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Editorial continued on p. 4

Slide Rule Missiology in an Age of Globalization

When I arrived at Fuller Seminary in the mid-70s, I noticed some-
thing surprising: the missionaries at the School of World Mission 
carried slide rules. The personal computer would soon arrive, 

but until then this nifty little mechanical ruler would calculate growth rates of 
church movements across the world. Missiologically very progressive in its day, it 
gave the school a bit of a nerdy ethos. Quantifying church growth was a new way 
to track responsiveness among peoples, one that indicated where your mission 
might want to shift more of its personnel and resources.

This focus on measurement, combined with his anthropological and historical 
acumen, ultimately led Ralph Winter (the slide rule personified) to promote a 
statistical breakdown of the world’s unreached peoples. Although his initial 1974 
assessment has continued to be updated and reinterpreted, demographers of 
mission have attempted to keep this same unreached emphasis before the church 
with even more graphic precision.

But, when it comes to statistics, the way we interpret the data is crucial.  
Quantitative analysis is only as good as the definitions we use to filter the data. 
Over the past year and a half, R. W. Lewis has been discussing with mission 
demographers the definitions they use to count unreached peoples. Her article (p. 5) 
argues that something is missing in some of our definitions, and that this some-
thing has grave consequences for how we understand the frontier mission task. She 
offers a comprehensive rationale for rethinking our statistical understanding of the 
unreached and suggests a re-labeling of her own: “frontier peoples.”

Numbers aren’t everything. Some at the ground level of more recent movements 
to Christ recognize the shortcomings of mere quantification. Kevin Higgins 
argues for qualitative criteria that have biblical warrant and have been field-
tested (p. 21). He boils it down to four characteristics that will ensure the growth 
of such movements.

Ken Chan’s assessment of the Bible translation issues in the minority languages 
of China (p. 29) alerts us to the complexities of multilingualism, pluralism and 
urbanization today. Translation strategies for minorities must take into account the 
“dotted lines” around peoples, lines once considered more solid. If the global migra-
tion of peoples shows us anything, it’s that traditional boundaries of identity are 
porous. As “peoples” interact with new languages and cultures in new settings, their 
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sense of ethnic “groupness” expands. 
But rather than melt down in the heat 
of globalization, an ethnicity will likely 
become more elastic—stretching across 
a continuum of identities, cultures, and 
languages with remarkable hybridity 
and dexterity. In other cases, the 
opposite will occur: it will become more 
rigid, defensive, and xenophobic, stiff-
arming assimilation and accommoda-
tion. The subtleties of that continuum 
are a bit too elusive for quantitative 
analysis; more thorough qualitative 
research is needed.

Chan’s comments about translation 
and minority languages remind me 
of the profound insights found in 
Willie James Jennings’ recent book, 
The Christian Imagination.1 While 
Jennings focuses on Africa and on 
the origins of racial imagination in 
the colonial project, we can apply his 
theological and historical study to all 
that Chan claims is happening on the 
frontiers of China. Jennings contends 
that any focus on translation can be too 
narrow, hiding the crucial reality that 
Chan is actually studying in his article: 
the joining of peoples.2 The mapping 
out of minority peoples can make Bible 

translation a simple bridge between 
two distinct groups, but Jennings 
would applaud Chan’s effort to 
broaden the issues. We must be aware 
of the concurrent flows, influences, 
distortions, tragedies, frustrations and 
confusion that accompany the joining 
of peoples. These dynamics complicate 
translation strategy or any attempt at a 
missiological breakthrough. And they 
add a realistic fuzziness to the bound-
aries of unreached people groups.

Our understanding of unreached 
peoples must draw upon the insights 
of both quantitative and qualita-
tive analysis. The deductive reason-
ing behind a slide rule approach to 
mapping unreached peoples will fall 
short of perceiving all the phenomena 
that surround these peoples and their 
contexts. As migration and mixing 
accelerate in this globalizing age, we 
must embark on a journey 3 to discover 
the full and relevant dynamics sur-
rounding unreached peoples.

Any reassessment of unreached peoples 
stands on the shoulders of thrilling 
kingdom advance. Gene Daniels and 
John Becker summarize the recent 

Vision 5:9 conference in Thailand 
(p. 39). More than one thousand 
seasoned field personnel met this past 
October to celebrate and confer on 
future ministry in the Muslim world. 
Over half of the participants were from 
the Global South (and a quarter from 
Muslim backgrounds).  Our reassess-
ment of unreached Muslim peoples  
stands to gain from  the perceptions 
emerging from these global workers.

Put the ISFM 2018 conference (in con-
junction with the EMS 2018 National 
Conference) on your calendar—October 
12–14, 2018. Keep tabs on registration 
and the program at emsweb.org.

In Him,

Brad Gill
Senior Editor, IJFM

Endnotes
1  Willie James Jennings, The Christian 

Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race 
(Yale University Press: New Haven, 2010).

2  Ibid., 154–161.
3  Richard L. Starcher, Leanne M. Dzu-

binski and Jamie N. Sanchez, “Rigorous Mis-
siological Research Using Qualitative Inquiry,” 
in Missiology Vol. 46, Issue 1 (2018): 50–66.
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Reassessing the Frontiers

Losing Sight of the Frontier Mission Task:
What’s Gone Wrong with the Demographics?
 

by R. W. Lewis

R. W. Lewis studied the history 
of Christian missions in both her 
undergraduate and graduate degrees, 
and in the 1970s helped her missiolo-
gist father, Dr. Ralph D. Winter, map 
unreached peoples. She is a missionary 
scholar-practitioner who has min-
istered with her husband among the 
Muslims of North Africa and South 
Asia for over thirty years.

Istared in shock at the bar graph. It was on the website of one of the most 
extensive databases of unreached people groups (UPGs) in the world. “How 
can the Scottish people group,” I thought, “be the largest unreached but 

engaged people group in the world?” I was baffled. A quick search on the Internet 
revealed that Scotland not only has many churches but also has renewal move-
ments going on within the Church of Scotland and other Protestant denomina-
tions. But further down on that same bar graph were the Japanese with far fewer 
churches. Even farther down were some large Muslim and Hindu people groups 
with no believers whatsoever and very few missionaries trying to engage them.

All of these people groups were in the same category: unreached but 
engaged—engaged because at least one missionary is working with them. 
Today people groups with high numbers of Christians are being classified as 
unreached people groups in some databases, simply because less than 2% of 
the Christians are in separate evangelical denominations.

The unintended consequences of these kinds of data representations are 
alarming: unreached peoples groups with no believers among them will 
not receive the witnesses they need if they are not clearly distinguished 
from those with thousands of believers already. For example, let’s compare 
the needs of the 46 million French people in France1 and 45 million Shi’a 
Muslims in India.2 Both are categorized as unreached but engaged. But the 
Shi’a Muslims have few believers, no known fellowships and only a handful of 
people trying to reach them. Meanwhile, France has 1.2 million Protestants, 
including 500,000 evangelicals who make up 1% of the population. The 
country has thousands of evangelical churches (2,263) and a reported aver-
age annual evangelical growth rate of 2.4%. Finally, there are some 1500 
Protestant (mostly evangelical) foreign missionaries working within its bor-
ders.3 The relative need for help is extremely different but is being lost in cur-
rent data representations, with the result that many missionaries go to France 
but very few go to the 300 million Muslims living in South Asian countries.
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Somehow the frontier mission task has 
become confused and obscured. How 
did we lose sight of the frontier people 
groups—namely, those that have not 
yet had any missiological breakthrough 
with a resulting movement of believers 
in their people group?

Discovering the Frontier 
Mission Task
Over four decades ago, demographers 
at World Vision’s MARC and mission 
scholars at Fuller Theological Seminary’s 
School of World Mission (SWM) real-
ized that there remained thousands of 
cultures without a witness to Christ. One 
of those SWM professors, my father, 
the late missiologist Dr. Ralph Winter, 
chose the term hidden people groups4 to 
refer to overlooked people groups that 
had neither any indigenous movement 
of believers in Christ nor many witnesses 
coming from other cultures.

Dr. Winter showed the desperate plight 
of these hidden people groups graphi-
cally on the pie chart called “Penetrat-
ing the Last Frontiers.”5 As a recent 
graduate of Caltech, I worked with my 
father to show the statistics on that pie 
chart. He wanted to clearly distinguish 
between those non-Christians who 
could be reached by Christians in their 
own culture and the people in hidden 
people groups, which were culturally 
distant non-Christians—those who 
were so sufficiently different culturally 
and linguistically from any Christian 
church that they could not realistically 
be assimilated into existing fellowships 
but needed their own fellowships.

The term frontier missions was coined at 
that time because the word missions was 
being applied broadly and legitimately 
to many different mission endeavors. 
The term frontier missions sought to 
specify the pioneering or frontier mission 
task facing those going to people groups 
“where Christ has not been named . . . not 
building on another’s foundation” (Rom. 
15:20). This task was to be distinguished 
from the very legitimate evangelistic 
and discipling task of those missionaries 

who were trying to help Christians in 
people groups that already had their own 
churches—whether or not they were ac-
tive or in need of revival or reformation.

In the early 80s, the term used for people 
groups requiring frontier mission efforts 
was changed to unreached people groups, 
which meant “people groups without an 
indigenous church-planting movement.” 
A number of agencies arose (e.g., Joshua 
Project and Adopt-a-People Clearing 
House) to try to figure out and illustrate 
which people groups were unreached 
people groups so that missionaries could 
be sent to them. However, as chronicled 
in David Datema’s recent article,6 this 
initial definition of UPG was quickly 
broadened and eventually has led to the 
confusion I wish to address in this article.

The Purpose of Frontier 
Missions Demographics: 
Strategic Deployment
The frontier mission task is to catalyze 
self-sustaining indigenous movements 
to Christ in every people group that 
does not yet have one. I will refer to 
these people groups as frontier people 
groups.7 This task includes identifying 
and overcoming barriers to that goal.

The purpose of unreached people 
group demographics is strategic de-
ployment of missionaries: to mobilize 
churches and agencies to send workers 
to the people groups where they are 
most needed, specifically frontier peo-
ple groups—unreached people groups 

with a) no movements to Christ of 
their own and b) virtually no laborers 
to bring them the message.

Yet after forty years, far less than 1% of 
the global mission workforce is going to 
these frontier people groups that make 
up roughly one third of the world’s 
population. The vast majority of mis-
sionaries are still going to people groups 
that already have strong churches and 
movements to Christ. Why?

I believe the primary cause of dispropor-
tionate sending is a lack of clear demo-
graphics. The frontier people groups, 
those which have never had any move-
ment to Christ, are not being distinctly 
highlighted. Changing the criteria of 
unreached people groups, such as includ-
ing all people groups with less than 2% 
evangelical in this category, has resulted in 
the inclusion of many people groups with 
strong national movements to Christ.

Today many maps and charts of un-
reached people groups do not clearly 
distinguish between:

1. people groups that have not had 
any movements to Christ (fron-
tier people groups);

2. people groups that now have sus-
tainable indigenous movements 
among them, though small, and;

3. people groups with a lot of non-
evangelical or even nominal 
Christians who still need help 
with renewal and outreach to 
their own group.

These three types of people groups need 
different missiological approaches. No-
tice that it is possible to partner with 
indigenous/national churches in the 
latter two kinds of people groups, but 
not in the first kind. Although all three 
are being classified as unreached, only 
the frontier people groups (#1) require 
a cross-cultural effort by any witness, 
even if that witness is coming from 
adjacent people groups with believers 
but distinct cultures and identities.

Since most churches prefer to send peo-
ple to partner with existing Christians 

Why are most 
 missionaries still going 

to people groups that 
have strong churches 

and movements 
to Christ?
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and church movements, the frontier peo-
ple groups are inadvertently eliminated 
from deployment options. The result is 
that the areas with the most Christians 
receive the most missionaries: Oceania 
receives 300 foreign missionaries per 
million people, Latin America receives 
162, Europe 146, North America 113, 
and Africa 93. However, all of Asia 
receives on average only 13 foreign mis-
sionaries per million people, with India 
coming in very low at only 7 foreign 
missionaries per million.8

Current UPG demographic databases 
do not prioritize clearly the people 
groups with NO existing churches—
let alone no believers—with whom to 
work. So recruitment and deployment 
of missionaries around the globe is 
not taking into account this crucial 
difference. As a result, hundreds of 
large frontier people groups (who do 
not currently have sufficient help to 
catalyze an indigenous movement to 
Christ in their midst) are being com-
pletely overlooked.

This problem shows why we need a 
new term, one that cannot be stretched 
more broadly, that would refer only to 
those people groups that have never 
yet had such an indigenous move-
ment. Because the already-established 
term, frontier missions, refers to this 
pioneering task, I believe that frontier 
people groups is the best term to use 
for these groups. Having a new term 
will help us to keep clear the distinc-
tive needs of frontier people groups 
and the different kinds of problems 
faced in pioneering work.

Re-Clarifying the Frontier Mission 
Task: How Demographics Have 
Changed the Criteria for Success
Shifting the definition of unreached 
people groups has also confused the 
frontier mission task. So, not only 
are frontier people groups no longer 
clearly distinguishable, which impacts 
deployment, but mission strategies 
have also been inadvertently affected 
by changing criteria for success.

Several problems confusing the 
frontier task will be discussed in detail 
below, but here is one quick example: 
the Scottish people have a long history 
of indigenous movements to Christ 
and a high percentage of Protestant 
adherents, but few separate evangeli-
cal denominations. Currently the IMB 
people groups website9 does not track 
the percentage of a people in a given 
group who consider themselves Chris-
tian (whether Protestant, Catholic, or 
Orthodox, etc.), but only the percent-
age who consider themselves evangeli-
cals. They use new evangelical churches 
planted as a key sign of progress. This 
means people groups like the Scottish 
will continue to be classified as un-
reached people groups even if renewal 
movements completely transform 
and fill up their existing churches and 
denominations with new believers. In 
order to succeed in getting the Scottish 
people off the IMB list of unreached 
people groups, it is painfully apparent 
that indigenous renewal movements 
are not sufficient. New separate evan-
gelical churches must be planted.

The Joshua Project is more selective 
and they have eliminated from their 
lists of UPGs any people group with 
more than 5% Christian identification. 
However, their site also uses the 2% 
evangelical cutoff, a criterion that lumps 
frontier people groups, that have had 
no movements to Christ, together with 
UPGs that have strong movements to 
Christ. Again, we are inadvertently los-
ing sight of the frontier mission task.

It has been a mammoth task to develop 
the brilliant tools needed to track 
the progress of the gospel among the 
people groups of the world. We all owe 
a huge debt of gratitude to organiza-
tions like Joshua Project, the Southern 
Baptists (IMB), Finishing the Task, 
and many others, for paying the price 

to develop resources that have helped 
us refocus the mission movement 
on reaching every people group on 
earth. Mission agency leaders, like my 
husband and me, and mobilization or-
ganizations have been very dependent 
on their data to determine strategic 
deployment. Having spent the last 
couple years discussing the need for 
clearer demographic representations 
of that task, I have been impressed by 
the deep commitment of all involved in 
the frontier mission task. I present now 
some of the main concerns that have 
come out during those discussions.

Barriers to Understanding the 
Frontier Mission Task
Problem #1: Confusing the Term 
Unreached People with Unreached 
People Groups
At a recent conference on global mis-
sions, one of the speakers said,

There are many areas of Los Angeles 
where less than 2% of the people are 
evangelicals. Unreached peoples are 
all around us.

All people who do not know God 
through Jesus Christ are equally lost and 
in need of a witness and can be consid-
ered unreached by the gospel. There are 
a lot of unreached people all around us, 
even in many of our churches. However, 
unsaved people do not belong to an 
unreached people group if they are part 
of a people group with vibrant churches 
that can help reach them. Maybe no 
church or missionary is reaching out to 
them, but they are still not part of an 
unreached people group.

In his 1984 article, “Unreached Peo-
ples: What Are They and Where Are 
They?” Dr. Ralph Winter stated that,

Unreachedness is . . . not defined on 
the basis of whether there are any 
Christians, or whether there are any 

Having a new term will help clarify the 
distinctive needs of frontier people groups and 
the different problems faced in pioneering work. 
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missionaries working among them. It 
is defined on the basis of whether or 
not in that culture there is a viable, 
culturally relevant, witnessing church 
movement.10 (emphasis mine)

Some people claim such a distinction 
is unbiblical. But Paul himself makes 
this distinction in the book of Romans, 
though it is sometimes lost in English 
translations. Paul says of himself, “Paul . 
. . called to be an apostle of Jesus Christ, 
by the will of God” (Rom. 1:1) adding 
sometimes “not by the will of man” (Gal. 
1:1) making clear that his calling is 
directly from God. He goes on to clarify 
“we received grace and apostleship from 
Jesus Christ our Lord to bring about 
the obedience of faith among all the 
Gentiles . . .” (Rom. 1:5). In the Greek 
this phrase, pasin tois ethnesin, means 
“all of the ethnic groups.” It is not refer-
ring to all the lost or all unsaved people. 
In Romans 15, Paul explains that he will 
be passing through Rome on his way to 
people groups that have still not heard 
the message, saying, “It has always been 
my ambition to preach the gospel where 
Christ is not known, so that I would not 
be building on someone else’s founda-
tion” (Rom. 15:20). He asserts “now 
there is no more place for me to work 
in these regions” (v. 23), presumably 
not because everyone had been saved, 
but because there had been established 
enough of a culturally-relevant Greek 
movement to Christ in the regions he 
had passed through that his apostolic 
work was done there. He wants to move 
on to frontier mission areas.

The frontier missions task is to con-
tinue to push the kingdom forward at 
its edges, into the UPGs that are truly 
frontier people groups, where Christ has 
never been preached. Like Paul, many 
workers will have to leave behind places 
where there are already movements of 
indigenous believers, and move on to 
places where they will not be building 
on foundations laid by others.

Since unreached people are completely 
different from unreached people 
groups, it will help to have the term 

frontier people groups to uniquely 
mean ethnically distinct people groups 
that do not yet have an indigenous 
sustainable movement to Christ 
within them. The demographers do 
not make this mistake, but it is becom-
ing increasingly common in American 
churches. So the way we present our 
data must not obscure this distinction.

How UPG Demographics Confuse 
Unreached People with Unreached 
People Groups
1. Special interest people groups are 

being added on to lists as completely 
new UPGs. Blind people, deaf 
people, or other similar groups are 
being added to some lists as brand 
new people groups—even though 

they are spread across multiple 
languages and cultures. Joshua 
Project lists ten to fifteen million 
deaf people in India, but they 
belong to multiple religions and 
castes, so should they be listed as 
a distinct people group that can or 
should be reached separately from 
their families? I’m not so sure. Yes, 
they need specialized training and 
education in order to communi-
cate with others and most likely a 
specialized evangelistic outreach. 
But, should deaf people have their 
own churches separate from those 
of their families? The deaf in any 
country are unreached people 
with special needs, but not, in 
my opinion, a distinct unreached 

people group that cannot con-
tinue to function as part of the 
people group identity of their 
hearing family and friends.11

2. Pockets of people groups who have 
become political refugees or eco-
nomic migrants (diaspora people) 
are being added onto lists as new 
UPGs. Global trade and difficult 
conditions have caused many 
families to move to another 
country. Increasingly, these new 
small communities of diaspora 
people are getting added on as 
new unreached people groups, 
sometimes even when these 
groups are as small as fifty people. 
As long as they maintain their 
ties with their families in their 
homelands, these representatives 
of unreached people groups are 
not really a new UPG.12

If a movement to Christ happens 
in a homeland people group it is 
very likely to spread to connected 
diaspora people. However, winning 
people in diaspora communities 
does not usually impact the same 
people groups back home, who 
view them as traitors.13 So adding 
on small diaspora communities as 
“new” UPGs diverts attention from 
the core missiological problem 
of starting an indigenous move-
ment that impacts the bulk of the 
population of that people group. 
Therefore, diaspora communities 
that continue to identify with their 
homeland should be tracked as part 
of those core people groups, not as 
new UPG groups. The Kazakhs, 
then, would show up as one people 
group with twenty-seven diaspora 
locations, for example, instead of 
twenty-seven distinct UPGs.
These types of unhelpful addi-
tions to lists of unreached people 
groups in our databases confuse 
unreached people with unreached 
people groups and greatly increase 
the perceived remaining task. They 
lead to erroneous conclusions and 
presentations. For example, some 

Frontier people 
 groups do not yet have 

an indigenous
sustainable movement 

to Christ 
within them.
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mobilization presentations say 
that the USA has the most UPGs 
of any country in the world, after 
India. While the USA might have 
more representatives of different 
unreached people groups than any 
other country in the world, the 
total population of representatives 
of especially frontier unreached 
people groups in the US is very 
small. So if people from these dias-
pora groups come to Christ, they 
usually drop their old people group 
affiliation and become culturally 
American Christians, which makes 
it far less likely that they will be 
able to successfully reach out to 
relatives in their home country.

Problem #2: Misusing the Terms 
Unengaged and Engaged
The terms unengaged and engaged 
came out of an important attempt to 
keep mission agencies and churches 
from sending teams that were pil-
ing up on top of each other in some 
unreached people groups while 
completely ignoring other unreached 
people groups in more difficult or 
remote areas. This worthy distinction 
was designed to help get the frontier 
mission task back on track, and get 
more people deployed into what I am 
calling the frontier people groups. It 
sought to identify which people groups 
had not yet been engaged—in other 
words, where there were neither believ-
ers from that people group, nor any 
concerted strategic effort by missionar-
ies (from any country in the world) to 
bring the gospel to that people group.

This initiative is extremely important 
and very helpful for highlighting the 
frontier people groups. However, in 
the rush to identify unengaged people 
groups and to send missionaries to them, 
several things have become clouded 
or confused. These consequences were 
not expected but resulted from the 
way the unengaged data was defined, 
collected, and represented. Finishing 
the Task (FTT), an organization that 
focuses on collecting data on unengaged 

people groups, counts a people group as 
engaged if it has at least one full-time 
worker engaged in church planting, 
while unengaged refers to unreached 
people groups (with populations as small 
as fifty in number) among whom there 
are no known full-time workers involved 
in evangelism and church planting.

Ways Engagement Demographics 
Confused the Frontier Mission Task
1. The size of the UPGs was initially 

ignored. From the beginning, 
very large people groups were 
taken off Finishing the Task’s 
“Unengaged Unreached People 
Groups” (UUPGs) list if they 
had at least one person engag-
ing that group with a long-term 
missionary effort. But, while one 
apostolic team might realistically 
be able to engage a people group 
of less than 100,000, a people 
group of five million would need 
fifty times as many teams to be 
equally engaged. This is especially 
true if the people group is spread 
throughout a large area or across 
several countries, or divided 
by other barriers such as caste. 
Encouragingly, FTT has recently 
begun to make a list of larger 
under-engaged people groups that 
have way too few people reach-
ing out to them, with a new goal 
of at least 1 worker per 50,000 
people. This change will sig-
nificantly help the larger frontier 
people groups, taken off at the 
beginning, which now need to be 
added back on to the original list.

2. Engagement became the goal or sign 
of success. Let me emphasize that 
tracking engagement has been a 
significant help in moving deploy-
ment towards frontier people 
groups. Unfortunately, engaging 
an unengaged group has taken 
on more status or significance 

with some churches and donors 
than persevering until movements 
are started in frontier people 
groups that are already mini-
mally engaged. Those promoting 
engagement clearly state that 
it is just the beginning of what 
needs to be done to actually finish 
the task. However, agencies are 
being compared and judged by 
the number of new engagements 
they’ve begun rather than by suc-
cess in establishing indigenous, 
reproducing movements to Christ.

3. Contact began to be reported as 
engagement. Since engagement was 
now the goal and sign of success, 
people who did not clearly under-
stand the criteria began claiming 
to have engaged a people group 
long before they had even learned 
the language or made any progress 
in effectively sharing the gospel 
within that people group. Further-
more, the term engaged translates 
very poorly into other languages. 
So some national churches believe 
they have engaged a distinct 
unreached people group in their 
town simply because someone 
from that people group (a Sikh 
or Muslim) attends their church. 
They might even count all fifty 
people in their church as involved 
in engaging that people group, 
whether or not they are on a team 
committed to starting a movement 
among that people group.
So a frontier UPG can be re-
ported as engaged without even 
one mission team among them 
with a long-term commitment to 
learning the language and seeing 
an indigenous movement to Christ 
started within that people group. 
Even committed mission teams 
can abuse the term in order to 
seem successful. A mission team 

W hile one team might engage a group of less 
than 100,000, five million would need 50 
times as many teams to be equally engaged.
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who over time has developed 
relationships with people from dif-
ferent people groups is tempted to 
report that they have engaged all of 
those people groups. I myself saw 
this happen on a team of which I 
was a part. Mere contact should 
not be counted as engagement.

4. Small diaspora communities have 
been distinctly labeled unengaged. 
As mentioned earlier, this prac-
tice diverts attention from the full 
people group. For example, if 500 
Indian Sikhs living in Paris are 
defined as a distinct unengaged 
people group, while 80 million 
Sikhs living in India are consid-
ered engaged, it might seem more 
strategic to churches to send a 
team to the unengaged Sikhs in 
France. But it is not. There has 
been such a rush to engage all of 
the unreached people groups that 
even tiny diaspora representatives 
of unreached people groups, as 
small as fifty people in size, are 
now getting priority over huge 
frontier people groups.

Unwittingly, a false impression is being 
given that a noteworthy beach head or 
inroad has been made into many large 
frontier people groups, by moving them 
into an engaged category, when in fact 
no such noteworthy inroad has actually 
been made. So, unfortunately, teams have 
been redirected and even reassigned on 
the basis of misleading information.

A Demographic Case Study: 
Engagement in India
Indian strategic demographer, Yash-
want Koli, has called the OBCs (Oth-
er Backward Castes) of India14 the 
“elephant in the room” of the frontier 
mission task. Over 30% of all people 
living in UPGs in the world are in 
India. 90% of India’s 1.3 billion people 
are in UPGs—more than the entire 
population of Africa, or of North 
and South America added together. 
Over 600 million of these people are 
members of OBCs living in roughly 
2,500 people groups who will not 

inter-marry and who each have their 
own clan gods.15 These OBC people 
groups (farmers and artisans who work 
with their hands, in the Shudra caste 
of Hinduism) make up over two-thirds 
of caste Hindus in India.

Using their definition, Finishing the 
Task reported in 2016 that fewer than 
a couple dozen people groups in the 
entire country of India (population 
1.3 billion) are unengaged.16 How-
ever, in addition to the thousands of 
Hindu OBC people groups, there 
are also close to 200 million Muslim 
people in India also in thousands of 
people groups when you take into 
consideration languages and castes and 
sub-castes. On-the-ground experi-
ence shows that there are certainly no 

sustained, targeted, strategic teams 
focused on the vast majority of India’s 
Muslim or Hindu people groups.

Thousands of dedicated teams are re-
quired to effectively engage the thousands 
of large OBC and Muslim people groups 
of India, not even including the many 
Sikh, Jain, Buddhist, and other groups. 
But foreign teams focused on Muslims are 
in the mere dozens, and teams of national 
believers from elsewhere in India do not 
number significantly more. According 
to the Atlas of Global Christianity, as of 
2010, the USA receives 32,000 foreign 
missionaries, Brazil, 20,000 foreign mis-
sionaries, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo receives 15,000, and France re-
ceives 10,000—however, with more than 

twice as many people as all these other 
countries added together, India receives 
only 8,000 foreign missionaries.17

I have often heard it said, “Let the Indian 
church reach India. It is easier for them.” 
However, less than 2% of India’s popu-
lation is evangelical,18 and 95% of the 
Christians are from Dalit (outcaste back-
ground) and tribal groups, with hundreds 
of distinct languages and cultures. As Koli 
pointed out, there are many significant 
barriers to reaching the UPGs of India.19 
One particularly unfortunate barrier is 
that the OBCs historically refuse to even 
associate with Dalit and tribal people, 
because they fear defilement—and there 
is mutual prejudice with Muslim people 
groups, too. It is not realistic to expect 
that India’s Christians can reach the 1 
billion people in UPGs in India on their 
own, even with outside resourcing.20 Did 
we expect the earliest Christians in Africa 
(the Ethiopians and the Egyptian Coptic 
believers) to reach the entire continent of 
Africa by themselves? The task is just as 
great, if not greater. 

Indian Christians still have huge num-
bers of unevangelized people among 
their own people groups. According 
to a former executive director of the 
Indian Mission Association (IMA— 
comprised of some 200 agencies), most 
Indian agencies are focused on reach-
ing their own people group or people 
groups of similar tribes and castes.21

Many of the middle class urban church-
es in India are not yet indigenous in 
their own cultures. In larger cities, these 
churches meet in English because that 
is the language they have in common, 
with believers coming from distant 
tribes or other language groups.

Establishing indigenous movements 
in the 3000+ remaining frontier 
people groups of India will require a 
huge cross-cultural effort (E2 and E3 
evangelism),22 learning new languages, 
changing eating habits, etc.—even for 
India’s Christians. They need to have 
long-term commissioned teams with 
the know-how to work cross-culturally. 

90% of India’s 
1.3 billion 
people are 
in UPGs.
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It is not as simple as having huge tent 
evangelistic campaigns, or inviting a 
Hindu or Muslim neighbor to church 
or Bible study in a trade language.

In India, where people groups have 
resisted intermarriage for millen-
nia, more people group divisions are 
revealed as further research is done. It 
is highly unlikely that these thousands 
of people groups are being effectively 
engaged by anyone from anywhere, 
making them essentially unengaged 
even if some group reports being in 
association with them.

Problem #3: Replacing Indigenous 
Movements to Christ with Planting 
of Evangelical Churches as the 
Criteria for Success23

On the face of it, these two phrases may 
sound the same, but in fact they are not 
necessarily the same at all. There can be 
many evangelical churches planted, yet 
with no progress made in the estab-
lishing of an indigenous movement to 
Christ, and vice versa. A subtle distor-
tion of the frontier mission task has 
resulted from measuring success by 
counting new churches planted instead 
of counting movements started. Let me 
give a couple clarifying examples.

Why Counting Churches Planted instead 
of Indigenous Movements Has Confused 
the Frontier Mission Task
1. Non-indigenous evangelical churches 

are counted as if they are indig-
enous movements to Christ. What 
if 3% of a certain Hindu people 
group have become believers? 
They have planted a number of 
evangelical churches in the last few 
years. Sounds good. But, what if 
those churches are in the English 
medium, the people sit in pews, 
sing Western songs, and are seen 
by the other 97% of that Hindu 
people group as completely irrel-
evant traitors to the people group, 

whom they should oppose at all 
cost? Is this people group really 
reached now? Do they have an 
indigenous movement to Christ24 
among them? No, not really. A 
non-Christian people group 
should not be classified as reached 
on the basis of significant numbers 
of evangelical churches among 
them, if those churches are not a 
growing indigenous movement.

2. Indigenous revival movements are 
not counted as movements to Christ 
unless new churches are planted. 
What if a group listed as a UPG 
has considered itself Christian 
for many centuries, has a Bible or 
even multiple Bible translations 
in its language, and has a growing 
renewal movement happening 
within its historical churches? 
They are Anglican, Lutheran, 
Armenian, Orthodox, Coptic, or 
even Presbyterian, and are genu-
ine believers but do not identify 
with the term evangelical. They 
may oppose the establishment of 
distinct evangelical churches, and 
will not count as part of 2% evan-
gelical if we count only those who 
have left their historic churches. 
But do they have an indigenous 
movement to Christ, capable of 
sustaining itself without outside 
help? We would have to say “yes.”

3. Many disciple-making movements 
(DMMs) will not be counted. 
There are an increasing number 
of movements among unreached 
people groups from other religious 
backgrounds, such as Islam. These 
movements do not plant churches 
that fit Western criteria, and so 
the growth in believers may not 
be recognized and added into the 
demographic databases. So the 
goal needs to remain indigenous 
movements to Christ, even if new 

separate evangelical churches are 
not being planted. The IMB is 
currently moving toward using the 
existence of movements to Christ 
as the criteria for unreached 
people groups, which should help 
significantly. Any people group 
should be classified as reached 
if they have a viable, indigenous, 
self-sustaining movement to 
genuine faith in Christ.

4. Narrowing the definition of “true 
faith” down to “evangelical” nullifies 
the successful expansion of Chris-
tianity throughout history. A vital 
historical excursus is required here. 
We wipe out almost the entire his-
tory of Christian missions if we 
assert that the only movements to 
Christ that “count” are those start-
ing new separate evangelical con-
gregations. This point will require 
much further treatment, but suf-
fice it to say that for 1,700 years 
any outreach to new unreached 
people groups was mostly done by 
those we would have considered 
non-evangelicals. Most movements 
to Christ in history in UPGs, such 
as the Celtic movement in Ireland 
or the Presbyterian movement in 
Korea, have not fit our modern 
Western evangelical model of 
adult-only baptisms and congre-
gational church ecclesiology. Even 
the American Protestant mission 
movement of the last 100–150 
years does not completely fit the 
modern church-planting model.
Likewise, renewal movements 
within older denominations 
throughout history have hap-
pened on a regular basis, and 
almost no century is without the 
Spirit of God moving in some 
way within these older Christian 
groups. Many monastic move-
ments in the Catholic Church 
brought renewal and mission-
ary outreach. Separatist renewal 
movements renewed churches by 
dividing them or by starting new 
churches, like the Waldensians, 

F or 1,700 years any outreach to new unreached 
people groups was done by those we would 
have considered non-evangelicals.
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the Hussites, and the Menno-
nites, or the Pietists, Puritans, 
and Baptists. These were also 
part of God’s plan. But for our 
comparison here, it should be 
noted that separatist movements 
were not as effective in bring-
ing renewal to Christianized 
populations as internal renewal 
movements, which did not divide 
the existing church. This pattern 
is also seen in the Protestant 
Reformation and the evangelical 
awakenings (the first of which 
was internal to the Church of 
England under John Wesley, who 
planted no new churches).25

While the modern evangelical model of 
church planting has been successful in 
some areas, it has largely been unsuc-
cessful in high-identity, global-religion, 
multi-cultural areas, where people strug-
gle to preserve their unique people group 
identity amidst an encroaching Western 
Christendom or threatening melting 
pot. God has used many other models 
throughout history, and our evangelical 
sympathies need to be opened to what 
he may want to do today.

Problem #4: Sending Churches 
Have Lost Sight of the Frontier 
Mission Task Because of 
Demographic Presentations
We cannot hold the global sending 
churches entirely responsible (or even 
mission agencies) for not sending 
people to frontier people groups or for 
faulty strategies when their view of suc-
cess has been shaped by mobilization 
based on the demographics presently 
coming out of people group databases.

1. Churches are confused about which 
people groups have the least help, 
and so continue to send missionaries 
to places with many missionaries. 
The databases do not clearly show 
which people groups are frontier 
people groups, and many people 
groups that have strong movements 
to Christ in them are still included 
on lists of unreached people groups. 
While some databases assume 

churches can figure things out for 
themselves, other compilations 
remove people groups if they have 
even minimal engagement. The 
result is that even mission mobi-
lizing organizations are putting 
out false impressions that lead to 
unhelpful deployment, which mili-
tates against any progress among 
the least-reached.

2. Churches are increasingly bypassing 
mission agencies to plant churches 
overseas modeled on churches in 
their home culture. Church mission 
committees assume that church 
planting methods that work in 
an American pluralistic society 
will work in the highly clan-
oriented, stratified societies of the 

remaining frontier people groups. 
So, churches bypass mission train-
ing and send out missionaries to 
plant churches in UPGs without 
understanding the problems and 
the consequences of planting new 
aggregate churches. The access to 
global communication and quick 
travel gives churches confidence 
that they can successfully supervise 
their own missionaries directly. But 
they rarely understand the com-
plexities of cross-cultural outreach.

3. Some churches are increasingly send-
ing out short-term workers instead 
of long-term missionaries. The 
number of short-term missionar-
ies has exploded recently reaching 

1.6 million in one year from the 
USA. An increasingly large per-
centage of foreign mission funds 
is being spent by US churches 
to send people for less than a 
month.26 Meanwhile, this increase 
has not led to an increase in long-
term workers as hoped. Very few 
short-term workers go to frontier 
people groups; instead they are sent 
to help existing churches. How-
ever, long-term commitment is 
normally needed for an indigenous 
movement to arise in a frontier 
people group. Perception and skill 
are acquired by learning the lan-
guage and culture so that believers 
can be effectively discipled to reach 
out to others. My father told one 
pastor who promotes sending every 
church member on a short term, “It 
would not help short-staffed hos-
pitals to have your church members 
come for two week shifts.”

4. Churches increasingly insist that 
their missionaries partner with local, 
national churches. Of course, among 
the frontier people groups there are 
no such churches. But that is not 
being made explicitly clear by the 
demographic presentations.

Five Problems Resulting When 
Missionaries are Required to Partner with 
Local Churches in Frontier People Groups
1. Since there are no national 

churches within frontier people 
groups, missionaries trying to 
reach them are forced to part-
ner with churches from other 
geographically-adjacent people 
groups. They then try to get church 
members from the adjacent people 
groups to reach out (often cross-
culturally) to these unengaged and 
under-engaged frontier people 
groups who are proximate to them.

2. Frequently the local, national 
church partner never wholeheart-
edly adopts the neighboring fron-
tier people group despite years of 
urging by the missionaries. This 
partnering strategy was used for 
nearly 300 years in an attempt to 

Churches 
are increasingly 

sending out 
short-term workers 
instead of long-term 

missionaries.
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reach the Kurdish people. Mission-
aries to the Kurds didn’t go directly 
to the Muslim Kurdish people 
themselves but instead worked 
to revive Christian churches in 
Iraq and Turkey, hoping that the 
national Christians would reach 
the Muslim Kurds. However, 
they only succeeded in splitting 
churches and starting new denom-
inations. Unfortunately, neither the 
older nor the newer congregations 
ever reached out to the Muslim 
Kurds who were more resistant 
than existing Christian-affiliated 
people groups.27

3. Missionaries will have to choose 
between learning the language of 
the partner national church, or 
mastering the heart language of the 
frontier people group they hope to 
eventually reach. Most never learn 
that heart language, making it 
more likely that the local national 
believers will follow suit. Without 
specific training otherwise, nearby 
believers are the least likely to 
recognize that they need to alter 
their culture and language to effec-
tively reach neighbors of another 
people group and religion. How 
many people in American churches 
would take on a foreign culture and 
language to reach a nearby immi-
grant diaspora group?

4. Missionaries try to train their part-
ners in local churches to do some-
thing that they have never done 
themselves, namely start a move-
ment in a frontier people group. In 
India, such training is often done 
in English on short training trips. 
The sending churches expect this 
to impact the hundreds of millions 
of people in middle and upper 
caste Hindu, Muslim and Sikh 
UPG groups, who mostly refuse 
to associate with Christians from 
lower castes or tribal groups.

5. Missionaries falsely assume 
that it will be automatically 
easier for people from the local 
partner church to reach out to 

neighboring people groups. It’s 
more likely that Christians from 
adjacent people groups will try 
to extract individuals from these 
neighboring families and com-
munities into their own Bible 
studies and churches. Or they 
may expect themselves to lead 
and run the new churches in 
these neighboring communities, 
which is the very same assump-
tion that foreign workers make 
when they hamper movements.

These problems can be minimized if 
the foreign missionary has already been 
successful in starting a movement in a 
different frontier people group. It also 
helps if an otherwise inexperienced 
foreign worker has taken training from 
a successful movement-catalyst, who 
then works long-term alongside the 
believers from a proximate Christian 
people group to establish a distinct 
indigenous movement to Christ among 
that particular people group.

Conclusion
New Demographic Presentations 
Are Needed
The question now is: is there a way 
to change how we present our de-
mographics so we can lead churches 
to refocus on the still-great need for 
long-term workers to the one third of 
the world in frontier people groups?

1. How can we distinguish between 
different types of UPGs? Some of 
the data websites are designed 
for showing what progress 
the gospel has already made, 
and others for showing where 
unreached people groups are, 
without making a clear distinc-
tion between frontier people 
groups (those with no movement 
to Christ) and other unreached 
people groups. Others show 

unengaged people groups but do 
not take into account their size 
when calculating true need. Still 
other sites show all unreached 
people groups, regardless of 
size, with one dot representing a 
group from less than a thousand 
to tens of millions. Small dias-
pora groups are given as much 
weight as large homeland groups.

2. How can we show where all the 
workers are going? Most of our 
demographic UPG sites do not 
even show where all the workers 
are going, or not going. The 1978 
pie chart, called “Penetrating the 
Final Frontiers,” arrested people 
by showing them that the vast 
majority of missionaries were 
going to work with Christians, 
regardless of the continent or 
the context. This statistic is not 
currently being shown on any 
website at all.

3. How can we distinguish between 
those people groups with a move-
ment able to continue reaching 
them (E0 and E1 outreach) and 
those peoples still waiting for out-
side help (needing cross-cultural 
E2 and E3 outreach)? These tasks 
are significantly different and 
require different training for those 
sent, and different kinds of help/
support from outside the people 
group. Churches need to be clear 
about the differences, and then 
challenged to adopt or help send 
some people long-term to frontier 
people groups. They need to 
understand that they cannot insist 
that their missionaries partner with 
local churches in people groups 
where there are no churches.

4. How can our data collection and 
representation encourage the best 
mission strategies? Demographic 
website developers need to 

T he next generation is not conscious of the 
thousands of people groups still waiting to 
hear for the first time.
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realize how their measurement 
and reporting of people groups is 
determining the strategies being 
used on the field. How can our 
statistical representations help 
agencies and churches to under-
stand and work toward a repli-
cating, indigenous movement to 
Christ? Is there a way to present 
this data in graphs, charts, videos, 
or other media that will improve 
their strategies?

How Can Our Graphic Representations 
Show Truth-at-a-Glance?
Most Christians do not know how to 
interpret our graphs and charts. Some 
websites even show that the people 
making them do not know that the 
charts are giving false impressions. 
How can we make clear the need for 
thousands more long-term workers to 
frontier people groups? Churches and 
agencies think we are making progress 
among unreached people groups, and 
we are, as currently defined. How-
ever, they are not taking into account 
decades-long trends that are crippling 
progress towards reaching frontier 
people groups. These subtle shifts add 
many people groups to UPG lists that 
are not frontier people groups, divert 
funds from long-term workers to 
short-term mission trips, bypass fron-
tier people groups by requiring work-
ers to partner with existing national 
churches, and plant aggregate churches 
instead of replicating movements.

My conviction is that there must be 
Truth-at-a-Glance demographic 
representations if a new generation is 
to comprehend this remaining mis-
sion task. Mobilizers should be able 
to easily access and show only the 
frontier people groups that will never 
hear without long-term commitment 
of believers from other cultures. If 
people are using Joshua Project and 
IMB maps and data for deployment, 
the accuracy on the detailed level is 
not as important as giving people the 
right impression about where work-
ers are most needed and what kind 

of outreach is needed in that people 
group (E0-E3). The interaction of 
mission demographers over the last 
year and a half is encouraging, and 
these misunderstandings I have listed 
here in this article are being addressed. 
But sending churches cannot be 
expected to sort through the data to 
figure out what is going on.

The next generation is not conscious 
of the thousands of people groups still 
waiting to hear for the first time. I 
believe a new generation will arise to 
this exciting opportunity to help fulfill 
God’s promise to “bless all the families 
of the earth” if the need is made clear 
to them.  IJFM
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sending the missionaries (Catholic, Reformed, Evan-
gelical, etc.). Having many different types of churches is 
sometimes helpful, if the new churches are reaching dis-
affected and unchurched segments of the population—
especially if good relations instead of acrimony can be 
attained between the new and old denominations, and it 
is not seen as “sheep stealing.” 

2. Church planting can increase opposition to the gospel. 
Greater resistance to the gospel can result by using 
oppositional approaches to unrevived churches. For 
example, when the Reformation caused a split, oppo-
sition triggered the Catholic Counter-Reformation, 
which set in cement centuries of Catholic antipathy 
toward Protestant theology, practice, and even Bible 
translation. The separatist church movements in 
Europe, such as the Anabaptists, Pietists, and Puritans 
were persecuted by both Catholics and Protestants. 

3. Church planting undermines the potential for move-
ments by extracting individuals from their families to 
create new communities. Planting evangelical churches, 
in the typical way described above, can be very coun-
terproductive because it extracts people from their 
nominally-Christian families and existing Christian 
denominations. By creating antipathy to renewal in 
their families, the possibility of a movement taking 
off is decreased. Even with house churches, starting 
competing fellowships often splits not just churches 
but families as well. We need to try to avoid increasing 
the resistance to the gospel that we so often lament in 
these nominally Christianized people groups. If wide-
spread opposition results in the people group, it shuts 
down the possibility of starting a movement and can 
get the missionary expelled from the country.

4. Church planting diverts mission efforts, perpetuating flawed 
strategies instead of starting renewal movements. Unfor-
tunately, the recent emphasis on church-planting has 
increasingly encouraged evangelical missionaries to see 
success only in terms of a new church. The former faith 
community is seen as inadequate for salvation and the new 
faith is seen as genuine; the other denominations are “old 
wine skins” and the newer church plants are “new wine 
skins” (Luke 5:37). The assumption is that new denomina-
tions are required for revival, which is not the case. 

5. If we focus on counting churches planted, even large move-
ments will not affect the unreached status of these Chris-
tian-identity groups because there are no new church struc-
tures to count. Therefore, people belonging to renewal 
movements within Anglican, Lutheran, and Mar Thoma 
Indian Churches, who all have orthodox Protestant 
Trinitarian beliefs, would not be counted as a percentage 
of the evangelicals—much less the charismatic renewal 
movements within Orthodox or Catholic groups. 

Excursus:	How	Church-Planting	
Strategies	Can	Derail	Movements	
to	Christ	
by R. W. Lewis

I have discussed previously, in my article, “Losing Sight 
of the Frontier Mission Task” (p. 5), how counting 
churches planted instead of indigenous movements 

leads to the inaccurate categorizing of unreached people 
groups. However, much more serious problems result when 
we consider how this change affects mission strategy.

Church planting is a term promoted for decades in the 
American church-growth movement. Typically, it assumes an 
aggregate attractional church-formation model—winning people 
to Christ, then aggregating these former strangers into a group. 
In this model, church planters hope to create a church large 
enough to attract more non-believers who then come to faith 
in church meetings. Individuals coming to Christ are inadver-
tently extracted from their families and friendship networks. 

Forming a new community becomes the goal of church-
planting—a community based on meetings and programs. 
In many non-Western contexts, these new communities 
rarely replace all that the family networks provided, such as 
jobs and spouses. If there is conflict, these believers may be 
forced to recant to survive.

In the church-planting model, individual believers, instead 
of winning their families, often become alienated from 
them. Then the job of reaching out to non-believers is 
unconsciously transferred to the church and its lead-
ers. Focus is diverted away from natural evangelism and 
discipleship; instead, it becomes a priority to have a worship 
team or a preacher good enough to attract new people.

A distinctly different missiological strategy is needed in 
achieving the goal of reproducing movements among fron-
tier people groups. We need to see how church planting can 
actually derail new infant movements to Christ. 

Ways Church Planting Can Undermine 
Movements in Christian-Identity People Groups
I want to first show how this has happened among 
Christianized people groups. I will try to quickly synthesize 
some general missiological observations from Christian 
history, though brief and therefore perhaps a bit simplistic.

1. Church planting tends to add denominations instead of 
starting movements. Historically, missionary outreach 
to extensively Christianized areas has mostly consisted 
of setting up competing churches. This method has 
typically been followed regardless of the denomination 
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Alternatives To Church Planting Successfully Launch 
Renewal Movements in Christianized Cultures 
1. Direct evangelism of church members by their leaders 

who have themselves come to a renewed faith is the most 
common form of renewal movements in older denomina-
tions. The best modern examples are the Pentecostal 
and charismatic movements, which have spread into 
multiple denominations and are the fastest grow-
ing form of Christianity today (according to Philip 
Jenkins in The Next Christendom1). Other recent 
examples are the Welsh revival or the revivals under 
Jonathan Edwards, Charles Finney, or D. L. Moody. 
Though fervor rarely lasts more than 50 years, all have 
had a long-term impact. 
Regardless of the current secularization and deplor-
able state of faith in post-Christian Europe and other 
previously-Christianized peoples, they are neverthe-
less not in any worse state than has existed many 
times before in history. These groups have hundreds of 
years of exposure to Christianity and the Bible in their 
own languages and God is faithful to revive these 
groups. Historically, in such people groups, revivals 
have not come from foreign missionaries but through 
God raising up leaders among them to bring revival, 
like he raised up prophets in Israel. 
Therefore, finding and supporting the people who can 
become the seeds of renewal in their own denominations 
is crucial, and here I include both Catholic and Orthodox 
parishes as well as Protestant. God is already working in 
many denominations through Spirit-led or charismatic 
movements. The Alpha Course has been very helpful in 
renewing faith from within. We can support Bible study 
movements in these churches, and publication of materi-
als, etc., whether we join that church or not.

2. New structures that develop within the older churches are 
the second most successful source of renewal of older denomi-
nations. To be most successful, such structures need to 
develop alongside the church while affirming church 
membership, like disciple-making Bible studies and 
prayer movements. My grandparents were won to the 
Lord through the Christian Endeavor movement, an 
interdenominational youth revival movement that began 
in 1881 in one church and subsequently grew to over 
a million in a decade. It went global, impacting 67,000 
churches by 1906,2 and is still in existence today, though 
its impact has been almost eclipsed by the hiring of pro-
fessional youth pastors in local churches.

The Evangelical Awakening (mentioned previously 
in footnote 21) is an excellent example of an effec-
tive renewal movement that can be copied. Winning 
hundreds of thousands, it transformed England and 
even led to the abolition of slavery. The German 
Pietists tried to get Wesley to split off his movement 
early on from his denomination, the Anglican church, 
but he refused to start new churches, or to baptize or 
marry people, and for fifty years he worked towards 
the revival of people within the Church of England. 
When the movement jumped to America, it formed 
a distinct denomination, which eventually caused the 
English “Methodists” to also form their own denomi-
nation. However, to this day, the Anglican Church of 
England bears evidence of the blessing of this move-
ment, especially in its overseas churches.

Therefore, I suggest we can take a lesson from Christian 
history that true evangelical faith does not have to be separat-
ist. A new faith does not need to establish its own separate 
churches in areas where people already have an existing 
Christian identity. The five pillars of evangelical faith (only 
scripture, only faith, only grace, only through Christ, and to 
the glory of God alone), and the hallmarks of the Evangeli-
cal Awakening (personal conversion, revivalism, and deep, 
lasting social reform), are seen in the global Protestant mis-
sionary movement that began in the wake of these revivals. 
Over the last 200 years, these characteristics of renewed 
faith have impacted the entire world and are still being used 
as vessels of renewal within formerly dead churches.

Ways Church Planting Can Undermine 
Movements in Frontier People Groups 
Now let’s turn to planting churches in frontier people 
groups, which is significantly different than planting 
churches where there are already believers. These frontier 
people groups still need cross-cultural evangelism—either 
cross-cultural mission work by those from nearby cultures 
(E2) or by cross-cultural missionaries from distant cultures 
(E3). This need is very different than what is needed in 
post-Christian and Christianized people groups, who need 
E0 and E1 evangelism (renewal and outreach by the believ-
ers from within their culture).

1. Tracking churches planted gives a false impression of prog-
ress toward movements. If our demography is tracking 
the number of evangelical churches planted then that is 
what our missionaries will seek to do. Most evangelical 
church plants still consist of aggregate churches, made 
up of people who have been extracted or expelled from 

T rue evangelical faith does not have to be separatist. A new faith does not 
need to establish its own separate churches in areas where people already 
have an existing Christian identity.
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their families and communities and who as a result 
have little remaining influence with them. Because this 
is the case, movements are unlikely to result no matter 
how contextualized the new church is. 
For example, in North Africa, my husband and I 
discovered it was fairly easy to pull together random 
unrelated believers into a small Bible study group 
and call it a church. Coming from the West, where 
church-planting is usually seen as a gathering-of-
a-group process, our flawed ecclesiology set us on a 
doomed course. We thought we were making progress 
toward a movement.

We wrongly assumed that a contextualized church, 
even if members were extracted from their families/net-
works, was the same as an indigenous church and would 
automatically spread. Not true. We found that such 
aggregate church-groups, made up of former strangers, 
no matter how contextual, were born sterile. They did 
not propagate. They did not turn into a self-sustaining 
indigenous movement. Most aggregate groups died in 
less than ten years or hung on without multiplying. 

2. Forming a new contextualized church competes with the 
maintenance of familial relationships. As it turned out, 
helping new believers maintain their existing relation-
ships with their family and friends was more important 
for replication than contextualizing religious forms 
to the culture. Until the yeast of the gospel begins to 
spread through whole families and whole communities, 
the people group itself will not be reached, no matter 
how many church plants are started. 
We did not understand that the most important thing 
is not what forms are being used, but how the gospel 
is spreading and is perceived. The people group is 
reached when they see the gospel as “our faith” not 
“the foreigners’ faith,” and spreads rapidly from family 
to family, as finally happened in China. 

3. Our demographics can inadvertently promote extrac-
tion evangelism. The irony is that genuine indigenous 
movements to Christ are less likely to be recognized 
or show up as progress in our databases if we singu-
larly track churches planted. Only aggregate churches 
of extracted believers will look like progress, even 
though they actually are not. So, tracking the number 
of evangelical churches planted leads to inaccurate 
conclusions and flawed mission strategies in both 
Christianized and unreached people groups.

Dan Scribner of Joshua Project has rightly pointed 
out that we can think of “reached-ness” in terms of the 
capacity within a people group to evangelize the rest 
of that group. This capacity requires that those becom-
ing believers are still considered belongers and have 
ongoing relationships with the rest of their people 
group. They may not even look like “real Christians” 
since they don’t appear like the other extracted West-
ernized Christian believers who may have come from 
their people, though their faith is equally genuine. 
Even if believers reach 2% of the population in an 
unreached people group, it has proved insufficient 
to result in ongoing movements if they are a part of 
encapsulated churches of extracted believers. Unfortu-
nately, this result happened in Japan and in a number 
of Indian people groups, where the gospel then ceased 
to spread. After a few generations, Christian Japanese 
have become essentially a new separate people group. 
For a people group to be reached, it must acknowledge 
at some point that many of their own people are fol-
lowing Christ, even if there is ongoing resistance.

In Conclusion
If current definitions of progress with UPGs narrowly define 
progress in terms of planting new churches, they inadver-
tently promote extraction evangelism because the only way 
to succeed in getting a people group off of the UPG list is to 
draw people out of their families and communities into new 
distinct, evangelical churches. So, for example, in Scotland, 
France, or Spain, no movement to Christ will count (on 
some of these demographic databases) unless extracted 
evangelical churches are being planted. In Hindu or Muslim 
areas likewise, workers will be encouraged to pull disparate 
believers together into churches that can be counted rather 
than to start disciple-making movements of witnesses with 
no traditional church structures.

All this is to say that counting the number of evangelical 
churches planted sets us on bad missiological rails in both 
Christianized/post-Christian people groups and in fron-
tier unreached people groups. It distracts from the only 
definitive question: is there a self-sustaining indigenous 
movement to Christ in this people group, capable of reach-
ing the rest of the whole group, or not? It is very encour-
aging to hear that the IMB is moving toward using this 
criterion for unreached people groups.

Although there has been some attempt lately to explain the 
term church planting in ways that would include indigenous 

M ost evangelical church plants are aggregates of people who have been 
extracted or expelled from their families and communities. Little 
influence remains, and movements are unlikely to result.
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movements in both these types of people groups, there is 
still an unhelpful expectation that at some point these move-
ments need to become distinct churches. It would appear 
that a reproducing evangelical faith is insufficient. Some 
say these movements must separate themselves from their 
communities, forming a new and different body of believers 
rather than continuing as yeast in the dough. According to 
Rodney Stark, in his book The Rise of Christianity, the Jew-
ish believers of “the Way” remained in non-believing Jewish 
synagogues for over 150 years before leaving and joining 
the Gentile churches. As a result, his research indicates that 
nine out of the ten million Jews of that period came to faith. 
Once they left the synagogues, animosity between the Jews 
and the Christians increased greatly.3 
Separating part of the people from the rest of their people 
group and community has not been the way most people 
groups have been won to Christ in mission history, or even 
in modern evangelical outreach, for example in Korea or in 
tribal groups. Doing so has, in most cases, resulted in Chris-
tianity ultimately being rejected by the people group, and 
then a new generation of missionaries has to start over again. 
Christ himself said that the kingdom of God would spread 
quietly and inexorably like yeast in the dough . . . so why can’t 
we expect that is how he plans to build his church?  IJFM

Endnotes
1 “As Harvey Cox showed in Fire From Heaven, Pentecostal 

expansion across the Southern Hemisphere has been so astonish-
ing as to justify claims of a new reformation . . . by most accounts 
membership in Pentecostal and independent churches already runs 
into the hundreds of millions...Within a few decades such denomi-
nations will represent a far larger segment of global Christianity 
and just conceivably a majority. . . . Since there were only a hand-
ful of Pentecostals in 1900, and several hundred million today, is it 
not reasonable to identify this as perhaps the most successful social 
movement of the past century?” Philip Jenkins, The Next Christen-
dom: The Coming of Global Christianity (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 7–8.

2 Wikipedia, s.v. “Young People’s Society of Christian En-
deavour,” last modified November 8, 2017, https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Young_People%27s_Society_of_Christian_Endeavour. 
Wikipedia referenced Mark H. Senter III, When God Shows Up; 
a History of Protestant Youth Ministry in America (Grand Rapids: 
BakerAcademic, 2010), 151–168.

3 Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure, Marginal 
Jesus Movement Became the Dominant Religious Force in the Western World 
in a Few Centuries (San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins, 1996), 49–71.
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In the world of mission, the topic of movements is in vogue. Books about 
movements, training programs to equip people to produce movements, 
and organizations claiming to catalyze movements are a major growth 

industry. We might even say we’re in the midst of a “movement-movement.”

L. Waterman recently inquired into this development when he asked a very 
appropriate question: do insider movements actually qualify as movements?1 
His inquiry was framed by the descriptions of movements put forth by David 
Garrison, David Watson and others,2 and focused on how we can know if the 
movement aspect of insider movements was true.

This article is intended as part of the ongoing discussion of that question. 
Let me be clear: I am not addressing the insider aspect of such movements, 
but I’m asking instead just what sort of criteria we should use to evaluate the 
movement aspect.

I begin with a quick overview of recent thinking about movements to provide 
some context. Then I want to narrow down the many crucial questions to the 
two that seem to me to be at the heart of all our measurements of movements. 
After examining those questions, I conclude with the criteria that I see used 
in the New Testament, and apply this to my own assessment of insider move-
ments, as movements.

The Movement-Movement
While this appears to be quite a recent development, historically the fascina-
tion with movements seems to stem from the work of Donald McGavran and 
his research in India a generation ago.3 McGavran was a missiologist. He had 
lived and worked in India, the son and grandson of parents and grandparents 
who were also missionaries in India. And his concern was for how the gospel 
might spread throughout the great land of India. He noticed that it did spread 
in some cases, and not in others and asked, “Why”?



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

22 Measuring Insider Movements? Shifting to a Qualitative Standard

The initial impact of McGavran’s work 
was felt more deeply in the western 
church, particularly the North Ameri-
can church, than it seems to have been 
in the mission world. This impact is 
evidenced in what came to be known 
as the church growth movement (that 
word again). It seems ironic to me that 
his thinking about movements created 
a movement, but not the sort he was 
likely to have imagined.

For critics, there were a number of 
controversial elements in McGavran’s 
thinking: his heavy reliance on social 
science-based research, an apparent 
emphasis on numbers, the homoge-
neous unit principle,4 and his promo-
tion of the idea of focusing mission 
resources on responsive fields while 
holding less responsive ground with 
minimal personnel until a responsive 
season might emerge.

The church growth movement focused 
on trying to figure out how to ap-
ply some of McGavran’s principles to 
western churches. Almost all of these 
controversial aspects just outlined 
made their way into the church growth 
movement’s application of McGavran. 
In particular, his methodology of ask-
ing why some churches grew and oth-
ers didn’t, became a key point of focus. 

Later, church planting became a 
priority within the church growth 
movement. This developed for a very 
practical reason: more unchurched 
people came to be “churched” as a 
result of church planting than through 
other methods.

More recently the range of how move-
ments are described and defined has 
multiplied: church planting move-
ments, disciple making movements, 
house church movements, simple 
church movements, insider move-
ments, less frequently, mission plant-
ing movements, and even more rarely, 
movement-planting movements. 

Most of these recent examples do not 
trace their lineage intentionally to 
McGavran, at least not in published 

versions of their work. Perhaps some 
don’t even realize that there is a family 
tree connection between current move-
ment thinking and McGavran, much 
less the church growth movement. 

While I would suggest that there are 
major differences between current 
expressions of movement thinking and 
the former church growth movement, 
including what I believe is much more 
sophisticated missiological and cultural 
reflection, there is at least one major 
trend in common: the DNA of the 
earlier church growth movement is evi-
denced in the present tendency to ap-
ply numerical measurement to whether 
something is or is not a movement.

Numbers and Movements 
Church growth analysts in the early 
days spent a fair bit of time having to 
justify for critics their use of numbers 
in measuring the health of a church. 
Today movement proponents and 
researchers are asked to explain move-
ments in terms of numbers, or to es-
tablish the legitimacy of their research 
with certain numerical markers. 

That last point brings us full circle, back 
to Waterman’s questions about insider 
movements: given that most other 
movement descriptions have numerical 
measuring points, and the ability to un-
equivocally determine whether there is 
a movement, is there something akin to 
this for insider movements? Waterman’s 

initial survey of insider literature un-
covered no examples of such numerical 
criteria. He states,

We can understand . . . that in an 
Insider Movement, the believers re-
main within their prior socio-religious 
group. But I couldn’t find any numeri-
cal criteria for a “movement.”5

Before assessing things further, I will 
include here the types of numerical 
measurements Waterman did find in 
his exploration of other types of move-
ments. Waterman has summarized two 
of the most widely known. He writes,

For example, David Garrison begins A 
Wind in the House of Islam with this 
definition [of a movement]: “. . . at 
least 100 new church starts or 1,000 
baptisms that occur over a two-de-
cade period.” (p. 5).6 

And, 

David Watson . . . ”. . . a minimum of 
one hundred new locally initiated 
and led churches, four generations 
deep, within three years.” (p. 4) In 
both cases, their definition enables 
them to offer a clear estimate of the 
number of CPMs in the world at the 
time of their writing (Garrison: 70 
among Muslims; Watson: 68 total).7 

The two examples cited by Waterman 
are clear, concise, and numerical. But 
there is a core question buried inside 
these statements, and the answer is 
not universally agreed upon among 
movement proponents and trainers. In 
fact, the answer to the buried question 
has yet to be universally agreed upon 
between denominations.

Questions Behind the 
Questions
Clearly one element that both these 
definitions seek to answer is:

How many churches does it take to 
know you have a church planting 
movement?

That question makes sense. These are 
after all, examples of church planting 
movements. But this begs a question 
about which the Christian world has 

Are there 
numerical measuring 

points for insider 
movements?
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been divided for centuries. Here is 
how I would phrase it:

How do we know when a given “fel-
lowship” or study group is a church? 

This will include a number of factors, 
just one of which would be how many 
people need to be in a church before 
you can count it as a church for the 
purposes of answering whether there  
is a church planting movement?

In this article I will not be able to thor-
oughly explore this crucial question 
about what it is that enables someone 
to call this or that group of believers a 
church. So, for practical reasons, I will 
reference another article by Waterman 
on this topic, and will use his conclu-
sion as a working definition:

A biblical church is a significant group 
of Jesus’ followers having an identity 
as a church (ekklesia) who gather to-
gether regularly on an ongoing basis, 
with recognized leadership under the 
headship of Christ, to worship God and 
encourage one another in obeying all 
his commands (including, but not lim-
ited to baptism and the Lord’s Supper).

Several things are worth noting, in my 
opinion, before moving on. First, there is 
not a specific numerical criterion other 
than the statement “significant group.” 
Second, there is an assessment included 
which is based on the intention of 
those gathering: “having an identity as 
a church.” Third, and finally, the criteria 
are essentially qualitative in nature.

As I mentioned above, I will use this as 
a working definition of “church.” This 
article is not aiming to discuss “church” 
but rather the criteria for assessing the 
“movement” aspect of insider move-
ments. This definition is sufficient for 
accomplishing that purpose.8 

Before moving further into my main 
purpose, it seems wise here to pause 
and address a potential misunderstand-
ing. I have mentioned above that the 
church growth movement was critiqued 
for, among other things, its appar-
ent emphasis on numbers. I have here 
clearly shifted from quantitative to 

qualitative measurements as a working 
assumption. What about numbers? 

Is Counting Wrong?
I am not arguing that counting is always 
wrong, or that it is an inappropriate 
exercise. There is a whole book in our 
canon, after all, which has been titled 
“Numbers” in English texts. While the 
census of Israel undertaken by David 
in the Old Testament receives mixed 
reviews, there is no question that the 
numbers Luke provides in his account 
of the growing Jesus movement in 
Luke-Acts is an example of counting 
and reporting. There is nothing wrong 
with counting, unless—depending on 
how one reads the census accounts—
one’s motivation or inspiration is wrong.

Where does that leave us relative to us-
ing numbers to measure a movement, 
or to assess if in fact it is a movement? 
That aspect of the question is after all 
the real crux of the matter. 

I read the accounts in Luke-Acts as 
reporting growth, certainly. But I would 
be hard pressed to assert that Luke’s 
numbers are being used as evaluations 
or assessments. They are reported almost 
casually, and I sense no hint of “proofs.”

Thus, I don’t have a strong objection 
to counting and measuring, but I do 
not assign numbers as the essential 
measurement of a movement. Since I 
also assume that Waterman, Garrison, 
and those promoting disciple making 
movements (DMM) would probably 
agree with me on this point, an ad-
ditional word is probably warranted to 
explain further why I have not empha-
sized or exercised numerical mea-
surements in the movements I have 
witnessed (and let me be clear, this 
includes both insider and non-insider 
expressions of movements within my 
organizational sphere and ministry). 

First, in my experience there has been 
a major issue when we have tried to as-
sess a work numerically. In the cultures 
with which I am the most familiar, it 
is very difficult to ask about numbers 
without giving very subtle messages 
that more numbers are better, and thus 
that one’s success and honor as a leader 
is tied to the numbers one can report. 
This can lead to a very subtle pressure 
to inflate and make things sound good. 
When this dynamic is added to the 
very common element of wanting to 
please others by reporting what will 
make someone we respect happy, the 
pressure can become more than subtle.

Another reason for my approach is 
the principle that if the qualitative 
measures are healthy, the quantification 
and numerical growth will take care of 
itself. I understand the parables of Jesus 
about the Kingdom to suggest this.

The third element in my thinking 
about this is that I see the emphasis 
of the New Testament to be qualita-
tive in nature. This is the case whether 
we are evaluating whether a disciple is 
healthy, a church is healthy, or a move-
ment is healthy (more on this assertion 
below). This brings me back to the 
main discussion.

Criteria for Assessing Insider 
Movements
As someone who is known as an advo-
cate for so-called insider movements,9 
I am often asked questions such as 
“How do you know these movements 
are real? How many believers are 
there? How many churches?” These 
questions have been indirectly influ-
enced by the history I reviewed earlier: 
numbers, church growth, assessment.

The survey above has hinted that 
there has been a parallel emphasis as 
well. I have already mentioned that I 

I see the emphasis of the New Testament to be 
qualitative in nature. This is the case when 
evaluating a church or a movement. 
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appreciate Waterman’s definition of 
church as essentially qualitative in na-
ture. I am going to argue for a similar 
approach in assessing movements. 

In fact, even in some of the examples 
already mentioned, which use nu-
merical measurements for movements, 
qualitative assessments are included 
as well. So, for example, in addition to 
clear quantitative measurements, Gar-
rison also describes qualitative charac-
teristics of movements:

• Effective, reproducing bridges that 
lead to massive gospel witness

• Effective, reproducing gospel pre-
sentations

• Reproducing discipleship that turns 
new believers into CPM partners

• Rapidly reproducing churches
• Reproducing leadership develop-

ment10

Another example of this qualitative trend 
comes from a more recent articulation of 
disciple making movements. Note these 
qualitative descriptors:

Disciple Making movements are su-
pernatural acts of God. They are 
outside of human control. They are 
not institutional, tradition-bound, 
managed, or owned. Disciple Making 
movements are often characterized 
by young believers still in a Disciple 
Making and maturing process them-
selves, passionately in love with Jesus, 
who go from their newly established 
community of believers to make new 
disciples in a new region from which 
a new community of believers quickly 
emerges. This rapid multi-generation-
al self-replication of churches in a giv-
en region or population segment de-
fines church planting movements.11

Each of these qualitative lists certainly 
includes numerical growth assump-
tions, and thus logic might lead to 
definitions and thresholds. As we have 
seen in Garrison, this is what does 
take place. And for such research to be 
published, this may be necessary.

But in my case, and the case of how our 
organization approaches things, we are 
not primarily assessing the health of 

movements in order to report, or prove, 
or support an argument.12 Instead we 
are primarily seeking to help a move-
ment emerge, grow, and then catalyze 
more movements. So, we look primarily 
at the dynamics, the qualitative ele-
ments that seem to make this happen.

Where do we find those elements?

Looking for Qualitative Criteria
Actually, while I would love to be able 
to say that our organization bases its 
assessments of movements completely 
and only on criteria we have discovered 
in the New Testament, the reality is a 
little more messy and less direct. In fact, 
we had already started using certain 
criteria and teaching others to use them 

before we began to apply what I think is 
a more fully biblical set of lenses.

We began by modifying a set of criteria 
based on the “Three Self ” criteria devel-
oped by both Henry Venn (Anglican) 
and Rufus Anderson (Presbyterian). 
Later a fourth “self ” was suggested, I 
believe by Paul Hiebert, and so we in 
mission began to speak of “Four Self ” 
Movements, which included: 

• Self-Propagating
• Self-Governing
• Self-Supporting
• Self-Theologizing

We developed definitions and a tool 
for assessing progress in movements 
among the unreached. But over time, a 

number of things made my colleagues 
and me increasingly uneasy about 
these standards.

First, all of the first three selves were 
developed in response to the felt need for 
handing over already functioning mission 
churches to local leadership. They were 
primarily used, in other words, to address 
developments in a relatively established 
mission situation, instead of a context 
looking to foster newer movements. 

Second, as such, there is a sense in 
which these selves were in fact not part 
of the original vision or purpose of the 
churches they were now trying to en-
courage to be independent. The selves 
were never really criteria to measure a 
movement, but were employed to as-
sist in a hand over. 

Third, the emphasis on self cre-
ated more of a focus on just that, the 
dimension of self, and not on those 
dynamics of propagating, governing, 
supporting and theologizing. The ul-
timate aim of that thinking was to get 
younger mission churches to do these 
things themselves.

Fourth, and closely related to this, we 
became convinced that the implanting 
and repeating of the word “self ” in our 
day was a not-so-subtle message that 
smelled of western individualism. This 
seemed directly counter to the picture of 
koinonia and partnership so deeply root-
ed in the New Testament movement(s), 
which served to connect churches in 
ways that were interdependent.

Fifth, that fourth self, “self-theologiz-
ing,” created huge misunderstandings, 
not only among those outside of our 
organization, but also among those 
within our agency. This was so much 
the case that often we were unable to 
overcome the resulting static, doubt, 
and confusion merely by the constant 
redefining of what we meant by “self ” 
and “theologizing.” We concluded a 
different term was needed.

Finally, the tool we had developed was 
complicated, wordy, hard to use and 

We began by 
modifying the 
“Three Self ” 

criteria. 
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difficult to pass on. One result of this 
difficulty was a clear resistance to its 
use, even among our leaders.

Four Signs of Healthy 
Movements
In addition to these considerations, we 
as trainers were being affected by our 
own delivery of our programs. That may 
sound strange, but allow me to explain. 
One component of our second level of 
training is a series of five studies focused 
on Luke and Acts. In a short period of 
time we go through those books five 
times, each time asking questions related 
to healthy movements. The aim is to 
help those we train to identify the dy-
namics that help movements grow and 
spread and mature and remain healthy.

As a result of these repeated readings, 
those of us in leadership found that 
these texts kept speaking to us. The 
dynamics which we had discovered 
inductively in Luke and Acts were 
actually quite different from the four 
selves we had been telling our trainees 
to use in applying the training. There 
was a growing sense of disconnect.

For all of these reasons, we felt a change 
was needed and decided to try to rethink, 
simplify, and re-express. We asked several 
people from different cultures within our 
organization to suggest changes.

As a result, we came to speak of “Four 
Signs of Healthy Movements.” Figure 
1 is a version of the tool in a simplified 
format. The statements in italics are the 
“signs,” and the bullet points are the 
descriptions. We discuss whether a team 
is seeing these dynamics, and if so, how 
developed are they. The sub-sections end 
with a space for open-ended comments, 
and there is a space in our form to indi-
cate whether the particular sign is or is 
not yet indicating strength and health. 

There are several important changes here 
from the previous tool we had devel-
oped. But, in the interest of this article, 
my main point in sharing this tool is to 
explain the sort of qualitative assessment 
approach we have elected to take.

Are there quantitative-numerical 
details that could surface in the an-
swers to these qualitative descriptors? 
Certainly: how many disciples? How 
many churches? How many leaders? 
How much funding and resources? 
And so on. But in our view, if the dy-
namics are healthy, if we receive posi-
tive answers to the descriptors above, 
then there is a movement, regardless  
of the size or numerical measurements.

Doubtless, there are many other 
qualitative dynamics of movements we 
could have included and perhaps still 
should. As we continue to grow and 
develop, perhaps we will do so. 

Scriptural Quantitative Criteria?
I will conclude this section with a brief 
look at some other New Testament pas-
sages that might speak to this topic. As 
I continue to probe the New Testament 
and seek to understand what makes for a 
healthy movement, I have come to appre-
ciate Paul more and more in this regard. I 
offer some citations as examples, but not 
as a comprehensive list for every topic.

Spreading of the Gospel 
1 Thessalonians (the word went forth 
from you), Colossians (how to treat 
outsiders, asks for prayer for his own 
witness), Philippians (sees the Philip-
pians as partners in the gospel as Paul 

Figure 1. The “Four Signs of Healthy Movements” Assessment Tool

Sign 1: Multiplication: A movement with the vision to reach others. Matt. 28:16ff.
• Believers share their faith with others regularly (resulting in more disciples and 

churches).
• At least some believers have begun to reach out to other UPGs.

Comments: 

Sign 2: Leadership: A movement empowered to lead. 1 Tim. 3:1, 2 Tim. 2:2
• Leaders have been equipped to organize the movement. 
• Leaders from within the people group train other leaders. 

Comments: 

Sign 3: Raising Resources: A movement equipped to thrive. 1 Tim. 5:8, Acts 18:1ff.
• Leaders teach believers to be good stewards and generous givers. 
• When needed, believers in the movement have started small-scale businesses in 

order to create local resources and sustain the movement.

Comments: 

Sign 4: Scriptural Engagement: A movement able to use the Scriptures well, and     
                                                   teach others to do so. 2 Tim. 2:2, 15; John 5:39
• Leaders are able to understand Scripture and apply it to their culture. 
• Leaders are able teach these truths to others. 

Comments: 

Summary Assessment:

Overall Status: 
Movement (Yes, or Not Yet): 

Overall Comments:
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shares it in Rome and rejoices in many 
expressions of others’ preaching as well), 
Romans (Paul’s own vision and passion 
for the gospel in unreached areas)

Leaders 
This is seen again in his own practice, 
his lists of coworkers (Colossians 4 
for example) and in commands such 
as those in 2 Timothy 2:2 and in 1 
Timothy 3 and Titus 1.

Relationships, Unity, and Resolving 
Conflict
Relationships are probably mentioned in 
every letter. The most famous examples 
include the “one another” commands 
and 1 Corinthians 13. Paul goes to great 
lengths, as well, to call believers to a high 
level of unity in diversity: he expects the 
Romans and Corinthians for example, to 
be able to truly accept without judgment 
brothers and sisters who differed in con-
science over some significant issues. 

Gospel and Sound Teaching 
This includes explaining the gospel 
positively and correcting false expres-
sions, too. Paul lists this as one of his 
motives for the writing of almost every 
one of his letters.13

Living in Christ, and Christ Living in Us 
This is such a frequently mentioned 
theme in Paul that I cannot even begin 
to list all the references. There is a deep 
and profound spiritual mystery behind 
and beneath the cognitive truths we 
sometimes associate with truth.

Generosity 
For example, see 1 Corinthians 16, 2 
Corinthians 8–9, Philippians (one of the 
first “missionary prayer letters” thanking 
partners for their giving). There is also the 
example of him using his own resources.

Partnership/Koinonia 
Philippians comes to mind again, 
especially in the use of koinonia: “in 
the gospel,” “in the Spirit,” in “the suf-
fering of Christ,” and in “the ministry 
of giving and receiving.” We could add 
Paul’s use of “co-,” “with,” and “fellow” 
in compound words describing his 

coworkers. And this perhaps sug-
gests as well that for Paul “leadership 
development” and “partnership” were 
overlapping elements of his service.

The list could be much longer, but 
suffice it to say that Paul seems to have 
clear qualitative ideas about the crite-
ria of healthy, complete, and mature 
communities of faith. 

Before I conclude, two questions 
might come to mind:

1. Does this mean we are right to 
apply these to a movement? 

2. And if we do, is it inappropriate to 
suggest more quantitative criteria? 

My reply to the first question runs the risk 
of opening a new controversy—perhaps! 

I am convinced that the distinction 
between “churches” and “movement” is 
a distinction not really made within the 
New Testament. This conviction raises 
implications for the closely related topic 
of “modality and sodality,”14 an assump-
tion about two distinct ecclesial structures 
that is prevalent in modern mission 
thinking. I do not have space to argue 
this thesis, but I only wish to observe 
from Acts and Paul’s epistles that what 
we may distinguish as movement, church, 
churches, mission structures, sodality, and 
modality, etc., are actually all just empha-
ses within one actual reality: the gospel 
spreading and bearing fruit in more and 
more lives, churches, and places (see Co-
lossians 1). And, based on this thesis, I do 

conclude that the criteria in the epistles 
are quite rightly applicable to movements.

What about other criteria, such as num-
bers, etc.? I think it would be a mistake to 
argue that the absence of such criteria in 
the New Testament means we are wrong 
to develop and use such today. I see why 
others have done so. I see the value of its 
place in research. I see the need, when 
preparing a book about movements, to be 
able to describe how one decided what to 
look at and what not to look at.15

My point, essentially, is not that it is 
wrong or inappropriate to use numbers 
in order to measure, but simply that 
they are not essential criteria.

In Conclusion
Initially I introduced the historical con-
text for what today can easily be charac-
terized as a movement-movement, and 
then focused this article on assessing the 
“movement” aspect of insider move-
ments. After weighing numerical/quan-
titative criteria, I have suggested that 
qualitative measurements are sufficient 
and, in my opinion, to be preferred as 
criteria for evaluating movements. 

I suggested that quantitative measure-
ments tend to foster inflated reporting 
and the need to please (and to avoid per-
sonal shame as well). I have noted that 
while the Bible provides examples of 
counting and numerical measurement, 
it seems to be more by way of citing ex-
amples and giving testimony, as opposed 
to measuring and assessing. And I have 
shared both biblical and organizational 
examples of qualitative measurement.

I will close by returning to Waterman, 
whose queries prompted this article:

I began wondering: How large is a 
“small” insider movement? How large 
would an average-sized Insider move-
ment be? How many people, fellow-
ships (ekklesia), or somethings would 
be needed for something to properly 
qualify as an Insider Movement? I 
couldn’t find an answer anywhere 
in the [Understanding Insider Move-
ments] book. (Waterman 2016)

Paul has clear 
qualitative ideas 

about healthy, 
complete, and mature 

communities 
of faith. 
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I understand and sympathize with the 
question. We who advocate for insider 
movements have not clearly articulated 
the criteria we use in determining how 
or when a given movement is in a fact 
a movement. And that criteria must go 
beyond measuring how large or small 
it may be.

In my organization, we have studied the 
qualitative aspects of movement(s) in 
the New Testament and narrowed our 
assessment down to four major criteria: 
more multiplication, more leaders, more 
generosity and more engagement in 
scripture. We measure these as best we 
can via observation, questions, and dis-
cussion with those closest to the ground 
level. I realize that “more” may imply 
numbers. But the difference is that we 
have not set some sort of a minimum 
threshold that enables us to say, “more 
than this, there’s a movement, but fewer 
than this, no movement.” 

The church (in its local, catholic, and 
movement expressions) is the Body of 
Christ. It is a living thing. This sug-
gests an analogy to my mind. We can-
not say that prior to this or that “line” 
a person is or is not human. The fact 
that human DNA is present means 
this is a person, a human being, who 
will grow, develop, and become mature.

In the same way, I am suggesting that 
if the right DNA is in place, then we 
have a movement. The primary job 
description, then, for pioneer church 
planters is to disciple and coach from 
day one with the aim of fostering this 
DNA. Healthy, growing movements 
flow from the right DNA.  IJFM
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firmly entrenched in the literature, including in 
my own articles, so in spite of my wish that we 
could find a better term, I see the need to use 
it. For descriptions and definitions of insider 
movements, see Higgins 2004 and 2006, as 
well as a much longer overview from many dif-
ferent disciplines in Talman and Travis 2015.

10 Cited in Mission Frontiers, http://
www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/
church-planting-movements-what-have-
we-learned. Accessed August 2016.

11 See http://www.idisciple.com. Ac-
cessed August 2016.

12 These statements do not imply that 
those who use more quantitative approaches 
are trying to prove what they measure exists 
or that certain approaches are better.

13 I find it significant, relative to Paul’s 
approach to sound teaching and correction, 
that there seem to be no examples in which he 
sent a letter that either corrected doctrine, or 
focused on relationships and character (ethical 
concerns). Instead, he wrote letters which 
did both. Every letter we have addresses both 
doctrinal and relational/ethical concerns. The 
typical pattern (except in the so-called pastoral 
letters and the Corinthian letters), is that Paul 
first addresses what we might call doctrinal 
themes, and then turns the corner to apply 
these to relationships, ethics, and so called 
practical matters. The letters of Ephesians and 
Colossians exhibit this at about exactly the 
mid-point (see Ephesians 4:1 and Colossians 
3:1ff.). Romans and Galatians each, in very dif-
ferent ways and in different tones, spend longer 
on the doctrinal issues. But both turn to life 
issues before closing (see Romans 12:1ff.).

14 See Ralph Winter’s article “The 
Two Structures of God’s Redemptive Mis-
sion,” in Perspectives on the World Christian 
Movement: A Reader, eds. Ralph D. Winter 
and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library), 2009.

15 Though even in these cases, more 
qualitative criteria can be developed and ap-
plied in ways that would suit the needs for 
many of the examples I just cited.
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There was a time when the monolingual tribal peoples of Latin 
America’s many rainforests could not communicate with outsiders at 
all. It was obvious that they needed the gospel in their own languag-

es; to reach them, Bible translation was essential. However, the globalization 
of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has led to questions about 
the continuing need for this sort of Bible translation. Whereas rural communi-
ties were once isolated, increased ease in communication and transportation 
have shaped a different world. People are becoming increasingly multilingual. 
Minorities, in particular, face both internal and external pressures to integrate 
into the mainstream and speak the national or major trade languages. Accord-
ing to Ethnologue: Languages of the World, a widely cited and annually updated 
reference work maintained by SIL International, roughly a third of the world’s 
7,000 languages are now endangered.1 

Historically, Bible translation has been an extensive, even at times protracted, 
process. Translation projects have traditionally included research (linguistic and 
anthropological); translations (oral and written); literacy (where implementation 
is viable); and scripture use (both teaching and discipling.) Is all this effort still 
necessary among minority peoples who are daily becoming more at home in the 
dominant trade languages? What, then, is the need for Bible translation now? 

Bible Translation and Closure Theology
I want to respond initially to this strategic question of Bible translation by 
exploring closure theology, an orientation that suggests that church planting and 
Bible translation be a high priority among ethnic and linguistic minorities. 
Ralph Winter’s plenary address at the 1974 Lausanne Congress on World 
Evangelization alerted the evangelical world to the imbalance of having too 
many missionaries working with Christians and too few with non-Christians.2 
In particular, he highlighted the need for new efforts to cross geographical, 
linguistic, sociological, and cultural barriers, the implication being that a mas-
sive redeployment of missionaries to the unreached peoples was required.
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Frank Severn was a leading voice who 
criticized Winter’s position. Severn 
suggested that an extensive redeploy-
ment would slow down the momen-
tum of progress made in countries 
where Christianity had made inroads, 
but where many villages, and a great 
number of unsaved, unreached persons 
lived (of various classifications) who 
still needed to hear the gospel.3 The 
task of evangelization was not finished 
in a country until all had had a chance 
to hear.

The problem, as I see it, is that Severn 
misread Winter. In an early part of 
his Lausanne address, Winter cited 
Pakistan as a country with a national 
church where the job was not done, 
even though they had a substantial 3% 
Christian presence. The Muslims, who 
comprised 97% of the country, still 
needed the gospel. When Winter went 
on to say that “normal evangelism will 
not do the job,” he was not neglecting 
Severn’s point. But Winter was saying 
that the church should devote more 
resources to the tribes, castes or cul-
tures designated as unreached peo-
ples,4 which in many cases are consid-
ered the minorities. Somebody must 
go in and ensure that the least-reached 
have a better chance to hear the gospel 
and receive the word of God. These 
large ethnic groupings (some of them 
numbering in the tens of millions) 
need cross-cultural missionaries from 
the global church (not just the western 
church) to come with the gospel. 

Other missionaries have also opposed 
Winter’s prioritization.5 I am unable 
to locate a single article in Evangeli-
cal Missions Quarterly which supports 
Winter’s perspective, and I suspect this 
may have to do with the former editor, 
Jim Reapsome.6 To him, it appears fu-
tile to speed the coming of Jesus. Jesus 
will come again like a thief in the night 
when people least expect it. And even 
when every people group is reached, 
there are far more people yet within 
each people group who still need to be 
saved, discipled and sent out. 

Bible passages can be adduced to 
support Reapsome’s view. The church 
cannot predict or speed the second 
coming of Jesus through worldwide 
evangelism. Only when the end comes 
will people know the eschaton has 
arrived (1 Thess. 5:2). And if the king-
dom’s growth works like fermentation, 
it happens invisibly (Matt. 13:33), so 
there is no point trying to predict or 
direct its course.

But Winter’s view is not heretical,7 
for he would agree with Reapsome’s 
orthodox view that no one can predict 
the precise timing of the end (Matt. 
24:36). What is unique about Closure 
Theology is the biblical insight that we 
can actually see clues as Christ’s return 
nears (Matt. 24:3). In particular, the 

gospel has to be preached to all peoples 
before he returns (Matt. 24:14). God is 
building his church, which consists of 
all peoples, and this will include peoples 
living on the remotest islands or deserts 
(Isa. 42:10–12). Hence, there will be 
representatives from all of these peoples 
in heaven (Rev. 7:9; 21:24). God’s 
compassion for all, including the little 
peoples of the world, is foreshadowed 
by Yahweh’s care for the widows and 
orphans (Deut. 14:29; 16:14; 26:12; Ps. 
146:9; Isa. 10:2; Mal. 3:5; James 1:27). 
The sheep in the parable of the lost are 
the peoples of the world, and the hun-
dredth sheep is the people group that 
has not had any chance whatsoever to 
hear God’s word. This is the context for 
the great commission (Matt. 28:19–20). 

This is what motivated Paul to carry 
the gospel far and wide (Rom. 15:20). 
This is what should also motivate the 
church. It should have the heart of 
Ps. 57:9–10; 67:1–5 as it fulfills God’s 
mandate to reach the world. 

In this view, Bible translation is in-
dispensable to this push to reach and 
disciple the world. When Paul linked 
believing to hearing and preaching 
(Rom. 10:14–15), it was also a call for 
the church to make sure that the word 
of God—the very basis of that preach-
ing—be made available in the lan-
guages of the world. Winter’s agenda 
to reach the least-reached is important 
because it is high on God’s agenda.8 
And the need for Bible translation 
is just as important. Secular linguists 
independently corroborate that “some 
4,000 of the world’s languages have 
never been described adequately.”9 

The concern for the least-reached in the 
world began much earlier with William 
Carey’s “An Enquiry . . .” (1792).10 Carey 
was a brilliant English Baptist mission-
ary who went to India and translated 
the Bible into many Indian languages.11

Closure theology back then, even in 
its embryonic form two centuries ago, 
was probably the backdrop that gave 
Bible translators in China the strength 
to suffer as they served. They believed 
what they did was an essential chapter 
in the history of world missions. This 
was certainly the case with Robert 
Morrison, who arrived in China in 
1807 and became one of the first 
Protestant translators of the Bible into 
a Chinese language in that country. 

Lesser known Bible translators made 
just as much of a personal sacrifice. 
One of their number was Samuel Isaac 
Joseph Schereschewsky, originally a 
Lithuanian Orthodox Jew who studied 
for the rabbinate in Germany before 
he became a believer and a missionary 
translator in China. He finished the 
Beijing Version of the Chinese Bible in 
1899. His translation was well received 
not only because his knowledge of the 

Closure theology 
gave Bible translators 

in China 
the strength to suffer 

as they served.
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Hebrew language was impressive but 
also because he could speak Chinese 
fluently. After a stroke, practically 
paralyzed and also suffering from 
severe Parkinson’s, he toiled on until he 
finished his translation.12

Fast forward to today, when volunteers 
are signing up to carry on that tradi-
tion for reaching the least-reached. This 
closure theology is evidenced in the mis-
sion partnership called Table 71, 

a loose association of Christian or-
ganizations committed to working 
together in partnership among the 
remaining unreached people groups 
in the world.13 

Major partners include big names in 
Protestant missions like the Interna-
tional Mission Board of the Southern 
Baptist Convention, the Jesus Film, 
and TransWorld Radio. Not surpris-
ingly, Bible translation associations like 
Wycliffe Bible Translators, and Seed 
Company have also joined this alliance. 

Some Bible translation organizations go 
a step further; they say that Bible transla-
tion is needed in every language of the 
world that does not have it yet. The pas-
sion of Wycliffe Associates, for example, 
is “equipping the local church to translate 
God’s Word into every language by 
2025.”14 But this momentum in closure 
theology is encountering resistance today, 
and a counter closure theology has arisen 
that grounds itself biblically and socio-
logically as an alternative perspective. 

Counter-Closure Theology: Bible 
Translation is Not Necessary for 
Church Planting
The drive for the closure of the church 
age and the heralding of the return 
of Christ is commendable because 
it springs from love. But as Winter 
was advocating his version of closure 
theology at Lausanne in 1974, another 

plenary speaker at that same venue, 
Michael Green, was questioning its 
value in his remarks. Green implicitly 
countered Winter’s position because 
he could not discern such a push for 
“missions to the least-reached” in the 
early church.15 Green’s perspective has 
gained more traction over the past four 
decades, and his general points still 
continue to ring true to many people. 
Specifically, a counter-closure theol-
ogy seems to have emerged based on 
(blurred) definitions, common prac-
tices influenced by global and urban 
migration patterns, and the linguistic 
dynamics we see in the book of Acts.

First, in terms of blurred definitions, 
it is unclear what exactly constitutes 
a least-reached people group.16 This 
makes it hard to operationalize and 
execute a frontier missions strategy. 
A comparison between the coding 
systems used by the partners of Table 
71 reveals discrepancies in how they 
classify the least-reached groups.17 On 
the language front, for example, intel-
ligibility is one way to tell whether two 
language communities speak the same 
language. But the definition of intel-
ligibility is itself contested. Another 
problem is that it is notoriously hard 
to obtain accurate information in 
remote places.

Second, globalization and the growth 
of great urban metropolises, along 
with the accompanying rise of multi-
lingualism, appear to have made Bible 
translations less necessary for smaller 
minority languages. Take China as an 
example: unpublished interviews show 
that church leaders in China are not 
giving a high priority to the least-
reached within the country. It is not 
that they do not care about the mi-
norities, but they tend to believe that 
this problem will take care of itself as 
urbanization increases. This thinking 

is not ungrounded. Roads, water, elec-
tricity, and communications systems 
are constantly improving, even down 
to the townships and villages. The 
quality of education of rural primary 
schools is going up. Because Mandarin 
Chinese is the lingua franca of these 
schools, minority youths are rapidly 
integrating into the mainstream.18 It 
is a fact that many young people in 
minority communities are learning 
and acquiring fluency in Mandarin 
Chinese. For some, Chinese may even 
supersede their native tongue to be-
come their dominant language. Smart, 
enterprising young people are further-
ing their education and climbing the 
social ladder nationally. They want to 
get ahead in life and not be despised 
by others as inferior. Their success in 
this direction should be applauded. 

Some Chinese minorities will go to an 
extreme fostering this language shift. 
Parents and grandparents will some-
times only speak the national language 
(to the extent that they can speak it) 
with their children and demand the 
same from their children. Some mi-
norities will lie and deny their ethnic 
heritage to outsiders out of shame.

Perhaps the subsequent rise of bilin-
gualism makes it expedient to elimi-
nate Bible translation for minority 
languages. Many church leaders un-
derstand this positively as God making 
it possible for the minorities to hear 
the gospel without having to wait for 
long translation projects to finish. They 
see this as God being creative. Since 
the presence of language barriers slows 
down church growth, maybe God is 
using globalization as a tool to speed 
up the spread of the gospel before 
Christ’s second coming.

Evangelism can be done through 
Chinese dialects. There are older 
folks and uneducated (women) who 
are monolingual. But many minority 
youths are going into cities to look for 
work. When they find jobs, they may 
meet Christians and hear the gospel. 
After becoming Christians, they are 

T he growth of cities along with the accompanying 
multi lingualism appears to have made Bible 
translations less necessary for minority languages. 
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discipled in Chinese. They then can 
take the gospel back to their relatives 
in the rural minority areas. This is not 
merely wishful thinking, for reports of 
this process are accumulating.

The First Century Context
I would like to treat at length a third 
point central to the emergence of 
a counter-closure theology. There’s 
an assumption that goes something 
like this: if Bible translation in every 
language is required for church plant-
ing, it would have been the case in the 
early church. Yet, it seems quite the 
opposite was true in that first century 
context. The book of Acts demon-
strates that God can reach all peoples 
through trade languages as the gospel 
moves naturally through multilingual 
believers. Is this true? Let’s reflect on 
some of the linguistic dynamics we see 
in Luke’s narrative.

Propagation of the gospel was not a 
problem when the church was just 
starting because other Hebrews (or 
people who could understand Hebrew) 
were the recipients. Aramaic and 
liturgical Hebrew were probably the 
languages Peter and the other apostles 
used to preach to the other Jews. These 
occurrences would have included: Pe-
ter’s first major speech (Acts 2:14–36); 
the preaching trip of Peter and John 
in the villages of Samaria (8:14, 25); 
Philip’s talk with the Ethiopian eu-
nuch after he had come to worship in 
Jerusalem (8:27); and Peter’s conversa-
tion with Cornelius (Acts 10). 

The book of Acts assumes that the 
gospel could spread not only within the 
confines of Judaism but also through-
out the languages of the Roman 
empire. Rome had formed a political 
empire through arms and diplomacy, 
but the Greek language and culture 
was ascendant across the Roman 
empire.19 Peoples who crossed cultural 
boundaries were able to talk to each 
other in koine Greek. The formation of 
local churches did not have to wait for 
tribal Bible translation to take place.

As the church spread to Gentiles 
abroad, Greek was relied on increas-
ingly for evangelism. Either Aramaic, 
Hebrew or Greek was the medium of 
communication when Paul talked to 
the hellenized Jews and Greek God-
fearers (Acts 18:4), and to the Jews at 
Ephesus (19:1–7). Judas (Barsabbas) 
and Silas from the church at Antioch 
either spoke Greek to the Gentile 
believers at Antioch (15:32), or they 
spoke in Hebrew which was translated 
into Greek for those who did not know 
Hebrew. This kind of bilingualism was 
practiced by cosmopolitan Jews such 
as Aquila and Priscilla (18:2), who had 
lived in Rome and Corinth, and by 
Apollo, a Jewish scholar born in Alex-
andria (18:24). When Paul and Silas  

were praying and singing in prison 
(16:25), they might have been do-
ing that in any one of three languages 
(Aramaic, Hebrew, or Greek) so other 
prisoners could understand them. The 
prison guard who believed was a local 
employee of the Roman government. 
But since he was living in a colony, he 
probably spread the gospel to his family 
in Greek (v. 32). The outcome of the 
Jerusalem council was drawn up in a 
formal letter (15:23–29). This was prob-
ably done in Greek, which explains why 
the Gentile believers were able to read 
the letter straight off (v. 31).

Greek was the language medium Paul 
used with Gentile nonbelievers. This 
was the case when Paul received the 

Macedonian vision (16:9), and when 
the demon possessed girl at Philippi 
yelled and Paul chided her for it 
(16:17–18).20 

One of the reasons he chose Timothy 
to be his co-worker was because he 
could speak Greek. Timothy’s mother 
was a godly Jew (16:2), but his father 
was Greek. His bilingual background 
would later help him to pastor his 
Gentile flock. 

Paul was a Roman citizen, and it ap-
pears that he may have even spoken 
Latin. His Latin helped him com-
municate in more officious settings. 
In Acts 13:9, he probably talked to 
the Roman proconsul Sergius Paulus 
Anthupato in Latin.21 Paul’s Latin 
helped him to get out of tough spots 
when he was persecuted by the Roman 
authorities (e.g., 16:37). The book of 
Acts assumes, in the process of Paul’s 
trial from Jerusalem to Rome, that he 
faced no language barrier.22

Smaller local languages and dialects 
were not wiped out by Latin. Inscrip-
tions that place Latin and other local 
languages, such as Oscan (spoken in 
south-central Italy), side by side still 
exist. Tomb markers in Anatolia into 
the second or third century ad show 
the use of Phrygian alongside Greek. 
There is also good evidence for the 
survival of the Galatian tongue.23 

Again, according to counter-closure 
theology, Paul did not need to pursue 
a strategy to target the least-reached. 
Nor did the existence of these small 
local languages and dialects hamper 
the spread of his ministry. Instead, 
he worked mostly in the larger cities 
and towns. His strategy was to plant 
footholds in those places where people 
from diverse places came together, so 
that the gospel could then go back out 
into the smaller places nearby.

Even at a smaller place like Lystra, a 
beggar on the streets could understand 
Paul’s preaching in Greek (14:9–10).24 
In Acts 14:8–19, though Paul could 
not understand the Lystra language 

A beggar 
on the streets of Lystra 
could understand Paul
  preaching in Greek.
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that they switched into (v. 11), he 
could still negotiate a theological 
dispute with them in Greek. When he 
healed the lame and the locals thought 
he was a god, he explained he was not 
Zeus but only human like them (v. 
15). He then got across the idea that 
Zeus did not do the healing, and the 
forces of nature they worshipped were 
not the first principles. Rather, God 
created everything for the benefit of 
people (v. 17). These were complicated 
ideas that he was able to convey.

At Malta, Paul did seem to be lost 
for words. In his brief stay there 
(28:1–10), the narrator takes on an 
omniscient point of view and reports 
in Greek what the locals said to each 
other in the local dialect (vv. 4, 6). 
This episode does not report what 
Paul said to them. Maybe he did not 
say anything back to them because he 
did not know their dialect, and they 
lived such isolated lives on that island 
that they could not understand Greek 
either. It appears that they dropped off 
the pages of the New Testament, and 
there is no indication Paul went back 
to reach them for Christ.

The movement of multilingual believ-
ers helped to bring the gospel across 
cultural boundaries. How else was 
the great missionary church at An-
tioch started? People from Cyprus 
and Cyrene who had believed (11:20) 
came to Antioch and spoke to the 
Greek-speaking people there. They in 
turn commissioned Paul and Barnabas 
for their famous missionary journeys. 
One of the early believers from Cy-
prus, by the name of Mnason, was also 
instrumental in bringing the gospel to 
Caesarea (21:16).

This biblical picture of a fluid move-
ment of the gospel across language 
and cultural boundaries does not begin 
with the New Testament, but we see 
it even in the Old Testament. People 
from various nations could still talk 
to each other after Babel. This as-
sumes there were people who were 
multilingual. While it does not mean 

everyone had those abilities, interna-
tional communication was still taking 
place. Abraham was a prime example. 
He traveled extensively, and he could 
communicate with people who spoke 
the various languages of that time. He 
negotiated with Hittites to purchase 
the burial ground for Sarah (Gen. 23). 
Examples abound in the many encoun-
ters between Israel and the interna-
tional communities among whom they 
lived. By the time of Nebuchadnezzar’s 
empire, international communication 
was well codified (Dan. 3:4; 4:1).

Finally, the case for planting and 
growing churches without pursuing 
any intentional closure strategy for 
the least-reached strengthens even 
more when one considers Acts 2:4–11. 
There, we see a reversal of the tower 
of Babel. God’s power was at work 
to enable God-fearing Jews who had 
come to Jerusalem from diverse places, 
from “every nation under heaven,” to 
hear in their own mother tongue the 
disciples—Galileans all—praising 
God in multiple languages. This was 
a fulfillment of the prophesy in Joel 
where God’s Spirit was promised to be 
poured out unto all mankind, irrespec-
tive of race, gender, age, and social 
class ( Joel 2:28–32). 

We can conclude that the church in Acts 
was propagated through the major trade 
languages of the time, and by oral trans-
lations (into mother tongue languages) 
through the empowerment and superin-
tendence of the Holy Spirit. Why can’t 
we expect that to happen now?

Spiritual Impact in the History 
of Bible Translation in China
While church members may not be 
explicitly conscious of counter-closure 
theology when they think along these 
lines, it is precisely these assumptions 
that may account for the trend that 

devalues and questions the necessity 
of a Bible translation in every lan-
guage. Churches and individuals that 
have traditionally been supportive are 
now wondering whether an expensive, 
multi-year translation project can ben-
efit a language community when the 
gospel can spread in a globalized world 
without such a translation program. The 
concern for cost efficiency is causing 
supporters to channel resources to other 
kinds of missions that have the poten-
tial to create more immediate impact. 

While counter-closure theology appears 
to show that God was able to grow the 
early church without a concerted effort 
in Bible translation, this overlooks the 
very real impact of the Septuagint LXX 
(Greek) Old Testament which had been 
translated from the Hebrew 300 years 
earlier. With Greek being the language 
of education everywhere (except per-
haps in Israel), it can be concluded that 
most of the disciples in the early church 
did have intelligible scriptures available 
to them. Nevertheless, it does not follow 
that doing further Bible translation is 
not somehow helpful. If we widen our 
perspective, the history of Bible transla-
tion in China shows just how integral a 
part of church growth it was.

Scripture Use Was Key to 
Discipleship in China
One reason that the Chinese church 
began to grow, and kept on grow-
ing, was because local translators who 
worked on Bible translation were 
themselves discipled through the pro-
cess. They were experiencing the effect 
of scripture use as they were translat-
ing and in so doing, many of them 
acquired the spiritual capacity to lead 
the church. 

Chinese translators fell in love with the 
Bible early on. Two Christians from 
Guangdong, Feng Ya Sheng (冯亚生) 

C ost efficiency is causing supporters to channel 
resources to other kinds of missions that have 
the poten tial to create more immediate impact. 
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and Feng Ya Xue (冯亚学), went to 
Germany and became sinologists at 
Halle.25 They could have studied and 
published on any topic; yet the project 
they chose was to translate Mark and 
Luke into a German-Chinese diglot 
(bilingual book) in 1826.

The vibrancy of the Christian faith 
engendered in the lives of local 
translators was palpable in some cases. 
One of those who worked on the 
Chinese Union Version was Wang 
Yuan De (王元德), who later became 
a professor at what is now Shandong 
University (齐鲁大学). He became 
so enthralled with God’s word that he 
launched his own translation in 1931. 
He was able to finish it quickly be-
cause he would get lost in the Word to 
the point of forgetting to eat or sleep. 
It was reported that he would read out 
his drafts 50–60 times to make sure 
they sounded fluent.

Protestant Bible translation majored 
on deepening the Bible knowledge of 
the local translators. They were not 
low-level helpers, employed to brush 
up on the Chinese defects of the for-
eign translators.26 Rather, those who 
were linguistically gifted were encour-
aged to learn koine Greek and biblical 
Hebrew. As they delved into the 
original texts, they were forced to con-
front Christian truths deeply. The local 
counterpart of Medhurst, Wang Tao 
(王韬, 1828–97)27 for example, had 
the liberty to propose any emendation 
to the translation committee. This was 
possible because his grasp of the Bible 
was good enough to warrant that kind 
of trust. His proficiency in turn was 
driven by his love of the Bible.

Some of these translators became 
key figures of the Protestant church 
in China, not the least of whom was 
Ho Tsun-Sheen (何进善). His story 
showed that it was Bible translation, 
in particular, that had the most impact 
on his spiritual development. Early on, 
he had a negative reaction to foreign-
ers. Though he was fortunate enough 
to receive the best western education 

possible for a Chinese at the time—at 
the Chinese-Anglo College in Ma-
lacca—the wife of his English teacher 
discriminated against him. Her bad 
Christian witness could have turned 
Ho away from his newfound faith.28 
This danger was more acute because 
he was struggling to choose between 
being a Confucian scholar or a Chris-
tian.29 But his work with James Legge 
and Medhurst on Bible translation gal-
vanized his resolve to follow Christ as 
a disciple. As he confronted the issue 
of whether he should marry the non-
Christian girl his father had arranged 
for him, he conceded in order to honor 
his father, but he refused to worship 
idols during his wedding ceremony in 
honor of Christ.30 His maturing faith 

that stemmed from Bible translating 
and reading eventually led his wife 
to become a Christian, also. She was 
baptized at the Union Chapel in Hong 
Kong where he had become pastor.

The link between an available, un-
derstandable translation of the Bible, 
the reading of the Bible (scripture 
use), and discipleship shone brightly 
for minorities in China. For them, it 
was not a job-creation program. They 
believed in God for God’s sake. Far 
from receiving handouts from the 
missionaries, the Lisu, though poor, 
would give lard, rice and fuel to the 
traveling evangelists to advance the 
cause of Christ.31 Bible reading led 
to serious faith. They saw how God 

was displeased when they sacrificed to 
idols, and they stopped. The spiritual 
change went deeper yet. The China 
Inland Mission reported that the Lisu 

were constantly led to pray for the 
Han Chinese in Yunnan and in other 
provinces who were faced with star-
vation because of famine or flood, 
even though they have themselves 
suffered so much at their hands in 
the past.32 

The Promotion of Literacy Led to 
Scripture Use
A second reason that churches in 
China grew was literacy. The minori-
ties lived marginal lives and were not 
literate in either Chinese or their own 
tongues. But that changed for the 
Miao when Samuel Pollard sought to 
bring about wholistic transformation. 
He helped to bring about what is now 
called a people movement. 

The number of Methodist members 
recorded in Southwest China had 
risen from three when Pollard ar-
rived (all of them missionaries’ wives) 
to 5,458 when he died, with 12,000 
more under instruction.33 

That last phrase “under instruction” is 
telling, because the immense growth 
was only possible when there was rep-
lication. Believers could not rely solely 
on oral instruction for edification, nor 
could they mature into church leaders 
that way. They had to have the Bible in 
print and be able to read it for person-
al growth. And the Bible had to be in 
place for the community to grow to-
gether through corporate worship and 
small group discussions. So, it was no 
surprise that Pollard viewed the pro-
motion of literacy, together with Bible 
translation, as vital components for 
organizing this people movement into 
a network of local churches. This was 
made easy because the Miao wanted 
to learn how to read, and they asked 
Pollard to teach them.34 Even women, 
who had low status in that society, 
took to literacy readily and scored well 
on literacy tests.35 Literacy and church 
growth marched forward in lockstep. 

Wang Yuan De 
(王元德), became so 

enthralled with God’s 
word that he launched 

his own translation 
in 1931. 
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As schools (17 of them by 1915) were 
opening, the Miao were baptized in 
droves. Morals began to change for 
the better. The trysting places of young 
people, which existed in every village, 
were burned down.

This pattern was repeated among 
the Lisu. J. O. Fraser firmly believed 
that planting a vibrant local church 
required literacy. He even taught older 
people how to read the Fraser script.36 
A Lisu scholar estimated that about 
60,000–70,000 could read the Fraser 
script in an area that had a lot of Lisu 
churches.37 Further south, Ola Hanson 
planted the church among the Kachin 
(known as the Jingpo in China). They 
were illiterate, and Hanson felt that 
was an impediment to church growth. 
One of the first things he did was to 
publish a book in Kachin, using a ro-
manized alphabet.38 Again, the church 
grew as literacy grew.39 

But it was among the Han where 
scripture use made the biggest impact. 
There is absolutely no doubt that China 
has had a long, and distinguished, literary 
history. But the church played a cru-
cial role in furthering the penetration 
of literacy into society and the church 
communities. From the beginning of 
Protestant church history, Liang Fa (梁
发), who was the first ordained Prot-
estant Chinese pastor, felt more work 
had to be done in promoting literacy. 
Education was available, but it was not 
prevalent because it was expensive. Usu-
ally, only those who had money or family 
connections were able to place their 
children in one of the learning centers (
书院). Up until 1907, there were only 
923 quanxueso (a type of learning center), 
1,621 lecture halls, and 262 education 
associations in all of China.40 Seeing 
that the status quo prevented the masses 
from knowing God through the Bible, 
he opened the first Protestant school for 
boys in China. Not all the students came 
from Christian homes or became Chris-
tians, but the Protestant effort in making 
literacy open to all made it possible for 
more people to know God and the Bible. 

Liang Fa’s idea for mass literacy inspired 
Li Duanfen (1833–1907) and Zheng 
Guanying (1842–1923) to propose a 
national school system for all children.41 
This massive literacy effort by the church 
coincided with the period when local 
churches sprang up all over China. By 
1919, “only 106 (about 6 per cent) of 
China’s 1,704 xian (counties) were with-
out some form of missionary presence.”42 
God grew his church through heroic 
missionaries. But if literacy had not be-
come available for the rural churches, it is 
doubtful the church in China could have 
grown the way it did.

Discipling through Bible 
Translation
As we reach the end of our biblical 
and historical discussion, two opposite 
pictures come into mind as we consider 
the need for Bible translation now.

The first picture tells us that doing 
Bible translation is not a necessity. 
The theology of Acts shows that God 
can grow his church his way. All the 
language and cultural groups that he 
wants to be represented in heaven 
will somehow find a way to know the 
gospel and be admitted to the king-
dom. God may use Bible translation to 
bring that about, but some trends in-
dicate this might not be necessary. The 
Ethnologue shows about half of the 
language communities in China are on 
the path of making the switch from 
monolingualism to bi- (or) multi-
lingualism.43 The size and vitality of 
many least-reached languages now is 
shrinking and these least-reached lan-
guages have less vitality today than the 
Chinese language had 150 years ago. 

But this article wishes to draw an-
other picture of Bible translation. The 
reason Bible translation is needed is not 

primarily because of a closure theology, 
but for two other reasons.

First, a strategy that relies solely on oral 
translation is not conducive to disciple-
ship. The assumption that Chinese mi-
nority Christians who are bilingual can 
translate the gospel message spontane-
ously into their native tongues underes-
timates the difficulty. It is hard to find 
equivalent words or concepts that can 
capture the original even after intention-
al study. In practice, oral translators often 
resort to inserting a phonetic translitera-
tion of a phrase from the trade language 
(e.g., Mandarin Chinese) to convey the 
key terms which are new. The target au-
dience typically has no idea what point 
is being made and offers a blank stare 
in response. Or the oral translator will 
paraphrase the meaning of a passage in 
a highly generalized way, such that the 
critical nuances are lost. 

Wayne Dye’s seminal research in 
scripture use listed the availability 
of scripture in an appropriate lan-
guage as a key factor for impacting an 
emerging church.44 While people can 
hear enough about Christ to make a 
decision to follow him, they need to 
have the Bible to understand Christ in 
sufficient depth to become disciples.

Even when people understand the Bible 
in a second language, the truth often 
loses its impact because hearers perceive 
God as distant and Christian faith as of 
little relevance to their daily lives. Good 
Christian living is about interpersonal re-
lations, about emotion, about the deep 
springs of human life. Teaching that is 
all in the LWC [Language of Wider Com-
munication such as a trade language], 
suggests that Christian living is only for 
one’s public persona, and internal spiri-
tual growth is seriously hindered.45

In the history of Bible translation in 
China, many of the principal local 

T he assumption that bilingual Chinese Christians 
can translate the gospel message spontaneously into 
their native tongues underestimates the difficulty. 
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translators could have lived their whole 
Christian life reading only the English 
Bible. But it was not so for the other 
Christians in China, those who had 
less English. It was not reasonable for 
them to rely on oral translation only 
in their Christian growth. Because of 
Bible translation and literacy, they were 
discipled as they translated. This made 
it possible for them to become Chris-
tian teachers and leaders. This in turn 
made it possible for them to train the 
subsequent generation of teachers and 
leaders. This was true for the minorities 
and the Han Chinese churches alike.

People prefer to worship God in 
their native language. Language in 
the religious domain and in poetics 
is more effective in one’s heart lan-
guage. Discipleship is a process that 
requires the breaking down of existing 
traditions and the reconstructing of a 
new worldview. This reflects back on 
the issue of Bible translation for the 
least-reached people groups: it is still 
best for them to have the Bible in their 
heart languages because most of them 
don’t know the trade language well 
enough to understand the finer points 
of what God is saying to them.

The great commission, the command to 
go and make disciples, is not done until 
the church is fully prepared as the bride 
of Christ (2 Cor. 11:2). This requires 
Christians of all languages to reach a 
certain level of maturity in faith and 
practice. Bible translation and literacy 
are essential to the growing of God’s 
church. Conversion needs to take root 
and not remain one inch deep.

The oft-made criticism of Bible trans-
lation is that it is not cost efficient, but 
that’s not true in light of history. Had 
Robert Morrison and the subsequent 
translators not poured their lives into 
these massive projects that only bore 
fruit slowly, one can imagine a greatly 
diminished church in China now, two 
centuries later.

Secondly, more areas need Bible trans-
lation than one thinks. It’s incorrect 

to say that urbanization in China will 
clear out its villages.46 Yes, the large 
cities in China are growing larger; but, 
there is now a trend where third or 
fourth tier cities are depopulating be-
cause they offer few benefits and im-
pose a higher cost of living compared 
to villages. Unskilled villagers who had 
gone there to look for seasonal work 
now make more money back in town-
ships as micro business owners. There 
is a huge increase in ecotourism. Cake 
shops, once a cosmopolitan marker, 
are popping up in townships. As rural 
land is being privatized in the second 
decade of the twenty-first century, 
more commercial opportunities will 
open up for the minorities of China in 
their ancestral lands.

Many of the minority autonomous 
provinces, prefectures, cities, counties, 
townships, and villages in China were 
independent geopolitical entities a 
century ago. They have retained their 
language and culture to such a degree 
that visitors would think they are in a 
neighboring country. It’s obvious these 
places need Bible translation. 

Many languages make good candidates 
for Bible translation projects. So why 
has not more been done? The stretches 
of Bible-less territories in the west and 
the northwest await brave souls who 
are technically equipped and called 
to go. More has not been done up to 
now because of severe restrictions and 
persecutions. It is highly unlikely that 

counter-closure theology, as I have 
outlined it, is the reason why people do 
not do Bible translation. Rather, other 
reasons inhibit the long and hard pro-
cess of Bible translation. People are not 
willing to sacrifice the time and suffer 
the costs. Laziness sets in and inertia 
grinds. Minorities who come from the 
fringe of society typically have low self-
esteem and lack the confidence it takes 
to do a complex literary project. The 
“King James Version syndrome” is also 
prevalent, where the minorities think 
that God originally spoke the exact 
words encoded in the Chinese Union 
Version, and it only is sacrosanct.

Bible translation is an act of discipling 
the church. As a standalone, this state-
ment sounds trite. But history shows 
the cost of not heeding this ad-
vice—many Bibles translated at great 
financial and human cost are sitting 
in warehouses gathering dust. Once 
a church planting movement reaches 
a certain stage, a church planter for 
a minority language community 
will realize that some form of Bible 
translation needs to be done. Without 
it, church growth slows. It is one thing 
to evangelize a people or plant a small 
local church. It is another thing for the 
emerging church to take root, survive, 
and become a house of praise for his 
fame and renown (Isa. 26:8). That is 
the time when the church planter will 
reach out and ask Bible translation 
agencies to come in and help. This 
is the best time to start a translation 
project. The evangelist needs to make 
the request.47 When there is that felt 
need, translated portions will be used. 
The feedback gathered from the use 
of such scripture portions is fed back 
to the translators. This improves the 
translation quality and increases spiri-
tual impact.

In this view of Bible translation, closure 
is harder to define because the last mis-
sion frontier is discovered only as church 
planters find concrete needs for Bible 
translation. Translation will take place 
piece-meal, and how far it progresses 

Because of 
Bible translation 

and literacy, 
they were discipled as 

they translated.
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will depend on the number of people in 
a least-reached community, their demo-
graphic structure, and their level of inter-
est in having their vernacular scripture.

A lot hinges on the church planter. 
And the key question is: Are there 
enough of them? The answer circles 
back to Winter’s original observation: 
No, there are far too few of them work-
ing among the remaining least-reached 
peoples. Unless the global church 
intentionally sends missionaries to 
evangelize and disciple these peoples, 
we must surrender to a counter-closure 
theology. God could do it non-linearly, 
mysteriously, and without Bible trans-
lation. But the student of history can 
see that God has called the church to 
work alongside him in this endeavor.

The technical expertise built up 
in the past century by translation 

organizations is a “select arrow” in the 
Lord’s quiver (Isa. 49:2). The Forum 
of Bible Agencies International, “an 
alliance of more than 25 leading 
international Bible Agencies and other 
mission organizations,” is “working 
together to maximize the worldwide 
access and impact of God’s Word.”48 
Here Bible translation is not the end 
goal, but a means to disciple minority 
language communities. In particular, 
the connection between discipleship 
and Bible translation is highlighted in 
the mission statements of the Wycliffe 
Global Alliance (the umbrella or-
ganization of the Wycliffe family of 
organizations),49 Seed Company,50 and 
Pioneer Bible Translators.51 

This leads us to a final question: will 
leaders who shape missions in China lead 
the spiritual transformation of the least-
reached through Bible translation?52  IJFM
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a few elderlies and children who are not old 
enough to enter school. In reality, many adults 
live in the villages of the least-reached lan-
guage communities. They cannot be spotted 
easily because they are working in the fields 
(that are widely scattered) in the daytime.

47 Offering money to start a transla-
tion project is not a good strategy. It is 
often seen as a job creation program by the 
minorities. Little impact comes out of it.

48 See www.ifoba.org (accessed on 
November 8, 2016).

49 “We believe Bible translation is an 
essential component of the Church’s respon-
sibility as they participate in God’s mission 
to redeem and restore His creation. Access 
to and use of Scripture in a language and 
format that can be easily understood is essen-
tial to the spiritual formation and growth of 
individuals and of local bodies of believers.” 
See www.wycliffe.net, “More about the Alli-
ance: Important Facts” (accessed November 
9, 2016). Wycliffe USA’s (www.wycliffe.org) 
own vision statement, which does not pre-
clude discipleship, is less clear on this issue. 

50 See www.theseedcompany.org (ac-
cessed November 8, 2016). Its vision state-
ment is: “God’s Word transforming lives in 
every language in this generation.”

51 See www.pioneerbible.org (accessed 
November 8, 2016).

52 This article was written in celebra-
tion of the 30th anniversary of Wycliffe 
Bible Translators (Hong Kong) in 2017.
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Reassessing the Frontiers

Abide, Bear Fruit:
Combining the Spiritual, Strategic, and Collaborative 
Dimensions of Reaching the Muslim World
 

by Gene Daniels and John Becker

Gene Daniels is Director of the 
Fruitful Practice Research team, a 
collaborative network of missiologists 
who are studying effective church 
planters in the Muslim world. He has 
been involved in ministry to Muslims 
since 1997, and has a Doctorate in 
Religious Studies from the University 
of South Africa. You can contact the 
Fruitful Practice Research team at 
info@fruitfulpractice.org.  
 
John Becker is the International  
Coordinator of the Vision 5:9 Net-
work and the Director of Ministries 
for AIM International. He has been 
serving unreached peoples in Africa, 
Europe, and North America for the 
past 22 years and is passionate about 
launching collaborative missional 
efforts. John takes great joy in sharing 
the love of Jesus with people of other 
faiths, especially those displaced by 
war or violence.

W hat happens when you gather mission leaders and practitioners 
from over one hundred passport countries, mix in five days of 
Bible teaching and prayer, then add strategic thinking about the 

Muslim world? Just maybe it is a tiny insight into the vision of Revelation 5:9: 
9 And they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to 
open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for 
God from every tribe and language and people and nation, 10 and you have made 
them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth.” (ESV)

This celestial vision is what launched the Vision 5:9 network over fifteen years 
ago. The same vision compelled a group of almost 1,000 people to gather this 
past October 2017 in Thailand in a ten-year follow-up to the 2007 consulta-
tion in Pattaya that resulted in the well-known book, Seed to Fruit. This year’s 
consultation was titled, “Abide, Bear Fruit” (ABF), drawing on Jesus’ well 
known words from John 15:4–5: 

4 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it 
abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 5 I am the vine; you are 
the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for 
apart from me you can do nothing.

At the core of this gathering was a desire to practice and model the essential 
union between the spiritual and strategic dimensions of our joint calling to 
reach all Muslim people groups. This required more than talking about the 
importance of abiding in Christ. Mark Kim, a Vision 5:9 Steering Team 
member from South Korea, put it this way, “we practiced abiding every day 
because abiding in Christ can never be understood without practice.” This 
praxis of abiding was woven together with many different threads: exhorta-
tion from Scripture, insights from history, private and corporate prayer, and 
workshops on fruitful practices from around the Muslim world. Speakers 
and workshop presenters, hailing from two dozen different countries, were a 
diverse group. 

The demographics of those attending this consultation were a beautiful 
expression of the global nature of mission in the Muslim world, and 
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exceeded the expectations of even the 
planning committee:

• Delegates were from 103 different 
home countries

• Over 400 organizations and net-
works were represented 

• Global North: 49%
• Global South: 51%
• Muslim Background Believers 

(MBBs): approximately 25%1

It was a fairly even mix of workers 
with regard to field tenure 2 and region 
of service,3 as well as a very fruitful 
group—a remarkable 42% of those in 
attendance had planted at least one 
church in the Muslim world. 

We rejoiced in the contagious enthu-
siasm of many who had never before 
participated in a global consultation. 
Nine leaders of an indigenous church 
denomination in Ethiopia—with nine 
million members and over 5,000 con-
gregations—came bearing gifts. They 
wanted to express their appreciation 
for being invited to take part in this 
historical gathering focused on taking 
the gospel to the whole Muslim World. 
Many others shared similar sentiments.

Another highlight was the fellow-
ship that emerged between the 200+ 
Muslim background delegates. These 
believers were meeting others from 
many different nations and contexts, 
yet were finding common experiences, 
challenges and vision for reaching the 
Muslim world in their own context. In 
the elevator, an elderly MBB gentle-
man, grey bearded and isolated, said 
with shining and smiling eyes, 

For all these years, I thought I was 
the only hammer chipping away at 
a giant mountain. Now I know there 
are a multitude of other hammers 
helping me.

Spiritual 
Sometimes the mission community 
projects a false dichotomy between 
our spiritual calling in Christ and the 
strategic use of our human, financial, 
and intellectual resources. The “Abide, 

Bear Fruit” consultation strived to do 
the exact opposite, that is to remind 
us that all of our practical efforts can 
and should be expressions of the life 
of the Vine moving through us, both 
individually and corporately. Each day 
participants practiced our connec-
tion to Jesus in different ways. Biblical 
exhortation was a major component of 
this, and it was expressed from a truly 
global perspective. Brothers and sisters 
from Latin America, South Asia, Af-
rica, North America, and others, shared 
different facets of the common theme 
of abiding in Christ as the central 
“work” of mission. This was intended to 
be, and received as, a gentle corrective 
to what is sometimes an overemphasis 
on methodology. One MBB leader 

from Central Asia expressed this well 
when he said of his own ministry, 

We really needed to hear this. We 
have so focused on methodology 
that we have neglected prayer. We 
will go back to praying first, then 
making plans, rather than planning 
and asking God to bless what we 
have already decided to do.

Practicing spiritual disciplines at the same 
time we are discussing strategic actions 
helps overcome the Western tendency to 
compartmentalize. Therefore, we believe 
ABF modeled the idea that strategy and 
collaboration can be a natural and healthy 
result of intentionally abiding in Christ. 

We were also blessed to have some 
amazing “old lions”—veterans of 

Muslim ministry in their 70’s, 80’s, and 
one who is 90, Don McCurry. We also 
had Dudley Woodberry, Stuart Robin-
son, Safia Mirza (MBB), Farida Saidi 
(MBB), Victor Hashweh ( Jordanian), 
David Shenk, and Greg Livingstone. 
They shared, helped us discern what the 
Holy Spirit was saying to the delegates, 
but most of all stood among us as ex-
amples of being faithful to the call. 

Strategic 
One of the main ways that mission strat-
egy was engaged at ABF was through a 
diverse group of workshop offerings. But 
to be effective, strategic thinking must 
take place in a context, so we very inten-
tionally offered a historical framework in 
which our planning could take place. The 
second half of each day was committed 
to global trends in mission to Muslims. 
We broke out into workshops to learn 
fruitful practices from each other: we 
looked back to learn from the past in 
order to inform us for the future. In all, 
there were forty-two workshops offering 
a wide range of topics, including titles 
such as these: Christian Peacemaking, 
Developing Family Ministries, Honor 
and Shame, Ministering Amidst Suf-
fering, Media to Movements, Younger 
Leaders, and many more. For the most 
part, these were not seminars per se; they 
were designed to be interactive learning 
experiences. Not only did this model 
fit adult learners better, but it was also 
a better fit for a consultation of experi-
enced practitioners. In other words, there 
was not a single expert speaking from 
the front, but a room full of experts who 
were being led by colleagues in shar-
ing and collaborating across geographic 
regions, cultures, and even languages. 

Collaborative
Providing space for collaboration was an 
important part of “Abide, Bear Fruit.” 
From the beginning of the planning 
process, the organizers anticipated there 
would be a burst of synergy once the 
delegates began to interact. To help set a 
collaborative tone, each morning’s time of 
corporate abiding was followed by round 

A highlight was 
the fellowship 
that emerged 

between the 200+ 
Muslim background 

delegates.
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table discussions—97 tables in all—in 
which we drafted a corporate statement 
of commitment about the orientation of 
our hearts as we live and minister in the 
Muslim world. The English version can 
be found here: https://gallery.mailchimp.
com/23a698ce5efe8ebebdf0d1e52/
files/9b0e6904-4f28-4742-803a-
8b849706f7ca/Abide_Bear_Fruit_Com-
mitment.pdf; or you may email us (laurie.
hawley@vision59.com, subject: Transla-
tion of Abide Commitment) for transla-
tions into French, Spanish, Portuguese 
and Arabic. 

Furthermore, the planning committee not 
only provided space but also built in spe-
cific time dedicated to collaboration—not 
only longer meal breaks, but also strategic 
blocks of time that were opened up for 
spontaneous regional or topical meetings. 
This was greatly facilitated by a brilliant 
app created just for the consultation by 
David Caballero and Eldon Porter. This 
excellent tool enabled important dy-
namics such as immediate feedback on 
plenary content, or connecting with spon-
taneous interest groups. Many attendees 
mentioned how helpful this was. For 
example, one MBB couple from Africa 
who used the app put it this way, 

The best highlight for us was to meet 
other [MBB] Christian ministry leaders 
who came from different countries, that 
we didn’t know were coming and never 
met them before. We made contact 
with them and agreed to work together 
to reach out to Muslims [in our country].

Follow-up Initiatives
Following the completion of an event 
that was two years in the planning, the 
tendency might be to relax and enjoy the 
moment. However, the leadership of the 
Vision 5:9 network is keen to capitalize 
on the synergy coming out of Chiang 
Mai. Already two important follow-up 
initiatives are beginning to take shape. 

First, a team of researchers who were 
present began gathering material for 
a consultation book that would be a 
follow-up to the 2007 book, Seed to 
Fruit. With such a wide representation 

from across the mission world, this was 
a unique opportunity to learn from the 
many ways that God is working in the 
Muslim world today. Therefore, the au-
thors of this new volume will take the 
material from “Abide, Bear Fruit,” dig 
deeper, and then make these insights 
available to the wider mission commu-
nity. A multi-national team of writers 
has already begun working on this with 
the anticipation of a book release some-
time in 2018. There are also discussions 
about how to best make some of the 
material accessible to workers who are 
more oriented toward oral learning. 

Second, we believe the Lord birthed a 
vision for a new prayer movement while 
we were together. The “10/10 Initiative” 
is quite simple, and asks people to pray 
and fast for ten percent of the Muslim 
world to turn to Christ in the next ten 
years. The consultation steering team 
recognized the dangers of acting out of 
triumphalism or naiveté and presented 
the idea to all the delegates in a plenary 
session. This was followed by table discus-
sions, feedback, and ultimately a poll in 
which a strong majority affirmed the idea. 
Of course, there are always many details 
to be worked out, but the Vision 5:9 
leadership decided to shepherd this vision 
forward. The particulars can be found at 
https://1010prayerandfasting. Besides 
these two immediate outcomes, we be-
lieve God will birth many other collab-
orative efforts as practical expressions of 
the koinonia of the Spirit felt by all those 
in attendance at “Abide, Bear Fruit.”

Legacy 
On the last night, Dudley Woodberry 
shared his story of how he was called into 
missions as a young man in the 1940s 
under the preaching of Samuel Zwemer. 
Dudley shared that in 1951, Zwemer 
came back to his church to preach but 
collapsed mid-sermon, had to be carried 

out of the church, and never finished the 
message. Dudley exhorted us that collec-
tively we are the next link in a chain that 
passes down from the apostles, through a 
myriad number of missionaries including 
Zwemer, then to these “old lions,” and 
now on to us. He ended by asking who 
would finish Zwemer’s sermon? As we 
finished concluding our time together, 
“the elders” were stationed all across the 
front of the hall, each with a bowl of 
olive oil. Delegates came forward, as a 
sign of their commitment to the vision 
of the consultation, to be prayed for by 
the elders. It was a beautiful image as 
these faithful veterans of ministry lav-
ishly anointed the delegates with oil and 
prayed over each one, blessing them and 
commissioning them to go back to their 
field of labor to proclaim Christ among 
all Muslim peoples. By the time all was 
said and done, many of the elders literally 
had oil running down their arms. 

The Steering Team for the “Abide, Bear 
Fruit” consultation believes this was a 
prophetic image of what the Lord was 
doing that night, pouring out his Spirit 
on all those present, for the sake of the 
Muslim world. And we pray that the 
entire consultation was a prophetic 
demonstration that abiding with Jesus, 
together in mission, will release the stra-
tegic and collaborative efforts needed to 
bring the gospel to every tribe, language 
and people of the Muslim world.  IJFM

Endnotes
1 Because of language barriers, over 100 

delegates did not complete the registration sur-
vey, thus the exact total of MBBs is not known.

2 1–5 years service: 22%; 6–10 years: 
17%; 11–15 years: 14%; 16–10 years: 15%; 
20+ years: 29% (3% skipped). 

3 Middle East & Turkey: 18%; Sub-
Saharan Africa & the Sahel: 23%; North 
Africa: 10%; Central Asia: 8%; South Asia: 
17%; Southeast Asia: 16%; North America: 
4%; Europe: 3%.

T he “10/10 Initiative” asks people to pray and 
fast for ten percent of the Muslim world to 
turn to Christ in the next ten years.
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Reviews celebration of world Christianity and analyzes the deep 
structure that can constrict the freedom to appropriate the 
gospel in non-Western settings. Fortunately, he goes beyond 
mere critique and recreates a new sense of apostolicity 
(i.e., historical continuity) that’s emerging amidst world 
Christianity. He concludes by grounding our historic con-
tinuity in Jesus Christ in a way that revitalizes our perspec-
tive on frontier mission today.

The “problem of apostolicity,” according to Flett, is essen-
tially the tendency of the church to prioritize the culti-
vation of the faith over the communication of the faith 
(chapter 1). Faithfulness and continuity with our historic 
origins requires a maturity, which then favors pastoral 
concerns and all the accompanying structures, practices and 
interpretive measures of that maturation. Mission (commu-
nication, extension) is a derivative of that cultivation, and 
therefore is shaped by the cultural presumptions which can 
reside in a territorial (Western) church.

Flett believes the most prevailing cultural presumption 
that colors any discussion of apostolicity is the Protestant-
Catholic concerns for ecumenicity (chapter 2). A deep 
suspicion of difference and the fear of schism cloud the 
debate and Flett addresses this predisposition by mapping 
out the conciliar church’s discussion over the past century. 
It’s a rather unfamiliar world of persons, conferences and 
arguments for the typical evangelical; but, by introducing us 
to a parallel world, I believe Flett is able to bring into relief 
that same logic in our own evangelical orientation.

Flett identifies at the core of a misguided apostolicity 
an understanding of the church as a culture (chapter 3). 
It’s a belief that as the church progresses through history 
it doesn’t just take on a culture—the church is a culture. 
Presumably, it’s this that is supposed to maintain continu-
ity faithfully. Flett introduces this perspective by analyz-
ing the work of an ecumenical theologian, Robert Jenson, 
whose writings make explicit the ecclesiological premises 
which must undergird any true continuity of the faith. That 
legacy is a culture of doctrine, liturgy and institutions that 
has matured in a particular territorial church and must be 
repeated faithfully as it extends into other geographical and 
cultural areas.

The power and success of this church-is-a-culture logic is 
evidenced in its ability to unify and colonize over the centu-
ries (chapter 4). This church’s specific institutional form 
is required to answer the modern forces of globalization 
which threaten to fragment the cultural legacy of our faith. 
Flett reveals the plausibility of this apostolicity, and readers 
can easily identify its effects in the attitudes and practices 
of their own churches and mission situations. But, again, 
the problem is that it blinds us to the new questions being 
raised as the gospel is appropriated among new peoples.

Apostolicity: The Ecumenical Question in World Christian 
Perspective,	Missiological	Engagements,	by	John	Flett	
(Downers	Grove,	IL:	IVP	Academic,	2016,	pp.	393)

—Reviewed by Brad Gill

A brake light usually goes on in 
any discussion of movements to 

Christ among the religious world of the 
Buddhist, Hindu or Muslim. Suspicions 
arise and theological armament is read-
ied prior to examining any particular 
case. In Muslim contexts, the focus has 
usually been on key theological terms 
or the way believers express their own 

ecclesial identities. It’s more like an emergency brake has 
been applied.

But, by contrast, there is less frequently an examination of 
our own assumptions in evaluating these movements. We 
more easily assume our own faithful appropriation of the 
gospel and the way we have conserved it through Christian 
history. Do we as a Christian movement actually need an 
audit of our own presuppositions before we try to discern 
what’s valid or invalid in these movements?

Mission theologian John Flett enters this vital discussion 
from a promising angle—from the perspective of a 21st 
century world Christianity. His recent book, Apostolicity: 
The Ecumenical Question in World Christian Perspective, is 
a lengthy meditation on how the burgeoning pluriformity 
of world Christianity tests the way an historic, “apostolic” 
church understands its faithfulness to its origins (i.e., apos-
tolicity). By highlighting the one term “apostolicity,” Flett 
exposes how the church’s sense of faithfulness to its biblical 
roots carries an underlying logic of continuity—and that 
logic can limit the diversity of world Christianity. 

Apostolicity,	 defined	 as	 faithfulness	 to	 origins	 expressed	 in	
the	continuity	of	mission,	often	prioritizes	historical	continuity	
and	its	associated	institutional	means.	Precise limits are conse-
quently applied to cross-cultural engagement and appropria-
tion of the gospel.	(my	emphasis,16)

For 336 pages he examines how and why the Western 
church’s understanding of apostolicity can inappropriately 
restrict the parameters of Christian identity in culturally 
diverse settings. It’s those parameters, that delimiting of 
cross-cultural engagement, that reflects an underlying logic 
that Flett intends to expose. He cuts through any superficial 
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So Flett shifts and uses the second half of his book to 
explain how world Christianity is forcing us to reconfig-
ure our fidelity to New Testament origins. In chapter 5, 
he pivots with a rather surprising plunge into the work of 
J. C. Hoekendijk, a controversial Dutch mission theolo-
gian whose post-WWII writing for the emergent World 
Council of Churches was considered far too radical. Flett, 
whose meticulous studies have woven together insights 
from both American and continental missiology, recognizes 
how Hoekendijk’s views begin to offer an answer to the 
deficiencies of this apostolicity. He insists we can’t throw 
the baby out with the bathwater.

Hoekendijk’s cogent assessment of what he calls the “resi-
dential” tendencies of the Western church’s apostolicity is 
summed up in an analysis of ecclesiocentrism, i.e., to make 
the church the alpha and omega of mission. The problem 
lies, according to Hoekendijk, in the sending church’s eccle-
siology. He introduces an alternative perspective and termi-
nology in the “apostolate,” which is “to conceive of mission 
in relation to history” and to focus on “God’s faithfulness to 
his promises, his sending of the promised Messiah and his 
eschatological calling of all nations to himself ” (189). His 
emphasis on the church-as-instrument in the Kingdom of 
God demotes the church in a way that causes great reac-
tion; but Flett believes Hoekendijk’s shift in perspective is a 
significant step towards a more positive definition of apos-
tolicity. His insights are able to move the discussion from a 
Christianity defined by the cultural and historical closure of 
one territorial, residential church to one that engages with 
the multiple histories we now see in world Christianity.

Flett’s last three chapters offer a reformation of our sense 
of historical continuity. He first takes us through a key-
hole into world Christianity (chapter 6) by reviewing the 
historical perspectives of Andrew Walls, Lamin Sanneh and 
Kwame Bediako. They take up the baton from Hoekendijk 
and help us see just how Christianity is actually a non-
territorial religion that is embodied, concrete, and visible in 
diverse cultural settings. It’s a reinterpretation of apostolic-
ity in which 

the	church,	according	to	this	argument,	has	been	historically	
continuous	only	because	it	has	moved	across	cultural	borders.	
The	very	non-territoriality	of	the	church	is	the	nature	of	its	his-
torical	continuity	and	so	the	nature	of	its	embodiment.	(243)

World Christianity forces us to overturn the church-is-
a-culture logic and replace it with a gospel-is-in-cultures 
perspective. Rather than one continuous, territorial history, 

apostolicity is a redemptive course which involves a constel-
lation of histories.

Continuity	lies	not	in	place,	language	or	institution.	It	is	found	
in	 the	 centrality	 of	 the	 person	 of	 Jesus	 Christ,	 in	 a	 certain	
understanding	of	history,	 including	 the	consciousness	of	be-
longing	to	a	community	connected	across	time	and	place,	and	
in	the	use	of	Scripture,	bread,	wine	and	water.	(248)

Flett moves from this historical re-interpretation to reorient 
our apostolicity to the person of Jesus Christ (chapter 7, “Jesus 
Christ, the One Ground of the Apostle”). He re-examines the 
biblical material surrounding the apostles and their strategic 
role in grounding the church in the Risen Lord. Other reviews 
of Flett’s New Testament interpretation will critique his 
hermeneutical work here, but he offers a wonderful picture of 
how the gospel is appropriated locally and then released glob-
ally in the Acts. The phenomena of a world Christianity may 
not be enough to reform those who grip ever so tightly their 
paradigm of apostolicity, but this burgeoning global move-
ment is transforming our ability to see what is actually hap-
pening in the book of Acts. Flett will help you appreciate the 
church as a “movement toward the ground in which it exists,” 
and that is the risen Jesus Christ. That grounding is releasing, 
revitalizing and reorienting for the frontier missionary. 

Flett concludes by offering frontier missiology a new defi-
nition of apostolicity (chapter 8).

The	 church’s	 apostolicity,	 its	 continuity	 through	 history,	 has	
occurred	only	as	the	gospel	has	moved	across	cultural	bound-
aries,	and	been	appropriated	in	the	language,	thought	forms	
and	structures	of	this	other	history.	(334)

Apostolicity	 is	the	community’s	participation	in	Jesus	Christ’s	
own	history.	(335)

Jesus	 Christ’s	 history	 is	 self-multiplying.	 His	 own	 apostolic	
movement	into	the	world	means	the	integration	of	multiple	
histories	into	his.	The	church	finds	its	identity	not	in	itself	and	
the	gifts	given	to	it,	but	beyond	itself	in	the	history	of	Jesus	
Christ.	(336)

This renewal of our imagination when it comes to the church 
apostolic—non-territorial, embodied, multiple, continuous, 
grounded in Jesus Christ—may require new and creative 
use of terminology, especially as we engage new religious 
frontiers. But changing terms is not enough. We need to 
wrestle with John Flett’s thoroughgoing analysis of the eccle-
siological superstructure that inhibits the appropriation of 
the gospel across these remaining frontiers. Any assessment 
of the movements happening today among other religious 
worlds must be based on the kind of keen self-assessment 
Flett provides us in this survey of our own apostolicity. 

T he church’s apostolicity, its continuity through history, has occurred only as 
the gospel has moved across cultural boundaries and been appropriated in 
the language, thought forms and structures of this other history.



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

44	 Book	Reviews

Engaging Globalization: The Poor, Christian Mission, 
and Our Hyperconnected World,	Mission	in	Global	
Community,	by	Bryant	L.	Myers	(Grand	Rapids,	MI:		
Baker	Academic,	2017,	pp.	304)

—Reviewed by Dave Datema

The	last	two	hundred	years	of	globaliza-
tion	represent	as	significant	a	historical	
transition	as	did	the	rise	and	fall	of	the	
Roman	 Empire,	 the	 radical	 economic	
and	social	 transformation	of	Britain,	or	
any	other	historical	watershed.	

That statement will be much more 
believable after reading Bryant 

Myers’ new book, a primer on global- 
ization for Christians. Myers is eminently qualified to 
write the book, having worked for thirty years with World 
Vision International and the last eleven years as professor of 
Transformational Development at the School of Intercultural 
Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary. Using complex adaptive 
social systems as a framework to understand the inextricably 
complex nature of globalization, it is presented as an uncon-
trolled yet influence-able system. Myers portrays globalization 
as an amoral reality with inseparable dimensions of both origi-
nal good and original sin. Equally important are the “global-
isms,” influential political, economic or religious value systems 
that shape its direction, of which Christianity is a primary one. 

Historically, the book is comprehensive, covering globaliza-
tion throughout history, yet also specific, looking more closely 
at the last two hundred years. Theoretically, it is significantly 
descriptive, giving up-to-date overviews of globalization 
theory, development theory, and Christian engagement theory, 
yet also original in the final chapter where Myers sets forth 
his own agenda for encouraging Christians toward engage-
ment, his chief concern throughout the book. Here is Myers’ 
passion: that evangelicals today, like those of the Victorian era, 
regain the confidence to take their place in helping provide 
the missing moral ecology of globalization within their sphere 
of influence. Myers says that the individual Christian in the 
pew is the place to begin, by helping ordinary Christians 
discern between the good news of the gospel and the good 
news of the two dominant globalisms of our day: modernity 
and neo-liberal capitalism. Surprisingly, Myers sees the key 
to this discernment in discipleship and formation which help 
ordinary Christians live out the good news in their context. 

Compared with other macro-missiological books with mas-
sive subject matter, this contribution of Myers is refreshing. 
As a working man’s scholar, one senses that he could have 
said much more but that he refrained in order to place the 
material on an appropriate shelf. It is an introduction not a 
theological treatise. In so doing, it avoids getting into so much 
detail that it loses punch and practicality. At the same time, 
it is a superb synopsis of a vast literature and a timely call for 
Christians to be found “engaging globalization.”  IJFM
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In Others’ Words
Editor’s Note: In this department, we highlight resources outside of 
the IJFM: other journals, print resources, DVDs, web sites, blogs, 
videos, etc. Standard disclaimers on content apply. Due to the 
length of many web addresses, we sometimes give just the title of 
the resource, the main web address, or a suggested search phrase. 

Photo	Galleries	of	Refugees	and	Protests
On February 2, 2018, The Guardian published a gallery 
of haunting photographs taken in four Rohingya refugee 
camps across the border from Myanmar in Bangladesh. 
With nothing in view but an enforced return to hostile 
regions of Myanmar, close to 700,000 Rohingya refugees 
(400,000 of them children) now face more devastation from 
flooding when the monsoons come. See “Rohingya Refu-
gees on the Myanmar-Bangladesh Border.”
For a disturbing look at the diminishing prospects for a 
peaceful resolution for the Rohingya, read an excellent 
background article in The Diplomat: https://thediplomat.
com/2018/01/rohingyas-and-the-unfinished-business-of-
partition/. For up-to-date information on refugees all over 
the world, (including an impending disaster in South Sudan), 
check out the UNHCR’s The Refugee Brief.
Business Insider’s February 4, 2018 article on Iranian protests 
features compelling photographs and looks at the provoca-
tions that triggered the current mass demonstrations: “5000 
Were Arrested During Iran’s Bloody Month of Protests.” The 
Atlantic ran a story January 27, 2018 evaluating three differ-
ent generations of popular uprisings in Iran. See “The Fire 
that Fueled the Iran Protests.” From George Thomas of CBN 
News comes a different emphasis that is also part of the mix 
of what is happening in Iran. Take a look at “Jesus Is Build-
ing His Church Inside Iran” ( January 28, 2018).

China:	New	Surveillance	and	Regulations
A significant uptick in high-tech government surveillance 
in China has everyone concerned. Calling President Xi “the 
most powerful leader in the People’s Republic of China 
since Mao,” The National Review lays out a tightly-reasoned 
case for alarm in “The Digital Emperor of China’s Surveil-
lance State,” January 25, 2018. Further complicating matters 
for the burgeoning Christian movement are new regulations 
for religious affairs, circulated last fall, which go into effect 
February 1, 2018. One house church leader, Wang Yi of the 
Early Rain Church in Sichuan Province, published a state-
ment in September 2017 (in Chinese but translated here 
into English) spelling out five areas to keep in mind:

Over	the	last	fifty	years,	house	churches	in	China	have	constant-
ly	endured	political	and	legal	pressure	from	this	regime.	Even	
so,	they	have	not	decreased	or	lost	influence.	On	the	contrary,	

they	have	been	constantly	reviving	and	growing.	In	fact,	they	
have	assumed	many	cultural	functions	in	society.	On	the	other	
hand,	as	society	has	progressed	and	there	have	been	limits	on	
administration	and	enforcement,	the	government	has	lessened	
its	use	of	barbarous,	unlawful	methods	such	as	physically	tor-
turing	and	eliminating	the	church.	The	church,	meanwhile,	 is	
much	more	willing	and	ready	to	pay	the	price	for	its	faith	and	
freedom	of	conscience	than	the	government	at	all	its	levels	is	
willing	 and	 politically	 able	 to	 pay...Ultimately,	 my	 position	 is	
simple.	As	far	as	faith	is	concerned,	these	new	regulations	are	
evil.	As	far	as	the	constitution	is	concerned,	they	are	illegal.	As	
far	as	politics	are	concerned,	they	are	foolish. (China	Source,	
“Why	Christians	in	China	Must	Prepare	Themselves	for	the	New	
Regulations	on	Religious	Affairs”	Jan	30,	2018)

Controversial	Vatican-China	Agreement	
Vatican negotiators are nearing an historic agreement that 
would give over the choice of Catholic bishops in China to the 
communist Chinese government. In a January 29 article in the 
New York Times (“Vatican, Eager for China Ties, Asks ‘Under-
ground’ Bishops to Step Aside”), Ian Johnson (author of the re-
cent The Souls of China: The Return of Religion After Mao) writes 
that two legitimate bishops have already been asked by a Vatican 
delegation to step aside in favor of Chinese government-ap-
pointed bishops. See the report on the Cardinal of Hong Kong’s 
news conference in Reuters “Cardinal Says Vatican-China 
Deal Would Put Catholics in a Communist Cage” (Febru-
ary 9, 2018). A leading conservatve Catholic magazine, First 
Things, has a piece about the implications for religious freedom ß
in China going forward in “The Vatican’s China Whitewash” 
(February 12, 2018) and The Atlantic refers to a possible parallel 
in Hungary in the late 1940s in its article, “Catholics Have a 
Messaging Problem in China,” February 9, 2018: 

In	a	recent	Washington Post	op-ed,	Bethany	Allen-Ebrahimian	
compared	 the	 situation	 to	 communist	 Hungary	 in	 the	 late	
1940s.	 When	 the	 Vatican	 struck	 a	 similar	 deal	 there,	 allow-
ing	 the	 government	 to	 select	 its	 own	 bishops,	 the	 Hungar-
ian	Church	started	to	shrink.	“There	was	a	lot	less	energy	in	
a	church	run	with	the	Communist	Party	pulling	the	strings,”	
Piotr	Kosicki,	a	professor	of	modern	European	history	at	the	
University	 of	 Maryland,	 told	 Ebrahimian.	 If	 history	 provides	
any	indication,	the	Vatican’s	moves	in	China	may	backfire.	

A	New	Wave	of	Chinese	Missions
Even more remarkable, given these conditions, is the deter-
mination on the part of the unregulated churches to send out 
their own Chinese missionaries: 20,000 by 2030. See “The 
Great Call of China: Churches Poised to Become Major 
Exporters” in Christianity Today, November 27, 2017. This 
fervor goes forward despite the abduction and murder of two 
young Chinese tentmakers in Pakistan last June 2017. Here 
are four recent blogs, all at this link, that look at the promise 
and pitfalls facing China’s future missionary force, “Missions 
from China: A Maturing Wave”: https://www.chinasource.
org/resource-library/series-index/missions-from-china-

https://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2018/feb/03/rohingya-refugees-on-the-bangladesh-myanmar-border-in-pictures
https://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2018/feb/03/rohingya-refugees-on-the-bangladesh-myanmar-border-in-pictures
https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/rohingyas-and-the-unfinished-business-of-partition/
http://www.unhcr.org/refugeebrief/refugee-brief-2-feb-2018/
http://www.businessinsider.com/5000-people-arrested-in-iran-january-protests-hijab-laws-2018-2
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/01/iran-protest-mashaad-green-class-labor-economy/551690/
https://www1.cbn.com/cbnnews/world/2018/january/exclusive-jesus-is-building-his-church-inside-iran-millions-watching-christian-satellite-tv
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/01/china-surveillance-state-technology-xi-jinping-alibaba-jack-ma-hikvision-committee-foreign-investment-united-states/
https://www.chinasource.org/blog/posts/why-christians-in-china-must-prepare-themselves-for-the-new-regulations-on-religious-affairs
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/29/world/asia/china-catholics-vatican.html
http://asianreviewofbooks.com/content/the-souls-of-china-the-return-of-religion-after-mao-by-ian-johnson/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-vatican/cardinal-says-vatican-china-deal-would-put-catholics-in-communist-cage-idUSKBN1FT23M
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2018/02/the-vaticans-china-whitewash
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/02/catholic-vatican-china/552800/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/democracy-post/wp/2018/02/02/pope-francis-is-giving-in-to-the-chinese-communist-party/?utm_term=.9202ce92163b
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2017/december/cheering-chinas-urbana-churches-poised-to-become-major-expo.html
http://chinachristiandaily.com/news/category/2017-06-14/pakistan-confirms-death-of-chinese-missionaries_4940
https://www.chinasource.org/resource-library/series-index/missions-from-china-a-maturing-movement
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a-maturing-movement. Brent Fulton, president of China 
Source, evaluates some of the macro changes in China and 
forecasts pressure points in the future. See The Gospel Coali-
tion’s “China’s Rise and the Church’s Call,” January 30, 2018.

Self-care	for	Practitioners	in	Severe	Trauma	Settings
The Oct 2017 EMQ issue has some real jewels of articles. 
Here are a few standouts. For a thoughtful yet practical 
article filled with hope about how to minister in a situation 
of severe trauma (in this case the aftermath of the 1994 
Rwanda genocide) don’t miss John Steward’s article “Man-
aging Trauma’s Effects on the Practitioner (as Tested and 
Tried in Rwanda).” Steward sets the context for us in just a 
few words. It’s a gripping account: 

In	terms	of	human	and	material	loss,	it	equated	to	three	New	
York	Twin	Tower	collapses	per	day	for	one	hundred	consecu-
tive	days	without	the	external	logistical	and	emergency	medi-
cal	 support	 which	 accompanied	 that	 disaster.	 Over	 800,000	
Rwandan	people	died,	both	Tutsi	and	moderate	Hutu,	mostly	
by	hand-held	weapons,	 in	100	days	among	a	population	of	
seven	million	living	in	an	area	the	size	of	Maryland.	

Global	Mapping	Closes	with	Grace
For an inspiring article—visionary and full of hope—about 
an organization ending well, read Jon Hirst’s personal 
remarks about the closing of Global Mapping: “When 
Endings Lead to Opportunities: Lessons from the Closing 
of Global Mapping International,” EMQ, October 2017.

Can	“People	Groups”	Lead	to	Rigid	Thinking?
In light of this IJFM’s article by R. W. Lewis rethinking the 
terminology of “People Groups” (p. 5), read Ken Baker’s (of 
SIL, International) important article cautioning missionar-
ies against rigid ways of thinking: “Beyond ‘People Groups’: 
Why the Term ‘Communities’ May Be Preferable” (EMQ, 
October 2017). He gives a startling example:

A	few	years	ago	.	.	.	I	encountered	a	young	missionary	couple	who	
were	entirely	focused	on	a	people	group	that	made	up	less	than	
five	 percent	 of	 the	 local	 population.	 Gifted	 in	 language,	 they	
were	deeply	integrated,	but	exclusively	in	relationships	with	this	
people.	Although	“their”	people	group	mixed	well	with	the	lo-
cal	population,	this	couple	didn’t,	because	they	didn’t	want	to	
become	“distracted.”	They	viewed	their	approach	as	missiologi-
cally	faultless.	However,	other	people	in	the	community	viewed	
them	as	cold,	unfriendly,	and	haughty.	To	me,	this	seemed	like	a	
classic	case	of	missing	the	forest	for	the	trees.	I	asked	them	what	
gospel	they	were	modeling	before	“their”	people,	as	well	as	the	
community,	reminding	them	that	we	are	always	ambassadors	of	
an	all-inclusive	gospel,	even	if	we	concentrate	upon	one	people.

In	 ethnically-diverse	 contexts,	 attention	 toward	 a	 single	
people	group	risks	rendering	others	in	their	context	invisible,	
whereas	 a	 focus	 on	 community	 turns	 invisible	 people	 into	
neighbors	 (McKnight	 2014,	 70)	.	.	.	there	 are	 clearly	 ethnic	
groupings	in	this	world;	however,	this	is	not	necessarily	how	
people	would	self-identify,	or	how	they	actually	live.	Likewise,	

there	has	always	been	mixing	of	groups	through	migration,	
marriage,	and	social	networking.	More	recently,	urbanization	
and	 globalization	 have	 accelerated	 these	 phenomena	 such	
that	blurred	ethnic	lines	are	the	norm	in	many	places.

New	Questions	and	Statistics	about	World	Christianity
From the website of the Center for the Study of World 
Christianity at the University of Edinburgh School of 
Divinity, comes a Guest Editor’s blog on a conference about 
World Christianity held at Princeton Theological Seminary 
this past January 2018. Author Jason Bruner comments, 

Dale	Irvin,	in	a	keynote	address,	argued	for	the	importance	of	
recognizing	the	three	intellectual	streams	of	ecumenics,	mission	
studies,	 and	 world	 religions	 as	 being	 historically	 constitutive	
of	the	field	and	formative	of	its	present	shape.	He	positioned	
World	Christianity	as	an	inherently	“subversive”	discipline.	

Don’t miss the rest of this interesting post for various reflec-
tions on the singularity of World Christianity, the impact 
of religious demography, whether Orthodox or Catholic 
Christianity are represented correctly, and whether global 
expressions of Christianity need to become more open to 
self-theologizing from the edges of kingdom expansion. (See 
the book review in this issue IJFM 35:1 p. 42 on Apostolicity.)
A new YouTube video has been posted with a 30-minute 
talk entitled “The Changing Demographics of Protestantism 
from 1517 to 2017” by Dr. Todd Johnson from the Center 
for the Study of Global Christianity (CSGC). Given in 
commemoration of the 500th anniversary of the Reforma-
tion, it begins with an excellent historical focus on Bible 
translation. Also from the CSGC, new statistics have just 
been published for the status of global Christianity in 2018, 
taking a long range comparative look from 1900 to 2050. 
The fastest annual percentage increase is in slum dwellers, 
who currently number 1 out of every 6 people in the world. 
By 2050, their numbers will have increased (from 700 mil-
lion in the year 2000) to 1.9 billion (or 23% of the world’s 
population—almost 1 out of every 4 people in the world), 
according to Patrick Johnstone (The Future of the Global 
Church: History, Trends, and Possibilities, p. 7). 

“.	.	.	As	a	Fire	Exists	by	Burning“
From Missiology January–March 2018, in the percep-
tive article “Ecclesiology Today and Its Potential to Serve 
a Missionary Church,” by Kristin Colberg in which she 
quotes from Constants in Context: A Theology of Mission for 
Today by Bevans and Schroeder (2004, 7–8):

Therefore,	 it	 is	the	process	of	evangelization	that	 is	the	raison 
d’être	of	the	church.	Adrian	Hastings	has	written	how	the	church	
does	not	so	much	have	a	mission–as	if	the	church	somehow	ex-
isted	prior	to	its	task–rather	it	is	mission	as	such,	indeed,	as	the	
phrase	goes,	the	church	of	Christ	does	not	so	much	have	a	mis-
sion	as	the	mission	of	Christ	has	a	church.	Perhaps,	most	memora-
ble	of	all,	theologian	Emil	Brunner	is	often	quoted	as	saying	“the	
Church	exists	by	mission,	just	as	a	fire	exists	by	burning.” 	IJFM

https://www.chinasource.org/resource-library/series-index/missions-from-china-a-maturing-movement
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/china-east-rise-united-states-church-call/
https://missionexus.org/category/emq/emq-volumes/volume-53-issue-4/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-26875506
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-26875506
https://missionexus.org/managing-traumas-effects-on-the-practitioner-as-tested-and-tried-in-rwanda/
https://missionexus.org/managing-traumas-effects-on-the-practitioner-as-tested-and-tried-in-rwanda/
https://missionexus.org/when-endings-lead-to-opportunities-lessons-from-the-closing-of-global-mapping-international/
http://ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/35_1_PDFs/IJFM_35_1-Lewis%20FM%20Task.pdf
https://missionexus.org/beyond-people-groups-why-the-term-communities-may-be-preferable/
http://www.cswc.div.ed.ac.uk/2018/01/questioning-a-paradigm-world-christianity/
http://ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/35_1_PDFs/IJFM_35_1-BookReviews.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tb1CQBfHvJM
http://www.gordonconwell.edu/ockenga/research/documents/StatusofGlobalChristianity2018.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?id=AVzFAgAAQBAJ&pg=PA7&lpg=PA7&dq=slum+dwellers+in+2050+will+be+what+percentage+of+the+world%27s+population?&source=bl&ots=BH5kV4pzoH&sig=d7HFwYbzNEfYKLawEYfQGdefyyA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwid-NmqzJbZAhVEyYMKHVmSDcMQ6AEIUzAG#v=onepage&q=slum%20dwellers%20in%202050%20will%20be%20what%20percentage%20of%20the%20world's%20population%3F&f=false
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0091829617739842
https://smile.amazon.com/Constants-Context-Theology-American-Missiology/dp/1570755175/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1522235620&sr=8-1&keywords=Constants+in+Context


35:1 Spring 2018

	 IJFM	&	Perspectives	 47

    Related Perspectives Lesson and Section&
Whether you’re a Perspectives instructor, student, or coordinator, you can continue to explore 

issues raised in the course reader and study guide in greater depth in IJFM. For ease of reference, 

each IJFM article in the table below is tied thematically to one or more of the 15 Perspectives 

lessons, divided into four sections: Biblical (B), Historical (H), Cultural (C) and Strategic (S). 

Disclaimer: The table below shows where the content of a given article might fit; it does not 

imply endorsement of a particular article by the editors of the Perspectives materials. For sake 

of space, the table only includes lessons related to the articles in a given IJFM issue. To learn 

more about the Perspectives course, including a list of classes, visit www.perspectives.org.
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Losing Sight of the Frontier Mission Task: What’s Gone Wrong  
with the Demographics? R. W. Lewis (pp. 5–15)
Excursus: How Church-Planting Strategies Can Derail Movements to Christ (pp. 16–19)

X X

Measuring Insider Movements: Shifting to a Qualitative Standard  
Kevin Higgins (pp. 21–27) X X X

Searching for the Impact of Bible Translation among the Minorities in China  
Ken Chan (pp. 29–38) X

Abide, Bear Fruit: Combining the Spiritual, Strategic, and Collaborative Dimensions  
of Reaching the Muslim World Gene Daniels and John Becker (pp. 39–41) X X
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