Analyzing the Frontier Mission Movement and Unreached People Group Thinking

Part IV: The Core Contributions of
Frontier Mission Missiology
by Alan Johnson

I

t is quite natural that in a vibrant and emerging movement like that of
frontier missions and unreached people group thinking that there should
be conceptual and strategic problems like those that have been discussed in
the previous section. With a recognition of some of the difficulties inherent
or implied in the missiology that has grown from this movement, it is now
appropriate to offer some assessment as to its core contributions to evangelical missions. This section will examine what I consider to be the key
contributions of frontier mission missiology and the next will build upon
these to develop suggestions for a more comprehensive paradigm for missions in the 21st century.

The Importance of Cross-Cultural Evangelism.
In my opinion the most important contribution to missiology from the
frontier mission movement is found in the theme of Ralph Winter’s 1974
paper at Lausanne: the importance of cross-cultural evangelism. Using both
biblical and missiological reality Winter hammered home the point that
in order to finish the Great Commission there must be the penetration of
peoples which were not capable of being reached by near-neighbor E-1
evangelism. By its very definition, since there were either no Christians or
not enough of a Christian movement in such cultures to carry out vibrant
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E-1 work, it necessitated believers crossing out of their own culture to enter
another and seek to root the gospel there.
Winter made a further refinement of this concept by not only conceptualizing the cultural distance of the evangelist from the hearer with the E-0
to E-3 scale, but he also conceptualized the distance of that people from a
culturally relevant church in the P-0 to P-3 scale. Peoples that are P-2 and
P-3 are far from a church movement that is understandable or relevant to
them and Winter called them Hidden Peoples since he disagreed with the
initial definition of “unreached peoples.” His challenge was a wake-up call
to evangelical missions to make a course correction to ensure that every
people has a chance to hear and respond to the gospel. This is an incredibly
18:3 Fall 2001•129

130 Analyzing the Frontier Mission Movement and Unreached People Thinking

powerful concept that has forever
changed the way that we view the
missionary task. The call to crosscultural evangelism becomes an evaluation criterion to help missionaries

there be some from every people around
his throne, then it is inconceivable that
the Holy Spirit would not be leading
and calling vast numbers of missionary
servants to penetrate these least-reached

E

very missionary has a critical role to play in
reaching the frontiers, even if they themselves
are not located in an unreached people group.

and agencies keep the focus or refocus on those who are least-reached.
This call also serves as a standing
reminder to church movements and
missions of our proclivity to focus on
ourselves and “our” group and thus
become blind to the spiritual need of
those different from us.

Addressing the Imbalance

I have spent a good deal of time
in previous sections showing that
there are some real difficulties
when it comes to precisely defining the terms and concepts that are
used in the frontier mission movement. However, we cannot let those
uncertainties obscure the fact that
there are major blocks of people in
our world with little or no gospel
presence among them. Furthermore,
among these least-reached peoples
there is a minority portion of the
world missionary force present. The
call to cross-cultural evangelism is a
call to address this tragic imbalance
that grieves the Spirit of harvest. E.
Michael Jaffarian, who works with
David Barrett and Todd Johnson at
the World Evangelization Research
Center, stated in 1996 that what they
define as World A, those who are
least evangelized and have little or no
Christian presence, makes up 32 percent of the world, and has only one
percent of the missionary task force.1
Certainly this deployment of
resources is not pleasing to God.
It is also problematic for us as
Pentecostals because we own as a
value the leading of the Holy Spirit
in mission. If God loves the whole
world and is not willing that any
should perish, and if he also desires that
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groups. This means that when the
bulk of Pentecostal cross-cultural
laborers are deployed among peoples
with strong existing church movements, that we have somehow not
heard a very important part of what
the Spirit is undoubtedly wanting
to say to His people. Whether it is a
blindness caused by our successes in
some areas that leads to a reinvestment of staff there, a lack of faith
to penetrate areas that are considered to be “limited access” countries, or a lack of information about
where the least-reached are located,
Pentecostals are primarily deployed
where the rest of the evangelical mission force is deployed. The frontier
mission movement has provided us
the hard data to take to the Lord in
prayer and see what the Sovereign
Spirit is saying about His desire to
reach the least-reached. I believe
that an honest exercise in listening
in the face of the data would lead to
a changed deployment pattern and
reorientation of labor among the
Pentecostal mission force worldwide.

The Passion to Reach the Lost

The frontier mission movement
provides a clarion call to all involved
in mission that we must reach the
lost. Those who have never heard
must have the chance to hear the
saving message of Jesus Christ.
This also was the heartbeat of the
early Pentecostal pioneers in mission. However, as the missiological
landscape changed over the century,
what were once pioneer fields have
now become the home of powerful
national churches. It is too easy for
Pentecostal missionaries to become
caught up in the maintenance of

mechanisms designed to assist
emerging church movements, rather
than staying on cutting edge evangelism among the least-reached. Jim
Plueddemann points out that a major
weakness of standard mission agencies is the tendency to lose vision and
focus in the midst of being engaged
in hundreds of strategic activities.2
Those of us Pentecostals working
in standard mission agencies should
beware of the ease with which our
own successes now threaten us with
the possibility of having a large proportion of our staff doing primarily
support work.
Unreached people group thinking
reminds us that no matter where we
are working, there is a people somewhere that is unreached and we are
bound to labor in our context to see
that God’s global purpose to reach all
the peoples is fulfilled. This passion
provides a powerful reorientation
to the work of every missionary no
matter where they are located to
make sure that the least-reached both
near and far are given the chance to
hear the message.

The Strategic Role of Every
Missionary

The reorientation that a passion to
reach the lost provides means that
every missionary has a critical role to
play in reaching the frontiers, even
if they themselves are not located in
an unreached people group. One of
the most overlooked and yet strategic
contributions that frontier mission
missiology makes is in assigning
a vital role to every missionary. In
my opinion it is a great misfortune
that Ralph Winter’s thinking on
this very point has not been picked
up and articulated with more vigor
during the decade of the 1990s
with its extreme emphasis on the
10/40 Window. In his presentation
to the Evangelical Mission Society
in 1991 Winter was adamant that
the most strategic thing in reaching
the unreached is not mass redeployment of existing missionaries or mass
diversion of new missionaries going
out from the West.3 Rather, the most
strategic work is for the existing missionary force to gain a new perspec-
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tive, that which comes from people
group thinking, so that they are:
. . . making sure that prayed into
and breathed into everything they
do is a new vision for the so-called
younger churches to get involved
in their own mission sending. That
means national churches sending
out evangelists not only to their
own people but training up pioneer
missionaries with the special skills to
go to truly frontier people groups.4

If we can set aside for a moment
some of the rhetoric and promotion that has gone on with the good
intent of addressing the imbalance
of the world missionary force, the
essence of frontier mission thinking
for every missionary regardless of
location becomes the power of a new
perspective. This perspective, moving
a national church movement towards
participation in a frontier effort,
makes whatever kind of work we are
engaged in strategic.

The Missionary Role of NonWestern Churches

In his same address to the
Evangelical Missiological Society
Winter also makes the point that
“the most exciting reality in missions
today is the gradual discovery of the
vast unrealized potential of our precious sister churches as the source of
new missionaries to go further out.”5

If existing western missionaries in
these emerging and younger movements can play a strategic role in
training pioneer missionaries, then
it is the role of these churches to
come full cycle and begin to send
their own laborers to the unreached.
Frontier mission thinking provides
a framework for embracing and
directing the work of these nonwestern missionaries by highlighting the urgency of cross-cultural
evangelism among the unreached.
In this way, while recognizing the
sovereignty of the Spirit of harvest in calling laborers to various
fields, whether among the so-called
reached or unreached, there is a
natural and strategic connection for
non-western laborers to start in new
ground among those who have had
the least access to the gospel.

Measuring the Task Remaining

In the preceding section of critique
I was fairly hard on the concept of
closure at it has been used particularly during the decade of the 1990s.
My thesis was that a human construct of closure was used to promote a great drive to reach the last
remaining unreached peoples before
the year 2000. In pointing out some
of the problems of this approach I
do not want to minimize the importance of the biblical idea of closure
and attempts to measure where
we are in terms of completing the
Great Commission task. One of the
very positive contributions that the
frontier mission movement has made
through the focus on closure and
finishing the task is the generation
of a vast amount of research aimed
at measuring progress in the various peoples of the world. In spite of
differences in definition and method,
the movement has brought about
unprecedented cooperation in creating a database that gives the world
mission community an unparalleled
opportunity to have some objective
criteria for measuring their efforts
among the least-reached peoples
of the world. For Pentecostals who
believe in the leading of the Holy
Spirit, here is a chance to prayerfully approach the data and ask for
the Lord of the Harvest’s guidance
regarding what new frontier should
be approached. The presence of a
database does not imply that there
must be some kind of mechanistic process in choosing an area of
involvement; instead the information
becomes a tool the Holy Spirit can
use to help us know His will.

holding to this ideal, the frontier
mission movement provides clear criteria that can help mission agencies
sharpen their focus of ministry in the
midst of competing demands. When
everything is defined as mission, then
nothing is mission. This is a real
danger when in popular circles virtually anything Christian that happens
“overseas” is considered mission.
Mission agencies of necessity have
to remain sensitive to the desires of
their constituencies and this means
that often both incoming personnel
and funds for projects are based in
this broad view of missions.
Frontier mission missiology reminds
mission agencies of their unique
skills and expertise in pioneer penetration of new groups to plant the
church. At the same time, while not
wanting to limit mission alone to
only “spiritual” versus more holistic
concerns, this frontier mission thinking challenges the agencies to allow
the frontier perspective to permeate
all of its activities as well as dedicating a portion of its new personnel
towards true mission frontiers. IJFM
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Sharpening the Focus of
Mission Agencies

Several times in the course of this
article I have referred to Ralph
Winter’s reminders that the work of
penetrating a new culture with the
gospel is a significantly more difficult
task than near neighbor evangelism.
There are special skills necessary for
“picking the lock” to root the message in a pioneer mission situation.
By defining classical mission in this
very narrow sense and resolutely
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3. General Mission Questions. Where do I find them? What sort of general missions are there? Explanation of each type of missions.
Information. Delivery.Â Frontier: First Encounters (from here on mentioned as FFE) is the third in a science-fiction game series, all of
them set in the same universe. This universe is shown to the player as a fully 3D virtual reality-view through the windows of a spacecraft
of your choice. This universe contains other ships to interact with, space stations to dock with, planets to land on, etc. The first of the
trilogy, 'Elite', came out in the mid 1980s, and was one of the first games of its kind: not only the arcade element was there, but also the
concepts of exploration, earning money, trading, etc. iv. A Fusion of Horizons. 202 6. EXPLORING CO-MISSION.Â The reference to
co-mission in the title of this dissertation not only applies to the working out of mission in partnership with others, but also to the
collaborative means by which we develop our understanding of the missio Dei. I am deeply grateful to those inside and outside of
churches, of all beliefs or no beliefs, for the missional insight and understanding they have shared with me along the way.Â Only a
robust missiology can override these instincts and reconnect a congregation to the missio Dei. A focus on the missio Dei is not unique to
this dissertation. It comes from a growing body of discussion and writing on the topic known as â€œmissional church.â€ In part,
missiology's goal is to become a 'service station' along the way. If study does not lead to partici-pation, whether at home or abroad,
missiology has lost her humble calling" (1978:6). Missiology serves as a constant conscience and challenge to the church, reminding her
of God's unfinished agenda to establish his universal reign critically and contex-tually.Â Stated in other terms, theology was generally
constructed without a missional core, and Christianity without missional distinctiveness accommodated to the world. Such classical
doctrines as missio Dei were lost to the church. Pentecostal Missions and the Influence of Frontier Mission Missiology. (pp. 101-116).
Alan R. Johnson.Â Missiology and the Measurement of Engagement: Personal Reflections on Tokyo. (pp. 212-221). Kevin S. Higgins.
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1ddcm59.17. The Consultation and Celebration held in Tokyo in May, 2010 was one of four events held in
2010 to commemorate in various ways the great Edinburgh 1910 conference. In chronological order the four events included gatherings
held in Tokyo, Edinburgh, Cape Town, and Boston. Each was conceived with a unique purpose and audience.Â The Third Lausanne
Congress: Assessing Cape Town 2010â€™s Contribution to the Cause of Christ. (pp. 234-264). Cody C. Lorance. A new label has
recently been proposed in the field of mission studies. I am referring to the epithet â€œmanagerial missiology,â€ whichâ€”to my
knowledgeâ€”was coined as a way of criticizing the kind of missiology that has been produced by the â€œPasadena think-tank.â€ The
epithet is unfortunate for several reasons, some of which I discuss below â€¦.Â The critics associate the proponents of â€œmanagerial
missiologyâ€ with the plans fostered by selected agencies to evangelize the world by 2000 AD. Following Escobarâ€™s lead, Engel and
Dyrness have published the controversial Changing the Mind of Missions: Where Have We Gone Wrong? (Downers Grove, IL: Inter
Varsity, 2000, 192 pp.), which has elicited some strong criticism from David Hesselgrave and Ralph Winter, among others â€¦.

