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INTRODUCTION

CHARTING OUR COURSE

I rounded the corner on my way to our missions committee meeting and 
nearly walked into one of the elders of our church. “Oh, George, I’m so 

sorry!” My attention had been on my notes for the meeting.
“No problem!” he responded. “This is actually good timing. I’ve been 

wanting to talk with you.” His countenance morphed into business mode.
“Would you like to meet sometime next week?” I asked.
“No, this is fine.” He fidgeted briefly. “I just want you to know my dis-

comfort with these foreign mission trips. I don’t think they’re a good use of 
our money. And I’m not sure they best meet the needs of missionaries either.”

I attempted to respond but George’s fervor had overtaken his usual 
courteous self. He continued, “I think the money for these trips would be 
better spent elsewhere—on food and school supplies for children in the 
ministry’s care, for instance. Plus, we have many needs in our own country.”

“George, I’d like to talk more with you about this, but I really need to get 
to the missions meeting.” I wanted to continue the conversation, but neither 
the time nor the place were my first choices. “Can we set up a time to meet?”

“No need to meet. Just wanted to make sure you knew and understood 
my concerns. I won’t be financially supporting the Costa Rica team.” 
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George’s smile returned now that he had unburdened himself. “But know 
that I will be praying for you and the team. Have a good meeting!”

What had just happened? The shock of the fly-by lecture left me 
speechless. I struggled against the urge to follow George and continue the 
conversation. But our committee would be gathering momentarily. I 
turned back and headed toward the meeting.

The hallway confrontation was not my first conversation about different 
perspectives on church missions. Through years of serving as a church 
missions director, members have approached me with compelling cases 
for their mission visions, usually involving mission partners from previous 
churches. Discussions with colleagues in other churches also raised various 
models for missions. Speakers and authors—from Billy Graham to Ed 
Stetzer—have added further to my engagement with this conversation 
through books, articles, and seminars.

My near collision with George in the church hallway became a catalyst 
to move from a loosely threaded collection of missionaries to an inten-
tional mission strategy. Millimeters below the surface smiles and casual 
conversations lay issues we needed to address. These issues were partly 
semantics, partly differing passions, and partly lack of knowledge. George’s 
comments brought to light several of the unspoken undercurrents 
common to missions committees. His desire for careful stewardship of 
resources caused his resistance to the large expenditures needed for short-
term mission trips. George also touched on the ongoing debate about local 
versus global engagement.

I am hardly alone in my desire to serve God well through missions and 
outreach. We all have passions and gifts to contribute toward God’s 
kingdom. But fulfilling the Great Commission to go and make disciples 
gets entangled with personalities, passions, and misunderstandings. 
Without even knowing it, we begin to develop personal philosophies for 
missions—filters that help us process the overload of information.

Amid the passions and good intentions, we can easily spiral into unpro-
ductive conversations, forgetting that much more is at stake than our 
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 personal interests and agendas. When the church hops around to follow 
the latest mission trends, or the most charismatic missionary, or the voice 
of the loudest church members, the potential for intentional strategic di-
rection decreases. Paralysis sets in when decisions become difficult. What 
are the best practices for balancing local and global efforts? What partner-
ships align with the vision of the congregation and the talents of its 
members? How do we assess who to support?

WITNESSES OR WANDERERS?

Amanda put three cans of green beans, toilet paper, and diapers in the food 
pantry’s collection box in the church lobby. She stopped to talk with an 
elder, Mike, about coordinating the collection of school supplies for 
children of impoverished families in the community. After strategizing 
with Mike about how best to get the word out about the school supplies to 
a busy congregation, Amanda stopped by the missions table to get a flyer 
for next summer’s mission trip to Kenya. Just as she left the building, she 
crossed paths with Megan, who was selling fair-trade jewelry. Amanda’s 
necklace collection was already overflowing from previous purchases, each 
supporting women rescued from sex trafficking. But yes, she would come 
to Megan’s jewelry party next week.

Despite her monthly donations to an international refugee agency and 
a missionary in Bolivia, Amanda felt guilty as she threw away mail asking 
for financial donations to cancer research. Television commercials about 
children with cleft palettes caused her to reach for the mute button on the 
remote control. Web ads and television commercials of dogs in abusive 
homes added pressure to her overburdened, empathetic heart. After a par-
ticularly guilt-ridden week, Amanda wondered whether her actions 
changed anyone’s life for the better.

I have lost count of the number of people who have told me how similar 
their missional engagement is to Amanda’s story. This broad approach to 
kingdom work introduces people to the abundant needs but it does not 
result in meaningful connection. Despite hoping to make a significant 
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 difference, their attention instead moves rapidly from one outreach partner 
to another.

Are Amanda’s efforts—and those of many people like her—more like 
serial dating? Kent Annan, codirector of Haiti Partners, likens this mis-
sions approach to flirting, bouncing from romance to romance: “When 
someone behaves this way in his teens or early twenties, we shake our 
heads and figure he’ll mature. If he keeps flipping through relationships 
into his thirties and forties, the immaturity starts to look pathological.” 
Surely the church can find a better way to connect God’s people with the 
world’s spiritual and physical needs.

Sometimes our congregants may know their passions, but ways to serve 
according to those passions remain elusive. Ministries beckon from all 
directions. Amidst the many worthy causes, intentionality is lost. Tragi-
cally, the noise crowds out God’s voice. So, instead of serving and giving 
where the Spirit leads them, our members often serve when the calendar 
has space and give when the bank account allows.

At any moment in the day, we can look around us and find abundant 
physical, mental, and spiritual needs. Which way should we step? Toward 
the friend who struggles with depression? The neighbor who does not 
know Christ? The man on the corner with the “Will Work for Food” sign? 
The AIDS orphan in last night’s news story? The three billion people un-
reached by the gospel message? The new missionary family trying to raise 
monthly support?

As followers of Christ, we recognize serving as a critical part of our 
spiritual journey. Yet we lose years in the ongoing search for the best ways 
to connect. Ample opportunities exist to explore God’s call to missional 
engagement, but the pursuit overwhelms. It’s like staring at a compass but 
still not knowing which way to go. Life’s busyness, our lack of knowledge, 
and persuasive voices all around us complicate the search. Furthermore, 
the global landscape of missions is everchanging. New expressions of min-
istry emerge almost daily. Political and cultural dynamics open and close 
opportunities as fast as a revolving door.
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Both congregants and churches alike intend to serve with purpose, but 
experiences rather than research tend to drive our models for ministry. 
Friends, agencies, and random emails invite us to join them to influence 
the world in the name of Jesus Christ. Soon scattered volunteer hours and 
random impersonal donations form our approach to missions. Each new 
missions opportunity merely adds to a collection of temporal outings. Our 
primary role as witnesses for Christ gets buried under the clutter of 
good intentions.

EARLY IMPRESSIONS

For many years food drives and distant missionaries shaped my perception 
of church missions. As a child of an army officer, I grew up in military 
chapels and various Protestant churches. I remember bringing canned 
cranberry sauce and stuffing mix for holiday food baskets. We took our 
hand-me-down coats to clothes closets. We prayed regularly for mission-
aries in the faraway lands of Africa and China. The “Today’s Missionary” 
paragraph in Sunday bulletins captured my attention each week. Their 
family pictures with exotic backdrops transported me to unfamiliar 
corners of the planet. In my mind, missionaries always sat under sprawling 
shade trees, encircled by smiling villagers, absorbing Bible story after Bible 
story. No one ever had to gather firewood, haul water, or face injustices.

In the 1970s new worship songs began trickling into the church. The 
more casual lyrics touched my teenage soul in a way the old hymns missed. 
It awakened me to the relevance of faith in Christ. But I lacked guidance 
for next steps. The precept to “love your neighbor” meant to be kind and 
bake casseroles. The command to “go and make disciples” equaled inviting 
friends to church so the pastor could do the real invitation into the 
kingdom. The wall between world missions and local outreach was tall and 
wide. Personal contact with global partners was limited to furlough 
schedules and prayer requests. We never visited a missionary in the field.

In the 1980s and 90s, awareness of missions increased. A stirring began 
within the church to prioritize missional engagement. The focus on 
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 missions reached unprecedented heights. From the 1974 International 
Congress on World Evangelism commitment to unreached people groups, 
to the expansion of conferences, university study majors, and professional 
journals, the influence of missions was on the rise. Newsletters, biogra-
phies, and memoirs by missionaries became more widely available. Con-
gregations became more knowledgeable about ministry in the field. Ease 
of travel made missionaries more accessible to supporting churches.

Opportunities opened for people to join mission partners for short-
term projects. My first mission trip was with a team in 1983 to New York 
City’s Harlem neighborhood. We worked with members of a new church 
plant to help refurbish an abandoned brownstone, which would eventually 
become their new worship center. The relationship of short-term teams 
during those early years focused on the missionary and their church 
partners. No organizations existed to facilitate trips. Within another 
decade, however, the number of short-term teams exploded along with the 
number of agencies that facilitated opportunities to serve. Churches, par-
ticularly youth ministries, were seeking increased opportunities for cross-
cultural mission projects. Long-term outcomes and collaborative efforts 
within the body of Christ, however, rarely came to the attention of the local 
missions committees.

Paradigm-shifting books of the early 2000s raised awareness of the 
 unintended but growing disconnect between Christ-followers and 
the transformative mission of God. Richard Stearn’s The Hole in Our Gospel 
confronted the Western church about its inaction toward extreme global 
poverty. He challenged believers to live out the whole gospel by developing 
relationships with the world’s neediest people. Steve Corbett and Brian 
Fikkert’s When Helping Hurts and Robert Lupton’s Toxic Charity caused the 
church to rethink local outreaches and their effect on the people served. 
The books cited multiple studies depicting harm caused by charitable 
giving. The resulting dependency and loss of dignity prevented lasting de-
velopment in impoverished communities. The conversation created by 
these books spread into valuable dialogue regarding crosscultural mission, 
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both locally and globally. The church needed to clarify the role of missions 
in proclaiming God’s kingdom here on earth.

While the call to be God’s verbal witnesses and his physical presence has 
stayed the same, rapidly evolving technology, globalization, and entrepre-
neurship have expanded options for today’s missional engagement. The 
changing landscape presents unprecedented opportunity. The swift pace, 
however, also increases the potential for inadvertent damage. When pursuing 
ministry without a well-developed strategy, we overlook important factors 
such as the culture and traditions of the communities we hope to serve.

MISSIONAL ENGAGEMENT ROLES

Church leaders engage missions on two separate levels. On an institutional 
level, we decide with whom to partner. We choose the missionaries and 
mission organizations to support with financial assistance, intercessory 
prayer, publicity, and sending people to serve. On an individual level, we 
help members step into their call to serve. We present a wide range of op-
portunities to explore possibilities. The church’s day to serve with a home 
repair ministry, for example, provides a preplanned event for participation. 
As congregants labor, they discover the world’s needs as well as a place to 
begin discerning their place in God’s global mission. Both levels require 
our attention as we develop roles for missional engagement.

Institutional mobilization. Boards, teams, staffs, committees—
whatever they may be called—gather in local churches to make decisions 
regarding missions partners. Men and women called into this role connect 
missionaries with the resources of the church. They establish a listening 
relationship with missionaries and connect the congregation with the 
global church. Healthy conversation within a missions committee is es-
sential to responding effectively to the needs of the mission field. A well-
defined missions strategy creates a safe place for collaborative thinking. 
Instead of a missions ministry driven by voices of the loudest team 
members or the missionaries with the best promotional materials, church 
leaders know their calling and are committed to its fulfillment.
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Whenever a missions committee gathers, however, the potential for 
friction exists. People prioritize the world’s injustices and brokenness dif-
ferently. A wide variety of silent opinions enter the room with every 
meeting. One person’s heart for evangelism emerges as concern for un-
reached people in isolated Himalayan villages while another person’s heart 
for evangelism cries for the local teen lost in the trappings of alternative 
religions. Or what about concern for racial reconciliation? Does it carry 
greater weight than concern for the victims of human trafficking? When 
one person’s agenda becomes the driving force behind an entire church’s 
missions strategy, however, we lose the value of the full body of Christ. 
While we share the common goal of kingdom work for God’s glory, without 
a common strategy our long-term effectiveness falters.

Committee members also may disagree on methods and practices to 
accomplish missions objectives. I have seen two church members, both 
passionate about sharing the gospel with people in remote villages, in 
fierce disagreement. One member believed in the traditional approach of 
sending a U.S. missionary, while the other member was deeply committed 
to partnering with native missionaries to connect with the same unreached 
people group. Or consider how casual conversation leading to spiritual 
discussion in a local coffee shop stirs excitement for one evangelist, while 
the potential of a large tent revival moves the heart of another evangelist.

These pulls in different directions create tension within the local church. 
They affect everything from budget decisions to time allotted for verbal 
announcements in worship services. The church has the responsibility to 
be good stewards of each dollar entrusted to it. We agree on our call to 
reach a hurting and lost world, but personal agendas and contrasting def-
initions of missions complicate the distribution of the church’s abundant 
resources. The North American church gave over seven hundred billion 
dollars to Christian causes in 2015. The distribution of the church treasury 
is never simple. We bear the responsibility to establish a well-thought-out 
missions strategy to put our resources to the best use possible.
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Individual mobilization. God calls every believer to kingdom work. 
The roles, however, vary widely. When the church proactively educates and 
presents trustworthy opportunities to serve, members will begin to discern 
the compass bearing that best aligns with their gifts and passions. For 
some it’s to support an organization as a donor or volunteer. For others it 
may be to serve as a full-time missionary—whether in a short-term ca-
pacity or as a career commitment. God works through each role to advance 
his global mission.

Most believers will serve God’s kingdom in or near their local neighbor-
hoods in a support role. Church-run organizations, faith-based agencies, 
government programs, and secular nonprofits care for families struggling 
with chronic poverty, men and women in prisons, those with disabilities, 
and other marginalized people. Supporting their work benefits the 
agencies, the people they serve, and God’s kingdom. Many organizations 
are dependent on the hours given by volunteers. While serving in the com-
munity, we become aware of unmet needs. The Lord may even prompt us 
to begin a new initiative. A twenty-eight-year-old sales marketer in Wash-
ington DC, for example, organized a clothing drive for professional attire 
when she learned that homeless men and women missed job interviews 
because they lacked appropriate clothing.

Many individuals and churches play important support roles for career 
missionaries. Whether the mission partner serves in another country or 
the next city over, prayer and financial support from the larger body of 
Christ are necessary. Through partnership, we essentially join their mission. 
Newsletters and emails keep supporters updated on their work. Some or-
ganizations welcome visitors and short-term teams to assist with specific 
ministry goals, such as leading children’s camps, hosting medical missions, 
or helping set up micro-businesses. The support role in missions en-
gagement cannot be overlooked or underestimated.

But God also calls some into full-time missionary service. The com-
mitment may be for a summer, a two-year term, or an entire career. Not 
so long ago, Christians who entered any full-time mission service did so 
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through the care and preparation of their church denomination. Decen-
tralized church movements and globalization have profoundly changed 
the options for global missions. Mainline denominations (Presbyterians, 
Methodists, etc.) do continue to train and send missionaries; however, in-
dependent mission agencies send more men and women to the field.

People considering full-time missions search lists of organizations to 
find one that best aligns with their theology, ministry gifts, and geographic 
interests. Nondenominational agencies such as Operation Mobilization 
(OM), Pioneers, and numerous smaller organizations are equally effective 
in the preparatory work and care of career missionaries as traditional 
mission boards. They provide financial accountability, a United States–
based point of contact, ongoing training, and experienced on-field super-
vision. Another growing trend is the blend of churches with mission 
agencies. The church serves as the sending body and the partner mission 
agency functions as the facilitator and trainer. This model reduces dupli-
cation of efforts while providing the best care and resources for those 
called to serve.

Another shift in the landscape of career mission service is the scope of 
work being pursued. While some people continue to sense God’s call to 
traditional house-to-house evangelism and church planting, others pursue 
ministries focused on specific issues of justice and poverty, such as res-
cuing victims from human trafficking or providing shelter to refugees. Still 
more ministries create business-as-mission enterprises such as language 
schools or local manufacturing to be Christ’s light in the community. 
Through innovative enterprises, relationships form and the gospel message 
weaves naturally into daily conversations and business engagements.

This book sorts out the differences and clarifies options in the complex 
missions landscape. We want to make wise choices to serve the unreached, 
the vulnerable, and the unloved in the name of Jesus. The number of op-
tions is exponential. Some people set out with the best of intentions, only 
to find exhaustion and discouragement from an undefined mission. Others 
struggle to align their abilities and their church’s contribution with a 
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 long-term strategy. Our ability to join God’s work gets bogged down when 
we are unable to step constructively into these conversations.

How do we discover the best approaches to reach the unknown and 
forgotten peoples with the gospel? How do the gifts and passions of a con-
gregation contribute to the broad expression of missions? How do we 
evaluate the credibility and effectiveness of a potential mission partner? 
The questions paralyze our ability to respond well. Let’s reframe the con-
fusion into continuums that will sort the issues into manageable groups. 
As we wrestle through the issues, we will be able to fine-tune the direction 
that best aligns with God’s call for each of us.

SEVEN CONVERSATIONS

As we travel this life, we have the freedom to pass through vast areas of 
terrain, giving our time and efforts as needed. This book will help reduce 
our meandering. With an improved sense of direction, we will be able to 
navigate the terrain and improve our ability to serve well.

It’s time to pick up a compass and choose an intentional navigational 
bearing for our missions ministries. We need to do the hard work of dis-
cernment to discover the best path to serve. With increased understanding 
of the options, we hone our compass skills and improve our ability to align 
gifts and passions with God’s calling. The church and her members will then 
be able to pursue effective missional engagement as closely as  following a 
compass bearing in the wilderness. We then move from haphazard steps 
toward a strategic plan in God’s mission to reach our neighbors, near and far.

Having participated in numerous off-sites and Saturday morning stra-
tegic planning sessions, I have found a fundamental step often rushed or 
missed altogether in the meetings. Prior to developing a vision statement, 
core values, or strategic intentions, it’s critical to discuss personal points 
of view and unseen agendas. Sometimes we are not aware of our perspec-
tives until discussions bring them to the fore. False assumptions, fears, and 
insecurities emerge and can derail even the most productive meetings. In 
addition, establishing a common vocabulary is an essential step toward 
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reducing misunderstandings in the dialogue. Terms such as people group, 
unengaged, and even outreach carry different meanings to different people. 
Time and effort spent in this critical-exploration stage allows a smoother 
development and implementation of a missions strategy.

This book invites conversation across seven specific topics. These topics 
provide a systematic overview of the issues most likely to cause conflict 
when developing a missions strategy. By exploring the wide range of min-
istry options, these topics will generate discussion pivotal to effective mis-
sional engagement. Increased familiarity with the possibilities—and the 
potential friction between them—provides valuable guidance for charting 
a church’s course and allowing us to get our missional bearings. Each topic 
represents a continuum:

• Good news and good deeds

• Local and global

• Crisis response and sustainability

• Time and money

• Benefit and harm of short-term teams

• Recipient-focused and servant-focused

• The role of risk

Worthwhile ministry takes place throughout each continuum. Differences 
in our gifts and abilities allow for a wide variety of responses. However, 
some choices are better than others in certain situations. In addition, some 
crossover between issues will emerge in the chapters. For example, for ef-
fective good works we need to consider the crisis response and sustain-
ability aspect of ministry to prevent damaging consequences. As you ponder 
the topics, you will discover the best route to get to your missional desti-
nation. As a compass helps navigate unfamiliar territory, each conversation 
steers your choices. You will explore a host of possibilities to discern your 
church’s divinely-appointed role in the kingdom. You will turn a loosely 
connected assortment of commitments into a focused missions strategy.
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1

GOOD NEWS AND 
GOOD DEEDS

W e had gathered food for weeks. Finally, the day arrived to prepare 
the Thanksgiving baskets. The hallway off the church lobby was 

busier than the New York subway as the assembly line formed to sort 
canned vegetables, fresh fruit, and holiday treats. We loaded cars and 
fanned out into the community to deliver baskets to at-risk families.

On that very day, however, one woman’s statement brought the decade-
long tradition to an abrupt halt.

“Oh, I knew the President would come through for us this year,” she 
exclaimed as our members carried bags of food into her home. She genu-
inely believed the groceries had come from federal public assistance.

In a most gracious tone, yet through clenched teeth, one of our deliverers 
clarified that the gift was from God and not from the government. He was 
quick to point out elected officials were not involved in the holiday blessings.

The discussion continued into our church hallways. Questions flew but 
the answers were few. Why do we provide food? What about sharing faith? 
But then, how does the gospel message matter when a family is in need of 
basic sustenance? Are there other ways to address poverty in our com-
munity? What is the best use of resources when the church alone serves as 
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the verbal witnesses for the gospel? We wrestled with these questions over 
and over. They not only influenced our missions strategy but also forced 
us to examine our personal philosophies of evangelism and outreach.

The first of seven conversations to discovering our compass bearing for 
missional engagement centers on the verbal expression of faith. The con-
tinuum ranges from good works with no spoken or written faith component 
to evangelistic outreaches whose sole purpose is the verbal  presentation of 
the gospel. This dichotomy fuels an undercurrent of disagreement among 
Christ-followers. For some people the purposes are mutually  exclusive.

On one end of the continuum the focus of missional engagement is 
deeds. Whether feeding the poor or caring for our planet, the efforts seek 
to alleviate suffering and to establish a hospitable world. On the other end 
the focus of missional engagement is sharing the good news. Through the 
written or spoken word, evangelists communicate the message of hope and 
healing through restoration of relationship with God.

Where does your missional engagement compass point—toward doing 
good deeds or telling the good news? To determine our compass bearing, 
we will examine both ends of the continuum as well as options in between. 
Believers are called to give voice to the message of salvation for all who 
have not heard. But without adequate food and water, there is no one to 
hear the story!

As we enter this conversation, resist the urge to place a value judgment 
on either end of the continuum. Recognize your leaning toward one end 
or the other as your personal preference rather the “right” way for ev-
eryone. The potential for good—and for harm—exists at both ends of the 
continuum. This conversation will be most fruitful where it helps us dis-
cover new possibilities for kingdom work. With open minds and soft 
hearts, let’s wade into the first conversation.

CALLED TO GOOD DEEDS

Response to the needs of others was deeply rooted in the early church. Fol-
lowers of Jesus shared food, shelter, and possessions (Acts 2:44; 4:32-37). 
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No one lacked basic sustenance. The importance of daily food distribution 
drove the early church to make its first organizational decision. The 
apostles appointed seven disciples to care for impoverished widows 
(Acts 6:1-4). The early believers’ care for one another was so revolutionary 
it caught the attention of Jews and Gentiles alike. The community of be-
lievers revealed God’s nature of love and grace in their compassionate care 
for one another. The church multiplied rapidly as more people wanted to 
be part of the Christian family of faith.

Today benevolence organizations continue to alleviate suffering for 
those unable to meet their own needs. Services such as English as a Second 
Language (ESL) classes, health clinics, and assistance for people with dis-
abilities provide critical resources for at-risk people in our communities.

These selfless acts of kindness and goodness bring the Lord’s presence 
into a hurting world. Our actions serve as testimony to Christ within us 
(Galatians 5:22). When we bring a meal to a sick neighbor, or donate school 
supplies for refugee children, or visit those in prison, the Lord himself is 
there. As Eric Swanson and Rick Rusaw put it, “Mercy is God’s attitude and 
action toward people in distress.”As the Spirit prompts and gives us 
strength, we respond to the needs of others with God’s mercy.

While exploring paths to serving others, one factor we might consider 
is religious affiliation. Both Christian and non-Christian agencies care for 
vulnerable populations across the globe. There are disaster response 
agencies that are faith-based, such as Samaritan’s Purse, and those that are 
not, such as the Red Cross. Both agencies are able to mobilize quickly and 
care for physical needs, which makes them effective first responders in 
crisis situations. Similarly, both Lawyers Without Borders and Interna-
tional Justice Mission (IJM) provide pro bono counsel to address justice 
issues worldwide. Both organizations are nonprofits and have received ac-
colades for their work, but only IJM has a faith foundation.

Christ-followers give time regularly to care for needs within their own 
communities. Some invest in their neighborhoods as reading buddies, 
elder caregivers, or coaches. Although few of these opportunities are faith 
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based, schools and youth sports benefit from the many hours given. 
Mentors of all ages and stages of life offer support needed to encourage 
personal growth and development.

Our definition of good deeds also needs to include the work of Chris-
tians advocating for increased care of our environment. The Lord formed 
a breathtaking planet, called it “good,” then placed its stewardship in our 
care. We bear the responsibility for the animals, plants, oceans, and the 
very air we breathe. Yet daily we hear stories of pollution, extinction, and 
callous disregard of natural resources. When hiking on the Appalachian 
Trail, my husband and I met two young men who serve on a volunteer trail 
crew. They had anonymously given hundreds of hours to maintain and 
improve the east coast trail. This kind of valuable work allows you and me 
to better enjoy God’s gift of nature and to do good for God’s created world.

Some believers, however, question the hours spent on these pursuits. 
With the many people who do not yet know Christ, isn’t attending to social 
justice a distraction from the greater need to save souls? The Bible, however, 
does not support the separation of body and soul. God created the universe, 
including human beings, and called it all good. Jesus walked the earth fully 
divine and fully human. His bodily presence, followed by his physical res-
urrection, attests to the reality of our united body and soul.

Attempts to divide and rank body and soul have pervaded the church 
since its earliest days. Gnostic dualism asserted the insignificance of the 
body compared to the eternal value of the soul. We find these ideas today 
creeping into the church through some New Age mystical practices that 
encourage adherents to attain the hidden truths and deeper knowledge of 
God. Among the implications of this philosophy is the reduced importance 
of caring for the physical needs of self and others. It marginalizes the body 
and the world, diminishing the worth of good deeds.

We become spiritually alive in Christ through grace alone: no special 
knowledge required. Doing good is intimately connected with our spiritual 
journey. “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). Es-
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caping physical existence to experience salvation is incompatible with the 
whole gospel of Jesus Christ. Saving souls is intimately connected with 
social justice. “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless 
is this: to look after the orphans and widows in their distress” (James 1:27).

Some people come to faith in Christ after first witnessing the selfless 
acts of his followers. Their path may be long and winding, but the general 
direction is toward physical and spiritual healing. Good deeds minister to 
heart, soul, mind, and body.

Lost in addiction and homelessness, Carl walked into the soup kitchen. It 
was a repurposed storefront. He carried cynicism and anger along with his 
ragged, overstuffed backpack. Warm food and strong coffee welcomed him 
that morning. And the next. And the next. As the weeks moved on, Carl 
formed friendships with other guests and the staff. He began attending the AA 
meetings and occasionally took a seat at the Wednesday afternoon Bible study.

Carl had stepped onto the path of recovery. But it had taken a safe entry 
place with no motive other than to meet his most basic physical needs. The 
breakfast casseroles and lunch sandwiches donated daily from local 
churches and community groups made a difference. Carl repeatedly tells 
of the generous and welcoming staff—paid and volunteer—who drew him 
up from his darkest pit. He recognized God’s presence through the be-
nevolent care given. As the apostle John reminds us, “If anyone has ma-
terial possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on 
them, how can the love of God be in that person?” (1 John 3:17).

When serving to meet physical needs, moments may arise when faith 
enters into the narrative. Sometimes appeals for help or prayer requests 
arise. A public-school mentor recounted a conversation with a teacher, 

“Mrs. Smith asked if our church has a youth group. She is struggling with 
some issues with her son. We talked in the hall about parenting and church.” 
Another church member who coaches basketball shared, “Joe asked me to 
pray for his dad. He is having heart surgery next week.” Discussions begin 
spontaneously about the hardships of life. Serving shoulder to shoulder 
with not-yet-believers makes the church more approachable. As unmet 
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needs inch toward resolution, the perseverance and compassion of Christ-
followers bring glory to God and create the space for people to encounter 
him without pretense. Without expectation of first hearing the good news, 
unmerited service turns up grace-filled encounters.

CALLED TO GOOD NEWS

Just as political ambassadors represent their country’s interests and pol-
icies as the personal designates of their own heads of state, so we are God’s 
representatives who carry his kingdom message: “We are therefore Christ’s 
ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us” 
(2  Corinthians 5:20). Stunning. The King entrusted his message of grace 
and salvation to us, his royal subjects.

In a bold and seemingly reckless decree, Jesus empowered believers to 
deliver his message. “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
me,” Jesus told his disciples after his resurrection. “Therefore, go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:18-19). This mandate of evangelism, 
now known as the Great Commission, remains a central tenet in the faith of 
every Christ-follower. In every tribe and tongue we tell the message that Jesus 
Christ is alive, and through his sacrificial death we can stand before God the 
Father without sin, shame, or fear. Central to our calling is proclamation.

On this earthly journey we will be called on to bear witness to our 
heavenly home and the King of kings. But has our voice gone silent? Many 
believers have expressed concern that the church has forgotten her call to 
evangelism. Ed Stetzer notes that “in relating God’s mission, the message 
increasingly includes the hurting but less frequently includes the global 
lost. . . . It is ironic, though, that as many missional Christians have sought 
to ‘embody’ the gospel, they have chosen to forsake one member of Christ’s 
body: the mouth.” It is a grave error to neglect this part of the body.

Whether because of a lack of urgency or an aversion to potentially risky 
conversation, we shy away from the verbal expression of the gospel. Andy 
Crouch suggests that
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meeting the physical needs of the poor wins attention and affir-
mation from a watching world. Naming the spiritual poverty of a 
world enthralled to false gods provokes defensiveness and derision 
from those who do not even believe there is a god. Disaster relief and 
economic development seem like achievable goals that bring people 
together; religious claims to know the one true God seem like di-
visive mysteries that drive people apart . . . In short, working for 
justice is cool. Proclaiming the gospel is not.

Yet when we bring the life-giving words of the gospel message, we speak 
into the need of the lost soul. Do we lack Paul’s boldness, who declared, “I 
am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings 
salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile” 
(Rom 1:16)? The good news of Jesus Christ heralds the arrival of a new, all-
encompassing kingdom. Yet our obsession with not offending people with 
the gospel insults the very nature of the message. The Spirit prompts but 
our tongues remain silent. How many of us cower behind the facade of 
good deeds when good words beg to be spoken?

Physical needs do indeed exist in the world today. But as pastor and 
author John Rackley writes,

Christian mission should not mistake itself for a humanitarian relief 
agency. This is a disconcerting thought. Many Christians and 
churches act as if the gospel is solely about what we can do to re-
spond to the words of Jesus in Luke 4:16-23 (‘The Spirit of the Lord 
is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the 
poor, he has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and re-
covery to sight for the blind, to release the oppressed.’ Luke 4:18).

The tendency to prioritize freedom for the prisoner and sight for the blind 
overlooks Jesus’ calling to preach the good news.

When we favor serving the physically poor over the spiritually poor, we 
diminish the call to restored relationship with God. Reconciliation with 
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God emerges from the choice to follow and worship God. But “how can 
they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe 
in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without 
someone preaching to them?” (Romans 10:14). We are vocal ambassadors 
of this message, not merely demonstrators.

Social responsibility does indeed call the church to awareness of 
physical needs. Yet when church missions and the Peace Corps become 
indistinguishable, the legitimacy of our approach is called into question. 
As the church’s salvific message becomes marginalized, we cease fulfilling 
the biblical mandate to spread the good news. Do community initiatives 
without the gospel truly demonstrate God’s love? Does a focus on ensuring 
today’s lunch and tonight’s bed overlook the message of eternal hope in 
Jesus Christ?

Recognizing the theological commitments of our denominational tradi-
tions may offer insight into why we lean toward one end of the continuum 
or the other. More progressive traditions have tended to focus on social 
justice, while conservatives have emphasized intellectual orthodoxy. 
Author and Cru staff Randy Newnan notes that in the early to mid-1900s, 
the expression of the gospel in more liberal congregations turned toward 
food and clothing distribution, prison outreach, and other expressions of 
mercy, while the more fundamentalist congregations dedicated themselves 
to leading people to a saving faith in God through Jesus Christ.

While God calls all believers to tell the gospel message, he has specially 
anointed some believers to be evangelists of his story (Ephesians 4:11-12). 
Undaunted and impassioned, they lead people to Christ through inspired 
preaching and teaching. While ministry models vary widely among evan-
gelists, they remain committed to the clear and effective communication 
of God’s sacrificial offer of eternal life.

Over the years God sparked revolutionary spiritual revivals through his 
evangelists. From Jonathan Edwards’s preaching and William Cary’s 
 missionary work of the 1700s to the present-day ministries of Joyce Meyers 
and Luis Palau, evangelists have shared the gospel message in large city 
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stadiums and modest church sanctuaries. As a young teen, my husband 
was one of the countless souls who knelt in front of their televisions while 
Rev. Billy Graham, a thousand miles away, led him to faith in Christ. It was 
Aimee Semple McPherson in the early 1900s who actually opened the way 
for modern-day televangelists. She founded the Foursquare Church and 
was one of the first to use media to share the gospel. Although her life was 
a controversial one, few would argue about her visionary use of radio for 
kingdom purposes.

If the spiritual needs of others tug on your heart or the hearts of your 
church leaders, there are numerous options for you to explore. Church 
planting remains a high priority for many established churches. This may 
be accomplished through a traditional daughter church, where a pastor-
evangelist along with a handful of families from the parent church es-
tablish a new location. A rising number of church plants, however, use a 
multisite strategy. Video technology links campuses together on Sunday 
mornings and other meeting times, though typically each site has its own 
campus pastor to build relationships and lead the community in that par-
ticular location. Some multisite church plants are in the next town while 
others are a continent away.

Church planting among unreached people groups remains a priority in 
the mainline denominational efforts of Baptists, Methodists, and Presby-
terians. Smaller independent agencies, such as Frontier Fellowship, also 
prioritize their outreach toward the seven thousand ethnic groups who 
have not yet heard the gospel message. In remote and less accessible re-
gions, some Christ-followers carry the gospel through business-as-mission 
(BAM) entrepreneurship. Language schools, coffee shops, stove factories, 
and textile operations show the love of Christ through distinctive practices. 
Integrity, fair trade, and human-rights practices open doors for conver-
sation about faith and the good news of Jesus Christ.

In locations hostile to God’s Word, media ministries offer one of the best 
opportunities to share the gospel. Internet and radio outreach, for example, 
allow Afghan Christian Media to proclaim the gospel in Afghanistan and 
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Pakistan. Founder Hussain Andaryas’s knowledge of the local Dari lan-
guage and culture enable him to connect with people from the security of 
US soil. Another viable option is to partner with native-born evangelists. 
Agencies such as Advancing Native Missions and Living Bread connect 
Western churches with indigenous pastors and missionaries working 
among the global poor. Familiarity and comfort with life in marginalized 
communities allows the living expenses of indigenous church planters to 
be less than what would be needed to host a Western missionary.

Some people with the gift of evangelism have a heart for a specific age 
group. The ministries of Cru, InterVarsity, and Young Life focus on stu-
dents in high school and college. Staff members raise their own financial 
and prayer support. Other agencies devote efforts to sharing the gospel 
with younger children. Child Evangelism Fellowship, for example, de-
veloped the Good News Club as a way to evangelize and disciple 
 elementary-age children after school. They equip and encourage volun-
teers to create and maintain clubs in local schools. Other organizations, 
such as Alpha, aim to create a safe environment for adult seekers to explore 
the big questions of life and faith.

Not-yet-believers include those who have never heard the name of Jesus 
as well as hard-hearted people who have not heeded his call. Whether the 
unreached man of the Amaruwa tribe in Columbia or the work-consumed 
businesswoman in New York City, each soul is precious to God. We are 
obedient when we share the gospel. In the renewal of the church, devel-
opment and justice cannot come at the expense of the good news.

FINDING OUR PLACE

Can we be both community volunteers and kingdom laborers? Yes. The 
reality of it lies in the condition of the heart. When we sense a prompting 
to serve in a way that glorifies God and loves others, we would be 
 disobedient not to explore it further. But there is no stretchy kingdom 
garment that fits every scenario. Communities need God’s healing presence 
in all areas. Injustice burdens the weak and the vulnerable. Souls wander 
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in spiritual darkness. Nature cries out. The complexity of physical and 
spiritual needs requires a multifaceted response in order to advance the 
kingdom message.

The discord created by valuing one end of the continuum over the other 
weakens the witness of all believers. Ministry happens throughout the 
continuum. Yet personal opinions and unspoken biases influence too 
many discussions in this conversation. When our definition of kingdom 
laborer is shaped by the Scriptures, we will find common goals even 
among the most diverse forms of kingdom work. We will be able to move 
forward together.

The greatest challenge in finding our place in this continuum emerges 
from the division between sacred and secular. Church leaders tend to 
place higher value on all things sacred, often without realizing it. For 
example, the tablecloth used for the communion table rarely doubles as 
a table covering for the church picnic of hot dogs and hamburgers. The 
occupational choice to become a pastor or missionary is revered and 
celebrated in the Sunday morning worship service, but when did we last 
celebrate a college student’s choice to be an engineer? Sacred is spiritual 
and eternal while secular is physical and temporal. In our desire to live 
holy lives, we want to invest time and effort in activities we perceive as 
sacred and eternal.

But the sacred-secular division has done great harm to the cause of the 
church. The distinction draws us into ranking activities and ministries as 
we value the sacred callings—serving the church and Christians 
 organizations—more than callings into society, business, and government. 
The propensity toward the sacred suggests that God calls the worthiest 
people into Christian service. One ministry leader told me it was ac-
ceptable for the church to lead an after-school club focused on sharing the 
gospel, but mentoring children or providing backpack snacks is not 
suitable work for the church. The resulting chasm hinders efforts to reach 
a hurting and broken world in a holistic way. This approach undervalues 
the work of Christ-followers in sectors of society outside the church.
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Some believers choose secular agencies intentionally to engage people 
beyond Christian circles. The broader scope of relationships facilitates 
awareness of problems throughout the community. Furthermore, col-
laboration in non-Christian settings actually increases the potential for 
conversations with unbelievers. We simply encounter more people who 
do not know Christ there. No matter where we serve, our actions reflect 
God’s presence. Regardless of the circumstances, when we demonstrate 
love, joy, peace, patience—along with the rest of the fruit of the Spirit—
we become his presence in the world (Galatians 5:22-23). A piping-hot 
pot roast donated to a soup kitchen adds flavor to the lives of the poor. 

“Feed my sheep,” Jesus told Peter (John 21:17). We cannot miss the literal 
meaning in this statement, nor Peter’s humble desire to glorify God with 
the rest of his life.

How then do we best communicate the gospel? The answer is as complex 
as the intricate gears in a pocket watch. People, place, and situation are 
moving parts. Together they form challenges unique in each setting. An 
effective outreach in Guatemala City may not translate to success in 
Mumbai. The needs within two communities may lay at opposite ends of 
the good-news–good-deeds continuum. Responding to either end can 
both honor and advance the gospel. Our personal passion for social 
justice—or for telling the gospel message—cannot be the determining 
factor for the needs of a community. I may be an evangelist at heart, but 
the story of Jesus would be like static noise to the mother watching her 
child starve. Conversation within the community, along with prayer and 
the Lord’s leading, will reveal the best course of action.

When we look to the One who was himself the good news, we find an 
array of responses from one end of the continuum to the other. To the 
woman bleeding, he brought physical healing. To the demoniac at Ger-
asene, he brought spiritual cleansing. To the hillside crowd, he brought 
dinner. To the tax collector Zacchaeus, he brought restoration with God 
and the community of faith. To the Pharisees, Jesus brought debate. His 
articulate words and flawless logic confounded the religious leaders until 
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they altogether ceased approaching him. Jesus tailored his actions to each 
person and situation he encountered.

Following Jesus’ example, context must shape our approach to serving 
the people who walk among us. Although we lack his divine insight of 
hidden wounds and motives, we serve under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit. His work within their souls and our increased sensitivity to his 
promptings open avenues for conversations of faith. We then have the re-
sponsibility to articulate the hope we have in Jesus Christ and to invite 
others into fellowship with him.

I sat beside a young woman whose failed suicide attempt thankfully 
ended with her in a hospital bed. She talked about the dark, raw edges of 
her childhood. We cried together. I listened. Her voice was tenuous and 
soft. As gentle as a summer breeze, the Spirit whispered into my soul. Fol-
lowing his leading, I shared about Jesus and his message of peace and hope. 
Days and weeks later she and I continued the conversation about faith. 
Today this young woman walks with the Lord and radiates his light to 
people around her.

In the church lobby on another day I sat beside a young woman strug-
gling in an abusive relationship. Winter wind rattled the back doors. 
Fragile from difficulties with family, job loss, and a criminal record, she 
quivered amidst the uncertainties of the future. A tear escaped her at-
tempts at control. In the tenderness of the moment, we talked about her 
physical safety. We drank hot tea. Prompted by the Spirit’s tender insight, 
I told her we had some donated coats available if she wanted one. A nod 
and widened eyes affirmed her acceptance of the offer. While she waited 
in the lobby, I went to my office and emptied the pockets of my coat. It was 
the perfect size for her and it wouldn’t be missed among the half-dozen 
other coats hanging in my hall closet at home. My young friend did indeed 
need Jesus, but that conversation would come at a later date. The situation 
shapes our approach.

Saturating the community with the gospel means we effectively connect 
physical, emotional, and spiritual poverty with the gospel. When the 
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 connection is tenuous, benevolence and evangelism at best become a dis-
traction to one another, at worst they become a competition. We must 
share this responsibility of living and speaking the kingdom language of 
love and salvation. The job is far too massive for any one model. We cannot 
travel this road alone. Kingdom growth depends on people who plant the 
seed of the gospel, those who water the seed, and those who harvest the 
ripened plants.

With remarkable creativity Christ-followers take on these roles. Be-
lievers are at work every day in all sectors of society and throughout the 
world. In humility we recognize the diversity of kingdom work including 
both physical and spiritual needs. The support we express for one an-
other’s callings becomes an additional testimony of faith to people who 
do not yet know Jesus. Hand in hand we serve the world for the sake of 
the gospel.

We recognize good deeds as more than a means to open opportunities 
to share the gospel. Their ultimate end remains the same as the evangelists’ 
message: restoration of relationship between people and God. Paul 
Borthwick reflects on our call to both the Great Commission and great 
compassion, “To stay balanced, I focus on the fact that God sees people as 
both loved and lost.” When the church views good news and good deeds 
as integrated, we resist the temptation to rank them. The Lord’s call on our 
congregations will place us at various points along this continuum. He 
directs us in different ways to address the different physical and spiritual 
needs around us.

Our churches’ missional engagement can effectively emerge anywhere 
along the continuum. Richard Stearns reminds us that life is about the 
people we meet: “When we become involved in people’s lives, work to build 
relationships, walk with them through their sorrows and their joys, live 
with generosity toward others, love and care for them unconditionally, 
stand up for the defenseless, and pay particular attention to the poorest 
and most vulnerable, we are showing Christ’s love to those around us, not 
just talking about it.” With attentiveness to the needs around us and to the 
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prompting of the Holy Spirit, we become evangelists within our acts of 
charity and compassionate servants who give voice to our hope in Christ.

In his comprehensive summary, David Bosch defined evangelism as

that dimension and activity of the church’s mission which, by word 
and deed and in the light of particular conditions and in particular 
context, offers every person and community, everywhere, a valid 
opportunity to be directly challenged to a radical reorientation of 
their lives, a reorientation which involves such things as deliverance 
from slavery to the word and its powers; embracing Christ as Savior 
and Lord; becoming a living member of his community, the church; 
being enlisted into his service of reconciliation, peace, and justice 
on earth; and being committed to God’s purpose of placing all things 
under the rule of Christ.

Our demonstration of God’s love comes in word and deed. The Lord may 
call your church to serve the physically and spiritually lost people in a local 
school or in an unreached region. Through the work of discernment, the 
voice of the Spirit will prevail over the influence of personal preferences 
and strong personalities.

Whether your congregation’s calling is to the unserved or the unreached, 
God can work through your church family to accomplish his mission. The 
call is quite simple: Make disciples of all nations. To do so we share the 
good news with neighbors near and far. The gospel message, however, does 
not allow us to step over injustices on our way to the next unevangelized 
territory. Nor does it allow us to disappear behind acts of kindness when 
words of salvation beckon to be spoken.

QUESTIONS

1. Which one of the following scenarios best describes your place on 
the good news–good deeds continuum? Choose the one that most 
closely represents the direction of your calling. From your per-
spective, what makes your choice the best option?
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❑❑ With heightened awareness of the poverty in his community, 
Andrew encourages his church to invest more resources in the 
physical needs of people. He is passionate about supporting 
emergency food or housing assistance needs that arise due to 
natural disasters or other crises. Andrew supports his church’s 
work alongside agencies focused on longer term needs, such as 
home rehab or literacy education, as well. He intentionally 
chooses non-faith-based organizations in order to reach people 
reluctant to seek support from Christians.

❑❑ Bonita seeks to serve with organizations whose primary objective 
is to meet the physical needs of people. The organizations may or 
may not have a Christian affiliation but willingly permit faith-
based conversations with people receiving services.

❑❑ Chan-Ho desires to partner with faith-based organizations who 
approach needs from a holistic approach. Along with meeting 
physical needs, he expects their resource offerings to include 
spiritual direction and faith-based encouragement. Chris also 
wants their vision statement to include Christian tenets of faith.

❑❑ Daniella only serves with organizations who are intentional about 
sharing the gospel message while providing for people’s physical 
needs. She wants her church to partner with ministries who 
maintain a heart for prayer and evangelism as core values.

❑❑ Burdened by the large numbers of people who do not know Jesus, 
Enrique partners with ministries whose primary objective is to 
evangelize. They invest minimal resources in meeting the physical 
needs of people. He works closely with his church leadership to 
equip members to share the gospel and to work with organiza-
tions with similar goals.

2. Rank the scenarios regarding the direction of God’s call for your 
church’s role in missional engagement. Which ones most represent 
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the majority of your church’s mission partnerships? Give examples 
to support your ranking.

3. How would you improve your church’s ability to fulfill its calling in 
the good news–good deeds continuum?

4. What are some consequences of the sacred-secular divide in your 
missions settings? What changes, if any, would you recommend to 
further the gospel message?




