
and mission agencies would do well to reflect on the international cross-cultural models 
that have become a part of conventional praxis with a view to revisiting these methodolo-
gies, and rethinking their strategies.
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to strive for in the mission experience. The 
‘feel-good’ factor arises out of the giving of 
oneself because one needs to be needed. One 
might experience the greatest sense of feel-
ing needed when, for example one is in the 
most impoverished places among the poor. 
The rationale tends to be: “God has given 
me so much. I am so blessed. I need to give 
to others.” While in itself, this is a laudable 
objective, one must guard against what C.S. 
Lewis calls a perversion of “Gift-love.”11 The 
perversion arises in that Gift-love becomes a 
type of love in which one “… needs to give; 
therefore needs to be needed.”12 Lewis fur-
ther states:

But the proper aim of giving is to put the 
recipient in a state where he no longer 
needs our gift. We feed children in order 
that they may soon be able to feed them-
selves; we teach them in order that they 
may soon not need our teaching. Thus, 
a heavy task is laid upon this Gift-love. It 
must work towards its own abdication. 
We must aim at making ourselves super-
fluous. The hour when we can say “They 
need me no longer” should be our reward. 
But the instinct, simply in its own nature, 
has no power to fulfil this law. The instinct 
desires the good of the object, but not 
simply; only the good it can give itself. A 
much higher love—a love which desires 
the good of the object as such, from what-
ever source that good comes—must step 
in and help or tame the instinct before 
it can make abdication. And, of course 
it often does. But where it does not, the 
ravenous need to be needed will gratify 
itself either by keeping its objects needy 
or by inventing for them imaginary needs. 
It will do this [even more] ruthlessly be-
cause it thinks (in one sense truly) that it 
is a Gift-love and therefore regards itself as 
‘unselfish.’13

The result can be a debilitating depen-
dency of the recipient on the giver, which 
nullifies the intent of the Great Command-
ment (Matthew 22:36–40; Mark 12:28-31; Luke 
10: 25–27), and the Great Commission (Mat-
thew 28:19–20; Mark 16:15–16; Luke 24:46–49; 
Acts 1:8).

As we observe the model set by Jesus and 
his early disciples, there is also a sense of 
contextualization in the delivery of the Gos-
pel message. Contextualization is defined 
as “the valid application of Scripture in any 
time-space context so that biblical truth is 
practiced, demonstrated, formulated, or 
communicated with no change in content or 

meaning, in the cultural, linguistic and men-
tal patterns of that context.”14 The Gospel of 
John, as well as the example of Paul at the Ar-
eopagus both point to the Gospel taking on 
a cultural shape (Acts 17:16–34). At the same 
time, we understand that contextualization 
does not mean syncretism.15 Rather, the 
goal of mission and the contextualization 
of the gospel is to cross cultural barriers, 
while challenging the idolatry “… at work 
in every culture.”16 Byang Kato addresses the 
importance of contextualizing which, when 
properly understood, relates to “making con-
cepts or ideas relevant in a given situation.”17 
Today, we are in the throes of the COVID-19 
pandemic. How do we contextualize the Gos-
pel in this given situation?

The Method
How has the model observed in the Bible 
translated into methods that have become 
the foundation for mission practice, espe-
cially since the advent of the so-called ‘Mod-
ern Missions Movement’ of the eighteenth 
century?18

Michael Goheen states “Missions is not 
simply cross-cultural work. It strategically 
targets places and people groups in the world 
who have never heard the good news, and 
establishing a witness in their midst with the 
goal of bringing into existence a Christian 
church.”19 He further argues that missions is 
not the same as cross-cultural partnerships.20  
Missions, or the missionary task, is taking 
the Gospel to parts of the world that had 
never heard it. Perhaps, this definition falls 
short of the complete objective of the Great 
Commission. Many missionaries focus on 
the evangelism (proclamation of the Good 
News) but negate the discipleship compo-
nent of the Great Commission. “Teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded 
you” includes engaging in the difficult and 
sacrificial work of investing one’s life into 
that of another (Matthew 28:20).21 Given 
the historical connotations aligned with 
international cross-cultural missions, and 
colonialism, a fresh understanding of mis-
sions “that sees mission as taking the gospel 
in life, word and deed—in, to and from every 
continent” that is aligned with cross-cultural 
partnership is necessary for the practice of 
effective mission in the twenty-first century.22 

It is widely known that how people re-
ceive the Gospel informs how they proclaim 
it. For example, if persons made professions 
of faith at a Gospel Crusade or conference, 
through one-on-one evangelism, or other 
method—that will be the preferred method 
of evangelizing others. The method used 

by missionaries in sharing the Gospel will 
tend to be the same way that the recipients 
will share it with others. Sub-Saharan Africa 
in general, and Liberia in particular, has and 
continues to receive missionaries who come 
ostensibly to evangelize.23

Relationships are at the core of evange-
lism and discipleship, and to be effective 
in both aspects of the Great Commission, a 
strong, personal relationship with God, the 
Author of the redemption of mankind is a 
pre-requisite. The primacy of this relation-
ship can be fostered and nurtured through 
the exercise of spiritual disciplines.24 The 
exercise of the spiritual disciplines will 
impact relationships with others. The prin-
ciple of the preeminence of the relationship 
with God over the relationship with men is 
reflected both in the Old Testament in the 
listing of the Decalogue (Exodus 20:1–17), 
as well as in the New Testament (Matthew 
22:36–40). During this time of COVID-19, 
Christians have an opportunity to return to 
the practice of the spiritual disciplines. This 
is where digital technology and social media 
have proved to be helpful as pastors and 
ministry leaders utilize these resources to 
disseminate and exchange information both 
synchronously and asynchronously.25  Bible 
reading apps, Bible study materials, prayer 
and devotional materials, and prayer support 
are readily available.16 Using the worldwide 
web, the local church can reach the ‘whole 
wide world.’ Indeed, “the use of web-based 
technologies to share sermons and other 
teaching components with attendees and 
non-attendees has exploded in recent years” 
according to a multi-year study.27 It is evident 
that relationships can be built that do not 
require physical proximity.

In the face of the problem of curtailed 
international cross-cultural missions, which 
has been based on proximity, one can con-
sider the following questions: “Has this kind 
of evangelism weakened our discipleship from 
the outset? Has our evangelism become all about 
programs? (Emphasis added).”28 It is not suf-
ficient to simply repeat the methods of the 
past and hope that we can continue to be 
effective in the mission endeavor. This is es-
pecially true in the era of the Coronavirus—
COVID-19. With the advent of lockdowns, 
quarantines, states of emergency, and the 
present and anticipated reduction in inter-
national travel worldwide, missiologists and 
missionaries have an opportunity to consid-
er “what will future methodologies of inter-
national cross-cultural missions look like?” 
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Conclusion
The advent of COVID-19 has provided the 
Christian missionary, sending churches 
and mission organizations an opportunity 
to evaluate and review the international 
cross-cultural models that are utilized 
in international cross-cultural mission 
ministries. Measuring the biblical model, 
motivation, and method of evangelism and 
discipleship against one’s own practice, may 
help the contemporary missionary to see 
that the way forward requires developing 
a new or renewed vision for international 
cross-cultural missions. However, clarity 
does not equate to ease. It will be exceedingly 
difficult to adjust and think ‘outside of the 
box.’ May God provide insight, wisdom and 
clarity to those who press on to continue 
to fulfill the Great Commission through in-
ternational cross-cultural missions in these 
last days. 

Marian Stewart (D.Min) is a graduate of 
Luther Rice College and Seminary and 
serves as a missionary in Liberia, West 
Africa. In addition to evangelism and 
community health education, her ministry 
focus is helping Christian hospitals and 
other organizations in the mission field 
reinforce their Christ-centered vision and 
mission focus through Christian leadership 
development and staff engagement.
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Build a 
Connected 
Missions Team
How to Involve Your Congregation to Expand Your Impact

Focus on the Great Commission
Build your team around the goal: global 
missions. This is essential for your personal 
e	ectiveness as a Church Mission Leader as 
well as the overall growth and involvement of 
the congregation.
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Find more “Key Attributes of an E�ective Church Mission Leader” in the Church Missions Leader Survey 
Report + Analysis 2019, https://missionexus.org/church-missions-leader-survey-report-analysis-2019/.

Build Trusting Relationships
Allow your team to walk with you as you build 
meaningful relationships with missionaries. 
When everyone is on the same page, this will 
allow you to expand the depth and width of 
your impact.

Strengthen Your Team
Look for those members of your congregation 
who have the necessary gi�ings to contribute: 
a heart for prayer, the desire to see 
partnerships flourish, a willingness to work 
with others, etc.

Empower Ministry Partners
Encourage your congregation to engage with 
your ministry partners. Send regular updates 
about your global partnerships and share their 
status updates and prayer requests with your 
congregation.



Roy writes with evident love for, and deep insight 
into, Iranian Christians and the Iranian church in 
diaspora. In this aptly titled book, Roy explores 
key challenges that Christians and churches from 
Persian-Muslim cultures work through in their 
endeavors to become healthy and mature. Based 
on Roy’s PhD research at Trinity International 
University (2013), The Burden of Baggage is packed 
full of insights into and analysis of the often- 
chaotic experience of people who become Chris-
tians from one particular non-Christian culture.

Roy has been ministering among and with 
Iranian believers in diaspora for decades. After 
recounting the unprecedented and remarkable 
work of God among Iranians today, Roy sketches 
the characteristic struggles encountered in Per-
sian churches and the reasons for them. As the 
book unfolds, Roy describes failings in Iranian fel-
lowships in sometimes painful detail, repeatedly 
quoting his very frank Iranian informants. It is as 
if Iranian believers have submitted themselves to 
a diagnosis of their broken condition, and Roy 
hasn’t held back from showing them their con-
dition and its causes. Yet, as Roy says, his desire 
is that the book will “give hope to the struggling 
church that God’s divine power can transform his 
bride into a mighty people of God” (xvii).

In the first chapter Roy proposes key historical 
factors that have led to the typical challenges that 
Iranians face living in diaspora today and then he 
summarizes the resulting challenges that Iranian 
Christians from Muslim backgrounds encounter. 
Roy gives textured and perceptive portrayals of 

how Iranian believers experience church (chap-
ter 2), deal with their cultural baggage (chapter 
3), and struggle with relationships and interper-
sonal conflict in their churches (chapter 4) and 
in their families (chapter 5). He describes toxic 
expressions of leadership (chapter 6) and how 
conversion is often traumatic for both individ-
uals and families (chapter 7). In the last chapter, 
Roy offers promising proposals for ways forward 
for our Iranian brothers and sisters as they deal 
with these almost overwhelming challenges.

If one were to summarize the core of the 
challenge that Iranian believers face, I believe it 
is that their cultural and religious heritage does 
not give them adequate resources to enable them 
to succeed in becoming mature godly men and 
women in healthy Christian communities. All the 
necessary biblical principles need to be learned 
from scratch following their conversion.

Who can benefit from reading this insightful 
book? Anyone coming to Christ from non- 
Christian cultures, and all those ministering to 
and among them. I warmly recommend Roy’s 
loving diagnosis of the problems plaguing Ira-
nian Christians to both Iranian Christians and 
to everyone ministering to diaspora peoples, 
especially to those working among Muslims. May 
God use this labor of love to strengthen all first- 
generation Christians and their churches in dias-
pora and in their homelands. The Burden of Bag-
gage sheds much-needed light on first-generation 
Christian experience, regardless of the believer’s 
background. 
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Religion, politics, culture, and gender converge 
in a heightened and complex way in the Middle 
East. In this groundbreaking volume of theology, 
indigenous Arabic Christian leaders tackle these 
issues from an evangelical perspective. The seven 
male and female authors from Syria, Lebanon, 
and Egypt bring an impressive array of expertise 
and experience. All are scholars. Most are also 
organizational executives, pastors, or translators, 
spanning a wide range of academic and ministry 
contexts. Drawing substantively from biblical 
texts as well as from credible Arab and the West-
ern sources, they address challenging questions 
relevant to those doing evangelism and disciple-
ship in the Arab world: Does the God of the Old 
Testament endorse violence? What does Jesus’ 
Jewishness mean for Arab Christians? What is a 
Christian woman’s role in the midst of Islamic 
culture? How do the scriptures address the use of 
political power?

Several themes run through the book. First is 
an emphasis on the Bible as an authoritative text 
by which to interpret current social and political 
crises (e.g., 253). Multiple authors offer specific 
guidance for interpreting the Bible, such as “un-
derstand these passages … in light of the entire 
Bible” (32) and interpret “in accordance with the 
rules governing the genre” (250). Second is the 
recognition that the scriptures have been used 
to endorse mistreatment of groups such as Arabs 
(215), women (319), and youth (376), and that this 
misuse of the Bible makes it hard for some people 
to read it or trust its message. Third, as one might 
expect, there is a distinct repudiation of dispen-
sational theology and Zionism (79, 190, 219, etc.). 

Finally, servant leadership is offered as a correc-
tive to the misuse of power in arenas of politics, 
religion, gender, and culture (142, 351, 400).

One of the book’s main contributions is its 
very existence as a model of indigenous Arabic 
Christian theology. Another is its concluding 
chapter by editor Andrea Zaki Stephanous. In it, 
Stephanous offers a proposal for a reconceived 
Arab nationalism in place of political Islam. 
Instead of using power to enforce a religious and 
political identity, a new form of Arab nationalism 
would protect minorities, providing space for the 
religious, cultural, and political plurality of the 
Middle East (424, 436).

In spite of themes that carry through multiple 
chapters, Stephanous reminds readers that the 
seven authors do not carry a single perspective on 
all the topics addressed in this volume. Nor are 
the chapters uniform in their complexity or audi-
ence. Early chapters are easier to read and would 
provide helpful introductions for those new to 
reading the Bible or considering its implications 
for social and political life. Later chapters are lon-
ger, more nuanced, and more complex in their 
sentence structure and thought development.

In sum, Arabic Christian Theology provides a 
valuable, scaffolded resource for individuals, 
classrooms, and congregations that desire to 
think carefully about the current politics of the 
Middle East, specifically, or the question of power, 
more broadly. While making indigenous Arabic 
voices accessible to a Western audience, it also 
models a globally informed contextual theology 
which, by example, invites other indigenous the-
ologies from around the world.  

Zondervan, 2019

544 pages
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Reviewed by Jessica Handy 
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Fuller Theological Seminary, 
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Arabic Christian Theology: A Contemporary 
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Edited by Dr. Andrea Zaki Stephanous
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The authors have succeeded in condensing an 
expansive topic into a reasonably sized text that 
will encourage anyone considering vocational 
missions and will provide an overview of mis-
sion work to those on local mission boards. This 
overview moves the reader from reflecting on or 
wrestling with the idea of mission to personally 
participating in mission by comparing mission 
to a symphony.

The book was birthed out of discipleship train-
ing that surfaced the need to answer three ques-
tions: What is the church’s mission as it participates in 
God’s mission? What is my role within God’s mission? 
And, what does mission look like in daily life? Using 
the analogy of a symphony, the authors present 
the answers as a process. First, we must listen to 
the symphony, then we learn to play basic notes 
which allow us to follow the symphony through 
the three movements. Finally, we find our place in 
the orchestra and join in with an eye on persever-
ing through the entire piece.

Each chapter focuses on one of these steps. 
Chapter one covers listening to “how God and 
his people have been performing the symphony 
of mission for thousands of years” (2). In chapter 
two they present the foundations of missional 
engagement akin to learning the notes of music. 

Chapter three covers the three broad movements 
within mission: stewardship, service, and the 
spoken word. In chapters four through six, each 
movement is explained biblically, theologically 
and illustrated with real world examples. The 
final movement, the chapter focusing on “What is 
the gospel?” is especially well presented.

The book takes a practical turn in chapters 
seven through nine. The question of calling is 
addressed in chapter seven. In a section titled 
“Nuggets of Vocational Wisdom” they offer six 
wonderful pieces of practical advice for those 
contemplating vocational mission. Chapter 
eight helps the reader chose a specific area of 
mission to focus on, offering a warning about be-
coming overwhelmed with the over abundance 
of choices we have today. Finally, chapter nine 
addresses perseverance in mission. Their advice 
for missionaries is to maintain the practices of 
Sabbath, prayer, and living proximately (making 
peace with the here and now realities of our lives) 
if a missionary is to persevere over a long period 
with the possibility of few visible results.

Overall, this is a very readable book; not too 
lengthy or academically complex to lose the 
interest of the person in the early stages of con-
sidering vocational mission. 

Baker Academic, 2019
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As a cross-cultural church planter with many 
years of experience, Stephen Davis confesses 
he wrote this little book with great sorrow, “I 
regretted that I had not had this training earlier 
in my church-planting ministry and realized 
that I had not been as prepared as I thought for 
cross-cultural ministry” (x). His alternate title for 
the book, What I Wish I Had Known Before Engaging 
in Cross-Cultural Ministry, explains his purpose.

As he recounts his six years in France and five 
in Romania, he laments the grave and much- 
repeated errors in his own life and in mission 
history. While he recognizes the unchanging 
nature of the gospel, Davis’ confessions expose 
how important it is to understand the cultures 
receiving the gospel. He humbly recognizes, “One 
of the most important things we must remember 
is that although we might leave our cultural com-
fort zone as experts, we arrive in a cultural war 
zone as strangers, not to say idiots” (xiv).

Concerning preparation for cross-cultural 
church-planters, Davis first discusses theological 
and missiological considerations, then cross- 
cultural competencies and challenges required 
during the process. Giving recommendations for 
local churches and mission agencies in the latter 
part of his work, Davis notes that “One of the 
prime reasons given for attrition is insufficient 
pre-field preparation” (xvi). He describes the dif-
ficulties and demands of crossing cultures; but 
unfortunately, he does not quite provide enough 
meat to enable the reader to undertake the hard 
work of studying a new culture. I applaud his 
attempt to address the lack of preparation but 
long for an additional section on how to conduct 
“human exegesis” à la Paul Hiebert. Davis’ honest 

disclosure and pithy quotes leave the reader sali-
vating for more.

The book is unique in that it tackles church 
planting, missiology, and culture in a small 
volume. However, that attempt to cover sev-
eral different areas keeps Davis from his main 
one—“preparing strangers,” equipping readers 
with the tools necessary to acquire cross-cultural 
competence. The book encourages workers along 
the path toward competency, but the essential 
tools and knowledge lie in other resources.

After discussing theology and missiology in 
the first half of Crossing Cultures, Davis addresses 
the needed attributes for cross-cultural workers, 
characteristics such as spiritual maturity and 
sufficient church planting experience. He calls 
them competencies, a human resources term 
which is used differently than when speaking of 
competency concerning language and culture 
acquisition.

Davis addresses other challenges faced, such 
as being the stranger, encountering different reli-
gious experiences, the difficulties of language and 
culture acquisition, and issues such as conscience 
and family. Wisely, Davis emphasizes throughout 
the book, “Acquiring cultural competency is one 
of the greatest tasks for cross-cultural workers” 
(20). Proverbs 4:7 (NIV) comes to mind “The be-
ginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom. Though 
it cost all you have, get understanding.” In this 
case, whatever you do as a cross-cultural worker, 
seek the wisdom of language and cultural com-
petence. Such pursuit will pay great dividends. 
Hopefully this book will whet appetites to dive 
deeply into whatever culture the Lord has called 
the reader. 

Wipf & Stock, 2019
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Reaching the world for Christ is a momentous 
task, and church planting is often propped up as 
the best vehicle for evangelism and discipleship. 
However, while being a “church-planting church” 
is a step in the right direction, becoming a church 
that multiplies churches with other churches is 
even better. That is the central thesis of Powell and 
James’ Together for the City. They “aim to convince 
[readers] that collaborative church-planting 
movements are a Christ-honoring implication of 
the gospel and a strategic way to reach our com-
munities for Jesus” (7).

Organized around the “Why and What” (part 
1), the “How” (part 2), and the “Who” (part 3), the 
authors carefully lay out a vision for collaborative 
church planting. In part 1, they provide a sketch 
of their context (Birmingham, England), and 
how their vision for multiplying churches was 
born out of spiritual necessity for their location. 
They describe how they found their collaborators 
and the healthy dynamics that facilitated the 
development of their church planting network. 
In part 2, the authors posit a framework for devel-
oping healthy church-planting collaborations. 
They suggest that when ecclesial networks share 
“Core” (theological convictions), “Cause” (theo-
logical vision), and “Code” (theological princi-
ples), collaborative church-planting is the result. 
They are attentive to the fact that collaborative 

church-planting will look different from context 
to context. Part 3 explores the fruit of the move-
ment and provides numerous sketches of church-
es that have originated out of such networks.

The authors write well and persuasively. They 
are quick to highlight their mistakes and the 
limitations of their model. They are honest about 
the challenges that come with such an endeavor, 
but remain committed to the belief that when 
done well, collaborative church planting can 
accomplish much for the sake of the gospel. The 
book is chock-full of anecdotes, rich biblical and 
theological reflection, and guiding principles 
and practices for collaborative church-planting. 
One concern might be that the authors remain 
skeptical of the effectiveness of denominations 
for multiplying churches, a skepticism which 
may resonate with nondenominational church 
planters, but not with those who have benefitted 
from the resources and local networks a denomi-
nation can provide.

Those with a heart to reach a particular context 
will find great encouragement and wise strategy 
from Together for the City. Pastors and ministry 
leaders who work in church-rich contexts that 
need the gospel will find this vision compelling 
and hopefully spur gospel-centered churches to 
find each other and collaborate for the sake of 
bringing others to Jesus.  

Intervarsity Press, 2019
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Effectively communicating the Christian faith 
in the intricacies of today’s cultural climates is 
challenging. James Beitler develops ideas to assist 
the believer in this obedient pursuit through 
a unique combination of elements of classical 
rhetoric, historically dynamic Christian writers, 
and the Christian liturgical seasons. The focus of 
the author is to answer the question, “How do we 
effectively communicate our faith in a persuasive 
way during the seasons of the Christian year?”

Beitler begins by citing Augustine’s reflec-
tions on the relationship between Christianity 
and rhetoric. An early statement in the book 
demonstrates the theme throughout, “Truth 
presented persuasively is sweet medicine” (3). 
The five sections of the book connect C.S. Lewis 
with ethos and Advent, Dorothy Sayers with ener-
geia and Christmastide, Dietrich Bonhoeffer with 
identification and division and Epiphany, Desmond 
Tutu with constitutive rhetorics of interdependence 
and Lent, and Marilynne Robinson with ethos in a 
community perspective and Easter.

The author defines C.S. Lewis’ approach of 
developing a rapport and understanding with his 
audience as cultivating and building communi-
ties of goodwill (47). Through the medium of dra-
ma, Sayers “wants not only to move her audiences 
but also to confront and disturb them” (74). Tutu 
emphasizes the importance of repentance in 
witness, personal and corporate. “To be effective 
witnesses, churches must admit and take respon-
sibility for their own wrongdoing as well as their 

complicity in social and institutional sins” (157).
Not being a student of classical rhetoric my-

self, I initially found some difficulty in grasping 
the concepts that were cited. But the application 
and clarification of these became apparent even 
for one who was not previously aware. I did find 
myself thinking while reading the book that it 
may be too big of a stretch to tie all these things 
together. However, I must say, after reading it 
all, and with reflection, putting these elements 
together is a unique and helpful tool to provide 
insight for the reader desiring to communicate 
the gospel in the current societal challenges.

I appreciated Beitler’s friendly communica-
tion style in his introduction and final chapter, 
transparently sharing his personal bias as an En-
glish professor, and his realization that this book 
does not address all the topics which should or 
could be addressed. The concluding chapter is a 
good summary and application, titled “Speaking 
in Tongues” and emphasizing “that if the gospel 
of Jesus Christ is truly to reach the whole world, 
the church’s witness must go forth in multiple 
languages through a variety of mediums, by way 
of different genres and voices, using a host of 
rhetoric” (212).

This is published by IVP Academic and seems 
intended for the serious student of Christian 
Communication, but is also helpful for pastors, 
evangelists, and anyone interested in being more 
effective in sharing their faith in Christ in a cul-
turally relevant and appropriate way. 

IVP Academic, 2019
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Reviewed by Glen Osborn, 
Minister at Large, China Outreach 
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Seasoned Speech: Rhetoric in the Life of the Church
By James E. Beitler III
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The Only One is not “just another discipleship 
book.” This is a treasury of the principles and 
tools Curtis Sergeant has successfully used as a 
missionary among least reached peoples. Ser-
geant has coached many missionaries with these 
principles, and they experienced similar success. 
After the author moved back to the United States, 
he concluded American Christians also need 
these universal principles and tools, so he has 
organized them into a book.
Sergeant urges Christians to adopt “theopraxy” 
(“God-practice”), which he describes as “a lifestyle 
that seeks to know Christ, to imitate Him, to seek 
God’s kingdom, and to view everything in life 
from God’s perspective” (xviii). The book covers 
three parts—the individual aspects of theopraxy, 
the corporate aspects of theopraxy, and practical 
concepts and tools for growth in theopraxy. 
Chapters 1–6 lay the foundation by describing 
the different aspects of the theopraxic life—it is 
an all-encompassing way of life that is God- and 
Kingdom-focused, open to suffering and all forms 
of communication from God, and not hindered 
by fear and pride. In chapters 6–11, Sergeant 
proposes that Christians glorify God best as a 
community—when they love one another, prac-
tice listening to God together, and work in unity 
like the Trinity. Chapters 12–17 contain practical 
approaches and tools to theopraxic evangelism, 
discipleship, worldview, and prayer.
This book is not a rehash of existing discipleship 

books. New and extremely relevant contents 
include how people today automatically filter 
voluminous information, and how these filters af-
fect God’s communication to humans; a critique 
against the prevailing “low-entry barrier” evan-
gelism; the dramatically different time lengths 
to be used with Model-Assist-Watch-Leave stages, 
and the need for theopraxy (God-practice) as the 
correct motivation for orthodoxy (correct belief) 
and orthopraxy (correct living).
This timely book will likely last many years and 
might undergo a revision. If so, a few observations 
might be taken into consideration. The chapters 
in part one have considerable and overlapping 
points, so further organization and the use of 
subtitles might help readers to easily follow the 
flow of each chapter’s main points. Also, the 
author tends to see everything as either white 
or black (no grays), which might cause readers 
to find the high demands of the theopraxic life 
overwhelming. Lastly, although there are some 
attempts to highlight the role of the Holy Spirit 
in the theopraxic life, the book highly emphasizes 
Christ. Balanced roles among the Trinity might 
empower Christians more.
Although written for Americans, the principles 
in this book can be adapted for use in other 
cultures. Disciplers, new Christians, and Bible 
students can all benefit from this book. It can also 
be used alongside the Bible as part of one’s daily 
devotion. 

William Carey Publishing, 2019
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Missionaries and missionary practice deeply 
influenced shifting debates during the growth 
and transformation of evangelicalism following 
World War II. Through an examination of the his-
tory of World Vision and its missionary founder, 
Bob Pierce, in God’s Internationalists David King 
argues, “Even as the United States was becoming 
a global superpower, so was American evangel-
icalism.… [The] same global engagement that 
forced evangelicals to reframe their work abroad 
also forced them to reframe their own identities 
at home as they reflected upon what it meant to 
be American and evangelical in an increasingly 
global world” (9). World Vision, at first a mission-
ary agency, served as an intermediary between 
American evangelicals and encounters with 
global poverty that stimulated a shift in reinter-
pretation of evangelical identity in light of global 
engagement, particularly in terms of missionary 
practice and humanitarianism.

King examines this transformation through 
the lens of religious history, philanthropy, and 
professionalization. He narrates World Vision’s 
navigation of growing tension within evangel-
icalism between evangelism and social action, 
highlighting World Vision’s commitment to 
evangelism while demanding more. In the words 
of Bob Pierce, “We must meet people’s physical 
needs so that we can meet their real (spiritual) 
needs” (54). Similarly, in the realm of philanthro-
py, World Vision transformed evangelical giving 
and fundraising, particularly with regards to 
direct appeals and child sponsorship. And within 
the shift from humanitarianism to development, 
World Vision straddled the divide between piety 
and professionalism. The growth of World Vision 

embodied engagement with both sides within 
historical evangelical debates: evangelism vs. 
social action, charitable giving to social issues at 
home vs. abroad, and piety vs. professional.

God’s Internationalists presents an important 
contribution to considering the impact of mis-
sionaries and “third-sector” organizations like 
World Vision on American evangelicalism, an 
area generally ignored by religious historians. 
King’s contribution could be enhanced by consid-
erations of World Vision’s current engagement 
with contemporary conversations within evan-
gelicalism today such as racial justice, gender 
equality, and same-sex marriage. King alludes to 
World Vision’s 2014 decision to employ Christians 
in same-sex marriages but does not engage with 
the aftermath beyond the policy reversal two days 
later. This absence makes one wonder whether 
missionary practice and organizations like World 
Vision continue to influence evangelical identity 
formation today.

Nonetheless, God’s Internationalists is an 
insightful read for historians, philanthropists, 
and development professionals. Written in non- 
academic and accessible language, this book will 
appeal to those seeking a deeper understanding 
of the growth and transformation of evangelical-
ism after World Word II and how an organization 
like World Vision managed to navigate divisive 
social issues that emerged as American evan-
gelicalism confronted global poverty. Perhaps 
Christian missionaries, humanitarian workers, 
and development professionals might glean 
additional insights into bridging current social 
divides between evangelicalism and today’s rap-
idly changing world. 
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Countless missiologists trace their cultural curi-
osity back to Sherwood Lingenfelter. In Devoted 
to Christ, Christopher Flanders brings together 
twelve missiologists to honor Lingenfelter’s 
legacy. The volume is a festschrift, or in Flanders’ 
words, “an exercise in social honor” (xiii), pro-
duced for the occasion of Lingenfelter’s retire-
ment from full-time teaching and administration.

Imitating Lingenfelter’s example of rigorous 
anthropological scholarship for Christ, the 
authors piece together helpful insights for the 
missiological community. Several chapters break 
new ground, yet here I highlight only three. First, 
Robert Priest’s inquiry of witches demonstrates 
that, even though Scripture does not support the 
existence of humans causing others harm super-
naturally, unfortunately, some Bible translations 
over the centuries have reinforced indigenous 
churches’ beliefs about witches. Second, Paul 
Gupta, writing from his experience with Western 
expatriate missionaries in India, offers practical 
principles for how to build “interdependent” 
partnerships. Third, Christopher Flanders’ con-
cluding chapter dispels the claim that certain 
cultures may be labeled “honor cultures;” in-
stead, missiologists should consider how honor 
is shown in every culture.

Besides the groundbreaking chapters men-
tioned above, one strength of Devoted to Christ 
is its global focus. Nearly every major region of 

the Majority World is given a chapter, and many 
of these voices are non-Western. This could not 
have been a coincidence. The authors are to be 
applauded for producing a work of anthropology 
and missiology that truly takes readers around 
the world.

One feature that some readers may consider a 
weakness in the volume is its near total emphasis 
on power dynamics. I counted only one chapter 
(Robert Priest’s) not dealing primarily with this 
theme. Two chapters repetitively concentrate 
on patron-client relations in Thailand (by Larry 
Persons and Lorraine Dierck). While it is true that 
Sherwood Lingenfelter’s works largely deal with 
leadership and power structures, readers of this 
volume who are unfamiliar with Lingenfelter’s 
books may question such an emphasis. Including 
this type of explanation upfront in the intro-
duction might have drawn a closer connection 
between the authors and Lingenfelter.

Nevertheless, Devoted to Christ is as readable as 
it is important for the missiological community. 
The volume especially adds to the growing body 
of literature on honor and shame. Both academ-
ics and practitioners interested in missiology’s 
future directions will find valuable insights that 
inspire further research. The authors achieve 
their “exercise in social honor.” Fusing anthropol-
ogy and missiology in the Lingenfelter tradition 
ultimately honors Jesus. 
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“Is the church as it exists today a cause for celebra-
tion or a reason to lament?” (1). In Seeking Church, 
Darren Duerksen and William Dyrness ask some 
hard questions in order to evaluate the relation-
ship between culture and the church. However, 
their tone throughout is not one of despair, but 
one of hope that there may be churches around 
the world that are rethinking how they might 
engage with, reflect, and transform their native 
culture. In essence, Seeking Church provides a 
“theological reflection on the sociocultural for-
mation and growth of communities who follow 
Christ” (25).

The book starts by analyzing the history of the 
church as an emergent phenomenon, or what 
the authors describe as a “reverse hermeneutic.” 
Next, the authors describe the process by which 
social groups begin and how an understanding 
of this process should contribute to a “missio-
logical understanding of how churches emerge 
out of and reflect their contexts.” (62) To help 
illustrate these important theories, they provide 
thought-provoking case studies from the major-
ity world. Next, Duerksen and Dyrness describe 
how various theological practices have been con-
textualized in the emergent churches depicted in 
the case studies. The authors then consider mark-
ers that should characterize a transformative 
church and comes to the important conclusion 
that “our churches rarely, if ever, fully live up to 
the ideal to which these markers point” (173). 
The book concludes by discussing in hopeful 
terms what the authors envision the future of the 
church could be by describing the church’s role 
in the establishment of the Kingdom God.

Though well written, individuals unaccus-
tomed to high levels of academic rigor may find 
this book a challenging read. Because of its theo-
logical depth, theologians and pastors will find 
this book compelling, but undoubtedly, Seeking 
Church will be most beneficial to missiologists 

and practitioners. Practically, missionaries will 
find the case studies fascinating, inspiring and, 
at times, controversial. Individuals who feel com-
fortable with extreme levels of contextualization 
in Christian worship, such as insider movements, 
will find themselves more aligned with the 
authors then readers concerned with insider 
movements deviating from the gospel or with the 
dangers of syncretism in mission contexts. One 
shortcoming of the book is that the logic contin-
ually builds on arguments or assumptions that 
many readers might not agree with completely. 
Moreover, many of the readers for whom this 
book is written will struggle with various aspects 
of the case studies or theory. One example is 
the description of how “the weapon used by Sri 
Krisna … [was] taken over and reinterpreted as 
a symbol of the gospel ‘to pierce even the most 
obstinate of human hearts’” (99).

Perhaps the greatest strength of Seeking 
Church is its thoughtful interaction with crucial 
questions that the church and its leaders need 
to consider at this point in history. For example, 
they dedicate an entire chapter to considering 
markers of the transformative church by answer-
ing the question: “If the practices and forms of 
church are varied and contingent, what might 
we say are normative markers of the church, 
common across time and location, and how 
might these elucidate the quality of its transfor-
mative presence?” (150). Regardless of whether 
in agreement with the author’s conclusions or 
not, this book poses some crucial questions for 
the Church and presents thought-provoking new 
alternatives to traditional approaches. Seeking 
Church is an important contribution to Christian 
literature in that it highlights several case studies 
from around the world within an important the-
oretical conversation concerning the interaction 
between culture and church practice. 
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Seeking Church: Emerging Witnesses to the Kingdom
By Darren T. Duerksen and William A. Dyrness
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Attrition is a perennial dilemma for the mission-
ary movement, and the overwhelming challenges 
facing missionaries in the contemporary world 
shift constantly. Earl Hammons in How to Become 
a Missionary provides an up-to-date and enjoyable 
book to help new and potential missionaries 
navigate the process of landing on the mission 
field. The book is intended to help “current mis-
sionaries, future missionaries, and those who 
desire to send missionaries” (16). Hammons is a 
missionary kid, who returned to the United States 
and became a pastor and then, midcareer he left 
to become a faith-funded missionary in the Do-
minican Republic. His personal journey informs 
his discussion of missionary preparation.

The book is based on an adequate amount 
of research, mostly, it seems, completed on the 
Internet. There is no bibliography, but there are 
several pages of endnotes. There is a short list of 
“Resources,” which includes ten websites. Un-
fortunately, there are typos and some problems 
with the typesetting, but the information is all 
decipherable. The strength of the book, however, 
is the personal touch of the author. He identi-
fies numerous relevant issues, and, drawing on 
personal stories, he addresses them with wit 
and aplomb.

The book is divided into seven sections, de-
signed to guide a missionary through seven es-
sential steps to move from home to the missions 
field: Calling of God, Counting the Cost, Choos-
ing Wisely, The Commissioning, The Cultivation, 
Crossing, and Caretaking from the Senders.

Throughout the journey, Hammons provides 
anecdotes and material for thoughtful reflection. 
For instance, in the first chapter on “Calling,” he 
provides a list of 10 Reasons not to become a mis-
sionary (22–24). If people wonder if he is trying to 
talk them out of becoming a missionary, he an-
swers, “EXACTLY! If anyone else can talk you out 
of it, then so be it!” (24). In chapter 3 Hammons 
provides a list of Spiritual Qualifications for 
missions (37–47), including a powerful testimony 
from Marjorie Browning, a missionary who was 
killed in 2015 in Brazil (38–40).

As an example of Hammons’ effective use of 
eclectic sources, he quotes from John Maxwell’s 
book, Good Leaders Ask Great Questions, then he 
provides a list of good questions that future mis-
sionaries should ask missions organizations and 
veteran missionaries (45–47). In chapter 6, there 
is a useful (and maybe controversial) list of men’s 
needs in marriage as well as women’s needs in 
marriage (63–64), and discussion of children as 
Third Culture Kids. He mentions the challenge of 
single ministry, and even introduces a dating app 
for singles seeking marriage and missions (69).

The wide-ranging book provides an engaging 
story that is relatable, and it may be particularly 
valuable to midcareer people considering mis-
sions. Hammons even considered titling the 
book, “Mid-Life Crisis, Missions” (15). It is easy 
to read, helpful for the potential missionary 
candidate, and, as I have already found, useful in 
classroom discussion in a seminary. 
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