
 "YWAM and the frontiers:  A Short-term agency takes the Long  Look" 

By Todd Johnson 

 

     A relatively new phenomenon in the missions movement of the past three centuries is the short-

term mission.  In the days of William Carey, or even as late as the middle of the twentieth century, 

it was not practical for a candidate to go overseas for a six-month period since many early pioneer 

missionaries took that long or longer to travel to the field.  For this reason, the short-term mission 

movement grew proportionately with advancements in travel technology.  Before 1960, though 

many people went out on mission trips that were shorter than two years, it was not until the jet-age 

that the short-term missions movement began to experience measurable growth.  

     One short-term mission organization that emerged was Youth With A Mission (YWAM).  In 

1960, Loren Cunningham founded YWAM with the vision of giving young people a positive, 

short-term exposure to missions and evangelism.  American young people with no qualifications or 

experience were challenged to leave their hometowns and share the gospel in other lands.  

     By 1969, YWAM had moved its headquarters to Europe, thus giving itself more exposure to the 

Middle East and Africa.  In a few short years, there were YWAM workers in Asia, South America,  

Australia, and New Zealand, soon occupying every continent.  YWAM grew exponentially so that 

today there are nearly 4000 full-time staff equally distributed in three major regions: the Americas,  

Europe/Africa, and Pacific/Asia.  Over the last 25 years, the basic purpose of YWAM has been to 

give young people experience in  dynamic cross-cultural missions and evangelism. 

 

YWAM meets the Frontiers 

     The history of the frontier missions movement within YWAM  began in 1979 when Kalafi 

Moala, a Tongan member of YWAM's  international council, sat under the teaching of Dr. Ralph  

Winter, founder and director of the U.S. Center for World  Mission.  Moala felt that although he 

had heard about "hidden  peoples" before, Dr. Winter "grasped the lens of my camera and  brought 

the fuzzy concepts into sharp focus".  From that moment on, Moala began to tirelessly encourage 

YWAM in the direction of frontier missions and significant events began occurring in rapid  

succession. Leaders in Amsterdam, Lausanne, Bangkok, and other locations began catching the 

vision for the frontiers.  Ed Dayton  and Don Richardson met with international YWAM leaders in 

Chiang  Mai, Thailand and spent a week challenging them to aim their  efforts more strategically 

toward the frontiers.  Over the next few years, YWAM leaders continued to be influenced by 

"frontier  visionaries" including Theodore Williams, Dr. Tom Brewster, and  George Patterson.  By 

the beginning of 1984, there were YWAM leaders and workers on all seven continents committed 

to reaching the unreached peoples. 

     By 1984 Moala was holding the title of Pacific and Asia  Regional Director and looking for 

practical ways to reach the  unreached in Asia. Primarily based on his desire to  strategically focus 

on this task, he called a meeting for several  leaders who had expressed a commitment to the 

frontiers.  Out of  this meeting came the much-needed momentum in YWAM for church- planting 

among unreached peoples.  A coalition of like-minded leaders called Frontier Peoples Project (FPP) 

was also formed as  a result of this meeting.  Simultaneously, YWAM workers in  several countries 

anxious to be involved in church-planting  voiced their need for support and resources.  FPP has 

taken on  the responsibility of facilitating their efforts, as well as  opening up new fields for 

ministry to unreached peoples.   Representatives met again recently to solidify goals and to check  

their progress in relation to frontier missions. 

     An international short-term mission agency faces particular challenges when seriously 

considering church-planting among  unreached peoples.  How this organization makes an impact on 



the  unreached peoples of the world remains to be seen, but the  specific lessons it learns in the 

attempt will undoubtedly be helpful to others in similar circumstances. 

 

Words Take on a New Meaning 

     As the concept of church-planting among unreached peoples  gains popularity, terminology 

within YWAM must be clarified.  The  precise meaning of "church-planting", "long-term", or 

"unreached  peoples" can be crucial when goals and strategies are laid out.   For example, if five 

years ago you asked a YWAM worker to make a  long-term commitment, he might have favorably 

responded by  committing himself to a project for one or possibly two years.   Commitments longer 

than that were quite rare.  In that light,  "short-term" is defined as two weeks to six months.  On the 

other  hand, traditional mission agencies have always considered "short- term" to mean one or two 

years.  Settling these types of  discrepencies will result in a common understanding among mission  

groups which is essential as YWAM becomes more involved in long- term work.       

     Short-term missionaries must learn to think like long- termers when considering a long-term 

commitment.  For example,  short-term missions do not generally emphasize language learning.   

There simply isn't sufficient time to learn a language well  enough to communicate the gospel if 

one is only going to be  somewhere for two to six months.  One must rely on nationals or  

interpretters.  Frontier missions, however, necessitates a greater commitment. Generally, language-

learning consumes at  least the first year.  As a result, YWAM workers expecting to do  long-term 

frontier missions work are now taking language-learning  more seriously.       

 

Development of Schools 

     Training schools including the School of Evangelism (SOE)  and the Discipleship Training 

School (DTS) have provided a great  boost to the effectiveness of YWAM workers around the 

world.   These programs tend to be short, practical, high-intensity  packages that prepare the worker 

for short-term ministry.  In the  past few years intermediate schools have been started that infuse  

"frontier vision" into the hearts of students.  Today, with many  bases directing resources to the 

frontiers, new training programs  are being developed with an aim toward equipping YWAM 

workers for church-planting.  These new programs are longer than the DTS or  SOE and upon 

completion they require a longer commitment to a  subsequent project. One notable program is the 

School of  Missions (SOM) in Amsterdam which focuses on reaching unreached  peoples in major 

cities.  A YWAM model for ministry to ethnic  groups in a urban setting already exists in 

Amsterdam, and the  SOM is attempting to duplicate this effort in other cities.  Kalafi Moala's 

home base in Yokohama, Japan will be the site of  the first training school in YWAM devoted 

exclusively to church- planting among unreached peoples. 

     The curriculum of the new frontier missions schools includes  cultural anthropology, language-

learning techniques,  documentation skills, the history of missions, and many similar  subjects.  

Principles taught in the lectures are designed to be  directly applied in ethnic communities nearby. 

From the outset  of the program, the student feels responsible to use the knowledge he gains in 

everyday, practical ways.  In some of these programs, students take only the first third of the course 

in  their homeland and the remaining two-thirds is spent among an  unreached people group.  Other 

programs take place entirely  overseas. 

     After successfully completing the program, the "graduate"  makes a specified commitment to a 

particular people.  He is  expected to have an acceptable level of understanding about the  task that 

lies before him but he is encouraged to continue  studying while he is involved in church-planting.  

This on-going  education can continue for years, as the worker balances work and  study while 

enriching his ministry as a frontier missionary.   Subjects during this time may include Bible, 



theology, advanced  culture study, history, comparative religions, and other subjects directly 

applicable to the task of church-planting. 

     Another significant development in YWAM's educational  preparation for the frontiers is the 

growing number of YWAM  workers studying at reputable "missions" universities.  Several  are 

presently attending the School of World Mission at Fuller  Theolgical Seminary to enrich their 

understanding of the church- planting venture.  Many others have taken the "Perspectives on  the 

World Christian Movement" course now being offered at a  hundred locations.  This course will 

soon be offered within YWAM  to widen the perspective of the long-term workers.  There are  also 

YWAM workers studying at universities around the world in  order to better prepare themselves for 

the task at hand.     

 

Strengths Gained Over the Years 

     Over the last two decades, YWAM has developed some strengths  that will undoubtedly aid in 

church-planting.  One of these is the  emphasis placed on prayer and intercession throughout the 

DTS and  SOE programs. From the very day someone enters YWAM, he is  encouraged to spend 

regular times in prayer and taught to listen  to God's voice. These skills, when developed, aid the 

worker in  sensitively communicating the gospel cross-culturally.  YWAM  workers are also taught 

to pray for the countries of the world  and at some bases, unreached people groups are prayed for 

daily. 

     Another strength stems from YWAM's international character.   Converts from outreaches have 

been recruited and young people in  non-Western countries have been mobilized to such a degree 

that  the percentage of non-Western workers in YWAM is fast approaching  the 50% mark.  In 

several countries the number of full-time YWAM  expatriates is less than one in ten of the total.  

International  YWAM leaders have set a goal of non-Western workers exceeding 60%  of the total 

number of YWAM workers by the year 1990.  As the  non-Western world takes on more 

responsibility in frontier missions, perhaps it is no coincidence that God chose Moala, a non-

Westerner, to lead YWAM into the frontiers. 

     Living a simple lifestyle has been emphasized in YWAM since  its inception.  This factor is 

partially responsible for the  rapid increase of non-western workers in YWAM as it provides a  

relatively easy entry for those with lower support.  Beyond this,  it also reduces the disparity 

between Western workers and their  third world counterparts, whether they be Christian nationals 

or  the non-Christians they are trying to reach. 

 

Potential Obstacles 

     YWAM's community lifestyle is a strength in connection with short-term projects; however, it 

may be an obstacle in long-term situations.  YWAM workers live in warm, vibrant communities 

where  an attitude of worship and right relationships is upheld.  Short- term workers have the 

security of knowing that there is a large  fellowship they can return to for encouragement.  In many 

YWAM  locations the communities are very large with 100 or more  workers.  Although this 

pattern of large communities nuturing  short-term workers has proven itself an effectual means of  

outreach, it may have to be modified for church-planting situations.  In many countries, frontier 

missions require smaller  teams in order to give Christian outreach a lower profile.  Those  

YWAMers who may have grown dependent on the large base model will  probably find the 

transition to small permanent teams difficult.   On the other hand, many of the lessons learned in a 

community  setting can be applied in a small team context. 

     Another potential obstacle stems from YWAM's youthfulness.   YWAM's entry into the realm 

of church-planting could be compared  to diversification in a business.  Essentially, YWAM is 

offering  a new product, church-planting, to a new customer, unreached  peoples. Inexperience 



makes diversification risky.  YWAM is  indeed taking a risk. But some older mission agencies have  

survived these risks and therefore have much to offer short-term  agencies interested in long-term 

work among unreached peoples.   Success depends on how willing the older agencies are to give  

advice and how anxious the younger agencies are to receive it.  This apprentice-relationship can 

remove many of the uncertainties  inherent in the transition YWAM presently faces.  YWAM's 

hope for  fruitful ministry rests in entering an unprecendented era of  collaboration with other 

missions. 

 

Conclusion 

     In the past, its leaders believed that YWAM as a whole could philosophically embrace the 

vision for the frontiers.  But today  it seems unlikely that every YWAM worker will be included in 

the  focus on the frontiers. Frontier Peoples Project was founded with  the understanding that it 

would be one of many strategic arms of  YWAM.  Nonetheless, it has become apparent that this 

venture will  fail without strong support from within YWAM and the greater body  of Christ. The 

degree to which people are motivated to give, pray  and enthusiastically support frontier missions 

will decide the  future of the movement, both within and without YWAM. 

     Youth With A Mission is in an infant stage in its  relationship to frontier missions.  As a short-

term agency it  faces particular challenges in its attempt to be directly  involved in long-term 

outreach to unreached peoples.  How the  early stages of development progress will inevitably 

determine  the future of YWAM in frontier missions.  Collaboration with other missions and 

national movements will play a critical role.   The training of workers and their strategic placement 

are also  determinants of success.  Prayer will open doors and bring many  unreached peoples into 

the kingdom,  but perhaps the most  essential factor is how whole-heartedly the opportunity itself is  

embraced by YWAM.  For this vision belongs in the heart of God  Himself and His unswerving 

purpose for the nations cannot fail. 
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<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


