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Testing Models, Shifting Paradigms

Reimagining and Re-envisioning People Groups 
by Leonard N. Bartlotti

In the sweeping narrative of Scripture, the focus of God’s self-disclosure is 
the peoples of the world. The biblical image of “the people of God” makes 
sense only against the background of a tempestuous mix of other “peo-

ples,” from which God selects one “holy nation” (Israel)—“you above all peo-
ples” (Deuteronomy 10:15).1 His ultimate purpose, however, is to dwell among 
a people from “all the families of the nations” (Psalm 22:27; 96:7; Revelation 
7:9). “For once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God” (1 
Peter 2:10). From the standpoint of creation, redemption and eternity, a world 
full of “peoples” reflects God’s beauty, creativity, and love.

Rethinking people groups does not mean eliminating the concept but reimag-
ining and re-envisioning it in light of twenty-first century realities. The essence 
of my discussion here is reflexive, consciously acknowledging our assumptions 
and preconceptions. It is also corrective, addressed not to critics but to those of 
us who embrace and advocate UPG missiology. In this article, I explore ways 
to reimagine people groups through an upgraded understanding of the concept 
itself and suggest steps to re-envision the UPG approach in order to maximize 
efforts to reach all peoples.2

Understanding “People Groups”
However nuanced in the minds of mission scholars, popularly and in practice, 
“unreached people groups” are primarily “ethno-linguistic” in nature. Criteria 
related to ethnicity and language dominate.3  This is reflected in databases 
where a “people group” is defined as “an ethno-linguistic group with a common 
self-identity that is shared by the various members.”4

The shorthand definition has advantages. It is easily communicated and mar-
keted. “Peoples” as “ethnic groups” can be named, profiled, objectified, enu-
merated, and portrayed in pictures, videos and media. Another advantage is 
the appearance of an uncomplicated “this equals that” correspondence with 
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Instrumentalist
Fredrik Barth’s seminal work  Ethnic Groups and 
Boundaries  (1969) marked a turning point and “shift from 
a static to  interactional approaches  to ethnicity.”10 Barth  
“abandons the notion that cultures are clearly bounded, sepa-
rated and homogeneous units.”11 The focus is not on cultural 
traits, but on dynamic interactions, ways people embrace, con-
strain, act on and experience ethnicity, and “imagine the ethnic 
community.” Individuals choose and change their ethnic iden-
tity, particularly at the boundaries between groups.

In this view, ethnicity functions as a tool, an aspect of the way 
people organize themselves depending on social circumstanc-
es.12 Individuals and groups are actors, versus merely passive 
recipients of “culture” or heritage. They use cultural resources 
to pursue personal or communal advantage in particular set-
tings and contexts. This focus reveals that “ethnic groups and 
their features are produced under  particular interactional, 
historical, economic and political circumstances; they are highly 
situational, not primordial.” 13

Constructivist
Barth’s work led to greater emphasis on the  contextual and 
situational processes of ethnic identity. Ethnicity can be mo-
bilized contextually and situationally, “in the contexts of dif-
ferent ‘levels’ and ‘contextual horizons.’”14  Identities are re-
constituted, negotiated and contested in a dynamic process of 
self-other interaction.

Both the instrumentalist and constructivist approaches re-
flect a post-modern view of culture. Identities are socially 
constructed, not fixed but changeable (within certain con-
straints).15 Individuals maintain multiple identities and use 
ethnicity as a set of “diacritic” or “distinguishing markers” and 
tools for social engagement.

It is fairly obvious that Christian websites, mission agencies 
and literature tend to display an unquestioned reliance on 
the primordialist (“in the blood” and “in the stuff ”) view of 
ethnicity, ethnic groups and identity. “People profiles” have 
become a kind of literary sub-genre!16 Unfortunately, among 
other problems this static approach too often rests on little or 
no contemporary ethnographic confirmation.

Mission thought leaders tried to account for complexity (e.g., 
sociopeoples, unimax, diaspora). But the above consider-
ations are largely absent in the way the UPG movement to-
day organizes data and conceives of peoples. By veiling reality, 
static categories fail to convey the dynamism and fluidity of 
UPGs. This sometimes leads to unrefined strategies, engage-
ments and priorities.17 In an interconnected, urbanized, glo-
balized, mobile and changing world, we need to re-envision 
our approach.

Scripture: viz. every identifiable ethnic people and lan-
guage today 5 is represented in the eschatological multitude 
(Revelation 7:9; 5:9). This is highly motivational.

One obvious problem, recognized by Ralph Winter, is that 
from the beginning, the “people group” concept was intended 
to include “socio-peoples”—groups formed on the basis of 
other affinities like “shared interest, activity, or occupation.”6 
Can we really envision these “shared interest” groups in the 
heavenly throng? While this is evangelistically pragmatic, 
I suggest it is an interpretive leap, and thus an imagina-
tive mandate.

While ethno-linguistic groups provide a helpful baseline, 
we need to look at the challenge of reimagining “ethnicity,” 
“ethnic groups” and “ethnic identity” in light of more recent 
thinking. Given the primary UPG orientation toward “ethno-
linguistic,” that is the focus of this discussion.7 Historically 
within the social sciences, understandings of ethnicity can be 
summarized into three general categories: primordialist, in-
strumentalist and constructivist.

Primordialist
In this view, ethnicity is understood as having a real, tangible 
foundation, based either on kinship and sociobiological fac-
tors, or on shared cultural  traits, practices, and history. We 
could say that, for the former, ethnicity is “in the heart” or 
“in the blood,” and for the second, ethnicity is “in the cul-
tural stuff ”—distinctive “traits” or “surface markers” of iden-
tity (language, dress, food, etc.). The “in the heart” or “in the 
blood” approach is commonly emic, i.e., how peoples see 
themselves. Ethnic groups are viewed as “quasi-kinship” or 
“extended kin” groups.8

Historically viewed as primordial and fixed, ethnic groups 
were objectified, documented, and categorized (e.g., “mar-
tial races”). Elements of their heritage and culture (including 
material culture) were institutionalized, sometimes immor-
talized, in books, journals, ethnographies, histories, memoirs, 
short stories, movies, and museums.9

While ethno-linguistic groups  
provide a helpful baseline,  

we need to look at the challenge  
of reimagining ethnicity, ethnic 

groups and ethnic identity  
in light of more recent thinking.
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Re-envisioning Approaches
Brad Gill, President of the International Society for Frontier 
Missiology, notes the “new conditions that are pressing us to 
reimagine these frontiers.” Gill calls for a move beyond the 
“subtle ‘group think’ ” of our mission organizations, and the 
language and categories that may “unintentionally restrict our 
perception” and “blunt our imagination.”18

Toward that end, I suggest we need a new flexible, multi-level 
model of people groups  that works for multiple contextual hori-
zons. We need to reimagine our understandings of UPGs and 
re-envision strategies for reaching them. I propose four concep-
tual steps to help us develop a multi-level model and re-envi-
sioned approach.

Triangular Field of Meaning
First, we need a reshaped model of people groups, one that 
enables us to understand them over a triangular field of mean-
ing rather than a single lens.19 Based on our earlier discussion, 
we can think of ethno-linguistic people groups and identities 
from three intersecting perspectives, like three corners of a 
field. See figure 1 below.

At one corner of the field, ethnicity is seen “in the heart” or 
“blood” and “in the traits” or “stuff ” of culture. Since, as Geertz 

reminds us, “cultures are systems of meaning,” we need to 
take these seriously. Communities find symbolic meaning in 
notions of heritage, land and extended kinship, and elements 
like language, religion, festivals, food, dress, and music. At an-
other corner, we see “in the head” and “in the relationship,” 
how individuals/groups use aspects of culture as tools for ac-
tion, instruments to accomplish social ends. Knowing that 
ethnic identity is also variable “in the context”—constructed, 
negotiated, contested, self-assumed or ascribed by others—
makes us alert to dynamics “in the situation.”

In order to have a clearer understanding of UPGs, and to de-
vise more appropriate strategies, we must be able to move sub-
tly and adeptly between these three viewpoints. They are not 
mutually exclusive. Note, too, that this apparent deconstruction 
does not eliminate “groupness,” but rather reconfigures it more 
dynamically. To be honest and accurate, ethnicity is also “in the 
observer’s head” (us): We are using “ethnicity” as an analytical 
tool to make sense of what we see.20 These etic understandings 
are appropriate if we are aware of potential biases.

Dynamic Models
Second, we need more dynamic models of people group in-
teraction and social bonding, especially in multi-ethnic, urban 
and diaspora contexts.

Figure 1. Ethnic Identity: Triangular Field of Meaning
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For example, a Kazakh in Turkey preserves Kazakh ethnicity, 
but constructs a Turkish Kazakh identity. This allows him/
her to negotiate more advantageous social connections and 
a sense of belonging.21  Migration also fosters a more fluid 
ethnic identity.

Minority Senegalese (e.g., Seereer) in Dakar adopt ver-
nacular “urban Wolof ” as the  lingua franca. The process of 
“Wolofization” affects not only language, but also ethnicity. 
A new “Wolof ” identity is constructed, especially among 
the second generation. As one Pulaar-speaking elementary 
school teacher reported, “At home I’m Haalpulaar, when I’m 
in Dakar, I’m Wolof.” This suggests “a new urban identity 
rather than a switch in ethnicity.” Depending on the context 
and interaction, residents may reject an ethno-linguistic iden-
tifier and simply say, as did one professor, “I’m from Dakar . . . 
that’s the new ethnicity now in Senegal, to be from Dakar.” 22

A similar dynamic was observed in Afghanistan. “Kabuli” 
(people from the capital of Kabul) describes a Persianized 
urban identity that, while not negating ethnic heritage, influ-
ences social relationships and values. Kabulis (Pashtun and 
Tajik) mix freely and have been more receptive to the gospel 
than their rural cousins.23

Case studies from South Africa, the Netherlands, Mexico, 
Sweden, the United States, Brazil, Israel, Germany, and 
Singapore, demonstrate strategies that transnational new-
comers and students use to negotiate identity. Some adapt 
with “situational ethnicity” (hiding or asserting traits situ-
ationally). Alternatively, others adopt (or accept an imposed) 
“hyphenated identity.”24

In each case, adaptive identities both reflect and affect an ethnic 
community’s interaction with other peoples and the larger soci-
ety. This has important implications for evangelism and church 
planting. These dynamics influence a group’s sense of belonging, 
possibilities for bonding with existing fellowships, and/or the 
need for new movements or compound models of church.

To illustrate this, imagine from high school chemistry how an 
element like Oxygen can combine with other elements to form 
molecules (atoms held together by chemical bonds). See fig-
ure 2 below. The analogy isn’t perfect, but similarly, we need 
to envision people groups in a more “combinable” way. With  
whom, how, when, and in what contexts members of a  
community affirm “bonds,” develop or reject affinities—these 
are questions relevant to the disciplemaking and church plant-
ing process.

Figure 2. Like molecules, members of a people group bond with others in different ways, depending on the context.
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Note that this dynamism assumes the importance of “place,” 
sensitivity to context, and the relational and situational char-
acter of ethnicity. In some contexts, communal structures are 
tight. In urban and diaspora settings, people often negotiate 
relational worlds with feelings of multiple belonging or “hy-
bridity.” Ethnic and faith identities persist, but may or may 
not be foregrounded.25

There are no perfect analogies, but for higher levels of data, 
we need to deploy new conceptual images and sensibilities. 
We need to discern peoples, places and populations where 
the gospel has yet to exert its catalytic force. Pioneer workers 
must be keen observers and “barefoot ethnographers.” As ur-
ban missiologist Alan McMahan puts it, we need to be better 
“glue sniffers” to figure out the types and strengths of “glue” 
that hold people together in different networks and contexts.26

Multiple Tiers of Data
Third, re-envisioning people groups requires “ethnographic 
imagination”27  and multiple tiers of data. The shift from a 
reductionist, segmented model to one that is multi-perspec-
tival, dynamic, and field-based should include:

• processes, social chemistry and facts on the ground;
• how  commonality  (faith, city, ethnicity, nationality) is 

imagined or sought;
• how difference is encountered and dealt with;
• intercultural  relationships, bridges and barriers between 

peoples;
• diaspora and transnational connections;
• styles and modes of communication;
• lessons learned from historical efforts and previous approaches;
• current conditions, socio-political change and crises;
• receptivity  of sub-groups (e.g., youth, immigrants) and 

associations;
• proximate cross-cultural witnesses;
• incorporability into existing fellowships and churches;
• associational  bridges  (believers with organic, relational 

connections);
• media and evangelistic resources;
• ongoing assessments and research;
• discernment of what the Holy Spirit is doing.

Obviously, this data is not needed for mobilization. What we 
know now is sufficient for prayer and obedience!

Greater detail and refinement, what we might call “Second 
Tier” and “Third Tier” data, take us to a deeper level of under-
standing and empathy. This is useful for national research, on-
site strategy, outreach and church planting. To gather, track, 

share, and evaluate field-generated knowledge will necessitate 
data-sharing platforms, secure communications, and greater 
collaboration in knowledge stewardship. This re-envisioning 
of information requires a broader range of inputs.28 For secu-
rity and practical reasons, we cannot “patch” this Second- and 
Third-Tier information onto our current segmented databases.

This points to another glaring gap: By and large, field work-
ers feel divorced from the missiological conversation! Many 
workers complain that “nobody is listening” to them. If we 
are to move forward, it is essential for field workers to map 
the context. 

Often field-based personnel are in the best position to as-
sess whether a people group is adequately engaged, and 
their relative access to the Gospel. . . . These contextual eth-
nographic realities . . . provide important indicators for new 
initiatives.29

Another way to address the disparity is through “Case 
Studies” that illuminate the complexities of pioneer church 
planting and provide “thick descriptions” of a people, event, 
or issue for analysis, training and application.30

A multi-tiered, multi-perspectival database must be func-
tional and flexible; view people groups from multiple contex-
tual horizons; promote communities of learning and practice 
across organizational lines; and contribute to sandals-on-the-
ground fruitfulness. Field accessibility is critical.31

Re-envisioning the People of God
Finally, we need to re-envision the church as the “people of 
God,” with a shared consciousness that celebrates yet tran-
scends every local identity. We might revitalize this image 
in relation to incorporability, multi-ethnicity, and church 
movements.

A Place to Belong
Christian faith is “embodied” in churches. This is the  telos, 
the end and purpose, of frontier missions: viable, indigenous, 
growing church movements among all peoples.

The gospel cannot be said to be accessible if church is not 
accessible. The invitation to believe in Christ is an invita-
tion to receive not only “forgiveness of sins,” but also “a place  
among those  who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26: 
17–18). The church is a place for all peoples (Isaiah 56:6–8; 
Galatians 3:28; Ephesians 2:13–16). “A place to belong” is at 
the heart of the gospel!

Consequently, for mission purposes, the notion of “unreached 
peoples” is intrinsically linked to a concept Ralph Winter 
called incorporability.
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Church Growth Where There is No Church
We need to re-envision the connection between frontier 
missions and church growth. Amidst the global flow of 
goods, ideas, and people, mega-, multiethnic, and urban/re-
gional house church networks are thriving from Argentina 
and Chile, to Nigeria, India, and Indonesia, as well as the 
West. Despite common roots and exceptions, the two streams 
are largely disconnected professionally and missionally.36 
Reestablishing synergy and sharing resources would advance 
an “all peoples” vision.

UPG enthusiasts need to deconstruct categories and rec-
ognize that church movements need not be monoethnic to 
engage and penetrate UPGs. Gospel freedom allows and cel-
ebrates, but does not demand, homogeneous ethnic churches. 
Some church movements involve ethnic blends, with ho-
mogeneity in evangelism, and heterogeneity in discipleship. 
Others facilitate homogeneity in smaller relational circles, 
and heterogeneity in larger ones. Homogeneity may suit 
first generation immigrants, but heterogeneity, the children 
of immigrants (e.g., pan-Asian and pan-Latino churches). 
Other churches have an ethnically dominant group plus 
mixed cultural group (e.g., Persian, Arab). Mobilizing urban 
conglomerate churches, house church networks, and proxi-
mate believers, and purposefully connecting diaspora disciple 
making with other frontier initiatives, would help revitalize 
movement toward UPGs.37

Conclusion
The concept of people groups takes us to the heart of the 
biblical narrative. The frontier mission movement must rei-
magine itself in light of global realities, the persistent needs 
of the unevangelized, and God’s desire for a people from all 
peoples. We need to upgrade our understandings, envision 
new dynamic models, and leverage the evangelistic potential 
of the global church to impact the remaining UPGs.

The frontier mission movement often draws its inspiration 
from the panorama of radiant worship in Revelation 5:9–
10. As New Testament scholar Gordon Fee outlines it, the 
“new song” acclaims the means of his redeeming act (“with 
your blood”), the  effect  of that sacrifice (“you purchased for  
God”), the breadth of redemption (“members of every tribe 
and language and people and nation”), its goal (“made . . . to 
be a kingdom and priests to serve our God . . . they will reign 
on the earth”), and God-centered, God-ordained  climax,   
“To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise 
and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!” 38 We are 
invited to respond both with wonder and adoration, and with 
faithful cruciform witness (Revelation 6:9–11; 19:10) to “the 
word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (Revelation 1:2; 
20:4) before all nations.  IJFM

Thus, for both spiritual and practical reasons, I would be 
much more pleased to talk about the presence of a church 
allowing people to be incorporated, or the absence of a church 
leaving people unincorporable  instead of unreached. I feel it 
would be better to try to observe, not whether people are 
“saved” or not or somehow “reached” or not, but first whether 
an individual has been incorporated in a believing fellowship 
or not, and secondly, if a person is not incorporated, does he 
have the opportunity  within his cultural tradition  to be so 
incorporated.32

The “opportunity within his cultural tradition to be so incor-
porated” refers to the presence, or absence, of a truly viable, 
truly indigenous church. If people cannot be incorporated, 
if existing fellowships are not accessible—due to “barriers of 
understanding or acceptance”—to other peoples, then a new 
version of church is needed.

Ethnic Realities and Evangelistic Potential
We must re-envision “churches” in relation to the peoples 
around them. In his book  Ethnic Realities and the Church: 
Lessons from India, Donald McGavran, father of the Church 
Growth Movement, categorized Indian churches there 
into nine “types.” He described them based on their  vary-
ing degrees of ethnicity as well as their evangelistic potential,33  

their “different relationships to and degrees of acceptance by  
the ‘yet to believe.’ ”34 The dual concepts of “degrees of eth-
nicity” and “evangelistic potential” may be useful to re-envi-
sion churches in multiethnic and UPG-proximate settings. 
In Indonesia, an over 150,000-person multiethnic urban 
conglomerate with contemporary worship in the  lingua 
franca  Bahasa Indonesia includes at least 3,000 Muslim 
background believers from a UPG!35 But to  maximize the 
“evangelistic potential” of these migrant urbanites requires 
equipping some to  reach out  to their ethnic neighbors, and 
training others to reach back to their ethnic homeland to cata-
lyze vernacular movements.

For both spiritual and practical reasons, 
I would rather talk about the presence 

of a church allowing people to be 
incorporated, or the absence of a church 
leaving people unincorporable instead 

of unreached.
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