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Since 2007, the Fruitful Practices Research team has studied practices across many 

dimensions of ministry that are bearing spiritual fruit in the Muslim world. The 

recent IJFM article “Fruitful Practices: A Descriptive List” (Allen, et al. 2009) sum-

marized the researchers’ findings so far. The ultimate goal of this research is to inform 

mission praxis, helping field workers to apply fruitful practices in their daily life and 

ministry. This article is the second in a series that will provide further detail about 

each section of the Fruitful Practices Descriptive List.1 

God’s Word is powerful. Communicating it effectively, however, can 

be a challenge. The challenge is facilitating a process whereby people 

hear God speak in a way that will profoundly influence the way they 

view the world around them.2 Important considerations include not only the choice 

of language, but the choice of medium as well. Although face-to-face interaction 

may still be the best method of communication, a wide variety of electronic media 

are also available, including radio, television, DVD, MP3, Internet, and cell phone 

technology. This wide range of options can make it difficult to decide on the best 

communication strategy in a given context. Research in fruitful practices can pro-

vide some help—giving insight into those methods that are proving to be the most 

effective in communicating the gospel throughout the Muslim world. 

Communication Methods 1: Fruitful workers use culturally 
appropriate Bible passages to communicate God’s message.
The Bible is central in the communication of God’s message, but using it effectively 
requires cultural insight. Fruitful workers help seekers find the passages that address the 
issues most relevant to them. The ability to effectively apply biblical truth to the issues 
of life requires a thorough knowledge of God’s word and an ongoing dependence on 
wisdom from God.

According to Shaw and Van Engen, “Communicating the Gospel is about 
establishing relationships between culturally conditioned human beings and the 
culture-free God who created all things” (Shaw 2003:42). Because all people
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 are culturally conditioned, effective 
communication requires insight into the 
local culture. It requires knowing the 
audience. What are their fears? What 
are their needs and desires? What are 
their ultimate questions and concerns?3 
The answers to these questions can 
provide cultural insight leading to 
important inroads for communicating 
the relevance of the gospel message. 

One team working in Southeast Asia 
was deeply aware of the need to help 
people understand the relevance of 
the Bible to their daily lives. A team 
member tells that their team started 
out just spending time with the local 
people, practicing what they called 
“strategic hanging out.” As they met 
with people, they would talk about 
anything and everything, then “as the 
Lord would bring up felt needs, there 
would be a story from scripture.” On 
one occasion, team members were 
visiting with some neighbors when 
they were approached by a group of 
women. The women brought a new-
born baby and handed the baby to the 
team member. The women told how 
the mother had died in childbirth and 
the father had decided that he did not 
want to be burdened with the child. As 
the woman tells the story, 

And I’m holding this baby. [I asked 
them,] “How old is this preemie?” 
And they said, “Well, it was 28 weeks 
in the mom’s womb.” And I’m hold-
ing this baby and looking . . . and I told 
them, “You know, I’m not a witch 
doctor. I do not have supernatural 
power on my own, okay? I am not 
a medical doctor. But I know the 
Physician who is all-powerful. Can I 
tell you some stories about His desire 
to heal?” And then I [told] them some 
stories about when Jesus healed . . .  
[then] we prayed for healing and we 
talked about the power of the Lord 
and the authority of Christ. (GTFP, 
Interview 30. 2007) 

In this instance, the little girl was 
indeed healed and at the time the team 
member was interviewed, the child 
was six years old! Given this real and 
tangible need, God had used a combi-
nation of Bible stories and prayers for 

healing to honor his name. The team 
members had taken the time to learn 
stories in the local language. Then, 
based upon the relationships that they 
had formed, God gave them wisdom to 
use the stories in a way that connected 
with the needs of the people.

Knowing what portion of scripture 
might be most relevant in a given set-
ting can be learned through trial and 
error, but it is also possible to learn 
from others. One benefit of Fruitful 
Practice research is that it can help 
teams to learn from others’ experience. 
In discipling a new group of believers, 

for example, what passage of scripture 
might be the best place to start? While 
many might be inclined to think that 
the best place would be the book of 
Acts or another book of the New 
Testament, one worker in sub-Saharan 
African found it helpful to begin with 
the creation story. Although the group 
of new believers he was working with 
already knew the basic outline of the 
story from their Muslim background, 
he found that as they reflected on the 
biblical account of the story, they real-
ized that there were things that they 
had completely missed. In particular, 
as they thought about what it might 
mean to be “made in God’s image” and 
“to subdue the world and rule over it,” 
they began to gain new insight into 
“the basic way that God made them 
to be and the basic things that God 
made them to do” (GTFP, Interview 
79. 2007). In the process, their focus 
began to shift from being primarily 
concerned with how other people saw 

them to being more focused on what 
God might expect of his people. The 
interviewee reports that this process 
profoundly impacted their world view 
and became the foundation of their 
new walk with Christ.

God’s Word is powerful. Applying it 
effectively, however, requires God-
given insight. Those who are fruitful 
in ministry have learned through expe-
rience how to effectively use scripture 
to confront cultural expectations and 
to respond to the needs around them. 

Communication Methods 2: 
Fruitful workers communicate 
the gospel using the heart 
language, except in situations 
where it is not appropriate.
In most situations, the heart language is 
undoubtedly the best way to meaningfully 
communicate the gospel. However, in 
areas where more than one language 
is in common use, established patterns 
often dictate when one language should 
be used as opposed to another. Fruitful 
workers seek to understand local 
patterns of language use and plan their 
communication strategies accordingly.

The language of the heart is the lan-
guage that we laugh and cry in. When 
we “speak from the heart,” we speak 
honestly and openly. When we have 
a “heart to heart chat,” we talk about 
things that really matter. Research in 
fruitful practices has made it clear that 
there is a strong correlation between use 
of the heart language and fruitfulness 
in Muslim ministry.4 This result is not 
surprising, given the message that we 
have to communicate. The gospel mes-
sage touches not only the intellect, but 
how we feel about ourselves and others 
and ultimately how we live out our lives.

It is interesting to note that there can be 
a connection between the language that 
is used to communicate the gospel and a 
person’s perception of the gospel message 
itself. If the gospel is communicated in a 
foreign language, for example, a person 
might well conclude that the gospel 
itself is for foreigners—not for local 
people. In one location in Central Asia, 

cWhat passages of 
Scripture would be the 

best place to start?
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for example, a believer from a Muslim 
background had the opportunity to 
share his faith with a cousin who was 
visiting from outside of the city. Both 
men were fluent in Russian and their 
local language. They could have com-
municated in either language. However, 
as the interviewee reports, 

X could have shared in Russian—he 
often does with his friends in the city. 
But he shared in [his heart language].  
. . . his cousin said, “Had you shared 
this with me in Russian, I would have 
never put my faith in Isa al-Masih. But 
because you shared it in . . . our heart 
language, I said this message must be 
for me.” (GTFP, Interview 79. 2007)

The person sharing this story could 
have communicated the gospel to his 
cousin in Russian. If he had done so, 
however, his cousin might well have 
concluded, “This is the foreigner’s 
religion. It may be good for them, but 
it is not for me.” Hearing the mes-
sage in his mother tongue, however, 
overcame this obstacle. He realized the 
message was not just for those from 
another ethnic group, but was for his 
own people as well.

The linguistic situation in today’s world 
is complex and often changes rapidly. 
In fact, it is not unusual for patterns 
of language usage to change signifi-
cantly from one generation to the next. 
It is even possible for members of the 
same family to have different language 
preferences. For example, when a family 
moves from a rural setting to a more 
urban setting where another language 
predominates, it is not uncommon 
for the parents and older children to 
prefer one language, while the younger 
siblings prefer another. In order to 
communicate effectively, workers need 
to be conscious of shifting patterns of 
language use in order to make good 
decisions as to the preferred language 
of communication.

Another concern for the communicator 
is situations in which more than one 
form of a language is used depending 
on the context. This situation is com-
monly known as diglossia. In the Arab 
world, for example, there are high and 

and the situation in question. Fruitful 
workers learn to use a variety of different 
approaches and apply them as appropriate 
to the setting.

Throughout the world, those who have 
a burden for communicating the gospel 
in a Muslim context are involved in a 
wide variety of activities. Some of the 
activities are geared toward providing 
for people’s physical needs, while others 
are more focused on sharing about 
Christ’s work on the cross. In one coun-
try in the Middle East, for example, 
a group of workers was involved in a 
prison ministry among women. They 
brought food, medicine and other 
items to the women in prison. On one 
occasion, one of the team members 
met a woman who was very sick. She 
prayed with the woman, and over time 
the woman was healed. This led to an 
opportunity to speak to the woman 
more in depth. After the woman shared 
her story of how she ended up in prison, 
the interviewee had a chance to talk to 
the prisoner about Christ and about the 
gospel. As she tells the story,

I just told her about Christ, and about 
the gospel. . . . What I said to her was, 
“I want you to pray that you’ll see a 
dream of Jesus and I’m going to pray 
[with you]” . . .  And so I prayed. And 
she told me [she would pray]. And 
the next time I saw her I asked what 
she dreamt and she said Jesus stood 
before her and he put out his hands 
and said, “I offer you my peace.” And 
so we talked a little more in depth 
and the next time I saw her I gave her 
a Bible portion—a book of Luke. . . .  
She was hiding it under her mattress 
and reading it at night. She told me 
that if her father came for her he was 
going to kill her. [He would kill her] 
because she had shamed the family 
in something she had not done, but 
she was then given the blame for. . . .  
The next time I came . . . she [told me 
she] had put her faith in Christ. . . . The 
next time I went back [after that], her 
father had come for her. . . . I never 

low forms of the language that are often 
used side-by-side.5 The Quran is writ-
ten in the high form of the language; 
whereas, the vast majority of day-to-day 
communication takes place in a low 
form of the language (one of the many 
local Arabic dialects). The problem is 
that while the high form of the language 
is by far the most prestigious, it is often 
not well understood. On the other hand, 
the low forms of the language are well 
understood, but may be judged unwor-
thy for the communication of God’s 
Word. The problem is especially evident 
in written communication, since the low 
forms of the Arabic language are gener-
ally not written. Experience has shown, 
however, that to a significant degree, the 
problems of diglossia in the Arab world 
can be overcome by using oral media. 
Bible stories told in the local dialect, 
together with dramatized versions of 
Bible stories distributed on oral media, 
have proven to be both widely accepted 
and effective in communicating the 
gospel message.6

Those who are involved in communi-
cating the gospel cross-culturally are 
keenly interested to ensure that the 
message is not only being heard, but 
understood. In general, communicating 
in the heart language of a given speaker 
is not only the best way to help him or 
her understand the message, but it also 
ensures that the message penetrates to 
the heart level. In planning communica-
tion strategies, however, it is important 
not to overlook changing patterns of 
language use and situations where more 
than one form of a given language is 
used in day-to-day communication. 

Communication Methods 3: 
Fruitful workers use a variety of 
approaches in sharing the gospel.
No one method of gospel communication 
covers every need and will always be the 
most effective. Often the best approach to 
sharing the gospel depends on the audience 

It is not uncommon for the parents and older 
children to prefer one language, while the younger 
siblings prefer another. 



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

Describing Fruitful Practices: Communication Methods150

If you start [sharing] right from the 
beginning, there’s not much pen-
alty. . . .  Early on, anybody can come 
and talk to me and they just say, “Oh, 
I’m just asking about his religion.” . . .  
He can talk with someone else [and 
say,] “I talked to the doctor about his 
religion and here’s what he told me.” 
That’s no big deal. If you start from 
that point there’s not a high price. If 
you wait until they’re clearly identi-
fied, then there’s a gap that grows 
between the new believer and the 
one he is talking to and that becomes 
an issue. [Another] reason for doing 
this is that when you pass it on, you 
learn it yourself. It helps impress [the 
story] on you. . . .  Once you repeat it to 
someone else it becomes yours (GTFP, 
Interview 13. 2007). 

The key idea is to build-in the concept 
of “What I learn, I share with someone 
else” from the very start, even before a 
person comes to faith in Christ.

As everyone knows, money can be a 
great blessing, but it can also be a curse. 
Teams that want their work to have 
an ongoing impact have to be careful 
how they use their financial resources. 
One worker, also in southern Asia, tells 
the story of a man they were work-
ing with who had been greatly used in 
evangelism. At one point, God gave 
the man a vision, telling him that they 
should begin to use cassettes in order to 
spread the gospel. As soon as the man 
received the vision, he went immedi-
ately to the cross-cultural worker and 
said, “Okay, I had a vision . . . and this 
is what Jesus wants you, wants us to 
do. . . .  Let’s go out and buy cassettes 
and let’s go buy a duplicator, and let’s 
do this!” When the worker heard this, 
he was faced with a difficult decision. 
He could probably find the money and 
he wanted to help, but even more he 
wanted the young believer to learn to 
trust God for the needed resources. As 
the worker continues the story, 

I said, “Hey, I didn’t have the vision. 
You had the vision!” 

And he says, “I have to do it?” 

And I said, “Yeah . . . do you have the 
money?” 

heard from her again. She may have 
been killed. It’s very likely. But she had 
eternity to look forward to. (GTFP, 
Interview 32. 2007)

In this story, God used a variety of 
means to reach the woman for Christ. 
The team began by distributing food 
and medicine. This led to an oppor-
tunity for one team member to pray 
for a woman who was sick. When the 
woman was healed, it opened the door 
to begin to talk about the gospel. God 
then gave the woman a dream and she 
began to read the copy of the Gospel 
of Luke. What was most influential 
in leading this woman to accept the 
gospel message? It is hard to say. God 
uses a variety of approaches.

The methods that are most appropri-
ate in any given situation may depend 
not only on the needs of the individual, 
but the geopolitical context. The above 
story took place in what is gener-
ally considered to be a closed country. 
In other contexts, a wider variety of 
approaches can be used. In one coun-
try in Southeast Asia, for example, an 
interviewee reported that they have a 
strong focus on helping believers from a 
Muslim background create an alter-
nate identity as a follower of Christ. To 
accomplish this, they use a combina-
tion of different approaches, including 
pre-evangelistic magazines, an SMS 
hotline, and a weekly television program 
“that shows X-Christians living out their 
life in community as a house church in 
a village setting” (GTFP, Interview 81. 
2007). They even have a yearly three-
day retreat during which time they invite 
several hundred local believers. All of 
these activities have a common goal: to 
help new disciples clearly see that it is 
possible to continue as a member of their 
original community and be a follower of 
Jesus at the same time.

God is using and will continue to use a 
variety of methods in bringing people 
to himself. There is no one method 
that works every time and in every 
situation. For this reason, fruitful 
workers do well to learn a variety of 
different methods and then seek God’s 

wisdom on how best to apply them on 
a case by case basis. 

Communication Methods 4: 
Fruitful workers share the 
gospel using tools or methods 
that can be locally reproduced.
In order for faith communities to grow 
without hindrance, the members of the 
communities must have access to all the 
tools they need in their local context. For 
this reason, fruitful workers focus on 
methods for sharing the gospel that require 
only tools and resources that are readily 
available in the local community.

One important factor to consider early 
on in an outreach program is repro-
ducibility. Not only is it important 
to choose tools and methods that are 
reproducible, it is important to build 
in the concept of reproducing from 
the very start. The work of a medical 
doctor working in southern Asia pro-
vides a good example of this practice. 
This doctor reports that he always 
made it a priority to read the Bible with 
whoever showed an interest. He would 
make one condition, however. He 
would tell people, “I’m giving you my 
time. And the price of that is you share 
with a friend or someone else.” People 
would often ask him, “Who do I do it 
with?” And he would tell them, “Start 
with your wife. Just sit down and tell 
your wife what you are learning.” The 
idea was that right from the beginning, 
the basic concept of “What I learn, 
I share with someone else” would be 
built into the learning process. The 
doctor went on to say, 

cHe would tell them, 
“Start with your wife. 
Just sit down and tell 

your wife.”
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[He said,] “No, I don’t have the money.” 

I said, “Well, how are you going to do 
this?” 

And he said, “I don’t know.” 

And I said, “Let’s pray.” 

So we prayed. . . .  [Then] I said, “Let’s 
go home and fast, and we’ll figure out 
how we’re going to do this.” (GTFP, 
Interview 75. 2007) 

In our eagerness to spread the gospel, 
we can unintentionally teach new 
believers that they cannot move 
forward without outside assistance. 
This can create a dependency that can 
seriously hold back the growth of new 
communities of believers. In the above 
story, both men prayed and fasted. 
Eventually the local believer was able 
to find some money and a visitor gave a 
gift which permitted them to purchase 
some cassettes and a radio cassette 
player from the local market which was 
capable of making copies. As a result, 
they were able to produce the cassettes 
as needed and in the process the new 
believer had learned to trust God to 
meet their needs.

From the research in fruitful practices, 
it is evident that another significant 
factor that can influence reproduc-
ibility and sustainability involves the 
location of worship. One worker who 
works in North Africa, for example, 
reports that in their context they have 
seen numerous examples of seemingly 
thriving fellowships of new believers 
completely disappear in a short period 
of time. In each case, the fellowships 
were meeting in the homes of expatri-
ate workers. When the expatriates left 
the country, however, the believers 
did not know what to do. Some of the 
groups stopped meeting immediately 
and others died out over a short period 
of time. 

Faced with this reality, the team 
struggled to know what to do with 
the new fellowship that was meeting 
in their home. It was a very difficult 
decision for their team. Eventually, 
however, they decided to encourage 
the local believers to begin meeting on 
their own—at least part of the time. 

A couple of the believers agreed to 
take them up on this, and they began 
to meet together in an olive garden 
outside the city. The worker noted 
that when new believers only meet 
with foreigners, it is like they are in a 
“greenhouse.” He continues,

You can obviously play around with 
the conditions in a greenhouse. . . .  
if you plant a plant in a greenhouse 
and you water it the right way, and 
you get the light and the temperature 
right, it shoots up and looks great. 
But as soon as you come to transfer 
that plant from the greenhouse into 
the open soil, very often it doesn’t 
handle that transition. So what we 
were trying to say to them was that 
they needed to be growing in the 
open soil, where the conditions are 
harsh. . . . They needed to find ways 
of doing that. . . .  [At first] it felt like 
pushing them out, but the impact 
was tangible and it was very exciting. 
(GTFP, Interview 37. 2007) 

In order for faith communities to grow 
without hindrance, the members of the 
communities must have access to all 
that they need in their local context. 
For this reason, from the very start, 
fruitful workers focus on methods for 
sharing the gospel that only require 
tools and resources that are readily 
available to the local community. 

Communication Methods 5: 
Fruitful workers sow broadly.
It is not possible to know in advance 
which ground will bear the most fruit. 
Fruitful workers sow broadly and pray 
for wisdom to know where to invest 
time in personal relationships. They 
maintain an ongoing balance between 
the broad sowing of God’s word and 
the time spent developing individual 
relationships.

In order for seed to grow, it first has 
to be planted in the soil. Developing 
a platform for ministry, building rela-
tionships, and seeking to meet people’s 

physical needs are all important activi-
ties. However, having the courage and 
wisdom to effectively plant the seed 
of the gospel is crucial. One worker in 
Sub-Saharan Africa reports, 

In the past, protecting [our] platform 
was placed as a priority [over] spread-
ing the gospel. [But] we really desire to 
sow the seed. We must sow the seed 
to win people. We have local believers 
involved with our team in evange-
lism. . . .  Everyone . . . is expected to get 
the message out.” (GTFP, Small Group 
10. 2007) 

Another worker reported that their 
team has often been surprised at 
the degree to which believers from 
a Muslim background are willing 
to follow the Lord in obedience to 
scripture. He has found that, “Once 
that they get it, they want to do some-
thing about it.” He was determined 
not to be the one to instill fear in the 
new believers. He reports that in one 
instance the local believers came to a 
weekly prayer meeting and the leader 
of the young believers told them, 

“Okay, we want you to pray because 
we are going to this city that is under 
the control of X. There is no church 
there and no one who knows the 
gospel that we know of. We want 
to go there and plant a church and 
so they will know about Jesus too.” 
(GTFP, Interview 83. 2007) 

When the worker heard this, he 
was very concerned. He thought to 
himself, “Oh no, you had to choose 
that city!” However, he swallowed 
his fear, because their team had made 
a commitment before God that they 
“were not going to be the ones instill-
ing fear.” So they prayed for the young 
believers and released them to follow 
God’s leading. As it was, when the 
men got to the city, they found that 
people were hungry for God’s Word. 
In no time, they had distributed all 
of the portions of scripture that they 

When the worker heard this, he was very 
concerned. He thought to himself, “Oh no, 
you had to choose that city!”
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had brought with them. They were 
able to follow-up and within one year, 
a church of 100 people had formed. 
Overcoming fear and sowing God’s 
Word broadly had produced fruit for 
the Kingdom.

In addition to the more traditional 
methods of outreach, new high tech 
methods of outreach are playing 
an increasing role in making God’s 
Word known throughout the world. 
Undoubtedly one of the most impor-
tant new resources is the Internet.7 
Not only does the Internet have a 
wide geographical reach, but it is 
also increasingly possible to target a 
specific audience in a given location.8 
Proponents of using the Internet for 
evangelism argue that it is not only low 
cost and low risk, but also highly effec-
tive.9 Indeed, it is clear that not only is 
the use of the Internet increasing rap-
idly throughout many Muslim coun-
tries,10 but the number of hits received 
by evangelical websites is increasing at 
a comparable rate.11 

Another technology that is grow-
ing at an astonishing rate is that of 
cell phones.12 According to the GSM 
Association, which tracks the mobile 
communications industry worldwide, 
the number of global mobile connec-
tions surpassed the 5 billion mark in 
July 2010, just 18 months after the 
4 billion connection milestone was 
reached at the end of 2008.13 An 
estimated ninety percent of the world 
now lives within a mobile recep-
tion area.14 And whereas cell phones 
were originally intended primarily for 
oral communication, more and more 
services are becoming available. Given 
the rapid advance of this technology, 
some predict that by the year 2015, a 
camel driver in the remotest part of 
Uzbekistan will be able to open up his 
cell phone, view the Jesus film, send a 
response, and get an answer the same 
evening.15 Given their portability, cell 
phones have amazing potential for 
sharing the gospel.16

Both high tech media and more tra-
ditional approaches can be effectively 
used to sow God’s Word. But just as 

the wise farmer knows the best time to 
plant, how deep to plant the seed and 
what fertilizer is most effective, the 
fruitful worker will prayerfully seek 
wisdom from God to know how and 
when to plant the Word. 

Communication Methods 6: 
Fruitful workers use Bible 
study as a means of sharing 
the gospel.
Spending time in the study of God’s 
word allows seekers to discover God’s 
truths for themselves. In some instances, 
fruitful workers may simply read the 

Bible with a seeker, responding to 
questions relating to the text as they 
arise. In other instances, they may tell 
Bible stories and ask questions to help 
seekers discover how to apply the stories 
to their lives.

Effectively sowing God’s Word 
involves allowing seekers to process the 
truths of God’s Word. Research has 
shown that sometimes the challenge 
for workers is to step back and allow 
God’s Word to do its work, allowing 
seekers to discover what God has to 
teach them directly from his Word. 
One worker tells the story of how he 
began reading the Gospel of Luke 
with a young seeker. They opened the 
gospel and just began to read. As the 
worker tells the story,

I didn’t have time to prepare a Bible 
study. I should have known long 
before that you don’t have to. Just 
read the scriptures. And as he read, 
I’d explain some things to him when 
he had a question. He just accepted 

what he read. I was getting excited. I 
thought I’ve got to tell this man he’s 
got to pray this prayer. Wait a minute. 
Why should I tell him to do anything? 
He’s reading God’s Word. God’s Spirit 
is working. . . .  He doesn’t understand 
it yet. It took the utmost of disci-
pline to sit there and keep my mouth 
shut. . . .  So we just read. . . . 

In time, they finished reading the 
Gospel of Luke and began reading the 
Gospel of John. As the worker contin-
ues the story,

So we just read. . . . I never told him 
to do anything. But at some point, 
nearly two years into it, I asked him, 
“What have you understood? What 
do you believe?” . . . 

[And he said,] “Jesus died for my sins. 
I’m a sinner. Jesus died for my sins.” 
So, he just wandered into the king-
dom, following Jesus. (GTFP, Interview 
13. 2007)

This worker found that the hardest 
part was just keeping his mouth shut 
and allowing God’s Spirit to work 
through his Word. He concluded 
saying, “The power of the scriptures—
just getting people into the scriptures. 
It was an eye opener to me.” 

Another worker uses a chronological 
Bible storying approach. He says that 
the work often goes slowly. He reports 
that they often spend a year in the Old 
Testament before they even begin tell-
ing stories about Jesus. Their emphasis 
is on trusting the Holy Spirit to guide 
seekers and believers even before they 
come to faith in Jesus. They ask a 
lot of questions and sometimes give 
historical background to a passage. 
Their goal, however, is for the emerg-
ing community of believers to develop 
a contextualized theology—a theology 
that is at the same time biblical and 
appropriate to the cultural context. 
They are convinced that the church 
will not 

be well-rounded in its theology 
until we allow each people group 
to develop a unique theological per-
spective that arises from the study of 
scripture from their own viewpoint; 
because all of our viewpoints are far 

cThe hardest part was 
just keeping his mouth 

shut and allowing 
God’s Spirit to work 
through his Word.
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Given the wide variety of different 
approaches, it is not easy to determine 
what they all have in common. One 
thread that joins the vast majority of 
the interviews, however, is the highly 
interactive/relational atmosphere in 
which the communication takes place. 
For example, a number of the intervie-
wees reported that there were one or 
more individuals in their area who were 
being greatly used of God to bring 
people to Christ. More often than not, 
the individuals were women. However, 
their techniques varied widely. One of 
the women began a literacy class based 
on the Gospel of John; another used 
oral Bible stories to respond to the felt 
needs of those she was in contact with; 
yet another used a chronological story-
ing approach, choosing stories that 
illustrated how women are important 
in the eyes of God (GTFP, Interviews 
56, 30, 34. 2007). 

The women used different approaches, 
but all of the women showed signifi-
cant fruit in their ministry. One thing 
that the women had in common was 
that their ministries were all highly 
relational and interactive. The woman 
who was teaching the literacy class, 
“walked with the women [in her class], 
listened to them, and persevered to 
explain to them God’s character” 
(GTFP, Interview 56. 2007). The 
other women did not just tell stories, 
they also spent time listening and 
interacting, looking for a “connection 
point” (GTFP, Interview 34. 2007) 
or “a felt need” (GTFP, Interview 
30. 2007); then they chose stories 
that addressed the issues that really 
mattered to the women. After telling 
the stories, they invited the women to 
interact with them regarding what they 
had learned. 

In today’s world, communicators have 
a wide range of media to choose from. 
They not only have the choice between 
oral Bible stories and written transla-

understand the learning preferences 
of their audience and plan their 
communication strategies accordingly.

One of the most important 
missiological developments over the 
past 25 years has been the increased 
focus on orality and chronologi-
cal Bible storytelling. Research into 
fruitful practices has confirmed 
the importance of oral methods of 
communication in a broad range of 
different contexts. This does not 
mean, however, that written media do 
not still have their place. Approaches 
based on both oral and written media 
have proven records of fruitfulness in 
Muslim ministry. 

The reality is that over the range of 
interviews that are included in the 
Fruitful Practice Research database, 
a wide variety of different approaches 
are represented. Some people who 
work in more literate settings find 
that when they talk to people about 
scripture, they actually “want to see 
it.” Others find that when people 
learn to read “black ink on white 
paper” and interpret it for them-
selves, it is a very “revolutionary” 
process. On the other hand, there are 
those who have found that the same 
people who refuse a written copy of 
the Bible will gladly listen to oral 
Bible stories (GTFP, Interviews 69, 
77, 34. 2007). 

Among those who use oral Bible 
stories, not everyone uses the same 
approach. Some primarily use a 
chronological approach; while others 
choose stories that respond to felt 
needs. And where some teams base 
ministry entirely upon oral stories, 
others use some combination of oral 
and written media. There are a wide 
variety of different approaches. All 
of them have proven fruitful to one 
degree or another (GTFP, Interviews 
79, 30, 3, 19, 82, 83. 2007).

more culturally conditioned . . . than 
we are . . . willing to admit.

Their emphasis is not just on trusting 
the Holy Spirit, but on trusting the 
new believers. 

One of the principles I’ve men-
tioned . . . is that we need to trust the 
Holy Spirit and the believers to hear 
from God through Scripture and 
so [for example] releasing them to 
decide whether or not they should 
be baptized was scary, to be honest 
with you. I wasn’t sure if they would 
agree, but God came through . . . . 
We’ve actually seen that on every 
issue so far. They have not developed 
any kind of weird theology—like any 
kind of thing that would diverge 
from much of Christianity. (GTFP, 
Interview 79. 2007)

This type of approach can take time, 
however. This interviewee reports that 
in their instance, it took twelve years 
before the local community of believ-
ers established a clear understanding 
regarding the deity of Christ.17 They 
have found that releasing local believers 
“to do theology for themselves” is often 
“scary.” But he says they have been 
relieved to witness how the Holy Spirit 
has consistently worked. The intervie-
wee’s faith has been strengthened as he 
has seen God work. He concludes, the 
bottom line is, “If God doesn’t show 
up, nothing happens.”

God can work mightily through his 
Word. The fruitful practice interviews 
suggest that evangelism that begins 
with an apologetical approach18 more 
often than not only leads to point-
less arguments.19 Exposing seekers to 
God’s Word and allowing them to dis-
cover for themselves the truths within, 
however, is a proven fruitful practice. 

Communication Methods 7 : 
Fruitful workers share the gospel 
in ways that fit the learning 
preferences of their audience.
Although people from western countries 
rely heavily on written media, 
people in many other parts of the 
world are accustomed to oral forms of 
communication. Good communicators 

Releasing them to decide whether or not they 
should be baptized was scary, to be honest 
with you. I wasn’t sure if they would agree.”

“
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the gospel that they encounter in their 
ministry. For example, one worker 
reports that the “biggest barrier” 
they face has been the issue of sin. 
They found that if people could get 
over the humiliation of saying “Yes, 
I am a sinner and that is a problem 
in my society and that is a problem 
within me, they would probably go 
on and . . . not have too much problem 
in acknowledging Jesus as savior” 
(GTFP, Interview 83. 2007. When 
they tried to establish this truth from 
the Bible, however, they made no 
progress. As one worker explains, 

If I use . . . a Bible and open it up, [and 
read] “All have sinned and fall short of 
the glory of God,” what happens? I’ve 
done this so many times. They argue 
with me on the point. “Well, no, we’re 
not all that bad. We don’t have a sin 
nature.” You lose . . . . [Yet if] I go to 
Adam’s story out of the Quran, all of a 
sudden they agree we’ve sinned. 

The interviewee continues,

I’m pulling out verses where I’m 
saying, “OK, the Quran is saying 
we need the mercy of God. We all 
sinned.” . . .  [I say,] “You’ve sinned, 
right?” 

[They say,] “Yeah, well I’ve 
sinned.” . . .  Because I’m doing it 
through a Quranic story, they’re not 
defensive. . . . The next time, I don’t 
have a fight when I come back to 
that issue. 

In the future, if they go, “Well wait, 
but . . . .” 

I say “No, [what do you mean] wait, 
you told me from the Quran that 
we’ve all sinned.”

 [And they say,] “Yeah, you’re right” 
(GTFP, Interview 69. 2007). 

The same interviewee goes on to say, 
when he is discussing the Quran with 
a Muslim, “I don’t tell them what the 
Quran says, I ask them what it says 
and they tell me. Once it comes out of 
their mouth, it’s over. I don’t have to 
argue the sin point anymore. They’ve 
admitted it. Then I go on . . . .”

There are some who urge caution in 
using the Quran as a bridge to the 

scholars have noted, however, that 
this is not true of everything in the 
Quran. Much of what the Quran 
has to say about Jesus, for example, is 
consistent with biblical revelation.21 
Unfortunately, many Muslims do not 
really know what the Quran teaches 
about Jesus or other issues which are 
crucially important. 

The fact that there is an overlap in 
the teaching of the Bible and that of 
the Quran makes it possible in some 
instances to use the Quran as a bridge 
to teach Muslims about the Jesus as 
revealed in the Christian scriptures. 

There are many examples in the 
research on fruitful practices of people 
who use the Quran in one way or 
another. 22 Some of the interviewees 
just use the Quran as a conversation 
starter. They may not actually open 
the Quran or quote specific passages. 
They may refer informally to what the 
Quran has to say about Jesus or about 
the “other holy books,” and then go on 
to share their testimony or how God 
has answered their prayers (GTFP, 
Interview 3. 2007). 

Others use an approach like the 
CAMEL method that draws from 
one particular passage of the Quran 
that speaks about Jesus. The CAMEL 
method establishes that the Quran 
has a very high view of Jesus and helps 
“find people who are open and [will] 
introduce you to others” (GTFP, 
Interview 32. 2007).23 

Still others have found it fruitful to 
use the Quran to overcome barriers to 

tions, but also DVDs, MP3s, Internet 
sites, and SMS messaging, to name just 
a few. All of these media can be effec-
tive. The research in fruitful practices, 
however, indicates that they are most 
effective when they are used interac-
tively and/or in a relational context. 
Internet websites, therefore, are most 
effective when users have the option of 
interacting with the website develop-
ers. Sending an occasional automated 
text message will probably not be very 
effective. Interacting via SMS messag-
ing, however, may well be.

Choosing the best media in any given 
context is important. Some people 
who reject a written copy of the Bible 
will readily accept oral Bible stories. 
Others really want to see the writ-
ten text. Regardless of what media is 
chosen, however, they will be most 
effective when used interactively.20 
Oral Bible storying has the advan-
tage that it is naturally conducive to 
this approach. Other methods can be 
adapted, however, in order to allow 
interaction between participants. 

Communication Methods 8 : 
Fruitful workers use the 
Quran as a bridge to sharing 
the biblical gospel.
Certain passages from the Quran 
can be used effectively in sharing 
the gospel. Discretion is needed, as 
inappropriate references to the Quran 
may validate a seeker’s belief in the 
divine origin of the book. In general, 
the use of the Quran as a bridge is 
most advisable when relating to 
seekers who already know the Quran 
well. Fruitful workers do not dwell 
unnecessarily on the Quran, but use 
various passages as a bridge in order to 
share the biblical gospel.

Muslims throughout the world revere 
the Quran. They accept it unequivo-
cally as the word of God. Often it is 
central not only to their belief system, 
but their cultural identity as well. 
Of course, there are many things in 
the Quran that are contradictory to 
the Bible’s teaching. Many biblical 

cSome people who reject 
a written copy of the 

Bible will readily accept 
oral Bible stories.



155

27:3 Fall 2010

L. R. Burke

Issues among Muslims, edited 
by D. J. Woodberry. Pasadena, 
California: William Carey Library.

Daniels, Gene
 2008 An Ethnography of Fruitful 

Practices: The Descriptive Power 
of Chruch Planting Narratives. A 
Narrative Review submitted for a 
Fruitful Practices Narrative Review 
Fellowship. Available by writing 
to: FruitfulPractices@gmail.com.

Edmiston, John
 2007 Internet Evangelism & 

Cybermissions, and Their 
Impact upon How We Will Do 
Missions in the 21st Century. 
URL: www.cybermissions.org/
articles/21stC_missions.pdf. 
Accessed: 02 August 2010.

Fasold, Ralph
1987 The Sociolinguistics of Society. 

Malden, Massachusetts: 
Blackwell.

Fish, Bob and Richard Prinz 
2010 Language and Communication 

Choices Affect Fruitfulness. In 
From Seed to Fruit, edited by J. 
D. Woodberry.

Gray, Andrea and Leith
2008 The Imperishable Seed: Toward 

Effective Sharing of Scripture. In 
From Seed to Fruit: Global Trends, 
Fruitful Practices, and Emerging 
Issues among Muslims edited 
by D. J. Woodberry. Pasadena, 
California: William Carey Library.

2009 Paradigms and Praxis-Social 
Networks and Fruitfulness in 
Church Planting. International 
Journal of Frontier Missiology 
26(1):10.

Greeson, Kevin
2007 The Camel, How Muslims Are Coming 

to Faith in Christ! Richmond, VA: 
WIGTake Resources.

GSM World 
2010 Connecting the World. London, 

UK: GSM Association (GSMA). 
URL: gsmworld.com/newsroom/
press-releases/2010/5265.htm. 
Accessed: 02 August 2010.

Picture Business & Mobile Lifestyle 
2010  Mobile Phones Over 90 Percent 

of the World. Philadelphia, PA: 
North American Publishing 
Company. URL: http://www.
picturebusinessmag.com/article/
mobile-phones-over-90-percent-
world-40913/1. Accessed: 02 
August 2010.

Through research into fruitful 
practices, we are learning from the 
experience of others. Of course, each 
situation is different. This means 
that the communication strategy in 
any one situation will not fit perfectly 
in another. It is necessary to adapt. 
Understanding the issues involved 
and some of the options that are 
available, however, can be helpful in 
creating an effective strategy. IJFM

References
GTFP. Interviews 3, 13, 30, 32, 34, 37, 56, 

69, 75, 77, 79, 81, 83. and Small 
Group 10. GTFP Conference. 
Thailand. March 2007.

Adams, Eric, Don Allen, and Bob Fish
 2009 Seven Themes of Fruitfulness. 

International Journal of Frontier 
Missiology 26 (2):75-81.

Allen, Don, Rebecca Harrison, Eric 
Adams, Laura Adams, Bob Fish, and E. 
J. Martin

2009 Fruitful Practices: A Descriptive List. 
International Journal of Frontier 
Missiology 26(3):111-122.

Brown, Rick 
2001 Selecting and Using Scripture 

Portions Effectively in Frontier 
Missions. International Journal of 
Frontier Missions 18(4):10-24.

2004 Communicating God’s Message 
in Oral Cultures. International 
Journal of Frontier Missions 
21(3):26-32.

Burke, L. R. 
2008a Language and Fruitful Practices 

in Muslim Ministry. Paper 
submitted in fulfillment of a 
Fruitful Practices Narrative 
Review Fellowship, unpublished. 
Available upon request from 
Fruitful Practice Research at 
info@fruitfulpractice.org.

2008b Seven Fruitful Practices for 
Muslim Ministry. Paper 
submitted in fulfillment of a 
Fruitful Practices Narrative 
Review Fellowship, unpublished. 
Available upon request from 
Fruitful Practice Research at 
info@fruitfulpractice.org.

Cumming, Joseph
 2008 Toward Respectful Witness. In 

From Seed to Fruit: Global Trends, 
Fruitful Practices, and Emerging 

gospel. They argue that referring 
to the Quran can have the effect of 
“validating” it or even “elevating” it 
in an inappropriate fashion. Their 
note of caution is well-taken. In some 
instances referring to Quran can 
undoubtedly be counterproductive. 
For many Muslims, however, it is 
hardly possible to elevate the Quran 
more highly than it is held already 
in their culture. For these Muslims, 
using the Quran as a bridge to the 
gospel has proven to be a fruit-
ful practice in a variety of locations 
throughout the world. 

Conclusion
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a broad range of people.

Despite the many new media that are 
available today, in many ways the old-
fashioned methods are still very effective.
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19 There was no evidence in the 
narrative portion of the Fruitful Practice 
research that beginning with apologet-
ics is a significant fruitful practice for 
evangelism among Muslims. There is no 
question, however, that apologetics has 
its place. Joseph Cumming, for example, 
reports that in his interview with Sheikh 
Fadlala, the sheikh was very open to what 
he had to say about Jesus, but that he had 
honest questions about the Trinity and the 
integrity of the biblical text. Because of his 
understanding of apologetics, Cumming 
was able to respond to these questions 
(Cumming 2008:339). Apologetics defi-
nitely has its place, but it may not be the 
best starting point for evangelism.

20 According to Burke (2008a:29), the 
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social networking, and traditional group 
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is the relational nature of text messaging, 
social networking, etc. that has made them 
such a popular media across the world. 

21 One way to view this is that the 
truths concerning Jesus in the Quran may 
be borrowed truths, but they are truths 
nonetheless.

22 The fruitfulness of using the Quran 
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narrative studies of the fruitful practice 
interviews. See Daniels 2008:34-46, 
Gray 2009:26, Soderberg 2008:29-38 and 
Burke 2008b:25-27. See also Woodberry 
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23 For further information on the 
CAMEL method, see Greeson 2007.
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cybermissions.org.
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12 See Burke 2008a:25-29.
13 URL: gsmworld.com/newsroom/

press-releases/2010/5265.htm (GSM 
World 2010). According to their website, 
the GSM Association (GSMA) unites 
nearly 800 of the world’s mobile phone 
operators in a global network spanning 219 
countries. 

14 URL: www.picturebusinessmag.
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percent-world-40913/1 (Picture Business 
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would like the new community to have this 
down pat after eight lessons or something” 
” (GTFP, Interview 79. 2007).
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Endnotes
1 The data sources, research method-

ology, and references to related articles on 
Fruitful Practices are described in Adams 
2009, Allen 2009, Woodberry 2008.

2 For a discussion of the communica-
tion task of communicating the gospel, see 
Shaw 2003.

3 These questions are taken from Brown 
2001:12), where he states that the “first 
principle of communication is to be receptor-
oriented.” See also Søgaard 1995:99.

4 In summarizing their quantitative 
research on language use, Bob Fish and 
Richard Prinz conclude that, “Cross-
cultural workers who were fluent in the 
language they minister in, who worked in 
the local language, and who had a team 
strategy that reflected people’s communi-
cation and learning preferences were, on 
average, much more fruitful than those 
who did not” (Fish 2010:1).

5 See Fasold 1987:36 and Burke 
2008a:7-12.

6 Gray and Gray report that some of 
the strategies that are particularly success-
ful in Muslim areas include: chronological 
Bible storying and dramatized audio Bible 
stories (Gray 2008:54). See also Brown 
2001, 2004.

7 See Burke 2008a:22-25.
8 For example, it is possible to place 

web advertisements that will only appear in 
a certain locality. Although people outside 
of the target area “may happen” onto the 
sight, advertisements will specifically target 
those within the region of interest.




