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ngaging in frontier missions in a postcolonial world requires us to

leave our first-culture and the ordered world we know and cross

religio-cultural boundaries into an unknown world. Without realizing
it, we unconsciously privilege the ordering of our own world. We then cross
religio-cultural boundaries without the tools we need to reflect upon and chal-
lenge that privileged ordering of our world.! We, therefore, are ill equipped to
reflect constructively upon the ways others order their world. We end up being

ethnocentric and colonial in ways that we are often unaware.

Frontier missiology arose as an interdisciplinary academic discipline to help
minimize this very real but implicit ethnocentricity and coloniality within
frontier mission endeavors. It exposes us to key epistemological, theological,
and missiological lenses that shape the way we perceive ourselves and others
as we engage in the task of frontier missions (see the chart on the next page).
In addition, frontier missiology draws from the rich resources of biblical
theology and the social sciences in order to provide us with the tools we need
not only to reflect upon but also to challenge the privileged ways we order our
own world. It should also release us to enter, move about, reflect upon, value,
and positively challenge another world that operates under a radically difter-
ent ordering. In this article we will identify and explore how these different

lenses shape the thinking and the task of foreign missions.

Nonetheless, as we work through these lenses it will soon become obvious
why we cannot eliminate the disagreements that arise among us. The issues
within frontier missiology touch upon some of our deepest and most cher-
ished beliefs, assumptions, and values. Just by reading the current interac-
tion between Ayman Ibrahim and Harley Talman regarding the Prophet of
Islam,? one catches a small glimpse of how this is so. Though we will never
eliminate disagreement (nor should we even want to), we can hopefully raise
our level of awareness and increase our capacity for reflection and meaningful

dialogue on these very sensitive and very significant issues.
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The Starting Point: Theology or
Ideology?

Some sectors in the evangelical com-
munity question the value of using

the social sciences to inform frontier
mission engagement. Their reticence is
due in part to how they view the start-
ing point of frontier missiology. They
assume that it begins with phenom-
enology rather than theology. This is
because it seeks to be as “objective” as
possible as it seeks to discover “what
is” (phenomenology) rather than “what
should be” (ideology). The reticent
evangelical would rather assert that the
starting place of all missiology should
be theology.

In response, frontier missiologists point
out that philosophers have demonstrated
that all knowledge is situated in time and
space, and thus, contextual. Knowledge

is also limited in perspective; and no
knowledge is one hundred percent objec-
tive.3 The implication for theology is this:
Every theologian and every theological
system s situated in time and space.
Consequently, all theology is contextual.*
In addition, since each theological sys-
tem arises from its own situatedness and
perspective, no single theological system
is one hundred percent comprehensive.’

In contrast, positivism (figure 1, Start-
ing Point One) asserts that knowledge
is objective, reliable, and trustworthy.
When positivism shapes our view of
theology, it places an undue confidence
on our theological understanding,
assuming it is accurate in description
and can function transculturally as

a standard for theologizing in other
contexts. However, all systematic, dog-
matic, and creedal theologies arose in
given times and spaces. Thus, they are
culturally bounded.® As a result, when
the reticent assert that theology should
be the starting point for missiology,
they are actually referring to their
privileged, culturally-bounded theolo-
gies as their starting point.

Positivism provides a wonderfully firm
ground for those who stand upon it.
However, as an epistemological posi-
tion, many evangelical scholars recog-
nize that positivism is not intellectually
or phenomenologically sustainable.

Due to this realization, frontier missi-
ologists tend to draw from the &iblical
theology movement (figure 1, Start-
ing Point Two) as it provides a valid,
evangelical alternative to traditional
systematic, dogmatic, and confessional
theologies. Biblical theology allows
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meaning to arise from within each
book of the Bible, looking to the his-
torical context to illuminate the text’s
meaning. It also allows other biblical
texts (intertextuality) to inform the
meaning of any given biblical text.

Yet, many evangelicals and missionaries
persist in their epistemological positiv-
ism.” Such positivism creates problems
in the realms of biblical interpretation
and contextualization. People seek con-
formity to their position rather than
allowing the Scriptures to speak to a
given context. Grant Osborne high-
lights the problem positivism creates in
biblical interpretation.

People read Scripture within a read-
ing paradigm dominated by the de-
nomination of which they are a part.
They don’t seek truth but conformity
to their assumed theological position.
(Osborne 2006, 467).

If allegiances to systematic, dogmatic,
and confessional theologies already
cause this problem in biblical inter-
pretation in western cultural contexts,
they surely will cause the problem in
frontier missions.

Such allegiances cause significant sectors
of the evangelical mission community
to pejoratively view contextualization
and local theologizing. The assumption
is that there is no need for any further
theologizing because the task of theolo-
gizing has been completed.” Addressing
this, Melba Maggay writes:

A longtime missionary in India, for
instance, has asserted that one can
only proceed from a “dogmatic con-
textualization,” which he defined as
"the translation of the unchanging
content of the Gospel of the King-
dom into verbal form meaningful to
the peoples in the separate cultures
and within their particular existential
situation.” The trouble with this defi-
nition is that it assumes that the task
of contextualization is, at bottom,
merely adaptation; it consists mostly
of finding “dynamic equivalencies” for
propositional truths systematized by
theologies developed in the West and
deemed universal...this is an unsafe



assumption. It is true that there is an
unchanging “deposit of the faith,” but
this comprises more than propositions.
And while it may be said to be “supra-
cultural,” our knowledge and access
to it is always culture-bound, and the
theologies that arise out of the historic
contingencies of a given context are
always local. (2013, 6-7)

People in other cultures ask difter-
ent questions than we do. They need
answers to their questions, not just
answers we have found for our ques-
tions.!® Contextualization and local
theologizing allow communities of
believers to read the Scriptures with
their eyes in relation to their own ex-
periences. It allows them to articulate
biblical truth in ways that make sense
and bring order to their own complex
world. Biblical theological methodolo-
gies facilitate people as they read the
Scriptures in their context to interpret
and apply the Scriptures in appropri-
ate ways.

Alternatively, those who assume they are
carrying out their missiological endeavors
with a transcultural theology are actually
exporting their privileged, culturally
bounded theology, that is—in missional
terms—ethnocentric.!* As a result, their
theology functions more as an ideology
than as a transcultural theology.

That being said, the claim that frontier
missiology begins with phenomenol-
ogy and not theology is unwarranted.
What is overlooked is that evangelical
theology is the very basis and pro-
vides the operational framework for
all evangelical frontier missiology.
Evangelical frontier missiology grows
out of the evangelical movement’s four
theological characteristics: biblicism
(the Bible is the only authority for
faith and life), crucicentrism (the cross
is central to the faith), conversionism
(personal conversion is the mark of
the true Christian), and mission (the
gospel is to be proclaimed through
word and deed).”?

These theological planks, with the
addition of Christocentrism (Christ
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hose who assume they are carrying a transcultural
theology are actually exporting their privileged,
culturally bounded theology.

being the center of the believer’s

life, faith, and practice), are essential
for all frontier missiology. Since all
knowledge is situated and contextual,
frontier missiology acknowledges its
own situatedness—that it arises out of
the 20th and 21st Century evangelical
movement, which is also predomi-
nantly western in cultural orientation.
Frontier missiologists recognize that
their starting point is not neutral

or comprehensive. Such neutrality
and comprehensiveness can never be
achieved. Missiologists are empow-
ered to discover how the “Truth” of
God’s Word is unveiled when they
acknowledge their situatedness and
cognitive limitations, adopt a minimal-
ist and yet essential theological core,
and reflect on their own impact upon
theology and analysis while engaging
in other frontier mission contexts.!?
That frontier missiology can operate
from this focused theological position
demonstrates this is not a capitulation
to “postmodern relativism.”

Nonetheless, these fundamental
differences in epistemology and in
approaches to theology, at the out-
set of any frontier missiological
endeavor, create a significant degree
of discomfort for those first-culture
evangelicals and missionaries who
lean toward epistemological positiv-
ism. Even though frontier missiol-
ogy is unashamedly Bible-centered,
Christ-centered, cross-centered, and
conversionist, such a focused evange-
lical theology is still not adequate for
evangelical positivists.

Besides releasing contextualization

and local theologizing, there is another
significant benefit from holding to this
more focused evangelical theology. In
frontier contexts missionaries often find
themselves working alongside Christ-
followers from other cultures and from

many differing theological persuasions.
Initially, this diversity causes friction;
however, as these missionaries see the
quality of the faith of the others on the
field, and as they see the value in cross-
agency cooperation, they move into an
ecumenical space, a space that relativizes
theological particulars. The result is that
these workers return to their evangeli-
cal roots, having become bibliocentric,
Christocentric, crucicentric, and conver-
sionistic—all for the sake of the gospel.

Yet, this relativization of theological
particularities and denominational
identities can cause alarm in the mis-
sionaries’ first-culture faith communi-
ties. An identity based on specific theo-
logical or denominational content is
highly valued in first-culture contexts.
Evangelical ecumenicalism sounds
deviant. What is not recognized is that
a communal identity based on particu-
lar theological/denominational content
rather than on being “in Christ”is a
luxury of living in a context where faith
in Christ is held by many and can be
expressed freely. It becomes altogether
cumbersome when living in areas
where mission workers are few and the
countries are fairly restrictive.

'This relativization also leads to a
reordering of what is considered
“orthodoxy.” In the first-culture faith
community orthodoxy can be viewed as
a standard that excludes those who don't
hold to specific content cherished by the
community. I recently experienced this
in the USA. Even though my wife and

I have represented Christ in a conflict-
ridden zone for over 25 years, we were
not able to participate with the other
congregants in taking communion. A
note in the bulletin indicated who was
permitted to partake and who was not;
and we did not share their particular
view of communion. I did not mind

this at all. T understood their reasoning
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and I was simply glad to worship the
Lord with a Bible believing group. In
contrast, in frontier mission areas where
mission workers are few and denomina-
tional identities are less likely to surface,
the lines for orthodoxy tend to be drawn
more inclusively. The standards for
orthodoxy are set so they can include
various positions (majority and minor-

ity) held within the Church universal.

Exemplifying this tension between
inclusive and exclusive approaches to
defining orthodoxy, some may recall the
stir John Stott created a few years back
when he declared his belief in annihila-
tionism. Some felt Stott’s affirmation of
annihilationism indicated that he had
left the evangelical fold. In a 2011 on-
line Christianity Today post Mark Galli
indicated that J. 1. Packer and others
had a similar reaction. Galli wrote that

[iln May 1989, Regent College theolo-
gian J. . Packer attacked the idea [of
annihilationism] at the Evangelical Af-
firmations conference held at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School. In the discus-
sion that followed, Reformed Seminary
theologian Roger Nicole argued that
annihilationism should be respected as a
persistent and biblical minority position
among historic evangelicals. Nicole's
speech effectively defeated a motion
that would have defined annihilation-
ists as outside the evangelical camp.

This inclusive approach can create sig-
nificant levels of tension in some first-
culture faith communities; however,
for those working in frontier contexts
where the workers are few, being theo-
logically inclusive is vital.

One of the impacts of this inclusivity is
that it enables workers to better reflect
upon and challenge the privileged ways
they have ordered their world, and how
they enter, move about, reflect upon,
value, and positively challenge their host
cultures, which operate under radically
different orderings and worldviews.

In summary, frontier missiology is
shaped by four fundamental evan-
gelical theological commitments:

1) bibliocentrism, 2) Christocentrism,
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3) crucicentrism, and 4) conversion-
ism. Frontier missiology refrains from
adding to these but rather adopts a
critical realist epistemological perspec-
tive, acknowledging that all knowl-
edge, theology included, is situated
and contextual. From this evangelical
theological starting point, frontier mis-
siology then utilizes the rich resources
of biblical theology and the social sci-
ences to advance the kingdom of God
in the unengaged and unreached areas

of God’s world.

Frontier Mission Engagement:
God and Culture

Working out from this focused evan-
gelical theological framework, the first

Where the workers
are few,
being theologically

inclusive is vital.

point of contact in frontier mission
engagement is culture. A major point of
agreement among all is that cultures ex-
ist in a fallen state. “For all have sinned
and fallen short of the glory of God”
(Romans 3:23). However, evangelicals
influenced by positivism and frontier
missiologists tend to view culture from
two significantly different lenses.

Positivism tends to view life in a dual-
istic manner."* Dualistic terms such as
non-Christian, pre-Christian and post-
Christian are used with a significant level
of frequency. If a culture falls into the
non-, pre-, or post-Christian category,
the tendency is to view much if not most
of the aspects of that culture as deficient
or evil and in need of transformation.’

The truth that all cultures are fallen and
stand in need of transformation is used

to validate this tendency. As a result, a
common expectation is that when people
turn to Christ they should adopt new
norms, norms that are Christian.!® Mis-
sionaries who primarily view their own
first-culture through the Christian lens
do not necessarily reflect analytically on
the many norms which they have labeled
Christian. As a result, this dualistic mind-
set and the labeling of other cultures as
non-Christian open the doors for cultural
coloniality at a number of levels.!”

In contrast, theologically viewing God
as Creator, Preserver, Revealer, and
Redeemer opens the door for a differ-
ent approach to understanding fallen,
human cultures.

The Scripture indicates that God not
only created the world, but he has
stayed actively involved in the world
ever since. It is not as if God created
humankind and then distanced himself
from humanity after the first couple
sinned, leaving everyone to their own
devices. Even after Cain’s murder of his
brother Abel, the Genesis 4 narrative
indicates that Cain, his descendants,
and even human civilization grew under
the tacit preserving grace of God. This
understanding arises from the account
of the two births that begin and end the
chapter. With both births Eve acknowl-
edges the Lord’s help in the bringing
forth of the children. The theological
implication from this is that it is due

to the Lord’s preserving grace than
humankind is able to continue. The nar-
rative of the flood and the subsequent
covenant with Noah and humankind
appear to confirm this (Gen. 8:20-9:17).

In this light Karl Barth writes: “God
fulfills his fatherly lordship over the

creature by preserving it” (1960, Vol.
3/3, p. 58). This preserving activity is
why Paul could say in Romans 13:1:

Let every person be subject to the
governing authorities; for there is
no authority except from God, and
those authorities that exist have been
instituted by God. (NRSV)



Paul was working from the premise that
God preserves humankind in part by
forming and maintaining structures that
promote social and communal order.
Paul in Acts portrayed this preserving
activity of God in very intimate terms,
stating that the Lord is near to each and
every one. In his speech in Athens he
said: “indeed he is not far from each one
of us. For ‘In him we live and move and

have our being” (Acts 17:27-28 NRSV).

'This understanding of God as Preserver
adds definition to our understanding of
God as Revealer. God, being near, is not
only actively preserving humankind, God
is also actively working to reveal himself
to each and every one. In doctrinal terms
we refer to this as General Revelation.
General Revelation, however, is often
perceived as a static act where God
placed knowledge about himself within
the very fabric of creation. This is certain-
ly one aspect of what God has done (see
Rom. 1:20). However, we are also to un-
derstand God as continuously working in
and among people so that they may turn
to him. General revelation is a continual
activity (Rom. 1:19 and Ps. 19:1-3). Why
is God doing this? In order that he may
be ultimately glorified in and through his
Son in those he has made and redeemed

(Barth 1960 Vol. 3/3, p. 58).

'Thus, frontier missiology sees God as
actively involved in all human cultures,
fallen as they are, working to form
within them that which can be labeled
moral, wise, just, and good. God is do-
ing this because he, as Revealer and Re-
deemer, is not only near to all but works
to draw those within these cultures to
himself, prodding them to “seek him so
that they may find him” (Acts 17:28).
Besides the unseen, inner workings of
the Spirit, God uses that which can be
labeled as moral, wise, just, and good to
create cognitive and affective connec-
tions to the gospel, enabling people to
view the gospel as plausible, and thus
positively respond to it.1

The story of Jethro in Exodus 18 ap-
pears to validate this perspective. The
narrative mentions fifteen times that
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rontier missiologists intentionally avoid
devaluin g other cultures. 7796_)/ seek to discover

what God is already doing and build upon it.

Moses’ father-in-law is the source of
the advice Moses adopts. The narra-
tive opens and closes highlighting the
fact that Jethro is an outsider to the
nation (Ex. 18:1,27).1° Moses’ father-
in-law is the one who points out that
what Moses is doing “is not good” (Ex.
18:17), echoing the creation narra-
tive (Fretheim 2010, p. 198), and it is
Moses’ father-in-law who gives the
advice that helps to create structures
that promote justice within the re-
deemed community. That this narrative
occurs immediately before the giving
of the Law on Mount Sinai, and that
Jethro beseeches Moses to look to
God regarding this advice (Ex. 18:23),
appears to demonstrate that it is due
to God’s working in his good creation
that there is a degree of wisdom in his
world, wisdom that is good and should
be valued and utilized.?

Frontier missiology works from this
theological understanding of God’s
active involvement within human
cultures as Creator, Preserver, Revealer,
and Redeemer. God’s commitment to
and involvement in human cultures
finds its full revelation in the incarna-
tion of Jesus. The incarnation is “an af-
firmation of creation and of God’s deep
involvement with it” (Zimmerman
2012, 61). As a result, frontier mis-
siologists intentionally avoid devaluing
other cultures. They seek to discover
what God is already doing within each
and every community and build upon
it. The reason frontier mission workers
are in these frontier areas is because

of God’s active involvement. God has
brought them there so that they can
meaningfully represent Christ, that the
gospel be meaningfully proclaimed,
and that communities redeemed by
and centered in Jesus be established.

In summary, the gospel in the view of
frontier missiology is meant to redeem

and release a transformation from
within each and every culture, not to
obliterate those cultures.?! John’s vision
of the nations in Revelation 21:22-26
appears to be an affirmation that eth-
nic groups will retain their identities
and cultural peculiarities in eternity. In
stating this, frontier missiology does
not lose sight of the cultural tension
inherent within the gospel.

The event of Christ, and Christ’s re-
newing work, is not indigenous to
any culture—not even to supposedly
Christian cultures. In every case it has
to be received as a crosscultural—
indeed a countercultural—reality.
(Dyrness, 2016)

Conclusion

First culture attachments create sig-
nificant hindrances for those crossing
religio-cultural boundaries in order to
proclaim the gospel in a faithful man-
ner, especially when the first culture is
blended with the Christian faith. This
blending sacralizes norms and elements
of the first culture which have no direct
connection with the gospel; yet, these
cultural norms and elements are auto-
matically identified as Christian and
given a privileged status. Consequently,
a culturally specific theological under-
standing of the gospel and Christian
praxis is exported, resulting in a frontier
missionary endeavor that is ethnocen-
tric and colonial in character. All Chris-
tian communities (Western, Southern,
Middle Eastern, Western Asian, South
Asian or East Asian) face this same
predicament whenever they try to cross
religious, cultural, or social barriers.

Frontier missiology exists to help al-
leviate this problem. It seeks to provide
frontier mission workers with tools
that facilitate self-reflection on how
their first culture has ordered and privi-
leged their world and impacted their
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theological understandings. These same
tools also enable workers to enter, move
about, reflect upon, value, and positive-

ly challenge other cultures that operate

under a radically different ordering.

In addition, frontier missiology has a
high view of God’s activity in each and
every culture. The incarnation reinforc-
es our understanding of the inherent
value, significance, and freedom of each
culture. In this light, each and every
community should have the freedom
to read, interpret, and apply the Scrip-
tures in its own context. This freedom
will enable the Scripture to have the
immediate relevance to each commu-
nity that it was designed to have.

At the most fundamental level, the only
thing that is truly transcultural is the
Scripture. God’s Word does not change.
What changes is context. Since each
context has its own particular needs,
problems, and worldview, each com-
munity has to read the Scripture to
learn how to address those needs and
problems, and come to know God. This
diversity in need, problem, and world-
view will cause communities to focus on
certain truths over others. With a critical
realist epistemology such a difference in
perspective is acceptable because no hu-
man body of knowledge is complete in
and of itself. Consequently, applications
of Scripture can be diverse because each
community is ordered in different ways.

Frontier missiology is comfortable with
this diversity because this is the nature
of intercultural engagement. Frontier
missiology can be comfortable with this
because it is confident that the Father,
the Son, and the Spirit is overseeing,
actively involved, and fulfilling his cov-
enantal purposes in this world. 1JFM
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3 Jens Zimmerman writes: “Human
knowledge is never neutral, dispassionate,
timeless, or without perspective. Instead, it is
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see Merold Westphal’s Whose Community?
Which Interpretation?: Philosophical Herme-
neutics for the Church (2009).

® With regard to how systematic the-
ologies are culturally bounded, see Osborne
2009, 32.

7 Scott Moreau states that positivism
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and architecture is an appropriate expres-
sion of belief in God. Where, then, is the
overlap between these cultures and biblical
cultures that will help us gain a biblical
perspective on the cultural implications of
Islam” (2016, Kindle Locations 388-393)?
I find the category, biblical culture, to be a
bit anachronistic as well as perplexing. How
would Glasser and Kay define it?

16 David Bosch described this perspec-
tive in this way: “mission as the transfer of
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(on missionary elenctics, see Robert Priest
1994; however, Priest appears to take a static
view of the development of conscience,
labeling it a natural faculty).

19 Thomas White points out that
“Jethro is a voice of natural reason or sound
political prudence, a non-Israelite through
whom God works to organize internally the
people of Israel. The author of this portion
of the Torah clearly means to underscore
that gifts of natural prudential reason,
even when they come from outside of the
sphere of explicit revelation, are compatible
with revelation” (2016, Kindle Locations
3324-3326).

20 Tt is because of this that frontier
missiologists have the freedom to draw
from the social sciences.

2 Anthony Taylor describes how the
gospel, when framed within a kingdom per-
spective, can enter, preserve, and transform a
culture from within (2015).
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