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This verse is commonly used not only as 
motivation for reaching all nations with 
the Gospel – which is good – but addition-
ally, as some believe, hinging on human 
efforts to bring Jesus back – which is 
questionable. 

Would it not be more advantageous to 
move away from Matthew 24:14 as a key 
passage on “mission closure,” to the clearer 
statements of Jesus as given in his post-res-
urrection Great Commission statements? 
Based on those statements, consider this ... 

The ultimate goal of the Great Com-
mission can be summed up in two words: 
World Evangelization. This is declared 
in the phrase, “proclaim the gospel to the 
whole creation” found in Mark 16:15. When 
the words “proclaim the gospel” (in Greek: 
keryxate to euangelion) are used together, 
most every time they should be translated 
with the singular word “evangelize.”1 The 
verse can more accurately be translated, 
“Go into all the world and evangelize 
the whole creation.” That’s where we get 
the phrase “World Evangelization.” This 
phrase succinctly summarizes what the 
final outcome of our mission efforts and 
activities should be – the evangelization of 
the world.

“World Evangelization” is a rather 
popular phrase used in mission circles, 
and rightfully so. A cursory search reveals 
that many mission schools, training cen-
ters, mission research centers, mission 
buildings, mission movements (like the 
Lausanne Committee for World Evange-
lization), and conferences use the term 
prominently. When so used, a statement 
is being made as to the reason for their 
existence and the final goal of their efforts.    

This phrase is not explicitly found in any 
of the Great Commission texts per se.  How-
ever, we need not be alarmed, nor be reluc-
tant to use it. It is fitting to use based on 
five phrases uttered by Jesus in those texts. 
He included these phrases to show the dis-
ciples and us where the final outcomes of 
our outreach efforts are to lead, and what 
constitutes the finish line. Bundling these 

well-known phrases together helps us un-
derstand our final goal.

1. “all the world” (Mark 16:15)  
“All” being all inclusive. Jesus told his 
disciples that they were to cover the 
entire cosmos (world) by giving access 
to the Good News in every place. Thus 
the geographic vastness of our task. 

2. “whole creation” or “every creature” 
(Mark 16:15)   
Along with looking at the task 
geographically, the disciples were to 
see it inclusive of all humanity, i.e. per-
son-by-person. Individuals everywhere 
are to be given access to the gospel on a 
personal level.

3. “all nations” (Matthew 28:19, 
Luke 24:47)  
All of the world’s ethnic groups are in-
tended to be reached. Jesus was telling 
his disciples that the task would not be 
complete until disciples are made of 
people from every ethnic grouping of 
peoples wherever they may be. 

4. “to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8)  
The church is responsible to carry 
the gospel to the far extremities from 
where it is already known and believed 
to where it is not known or believed. 
The end is the furthermost point one 
can reach from where one presently is. 
For a North American, the end may be 
Central Asia. For a South Korean, the 
end may be Western Europe.  

5. “to the end of the age”  
(Matthew 28:20)  
“Age” is temporal, a reference to time. 
The church is to continue evangelizing 
the world until the present age comes 
to an end; that end being known only 
to God. Lesslie Newbigin in his book, 
The Household of God, states this about 
these last two phrases:  
 

The Church is the pilgrim people of 
God. It is on the move – hastening to 
the ends of the earth to beseech all men 
to be reconciled to God, and hastening 
to the end of time to meet its Lord who 
will gather all into one… . It cannot 
be understood rightly except in a 
perspective which is at once missionary 
and eschatological.2 

Thus, we are not at liberty to stop our 
mission endeavors until both ends have 
been reached. 

What then is the ultimate goal of the 
Great Commission? Or asked another 
way, “when have we finished the task?” 
Bundling these five phrases together 
reveals where the final point of World 
Evangelization lies. It is the presentation of 
the gospel to as many people as possible, 
found in every people group located at ev-
ery corner of the earth where there is little 
or no gospel access, until this present age 
comes to an end. Our goal is not to bring an 
end to missions. Rather our goal is to bring 
an end to no gospel access as long as God 
grants us time. 

For now, the task of missions is to be 
aggressively ongoing. Every lost human 
being is to be sought out and given an 
opportunity to hear a clear presentation 
of the gospel until Jesus comes again (Acts 
1:11). Then we will know we have reached 
the finish line.  

Marvin J. Newell, D.Miss 
Editorial Director

Notes  
1. In The Church is Bigger Than You Think, Patrick 

Johnstone argues that this passage, as well as others, 
would be better translated “evangelize.” He bemoans 
the fact that the common Greek form is too often 
translated, preach the gospel or tell the good news, 
distorting the real force that texts like Mark 16:15 show 
that the church’s real task is to evangelize (pp. 47–48).

2. Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God. Lectures on 
the Nature of the Church (London: SCM, 1953), 25.

Finishing the Task: Where is the Finish Line?
Finish lines are important. Whether you are completing a race or bringing a task to closure, 
one needs to know the ending point. If you are wondering (and you should be!) when 
we will “finish the task” of missions, then you need to read our lead article by Samson 
Uytanlet, academic dean and a faculty member of the Biblical Seminary of the Philippines. 
Uytanlet takes a critical look into Matthew 24:14:  

“And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a 
testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”
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Samson L. Uytanlet

The return of Christ has motivated many believers to be diligent in missions,¹ based on 
Jesus’ words in the Olivet Discourse, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed 
throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” 
(Matthew 24:14). The “end” is interpreted as the return of Christ, leading many Christians to 
be involved in cross-cultural missions, hoping that by evangelizing the “unreached people 
groups,” they can see Christ’s return in their generation. Some even believed that the only 
thing keeping Christ from returning is that many people groups have yet to hear the gospel; 
and mission to every nation will hasten Christ’s return. 

Motivations for Mission: Revisiting the 
Evangelical Interpretations of Matthew 24:14

This essay does not raise questions about the 
diligence and dedication of the missionaries 
whose only desire is to see nations come to 
Christ. This is a noble desire, and every be-
liever should be involved in the task as they 
wait for Christ’s return. It is vital, however, to 
ground such motivations on the Scripture. 
This essay revisits this passage to examine 
Jesus’ prophecy and its implication for the 
Christian mission.

Evangelism and Christ’s Return 
in Evangelical Thought
Two of the most influential evangelical 
writers during the transitional years of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries are 
Arthur Tappan Pierson and Albert Benjamin 
Simpson. Their ideas about the relationship 
between evangelism and Jesus’ return re-
main deeply ingrained in modern evangeli-
cal thought.

In motivating believers to get involved in 
the “holy crusade for God,” Pierson explains 
Matthew 24:14,

Whether these words refer to the end of 
the Jewish age, in the destruction of Je-
rusalem, or to the end of the Gospel age, 
in the second advent of the Son of Man, 
or to both, there is here indicated a vital 
relation which the general proclamation 
of the Gospel bears to the consummation 
of God’s plan. He is working toward an 
end, and that end is conditioned upon 
this worldwide evangelism.² 

He also imagined the final judgment 
scene and asked, “What can you and I do 
to hasten that consummation?”³ After 
eighteen-and-a-half centuries since Christ 
promised to return, the time seemed ripe 

for him to come back. Given that technology 
was advancing, countries had been opening, 
and people rapidly moving, there are more 
reasons to get involved in missions. Using a 
military metaphor for mission, he issued this 
challenge, “The Regions Beyond, thus mar-
velously opened to the Church, are a perpet-
ual challenge to us to occupy till He comes.”⁴

Simpson shared Pierson’s idea that evan-
gelism is a precursor to Christ’s return, “The 
work of missions is the great means of has-
tening that end.”⁵  Until the whole number 
of God’s elect has been called and gathered 
home, for Simpson, the coming of Christ will 
be delayed.⁶ Thus, the necessity for world-
wide missions. To summarize, for Pierson and 
Simpson, Jesus’ prophecy in Matthew 24:14 
about worldwide evangelization is yet to be 
fulfilled causing Jesus’ return to be delayed. 
Thus, Christian participation in this global 
effort is necessary to fulfill this prophecy.

Basic Assumptions
The idea that Christ’s return is directly 
correlated to global missions is widespread 
among the evangelicals that even the 
fifteenth item of the 1974 Lausanne Cove-
nant states:

We believe that Jesus Christ will return 
personally and visibly, in power and glo-
ry, to consummate his salvation and his 
judgment. This promise of his coming is 
a further spur to our evangelism, for we 
remember his words that the gospel must 
first be preached to all nations. We believe 
that the interim period between Christ’s 
ascension and return is to be filled with 
the mission of the people of God, who 
have no liberty to stop before the end.⁷ 

Diligence in evangelistic efforts is praise-
worthy, but the assumption that the timing 
of Christ’s return is partly dependent on 
his followers’ involvement in mission 
seems lofty. It implies that Christians have, 
to some degree, control over the timing of 
Jesus’ return. We can make him come back 
sooner through proactive involvement in 
evangelism. Consequently, human salvation 
becomes a secondary motivation for mis-
sion, and hastening of Jesus’ return is the 
primary. It is necessary, therefore, to revisit 
Christ’s prophecy and ask whether Jesus was 
referring to world evangelization as a neces-
sary precursor for his return. 

Evangelism as Precursor 
for His Return?
Jesus’ prophecy raises four questions:  

1. What is the “gospel of the kingdom”? 

2. What is the extent of the “whole world?”

3. What makes the gospel a “testimony to 
all nations?” 

4. What is the “end” to which Jesus referred? 

The Gospel of the Kingdom
Interpreters in the past have proposed vari-
ous ways to understand the phrase “the gos-
pel of the kingdom.” William Hendricksen 
explains that this “gospel of the kingdom” is 
the message concerning the “reign of God in 
heart and life, by grace and through faith.”⁸ 
Although God’s reign must be experienced 
in our life, the explanation is inconsistent 
with how Jesus used the expression. Fred-
erick Dale Bruner suggests that the “good 
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news” contrasts with the bad news of “wars, 
persecutions, martyrdom, apostasies, false 
teachings, lawlessness” that characterized 
the world before the end.⁹

This brings us back to the question: What 
is the “gospel of the kingdom”? The Romans 
during the time of Christ might interpret the 
expression euangelion (“gospel”) as the birth 
of the emperor.¹⁰ For the Jews, the content 
of the good news focuses on God’s reign, as 
summarized by Isaiah’s pronouncement, 
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the 
feet of him who brings good news, who pub-
lishes peace, who brings good news of hap-
piness, who publishes salvation, who says to 
Zion, ‘Your God reigns’” (Isaiah 52:7). In both 
cases, euangelion is about a king’s rule. 

On several occasions, God assured his 
people of his reign despite foreign domi-
nation. Even in Matthew, Jesus invites the 
people to be under his yoke (Matthew 11:29), 
a metaphor which means acknowledging 
his kingship. The image of yoke often refers 
to foreign domination: Egypt (Leviticus 
26:13), Assyria (Isaiah 14:25), and Babylon 
(9:4). While they are under the yoke of the 
Romans, Jesus calls the people to carry his 
yoke. In contrast to the hard and heavy yoke 
of their oppressors, Jesus’ yoke is both easy 
and light (Matthew 11:29–30). The “gospel of 
the kingdom,” therefore, refers to the mes-
sage about the eternal and benevolent reign 
of God through his Christ.

The Whole World
For some interpreters, the expression oikou-
menē (“whole world”) suggests the universal 
scope of mission because it is used together 
with the expression “all nations.”¹¹ Based 
on Paul’s claim that he preached to every 
creature under heaven (Colossians 1:6, 23), 

others say it refers to the regions under 
Roman rule.¹² Thus, Henry Alford concludes 
that this “universal missions” was already 
fulfilled; however, in a wider sense, this must 
be a reference to the continuous mission 
outside the empire.¹³ John Calvin explains 
that the extent is metaphorical, which means 
that even though there were attempts to 
prevent the preaching of the gospel, it would 
still happen.¹⁴

This brings us back to the question: What 
is the scope of the “whole world”? The expres-
sion oikoumenē can be rendered “whole 
inhabited world” (in contradistinction with 
the heaven above or the nether world) or a 
hyperbolic reference to the Roman adminis-
trative unit.¹⁵ The latter is particularly clear 
in Luke’s use of the expression (Luke 2:1). The 
same word refers to the extent of the famine 
(Acts 11:28), and regions where Artemis was 
worshipped (19:27).¹⁶ The same can be said 
about Matthew’s use of the expression (Mat-
thew 24:14); thus, the expression “the whole 
world” is less extensive and referring only 
to the Roman dominion. A proclamation of 
God’s reign within Caesar’s territories is a 
reminder that while an oppressive earthly 
emperor was ruling, the benevolent heaven-
ly Benefactor is the true regent.

A Testimony to all Nations 
A “testimony” may be a statement against 
an accused, and for Adolf Schlatter, against 
those who do not know God.¹⁷ For others, 
however, it is a positive testimony because 
it is essentially about what God did through 
Christ for humanity.¹⁸ The recipient of this 
gospel is the nations. The proclamation was 
once limited within Israel (Matthew 10:5–6; 
15:24), but had gone beyond the confines 
of the Jewish community.¹⁹ Inclusion of 

the Gentiles does not mean exclusion of 
Israel.²⁰ The proclamation of the gospel “to 
all nations” is “rooted in biblical prophets’ 
image of the conversion and tribute of the 
Gentiles.”²¹

This brings us back to the question: What 
makes the gospel a “testimony to all nations”? In 
the New Testament, a testimony (marturion) 
may refer either to the announcement of 
God’s work (Matthew 8:4; Mark 1:44; Luke 
5:14) or, in a few instances, to the evidence 
of human sin which would be followed by 
God’s judgment (Mark 6:11; 13:9; Luke 9:5). In 
most cases, a “testimony” or “witness” refers 
to the proclamation of the gospel, especially 
amidst persecution (Luke 21:13; Acts 4:33; 1 
Corinthians 1:6; 2:1). Jesus warned his disci-
ples to be ready to testify before the Gentiles 
and assured them that God’s Spirit would 
speak through them (Matthew 10:17–20). 
Jesus’ warning to his disciples was, to some 
extent, fulfilled not long after his resurrec-
tion. The persecution of the believers in Acts 
8 caused them to be scattered throughout Ju-
dea and Samaria, resulting in them proclaim-
ing the gospel to many people (Acts 8:1–4).

The End
Finally, we need to examine what Jesus meant 
when he talks about the “end.” For many in-
terpreters, the “end” refers to the destruction 
of the city of Jerusalem and its temple.²² For 
others, the “end” refers to the close of human 
history and the coming of Jesus, like how Paul 
uses the word telos (1 Corinthians 15:24).²³ 
Still others see the “end” as the conclusion of 
the apostolic era,²⁴ because the apostles had 
gone to various parts of the world to preach 
the gospel; and there are those who suggest 
that the “end” must be understood as having 
“two levels of significance,” referring to both 
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the destruction of temple and the end of 
the age.²⁵

This brings us back to the question: What 
does the “end” to which Jesus refers? Matthew 
uses two expressions in Greek that can be 
translated “end” in English, namely, telos and 
sunteleia. The word telos can either refer to 
“a point in time marking the end of a dura-
tion,” “the last part of a process,” or “the goal 
to which a movement is being directed.”²⁶ 
The word sunteleia has a similar range of 
meaning.²⁷ The primary difference, however, 
is that in the Gospel of Matthew, the latter 
is consistently used as part of the phrase 
sunteleia tou aiōn or “the end of the age” (Mat-
thew 13:39, 40, 49; 24:3; 28:20), referring to the 
final consummation of all things marked by 
the return of Jesus and the final judgment.

The word telos, in contrast, does not carry 
such connotation. Jesus encouraged his 
disciples to endure persecution until the 
telos (10:22), referring either to the end of 
the period of persecution or the disciples’ 
death. When Peter followed Jesus during his 
trial before the high priest, the disciple was 
waiting for the telos (26:58), or the conclusion 
of Jesus’ trial. In Matthew 24, the disciples 
asked Jesus about the sign of his coming 
which marks the sunteleia tou aiōn (24:3). To 
this Jesus replied describing the destruction 
of Jerusalem and its temple (24:4–28). It was 
not until Matthew 24:29 when Jesus began 
talking about his return, and not until 28:20 
when the word sunteleia is used again. What 
happened to Jerusalem and its temple 
during the first century is not unrelated to 
the return of Jesus, but these two events are 
not the same. Within 24:4–28, the word telos 
is used (24:6, 13, 14). This means that in Mat-
thew 24:14, the “end” is not referring to the 
“end of the age,” but to the destruction of the 
temple. R. T. France aptly summarizes it:

Those who interpret the “end” here as 
the parousia and the final judgment have 
sometimes taken this saying as a spur to 
evangelism in our day: “Evangelize to a 
finish to bring back the King!” This phrase 
“all the nations” has also been pressed 
into a program to bring the gospel to 
every known nation and tribe in the mod-
ern world (including those unknown to 
the Eurasian world of Jesus’ day) so as to 
hasten the parousia. In particular, this 
passage does not speak of worldwide 
evangelization as the cause of the “end,” 
but as a necessary preliminary. And we 
have argued at v. 6 that the “end” (telos) in 
view here is not the “end (synteleia) of the 

age” but the destruction of the temple, 
which happened long ago.²⁸

Putting Them All 
Together: Evangelize 
Because Jesus is King
For the Jewish people, the “good news” is 
the message that God reigns. For those who 
heard Jesus firsthand, the news that God 
reigns is good, especially for a people who 
viewed foreign rule as a consequence for 
their sins (cf. Deuteronomy 15:6; 28:33–36). 
For the believers to whom Matthew origi-
nally addressed his work, the news that God 
reigns remains good, whether they are those 
who knew that their beloved city and temple 
were in danger of being destroyed, or those 
who were looking back to a recent catastro-
phe that hit them.

The destruction of Jerusalem and the 
temple in AD 70 is the clearest assertion of 
the Romans’ dominion over the Jewish peo-
ple. Jesus’ prophesied that the good news of 
God’s reign would be proclaimed “through-
out the whole world” (that is, within the 
realm of the Romans) before the “end” (that 
is, the destruction of the city and its temple). 
This is another way of saying that even before 
the Roman messengers could proclaim the 
gospel of Rome (that is, the reign of Caesar) 
in the holy city by destroying it, God’s her-
alds would first announce the gospel of the 
kingdom (Yahweh’s reign) throughout Cae-
sar’s territories. The message: God is king! He 
reigns through his Christ.

Rome may have been successful in assert-
ing its power over God’s people, but like all 
the other kingdoms of the world, it can never 
be a worthy rival to God’s kingdom. As N. T. 
Wright says about God’s kingdom, “It claims 
to be the reality of which Caesar’s empire is 
the parody.” ²⁹ The message that God reigns 
is a message of hope under Roman rule. The 
city and its temple may be destroyed, but 
God remains king.

Let us fast forward to today. The fact that 
God is king should provide enough motiva-
tion for us to proclaim this message. God’s 
invitation to be under his rule includes a 
call to repentance and acknowledgement 
of Christ’s rule; the message comes with a 
promise of blessing and a warning for reject-
ing his message. Jesus’ final commission and 
the promise of his presence until the “end of 
the age” is clear enough that the gospel must 
be proclaimed until he returns. We must 
continue to do so, not to force Jesus’ return, 
but simply because he is king! 

Samson L. Uytanlet is the academic 
dean and a faculty member of the Biblical 
Seminary of the Philippines. He is also the 
Biblical Studies Program Director and a 
New Testament faculty of the Asia Graduate 
School of Theology–Philippines.
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The Great Commission: Jesus Calls Us to Plant Churches
Kenn Oke

In this article I will propose the idea that 
church planting is at the heart of the Great 
Commission. I won’t attempt to outline a 
missiology based on all of Scripture but will 
focus on demonstrating that the commands 
to make disciples, baptize them, and teach them to 
obey, all point to church planting. I will start 
by addressing an apparent confusion about 
what church planting is. I will then show that 
when we take the time to do the hermeneu-
tics, the Great Commission is clearly a call 
to plant churches. The scope of this article 
does not allow me to flesh out fully some im-
portant terms that arise out of the topic, like 
Kingdom, covenant, and community. I have 
attempted, however, to give them enough 
attention so that they don’t detract from the 
crux of what I’m proposing.

Confusion Around the 
Term “Church Planting”
How do we define church planting? A careful 
reading of the authors mentioned in my 
introduction reveals some confusion in how 
the term church planting is defined. They use it 
synonymously with either starting a church 
service or reshuffling believers into new 
groups. For many, that is what church plant-
ing has come to mean. Given that definition, 
their assertion that Scripture does not call us 
to plant churches is accurate. Jesus’ big idea 
was not to reshuffle believers in order to start 
more 11:00 a.m. Sunday services. I suggest, 
however, that this is a weak definition of 
church planting.

To be clear, I am not saying that these 
authors are confused about the nature of 
true church planting. They are simply using 
the term to refer to a watered-down version 

of it. Rather than accept a poor definition 
for the term, however, those who write and 
teach about it should define it accurately. If 
we don’t our communication on the topic 
becomes unclear. Payne, for example, ends 
up writing a very confusing statement based 
on the weak definition of the term. When 
talking about the core of mission he states, 
“It is not about planting churches. It is about 
making Kingdom  Citizens who will live 
according to a Kingdom Ethic in covenant 
relationship to God and one another as the 
local expression of the Body of Christ.”³ In 
essence he states that it is not about church 
planting, and then proceeds to give a won-
derful definition of what it means to plant 
a church. Rather than add to the confusion, 
let’s take Payne’s excellent definition and 
accept nothing less as true church planting.

Why Does This Matter? 
Both Payne and Moran write against a form 
of church planting that is simply reshuffling 
believers into new groups. They rightly 
point out that biblical church planting is all 
about bringing new people to Christ. Church 
planters might start with a vision to grow the 
church through evangelism, but if that gets 
tough it’s possible to put together a good 
worship band and solid teaching and fill the 
seats with Christians. I agree with Payne’s 
assertion that this is not what the Great Com-
mission is about.

Reshuffling can only happen, however, 
in contexts where a significant percentage 
of the population are already believers. 
Over the past twenty-five years, my ministry 
has been planting churches among the 
least reached, i.e., places with less than 2% 

evangelicals. In these places, there are so few 
believers that it’s hard to play the reshuf-
fling-Christians game, (though I have seen 
it done on a small scale). When evangelism 
is slow, or the church fails to launch, the last 
thing that church planters need to hear is, 
“Jesus didn’t tell us to plant churches.” That 
missiology allows them to justify their deci-
sion to abandon the call to plant churches 
through evangelism. Rather than plant new 
churches, they often come alongside existing 
national churches working with existing be-
lievers as one-on-one spiritual mentors. This 
is all rationalized because the experts who 
are writing the books are adamant that Jesus 
only told us to make disciples. 

There is an irony here. In a context with a 
lot of Christians, we say “Jesus didn’t tell us to 
plant churches” in order to encourage min-
istries to focus on evangelism rather than 
current believers. The same phrase in a least-
reached context, however, is used to justify 
ministry that is focused on current believers 
rather than evangelism. If church planters 
in least-reached places are to stay the course, 
and persevere in their efforts to plant new 
churches, they must have an unwavering 
confidence that this is what Jesus has called 
them to do. 

As we move forward and look at the Great 
Commission, then, it must be understood 
that true church planting is not simply about 
establishing a worship service. We’re not 
talking about reshuffling current believers 
into new groups. Church planting happens 
when Kingdom Citizens are brought togeth-
er to live out Kingdom values in covenant 
relationship with God and one another. The 
rest of the article will demonstrate that this 

In the Great Commission, Jesus told us to plant churches. It’s worrying to hear people 
say that he didn’t. In blogs, books, journal articles and even in conversation with church 
planters, I’ve been told that Jesus didn’t tell us to plant churches, he simply told us to make 
disciples. J.D. Payne says that it is “a truly radical thought” and “a fascinating fact: Scripture 
does not call us to plant churches.”¹ Roy Moran goes further and states that Jesus might 
reprimand us for thinking that we should plant churches. He writes, “Jesus might even ask, 
‘Why are you doing what I said I would do – build my church – and not doing what I com-
manded you to do – make disciple-making disciples.’”2 It seems that many have been quick 
to accept a missiology based on three verses rather than on the entire corpus of Scripture. 
Further, it is a missiology based on an interpretation of these verses that does not seem to 
ask or answer some basic hermeneutical questions.
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is exactly what Jesus called us to do.

A Comment on Hermeneutics
Perhaps one of the more difficult tasks in 
biblical interpretation is to look at a familiar 
passage as if we were reading it for the first 
time. This is especially true when the passage 
has words in it that we have already defined 
for ourselves, like baptism and discipleship. 
In order to take a fresh look at the familiar, I 
suggest that we return to the basics of herme-
neutics. Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard state 
that “We must understand each passage 
consistent with its historical and cultural 
background.… Any suggested explanation of 
a passage that would have been inconsistent 
or inconceivable in the historical or cultural 
setting of the author or the recipients could 
not be valid. One must ask, given the origi-
nal circumstances, what meaning fits most 
naturally.”⁴ The question for us is, what did 
Matthew, and consequently the other ten 
apostles, understand when they heard make 
disciples, baptize them, and teach them to obey? 

Make Disciples
In the twenty-first century church in the 
West, we define discipleship, essentially, 
as one-on-one spiritual mentorship.⁵ It is a 
methodology that has greatly benefited the 
church. We need to ask, however, whether 
that definition is consistent with the histor-
ical context and cultural setting of Matthew 
28? Conveniently, the Great Commission 
comes as the final three verses of an entire 
Gospel where Matthew describes three years 
of ministry in which Jesus made disciples. 
The apostles hearing these words would 
have understood that they were called to do 
nothing more or less than what Jesus had 
just done for them over the past three years. 
So, what were the key elements of Jesus’ dis-
ciple making?

Though this is not an exhaustive list, I 
note three big themes in Jesus’ approach 

to disciple making. All of them flow out of 
the main thrust of Jesus message – He was 
establishing a Kingdom (Matthew 4:17). 

1. Jesus called his disciples to join his 
Kingdom community. They learned 
together, travelled together, ate together 
and were considered by Jesus to be family 
(Matthew 12:49–50).

2. He instructed them on Kingdom values. 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
describes the cultural values of his 
Kingdom, and then reinforced them in 
over three years as they lived together. 
(More on this when I address teach them 
to obey below)

3. He involved them in ministry proclaim-
ing the Kingdom, casting out demons, 
healing every kind of disease (Matthew 
10:8), and feeding the crowds (Matthew 
14:12, 15:36). They learned from their 
successes and their failures. (Matthew 
14:22–33). 

Based on Jesus’ model for discipleship, 
none of the apostles would have concluded 
that Jesus was asking them to establish one-
on-one spiritual mentorships. When they 
heard “make disciples,” they heard, “bring 
together a community of Kingdom citizens, 
living out Kingdom values, as they minister 
together.” That’s what Jesus had modelled 
for them. That’s what he was commissioning 
them to do. 

It begs the question: How have we missed 
the Kingdom and community aspect of Jesus’ 
command? Jamieson suggests that, “Our ne-
glect of ecclesiology walks in lockstep with 
the individualistic and anti-institutional 
biases of the late modern West.”⁶ When we 
interpret Jesus’ command as one-on-one 
spiritual mentorship, we’re imposing our 
individualistic, anti-institutional culture on 

the text and miss its full meaning. Disciple 
making, for Jesus and the apostles, involved 
bringing together a community.

I am not arguing that one-on-one spiritual 
mentorship is a bad thing. I am simply saying 
that it is not what Jesus’ disciples would have 
understood when they heard him say, “make 
disciples.” Those who interpret the words 
make disciples in an individualistic way view 
the church as simply the inevitable by-prod-
uct of discipling many individuals.⁷ Their 
idea is that if you make disciples who make 
disciples you’ll end up with church. Church-
es, however, are not merely the by-product of 
disciple making. 

In Ephesians we’re told that the church, 
and consequently each local representation 
of the church, came into existence according 
to God’s eternal purposes. “His intent was 
that now, through the church, the manifold 
wisdom of God should be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly 
realms according to his eternal purpose 
which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our 
Lord” (Ephesians 3:10). Earlier in Ephesians, 
Paul says that the glorification of Christ 
was “for the church, which is his body, the 
fullness of him who fills everything in every 
way” (Ephesians 1:22–23). The church, and 
each local expression of it, reflects God’s glo-
ry to the cosmos. It’s not an afterthought or 
a by-product of making individual disciples. 
Jesus called his disciples to participate in 
bringing together communities that show 
off his manifold wisdom to the seen and 
unseen realm. That high calling is lost if we 
accept an individualistic interpretation for 
make disciples.

Baptizing Them
What would the eleven apostles have un-
derstood by Jesus’ command to baptize the 
members of their communities of disciples? 
They were familiar with John’s baptism and 
the baptism of Gentile converts to Judaism 
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called mikveh. John’s baptism and later Chris-
tian baptism were both modelled on mikveh,⁸ 
which explains why none of the gospel writ-
ers feel the need to explain it – everybody 
knew what it was. 

Mikveh involved full immersion in water. 
It is what made converts to Judaism ceremo-
nially clean.⁹ Jewish law restricted unclean 
people’s involvement in the community. 
Converts, therefore, needed to undergo cere-
monial cleansing in order to fully participate 
in the life of the covenant community. This is 
what would have come to mind for the apos-
tles when they heard the command to “bap-
tize.” Baptism is what signals their disciples’ 
entrance into full participation with the New 
Covenant community.

Jamieson takes this one step further. He ar-
gues that, just as circumcision was the mark 
of the Abrahamic covenant, baptism is the 
mark of entrance into the New Covenant. He 
notes that God’s plan of salvation included 
the creation of a New Covenant community 
as 1 Peter 2:9–10 explains, “But you are a 
chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s special possession, that you 
may declare the praises of him who called 
you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 

Once you were not a people, but now you are the 
people of God.” (emphasis mine). Jamieson 
concludes, “Since the New Covenant creates 
a public people, entrance into the covenant 
requires a public promise, namely baptism.” 
In baptism, then, the individual declares 
their entrance into the covenant community, 
and the community confirms this on behalf 
of the community, the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. 

How have we missed the covenant com-
munity aspect of baptism? Jamieson is once 
again helpful. He states that, “If we think of 
the whole Christian life in individual terms, 
we’ll think of the ordinances in individual 
terms. We’ll see baptism as an intensely indi-
vidual profession of faith.… What we won’t 
see is how these ordinances knit us to the 
church and knit the church together.”¹⁰ Once 
again, we’ve imposed a Western individualis-
tic definition on the text. The apostles would 
have understood baptism to be the sign 
that knits the church together as a covenant 
community. 

Teaching Them to Obey
Finally, what did the eleven apostles under-
stand to be the content that they were to 
teach their disciples to obey? A brief survey 
of Matthew’s Gospel reveals that Jesus’ teach-
ing focused on community. His main theme 
was proclaiming the Kingdom of Heaven 

(Matthew 4:17). The Sermon on the Mount de-
scribes the radically different cultural values 
of the Kingdom. Most of these values can’t be 
lived out in isolation. Values like meekness, 
mercy, or peacemaker can only be demon-
strated in community. He teaches them to be 
reconciled to each other (Matthew 5:23–24) 
and explains what to do when someone in the 
community won’t be reconciled (Matthew 
18:15–20). He teaches them how to talk to each 
other, with their yes being yes and their no 
being no (Matthew 5:37). They are taught not 
to judge each other (Matthew 7:1–5). When he 
teaches them to pray, it is a corporate prayer. It 
begins “Our Father” not “My Father.” It is clear 
then, that a significant part of “teach them to 
obey what I have commanded” is teaching 
them how to live together in these new cove-
nant communities. R.T. France agrees, stating 
that, though Matthew’s primary purpose was 
to present the life and ministry of Jesus, it is 
clear that, “Matthew designed his Gospel to 
be of practical value in the teaching and lead-
ership of a church.”¹¹

Summary
The Great Commission is not just a call to 
establish one-on-one spiritual mentorships. I 
am not suggesting in any way that we should 
throw out spiritual mentorship. It has be-
come a vital part of growing mature believers 
in the West. The Great Commission, however, 
calls us to do much more than that. If the 
eleven apostles were asked to paraphrase 
Jesus’ command to make disciples, baptize 
them, and teach them to obey they would say 
something like this: “Jesus wants us to gather 
a community of disciples, just like he did. We 
should have them covenant together through 
baptism. We need to teach them all that he 
taught us about how we interact in this new 
covenant-Kingdom-community.” That’s what 
the apostles understood from Jesus words. In 
twenty-first century Christian parlance, the 
paraphrase is even simpler – plant churches.

Confirmation from Acts
To test this interpretation, we can look to Acts. 
The apostles’ actions in Acts demonstrate 
how they interpreted and lived out Jesus’ 
command. Notably, when 3,000 converted 
on the day of Pentecost, the apostles didn’t 
try to set up one-on-one spiritual mentoring 
for them. Instead, they brought all of the new 
believers together to be taught, to fellowship 
together, to eat in each other’s homes. They 
baptized them to show that they were now a 
part of this group who had received forgive-
ness (Acts 2:38) “They devoted themselves to 
the apostles’ teaching  and to fellowship, to 

the breaking of bread and to prayer… All the 
believers were together and had everything 
in common. They sold property and posses-
sions to give to anyone who had need. Every 
day they continued to meet together in the 
temple courts. They broke bread  in their 
homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
hearts.” (Acts 2:44–46). They set up a commu-
nity of Kingdom Citizens who were brought 
together to live out Kingdom values in cove-
nant relationship with God and one another.

Final Thought
Much of my current ministry involves encour-
aging church planters, in least reached places, 
to stay true to their call. Establishing and 
growing healthy churches in these contexts 
can be slow going and sometimes discourag-
ing. In order to keep pressing forward when 
things get difficult, church planters need to 
be certain that Jesus’ final commission to his 
disciples was to plant churches. He knew that 
what these tough places need is more vibrant 
communities of faith that reflect God to the 
people around them – Kingdom Citizens 
who are brought together to live out King-
dom values in covenant relationship with 
God and one another. He called us to plant 
churches. 
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Revisiting Our Concept of Missionary Calling
Tom MacIntosh

In the New Testament the words used for 
“called” roughly alternate between the 
meanings of being invited to something and 
being appointed for something. By far the 
most prominent New Testament concept of 
calling or being called is our call to respond 
to the gospel of the kingdom. What might 
be called a kind of suggested sub-theme on 
the subject of New Testament calling refers 
to God’s appointment of an individual or 
group to a specific responsibility or task. Paul 
is the most obvious example of someone 
who represents our modern understanding 
of one called or sent to preach the gospel to a 
particular group (the Gentiles). 

In a somewhat less obvious example, some 
scripture implies that Peter may have been 
called, led or directed to preach the gospel to 
the Jews, (although after his experience with 
Cornelius, tradition suggests that he did 
make a long and significant missionary jour-
ney to Gentile lands). In both of these exam-
ples we see that the suggested calling wasn’t 
exclusive. Paul also preached to the Jews, and 
Peter, as we have seen, also preached to the 
Gentiles. New Testament ministerial calling, 
it would seem, is more of a strong emphasis 
on a ministry direction rather than a lifelong 
inflexible lock on one strategic focus. 

Called to What?
As a missionary for the past thirty-five years I 
have heard a lot of variations of people’s un-
derstanding of a calling. Often people will say 
they are called to a place, or called to a people 
group, or called to a particular type of min-
istry, or even called to a specific amount of 
time. For many years I took exception to this 
and insisted that God doesn’t call or appoint 
us to an abstract concept but to a specific 
objective. For instance, I used to say God has 
called me to plant clusters of self-sustaining, 
reproducing, indigenous churches among a 
particular people group in a particular place. 
That, in my mind, was a measurable objec-
tive, a mission that could be accomplished, 
a task worthy of the name “calling.” But for 

all my well-intentioned commitment, I was 
probably exceeding the biblical parameters 
of the meaning of biblical calling by impos-
ing my particular pragmatic bias.

Observing the lives of solid missionary 
colleagues from many different organiza-
tions and backgrounds I have seen that the 
majority of missionaries who spend at least 
twenty years on the field, transition into 
different kinds of ministry sometime during 
their career. Some go from an emphasis in 
community-based work to teaching. Others 
move from work with one people group to 
a new work with another. Others go from 
church planting to translation. Sometimes 
ministerial transitions follow natural 
seasons of life, singleness, married with 
children, empty nest couples, etc. My point 
here is that even though strategic focus is a 
sound missiological strategy and one which 
I strongly endorse, it probably should not 
be given the weight of scriptural mandate. 
Now well into a post-modern, globalized 
twenty-first century, and while experiencing 
an epoch of massive contribution to missio-
logical thought, it may be time to come up 
with a more biblically representative term 
for missionary commitment than “calling.”

Conflicted by Circumstances 
and Values
When a missionary or pastor, Christian 
health worker, youth worker, evangelist, 
church planter, teacher, researcher, or the 
like, enter their ministry with a dogmatic 
understanding of a specific ministerial call-
ing, legitimate transitions to other kinds of 
work, within the providential will of God, 
can cause the minister to be unnecessarily 
conflicted by self-imposed pressures. Most 
prominent among these is confusion and an 
accompanying sense of failure or mediocrity. 
If God opens the doors for a new and differ-
ent direction, the minister may wonder if 
he has failed his first calling or is maybe run-
ning away from discouragement and stress 
to a ministry that appeals more to him. 

Of course, some missionaries do leave 
good work left undone because they feel 
more comfortable someplace else. That is an-
other issue entirely which needs to be hon-
estly examined on a case to case basis. But 
generally, if we have acquitted ourselves well 
on the field and have brought things as far as 
we can reasonably be expected to go, can we 
move on without the association of failure 
and guilt for not being able to put bookends 
on a missionary highlight reel? This becomes 
harder when our social media culture con-
stantly barrages us with epic success stories, 
real or fabricated. In our environment, a job 
well done that doesn’t move the social media 
needle often doesn’t measure up. If there is 
no buzz, the validity of our work tends to not 
be valued.

Generational values permeate deeply into 
the personal concept of ministerial calling 
which we embrace. Nearly forty years ago 
when I was praying for guidance about my 
missionary “call,” the paradigm was that 
you heard from God about a place or people, 
made a commitment to those details, and 
spent the rest of your productive years being 
faithful to that original vision. That sounds 
kind of archaic these days where people of-
ten spend years going on mission exposure 
trips to see what God is doing before making 
a tentative commitment to a mission field. 
But each paradigm represents a belief system 
about how God leads us. Each has its unique 
value but, for better or worse, neither really 
represents the way God led his first gener-
ation of missionaries in Acts and beyond 
into the first century of Christian witness to 
the world.

Spiritual Guidance
All of this speaks to the important issue of 
spiritual guidance and our understanding of 
it. Although the Great Commission is a uni-
versal imperative for all Christians, the spe-
cific details of how a praying individual is to 
carry out his role in that great endeavor can, 
at times, be exasperatingly vague. The Bible 

Having entered the third century of what is called the modern missionary movement, as 
an Evangelical culture we have developed a missiological vernacular that serves in part, to 
offer compact, easily digestible definitions of complex theological subjects. One prominent 
example of this is the way we understand and describe missionary calling.
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doesn’t give us a clear, how to guide, on 
how to know, imperatively, God’s direction 
for our great commission involvement. 
Spiritual guidance is subjective because 
it personalizes a dependent faith in God 
and a willingness to take steps for God into 
areas that are not as clear as we would often 
like. The degree to which we emphatically 
bind ourselves to our brand of spiritual 
guidance can be to the degree that we close 
off our receptivity to be freely led by God 
into other areas. 

When, as a young, single missionary I set 
out for a covert church planting mission 
in a Muslim nation I proudly proclaimed 
to my supporters that I was called to the 
Muslims of that country. Less than two 
years into that ministry, I was confronted 
by a unique situation. An animistic tribe 
which had literally never heard the name of 
Jesus was being heavy handedly Islamicized 
while being coerced out of their ancestral 
domain by the Muslim majority. They were 
traditionally hunter-gatherers, but their 
jungle was being cleared to make way for 

oil palm plantations. If they embraced Is-
lam, they were promised a house, a stipend, 
and possibly a job. If they didn’t, they were 
on their own. 

It was a Kairos moment and I had to 
make a decision to leave my stated “call” 
and bring the gospel to a different people 
group and keep them from becoming 
culturally entrenched in a new religion. 
Of course this meant that I had to explain 
the course change to my supporters who 
had listened to me boldly assert my under-
standing of my “calling.” To make a long 
story short, in less than year, a move of God 
swept through that tribe and villages expo-
nentially embraced the gospel faster than 
I could ever hope to keep track of. During 
my ministry career I have been faced with 
one or two other major course changing 
decisions like this and each time, after the 
fact, the clear favor of the Lord banished 
any possible doubts that I had followed the 
leading of God. My rigid ideas of ministe-
rial calling began to relax and allowed me 
to experience a freer and more emotionally 

healthy service to God.
Our understanding of spiritual guid-

ance cuts to the heart of our living rela-
tionship with God. We know he is able to 
speak, but do we consciously, and regularly 
put ourselves in a state quiet enough, sub-
missive enough and unbiased enough to 
hear? Without this kind of connection, 
our faith can easily become a cognitive 
lifestyle of good, but traditional rituals. As 
hard as it is for me to admit, I am now an 
“older” missionary. I must realize that there 
is often a gap in values and expectations 
between generations. Newer missionaries 
who I might view as espousing a scaled 
back commitment level are according to 
their understanding, expressing their spir-
itual connection with God’s direction with 
as much sincerity as I did in the mid-’80s. 
Our mutual commitment to our roles in 
the kingdom finds resonance in the under-
standing that it should be deeply biblical, 
deeply spiritual, and deeply experiential. 
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Destination Selection
Traditionally the way missionary destina-
tions are decided upon lie in two general 
categories. The first, and most popular, is 
a strong sense of attraction to a particular 
place or people. This is often referred to as a 
call. The second is simply being assigned to 
a particular place by a mission organization. 
In my career I have experienced both. It is 
here that I would like to introduce a third 
category, one that combines some of the best 
elements from the first two but incorporates 
insights from 2,000 years of church growth. 

Historically, there are about eight or ten 
consistent social patterns which together or 
separately seem to have contributed to a fer-
tile receptivity to the gospel in times when 
God has moved significantly to advance 
his kingdom. These social and worldview 
components appear to transcend culture 
and time periods. Although only God can 
move men’s hearts to faith in him, he has 
often moved more dramatically in situations 
where at least some of these social realities 
are present. What if the meaning of Jesus’ 
parable of the soils went beyond individual 
receptivity and spoke to entire societies?  
What if we could historically and sociolog-
ically identify the ingredients that consis-
tently constituted the “fertile soil” on which 
God chose to rapidly expand his church?  The 
implications for strategic modern missions 
could dramatically accelerate the growth of 
global Christianity in our lifetime.1

Avoiding the extremes of extra biblical 
commitment legalism and flighty, superfi-
cial spiritual guidance, we should aim for the 
solid center of freedom to obey and freedom 
to commit as God leads. As a younger zealot I 
used to view, “balance” as a term of compro-
mise. Now, with a few decades of missionary 
experience under my belt I see clearly that 
the purest form of ministerial obedience is 
where no well-intentioned but extra-biblical 
meanings are imposed upon the process of 
spiritual guidance. Radical obedience?  Call 
it that. “This is where I feel God is leading me, 
but I don’t know what comes afterwards…?”  

Own it. “I am ready to make a long-term com-
mitment as a church planting missionary...”  
Great. “I’m doing this because I feel it is a 
good thing, but I don’t really have any spe-
cific guidance from the Lord…” Take a step 
of faith. 

Will of God
The exasperating conundrum of the “per-
fect will” belief system unnecessarily and 
extra-biblically asserts that there is only one 
perfect will of God for our lives and if we 
miss it for some other well-intentioned pur-
suit, we will never reach our God-appointed 
destiny. This popular idea puts an incredible 
amount of unnecessary pressure on good 
Christians and often delays or paralyzes ad-
equate response to the Great Commission. 
Do we really think God will get mad at us be-
cause we have a desire to serve him but don’t 
clearly understand his specific direction? The 
degree to which we despiritualize biblically 
founded rational thought and intent, is the 
degree to which we limit ourselves to a small 
and often unattainable spiritual paradigm. 

Unpretentious honesty is far more 
attractive than conjured overconfidence 
in knowing a future which God has not yet 
completely revealed. I believe that one of 
the keys to ministerial success is not giving 
up. But I also believe that being open to 
God’s leading even if it is different from our 
presupposed expectations is the best way 
to cooperate with God’s mostly unrevealed 
plan for our lives. 

I used to teach young missionaries that 
faith is the response to God’s revealed will. 
Years later, having seen many good ministers 
conflicted when what they thought was 
God’s revealed will didn’t really play out the 
way they envisioned, I believe that our under-
standing of God’s will is always limited. Faith 
is our best effort to obey a God we cannot see 
and whom we don’t usually hear as clearly as 
we would like. In the end, we are imperfect 
travelers who have the foundation of general 
biblical imperatives to build upon. 

Conclusion
As we lay the blocks upon this foundation, 
God will sometimes redirect our straight 
lines to improve the design. For us, the solid 
foundation of the Christian life has been 
laid. Our personal life blueprints are a work 
in progress. The degree to which we give God 
a free hand to direct the construction of our 
lives and ministry, without feeling the need 
to label or define it, is the degree to which 
the finished work will best reflect his divine 
craftmanship. 

Tom MacIntosh has been a church plant-
ing practitioner in SE Asia since 1985. 
He divides his time between personal, 
community-based church planting efforts, 
teaching missions, mentoring, and building 
collaborative networks for regional church 
planting. He is currently working on a 
book entitled, Socio/Religious Patterns and 
Historical Church Growth: The Fertile Ground 
upon which Best Practices Succeed.

Notes
1. Obser ving the unprecedented church growth in the 

global south in the past 100 years, we see some socio/
religious themes that have been consistently present in 
other significant church growth movements throughout 
histor y. Some seem intuitive, while others open our eyes 
to new possibilities of new insights for fruitful mission 
endeavour that have all historically contributed to higher 
receptivity toward the gospel message: (1) Intentional 
missions, (2) Scholarship where theology is developed 
within the local cultural context (contextualization), (3) 
Commerce and the exchange of ideas through a mobile, 
economy, (4) Diaspora/migration, population growth, 
examples of love and community among Christians seen 
in contrast to local non-Christian cultural values, (5) An 
expressive, experiential form of Christianity that resonates 
with cultural values and expectations, (6) Decentralized, 
autonomous organization of Christian movements, (7) An 
expression of Christianity that intentionally connects with 
pressing issues of daily life among the common people,  
(8) The strategic placement or natural development of 
Christian centers, or clusters of Christian communities 
along influential trade or migrator y routes, (9) Group 
oriented decision making processes by which many in the 
culture decide to embrace a new faith at the same time, 
and (10) Dissatisfaction or disillusionment with former 
religions. 
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Several years ago, after a friend who worked 
in marketing at a for-profit company shared 
how powerful a tool automated chat bots 
could be, Smith and his team decided to see 
if they could harness that power for reaching 
Muslims in the Middle East with the gospel.

“We had heard about people using Face-
book to reach Muslims,” explains Smith,¹  
“but we had never heard of anybody using 
chat bots [for ministry].” The idea appealed 
to Smith and his team for two reasons in 
particular. “First,” says Smith, “was that we 
were resource-low as far as people resources. 
Jesus said the harvest is plentiful but the 
laborers are few.”

Utilizing Chat Bots
By utilizing chat bots, Smith and his team 
are able to cast a much wider net and have a 
deeper impact. As each member is already at 
capacity, the chat bot is able to interact with 
dozens, even hundreds of seekers at a time, 
freeing up the real-life human missionaries 
for more face to face meetings – and with 
individuals who are more sincere in their 
search for truth. “We tell people that after 
fishing with nets we’d never go back to doing 
it by hand,” Smith affirms.

The second reason Smith and his team 
were so keen on the idea of implementing 
chat bots for the gospel, was because of their 
philosophy of technology. They see social 
media as a modern innovation akin to the 
Roman roads of the first century, which at 
the time were a cutting-edge network con-
necting people as never before and priming 
the Empire for rapid gospel spread.

This philosophy of internet outreach is 
coupled with a realism of who and how many 
in any given culture will be willing and able 
to change their religious affiliation initially. 
Added to these two factors is the missionar-
ies' prayerful expectation that God is about 

to start a gospel movement. The result is a 
ministry approach that is both data driven 
yet Spirit led.

How Chat Bots Work
The way the chat bots work is relatively 
simple. Smith and his team have set up nu-
merous social media pages through which 
they run a variety of targeted ad campaigns 
on topics like spirituality or marriage. With 
the ads, the team is able to attract thousands 
to these pages where users are given the 
opportunity to opt in to receive a daily Bible 
reading and question from the chat bot. 
Smith has preprogrammed the bot to lead 
users down a digital gospel pathway, all the 
while encouraging them to obey what they 
are learning and share it with others.

One example of a passage the bot sends 
is Matthew 22:34-40, where Jesus proclaims 
the greatest commandment – to love God. 
After reading the verse, the user is sent the 
following question, “According to Jesus, 
which commandment is the most import-
ant?” along with four choices: “To love God. 
To work for God. To give Money. To Fast.” 

While bringing truth in front of the eyes 
of more and more Muslim seekers is good, it 
is not the ultimate goal of the chat bots and 
how Smith and his team use them. In the 
words of Smith, the entire chat bot system 
actually is “a funnel.” From the 18,000 Bible 
studies that have been initiated by the chat 
bot over the last two years, only a small num-
ber have made it through to the end and the 
face-to-face meeting with real people who 
await them. 

“Online ministries often take the fringe 
people, pulling them into this Christian 
bubble, which often creates secrecy that sep-
arates them from their natural community,” 
Smith explains. “Instead of that, we want to 
find the person who is already within their 

community and is wanting to share Jesus. 
How can we find that person whom we call 
Cornelius (from Acts 10)? How can we find 
Cornelius and help him reach his people 
group?” In this way, Smith and his team see 
these chat bots, and really the entire inter-
net, not as a tool of persuasion, but as one of 
identification – essentially as a filter.

Other Examples
A few hundred miles away, in another Middle 
Eastern country, Mark Gartner (not his real 
name) and his team have been using their 
own version of the Smith team’s chat bots for 
several months with only a few differences. 
For example, Gartner’s bot tends to address 
felt needs more directly. The two chat bot 
systems work on the same principle: as a fil-
ter for finding people interested not only in 
Christ, but in sharing him with others from 
the beginning of their journey.

“I’m interested in finding people who are 
really interested,” explains Gartner.² “Spend-
ing hours meeting with people who aren’t 
really interested is really draining.”  Like 
Smith, Gartner is just as enthusiastic about 
the potential for finding “Cornelius” people, 
or “persons of peace” as Gartner calls them.  

“The bot is set up to find sharers,” Gartner 
explains. “As far as follow-up systems go this 
is much better. The contacts are of a far high-
er quality; some are ready to believe. One 
person shared with eight other people after 
his first meeting with a local believer. Anoth-
er has already shared with his entire village.”

Related Questions
Not every chat bot system would necessarily 
have to be built this way. The fact that Smith 
and Gartner use the system to filter out 
contacts who aren’t willing to share arises 
more from their Disciple Making Movement 
(DMM) background, than from an inherent 

Last fall, American missionary Matthew Smith (not his real name) and his international team 
comprised of himself, his wife, an American couple and several local believers, celebrated 
their 18,000th Bible study with Muslim seekers over the last two years in the Middle Eastern 
country where they serve. While Bible saturation on that scale is impressive in and of itself, 
especially in a closed country typically hostile to the gospel, what is perhaps most interest-
ing is not the number of Bible studies, but the fact that all of them were initiated not by the 
various team members, but by the team’s automated chat bot.

Chat Bots and Missions
John Thomas
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aspect of the technology. Smith explained 
that because they are pursuing a movement 
of many disciples, they have heavily prior-
itized their content and their offline fol-
low-up towards finding people who are not 
only interested in following Jesus on their 
own, but also to opening the door to many in 
their community to follow Jesus.

“We had a lot of people we could have 
met with,” admits another team member, 
“but they didn’t seem like they wanted to 
share with others. We really focused all our 
resources on the Cornelius person. Some 
people might look at that and say, ‘you 
missed these opportunities to bring people 
into the Kingdom,’ but we’re trying to think 
long term.”

Assistant professor of Church History and 
Mission Studies at Bethlehem College and 
Seminary in Minneapolis, Travis Myers, for 
one, has some questions about that particu-
lar use of the chat bots. "I don’t see anything 
wrong with the chat bot approach for ex-
posing people to Scripture, nor do I think it 
necessarily wrong to prioritize with whom to 
meet (given good criteria),"³ explains Myers, 
“but to refuse to meet at all with certain peo-
ple because they don’t seem to have ‘catalyst’ 
is potential wrong. Isn’t 1 Tim. 2:4 true?” 

Myers takes issue with the use of chat bots 
as funnels because it seems to make “the goal 
of a movement an ultimate value at the ex-
pense of what’s best for certain individuals.”  

While Myers is in favor of the innovative 
approach to gospel proclamation, he won-
ders if focusing on sharers might potentially 
discount those who could become sharers 
once regenerated by the Holy Spirit. Myers 
sees this “undervaluing of the difference be-
tween a regenerate and unregenerate per-
son,” as a problem; not with the chat bots, 
but with DMM as a strategy. “To strategize is 
wise,” stresses Myers, “but Scripture values 
the weak, the small, the oppressed, the for-
gotten, the surprising way of the cross, the 
death of a grain of wheat.”

Regarding DMM, another question that 
needs to be asked is whether or not the sal-
vation of Cornelius and his family in Acts 10 
is a normative pattern and goal? “(It’s) an 
issue of hermeneutics,” continues Myers. 
"Is the story of Cornelius and Peter at that 
unique and unrepeatable stage of redemp-
tive history intended to prescribe this kind 
of strategy? No. To take similar opportunities 
as they arise is one thing, to eschew all others 
in the pursuit of only this (one) is quite an-
other thing.”

Of course, as noted above, to utilize chat 
bots does not necessitate they be used as 
funnels or filters. The decision to use them in 
that way comes more from Smith and Gart-
ner’s teams’ adherence to DMM principles 
and their desire to see movements of people 
coming to Christ. Conceivably, other teams 
using chat bots in other ways could skirt 
the entire issue by meeting with all who, 
through their interactions with the bots, ex-
press genuine interest in Christ – even if they 
do not fit the Cornelius mold. 

 Gordon Conwell Theological Seminary 
Professor of Mission and Global Christianity, 
Todd Johnson, takes less issue with the use of 
chat bots as filters for winnowing out all but 
the truly interested in Christ and in sharing, 
and sees it as a strategic way for a group with 
limited resources to reach their goals.

“I don’t think there is anything intrinsical-
ly wrong with using a filter,” explains John-
son.⁴ “I think it’s done in less technological 
ways because people always have limited 
time and resources. You can’t really blame an 
organization for focusing. It’s fair for them to 
try to do the best they can with the resources 
they have.”

This goes back to Smith’s point that when 
they began their online outreach, they had 
to approach it as a group that was indeed 
resource-limited. Thus, perhaps the issue 
is a temporary one. Ideally, as more people 
come to faith through the work of the chat 
bots, there will be more “people” resources 

to meet with those who are interested in 
learning about the love of Christ. As one of 
Gartner’s teammates predicts, “the resources 
are in the harvest.”  

Finally, one gets the sense that both Smith 
and Gartner’s teams are approaching the 
use of chat bots as a filter with a spirit of ex-
perimentation. They both admit they don’t 
have everything figured out yet but see great 
potential with this technology to cast a wide 
net for Christ. In fact, Gartner’s team has even 
begun to widen their “net” and reset some of 
the criteria in the chat bot system to allow for 
more meetings with those who might not be 
ready to share.

COVID-19 Application
Both Smith and Gartner also highlighted the 
value of the chat bots during a global pan-
demic. While for many face-to-face meetings 
have ceased to be a possibility, the chat bots 
are continuing to lead people in short Bible 
studies on a daily basis. Gartner’s team even 
reprogrammed their chat bot to address the 
fear and anxieties induced by the pandemic. 
As for Smith, he reiterated just how helpful 
chat bots can be in a time of uncertainty such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic. “The pandemic is 
a more strategic time than ever for bots!” he 
noted. We’re praising God for it today.” 

John Thomas (pseudonym) is a freelance 
writer and missionary. His writing has 
appeared at Christ and Pop Culture, Christi-
anity Today, and Desiring God.

Notes
1. From an inter view with Smith in March 2020 

conducted via Signal.
2. From an inter view with Gartner in March 2020 

conducted via WhatsApp.
3. From an inter view with Meyers in March 2020 

conducted via email.
4. From an inter view with Johnson in March 2020 

conducted via WhatsApp.
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Mission is communication! Not simply the 
visible part of communication – preaching 
and using the media, but the totality of com-
munication – the framework of life. It is the 
framework within which we communicate 
the fantastic news of Jesus. Three fundamen-
tal principles,1  when followed, will lead to 
obeying the Great Commission of Jesus.2  The 
preparation of missionaries should include 
understanding and application of all three.

Principle 1: Communication 
is Involvement
That means total involvement, not in-and-out, 
spectator missions, or a Great Commission 
holiday package. That means discipleship, 
not settling for hit-and-run decisions. It 
means trying to be embedded within a cul-
ture as the foundation of credibility for the 
outsider missionary. 

Isn’t that what missionaries do? Some-
times, but not usually. It is important to 
maintain relationships with sending in-
dividuals and churches because they hold 
control over what the missionary can do. 
So home assignments come ever more fre-
quently. Formerly it was never, then nine or 
ten years between, then seven, five, and now 
three years. For some, the only permanent 
dwelling is at home, spiced with regular 
trips to “the field.” The typical missionary is 
seldom out of touch with his home culture 
or support base. Preaching, baptisms, rallies, 
heart-breaking poverty, visitation blitzes, ev-
erything becomes an event to report “home.” 
Air travel, email, digital photos, and social 
media have indeed given us a flat world, but 
they may prevent the deep involvement de-
manded for disciple-making. 

Consider how some churches approach 
missions. Churches may allocate 50% of their 
missions’ budget for vacation expeditions, 
hopefully to educate their young people to 
world need. That is certainly not a bad way 

to spend holiday time, but is it missions? 
Listen carefully to the reports after mission 
trips. How much genuine discipleship was 
attempted? And remember, discipleship is 
the essence of the Great Commission, not basic 
evangelism. That is the starting point, far 
from the finish line!

One Halloween stunt at an evangelical 
training school for teachers was a “success,” 
at the expense of students who were being 
discipled for leadership in village schools. 
Two or three missionary men rigged a 
wire from the top of a two-story classroom 
building to the roof of two small buildings 
after dark on Halloween. When students 
emerged from study hall, heading for their 
dorms for the night, the missionaries sent 
dummies covered with white sheets sliding 
slowly down the wires over the students’ 
heads. Students were terrified; they had been 
taught from childhood about many kinds 
of ghosts, ogres, and spirits – and to be very 
frightened of their power! The missionaries 
roared with laughter at the success of their 
“innocent” trick. 

The men involved thought they were 
clever. They were, but the result was a terrible 
loss of trust in their missionary teachers. 
How could they be so foolishly ignorant of 
the deep fears and beliefs of their students? 
These were “career missionaries!” And the 
reaction the next day was long, secretive 
discussions, “We don’t think those mission-
aries are even saved! How could they do 
such a thing?” This is a tiny glimpse of the 
mountainous gap between missionary and 
people. The long-term result of thousands of 
insensitive incidents, few as gross as the inci-
dent described, is dismissal of the very heart 
of the Gospel. “That is for the White People. 
Their words are just fooling us, so they can 
get whatever it is they want.” 

These missionaries seemingly had not 
learned the very foundational principle 

of godly ministry is to understand, and to 
understand deeply, the people, beliefs, and 
experience with them in their way of life, 
their culture. That would include their fears, 
their felt needs, their dreams and goals. A 
questionnaire will not tell of those things, 
nor even regular visits. The people’s iden-
tity is precious, perhaps their only lasting 
possession. Very seldom is their innermost 
life shared with someone until they are fully 
trusted. How long does that take? Examina-
tion of fruitful missionary careers shows 
that a minimum of five years of total involve-
ment is necessary, though ten may be more 
realistic.

Jesus said, “If I be lifted up, I will draw 
all men to me.” Are we lifting up a “Chris-
tianized” culture instead of the very divine 
Man of God? In our homes and offices, we 
have displayed incredible goods to deprived 
peoples, become frequent flyers in view of 
people who are fortunate to have a bicycle, 
and enjoyed vacations in magnificent resorts 
(at low cost, of course). In many ways, we 
have whetted appetites for a better way of 
life that has little to do with the way of the 
cross. Is this inevitable when we continue 
maintaining our culture even as sojourners? 
Is this displaying the reality of “I am crucified 
with Christ, nevertheless I live, yet not I, but 
Christ in me.” 

It is certainly not a problem only of North 
American missionaries. A Korean professor 
of missions reviewed the strategy and activ-
ities of Korean missionaries in several na-
tions. He was dismayed to discover that most 
had not learned the major local language, 
concentrating instead on Korean business-
people, and were living in secure Korean 
compounds. Proclaiming the “pure” Mes-
sage was limited to words on specific formal 
occasions. This is widespread in the interna-
tional missionary movement. Our words are 
carefully correct, but seldom understanding 

At least two things are essential for anyone aspiring to be a missionary – anywhere. First, 
a total commitment to love and obey Jesus wherever He leads. Second, a personal and 
intimate knowledge of God’s Word, with a daily continuation of growth in knowledge and 
application of that Word to the missionary’s own life. Our life task is communicating God’s 
Truth clearly and lovingly to all. That is neither simple nor easy! However, if we remember 
that our part is clarity of communication and that God’s Spirit brings conviction and gives 
saving faith, mission becomes a task of joy and fulfilment. 

The Unreckoned Cost of Fruitful Mission
Donald K. Smith
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that we communicate in twelve different lan-
guages simultaneously! 

The invisible spiritual communication is 
often ignored, simply because the material 
benefits we exhibit are so attractive. We have 
not been willing to leave our culture behind 
and embed ourselves in the cultures where 
our Lord has led us. That is difficult and emo-
tionally costly; it is the way of the cross. It is 
the only way that others will see and under-
stand who Jesus truly is.

Principle 2: Communication 
is a Process
We have a passion to reach out to those who 
are broken, who are poverty-stricken, who 
are lost and on the way to eternal death. That 
passion is commendable. Of course we must 
“do something.” But what can we do when it 
is a group of people a long way from where 
we live? Can we send someone else to tell 
them of God’s love in Jesus? Yes. So we send a 
missionary then wait for the results we want 
to hear. One year, two, three – still waiting. 
Why so long and with nothing to report? The 
language has been learned; the Good News 
has been shared. But no response, and still 
waiting, and yes, praying. 

How long does it take to respond, give a 
positive answer and become a child of God? 
It takes a long time, because so much is 
involved. Those we wish to convert must con-
sider so much! What about my family, my 
friends, my place in the community? Who 
will help me when I have trouble, after I’ve 
ignored the bonds that hold the community 
together? It is difficult to change everything; 
think of all it means. What that stranger said 
sounds wonderful, but who is he? Can he be 
trusted? Will he be here when I have ques-
tions or trouble? It all takes time!

We evangelicals have stressed the impor-
tance of a moment of decision. A moment is 
all it takes, and then you have God with you 
– forever! All is forgiven. How could anything 
be better? But little is said about discipleship 
and teaching. The moment of decision is, ac-
cording to Jesus, only the beginning of deep 
life change, of learning all that He command-
ed and learning obedience to Jesus the Lord 
of all. That is not a matter of moments, but 
of a lifetime of growing into being like Him. 

 In our passion to save everyone, we have 
overlooked the total commission of Jesus 
(after decision and baptism), to “make dis-
ciples … teaching them to obey everything 
I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:18–20). 
That is the Great Commission; the “go” is 

only preparation. Biblical communication is 
a process, a lifelong process. Paul did indeed 
preach, teach, and move on. But he main-
tained concern and contact then returned 
when possible to establish the new converts’ 
accountability. All that he did was on foot, 
sometimes with personal couriers for his 
pastoral letters, and at times by ships with a 
poor safety record. No matter the difficulties, 
Paul demonstrated that discipling was a 
long Spirit-guided process. Does our mission 
strategy train missionaries for this?

Principle 3: People Respond 
to Communications as 
Members of a Social Group
In a section of Africa where the church is 
heavily persecuted, local leaders practice a 
powerful way of disciple-making. There are 
no large church congregations, no impres-
sive organizational structures. Nevertheless, 
the church is growing steadily. How can 
that happen?

Christian gatherings are in homes, and 
not advertised. Each group is limited to 
twelve, including one leader, and a second 
leader in training. When the group becomes 
larger than twelve, it is divided and led by 
the leader who had been in training. There 
is strong accountability for each member 
to the entire group, with weekly sharing of 
challenges, personal progress or setbacks. 
Continuing growth in understanding and 
obeying the Word of God, prayer and fel-
lowship binds the group together, giving 
strength in hostile environments. Despite 
severe persecution and strong governmental 
efforts to eliminate Christianity, the num-
bers coming to Christ are steadily growing. 
It is the pattern demonstrated by Jesus in 
choosing tewlve disciples to learn from Him, 
guided by His example, his private teaching 
and accountability to Him in discussions 
and explanations. 

 Principle 3 effectively guides us for godly 
transformation in carefully structured and 
well-taught small groups. The often more 
dramatic approaches of mass meetings, 
visiting evangelistic efforts, and widespread 
media usage overlook the simple fact that 
God put us in groups – families, clans, tribes, 
nations, all of which are held together by 
interlocking small groups.

What Guides Priorities 
in Missions?
We need a new category to understand peo-
ple groups in deep, eternal spiritual need. 

We label groups Reached or Unreached, (or 
equivalent terms) and choose the Unreached 
as our most worthy objective. There is no 
question that they should be reached. Who is 
best-positioned for that task? In many cases, 
truly heroic efforts are undertaken by distant 
Christians risking (and sometimes losing) 
their lives in the effort. Challenging stories of 
their eventual triumphs have moved others 
to more complete obedience.3 

For many peoples, the most effective 
missionaries come from neighboring groups 
with similar cultures – even where they may 
be enemies. But culture patterns, languages, 
lifestyles, and religious beliefs do not form a 
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Languages in Communication
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huge gulf that often isolates the Unreached. 
Initial contact with isolated and defensive 
people in South America, Irian Jaya (Papua 
today), and elsewhere was (and is) painfully 
difficult and dangerous. However, after 
achieving understanding of Jesus and ac-
cepting His Lordship, the former Unreached 
became missionaries to their neighbors. In 
much of Africa, the control of missionaries 
from other continents delayed the wide-
spread initiative evident today. Africa now 
reportedly has sent more missionaries than 
any other area of the world.4 

That does not mean there is no need for 
missionaries in Afro-Asia, the Americas and 
elsewhere. However, the important need is 
for bridges of fellowship, two-way disciple-
ship ministries that strengthen Indigenous 
Bodies as well as the weakening churches 
of the West – interdependence rather than 
dependence. This is not more important, 
but at least as important as the Unreached. 
The emphasis must be on maturity in Christ 
rather than primarily on an initial decision.

Are the “Alienated” Important?
What about a new term and a fresh approach 
for an extensive by-product of the modern 
organizational mission effort? “ALIENATED” 
would be appropriate; meaning those who 
are Reached but Alienated and actively 
resistant. 

For three years I studied under a brilliant 
professor – a tough-speaking, chain-smoking 
former Captain in the U.S. Navy WAVE Corps 
of World War II. I was a long-term mission-
ary, but surprisingly we interacted at a deep 
level during weekly sessions. Repeatedly, 
we approached educational problems from 
very different perspectives, I from a biblical 
foundation, she as an agnostic. We listened 
carefully to the other’s point of view.

Toward the end of those years, she told me 
a bit about herself. She grew up in America’s 
Bible Belt; three of her uncles were preachers, 
but, she explained, that was why she became 
an agnostic. They never answered her ques-
tions but only quoted Scripture to her and 
condemned her for being wrong. I was very 
moved at her conclusion, “If I had heard of 
Jesus Christ in the way you have been sharing 
and thinking, my life would have been very 
different!” 

That sense of rejection and alienation 
applies to India, much of the Western world, 
contemporary Africa and elsewhere. Sadhu 
Sundar Singh gave an accurate picture of 
Alienation in the presumably Christian West: 

While sitting on the bank of a river one 
day, I picked up a solid round stone from 
the water and broke it open. It was per-
fectly dry in spite of the fact that it had 
been immersed in water for centuries. 
The same is true of many people in the 
Western world. For centuries they have 
been surrounded by Christianity; they 
live immersed in the waters of its bene-
fits. And yet it has not penetrated their 
hearts; they do not love it. The fault is not 
in Christianity, but in men's hearts, which 
have been hardened by materialism and 
intellectualism.5 

Do not the Alienated deserve a thought-
ful hearing and a clear presentation of God’s 
love and salvation, shorn of our structures, 
added biases and spurious commandments 
that have led to massive alienation world-
wide? Note the closing words of Scripture in 
Revelation 22:18–19.6 

I have lived outside my homeland for 
more than forty years; travelled, researched, 
taught and preached in over one hundred 
nations of Africa, Asia, Europe, North and 
South America, discovering that what I am 
saying is not new – simply ignored. Yet this 
is possibly the greatest single blockage to 
“completing the task.” Our greatest opposi-
tion is not physical isolation, other religions 
and ideologies, earthly and satanic powers, 
or shortage of money and personnel, but 
our organizational selves. We live in other 
cultures but retain our own, conforming to 
the demands of missionary culture – special 
schools for our children, suitable housing (by 
homeland standards), periodic home assign-
ments, remembering homeland holidays 
and overlooking the local, and special ben-
efits for the “hardships” of being away from 
home. In the eyes of the people to whom we 
are sent, all of these express rejection.7

Conclusion
Our clever shortcuts in mission, new ways 
of reaching the masses with technological 
advances, short-term visitors, and other con-
sequences of a “flat” world, may only contin-
ue to result in alienation of the lost billions. 
There is no God-honoring alternative to Jesus’ 
way,8 in which discipling always takes priori-
ty over religious structures. The strength of 
His Body, the Church, lies in individual trust 
and obedience to the Savior, not the power 
of hierarchies and procedures. Jesus built no 
hierarchies, established no mission central, 
but intensely discipled twelve ordinary men 
– and swept the world.

 This is the way we need to train mission-
aries – not to conform to our organizational 
cultures, but to embed themselves in the cul-
ture where they are sent to live the crucified 
life, a lifelong process. Sending churches and 
organizations must learn this is the unreck-
oned cost of fruitful mission. 

The dynamic surge of missionaries from 
South America, Africa, and Asia shows the 
breadth of God’s love for the whole world. It 
greatly encourages the entire Church. Con-
ferences, rallies, and academic training all 
have value, but can easily overlook the basic 
biblical principles of what it takes to be God’s 
messenger. It must be a special concern of 
the new wave of missions from everywhere 
to everywhere that those being sent are ad-
equately prepared and understand how to 
accomplish that task. 

Donald K. Smith has made Africa home for 
forty years, beginning in 1952. The Smiths 
founded Daystar University, Nairobi, Kenya; 
trained and supervised Bible translation 
teams; and published a major evangelistic 
magazine based in South Africa. Smith 
chaired the Division of Intercultural Studies 
at Western Seminary in Portland, Oregon for 
twenty-one years. His most influential book 
is Creating Understanding (Zondervan).

 
Notes

1. Nineteen principles presented in Creating 
Understanding outline a basic pattern for effective 
communication/teaching, especially as applied in 
proclamation of the Gospel. All are important, three are 
introduced here. The second edition will be available 
in mid-2020.

2. Matthew 28:18–20.
3. Among many stirring stories, outstanding are 

Bruchko (Bruce Olson), Gladys Aylward: The Little Woman 
(Christine Hunter) and The Small Woman (Allen Burgess), 
Peace Child (Don Richardson), Through Gates of Splendor: 
The Martyrdom of Five Missionaries in the Ecuador Jungle 
(Elisabeth Elliot).

4. Motivation to missions is strong throughout Afro-Asia 
and Latin America, sending not only to still-unreached 
groups, but to immigrant groups seeking sur vival outside 
of the continent. Some of the largest churches in European 
cities are immigrant churches, led by Latin and African 
missionaries.

5. https://www.tentmaker.org/biographies/singh.htm.
6. “I warn ever yone who hears the words of the 

prophecy of this book:  If anyone adds anything to them, 
God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And 
if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, 
God will take away from him his share in the tree of life …” 
Revelation 22:18–19 (NIV).

 7. There is a “catch” here in terms of standard of living. 
Simplicity is good, but not the point. Some cultures have 
a more comfortable standard than in the homeland, many 
others are far less comfortable. The problem is not our 
standard of living, but its appropriateness within the host 
culture. Does all we do, wear, where we live, how we travel 
etc., express that we are different or that we have “made 
ourselves at home?” At deeper levels, when we live as in 
our homeland, we are expressing our rejection of them. 

8. By “Jesus’ Way,” I refer to the pattern for mission that 
He demonstrated in His earthly ministr y – twelve intimate 
disciples, other close friends, then acquaintances and the 
multitudes.
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Pietism to Pentecostal Witness Via a Missional Hermeneutic
Jason Morrison

The historic influence of pietism with its 
emphasis on personal prayer and holiness 
has led the older generation to insist upon 
additional prayer and sanctification as the 
keys to church growth, while the influence 
of western ministry models and exposure 
to charismatic mega-churches has led the 
younger generation to reject what they view 
as withdrawal from the world into isolation. 
They instead lobby for more engaging, attrac-
tional models of ministry. They also exhibit 
strong negative reactions to calls for more 
prayer and personal holiness, both of which 
the older generation hold as core values of 
the Czech Pentecostal movement. 

Peter Kuzmic’s description of Christians 
who have lived under repressive political 
systems echoes the criticisms the younger 
generation of Pentecostals wield against the 
older generation, which lived under com-
munism. He writes: “… they have adopted 
a high degree of legalism and insulation 
that prevents them from having a positive 
“salt and light” influence on their society; 
and they foster a pietistic subculture with 
its own patterns of behavior, language, and 
dress code... This internal withdrawal leads 
to a loss of relevance, denies the mission of 
the church and undermines the Christian 
impact on the society.”2

The goal of this article is to demonstrate 
the value of using a missional hermeneutic 
to help bridge cultural and generational 
differences in understanding of scripture. 
Although a missional hermeneutic approach 
is not specifically “Pentecostal,” it should, 
in any case, resonate with the Pentecostal 
church. “If the Spirit empowers us especial-
ly for mission, it should not surprise us if a 
Spirit-led reading of Scripture should high-
light the theme of mission.”3 I believe this 
approach also offers broader application in 
other denominational, cross-generational 
and cross-cultural contexts beyond the 
Czech Pentecostal church.

This article will chart a course to bridge 
the gap between the historic holiness influ-
ence of pietism and the emerging Czech Pen-
tecostal identity. I intend to apply a missional 
hermeneutic to demonstrate how pietistic 
holiness can provide the basis for Spirit-em-
powered mission. I will examine parts of the 
Gospel of John to show the missional aspects 
of prayer, sanctification and the work of the 
Holy Spirit. The reinterpretation of these 
themes afforded by a missional hermeneutic 
offers a new way forward, which simultane-
ously honors the positive influence of pi-
etism while also leading to a fully Pentecostal 
understanding of these themes. 

In the interest of clarity, I am using 
the term Pentecostal in a broad sense. I 
acknowledge that numerous doctrinal dif-
ferences exist among classical Pentecostals, 
charismatics and third-wave Pentecostals. 
However, the central thrust of the broader 
Pentecostal narrative has been the role of the 
Holy Spirit to empower Christ-followers in 
mission. Among Pentecostals, no aspect of 
the purpose of Spirit baptism has received 
more attention than world evangelism.4 
This is the theme that most unites world 
Pentecostals. 

The Historical Context
The first records of Spirit baptism and the 
beginning of Czech Pentecostalism come 
in 1904 among believers in the Evangelická 
Církev of Tešín two years before the famous 
1906 Azusa street revival in the United States.5  
Much like their western counterparts, early 
Czech Pentecostals placed a strong emphasis 
on holiness; however, whereas American 
Pentecostalism was influenced by Wesleyan 
holiness, the holiness roots of Czech Pente-
costalism were found in pietism. 

While it is true that German pietism had 
the strongest influence on the early Czech 
Pentecostal movement, I have chosen to 
draw from the writings of an earlier figure, 

Jan Amos Komenský⁶ due to his continued 
prominent influence on the contemporary 
church and culture. As a testament to his 
importance, in 2020 the entire Czech nation 
plans to commemorate the 350th anniversa-
ry of his death.

Komenský (1592–1670) was both a pro-
genitor of pietism and a historical figure 
who still influences Czech culture today. His 
wide-ranging program places him among 
the pioneers of mission work. In contrast 
to this, is his obvious focus on personal 
godliness, where we would traditionally 
expect the Brethren Church's emphasis on 
the importance of the life within the church 
community. This emphasis is of course a 
reaction to the neglect of the interest in the 
spiritual life of the individual. Immediately 
after Komensky’s death Jan Arndt led the 
charge of German pietism into this area. 
Komensky was unequivocally among those 
who planted the seeds of pietism.⁷

His book Labyrint Světa a Ráj Srdce8 for ex-
ample is still required reading in most Czech 
schools. The Pentecostal Bible School, Vyšší 
Odborná Škola Misijní a Teologická, has also 
drawn inspiration from his work Praxis Pieta-
tis9 for its program of spiritual formation. 

Komenský himself  projected a for-
ward-thinking missionary vision for the 
church. He proposed translating the Bible 
into all languages, distributing Bibles among 
unbelievers, and creating a world council of 
churches with delegates from among the 
peoples of all continents.10 However, he 
did not directly connect personal piety to 
the mission of God. He writes, “…You must 
reform yourself according to God’s good 
pleasure and with His help, so that angels 
and pious men are able, as it were, to read 
on your forehead the inscription: ‘HERE IS 
A SPLENDID IMAGE OF GOD.’”11 His goal of 
holiness is personal edification rather than 
mission.12

Since officially being recognized as a legal church on January 25, 1989, the Czech Pente-
costal movement as represented by the Apoštolská církev (AC) has grown from a handful of 
members to fifty-six churches, fifty-four mission stations and seventy diasporas.¹ However 
recent generational tensions and slowing growth among many congregations have revealed 
the need for theological-methodological examination. 
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Biblical Response
In the following section I suggest a missional 
hermeneutic to enrich the understanding 
of select themes of prayer, sanctification 
and the work of the Holy Spirit found in 
Komenský’s Praxis Pietatis.13 I will approach 
the text of Jesus’s high-priestly prayer in John 
17 with a pre-understanding that the story of 
scripture is the story of mission, i.e. God’s de-
sire to bring all humanity into relationship 
with himself through repentance and faith 
in Christ.14 A missional hermeneutic also 
asks the question, “How did this particular 
text continue the formation of witnessing 
communities then and how does it do 
that today?”15

The Theme of Prayer
Komenský writes that prayer pleases God, 
ensures God’s grace, prepares the path for 
thought and sanctifies all things and us. 

“Modlitba připravuje cestu přemýšlení, 
které je silou a podstatou modlitby. 
Modlitba posvěcuje všechny věci, i nás…” 
(My translation: Prayer prepares the path 
of thinking, which is the strength and 
substance of prayer. Prayer sanctifies all 
things and us…)16. 

A missional reading of scripture affirms 
the role of prayer but adds the recognition 
that the theme of prayer stretches through-
out the Bible, undergirding God’s mission 
in the life of his people and sometimes even 
becoming a dimension of their mission.17

Jesus’ prayer in John 17:1–26 can offer in-
sights to the missional dimension of prayer. 
Jesus’ prayer serves as a model as it widens 
from the personal level to include eventu-
ally all those future generations who would 
believe and those in the world.18 In verses 
1–5 Jesus prays for himself, in verses 6–19 he 
prays for his current disciples, and in verses 
20–24 he prays for future believers. His prayer 
does not stop with prayers for personal glo-
rification (verse 1) or sanctification (verse 
19), rather it continues toward alignment 
with the Father’s mission. This fits the larger 
pattern of Jesus praying before important 
decisions or events in his ministry and mis-
sion.19 His prayer shaped his disciples by re-
inforcing God’s mission both by its content 
(praying for the mission) and by its pattern 
(moving from personal to broadly interces-
sional prayer).

The Theme of Sanctification
I have already noted the goal of Komenský’s 
personal sanctification was to be pleasing to 
God. He argued the cumulative effect of indi-
vidual holiness would eventually cause Zion 
to break through on earth.20 However, be-
cause he and his church were living in exile 
and fighting for survival amid persecution 
from Roman Catholicism, his main concern 
was focused on renewing the church. His ver-
sion of personal holiness called for separa-
tion from the world (sanctification) without 
further explicit connection to mission.21

Jesus’ prayer in John 17:17 is also a prayer for 
his disciples to be sanctified; however, Jesus 

ties sanctification directly back to mission. 
"In this sense there is a parallel between Jesus 
and his disciples, for just as Jesus was sent 
from outside the world into the world (John 
1:1,9), so also his followers are sent (back) into 
the world after having been called out of it."22 
Jesus’ prayer shapes his disciples, reminding 
us of the link between holiness and God’s 
mission, a link that can be traced all through 
the Old and New Testaments (2 Peter 2:9). 

The Work of the Holy Spirit 
Komenský says that the Holy Spirit sanctifies, 
“confirms our sonship,” intercedes for us, 
motivates us to prayer, ensures answers to 
prayer, and gives us joy greater than the joys 
of the world.23 His definition of the work of 
the Holy Spirit focuses on personal edifica-
tion of the believer yet omits the missional 
work of the Spirit. 

Jesus’s prayer in John 17 does not explicitly 
pray for the Father to send the Holy Spirit 
to his disciples; however, Jesus repeatedly 
emphasizes in verses 11, 13, and 15 that he is 
leaving the world while his followers are to 
remain. Since Jesus had already promised 
his disciples on multiple occasions that he 
would send the Holy Spirit and not leave 
them alone, we view the coming of the Holy 
Spirit as an understood concomitant of Jesus’ 
departure. 

Jesus repeats the promise of the Holy 
Spirit three times in the Gospel of John. Each 
time he emphasizes a missional role of the 
Holy Spirit. In John 14:26–27 the Holy Spirit 
will teach and bring to remembrance all that 
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Jesus said. This ties into the missional teach-
ing role of the followers of Christ who are to 
obey and pass on Christ’s teaching to others. 
In John 15:26–27 the Holy Spirit is the Spirit 
of truth that will testify about Jesus and help 
believers also to testify. Then in John 16:8–11 
the Holy Spirit is the Helper. He will come to 
assist believers in their missional task, and 
will convict the world concerning sin, righ-
teousness and judgement. 

In all three instances where Jesus promis-
es the Holy Spirit, he also ties it in some way 
to his mission, a mission passed on to his fol-
lowers both then and in the future. Disciples 
of Christ both past and present can look at 
Jesus’s promise of the Spirit as a promise of 
God’s continuing presence with them with 
the purpose of empowering them to contin-
ue to do the same works as Jesus did during 
his earthly ministry.”24

Implications
A missional reading of Jesus’ prayer in John 
17 reveals a path forward to bridge the gener-
ational gap in the Czech Pentecostal church. 
While affirming the value of personal prayer, 
it reinterprets the meaning of prayer from 
personal to missional. The church needs to 
move beyond personal, petitioned prayer 
toward intercessory prayer. It also needs to 
recognize Jesus’ pattern of following prayer 
with action.

A missional reading of Jesus’ prayer also 
breaths fresh meaning into personal holiness 
and sanctification. It affirms Jesus’ desire for 
a sanctified church. However, a missional 
reading also helps reinterpret sanctification 
from being purely personal and perhaps 
legalistic, to being missional and life-giving. 
We see holiness no longer as the end goal, 
but rather as a means to help accomplish 
God’s mission as the royal priesthood of all 
believers. 

Finally, a missional reading of Jesus’ 
repeated promises to send the Holy Spirit 
point to the Spirit’s missional role in the 
world. Instead of limiting the Holy Spirit’s 
work to personal edification, the church 
can recognize the Spirit’s role in mission. 
“The continued presence and work of the 
Holy Spirit constitute the praxis of Christ’s 
resurrection.”25 This recognition is especially 
important for the Czech Pentecostal church, 
which places great emphasis on the gifts of 
the Spirit. The church needs to move beyond 
seeing Spirit baptism as an infusion of joy 
and enthusiasm to recognizing that Pente-
cost is the manifestation of Christ’s incarna-
tional mission.26

Conclusion
The story of scripture is the story of God’s 
mission to bring humanity back into rela-
tionship with himself. By reading scripture 
anew with this thought in mind, the church 
can rediscover the value and meaning of 
her doctrines. A missional hermeneutic to 
key passages in John’s Gospel, demonstrates 
how holiness and sanctification can provide 
the basis for empowered mission as long as 
the ultimate goal aligns with God’s mission. 
Holiness solely for the sake of personal edi-
fication or holiness out of fear is akin to the 
attitude of the Pharisees, placing the focus 
on the believer rather than on Christ. 

For Pentecostals, a missional reading of Je-
sus’ promise of the Spirit throughout John’s 
Gospel reinforces the idea that the church 
should be by nature a witnessing commu-
nity, because the Holy Spirit is a witnessing 
Spirit (John 15:26).27 “… the central thrust 
of the Pentecost narrative is empowerment 
for mission, so reading from this standpoint 
invites us to read scripture missionally: sen-
sitive to the work that God has for us to do, 
not just work that believers might want God 
to do for them.”28

Reading scripture in the light of God’s 
mission also has broad application for mis-
sionaries and ministers in various cross-cul-
tural situations. This approach should 
inspire humility when we re-examine our 
own culturally or generationally entrenched 
understandings of scripture. One may al-
ways question how a specific understanding 
of a passage of scripture contributes to the 
reconciliation of the world with God. How 
does it fit in with the scripture’s missional 
narrative? If we are unable to answer that 
question, it may be a signal to re-assess the 
value of our position. 

Jason Morrison holds an MA in Christian 
Ministries from Assemblies of God Theolog-
ical Seminary. He and his wife have served 
as world missionaries to the Czech Republic 
since 2000. Their mission is to accelerate the 
spread of the Gospel in the Czech Republic 
by partnering with the Czech Pentecostal 
church and enabling them to fulfill the vision 
which God has given them for their nation.
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Twelve Fruits for Healthy Missionaries
Laurie A. Tone

The book of Revelation describes the river in 
Chapter 22 as life-giving. It conjures images 
of health, harmony and balance as the water 
brings life, nurtures and heals. This can be 
compared to the need for a harmonious flow 
in a missionary's life. In fact, in an analogy to 
mental health, this river of life could parallel 
Dan Siegel’s River of Integration.1 Siegel de-
scribes two banks on both sides of a river. A 
high percentage of symptoms due to a men-
tal health disorder fall on either side of these 
two banks. However, in a healthy integrated 
river there is free flow of emotions that are 
regulated and do not go to either extreme. 
While emotions may run high or low on 
any given day, overall there is a modulation 
and a regulation that allows life to be lived 
in harmony. 

Stress among missionary workers is 
well established2 and can lead to extremes 
in both directions. In a mission’s context, 
these extremes could present as overwork, 
anxiety, worry, enmeshment, codependency, 
lack of boundaries, elevated mood, anger, or 
exaggerated responses. The other extreme 
might present as a depressed mood, apathy, 
low energy, indifference, avoidance, passiv-
ity, avolition or a closing off or numbing of 
emotions. Either side of these banks, both 
highs and lows, can produce difficulty in 
missionary’s life or in team dynamics. Stress 
management and emotion regulation are 
key to fruitfulness and longevity on the field. 
When stress and the resulting emotions are 
not kept in check, regulated, or they vacillate 
between extreme highs or lows it can result 
in health issues, interpersonal conflicts, 
burnout and attrition.

Missionaries, especially ones new to their 
adopted host country, are known to act or 
react outside their normal coping mecha-
nisms. In their passport culture, these highs 

and lows may be well tolerated. But on the 
field, they may be exacerbated by the unfa-
miliar, the culture shock, or the loss, grief 
and lack of resources or support networks. 

When used in an integrated fashion, these 
twelve fruit crops can lead to an abundant 
life and in a physically, spiritually, and emo-
tionally regulated river of health, harmony, 
integration and shalom.

Cherries
Cherries are known to contain melatonin 
which is essential for a good night’s sleep.3  
Lack of sleep leads to distress, poor deci-
sion-making, emotional dysregulation and 
a number of other health-related concerns. 
One night without sleep has been compared 
to a DUI.4

In fact, real, life-giving restorative sleep 
is often disrupted in missionary life. There 
could be a number of sleep depriving factors 
including time zone issues, excessive heat or 
cold, noise, or bugs. Although, real cherries 
have sleep-producing melatonin, maraschi-
no cherries are a cheap imitation. Many view 
sleep like a maraschino cherry added to the 
top of a sundae. It’s often treated like an “add 
on” as workers try and fit more and more in. 
Deep rich restorative sleep can make a world 
of difference. The powerful science of sleep 
goes a long way as it cleanses toxins, renews 
cells, and gives our brain the chance to pro-
cess memories. “Sleep on it” is more than just 
a popular phrase.

 Tart cherries are also known to reduce 
inflammation due to high level of anthocy-
anins.5 Inflammation has been implicated 
in many physical, mental health and au-
to-immune disorders. Inflammation can be 
caused by too much stress, or poor eating, 
both of which can contribute to problems. 
While cherries have many life-enhancing 

properties, they also contain pits. Mission-
aries are often unaware or ill prepared for 
the pits and pitfalls that await them. Having 
a “cherry pie in the sky” theology will not 
make it in the trenches. A solid “theology of 
suffering” is needed.

Ears of Corn
The second crop is corn, but better yet, ears 
of corn. Here is a “kernel “of truth – the great-
est listening comes from time with the Lord. 
The art of quietly listening and waiting on 
the Lord is a stress-reducing discipline worth 
cultivating (pun intended). Missionaries 
need ears to hear what the Spirit is saying. 
This practice extends to the need to listen 
well to others. Listening well is an art and a 
skill. Seeking to understand can make the 
difference in how one responds and can be 
an antidote to “knee jerk,” uninformed, or 
other unhealthy reactions.

Science is giving us ample evidence of the 
power of paying attention.6 Today with the 

Trees play a prominent role throughout scripture. In fact, two central events of the Christian 
faith, the fall of man and the cross of Christ, involve trees. The book of Revelation describes 
a tree planted in a stream of a life-giving river that produces twelve crops, flowing from the 
throne of God whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. (Revelation 22:1–3). In the 
same sense, having a free-flowing river of life from the throne of God while serving in mis-
sions can bring health and vitality to all mission endeavors and vicariously bring healing to 
the nations. This article will describe twelve types of fruit crops, but with a different focus. 
These twelve crops will be described from a member care perspective and are designed to 
reduce physical, emotional, or spiritual stress in the missionary worker.
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distractions at an all-time high, giving anoth-
er person complete attention is a rare find. 
Often, hearing is selective or biased. Each 
kernel of corn is a thread but there are multi-
tude of threads that led to making one ear of 
corn. Listening well considers more than one 
kernel and contemplates the context. Listen-
ing extends to the physical body. The body 
constantly speaks, the little nagging cough, 
the clenched teeth, the GI tract. Symptoms 
of stress often manifest in body systems; 
listening well and paying attention may help 
address a symptom before it worsens. 

Figs 
Those familiar with gardening know full well 
what is visible to the human eye is not all that 
is going on. In the same way, God is at work 
in the quiet place of abiding fully even if the 
fruit is not visible. As Habakkuk says even 
though the fig tree does not bud and there 
is no fruit on the vine, yet will I praise you 
(Habakkuk 3:17). 

Fig trees may take anywhere from 2–6 
years to produce fruit.7 Many workers want 
instant results. There may also be unrealis-
tic expectations placed on workers. Some 
of this pressure may be self-imposed and 
some may be by well-intentioned leaders or 
sending churches. In fact, younger workers 
are often prone to the phenomenon of the 
“Efforts and Rewards Imbalance”8 principle 
of wanting to see results for their efforts. 
This can be especially pronounced as shorter 
terms and younger workers permeate the 
mission world.

 Figs play other roles in scripture; some 
in not such flattering ways. Jesus cursed a fig 
tree for not bearing fruit when he needed it 
(ouch). Fruit is the natural outgrowth of be-
ing connected to the vine. If there is no fruit, 
it may be a season of pruning, but it may 
also be a disconnection with the source. Fig 
leaves were used by Adam and Eve to cover 
their sin (Genesis 3:7). Missionaries also have 
ample ways of hiding or covering up sin and 
avoiding accountability. Sin causes stress and 
as integrated beings, any sin affects the body, 
mind and the soul. Reducing stress may 
include confessing sin, owning a behavior, 
asking forgiveness, and being accountable.

Nut Trees: Walnuts and Almonds
Nuts have powerful nutritional value, and 
some have remarkable similarity to parts of 
the brain that have to do with emotion regu-
lation and stress management. For example, 
walnuts look like little brains with all the 
convolutions and two hemispheres. Healthy 

brain functioning leads to healthy emotion 
regulation.9 Often in younger missionaries 
the ability to self-regulate is not as honed as 
in seasoned veterans. The prefrontal cortex 
is some cases is not yet fully developed.10 
This higher-ordered reasoning skill may be 
underdeveloped leading to lack of think-
ing through consequences or allowing 
other information from the amygdala to be 
mitigated. 

The two almond-shaped amygdalae are 
believed to be the seat bed of memories and 
emotions and the fight-fright-freeze response 
largely implicated in stress activation.11 The 
fight-flight-freeze response when overactive 
results in higher level of the stress hormone 
cortisol. High levels of cortisol will wear out 
even the hardiest of workers. In fact, research 
is now showing the impact of high cortisol 
to shorten the telomeres of DNA leading to 
early cell life death.12 

The amygdalae are involved in the healing 
of emotions. There is a multitude of studies 
linking unresolved trauma with problems in 
adulthood. The connection between adverse 
childhood experiences and unregulated 
emotions is well established.13 Missiologists 
have noted that over the years the pool of 
missionaries coming to the field is much 
more bruised,14 which can create problems 
while serving in missions. So, not only does 
eating nuts aid physical health, healing emo-
tions and past trauma can bring psychologi-
cal health.

Blueberries
Blueberries are small but mighty power-
houses linked to healthy hearts. They are 
known to enhance brain function and are 
good for cognition and mood regulation. 

There is ample evidence that healthy eating 
and exercise can fight off the “blues” or 
mitigate symptoms of depression. Regular 
exercise is also implicated in lowering levels 
of inflammation in the body. Blueberries 
also contain the same anti-inflammatory 
properties found in cherries. 

Lemons
The age old “when life hands you lemons...” 
can be an irritating and overly used refrain. 
But really in missions, there is a need to 
expect lemons! Jesus shared quite transpar-
ently the troubles that awaited his followers. 
As mentioned previously, a solid “theology 
of suffering” needs to be part of all mission-
ary endeavors. The glamour of missionary 
service can turn sour rather quickly. Unmet 
expectations, disappointments, lack of fruit, 
conflicts can all contribute to this. This 
souring can turn to bitterness, which can 
take root and defile others. It does not take 
long before sarcasm, cynicism and a critical 
spirit emerge. 

But God has an antidote for bitterness. 
Imagine the Israelites during their desert 
trek – hungry, thirsty, tired, desperately need-
ing water. Disappointment, disillusionment, 
and despair awaited them when they finally 
arrived at the waters of Marah. They could 
not drink because the waters were bitter 
(Exodus 15:22–24). God told Moses to throw 
in a piece of wood and when he obeyed the 
waters turned sweet and they could drink 
and be replenished for the sojourn. The anal-
ogy to missionary life is apparent. Everything 
in life changes when the wood of the Cross is 
thrown in. 

Halo Oranges
Missionary life can often be ripe (pardon 
the pun) with either the “halo or the horns” 
impact. Sometimes in certain seasons in 
life, events and stories can be distorted and 
the experiences are remembered in skewed 
ways. One way to combat the “horns” ex-
tremes is while in the present consider how 
the missionary experience will be remem-
bered. Lifestyle changes can be made in the 
in the physical, emotional, spiritual, or social 
lifestyle to live in such a way that despite 
the difficulties, fruit remains with a true 
“halo” effect. 

Olives 
Most are familiar with the benefits of olives 
and olive oil. In reality there is only one way 
to get oil out of olives and that is by applying 
intense pressure. The huge olive presses in 
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the Middle East provide such a visual for 
those used to buying olive oil in a nice amber 
bottle. Oil is symbolic of the Holy Spirit and 
this symbolism is used throughout scripture 
in healing, anointing, in lighting lamps, and 
in the temple. A missionary under stress will 
reflect what is really going internally. There-
fore, being filled with the Holy Spirit is with-
out doubt the most effective stress reducer. It 
is absolutely essential to be effective. A viable 
dependence on the Holy Spirit, his word and 
his power will keep anyone in perfect peace 
(Isaaih 26:3). 

Apples 
Apples are recognized as healthy fruit; full of 
vitamins, fiber, and antioxidants. Who can 
forget, “An apple a day…?” The verse “apples 
of gold in settings of silver” (Proverbs 25:11) 
refers to the use of the tongue. The tongue 
can cause stress, division, and destruction. 
Jesus stated that out of the abundance of 
the heart the mouth speaks (Luke 6:45). 
Our speech is a reflection of our heart 
which brings us back to the apple and more 
specifically to the core. Core beliefs are the 
building blocks of a person and what one 
believes about themselves, the world, others 
and even about God. Core beliefs are what 
produce automatic thoughts, which in turn 
lead to emotions and behaviors, including 
speech. These automatic thoughts need to 
be examined, regulated, and taken captive 
in Christ (2 Corinthians 10:5). A healthy core 
with healthy seeds can lead to a harvest of 
emotional and relational health. 

Pineapples
Pineapples are often a symbol of hospitality. 
Being hospitable or being invited by others 
can be a stress reducer. Many missionaries are 

lonely, and many feel unwelcomed. Hospital-
ity welcomes the stranger, and welcoming 
the stranger is Jesus’ forte. He sought out the 
marginalized, the forgotten, the uninvited. 
Pineapples have a rough exterior with spiny 
thorns but the fruit inside is sweet. People 
may also often have a rough exterior but 
inside may just as well be a sweet, life-giving 
friend. It is Christ-like to take the initiative 
and make concrete steps to be hospitable.

Strawberries 
Strawberries are a wonderful fruit; delecta-
ble in sweetness and nutrition. They are also 
the only fruit with all its seeds on the outside. 
Many missionaries go with seeds on the “out-
side” and ready to sow but it sometimes takes 
years to produce fruit. The strawberry plant 
is quite the same. In the first year the vine-
dresser actually prunes back the fruit, so the 
following years the plant produces more.15 
Why say all this? Pruning is needed for 
unhealthy relationships or an unbalanced 
lifestyle or to prune back on commitments 
that are unnecessary. 

Strawberries are tender fruits and can 
bruise easily. Some missionaries are also 
tender, bruise easily, and need to be tended 
and cared for to thrive. Female missionaries 
have unique needs on the field16 and the 
concept of “tend and befriend” rather than 
“fight or flight”17 can be a great stress reducer. 
Male or female, missionaries are surrounded 
by relationships18– some are life giving and 
others toxic. Some teams may not have nat-
ural affinities for friendships but there may 
be friends from the host country or another 
agency that, if tended to well, can develop 
into a life giving, nurturing friendship.

Cranberries 
There is a lot of research from both a Chris-
tian and secular perspective of the power of 
gratitude. For those from the United States, 
cranberries always conjure up images and 
memories of Thanksgiving. Having a thank-
ful and grateful heart is scientifically shown 
to improve life.19 Those with a grateful heart 
are humble. Humility is a welcome attribute 
in God’s sacred work. Being thankful and 
having a grateful heart glorifies God!

In conclusion, these twelve crops used 
in an integrated fashion can help reduce 
missionary stress. The missionary will be 
like another tree found in scripture–the 
tree planted by a flowing stream–who bears 
fruit in season and whose leaves do not 
wither, meditating on God’s word day and 
night, whatever he or she does will prosper 
(Psalm 1:1–3). 

Dr. Laurie A. Tone, her husband and two 
daughters served as missionaries in Costa 
Rica, Argentina, and Miami, Florida. Laurie 
has extensive experience in cross-cultural 
counseling and has provided member care 
services both nationally and internationally.
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Expatriate Christians in Cambodia Face Sexual 
Challenges: Potential Strategies to Help
Glenn Miles, Kenneth Taylor, and Mark Ainsworth

The relevance of this issue for Christian men 
in mission is first, their own sexual disso-
nance that may affect their capacity to work 
with and be a model to local men. Second, 
the prevalence of sexual dissonance amongst 
Cambodian Christian expatriates that sug-
gests the need for support. Furthermore, this 
research points to exposure to sexual harass-
ment, assault, and abuse. This article looks at 
the use of pornography, sexual services, and 
experiences of sexual harassment among ex-
patriate Christian men and women involved 
in mission.  

Literature Review
Christians generally profess in accordance 
with the Bible's exhortation to “Flee sexual 
immorality...”2 and “… sexual immorality 
and all impurity,”3 whereas in western pop-
ular culture it is generally condoned and 
assumed that unmarried couples are free to 
experiment with sexual intercourse as part 
of the courtship process. Many Christians 
aim to maintain the Bible's recommendation 
to abstain from sexual behavior outside of 
marriage. Therefore, viewing pornography 
and purchasing sexual services from persons 
working in prostitution and erotic massage, 
are deemed by most Christians to be in-
appropriate.

Since the early 1990s there have been 
many research studies in the West regarding 
Christians’ use of pornography especially 
with the proliferation of online pornogra-
phy. However, even some peer-reviewed data 
may be considered outdated especially given 
the fast-paced advancement and prolifera-
tion of online pornography.4 

With that caution in mind, surveys con-
ducted by Christianity Today5 and Leadership 
Journal6 have suggested that 33%–43% of clergy 

have admitted to visiting a pornographic 
site. Of the clergy that watched pornography 
in these surveys, 6%–18% admitted to viewing 
it “a couple times a month or more.” This 
is confirmed further in a follow-up poll by 
Christianity Today which found that of the 
680 pastors surveyed, 57% stated that pornog-
raphy is the most sexually damaging issue to 
their congregation.7

Any peer-reviewed research that is 
relevant to this topic has college-aged par-
ticipants and are focused solely on men.8  
Therefore, little is known regarding the 
scope of the usage of pornography, as well as 
pornography amongst older Christian men, 
as well as Christian women generally.

There are some surveys that have analyzed 
the differences between older and younger 
Christians which primarily show that college 
aged Christians have more liberal attitudes 
to the morality of pornography than older 
Christians.9 However, what is missing in this 
literature is a peer-reviewed study of those 
who have sought external help e.g. counsel-
ing, and whether these external programs 
are effective. 

The aims of phase one was to measure the 
perceptions and prevalence of pornography 
and purchase of sexual service amongst 
expatriate men in Cambodia. Furthermore, 
to measure the coping mechanism that 
these men use to resolve with their sexual 
behavior, specifically, as to their prevalence 
in utilizing counseling services. The aims of 
phase two were to measure the perceptions 
and prevalence of pornography, sexual 
harassment, and purchase of sexual service 
amongst expatriate men and women in Cam-
bodia. Finally, this study aimed to uncover 
the significant gender differences between 
men and women in the phase two sample.

Ethical Considerations
As there was no immediate governing body 
to seek ethical approval to conduct this study 
to the ethical guidelines in online research, 
those outlined by Jewkes et al.¹⁰ and Coles et 
al.11 were adhered to. Prior to conducting the 
interviews informed consent was obtained 
from participants, and right to withdraw 
was stated prior to beginning either ques-
tionnaire. Participants reserved the right to 
not answer particular questions if it suited 
them. Anonymity of the interviewees as well 
as confidentiality of the data was ensured as 
no names or email addresses were recorded. 
Given the subject matter of such a survey, the 
provision of a counseling contact at the end 
of the questionnaire was provided.

Participants
A total of 164 participants took part in this 
study, with an even split between the two 
phases. In phase one all 82 participants were 
male whilst in phase two there was an even 
distribution of males and females. A ques-
tionnaire was created on Survey Monkey 
(surveymonkey.com). The link to the survey 
was then distributed through three e-lists: 
ICF InfoFlow, the International Christian 
Fellowship’s website used by a wide range of 
Christians to access information of interest; 
Men’s Prayer Breakfast contacts, which many 
Christian men in Cambodia are recipients of; 
and Chab Dai’s e-list, which includes leaders 
of fifty-two faith-based NGOs in Cambodia 
working on the issues of human trafficking.

The Survey Instrument 
Phase One
This was a descriptive, cross-sectional, 
quantitative study involving a completely 
anonymous online survey. The first part was 

 
The number of Christians involved in short term missions, to Cambodia is increasing and the 
number in long-term service appears to be decreasing. Cambodia is a popular destination 
for missions and also has hundreds of international and local Christian NGOs. 

At the same time, the huge number of erotic massage parlors in Cambodia’s capital of 
Phnom Penh, provide a range of sexual service for locals as well as expatriates and tourists. 
Sexual behavior outside of marriage is seen as ‘normal’ for men even though the Buddhist 
faith does not condone it and Cambodian Christian men would take a biblical stance on 
sexual behavior. Katsulis describes how, sex is cheap and available and becomes part of the 
expat lifestyle.¹
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the purchase of sexual services from persons 
working in prostitution and erotic massage. 
The second was viewing pornography, espe-
cially on the internet which, for the first time 
in human history, had virtually transcended 
every geographical boundary in the world. 

Phase Two 
Conducted four years later, this was also a 
descriptive, cross-sectional questionnaire 
study involving a completely anonymous on-
line survey. The survey was opened to include 
women. In addition, questions around sex-
ual harassment and sexual violence towards 
the participant were included particularly in 
light of the recent “Me too!” campaign which 
has brought to light how prevalent this is 
in a wide variety of sectors and has given 
people more confidence in speaking about 
it when it happens to them12. In summary, 
both men and women can be consumers of 
sexual services and victims/survivors of sex-
ual harassment and violence and both may 
be hidden so this gives a chance for people 
to anonymously admit it. The results found 
in both phases of this study were extracted 
from the online questionnaire and trans-
formed into SPSS. 

Survey Results Phase One 
Views on Prostitution and Pornography 
The male expatriate Christian sample was 
slightly less disapproving of prostitution 
than it was of pornography (85% compared 
to 93%, respectively). One of the findings in-
volved the question of expatriate Christian 
men's comparison of prostitution with erot-
ic massage. Of all the participants (n=82), 43% 
saw the two as categorically different whilst 
another 15% said “it depended.” Only 17% said 
they did think erotic massage was the same 
as prostitution.

Prevalence of Using Pornography, Prostitution, 
and Erotic Massage
Just under half (46%) of all participants said 

they totally abstained from pornography. Of 
those who do not abstain, the frequency of 
using pornography ranged from an occasion-
al indulgence (33%) to regular usage (20%). 
When asked if they had experienced a tradi-
tional, non-sexual massage where they had 
been touched sexually 32% said they had, 56% 
had not (n=72). In terms of actual intercourse 
with a prostitute, 11% admitted to it (n=70). 

Of those who, ostensibly, went to a mas-
seur for non-sexual services, one-third of 
them were nevertheless touched sexually. 
Just under a third of this group (31%; n=26) 
encouraged the masseur to continue, while 
77% did not. Of that latter group, a majority 
simply ignored the advance (46%) rather 
than rejected it directly. When these figures 
are compared between single and married 
men, only 23.5% of married men asked them 
to stop compared to 44.4% of single men. 

Seeking Help and Counseling
Although the figures are too small to be 
statistically significant, it appears that there 
is a trend between time spent in Cambodia 
and likelihood to have sought help or being 
interested in seeking counseling or being 
part of a group (See Table 8.1).  

Survey Results Phase Two 
Demographics
There were an equal number of men and 
women who completed the survey which in-
cluded a spread of ages; the highest numbers 
being between 25 and 34 years old (51% wom-
en, 46% men), followed by 35–44 years (24% of 
each). 10% of men said they were homosexual 
and 7% of women said they were bi-sexual. 
The rest said they were heterosexual. 39% of 
women and 71% men said they were married, 
54% of women and 24% men said they were 
single. 85% of women and 80% of men said 
they were strong believers in their faith. The 
time participants had lived in Cambodia 
stretched from under a year to over ten years.

Prevalence of Using Pornography, Prostitution 
and Erotic Massage
Men were more likely to have viewed porn 
than women (42%: 5% more than monthly). 
When asked if they had experienced a tradi-
tional, non-sexual massage where they had 
been touched sexually 14% said they had (3 
women and 9 men), with the remaining 
participants stating otherwise (n=82). Only 
4% of all participants (3 men and no wom-
en) admitted to having sexual intercourse 
with a prostitute, with 4 men and 1 woman 
admitting to seeking out an erotic massage. 
When asked why people use prostitutes for 
both men and women the search for intima-
cy and loneliness were the two top reasons 
mentioned.

Sexual Harassment and Violence
When asked whether they had experienced 
sexual harassment, 30% of participants 
answered affirmatively. Women were much 
more likely to experience sexual harassment 
compared to men at a ratio of 4:1. For all the 
men who stated that they had been sexually 
harassed, a local Cambodian outside the 
work context was the perpetrator. Whereas 
for women, 50% (n=10) had been by locals 
outside the work context but 5 had been 
expatriates outside the work context, four 
locals in the work context and one expatriate 
in the local context. When asked whether 
they had reported sexual harassment of the 
29 that responded, 15 women and 7 men said 
they had not. In fact, only three women and 
one man had reported it.

A smaller percentage of participants 
who answered (n=78) stated that they had 
experienced sexual violence (10%; 6 women, 
2 men). For the two men who reported sex-
ual violence it happened by a local outside a 
work context. For the seven women, three by 
a local outside of work, three by an expatriate 
outside of work, and one by a local inside 
of work. When asked what type of sexual 
violence had occurred one man said he had 
been raped and another experienced ag-
gressive sexual behavior. Of the women two 
said they had experienced aggressive sexual 
behavior, one attempted rape, and four un-
wanted sexual touching. Of the ten people 
who experienced sexual violence only three 
women and one man reported it.     

Transparency with Organization/Church
When asked “Are you fearful that if you are 
honest about some aspect of your sexual be-
havior then you might face church/mission 
organization discipline?” 27% of women and 

Single Married 5+ Years 
in Cambodia

2-5 Years 1-2 Years <1 Year All

Sought Help 25.0% 17.7% 18.8% 17.4% 17.6% 30.0% 19.5%

Be Part of a Group 35.0% 9.7% 15.6% 8.7% 11.8% 40.0% 15.9%

Total (n=x) 20 62 32 23 17 10 82

A table that shows the percentage of participants that either sought counselling or wanted to be a part of a support group 
relative to their relationship status and time spent in Cambodia.

TABLE 8.1 WILLINGNESS TO SEEK HELP AND COUNSELING
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32% of men said that they were. 44% of wom-
en and 56% of men said they hid some of their 
sexual behavior from others. The majority 
of men and women (except for two of each 
gender) said that they thought the church/
mission organizations should address sexual 
challenges expatriates face.

Seeking Counseling 
Of all the participants in this phase of the 
study, 23% (4 women and 15 men) have sought 
out counseling specifically for help dealing 
with their sexual behavior. Men were more 
likely to have sought out counseling than 
women. Critically, amongst the 21% of par-
ticipants (7 women:10 men) that said they 
wanted counseling (n=80), two women and 
8 men said they would like to be part of a 
support group for people who are seeking 
help for unwanted sexual behavior.  

Discussion
Overwhelmingly, these self-identified Chris-
tian expatriates disapprove of pornography. 
Almost 93% perceived it as always negative. 
However, there are 20% of participants who 
view porn regularly in spite of this negative 
perception. It would appear that there is 
a dissonance between what they believe 
and what they regularly practice. They may 
be experiencing a pattern, which has been 
described as the Addiction Cycle. This is a 
pattern in which the person tries to avoid the 
unwanted behavior by willpower, followed 
by temptation, leading to fantasizing, then 
to “playing around the edges,” and finally re-
sulting in acting out. This is followed by feel-
ings of shame and despair, which eventually 
gives way to new internal promises to not do 
it again.13 It was clear from the results that 
single men were significantly more likely to 
seek help and have a desire to be a part of a 
support group compared to married men. 

There appears to be a general reticence 
on the part of mission organizations and 
the church to address sexual temptation and 
misconduct. Researchers felt that pastors 
and mission leaders may convey the message 
that sexual misconduct is in a special shame 
category and this has the effect of deterring 
people from engaging in honest dialogue, 
either in a group or in one-to-one relation-
ships. Related to this is what we have heard 
in comparing secular support groups with 
Christian-based, namely that, everything 
else being equal, people are more specific, 
candid, and honest in secular groups. Is this 
because the Christian has been socialized to 
hide the sexual component of his/her life? 

It is our opinion that with the increasing 
recognition of sexual abuse of children in 
church institutions, they should no longer 
be able to get away with neglecting/ignoring 
sexual issues if it intends to be a responsible 
institution for God's service.

Many people felt uncomfortable about 
informing these organizations if they strug-
gle with sexual challenges, e.g. porn, erotic 
massage, prostitution. This needs to be con-
sidered both before they leave for the ‘field’ 
as well as while they are there. What could 
be done in the recruiting process to identi-
fy those who are at risk? Regarding sexual 
harassment and sexual violence, the results 
were concerning. The researchers are not 
aware of any training provided to those on 
mission trips or by mission training organi-
zations that prepares people for this. In rare 
cases where it is done, the focus is on women 
even though the evidence indicates that men 
are also at risk.

Recommendations for Church 
and Mission Leaders
Christian helping professionals as well as 
church and mission leaders must see sexual 
challenges as a serious issue. Training is 
needed for new Christian expatriate mission 
workers that adopts a biblical approach 
to the prevention of sexual misconduct 
through men’s support groups that cover 
both general and specifically sexual issues. 
Similar programs should be considered 
in other contexts. In Cambodia, one of the 
researchers developed a Bible study that 
was used in several international churches 
that focused on the life of King David and 
the consequences of his infidelity on a wide 
range of people. Another helpful Bible story 
illustration is that of the Prodigal who spent 
all his money in a far land effectively being a 
sex tourist. The father (God) was waiting for 
the son to return and his graciousness cov-
ered and redeemed the sin. He only needed 
to return to the father to receive it.  

Men require different approaches – one 
to one counseling for some, but many have 
found 12-step small group programs helpful 
for expatriate mission and development 
workers abroad, as well as Christian men 
recovering at home with addictive patterns.

Leaders of expatriate missionary organiza-
tions and Christian development NGOs must 
take the issue seriously, not in a punitive way, 
as staff may currently be afraid to admit that 
they have a problem even in the early stages 
when intervention is most effective. A plan 
should be developed that creates a culture 

within the mission organizations of candor 
and transparency with regard to sexuality, 
using the new resources that are being made 
available for prevention and treatment. 
Help should be sought from professional 
counselors and experienced leaders early 
in situations when members have violated 
standards of appropriate sexual behavior. 

Questions in application forms and ori-
entation packages for new workers should 
include previous emotional and sexual 
histories that may require further consider-
ation before acceptance, depending on the 
resources available on the field and the ex-
tent of the problem. Mission administrators 
should also be aware that applicants may 
downplay negative past sexual behaviors 
and/or even sexual trauma. 

Installing Covenant Eyes or similar ac-
countability software on all computers, lap-
tops and smart phones supplied by Christian 
organizations to their staff will reduce access 
to pornography. In places where massage is 
used extensively as a way to relieve tension, 
which is helpful, as well as achieving sexual 
release, which is not helpful, then massage 
establishments that are “safe” may be sought 
and recommended to those who are less 
susceptible. As ‘safety’ cannot be guaran-
teed, additionally, being accompanied by a 
spouse or, if unmarried, by an accountability 
partner.  

Regarding sexual harassment and sexual 
violence, again, preparation should be given 
in self-care, even self-defense before they 
leave for the field. Single women may be 
considered to be particularly vulnerable, but 
men may be also. In a transparent environ-
ment help can be sought quickly and further 
abuse may be avoided.   

Conclusion
Our survey has shown the presence of a sig-
nificant number of men that have a sexual 
dissonance between what men believe and 
what they actually do. These results suggest 
that individual coping strategies may not 
suffice to deal with these issues. Seeking 
external help is more effective in addressing 
both, especially in the early stages, with 
the active participation of professional 
counselors that adopt a holistic approach. 
Addressing this issue “with gentleness and 
respect, keeping a clear conscience” is of the 
utmost importance as the expatriate Chris-
tian community’s presence in Cambodia is 
motivated by a desire to share “the hope that 
is in you.”14 
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The Potential Risk of Syncretism in 
Church Planting Movements
Michael T. Cooper

Michael: Rajneesh, are you encountering any 
false teaching in the churches you work with?

Rajneesh: Yes, some but not many.

Michael: That is good to hear. What kind of 
false teaching do you hear?

Rajneesh: False teaching like baptism is re-
quired for the salvation, speaking in tongue 
is the sign of infilling of the Holy Spirit, Uni-
versalism and so on.

Michael: What about syncretism?

Rajneesh: Yes, we do hear a lot about syncre-
tism nowadays here in India. 

Michael:  Do you see syncretism in 
new churches?

Rajneesh: Yes, in some areas and that's main-
ly because of culture.

Michael: Can you explain what you mean?

Rajneesh: In India, culture plays a huge role 
in every faith. For an instance, we can't ask a 
new believer to throw out all the idols from 
his home as this will leave a bad impression 
on him/her. So, at first, he/she attends a 
house church with having syncretic mindset.

Michael:  And then what is the process for a 
new believer to throw out idols?

Rajneesh: It depends on how people do the 
follow up. We usually ask them to attend one 
of our house churches, and then as he learns 
the Word of God, he/she understands that 
the idols are nothing.

Michael: So, then what is the first step for one 
to become a new believer?

Rajneesh: Repent and accept Jesus.

Michael: Repent from what exactly?

Rajneesh: From sin.

Michael: Can you elaborate?

Rajneesh: Past sin means from everything he 
has done in the past that are sin.

Michael: What are examples of this sin?

Rajneesh: Disobedience, hatred, unfor-
giveness etc.

Michael: Thank you Rajneesh. This is 
very helpful.

Rajneesh: Your welcome! You seem to be so 
interested in knowing about we Indians.

Michael: Very much so.
After a brief personal exchange, we picked 

up our conversation about the similarities 
between India and Asia Minor.

Michael: There were at least fifty distinct eth-
nic groups in Asia Minor with many distinct 
religious practices. It is very interesting that 
Paul is primarily concerned with allegiance 
to God which meant the immediate change 
from worshipping idols to worshipping the 
one true God. Repentance from sins came as 
a result of worshipping God as new believers 
understood what it meant to be a disciple.

Rajneesh: Wow, so many. Yes, very true. But 
Indian current situation did not allow this to 

happen. Because of so many reasons we don't 
directly say people [to] throw out your idols.

Michael: Very interesting. So, do you think 
that people are still worshipping their idols 
while also worshipping God?

R: No, they don’t worship but they just don’t 
throw them out. In India at every Hindu 
house idols will be but that doesn’t mean ev-
eryone worships. Also, many times from one 
family just one person comes to faith so all of 
sudden he/she cannot change everything or 
go out from the house because other family 
members are worshipping idols.

I wonder how prevalent a conversation 
like this might be in the Church Planting 
Movement (CPM) world? Stories like these 
indicate a focus on gospel presentations and 
professions of faith while apparently mini-
mizing discipleship. The risk of syncretism 
in such cases, I suggest, might correlate to 
the gap between those who indicate deci-
sions for Christ and those who demonstrate 
they are disciples. The danger of an increased 
number of syncretized believers where Jesus 
is simply added to traditional religious prac-
tices might merit a reconsideration of, or 
adjustment to, CPM strategies and methods. 

The Tale of Two Orgs
As my research for Ephesiology progressed, 
the question of CPM and syncretism con-
tinued to bother me. Could it be that CPM 
advocates might unwittingly be propagating 
a gospel that simply adds Jesus to a pantheon 
of beliefs? I decided to do a simple quantita-
tive analysis of two organizations to see if I 
might observe similarities that would help 
safeguard against syncretism or raise aware-
ness of its likelihood.2 

“Syncretism has been an issue in Christianity since its birth and will likely continue to be an 
issue, especially in places where there might be an overemphasis on evangelism without dis-
cipleship and an under-emphasis on theological education. Such places, as critics note, are 
emerging around the world in rapidly multiplying indigenous movements known as church 
planting movements or CPM. In one area where CPM advocates have identified a ripe field of 
harvest, syncretism is a constant struggle. In 2019 as I continued research for Ephesiology: 
The Study of the Ephesian Movement, I interviewed several CPM practitioners. Here is one of 
those interviews that illustrates the struggle with syncretism.¹ The interviewee’s name has 
been changed.
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“Organization A” (Org A) is the mission 
arm of an evangelical denomination in the 
United States. During the time period of the 
data (2012–2017), they were engaged in reach-
ing more than 800 ethnic groups around the 
world with over 3,000 expat missionaries. 
“Organization B” (Org B) is a parachurch mis-
sion agency in the United States focusing on 
UPGs in more than 50 countries with over 200 
expatriate missionaries and several thousand 
national partners. Their data ranges from the 
period between 2014–2018. Both organizations 
employed similar strategies for church plant-
ing and similar methods of evangelism as are 
common among CPM organizations (Four 
Fields Training, Training for Trainers, Discovery 
Bible Studies, Seven Commands of Christ, etc.).

There is absolutely no doubt that both of 
these organizations experienced phenomenal 
growth. According to the data, Org A experi-
enced a “disciples made” annual growth rate of 
62.8% and a “churches planted” annual growth 
rate of 108.6% for a period of six years.

 Org B experienced a “disciples made” annu-
al growth rate of 316.92% and a “churches plant-
ed” annual growth rate of 87.02% for a period of 
five years. God was at work in spectacular ways 
in both organizations during the periods of 
their respective data.

CPM advocates would applaud the success 
of these organizations and point to them as 
validation for not listening to critics. After all, 
you cannot argue with the data. At some level, 
they are justified in their response. However, 
at another level, there are at least two critical 
issues that these graphs raise. First, neither 
graph is demonstrating exponential growth. 
During the outbreak of COVID-19, we have all 
become painfully familiar with what expo-
nential growth looks like. Exponential growth 
will have the tell-tale sign of a J-shaped curve 
as illustrated in Table 9.3 of COVID-19 cases (see 
next page). 

We are not seeing this type of growth curve 
in these two CPM organizations. Perhaps there 
are CPM organizations that are seeing this 
J-shaped curve, but can we consider Org A and 
Org B movements? 

Consider the early church’s growth curve 
(Table 9.4). While definitely slower growth, we 
do see the upturn into a J-shape that we would 
expect from a movement. It is important to 
note the two periods in the early church when 
the curve appears to flatten. First, in the 160s, 
the Antonine plague claimed nearly 25 mil-
lion people in the Roman Empire. Second, in 
the 260s, at the height of the Cyprian plague, 
nearly 5,000 people were dying every day. In 

TABLE 9.1 "ORGANIZATION A"

TABLE 9.2 "ORGANIZATION B"

spite of a flattening of the curve, the church 
continued to grow.

The second issue that the Org A and Org B 
graphs raise, and perhaps more importantly, 
are the gaps between “professions of faith” 
and “disciples made” and the flatness of the 
curve relative to “churches planted.” These 
might stimulate important conversations 

that trigger greater scrutiny about what 
is actually happening on their respective 
fields of engagement. Data like these do 
not necessarily explain why there are gaps, 
but they do help us formulate a number of 
potential research questions. Here are seven 
matters that come to mind as I consider 
these graphs. You might have more:
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Gap Between Professions of Faith and 
Disciples Made
1. Could indicate a disconnect between the 

gospel message and the culture.

2. Could indicate a lack of people to follow 
up professions.

3. Could indicate a recklessness in the way 
in which evangelism is done.

4. Could indicate a greater likelihood for 
syncretism.

Gap Between Disciples Made and 
Churches Planted
1. Wider the gap between disciples made 

and churches planted might indicate 
a lack of clear definitions for disciple 
and church.

2. Wider gap might indicate that the form 
of the church is not indigenous therefore 
the disciple is uncomfortable attending.

3. Closer the gap indicates disciples are 
being followed up and incorporated 
into churches. 

Ephesiology and the Defining 
a Healthy Movement
As I thought about instances like Org A and 
Org B and the writing of Ephesiology: The Study 
of the Ephesian Movement, I wondered if we 
might learn important principles that would 
help CPMs be healthy. Here are five princi-
ples that I discovered about the movement 
in Ephesus. 

Principle 1
A movement can be defined as a passionate 
group of people whose convictions necessi-
tate an identity which propagates a message 
that turns into action resulting in social or 
religious change. In the New Testament, that 
movement resulted from mature disciples 
whose leaders empowered them to action 
resulting in planted churches. These em-
powered Christ-followers turned the world 
upside down as they multiplied and spread 
a message that connected Jesus’s story to the 
stories of the peoples they engaged. 

Principle 2 
In the New Testament, a Christ-follower is 
more than someone who grows in their 
knowledge of God. A Christ-follower fellow-
ships with other believers, worships in a 
community, and prays like those assembled 
in a house in Acts 4. Then, empowered by the 
Holy Spirit, a Christ-follower boldly declares 

the word of God and more and more people 
become followers of Jesus. This under-
standing of a Christ-follower is highlighted 
throughout the New Testament and is a 
primary reason for the growth of the early 
movement in Ephesus.

Principle 3 
New Testament leaders understood that 
there was only one head of the church, Christ 
Jesus (Ephesians 1:22). Such an understand-
ing leveled the leadership of the movement 
to such a point that Christ-followers clearly 
understood their responsibility of making 
more disciples as they were empowered to 
use their gifts for God’s glory. These leaders 
understood that they worked together with 
others as equals in God’s mission as God had 
called them all to be co-laborers (1 Corinthi-
ans 3). When Paul wrote about these leaders, 
their responsibility was clear – they were to 
equip the saints for works of ministry (Ephe-
sians 4:11–12). 

Principle 4
Spiritual multiplication is a principle of 
exponential growth to four generations. In 
2 Timothy 2:2, Paul represents a first-gener-
ation disciple (G1) who continues to make 
more disciples, one of whom was Timothy 
(G2). In Ephesus, there were at least eight 
additional named disciples (G2) of Paul’s 
who presumably applied the same spiritual 
multiplication asked of Timothy. These G2 
disciples were then expected to make more 
disciples (G3) who would, in turn, make even 
more disciples (G4).  It should not escape 
us that the emphasis in the Ephesian move-
ment was on making disciples not planting 
churches. In a very short period of time, I ar-
gue, the movement in Ephesus grew to more 
than 5,000 believers.3

Principle 5
During Jesus’s earthly ministry, He spoke 
about church only twice (Matthew 16:18, 
18:17). In Matthew 16, we have Jesus’s promise 
that the church is His and He will build it. 
In Matthew 18, we learn that the church has 
the means to address conflict. Jesus certainly 
expresses ideas that have been incorporated 
into the ministry of the church such as bap-
tism, communion, evangelism, discipleship, 
giving, and caring for the marginalized; 
however, these are generally responsibil-
ities of disciples. Outside of Matthew, the 
only other place where Jesus addresses the 
church is in the final book. To the angels 
of the seven churches in Asia Minor, Jesus 

TABLE 9.3 TOTAL CONFIRMED COVID-19 CASES
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wrote individual letters commending some, 
admonishing most, and warning about the 
future if they do not listen to the Holy Spirit. 
In essence, this is Jesus’s assessment of the 
movement in Asia Minor. In Revelations 2 
and 3, we can discern several distinctives of a 
healthy church, but I will leave these for you 
to discover.

Conclusion
I can still remember my amazement in 1988 
in seeing a picture of Jesus on the wall of 
a Hindu temple in Karachi, Pakistan. As a 
young missionary, my first reaction was, 

“They believe in Jesus!” As I later came to 
learn, yes, they did believe in Jesus. However, 
he became one among many deities celebrat-
ed in the temple. These practitioners obvi-
ously heard about Jesus and expressed some 
level of faith in him. Yet the gap between 
such a profession of faith and what it means 
to change allegiances from their practices to 
allegiance to God was evident.

I am not saying that syncretism is inevi-
table when we see gaps between professions 
of faith and disciples made. In fact, I cannot 
say that without more research. However, 
I can confidently say that gaps between 

professions of faith and disciples made 
should raise the question of whether or not 
syncretism is occurring. Those gaps should 
also raise other questions about evangelistic 
effectiveness, abilities to properly connect 
Jesus’s story to those of the people, our the-
ology of evangelism, as well as our soteriol-
ogy. So, in the time between now and when 
more research can be conducted, please let 
me encourage you to become familiar with 
the most significant movement in the New 
Testament. If Ephesiology will help, I would be 
honored if you would read it.

By the way, I count Rajneesh as a friend, 
and I look forward to a time when we will 
continue our conversation as we are both 
committed to seeing faithful followers 
of Christ declare the glory of God to the 
nations. 

Michael Cooper is missiologist in residence 
at East West Ministries International, 
focused on UPGs as well as the author of the 
recently released Ephesiology: The Study of 
the Ephesian Movement (William Carey Pub-
lishing). You can contact him at michael@
ephesiology.com.

Notes
1.  Michael Cooper, Ephesiology: The Study of the 

Ephesian Movement (William Carey Publishing, 2020), 40.
2. Data for both of these anonymous organizations were 

accessible on their respective websites.
3. Cooper, Ephesiology, 142–144.
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Evangelizing Europe Once Again
Ted Kim

Christianity in Decline?
Nietzsche’s ominous statement makes it 
look as if the decline of Christianity is an 
inevitable consequence of the progress of 
mankind. Perhaps the profound changes in 
the values and thoughts of the European so-
ciety may partly have something to do with 
the decline of Christian faith in Europe. On 
the other hand, there are also some not-so-
profound reasons. 

There is nothing profound about the 
deeds of the flesh. Natural mind does not 
appreciate spiritual things.1 Left to itself, the 
flesh will oppose the spirit. That is probably 
what happened in Europe. It is not as myste-
rious as we think. The appeal of the secular 
culture and the secular lifestyle has won out 
against the sacred demands of the church. 
Perhaps what Nietzsche thought was God 
was not the true God who exists. God is not 
someone whom man can kill or bring back to 
life at will. What Nietzsche thought modern 
man had killed was the Christian heritage 
that had rested on the traditional institution. 
He is correct in saying that such heritage is 
dead. But true Christianity never depends on 
the dominant culture or national heritage 
to stay alive. Rather it goes against them. 
The critical changes that have occurred in 
Western Europe have made it necessary to 
return to the biblical way of doing Christian 
ministry – back to the time when Christians 
were few in number and weaker in power. 

Anyone will leave church if services are 
boring and nothing touches his heart. On 
the other hand, if something appeals to 
the heart, people will come back. It is often 
said that three conditions must be met for 
churches to grow. First, the congregation 
must not fall asleep during sermons. Second, 

they have to come back the following week. 
And third, they have to bring their friends. 
With these three conditions met, churches 
will grow. All of these assume active spiritual 
ministry. If the sentry falls asleep, the thief 
will come into the house.

We are not talking about the marketplace 
of religion or spiritual consumerism, as some 
European pastors seem to fear. Instead we are 
saying that no person can be presumed to 
be an authentic Christian by his nationality 
or religious heritage. Each generation has to 
be taught the Gospel all over again. Unlike 
Islam, Christianity cannot be forced on any-
one.2 The nature of Christianity precludes 
it. Conversion requires the grace of God and 
man’s own faith. Each person’s conversion 
is a small miracle and cannot be taken for 
granted. This is the biblical way.

As long as Judeo-Christianity has been in 
existence, there have been wars going on for 
the souls of men. Moses constantly warned 
the Israelites against the temptations of idol-
atry. Elijah had to prove before the people 
of Israel that Yahweh, and not Baal, was the 
true God. Apostle Paul constantly cautioned 
the First Century Christians against false 
Gospels. Apostle John warned about the An-
tichrist who was already in the world. 

None of these influencers could force faith 
upon anyone else. Even though Moses was a 
national leader, the power of the nation was 
useless for the spiritual direction of people. 
Protecting the faith was never an easy task 
at any time in history. One of the many titles 
of the British Monarch is “The Defender of 
the Faith.” Perhaps the faith of Great Britain 
could be defended by the ruling monarch in 
the past, but in modern times each soul has 
to be won one person at a time. 

Those concerned about the condition of 
Christianity in Western Europe feel a sense of 
crisis, dread, and resignation. They fear that 
Christianity is on its way toward extinction. 
Europe has experimented with Christianity 
for two thousand years and have issued the 
final verdict on it, they think. Such fear is 
unfounded and uninformed. Christianity is 
not headed toward extinction when viewed 
from a global perspective. Who is to say 
that Europeans have the final say on global 
Christianity?  It has been experiencing rapid 
growth in other parts of the world – in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America. Christianity is still 
vibrant in the United States. And, it is not just 
in the “poor” global South where Christian-
ity is thriving. Eastern Europe has already 
experienced society without churches. The 
experiment with communism in Eastern 
Europe was not just an experiment with 
communism but also an experiment with 
the absence of church in society. After sev-
eral decades, communism gave up and the 
church returned. Christianity has proved to 
have greater survivability than ideology.

Gravity Shift of the Church
The shifting of the gravity of Christianity 
from Europe to the global South has been go-
ing on for several decades, but Europeans are 
aware of it only at the present time.3 Whatev-
er reasons Europeans may have had for leav-
ing churches is not strong enough to affect 
the immigrants to Europe because Christian 
immigrants are faithfully attending church 
as they did in their home countries. The 
white Europeans cannot ignore the curious 
phenomenon of immigrant churches thriv-
ing next door. When in Rome, one should 
live as Romans, but Christian immigrants to 

The popular American standup comedian David Chappelle said, “Chivalry is dead.” Then he 
added, “Women killed it.” Though intended as a joke, this is a very keen insight into people’s 
own responsibility for their own loss. Chivalry refers to men’s gentlemanly conduct towards 
women, but women in their independent spirit rejected it. His statement resembles what 
Nietzsche said about God: “God is dead.” Then he added, “We have killed him.” Nietzsche’s 
famous pronouncement was not merely an atheistic proclamation, but a diagnosis of the 
Western civilization. From the time of Enlightenment, maintenance of belief in God could 
not go hand in hand with the progress of modernization and secularization. Someone had to 
step down, and Western man decided that would be God.

32 E VA NGELIC A L MIS SIONS QUA RTERLY |  VOL . 57 NO. 1

Article



Europe from the global South do not seem to 
be affected by Europe’s secularism.

The flourishing of Christianity in the glob-
al South is nonetheless little cause for opti-
mism for the future of Christianity. The West 
has been a model to emulate in democracy, 
education, science and technology, econom-
ics, and culture for the rest of the world. If it 
has taken Europe two thousand years to lose 
its Christian convictions, can the rest of the 
world not follow suit in one hundred years? 
Even if the religious landscape in the global 
South does not change rapidly, the fact that 
the most advanced civilization has consid-
ered it unimportant to keep Christianity has 
a big impact on the rest of the world. It will 
be like wearing clothes that are no longer in 
fashion. Hence, a sense of dread and panic 
exists whenever the condition of Christian 
faith in Europe is discussed.

A sense of panic is sometimes useful. 
It makes people take faith honestly and 
seriously. They have to think about what it 
means to be a Christian. It makes Christians 
and church leaders humble. No longer can 
they hide behind the number and size of 
churches. Church leaders of the past should 
have been humbler sooner. The loud voice 
of the American evangelicals in the political 
arena reflects the misplaced confidence and 
pride in their number and influence. Europe 
does not want to learn from America in 
this regard.

A Second Chance
Instead of focusing on how to bring people 
back to church, Christians must focus on 
bringing Jesus Christ back to church. What 
they lack is not the know-how and tech-
niques. What they need is not a lesson on 
church growth theory. Elijah had to endure 
three and a half years of poverty and humil-
ity at a widow’s house. His gifts and power 
could not in themselves bring about the 
restoration of faith in Israel. During a time of 
smallness Elijah had to learn obedience and 
humility. In the same way, Moses had to go 
through a tough discipline in the isolation of 
the desert. The man who wanted to save his 
people in Egypt had to endure forty years of 
obscurity in Midian shepherding his father-
in-law’s flock. 

The lean years are the time for the rem-
nant in Europe to truly seek God’s face. It is 
the time for Christians to come back to hu-
mility. Humility cannot be found in success. 

It is no difficult thing for God to bring about 
a revival in Europe. Church pews are not 
empty because God is dead. But Europeans 
need to bring Jesus back in their midst. Their 
affiliation to Christianity is no longer just 
cultural or traditional. One is not a Christian 
because he was born into a Christian culture, 
but because he believes. Personal faith has 
to be renewed and confirmed. To become 
reacquainted with Jesus may feel awkward 
after all this time. It is like a marriage renewal 
seminar where a long-wed couple needs to 
reconfirm their commitment to each other. 
Old people need to confirm their allegiance, 
not to their parish churches, but to Jesus 
Christ. Young people need to be given oppor-
tunities to hear the Gospel afresh. Those who 
already believe but are not actively attending 
church must find their spiritual home, if 
not for their personal needs, for the sake of 
Jesus Christ. 

Christianity cannot be reinvented, but 
churches can. Churches have to be reinvent-
ed in order to accommodate people who will 
come back. Churches cannot expect people 
to change without changing themselves. The 
Gothic towers, stained glass windows, high 
ceilings, and clergy vestments have outlived 
their usefulness. If such buildings are being 
sold off, there is no need to cry over them. 
God does not dwell in buildings made by 
men. Churches have to be lean and clean to 
be able to move to where people are. Alle-
giance to denominations has little meaning 
to the postmodern generation. Ministers 
must be able to deconstruct Christianity to 
the very basic elements because only those 
elements will survive in the Post-Christian 
era. Those basic elements are the Word of 
God, the Holy Spirit, and the fellowship of 
Christians. Ministers should be willing to 
shed all other elements as encumbrances. 

If history should repeat itself, the Gospel 
will be preached to Europeans one more 
time. Apostle Paul said, “It doesn’t bother me 
to write the same things to you that I have 
written before.”4 It should not bother us to 
preach the Gospel once again. The Bible is full 
of occurrences when people had to do cer-
tain things for the second time to make them 
work. King David had to attempt conveying 
the Ark of Covenant to Jerusalem twice. It did 
not work until the second time. Jonah had to 
be sent to Nineveh a second time to fulfill his 
mission. Peter had to go through the catch-
ing-of-the-fish routine twice to finally accept 

his calling. In the Parable of Two Sons, the 
older son said yes to his father’s instruction 
but did not obey him, while the younger son 
first said no to his father but repented and 
obeyed him. The first reaction is not always 
to be trusted. The first result is not always 
credible. God always gives us another oppor-
tunity – as long as salt has not lost its taste. If 
it has, it cannot be made salty again.5 It does 
not get a second chance. 

Conclusion
If the Lord is gracious enough to give us an-
other opportunity, we must obey his Great 
Commission in Europe one more time. The 
history of Christianity in Europe has gone 
through a momentous transition from a 
“confessional” religion to “voluntarist” 
religion.6 Under the confessional religious 
system, the state was responsible for the 
churches. Under the voluntarist religious 
system, the conscientious faith of believers 
is responsible for them.7 If the great decline 
of churches in Western Europe was due to 
this transition, there is little reason to panic. 
Such transition is inevitable. Christianity is 
back where it is supposed to be. As Sergeant 
Horvath excitedly exclaims in Saving Private 
Ryan, “We are back in business.”8 

Ted Kim is a preacher, theologian, and 
Christian thinker with a vision to re-intro-
duce the Gospel to Western Europe. Born 
in Seoul, Korea, he finished high school in 
Toronto, Canada, and studied philosophy 
at Yale University, and law at Columbia Law 
School. Bilingual in English and Korean, he 
has also taught himself French and German. 
He recently felt the Lord leading him to start 
a new missionary work in Europe.
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Global Christianity (Oxford University Press, 2007).

4. Philippians 3:1 (Contemporar y English Version).
5. Matthew 5:13.
6. Jeffrey Cox, “Master Narratives of Long-term 

Religious Change” in The Decline of Christendom in 
Western Europe, 1750–2000. Hugh McLeod, Ed. (Cambridge 
University Press, 2003).

7. Cox, “Master Narratives.”
8. Steven Spielberg, Director, Saving Private Ryan 

(Dream Works, Paramount Pictures, 1998).

33

E VA NGELIZING EUROPE ONCE AG A IN



The Case for Denominationally Based 
Ministries Among Somalis
Aweis A. Ali

While the Swedish Overseas Lutheran 
Church (SOLC) had only thirty-nine years of 
ministry (1896–1935) in Somalia, it planted 
Lutheran local churches in the Jubaland 
regions of Somalia, especially in Jamaame, 
Mugaambo, and Jilib.¹ The SOLC ministry 
of starting Lutheran local churches was so 
effective that all the regions of Jubaland were 
on the verge of a church planting movement 
before the Italian colonial authority expelled 
SOLC. Likewise, the Roman Catholic Church 
(RCC) was never in the business of generic 
Christianity; Roman Catholic ministries pro-
duced influential Somali Roman Catholics 
who won the admiration of Somali Muslims 
in the Somali peninsula because of their edu-
cation, ethics, and patriotism. 

A prominent Somali Roman Catholic 
political leader won multiple national 
parliamentary elections, once for the So-
maliland parliament in Hargeisa and again 
for the united Somali parliament in Mog-
adishu. This trained lawyer also became a 
cabinet minister and a Somali ambassador 
to Zambia. He died in Mogadishu in 1985 and 
received a state funeral. Also, ethnic Somali 
Roman Catholics held prominent govern-
ment positions in Djibouti and Ethiopia 
serving as parliamentarians, ambassadors, 
and cabinet ministers. The first governor of 
Djibouti’s Central Bank was an ethnic Somali 
Roman Catholic. 

The Anglican and the Mennonite church-
es have each produced one prominent 
Somali Christian. One was a colonel in the 
Somali National Army and a medical doc-
tor. This well-known Somali Christian also 
served as an ambassador and an advisor 
to two Somaliland presidents. He died in 
Hargeisa in 2016 and received a state funeral. 
The other Christian was an academician and 
a peacemaker who was appointed by the 

Somali government to a cabinet position 
in 1991; he declined the nomination. This 
eminent Christian leader and university 
professor died in 2011.²

While the Protestant mission organiza-
tions have led many Somalis to the Lord, 
the RCC ministries have historically been 
the most successful among Somali people. 
Somali Muslims even acknowledge the 
quality of their Muslim converts. The mon-
iker "Catholic" remains a badge of honour 
among some Somali Muslims who include 
it in their names. The late Mogadishu-based 
Somali militia leader, Ciise Catholic, is a rel-
evant example here. Ciise Catholic lived as a 
practicing Muslim and died as one; neither 
he nor his birth family had any Christian 
background though he deeply cherished his 
Catholic nickname.     

The clear majority of Somali Christians 
belong to the Protestant wing of the church, 
but that is as far as their denominational 
identity goes. This vague “Protestant” label 
often promoted by some missionaries 
with interdenominational para-church 
organizations keeps the Somali Christians 
weak and disorganized. Some church-based 
para-church organizations buy into this ge-
neric Christianity strategy when they could 
have planted Somali churches with a solid 
denominational identity. The generic Chris-
tianity phenomena has disadvantaged the 
Somali Christians for decades.  

About Denominations 
While denominations are not found in the 
Bible, they are a practical way to express 
Christian faith and heritage and hold one 
another accountable, lest we stray from the 
right path. There were no denominations 
prior to the Great Schism that divided 
the one universal Church into two: the 

Roman Catholic church and Eastern Ortho-
dox church in AD 1054. For the first time in 
history, Christians had a choice of which 
church and denomination to belong to and 
remain a true disciple of Christ. In 1517 the 
Protestant Reformation further introduced 
a third wing to the church. This third de-
nomination further splintered into other 
denominations while they all stayed true to 
the five solae of the Protestant Reformation: 
Sola scriptura, sola fide, sola gratia, solus 
Christus, soli Deo gloria.  

Seeing Bible believing denominations 
as different but valid ways to express our 
Christian faith and identity is perfectly fine, 
but what is not acceptable is to consider your 
own denomination as the only legitimate 
one and the rest as distractions from the true 
historical and traditional Christian faith. No 
membership in any denomination makes 
one born again; what makes one a disciple 
of Christ is their personal relationship with 
Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace. Denomi-
nations are a badge of honour in Christian 
communities in the Somali peninsula, which 
is one more incentive for advocating for de-
nominational identity. Denominations in 
this world area are known as a force for good 
and an incubator that promotes a high view 
of Scripture and the transformative authori-
ty of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  

Denominations are not unique to Chris-
tianity. Muslims have their own denomi-
nations as well. There is no generic Muslim 
among Somalis. Every Somali Muslim is a 
member of a Muslim denomination (mad-
hab), and even possibly a religious order 
(dariqa). Somali Muslims take these Islamic 
denominations very seriously to the extent 
that leaving one’s Muslim denomination 
is somewhat akin to denying their Islamic 
faith. Almost all Somali Muslims adhere to 

The purpose of this article is to highlight the benefits of denominational ministries among 
Somali people. There has been a trendy policy among some mission organizations since 
1950s that insists on not planting denominational churches among Somalis but to encourage 
only generic Christianity with no denominational labels and foundation. Such mission orga-
nizations very rarely attempted even to call the fruits of their labour "churches" identifying 
them instead as “fellowships.” Missionaries avoided calling the organized, regular gathering 
of Somali Christians “church” since recognizing the gathering as such could result in a 
community of faith with its own unified doctrinal and theological persuasions.
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the Shafi’i madhab (denomination) and jeal-
ously guard it. Somali Christians are there-
fore in their element when they too belong 
to a Christian denomination.  

The Reasoning
The interdenominational para-church orga-
nizations give an interesting reason as to why 
Somalis should not belong to denomination-
al based churches. One central claim is that 
Somalis do not understand denominational 
loyalty and are not yet ready for such com-
mitments. The Somali Roman Catholics have 
disproven this theory because their loyalty 
to the Roman Catholic Church is as deep as 
their clan identity.³ The fallacy that Somalis 
are neither ready nor can comprehend a de-
nominational loyalty became a self-fulfilling 
prophesy. Fifty-five years ago when the SIM 
and the Mennonite Mission (MM) agreed 
in Mogadishu not to support or establish a 
denominationally based Somali church, the 
Somali Christians were not impressed with 
this pact and most of them mobilized very 
quickly to join the Mennonite church on 02 
May 1966.⁴ This decision distressed the SIM 
director.⁵ The relationship between the MM 
and SIM deteriorated so much that the SIM 
director, “required that all contacts between 
Mennonites and SIM missionaries terminate, 

even on the social level.”⁶ The MM and the 
SIM rift eventually healed to the demise of 
the nascent Somali Mennonite church.

The SIM disapproval of the union between 
the Somali Christians and the Mennonite 
church took its toll on the new church, 
which eventually disintegrated within a few 
years. There are of course other factors that 
may have contributed to the collapse of the 
nascent Somali Mennonite church other 
than the sustained SIM opposition. The early 
demise of one of the most promising denom-
inationally based Somali churches brought 
discouragement to the Somali Christians 
who considered generic Christianity a dead-
end cause. 

An international denomination from the 
holiness tradition joined the Somali minis-
try in 1996 with the intension of planting de-
nominationally based Somali local churches 
in the Somali peninsula. The success of this 
denomination attests to the fact that Somali 
Christians are both ready to and understand 
the benefits of belonging to a denomination 
which they liken to a large Christian clan. 
This denomination trained and mobilized 
Somali Christian ministers who facilitated 
the planting of creative access house-church-
es among Somalis in the Horn of Africa. 
During the first several years of ministry, this 

denomination ordained 7 Somali Christians 
as ministers of the Gospel. This denomina-
tion understands that if a Christian ministry 
is to succeed among Somalis, trained and 
trustworthy Somali Christians must lead the 
ecclesiastical effort.  

Generic Versus 
Denominational Christians
The benefits of a denominational identity 
include impeccable accountability and 
assured orthodoxy since all main Christian 
denominations adhere to the basic tenets of 
the Christian faith. While Somalis are known 
for their independent and sometimes sec-
tarian spirit, they remain communal to the 
core as demonstrated by their age-old clan 
system. The Somali clan structure is the only 
time-tested social safety net Somalis have. 
A denominationally based church is the 
closest thing to the Somali clan system with 
additional spiritual benefits.  

The most committed and the most 
successful Somali Christians are those who 
have denominational roots. Such Christians 
understand the importance of belonging 
to a local church and the privileges and the 
responsibilities that come with a denomina-
tional relationship. Denominational Somali 
Christians also have a high level of biblical 
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literacy and are better informed about the 
necessity of ecumenical relationships be-
tween Bible believing churches.  

The generic Somali Christians are often 
less committed, freewheeling, and more 
prone to heretical teachings because they 
lack a denominational heritage to guide 
them. Such unfortunate Somali Christians 
hop from one missionary to another to at-
tend a fellowship or a Bible study when they 
feel like it; their Bible knowledge is often 
insubstantial.⁷ Such Christians are often less 
Christ-like and are more susceptible to be-
coming rice Christians. Interdenomination-
al para-church organizations which create 
and sustain generic Christianity recognize 
the pitfalls but lack the determination and 
the sacrificial commitment to change the 
impotent status quo.  

Somali Christians have the capacity to 
understand and appreciate denominational 
allegiance. It is the responsibility of inter-
denominational para-church organizations 
not to sabotage when Somali Christians 
decide to belong to a Bible believing denom-
ination as happened in Mogadishu in 1966.⁸ 
Such sabotages did not end in 1966, they still 
rear their ugly heads each time a denomina-
tionally based Somali church seems viable 
or generic Christians decide to belong to a 
denominational church. Some interdenom-
inational para-church organizations that 
minister among Somalis are privy to the re-
ality that they are not churches and thus can-
not start denominationally based churches 
but they will still object to other churches 
or denominationally based para-church or-
ganizations to establish their own churches 
among Somalis.      

 Generic Christianity has taken a toll on 
the Somali Christians who were led to be-
lieve it was a viable alternative to historical 
Christianity. Somali Muslims are by nature 
generous to their Muslim religious leaders 
and to their mosques. No mosque pays 
Muslims a bus fare to attend prayers, yet 
mosques are often full of worshippers. When 
these Somali Muslims become followers of 
Christ, a sense of entitlement often develops 
and it becomes very hard to convince them 
to financially support their ministers and 
their places of worship. In fact, many generic 

Somali Christians will not regularly attend 
worship unless the missionaries pay them 
bus fares, rent subsidy, scholarship, or an 
employment.⁹ Where did this mind-set come 
from? Somalis in the RCC and others who 
belong to denominational local churches do 
not have this entitlement problem. Generic 
Christianity is the problem, not the solution. 

Conclusion
It is time to encourage Somali denomina-
tionally based Bible believing churches. 
Denominational labels are beneficial to 
Somalis because they are an expression of 
the genuine revelation of God that protects 
people from perishing. Since the clear 
majority of Somali Christians are from a 
Muslim background, they are at home when 
they are denominationally connected. It 
is therefore imprudent to expect Somali 
Christian converts to be generic Christians, 
without a denominational base, and at the 
same time expect them to be grounded in 
their new Christian faith.  For the benefit of 
the Somali Christians, interdenominational 
para-church organizations should assist ex-
isting denominationally based churches to 
be a better witness to their communities.  

It is counterproductive for interde-
nominational para-church organizations 
to perpetuate the debunked myth that 
Somali Christians are not ready for denom-
inationally based identity. It is also morally 
indefensible when expatriate para-church 
organizations collaborate to thwart the 
emergence of a denominationally based 
Somali church even when such emergence 
is the will of the Somali Christians. The 
expatriate Protestant mission organizations 
must learn from the Roman Catholic Church 
and acknowledge the reality that the Somali 
Christians are very comfortable with de-
nominational identity like other Christian 
people groups in Africa. After all, the Somali 
people were exposed to the Gospel much ear-
lier than some other Sub-Saharan countries. 
Christianity among Somalis predates both 
Islam and the modern missionary witness 
by centuries.¹⁰ This fact undercuts the Somali 
Muslims’ claim that to be a Somali is to be a 
Muslim.¹¹  

Sectarianism has no place in the church. 

Despite differences in denominational em-
phasis, Christians are united by one Lord, and 
one baptism. Disciples of Christ are one peo-
ple called out by God to worship him and be 
His witness; they cannot afford to fracture. A 
poignant example is when America’s found-
ing fathers were to sign the Declaration of 
the Independence in 1776, Benjamin Franklin 
is attributed to have said, “We must, indeed, 
all hang together, or most assuredly we shall 
all hang separately.” The same admonition 
should be heeded by Bible believing Chris-
tians of different denominations. They must 
sustain the ecumenical spirit at any cost or 
they will fall prey to the father of lies.  

Rev. Aweis earned a BTh from the Evan-
gelical Theological College in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia; an MDiv from Nazarene Theological 
Seminary in Kansas City, Missouri. He is 
currently a PhD candidate at Africa Nazarene 
University in Nairobi, Kenya. Aweis, A Somali 
from a Muslim background, has been in 
ministry since 1993.
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Emotions and What’s Good for Multicultural Fields
Fred Lewis

For the purpose of this article, I consider 
multicultural and intercultural to be full 
synonyms, indicating the presence of three 
or more cultures interacting among field 
members. Cross-cultural service indicates 
the presence of two cultures interacting. It’s 
hard to get agreement about anything when 
three or more cultures interact! Intercultur-
al service is much more complicated than 
cross-cultural service. 

How MCF members react to the significant 
differences among themselves is crucial. Our 
American approach to relationship-building 
often begins as a search for common inter-
ests out of a desire to become friends,³ which 
works fine if everyone shares egalitarian as-
sumptions about social interaction.⁴ Finding 
interests in common among individuals of 
diverse backgrounds is a challenge, to say 
the least. A typical, American response to 
differences and conflict is avoidance.⁵ As a 
culture-trainer of missionaries I’ve stressed 
the importance of learning the culture of the 
people you seek to serve. 

Empirical research on individualists and 
collectivists shows that “… individualistic 
team⁶ members negatively influence team 
performance.”⁷ Part of the explanation for 
that negative influence is attributed to the 
fact that “individualists accord personal 
interest greater importance than group 
needs, looking after themselves and ignoring 
group interests when they conflict with per-
sonal desires.”⁸ A later study modifies those 
statements, concluding that individualistic 
team members negatively impact team per-
formance only when actually working with 
collectivistic team members, not when they 
work alone.⁹ 

Although cultural differences among MCF 
members are problematic, in this article I 
call attention to the centrality of emotion 
in social interaction, especially on an MCF.¹0 

Reactions to cultural differences are gener-
ally led by emotions, whether the reaction is 
emotionally positive or negative.¹¹ Few pause 
to doubt the accuracy or reliability of what 
our gut tells us about others. It’s as though 
we assume our emotions are infallible and 
fully sanctified guides to right behavior, 
while at the same time believing they can 
lead us astray. Therefore, emotion regulation 
is a necessary skill for serving on an MCF.¹² A 
2017 study looked at the use of one aspect of 
emotion regulation, cognitive reappraisal, 
concluding that “… individual performance 
in culturally diverse teams is influenced by 
individuals’ use of cognitive reappraisal to 
regulate negative emotions.”¹³

The social or relational health of an MCF 
to a large degree rides on the emotion dis-
plays, perceptions and interpretations of 
emotions of every member by every member. 
Maintaining and enhancing the emotional 
and social health of an MCF is a group proj-
ect, to which every field member may make 
positive and negative contributions. 

Reaching these conclusions was a fruit of 
my research into intercultural competence, 
and then preparing training materials for 
those entering service on an MCF. I eventu-
ally realized that Americans may be holding 
implicit and faulty assumptions about 
emotions that may hinder their practice of 
emotion regulation. 

Whenever emotions come up as a topic of 
conversation my brain makes a connection to 
counseling. My impression of mental health 
workers, specialists, literature, programs in 
the States, psychologists, and counselors is 
that emotions are talked about a lot. One 
necessary aspect of helping hurting people is 
getting them to process their feelings. Those 
who work in these areas provide necessary 
and important services. In this article, I’m 
not talking about that world. Instead, I have 

in mind believers who are basically healthy, 
but who need help adapting to service 
on an MCF. 

This article seeks to correct flawed con-
cepts of emotions as an aid to the practice 
of emotion regulation, for the purpose of 
fostering better emotional, social, and re-
lational health on an MCF. A survey of and 
responses to implicit and faulty ideas about 
emotions that may hinder the practice of 
emotion regulation follows. 

Emotions Are Reflex Actions in 
Response to External Stimuli¹⁴  
Implicit/Faulty Idea

As you physically recoil when you touch 
something hot or your leg kicks when your 
knee is tapped in just the right spot, emo-
tions are thought to be automatic responses 
to environmental input. 

Response
There can be terminological confusion 

between emotions and physical reflexes. For 
example, you can say: I feel hot; this piece 
of wood feels smooth; I feel angry. It may be 
clearer to say that we experience emotions 
than to say we feel them. 

It’s helpful to distinguish between feeling 
what your physical senses report, such as the 
sensations of cold or heat, and the subjective 
experience of an emotion such as joy, so 
that it’s clear what we’re talking about. It’s 
necessary to make that distinction because 
the neural wiring for physical reflexes and 
emotions are quite different. The wiring for 
physical reflex responses runs to the spinal 
cord and back to the foot that stepped on 
something sharp or the finger that touched 
something hot.¹⁵ The brain plays no role 
whatsoever in reflex actions, but emotions 
are generated by neural circuits in the brain.¹⁶ 

 
A central challenge to the viability of multicultural fields (MCF)¹ is the reality of profound 
differences among field members. For example, field leaders among themselves may differ 
over the correct way to lead and what to expect from followers. Followers may disagree 
among themselves over the right way to follow and what to expect from leaders.2 If the 
amount and strength of disagreement is sufficient, these and other differences may become 
formidable hindrances to harmonious social interaction among field members, as well as 
toan MCF’s ministry in the world. 
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Emotions Can’t Be Commanded 
Implicit/Faulty Idea

The sense that emotions happen to us sug-
gests we feel at least sometimes passive with 
respect to them. Our emotions seem to have 
a life and direction of their own. Since we 
can’t at will¹⁷ summon the experience of any 
emotion and we can’t at will stop experienc-
ing an emotion, they can’t be commanded. 
Since emotions can’t be commanded, God 
also can’t command us to experience any 
emotion, such as love. 

“Jesus said, ‘A new command I give you: As 
I have loved you, so you must love one anoth-
er’” (John 13:34). Some evangelical scholars 
say that Jesus is not commanding us to feel 
love for brothers and sisters in Christ but to 
act in loving ways towards them. These schol-
ars say that love in the Bible doesn’t mean 
love as an emotion.¹⁸

Response
It is generally agreed that emotion words 

in the Bible such as fear, joy, hate, etc. mean 
the emotions of fear, joy, etc. The same schol-
ars who say agapē love doesn’t include the 
experience of love also say the words for joy, 
hate, etc. do include the feelings of joy, hate, 
etc. them. 

Matthew Elliott points out that scholars 
who say that God can’t command us to feel 
love bring an unstated assumption about 
emotions to the Bible: Their implicit assump-
tion or theory of emotions is a non-cognitive 
one.¹⁹ This assumption is linked to the idea 
that emotions are simply reflex actions, 
which is not physiologically accurate.

A basic question about theories of 
emotions is whether thinking (cognition) 
happens before or after the experience of 
an emotion? A non-cognitive theory of emo-
tions contends that thinking happens after 
experiencing an emotion. A cognitive theory 
of emotions states that thinking happens be-
fore experiencing an emotion, or that emo-
tion and reason operate together. Thinking 
and judgment are integral to experiencing 
an emotion.²⁰ 

It seems to me that Jesus wants us to expe-
rience love for brothers and sisters in Christ, 
as well as act in love towards them. Implicitly, 
then, Jesus held (holds!) a cognitive theory 
of emotions. Some kind of thinking evident-
ly happens before we experience an emotion. 
Therefore, He can command us to experience 
love for God, neighbors, siblings in Christ, 
enemies, and aliens.  

Given that some kind of thinking occurs 

before the experience of an emotion, chang-
ing our emotions is done indirectly by 
changing how we think. We can alter our 
emotional responses.²¹

Emotions Are Produced by 
Emotion Organs in a Specific 
Area of the Brain 
Implicit/Faulty Idea

Each emotion is generated by a specific 
emotion organ of the human brain, located 
in the subcortex. The neocortex, the topmost 
layer of the brain, is not involved in the gener-
ation of emotions. Emotion organs appeared 
in lower forms of life and survive basically 
unchanged in humans. Each emotion organ 
produces a distinctive neural footprint when 
it generates an emotion.²²

Response
Neuroscientists use functional MRI to lo-

cate which areas of the brain “light up” when 
an individual reports s/he experiences happi-
ness, sadness, anger, etc. Both the neocortex 
and the subcortex actively contribute to the 
generation of emotions. Their production 
is not limited to emotion organs located in 
the subcortex. Moreover, the same emotion 
can be generated by different neural circuits. 
There is no unique neural footprint for each 
emotion.²³ Emotions are not sub-human, 
animal responses leftover from our evolu-
tionary past. Emotions are part of what make 
us human, created in God’s image. 

Emotions Are Universal in Terms 
of Subjective Experience and 
Facial Display 
Implicit/Faulty Idea

Given that emotions are hard-wired 
into us by a leftover animal brain from our 
evolutionary past, the subjective experience 
of each emotion and emotion displays are 
the same for all humans, even though the 
degree of emotional expressivity varies 
from culture to culture.²⁴ Thus, reading the 
emotions of MCF members of other cultural 
backgrounds is no different than reading the 
emotions of other Americans. “Lie to Me,” a 
TV show I watched around 2010, was based on 
these premises.

Response
All humans have the innate capacity to 

experience and display emotions, just as all 
humans have the innate capacity to reason. 
As individuals from different cultures learn 
different cultural styles of thinking,²⁵ so 

individuals from different cultures learn 
different culturally conditioned emotions. 
The surrounding culture determines which 
emotion flavors are included under each 
linguistic label, as well as the degree of emo-
tional expressivity expected in various social 
settings.²⁶ It’s a cultural and social mistake 
to presume that the content of the emotions 
you experience are exactly the same as the 
emotions felt by an individual from another 
cultural background.

The same cultural symbol such as a smile 
may mean happiness in one culture and 
dishonesty in another.²⁷ Therefore, it can be 
a significant social mistake to assume that 
emotion displays by individuals of other 
cultural backgrounds mean the same thing 
as they do to Americans. The subjective expe-
rience of emotions and emotion displays are 
not universally the same for all peoples of all 
cultures but are culturally conditioned for 
everyone, including Americans.

Therefore, you dare not put your full faith 
and trust in your gut reaction to those from 
other cultural backgrounds. Your apparently 
automatic emotional appraisals may lead 
you astray.

Reason and Emotion Are Two 
Separate and Antagonistic 
Systems in the Human Brain 
Implicit/Faulty Idea

The ability to reason is located in the 
neocortex, the topmost layer of the human 
brain. Emotions are generated in a complete-
ly separate area of the brain, the subcortex. 
Emotions, thought to be generated by a 
leftover animal brain, are irrational. Reason 
seeks (and sometimes fails) to keep irratio-
nal, animal emotions under control.

Response
The use of Functional MRI proves there 

is one cognitive system in the human brain, 
not two.²⁸ Reason and emotion are partners 
in the same cognitive system, not antago-
nists. Studies of brain injuries and disease 
show that when neural circuits for emotions 
are damaged the ability to reason is also 
impaired. Our ability to reason is neuro-
logically linked to our ability to experience 
emotions.²⁹

Part of the inner struggle we experience 
between what’s been called reason and 
emotion is in fact a struggle between the 
conscious and non-conscious mind, not 
forgetting the presence and influence of sin 
in both. A main thing to understand about 
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the non-conscious mind is that it learns, 
gathering information and thinking about 
it, albeit apart from our conscious aware-
ness. As events occur and individuals speak 
to me my non-conscious mind processes the 
input and chooses from the options available 
what it thinks is my appropriate emotional 
response.³⁰

It’s been said that emotions are unreliable 
and can lead us astray.³¹ So can reason, when 
it’s not tethered to reality and truth. That 
our emotions and reason, our conscious and 
non-conscious minds, can be out of sync and 
inconsistent with each other is no surprise. 
We’re sinners by nature who grew up in 
sin-tainted social systems that wired our 
brains at the micro level to feel, think and 
behave in ways consistent with those broken 
social systems.³²  

Which category of emotion theories is 
correct, the cognitive or the non-cognitive? 
Philosophers have been arguing this ques-
tion for over 2,000 years. The advent of the 
Functional MRI settles the question defini-
tively – only a cognitive theory of emotions 
is supported by the best and most recent em-
pirical evidence. And a cognitive theory of 
emotions is more consistent with Scripture 
than a non-cognitive theory of emotions.

We Have Limited or Partial 
Responsibility for Our Emotions 
Implicit/Faulty Idea

A millennia-old tradition holds us respon-
sible to control or subdue negative emo-
tions, based on a belief that good citizens or 
ordinary individuals have that ability.³³

Response
It’s important to say with regard to respon-

sibility for emotions that I’m not referring to 
those who have experienced emotional trau-
ma or abuse, whose brains have in fact been 
rewired or become habituated as a result of 
those experiences.  

The view of partial or limited responsi-
bility assumes that emotions are “animal 
passions,” which humans, with the aid of 
reason can control or, perhaps, direct. Re-
sponsibility for our emotions, in this view, 
resides in our ability to subdue them. As I’ve 
shown, this view is inconsistent with how 
emotions are generated in the brain, and 
with the fact that acting in a socially accept-
able manner requires emotions and reason 
to work together. 

Nevertheless, this view survives in Ameri-
can law. Suppose an individual is “overcome 
with anger” and in that state commits a 

crime. The person’s lawyer may present a 
“heat of passion” defense, claiming that 
the defendant while overcome with anger 
had reduced capacity to control her/his 
emotions. If this defense is accepted, then 
the defendant is considered to have reduced 
responsibility for the crime and would likely 
receive a lighter sentence.³⁴

A related, popular-level conception is 
articulated by the phrase, “I can’t help how 
I feel.” Many years ago I was listening to a 
mission executive talk about a missionary 
whom I knew. I agreed that the missionary’s 
behavior was not what it should have been. 
The mission executive concluded by shrug-
ging her shoulders and saying, “He can’t help 
how he feels,” thereby partially excusing the 
missionary’s behavior. 

The command of Jesus to love one another 
as He loved us makes us responsible to feel 
love for each other and act in love towards 
one another. When we fail to feel that love 
and don’t act according to it, we are, then, 
less than what Jesus wants us to be. 

Conclusion
In my research and preparation of training 
materials for an MCF, I formed the con-
viction that emotion regulation is a key 
skill for life and ministry on an MCF. I also 
observed that formulations of intercul-
tural competence emphasize its cognitive 
elements,³⁵ while largely overlooking the 
central importance of emotions in relation-
ships of all kinds. An agent of the fictional 
Adjustment Bureau³⁶ pointed out that we 
humans “lead with our emotions.” That is, 
our first (emotional) reaction to just about 
everything flows from the non-conscious 
mind. Emotions express or reveal judgments 
we reached informally and unreflectively, 
which may run contrary to our consciously 
arrived at values and beliefs. Enter emotion 
regulation.

How do you motivate ordinary, generally 
emotionally healthy, mono-cultural believ-
ers to learn and begin to practice emotion 
regulation when their underlying, implicit 
beliefs about emotions are literally out 
of touch with reality? When they simply 
don’t know what current cognitive neuro-
science has discovered about the brain and 
emotions? When many consider human 
emotions to be universal, although in fact, 
culture and language play large roles in 
defining what each subjective experience 
of an emotion consists of ? When some us 
seem at least sometimes to live under Sover-
eign Emotions? These realities are what this 

article is intended to address.  
An MCF is a microcosm of what certainly 

will be. In the new heavens and new earth 
God’s one multilingual, multicultural, mul-
tiethnic, multigenerational, multitemporal 
people will live together in harmony with 
each other and with Him (Ephesians 2:14–16, 
21–22; Colossians 3:11; Revelation 21:1–22:5). 
Each MCF is a unique microcosm because 
the specific member cultures of every MCF 
are different. Feeling love and acting in love 
towards others who are culturally and emo-
tionally different is a central challenge for an 
MCF. One skill needed to meet that challenge 
is the practice of emotion regulation. 

Fred Lewis served as a missionary in three 
cultures and then became a culture-trainer 
of missionaries. Most recently he’s been 
preparing training materials for those who 
serve on multicultural fields.
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From Here to There: How One Local Church 
Shepherds Its New Missionaries
Greg Carter 

My wife, Jessie, and I¹ had learned through 
our training at MTI² about the five stages 
in the transition bridge. For us, the chaos 
started around Thanksgiving of 2016. We 
were downsizing our lives, selling most of 
our worldly possessions, packing up our 
lives. Adding to this Jessie was pregnant. The 
plan had been to have baby number three 
on our first home assignment. So much for 
that ideal. Unlike the first two, baby number 
three engulfed Jessie with waves of nausea.

We were leaving all that we knew that 
gave us stability: exiting the church missions 
home, Jessie leaving her best friend, watching 
the new owner of our minivan drive away. The 
accumulation of so many emotions in those 
last months came cascading down on me in 
our little, temporary airport hotel room. It 
was a release of the compounded stress. And 
it didn’t stop there. Life was really hard; our 
emotions seemed to be held together by a 
shoestring. What are we doing here?

Let me take you back through my journey 
– the journey of moving from casual interest 
in missions, through the process of prepar-
ing for the seemingly overwhelming chal-
lenges of living successfully cross-culturally. 
Jessie and I will share this space with Nick, 
our missions pastor, for his impressions.³

How This All Got Started
Jessie and I met as young adults on the same 
missions team to Japan. I remember telling 
her that if you are not headed to missions, 
then we shouldn’t date. Her call to missions 
came at a youth camp when she was only 
thirteen. Thus, we knew when we got mar-
ried that we would be missionaries. And we 
both assumed that it would be Japan.

We chose to attend Community Baptist 
Church (CBC) the Sunday after our hon-
eymoon because of their strong missions 
focus. We were vaguely familiar with their 
missionary prep program but didn’t want 
to do it – too long. Looking back, we are so 
thankful for those five – yes five! – years. We 

probably wouldn’t have endured the stresses 
of the first few years on the field without that 
preparation. We desperately needed to learn 
those things on this side of the ocean. 

Nick’s Turn
I remember our first conversation. Jake 
asked me what it looked like, in general, to 
be a missionary. I asked where they wanted 
to serve and Jake said that his heart was in 
Japan. I encouraged him not to limit it to his 
own personal experience. CBC had no other 
missionaries there, though the country did 
fit our strategic plan. We finished that initial 
conversation agreeing that we would both 
keep an open hand; either one of us might 
change the destination. 

I then explained the Missionary Develop-
ment Process (MDP),⁴ which describes how 
someone is sent by CBC. Jake’s first question 
was how long the MDP process would take. 
Hearing probably two and a half to three 
years, they sat back and looked at each oth-
er. That hit them hard. They already had a 
relationship with an agency and had been as-
signed a coach. I explained that choosing an 
agency is typically in the second stage of the 
MDP. Talking again a few days later, I could 
feel the tension as Jake said that they would 
need to look for a different sending church. 
Long story short, the Dumovics went back 
to the agency to explain their dilemma. The 
agency encouraged them to stay with CBC. 
A church that is so supportive is rare; don’t 
change horses at this stage of the game.

The MDP
Nick: The MDP process formalizes next steps 
for people who want to become a missionary. 
It’s a checklist directing specific steps the 
individual takes at his own pace, toward 
readiness. We utilize mentors who keep the 
mentorees moving in the right direction.
When the wannabe missionary begins the 
process, he signs an MOU.⁵ We make it very 
clear that there is no guarantee that you 

will be sent or supported by CBC. The initial 
application is followed by a grueling 2-hour 
interview. I meet with them and their men-
tor and lay out expectations that hopefully 
prevent misunderstandings.

The MDP involves a lot of assessments. We 
require the writing of a doctrinal statement, 
a test of Bible knowledge. The mentoree is 
given a case study of a problem brought to 
him/her by a teammate, and s/he needs to 
give a response founded upon Scripture. The 
capstone in this phase is an oral defense of 
the doctrinal statement; you could reason-
ably equate this to an ordination council. 
The group includes the senior pastor, anoth-
er pastor, and a professor of a local seminary; 
all of whom asked questions. 

Jake: We jumped into the MDP process, do-
ing the assessments, checking things off the 
list. Seemed like I spent the whole summer 
writing my doctrinal statement, understand-
ing that I would defend it orally. With all the 
parties involved, scheduling was really hard. 
I was still working full-time, and Jessie was a 
teacher (and pregnant with our first). Finally, 
we had it scheduled for a Wednesday evening 
after work. The first question was, “How do 
you know God’s Word is sufficient?” Looking 
back, I know what he meant. But at the time, 
I’m thinking, What language are you speaking? 
I fumbled around, gave some inadequate an-
swer, and started to sweat profusely. Needless 
to say, the experience was really humbling, 
even more so considering that I had graduat-
ed from a Bible school. 

Nick: Jake and Jessie moved through as-
sessment phase well, but the oral defense 
rocked their world. He did well on most of 
the questions. The one where he stumbled 
was bibliology. He crashed, disappointed in 
himself. A retake was scheduled for 6 months 
later. I knew that Jake was frustrated, and I 
gave him several books to read to address his 
deficiency. The second time around he nailed 

This is it – everything we had hoped it would be. Yes, the journey was much longer, and 
certainly more circuitous than we could ever have imagined, but we were here! Finally 
arrived in the place we had long dreamed and prayed for; we are now missionaries, on-site, 
in the country we love. And yet that first night, I wept uncontrollably. Why?
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it; I was so proud of him. He would have ear-
lier argued all day long that he was ready. But 
this time he aced it.

Not Quite So Fast. How 
About an Internship?
Jake: With the oral defense behind me, I 
thought that we were ready to go. Then I was 
told I needed ministry experience. Rather 
than raising support in 2015, would I wait a 
year? What?! While I initially saw this as a 
roadblock in our timeline, this also turned 
out to be good because I was hired by the 
church as a pastoral intern.⁶

Nick: I described this internship to Jake. You 
will be in my office, with me in every meet-
ing, in every counseling situation, be like a fly 
on the wall. You’ll attend pastoral staff meet-
ings, deacon meetings, executive leadership 
meetings. You’ll see how staff gets along well, 
how to disagree with passion and vigor, see 
and watch disagreement; all among people 
who love and respect each other.  

We debriefed staff meetings. What is 
important is not what decisions are made, 
rather, pay close attention to how they are 
made. What and how we present, interact, 
deal with someone who might be acting 
in the flesh – that is what you want to learn 
from these meetings. And this is applicable 
on the mission field. As much as we try to 
operate in love, we still sometimes mess up. 
I cautioned Jake that I would let him down, 

that sometimes he would be frustrated with 
me or with the senior pastor, but he would 
have to learn how to deal with it. Because 
of the time I would need to invest, Jake had 
to bring enough initiative and productivity 
to the table that there would be a net gain, 
otherwise this would be a failed process.

Jake: There was tension at the beginning of 
the internship. Nick was in the office only 
two days during the first month. What he did 
leave me with was an email listing fifty as-
signments. One of those was to read through 
his backlog of emails; Nick is overwhelmed 
with emails. As a result, some were shelved 
for months, and my assigned job was to sift 
through them, review and determine how to 
respond. I needed to give a rationale for why 
to proceed or not. One of the benefits was 
that I gained proficiency in communicating 
at a pastoral level with people. I learned how 
to nuance my writing. This helped me see 
how to consolidate my thoughts in being 
considerate of the recipients. 

Honestly, during the internship my heart 
was tested too. That summer the office was 
remodeled. The maintenance staff needed ev-
eryone to empty our offices and move down 
the hallway to a separate room. Nick was 
gone, so packing his office was my job. My 
flesh was saying, Am I this guy’s servant? This is 
not what I signed up for. Several days later Nick 
pulls me into his office. “Hey, I noticed ten-
sion between us. What’s going on?” Busted! 

“Is it that obvious?” While this sounds trivial 
it helped me understand that there are lots 
of things we may not want to do but need to 
do. And I’ve found this to be true in Japan. I 
spend lots of time “moving things around.” 
I need to be a servant to others; sometimes 
missionary work is grunt work. 

One of the clearest benefits of being a 
pastoral intern was sitting in the elder meet-
ings. The pastors are so intent on keeping 
unity. Conflict is a big issue, but if I can see it 
done well here, I don’t have to settle for the 
situation of missionaries not getting along. 
While I may not be able to achieve that level 
of commitment over there, I can aim for it – 
be a part of the solution rather than part of 
the problem. 

Initial Arrival and Adjustments
Jessie: The first six months after our arrival 
were rough, in one sense, because of having 
a baby in a different country; the others were 
born in Atlanta. Baby Wren brought happi-
ness in the face of the grief that we were expe-
riencing leaving the United States. Japan has 
been a great experience for our kids. Having 
children helped in our assimilation. The kids 
adjusted so well; they are genuinely happy to 
be in Japan.

Jake: In some ways it kind of feels like we are 
still adjusting. We are forming as a family; 
there are the normal things of setting up a 
home, figuring out where to grocery shop. 

Kiyozumi Dera, Kyoto, Japan
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Fifteen months after arriving, we discovered 
a mall just a few minutes away. What! How 
had we missed that? Every week there is a 
new discovery. Why didn’t I know that store 
was there? Hmm, so that is how I am sup-
posed to be throwing out my garbage. We 
try always to be learners, asking questions. 
It’s a never-ending cycle of processing what 
is taking place. It seems like we are always 
exhausted. By 8:00 p.m. we are zonked; there 
is so much more mental energy working in 
another language, trying to figure out life. 

Becoming Part of a Team
Jake: We took a vision trip in early 2016 to 
see the situation and meet our future team-
mates. Simon, our team leader, had put lots 
of time prepping for our visit. Because of 
that, there was not a lot of ambiguity in our 
minds of what we were going to find upon 
arrival. He even made a trip to the States to 
be at our commissioning service. Needless 
to say, we had high hopes, and lots of ex-
pectations. Friction started 6 weeks after we 
arrived and continued. There were lots of 
reasons for this: transition brought stress, 
Simon was learning to be a team leader and 
we were his first Western teammates he had 
in eighteen years. 

By nature, I am very inquisitive; I was 
fresh off an internship, well indoctrinated 
with CPM-speak and philosophy. But what I 
kept hearing was that we needed a building 
and a full-time pastor. Simon is much less 
confrontational. Having been here for so 
long, he had developed a Japanese style of 
communication, very indirect. On my part 
I know I can be prickly; add to that my low 
competency due to my recent arrival and all 
of this cycled out of control. We have kept 
at the communication and attempt heart-
to-heart conversations. But these are still 
tense. We are bonding; maybe I’ve not quite 
found the right kind of glue. I am reading on 
leading from the second chair. I know I have 
failed in many ways in how I communicate. 

A Visit from the Sending Church
Nick: My practice is to visit our new mission-
aries on the field once they have been on-site 
long enough to have experienced struggles, 
but not so long that these have developed 
into problems. For the Dumovics, my as-
sociate and his wife, Todd and Mikki, made 
the pastoral care trip. Todd had been one of 
CBC’s missionaries. He knows Asian context/
culture and would be better able to hear sto-
ries of challenges. 

Jake: A turning point for us was in January 
of 2018 when CBC sent Todd and Mikki for 
the standard first-term checkup. The timing 
couldn’t have been better. Naturally we were 
nervous to host them but still excited for 
this process. They jumped right in – Mikki 
did cooking, taking care of Wren, washing 
dishes. They got to know our team leader and 
visited our church.

Todd asked lots of questions, challenged 
us in our marriage, admonished us in other 
areas. Their visit was a big turning point in 
our adjusting to Japan. Our marriage was 
kind of dry, Wren was not sleeping through 
the night, and Jessie was experiencing fre-
quent headaches. Within a couple of months, 
it felt like we were starting to hit our stride. 
I transitioned to just a morning language 
class. I started exercising and lost a good bit 
of weight. We discovered part of Jessie’s poor 
health was due to stress; she was internaliz-
ing the daily tensions. Todd and Mikki also 
helped us think through team dynamics. In 
some ways I’d call it heart surgery for a week.

A Few in the Win Column
Jake: Wren was born during my second se-
mester in language school. That was a rough 
point in our transition, and I failed the class, 
meaning I had to retake the same material. 
When I passed the class the following Decem-
ber, it gave me a sense of accomplishment, 
like being empowered. I learned about my-
self in that process. 

We were having Bible study with a neigh-
bor, which was a breakthrough. She was 
curious about an American family moving 
next door. From the beginning we shared our 
desire to start a church. We invited her to a 
Christmas Eve service and followed up with 
an offer of a Bible study. She gave us a polite 
no. Later, back at our house, we watched 
White Christmas. Once it was over, she said she 
had changed her mind and said yes to a Bible 
study. The study continued until we left for 
home assignment. She has become a great 
family friend, like a grandmother to our kids, 
and mother to Jessie and me. 

Jessie, through her regular involvement 
with the kindergarten, met a number of 
moms, some who have lived in the States and 
are now believers. None of the husbands are 
yet. Jessie meets with the moms every 4–6 
weeks. At first, they just wanted to develop 
a friendship, but fairly quickly the women 
began to share their hearts with Jessie. Even-
tually she felt God telling her that now is the 
time to start a Bible study. One of the moms 

responded that her heart is so thirsty. God 
had brought them together first as friends. 
Meeting once a month, they study Ephesians, 
using the Discovery Bible Study.⁷

The View from First 
Home Assignment
Jake: We are going back much healthier. 
Home assignment has been chaotic; a natu-
ral rhythm is almost impossible. Pastor Todd 
has been helpful in coaching us toward a 
catalytic mission’s strategy.
 
Jessie: I remember the comment made by 
friends who had already been through this; 
we never have to do the first time again. There 
will be other issues, but we’ll never have to 
be new again. We have friends, a way of life, 
contacts in the neighborhood, a certain level 
of competency. Life won’t be as chaotic, noth-
ing like the first three months in country 
when it was very dark and depressing.

At one of our MTI training sessions, one 
of the instructors made the statement that 
we think we are going into missions for the 
people, but that God is going to get ahold of 
our heart first. That didn’t initially register, 
but yes, we’ve found this to be true. There has 
been a tremendous work in our own hearts. 
It’s been a time of growth; it is hard and there 
are dark days. But we can look back at how 
God is shaping us, and that has become an 
overall important theme. 

Jake: I remember a John Piper quote: “God is 
always doing 10,000 things in your life, and 
you may be aware of three of them.”⁸ God is 
teaching us, and He is kind and gracious. 

Greg Carter has served more than thirty 
years in two churches (EFCA) directing 
global outreach. He leads Future Missionar-
ies, an organization that trains local church 
missions leadership in equipping the next 
generation of global Kingdom workers.

Notes
1. Names of individuals and the church have been 

changed to allow greater levels of transparency 
and security.

2. https://www.mti.org/.
3. It has been the author’s privilege to know the 

Dumovics (pseudonym) from the beginning of their 
process, visit them on-site, and inter view them during 
their f irst home assignment.

4. A copy can be requested from the author.
5. A copy can be requested from the author.
6. The current senior pastor had also previously ser ved 

as a pastoral intern in missions.
7. https://www.dbsguide.org.
8. https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-

doing-10000-things-in-your-life.

43

FROM HERE TO THERE: HOW ONE LO C A L CHURCH SHEPHERDS ITS NE W MIS SION A RIE S

https://www.mti.org/
https://www.dbsguide.org
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-things-in-your-life
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/god-is-always-doing-10000-things-in-your-life


44 E VA NGELIC A L MIS SIONS QUA RTERLY |  VOL . 57 NO. 1

Missiographic

COVID-19
Impact
Survey
F A L L  2 0 2 0

Survey Participants

141 Organization participated in our Fall 2020
COVID-19 impact survey.  Many organizations
have found unique means of adapting to travel
restrictions, office closures, and pausing of
ministry programs.

Most organizations remained hopeful about
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As evangelicals, we often seek the latest and great-
est story of evangelistic success to stir our passion 
for lost people. This book brings back into the 
spotlight the sacrifice made by five missionaries, 
including Nate Saint and Jim Elliot, in reaching 
the Waorani (Auca) Indians of the Amazonian 
jungle of Ecuador. While the martyrdom of these 
five young men is well known, Kathryn Long (an 
ordained minister and Associate Professor of 
History Emerita at Wheaton College) helps the 
reader develop a broader understanding of the 
events, including both the victories and the less 
well-known conflicts. She encourages the reader 
to critically think through various aspects of 
advancing the gospel among lost people, partic-
ularly indigenous people groups.

Long does an outstanding job of telling the 
story of missionary activity among the Waorani, 
beginning at Curaray Beach (“Palm Beach”), the 
location of the martyred missionaries in 1956, and 
continuing to the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. Long brings to life the various mis-
sionaries and indigenous people through short 
biographical sketches, particularly highlighting 
the life and work of Nate Saint’s sister, Rachel, 
a Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) worker 
among the Waorani. As a sister organization to 
Wycliffe Bible Translators in the United States, SIL 
wanted to bring written Scripture to the Waorani 
people and was central to the entire story.

Extensive research was done by Long, as can be 
observed in numerous quotations from journal 
entries from nearly every missionary involved. 

There are many traditional missionary stories of 
encountering a new culture, causing the reader to 
rejoice in times of celebration and pause in times 
of sorrow. Long candidly presents the personal 
conflicts, cultural debates, and political and eco-
nomic tensions. An appropriate summary may 
best be found in Long’s own words, 

As far as the missionary-Waorani story, per-
haps it is time for critics to concede that SIL 
workers did help the Waorani end some pat-
terns of internal violence and survive contact 
with outsiders. By the same token, it may be 
time for North American evangelicals and also 
missionaries to recognize that the Waorani do 
not live in a historical, cultural, or geographic 
vacuum, nor are they frozen in time (349). 

This book would be an excellent read for several 
audiences. For those preparing to engage in 
efforts to bring the gospel to unreached people 
groups, the book forces one to grapple with the 
question, “What am I bringing to the people be-
yond just the gospel of Jesus Christ?” For those al-
ready engaged in missions ministry, it highlights 
the difficulties of cross-cultural ministry. Finally, 
for every believer, it shines light on a world that 
has often been glamorized, celebrating victories 
but also raising questions concerning motivation 
and means, questions that are relevant to every 
cross-cultural situation. Without a doubt, I would 
highly recommend getting this book and reading 
it cover to cover. 

Oxford University Press, 2019
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Megachurches evoke a wide range of sentiments. 
Many Christian leaders and scholars see them 
as antithetical to deep, committed discipleship. 
They view these supersized churches of 2,000 or 
more in weekly attendance as simply large gath-
erings of people who listen to shallow, entertain-
ing messages, resulting in weak disciples. Those 
who attend megachurches clearly have a differ-
ent opinion, seeing these churches as welcoming 
communities that connect with them and meet 
their felt needs in ways that smaller churches 
do not. Those who become involved in the small 
groups associated with these large churches 
would also argue that megachurches do provide 
significant opportunities for spiritual growth, 
as well as opportunities for a multitude of other 
ministries. Stephen Hunt in his edited volume, 
Handbook of Megachurches, provides an in-
depth examination of megachurches, exploring 
a variety of perspectives through the work of 
nineteen different researchers. The resulting 
fifteen essays offer a spectrum of insights about 
megachurches in various parts of the world.

Hunt divides the essays into three sections: 
(1) megachurches in historical and cultural 
perspective; (2) the nature and dynamics of 
megachurches; and (3) the global environments 
and globalized aspect of megachurches. Despite 
the belief that megachurches are a modern phe-
nomenon, the first two chapters note that mega-
churches have deep roots in the centuries-long 
history of Protestantism. The remaining three 
chapters of the first section explore the cultural 
perspective through various lenses: analyses of 
denominational affiliation, size, location, and 
theological perspectives; the tension between 
"enclaving" and "encroaching"; and a critique 

of the megachurch's ability to fulfill the Chris-
tian mission. The second section explores the 
nature and dynamics of megachurches in detail 
by examining the consumer-driven nature of 
these churches along with the challenges of 
transition in leadership. The authors in this 
section note that while megachurches create an 
enormous amount of energy and offer a wide 
variety of groups and ministries, the pressures 
increase with the expansive size of the churches 
as leaders attempt to meet greater and greater 
expectations. The emphasis on constant growth 
is a natural result of the high value placed on size 
and numbers. Despite the negative aspects that 
accompany such large-scale churches, the larger 
size and numbers also enable megachurches to 
have a measurable impact in their communities 
through their various programs and ministries. 

This volume proves valuable to those with a 
strong interest in missions, especially the third 
section. This final section examines the growth 
and impact of megachurches in Britain, Canada, 
Russia, India, and Africa, reflecting a significant 
portion of Christian numerical growth in these 
regions. Some of the authors highlight the role 
of megachurches in "reverse missions," meaning 
that Christians in the global south and east are 
now helping Christianity grow within the orig-
inal mission-sending countries. Moreover, their 
emphasis on social programs that serve the local 
communities enables these churches to show 
the value that Christians can bring to society. 
Not only does this volume highlight the role that 
megachurches are playing in global missions, it 
also provides needed insights about and from 
majority world Christianity. 
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Pauline studies often separate Paul’s theology 
from his rhetoric. New Testament scholar James 
W. Thompson argues that such a separation mis-
treats the Pauline epistles, since Paul’s theology 
was foundational to his rhetorical purposes. Apos-
tle of Persuasion demonstrates that Paul’s letters all 
contain a single purpose of presenting a holy and 
transformed community of believers to Christ on 
the day of parousia. 

To support his thesis of a unified, theological 
purpose within the Pauline corpus, Thompson 
first explains Paul’s self-understanding. Paul is 
neither a professional rhetorician nor writer, but 
an apostle who has seen the Lord, stands in the 
Jewish heritage, and inherited convictions from 
the Jerusalem apostles and Jesus himself. Basing 
his rhetorical pleas for behavior transformation 
on divine revelation gives Paul an authoritative 
voice that is unparalleled in ancient rhetoric. 
Paul’s use of autobiography adds ethos and plays 
a primary role in persuading readers to live moral 
lives waiting until Christ’s return. From Paul’s 
earliest letter of 1 Thessalonians to his final letter 
of 2 Timothy, autobiographical reflection adds 
persuasive effect. Further, Thompson discusses 
Paul’s use of the Christian creed, showing how a 
deliberate appeal to common doctrinal affirma-
tions places readers within the received tradition 
and adds to Paul’s prophetic voice. For example, 
the “Christ hymn” in Philippians both catechizes 
and persuades readers to humble themselves. 
Other letters, such as 1 and 2 Corinthians, employ 
rhetoric to defend Paul’s authority. 

Two strengths of the book are noteworthy. 
First, Thompson successfully refutes the theory 
that Paul’s theology developed from his first to fi-
nal epistle. He demonstrates that Paul’s doctrine 
of justification by faith was already present in 
his earlier letters yet expanded in Galatians and 
Romans for his purpose of showing that there is a 
single people of God comprised of Jews and Gen-
tiles. Second, Thompson’s thesis that Paul based 
his rhetoric on his theology offers intriguing 
insight into why Paul used specific vocabulary. 
For example, the analysis of the Christ hymn in 
Colossians 1 yields several close parallels to the 
vocabulary in the remainder of the letter.

As for weaknesses, evangelical readers may 
bristle at Thompson’s citation of the Apocrypha 
and critical labels like “Deutero-Isaiah,” the latter 
of which Thompson believes was foundational 
to Paul’s self-understanding. Also, readers may 
wonder why more attention is not given to Paul’s 
speeches in Acts. Although the scope of the book 
analyzes Paul’s epistles, comparing Paul’s written 
rhetoric to his recorded oral rhetoric could add 
both context and ministerial case studies.

Thompson’s review of Paul’s combined theolo-
gy and rhetoric is robust and persuasive. Paul in-
deed employed rhetoric and persuasion yet built 
everything on the Christian creed. Readers inter-
ested in Pauline theology will find this a welcome 
addition that supports the conclusion that Paul 
wrote with a specific purpose to persuade believ-
ers to live sanctified lives that anticipated Christ’s 
return, a worthy goal for any missionary. 

Baker Academic, 2020
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Practicing Hope is both a timely book and a time-
less book. Compiled after the Evangelical Missio-
logical Society’s 2019 conference “Missions Amid 
Global Crises,” these twelve essays are now pub-
lished to benefit Christian workers and churches 
worldwide “for such a time as this.”

The twelve essays are easy to read and brim-
ming with insights for ministry and hope in 
God. There is something for everyone in this 
comprehensive and multidisciplinary compila-
tion. The contributing authors studied different 
crises (persecution, war, violence, incarceration, 
disaster, sickness, death) using the lenses of the 
Bible, theology, history, sociology (ex. women, 
reactions to death), music, and geography (Africa, 
the Middle East, Latin America, Eastern Europe, 
East Asia). 

The first six articles deal with Nigerian Chris-
tians practicing hope during crises through 
songs containing the theology of the cross, 
faith-based organizations and churches working 
together to provide hope to refugees, a school 
equipping workers to channel God’s hope 
during disasters and emergencies, God’s Word 
penetrating walls and helping women in prison 
and women “imprisoned” by violence, research 
calling for missionaries to be prepared for the 
crisis of persecution, and interdenominational 
churches in war-torn Ukraine uniting to bring 
hope to crisis victims.

The last six articles are about two Franciscan 
fathers going against their prevailing culture of 
violence and using loving deeds and interfaith di-
alogues to reach Muslims, integrating God-given 

African peacebuilding concepts like ubuntu into 
peacebuilding initiatives, adapting Gregory 
the Great’s missionary principles today, China’s 
house churches preparing to face together the 
increasing persecution brought about by new 
religious regulations, the gospel being contex-
tualized to bring restoration to North Koreans 
raised in Juche ideology, and terror management 
theory describing open doors for missionaries 
to respond to needs and share the gospel in the 
midst of disasters and death.

It is clear that the book fulfills its purpose of 
“bring[ing] together global voices from a wide 
spectrum of crises in order to better inform the 
church in the task of missions” (xiv). But since 
this compilation was printed late enough for a 
few authors to mention in passing the current 
COVID-19 pandemic, the book would have been 
even more timely and helpful if a chapter was 
added which specifically equips churches to prac-
tice hope during a pandemic.

Co-editor Jerry Ireland writes in the introduc-
tion, “Perhaps if we take one lesson away from 
this book, it should be that preparation should 
begin today for what our tomorrows likely hold” 
(xiii).  All churches and Christians need to read 
this book. People who are suffering will find 
much encouragement and hope. Educators, hu-
manitarian workers, peacebuilders, and mission-
aries ministering to Muslims, women suffering 
from imprisonment or violence, and in places 
like China and North Korea will find ideas that 
they would want to try in their ministries. 

Evangelical Missiological 
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Using the arts as a means of witnessing for Jesus 
Christ within multifaith contexts adds layers of 
complexity to the task of missions. Yet it opens 
the door to connecting people of other faiths to 
the gospel in new and powerful ways. Roberta 
King and William Dyrness as editors of this vol-
ume have brought together contributors who ex-
amine these complexities and connections where 
art is the common denominator for witness in 
multifaith contexts. 

The definition of witness that predominates 
in the essays of the book might be a surprise, 
however. Typically, witness is thought of in a 
more evangelistic sense and while that is not dis-
counted by the essayists, a more broadly under-
stood idea of witness is explored where artistic 
expression functions to gather people of other 
faiths to discover aspects of community identity 
and address injustice. Art opens the discussion 
and allows Christians to express their feelings 
and faith, while at the same time allowing others 
to express their feelings and faith from their own 
religious contexts. The connection of people to 
people, the community that is formed, and the 
discussion that ensues around the art that is dis-
played, spoken, performed or danced becomes 
the basis of establishing relationships that foster 
understanding of each other’s faith and creates a 
platform for Christian sharing and witness. The 
essays in the book show that when art is used in 
this way, the end more often results in communi-
ty transformation, addresses injustices, and helps 

people establish common bonds where there has 
previously been mistrust, suspicion, antagonism, 
or violence. The danger may be that in the process 
of all this, gospel proclamation is lessened or 
de-emphasized. On the other hand, if art is the 
thing that generates the conversations that need 
to be held to address community concerns in the 
first place, that may lay the groundwork for gos-
pel proclamation which will then be more readily 
received. 

The major concerns I have with the book are 
that some of the essay authors use a few referenc-
es and artistic examples from non-faith contexts 
which are vulgar and sexually suggestive. Though 
the examples do not come from Christian sources 
they do show how non-believers are processing 
injustice and community concerns. In this re-
spect, the book does push boundaries and read-
ers must expand their horizons and perceptions 
of how God can move and work as people interact 
through local expressions of art.  

The book presents insights that artists who 
are Christians in secular and artistic educational 
settings would find most helpful for building 
relationships and finding common ground 
to impact the broader community. It does not 
present “Christian art” as a means of witness, 
but rather relies on sharing art to draw partic-
ipants into conversations and connections that 
may lead to gospel insights with people of other 
faiths who might find “Christian art” irrelevant to 
their world.  
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Islam and Christianity both claim continuity 
with the Abrahamic tradition. Their respective 
founders are presented as the final revelation of 
God in the succession of the prophets. This book 
investigates and focuses on one major teaching 
central to both religions: the atonement in the 
Bible and the Qur’an. Both religious texts contain 
language and concepts related to atonement, 
but the religions must account for the absence 
of atoning animal sacrifices. Matthew Bennett 
postulates “an underlying disunity in the biblical 
and qur’anic ideas of atonement” (ix) and seeks to 
explain the conflicts on lexical, ritual, narrative, 
and worldview grounds (7–8). 

In his introductory chapter, Bennett assesses 
contextual ministry and overarching biblical nar-
rative models. He finds that none of them offers 
“a satisfactory argument for where one might 
begin in Scripture to explain a biblical view of 
atonement to a Muslim audience” (36). He argues 
that “the book of Hebrews, and particularly the 
attention given to the manner in which the Christ 
event fulfills the Day of Atonement ritual, can be 
used to expose divergent worldviews between the 
Bible and Qur’an” (41).

Bennett adopts N. T Wright’s six questions for 
worldview analysis – Who are we? Where Are We? 
What is Wrong? What is the Solution? What Time 
is It? and Why? (67) – and answers them through 
the lens of Yom Kippur in Israel’s history (67–68). 
He turns to the book of Hebrews which “advanc-
es Israel’s story” (81) in its portrayal of Christ as 
the fulfillment of Yom Kippur. He returns to 

the six worldview questions in chapter three to 
demonstrate that “Christ’s atonement fulfills and 
exceeds the Aaronic atonement” (105), and that 
Christ’s sacrifice provides “the image of which 
Yom Kippur was the shadow” (110).  

In chapter four, Bennett turns to the Qur’an for 
its answer to the absence of sacrificial atonement. 
He examines the Qur’an’s claim to continuity 
(112), approaches to understanding the Qur’an, 
(115), and the atonement language in the Qur’an 
(121).  He emphasizes that the Christian missi-
ologist must “understand that the distinction 
between the Bible and the Qur’an or Christianity 
and Islam is not merely one of competing rituals, 
but of competing stories that stand behind the 
rituals” (146). Chapter five asks the six worldview 
questions of Islam with special attention to the 
story of Abraham’s sacrifice and the ritual of ‘id 
al-Adha. Bennett explores Islam’s answer for hu-
manity’s problem (ignorance), and its solution 
(guidance) which shows “the believer how to 
remove sin and impurity” (160). Islam’s solution 
is contrasted with Christ’s sacrifice as “the eternal 
atonement that the annual Yom Kippur celebra-
tion pointed toward but could not provide” (167). 

Bennett’s book, meticulously researched 
for his PhD dissertation, provides a significant 
apologetic resource for those engaged in Muslim 
ministry and a way forward for investigation and 
comparison with other teachings of the two reli-
gions. To benefit from this book, one must have a 
solid graduate-level theological foundation and 
acquaintance with Islam. 
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We have a gospel problem. And while there are 
myriad resources available to help churches 
communicate more effectively and creatively 
strategize to find inroads to relationships with 
those outside the church, Gregg Okesson wishes 
to address a problem that lies deeper than sim-
ply communicating more competently. In his 
new book, A Public Missiology, Okesson takes up 
the problem of what he calls “thinness” in the 
Western church’s public witness. This “thinness” 
has probably been experienced by any who have 
taken up the task of sharing the gospel with a 
friend or neighbor or who have tried to disciple 
someone new in the faith: Simple theological 
formulations and elevator pitches for accepting 
Jesus as your Lord and Savior are not sufficient to 
address the many social and interpersonal con-
cerns held by spiritual seekers. What is required 
is a more robust understanding of the gospel, and 
one which intersects with a holistic understand-
ing of the social sciences and our lives as social 
beings. We need a theology and a missiology that 
grapple with the complexity of the everyday lives 
of our congregations. 

The work begins with an examination of the 
compartmentalization of public and private 
life as it exists in the Western context. Okesson, 
here, does an excellent job of explaining how this 
divide developed as well as capturing the com-
plexity of contemporary life for churches today. 

Analyzing an array of contexts from villages in ru-
ral Kenya to globalizing Western cities, Okesson 
reviews the social, political, and economic con-
cerns of each and demonstrates the ways in which 
this complexity – rather than being an obstacle to 
public witness – is a ripe context for preaching 
of the missio dei: the story of what the triune God 
is doing in human history through partnering 
with communities of Christ-followers. While this 
section is certainly written in an academic style, 
Okesson brings the latest from social sciences 
and missiology to bear in a way that is compre-
hensive while remaining comprehensible to the 
non-specialist.   

In the second half of the book, Okesson gives 
us several case studies of real congregations in a 
wide range of contexts, such as Montreal, Nash-
ville, and Machakos (Kenya). Having served in 
East Africa as a church planter for many years, 
his first-hand stories provide concrete examples 
of the principles for which he advocates. For 
those readers disinclined to wade through the 
theological and sociological work in the first 
half, the latter part of the work is a master class 
in ethnography and clarifies the implications of 
what A Public Missiology proposes. Both cross-cul-
tural disciple-makers as well as domestic church 
leaders would benefit from this work as they seek 
to better incarnate and tell the story of God in an 
increasingly complex world. 

Baker Academic, 2020

256 pages

USD $24.99

Reviewed by Seth Bouchelle, 
who serves as the NYC leader for 
Global City Mission Initiative and 
is author of Lost Faith: A Practical 
Theology for Post-Christendom 
Ministry and coauthor of Mosaic: A 
Ministry Handbook for a Globaliz-
ing World. 

A Public Missiology: How Local  
Churches Witness to a Complex World
By Gregg Okesson

For Further Reading
Drescher, Elizabeth. Choosing Our Religion: The Spiritual Lives of America’s Nones. Oxford University 

Press, 2016.
Looney, Jared. Crossroads of the Nations: Diaspora, Globalization, and Evangelism. Urban Loft 

Publishers, 2015. 

 

52 E VA NGELIC A L MIS SIONS QUA RTERLY |  VOL . 57 NO. 1

Book Review



An initial glance at this book title may give one 
the wrong impression of its focus. By the book’s 
conclusion, however, readers will have newfound 
clarity not only about the play on words con-
tained within its title but also about the nature of 
youth ministry itself.

Root adopts a unique approach by structuring 
his material in the form of an extended parable, 
the story of his “nine-month journey to figure out 
what youth ministry is for” (x). According to Root, 
this book provides him opportunity to think in 
new ways but also to further develop ideas he has 
written about previously. 

His narrative depicts contemporary youth 
ministry as plagued by confusion regarding 
what it “is really for” (xii). He identifies parents’ 
conceptions of the good life and how this affects 
their children as a key challenge. For parents, 
protecting children so that they can discover 
their identities and find happiness has become 
the “highest moral good” (31). “Finding their 
thing” (47) is now deemed essential for adoles-
cents to construct their identities and thereby 
gain authentic happiness. Root cautions that this 
emphasis on happiness ultimately fails to deliver. 
Furthermore, it fosters a hedonistic distortion 
of our understanding of faith and marginalizes 
and instrumentalizes youth ministry. Youth min-
istry has yet to arrive at an adequate response to 
this reality.

For Root, the solution lies in the intriguing 
claim that youth ministry is “for joy” (xiii). Joy is 
found when we die to our pursuit of happiness 
by following Jesus to the cross, live in and for him, 

and experience the transformation he offers. 
Noting that identity building is “indelibly related 
to narrative” (162), Root suggests we should pri-
oritize inviting youth to develop an identity in 
Christ by taking the story of Christ as their own. 
He proposes creating space for intergenerational 
story sharing to occur. This enables youth “to 
dialogue, doubt, dissect, and ultimately try on” 
the stories of those whose lives have been trans-
formed “in and through the narrative pattern of 
cross and resurrection” (176). Root desires to see 
adolescents given space to interpret and evalu-
ate stories, including their own, in the context 
of friendship groups spanning generations. As, 
through cross and resurrection, they come to in-
terpret the events of their lives as “events in God’s 
own story” (200), adolescents will discover a joy 
that is “broader and richer than happiness” (220).

Root’s narrative is engaging and strikingly 
honest in tone. At several points, he infuses it 
with penetrating historical accounts that shed 
fresh light on our current realities. He also dis-
plays his adeptness at weaving witty, poignant 
pop cultural references into his storyline.

This is essential reading for anyone thinking 
about youth ministry today. EMQ readers focused 
upon global mission also will find much to value 
in Root’s presentation, perhaps especially his 
insightful description of the conditions within 
which the next generation of potential North 
American missionaries is being formed. His vi-
sion of how to disciple this generation to become 
engaged participants in Christ’s mission deserves 
our careful consideration. 
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I write this review during a time of great angst 
among minorities in India. In response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Hindi nationalist gov-
ernment of India has instituted severe measures 
against Christians, Muslims, and Sikhs. A Member 
of Parliament of the ruling party has denounced 
Graham Staines’ mission work among lepers, who 
along with his two children, was burnt alive while 
asleep in their van. The present government has 
also severely limited the movements of Muslims 
in Muslim-majority Kashmir. 

Against this backdrop, I read the essays con-
tained in this timely volume, Christianity in In-
dia: Conversion, Community Development and 
Religious Freedom. The editors, Rebecca Samuel 
Shah and Joel Carpenter have brought together 
a formidable group of scholars, who know the 
situation in India well.

The first part of the book focuses on conversion 
and identity. In the first chapter “Saving the Soul 
of India,” Rebecca Shah gives a good overview of 
the rise of Hindu nationalism. For the national-
ists, anyone who is not Hindu, should convert 
to Hinduism or leave India. Chapter 2 provides 
an example of how conversion to Christianity 
impacted the life of a high caste Hindu woman, 
Lakshmibai Tilak. Raised with utter disdain for 
outcastes and minorities, she was transformed by 
her conversion to Christ into a person who cared 
for the marginalized. Chapter 3 gives examples 

of western missionaries, like C.F. Andrews, who 
made friends within Hindu society and worked 
closely with them. In chapter 4, Joshua Iyadurai 
argues that the persecution of Christians and 
Christian missionaries is not merely the work 
of recent Hindu fundamentalists. Rather it has 
some of its origins in the works and ideas of In-
dian leaders such as Gandhi, who is most revered 
in the west.

The second section argues the West can learn 
much from Indian Christian workers and theolo-
gians because of the severe constraints they face. 
Chapter 5 makes a strong case for the intrinsic 
relationship between evangelism and social 
action. Chapter 6 shows how “development” and 
“church” are two sides of the same coin, and this 
is the Mission of God. 

The final section paints a stark picture of the 
immense suffering that Indian Christians are 
experiencing. Diverse aspects of persecution are 
addressed in chapters 7–10 on the powerful film 
industry, human rights, psychological trauma, 
and physical violence. 

This volume is an impacting journey into the 
suffering and violence that Christians in India 
face today. Readers in the West would learn much 
from this volume. One wonders if persecution 
such as seen in India might become a more com-
mon phenomenon globally, a pandemic poten-
tially worse than COVID-19. 
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One sentence in the introduction concisely sums 
up Working Abroad with Purpose, “It is my hope 
that you the reader will grasp the concept of 
taking your vocational skills abroad for strategic 
positioning to advance God’s kingdom” (xviii). In 
the short one hundred pages that follow, Glenn 
Deckert presents a coherent argument for tent-
making missions, that is, supporting oneself like 
the Apostle Paul did with the trade of tentmaking 
in Corinth (Acts 18:1–4). Each of the sixteen chap-
ters discusses an important topic of interest that 
both set the foundation of tentmaking missions 
and challenges the reader to consider this option 
of service. The topics start with an explanation 
of tentmaking and then move through various 
aspects of ministry, such as discovering channels 
for outreach, and practical matters in living as a 
tentmaker, such as visas.

The basis of the book is Deckert’s personal 
experience in serving as a tentmaker with his 
family in six different countries, including sites 
that would not be accessible to a self-declared 
Christian worker. Deckert is straightforward in 
describing both the challenges and the rewards of 
this form of mission. One challenge that he gives 
to the reader who would respond as a tentmaker, 

is to live a lifestyle that is similar to locals who 
earn the same local wages “while maintaining a 
distinctly Christian lifestyle” (4). Another import-
ant challenge is to engage, if at all possible, with 
local believers.

An important chapter that helps the reader 
who is considering becoming a tentmaking mis-
sionary is entitled “Limitations and Logistics.” 
In six pages Deckert touches on four important 
themes that need to be realistically evaluated 
before becoming a tentmaker. These include time 
and physical energy. I appreciate that Deckert 
both challenges to serve as a tentmaker as a call-
ing and addresses the unique challenges of being 
a tentmaker. This is true for those who follow this 
call by serving with a mission organization, or 
who go on their own to be a witness.

While it is clearly not exhaustive, Working 
Abroad provides a clear basis for understanding 
tentmaking as a ministry opportunity. It serves 
as a valuable introduction that should be read by 
anyone who would like to serve abroad but does 
not feel called to raise support or prefers to build 
relationships for God as a peer rather than as a 
“missionary.” This is a great book to start explor-
ing the possibility of tentmaking missions. 
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Revival is a term that conjures up many thoughts 
due to its varied uses in the Christian faith. James 
Choung and Ryan Pfeiffer acknowledge this from 
the very beginning of their book. The book starts 
with Choung detailing his aversion towards the 
word revival in the early days of his ministry. 
Through his and Pfeiffer’s experiences in campus 
ministry across the United States, Choung chang-
es his mind and joins Pfeiffer in the writing of this 
book. The authors see revival as biblical, histor-
ical, strategic, global, powerful, and necessary. 
Their purpose in writing is to ignite, or reignite, 
a longing for revival among their readers and 
to prepare them to lead revival effectively when 
it comes. 

The book is divided into three sections. In the 
first section, the authors lay the groundwork for 
their understanding of revival. They explore the 
breakthroughs it brings in word, deed, and pow-
er, as well as the new normal it ushers in. They 
outline what they refer to as the “breakthrough 
u-curve,” which covers the revival journey from 
holy discontent to breakthrough faith. In the 
second part, they talk through what it is like to 
experience revival from the processes of conse-
cration and calling, to contending through tough 
times and accepting God’s character-molding 
process. The third section explores leading reviv-
al, highlighting the Holy Spirit’s central role and 
key leadership thoughts in stewarding revival. 
In the conclusion, the authors acknowledge the 
“already but not yet” tension in their own lives. 

They give their own stories of the revivals they 
have longed for and what parts of those visions 
and dreams they are still waiting to realize.

Choung and Pfeiffer state upfront that their 
book “is not a history book on past revivals, nor is 
it an analysis of broad-scale dynamics for revival” 
(9). Rather than offering formal definitions and 
macro-level analysis, they instead offer working 
definitions, simple models, Scriptural references, 
and inspiration through a number of well-used 
and well-placed anecdotes. The anecdotes in 
particular greatly enhance the applicability of 
the authors’ points. There are also discussion 
questions included that act as a good journal 
prompt and make the book additionally useful as 
a devotion or study guide.

This book could be useful for those looking 
for a personal and relatable description of revival 
and what it requires from the individual. It can 
also be recommended as Bible study material 
based on the inclusion of reflection points and 
questions at the end of each chapter. The ease 
of language as well as the length of its chapters 
should appeal to college students and those in-
volved with college ministry. On a more personal 
note, those struggling through a crisis of faith or 
a season of despair may profit from the perspec-
tive given in the “breakthrough u-curve.” Finally, 
for pastors and Christian leaders who are looking 
for fresh inspiration regarding revival in their 
own ministries, this book provides a simple, easy, 
inspiring, and relatable starting point. 
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In this engaging new work, Eric Jacobsen, a 
presbyterian pastor in Tacoma, Washington, 
presents a vision for belonging and connecting 
in a relationally fragmented twenty-first century 
North American culture. In the closing pages 
of the work, he states the problem: “We live in 
a culture that is experiencing a profound crisis 
of belonging largely because we have insulated 
and isolated ourselves from people, place, and 
story by encasing ourselves behind three pieces 
of glass—windshields, TV screens, and smart-
phones” (251).

Following an opening section in which he 
defines belonging in private and public contexts 
(part 1), he unpacks a vision of kingdom (part 2) 
and gospel (part 3) belonging with rich support 
from Scripture. From there, he discusses the crisis 
of belonging in the twenty-first century western 
world – the relational deficiencies that have de-
veloped because of technology (part 4). In the fi-
nal sections, Jacobsen offers encouragement and 
constructive steps for achieving belonging (parts 
5 and 6). He concludes: “We desperately need 
something or someone to break through these 
elements of our self-imposed exile and draw us in 
to the beckoning that we most desperately want . 
. . we can pray and work that we too would experi-
ence connection to people, place, and story right 
where we live” (251–52).

Most readers would affirm Jacobsen’s claim 
that technology (smartphones, TVs, cars) have 
contributed to growing isolation, loneliness, di-
minished social skills, and even mental disorders 
among twenty-first century North Americans. To 
support his thesis, the author makes a number of 

insightful points. First, he shows how post-World 
War II city and neighborhood planning has con-
tributed to isolation. Cul-de-sacs within suburban 
neighborhoods have created unwelcome barriers 
toward outsiders. The construction of homes 
with attached garages has allowed suburban 
dwellers to come and go without any neighborly 
interactions. During half hour commutes to 
work, drivers often demonstrate unkindness and 
even road rage toward other commuters. Some of 
them display similar unkindness on their phones 
in social media interactions with people they 
do not know.

Second, Jacobsen shows how relationships – 
even acquaintances or casual friendships – have 
suffered in the public or civic sphere. Because 
people are not commuting or shopping on foot, 
they no longer have relationships with grocery 
clerks, butchers, or neighbors along the way. 

Jacobsen’s book provides much food for thought 
for pastors, church planters, missionaries, and 
believers desiring to have a witness in their com-
munities. As we long for our neighbors to believe 
the gospel and belong to the body of Christ, it is 
helpful to recognize the structural, technological, 
and cultural barriers that have emerged. Many, 
like Jacobsen and his family, are moving into 
cities with high walking scores. They are striving 
to belong in the public sphere by commuting 
on foot and engaging public spaces and institu-
tions, and through their life and witness, they are 
seeking the “peace and prosperity” of their city 
(Jeremiah 29:7). 
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If you have been looking for the CliffsNotes to pre-
pare new missionaries for service in Africa, look 
no longer. Colin Bearup’s Clues to Africa, Islam, & 
the Gospel: Insights for New Workers is just that. At 
first glance one might wonder if this small thin 
volume could offer so much. Yet Bearup’s clear 
concise writing focuses unbelievably well on the 
central religious and cultural issues that western 
missionaries need to understand as a foundation 
for effective ministry in Africa.

The book begins with an exploration of the 
nature of Islam within Africa; then moves to a 
discussion of key cultural values shared by Afri-
cans whether Muslim or not; and then concludes 
by addressing considerations for an appropriate 
proclamation of the gospel in the African context.

Bearup cautions that outsiders who approach 
Muslims in Africa from an understanding of 
“textbook” Islam will fail to interact effectively. 
“We need to relate to them as they are, not how 
we were misled to believe they should be” (38). 
This is because the values, beliefs, and practices 
of Islam in Africa have been shaped as much, 
or more, by traditional African culture as it has 
been by the Qur’an. Though the author does not 
develop this idea, it is striking how African Chris-
tianity has been similarly shaped by its context, 
especially in African independent churches and 
“post missionary” mission churches. Obviously, a 
volume of this sort cannot cover everything, but 
one wishes Bearup gave some attention to the 

increasing profile of radical Islamic groups such 
as Boko Haram and Al- Shabaab.

The book highlights four worldviews that 
shape African thinking and ultimately their 
response to presentations of the gospel: (1) col-
lectivism, (2) high context, (3) honor and shame 
orientation, and (4) patronage. The discussion of 
each of the cultural dynamics concludes with an 
extremely helpful summary of some of the impli-
cations for gospel communicators. While hardly 
a comprehensive overview of African culture, 
Bearup has done an amazing job of identifying 
those dynamics most relevant for outsiders.

The book finishes by challenging our un-
derstanding of the gospel message and how we 
should communicate it in Africa. “It is imperative 
that we develop gospel presentations that have a 
narrative that resonates with the culture and the 
sense of need that people have.” (98) With simple 
reasoning, Bearup challenges both our theology 
and many of our contemporary approaches to 
evangelism and discipleship in Africa. His is a 
voice that needs to be heard.

Though intended as “insights for new work-
ers,” there is much in this small volume for 
experienced workers to reflect on and digest. It 
would equally make an excellent resource as 
the foundation of an orientation course for new 
missionaries or a refresher course for old hands. 
It is an essential read for every North American 
Christian worker serving in Africa. 
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