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ABSTRACT 

All Christians are called to fulfill the Great Commission and African-Americans are no 

exception. There are realistic challenges related to the past and present which help explain why 

are there are so few African-American long-term missionaries. This paper attempts to utilize the 

missional helix (Van Rheenan 2011) as a paradigm for exploring the problem and proposing a 

church-based model known as the Bethel Nurture Program as a means of discipling missionaries.  

The program was adapted from a similar program developed at Bethlehem Baptist Church in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota under the leadership of Dr. John Piper (Piper and Stellar 2000). 
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INTRODUCTION  

In recent years, several Christian missions leaders have raised the question, “Why are 

there so few African American missionaries?” (Zylstra 2013, 14). Others have commented on the 

how the unique experiences and suffering of African-Americans allows them to receive a 

warmer welcome than many White missionaries might receive in a foreign country (Kwon 

2010). The experience of most African-Americans with socio-economic struggle and racial 

discrimination give them the ability to express a compassionate approach to hurting people and 

relate to many of the oppressed people of the world. According to a study of 750 African-

American churches in urban areas, many churches do reasonably well in the area of providing 

food (71%) and clothing (66%), prison ministry (56%) and substance abuse (46%) and other 

holistic ministries to a lesser extent (Bositis 2006, 7-8).  In addition to meeting practical needs of 

the community, some African-American churches are meaningfully engage in local evangelism. 

The biggest challenge has been in developing effective global missions programs and preparing 

Christians with a willingness to serve in needy foreign fields.  

This paper will employ the elements of the “missional helix” as a model for 

understanding the multifaceted dilemma regarding African American presence in cross-cultural 

ministry (Van Rheenan 2011). This model is usually applied to church planting and involves four 

key elements which are: theological reflection, cultural analysis, historical perspective and 

strategy formation. While the paper does not focus directly on church planting, the notion of 

engaging more African Americans in global missions service ultimately is about that matter and 

this framework can be applied with that as the desired goal. The difference here is that we apply 
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the missional helix (2011) to a specific group of intended missions practitioners, as opposed to 

the ones who the practitioners aim at evangelizing. In essence, we are in pursuit of a discipleship 

model which will cause many African American Christians to experience a shift in worldview 

which makes cross-cultural ministry an appealing life calling. Many African Americans have 

been involved in short-term missions efforts and have witnessed firsthand the impact which they 

have been able to make in a cross-cultural foreign setting. Consideration will be given to ways in 

which these experiences can play a greater role in heightening the awareness of these potential 

African American missionary candidates to the possibility of long-term service on a foreign field 

and the nature of the unique discipleship experience which is needed to prepare them for 

effective cross cultural ministry. 

Ultimately, the need is for the development of a discipleship model for African American 

Christians which will address the unique context and worldview of this population. In keeping 

with Van Rheenan’s missional helix (2011), it must be provocative enough to confront the 

strongholds of safety and security which have become a critical element of the African American 

worldview according to Sutherland (1998). At the same time, it must be sensitive enough to offer 

an honest portrayal of history, illustrating the reality of the dehumanizing racial discrimination,  

while providing the Christians with the motivation to obey the Great Commission at whatever 

cost. A contextualized discipleship model of this nature must be comprehensive and have at its 

foundation a theological underpinning which is holistic and practical. A church-based nurture 

program for potential foreign missionaries can help the candidates develop their unique strengths 

which should ultimately allow well prepared African American missionaries to thrive in some of 

the most forbidding fields on the planet. 
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Theological Reflections 

 

The Great Commission passages found in Matthew 28:18-20, Mark 16:15-16, Luke 

24:46-48 and John 20:21 in the Gospels and Acts 1:8 command all Christians everywhere to be 

actively engaged in spreading the Gospel to all people groups everywhere on the earth. Peter 

O’Brien points out that William Carey faced much opposition when he began instructing his 

contemporaries that the words of Matthew 28:18-20 didn’t only apply to the apostles and to First 

Century disciples, but they apply to all believers throughout the ages (1976, 66). Steven 

Hawthorne writing in the Perspectives Reader clarifies the mandate which Jesus gave to those 

who worshipped him on the mountain as a command to “disciple all the peoples” which referred 

to every ethnic or people group (Hawthorne 2009, 128). No exemptions were given to believers 

in Christ despite hardships, discrimination or other concerns. Therefore, African American 

Christians like all other believers must come to terms with the implications of the Great 

Commission, on a personal level and on a corporate level, as local churches partner with 

missional parachurch organizations to build the Kingdom of God in response to the biblical 

mandate to reach all nations. The challenges of racism, family breakdown and limited 

opportunities for economic advancement may cause stress and test the best Christians amongst 

us, but we are all expected to give heed to the call to worldwide evangelism. Every nation, tribe 

and tongue must have the opportunity to receive the gift of eternal life and worship God in spirit 

and in truth before our Lord returns (Matthew 24:14). 

All Christians are called upon to identify with the cross through self-denial and follow 

Christ’s example of suffering for the sake of reaching others with the gospel (Luke 9:23). In the 

United States, it is possible to become a Christian and lose sight of the “hard sayings” of Jesus 

found in the New Testament, simply because few people in America suffer for the Christian 
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faith. The African-American worship experience has traditionally included songs in genres 

referred to as spirituals and gospel songs which speak of suffering and struggle.  Examples might 

include, “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen” (Johnson 1925, 84) and “The Storm is Passing 

Over. (Tindley 1905)”  When originally written, many of these songs were understood by 

African-Americans as having to do with the challenges of racism, poverty, sickness and trials 

which are not necessarily or directly related to being a Christian or sharing one’s faith with 

others.  This might even apply to an old song, not written by African-Americans, but once 

commonly sung by them such as, “Must Jesus Bear the Cross Alone” which has a very direct 

biblical reference to a passage such as Luke 9:23 (Shepherd 1693).  When the song says, “No 

there’s a cross for everyone and there’s a cross for me,” the African-American listener does not 

necessarily think of the challenges of being a Christian, but those that relate to his personal and 

human rights struggles.  This double entendre of music in the African-American tradition started 

during slavery. Consider spirituals like “Steal Away” which would include lyrics such as, “Steal 

away to Jesus. Haven’t got long to stay here.(Johnson 1969, 114)”  This certainly related to the 

desire to leave the plantation and head north through the assistance of those who led the 

Underground Railroad. This notion of living with dignity and faith through racial injustice and 

oppression is not unspiritual or inappropriate for a Christian, but most theologians would 

probably agree that this is not the direct point of the New Testament writers or Jesus Himself.  

 

A Historical Perspective 

There are several noteworthy accomplishments to modern missions made by African-

Americans which can serve as a motivation for continued involvement of the group in cross-

cultural ministry, especially as it relates to global evangelism. In 1782, George Liele, became the 
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first American missionary (Wilmore 1986, 98). As a former slave in Savannah, Georgia he 

started the First Africa Church.   After indenturing himself to a British officer, he moved his 

family to Kingston, Jamaica, paid his debt off in two years and dedicated himself to preaching. 

Along with four other former American slaves, he formed the First African Baptist Church of 

Kingston (Pelt 2002, 83). There are other notable early missions accomplishments by African 

Americans. Prince Williams, who after being freed from slavery, traveled from South Carolina to 

Nassau, Bahamas, establishing a church and the Society of Anabaptists.  Lott Carey, a former 

slave from Virginia, became America’s first missionary to Africa where he established a mission 

in Sierra Leone and a church and a missionary society in Liberia. Finally, John Stewart, a free 

born Black from Virginia began reaching out to the Wyandot Native American reservation with 

the help of his interpreter, Jonathan Pointer, a black who had been kidnapped by the Wyandot as 

a child. His outreach to the Wyandot is considered the beginning of Methodist missions. 

Furthermore, we cannot underestimate the significant role in foreign missions played by 

African American women. Their accomplishments were often hidden behind their husbands due 

to the inherent sexism of the day (Henderson 2005, 51). Many are unaware of the fact that a 

Black woman, Betsty Stockton, was the first single woman missionary in modern missions. She 

was sent to Hawaii by the American Board of Missions in 1823 (Pelt 2002, 83).  When husbands 

have died in an untimely fashion, we have been given greater clarity about the devotion to God 

and commitment to mission of these women. This is like the way in which Elisabeth Elliott and 

others have risen to the occasion when Jim Elliott was killed by the Waodani (formerly known as 

Auca Indian tribe) in the jungle of Equador in 1956 (Saint 2005). 

As it relates to women and missions in African American churches, one undeniable 

reality is that “missionaries” in most Baptist churches were groups made up entirely of women 
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who wore white dresses on Sundays and visited the sick and shut-in members of the 

congregation. This greatly skews and still affects the view that most people and especially men 

have of what constitutes a missionary.  It is easy to see why many men might not give any 

attention at all to the notion of becoming a missionary. This is ironic because one thing that 

might make church more interesting to men who have “phased out of the church”, so to speak is 

the sense of adventure and the opportunity to make a real difference that missions offers.  If 

African-American men are willing to risk their lives for gang violence, performing dangerous 

vehicular acrobatics in urban streets while riding dirt bikes without helmets, involvement with 

drugs, crime or risky sexual behavior. Most assuredly, there are bold and fearless, Spirit-filled 

men of God who are willing to risk all for the cause of Christ. 

Before the 1880s, the vast majority of black missionaries to Africa were supported by 

white churches or denominations (Hanciles 2014, 217). This began to change after that time 

period as black missionary agencies such as the African Baptist Missionary Society and the 

missions efforts of the American Methodist Episcopal and American Methodist Episcopal Zion 

provided began to send missionaries and support work on the African continent which exceeded 

that of white institutions. The missionaries served primarily in Sierra Leone, Liberia and South 

Africa which all had significant European influence.  While the history and contributions are 

limited, they were significant and sharing it might serve as a motivation for encouraging more 

African-American Christians to consider becoming career missionaries. Researchers such as 

Jehu Hanciles, believe there is evidence to indicate that the attitudes of Blacks from America 

towards indigenous African culture were not significantly different from that of their White 

counterparts (217).  
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Furthermore, the influences of Black Nationalist teachings of Marcus Garvey seemed to 

impact the practices of some of these black missions boards,  This only fueled the mistrust of 

colonial leaders and influenced their policies with regard to seeking to exclude or greatly limit 

the entry or leadership roles and influence of black missionaries (217). Many Whites feared that 

the Pan-African politics and agenda of Marcus Garvey had influenced the views of too many of 

the recently released descendants of the Africans (Seraile 2002, 28). Many of the African 

countries were considered colonies of European nations at this time. For instance, the leaders of 

Belgium admitted their unwillingness to allow Blacks from America because of their desire to 

keep the Garvey mindset of “Africa for Africans” out of the Congo (Seraile 2002, 28). The 

Union of South Africa refused entry permits to black missionaries unless a white missionary 

controlled the mission (Seraile 2002,28). The fear was that the black missionaries would cause 

political agitation amongst the native black South Africans. The new opportunities afforded 

Blacks after slavery ended led to the development of black mission boards, but the rejection of 

their candidates discouraged the growth of these groups and this meant that few Blacks 

considered a career in missions despite the fact that some might have sensed such a calling. 

Today, when the paucity of African Americans in full time foreign missionary service is 

discussed these historical realities are often overlooked.  However, the impact of racial 

discrimination, economics and other societal trends greatly influence the priorities, programming 

and choices of African Americans today. All the major denominations such as Methodists, 

Presbyterian and Southern Baptists accepted African Americans as missionaries during the 19th 

Century, this changed during the 20th Century (Seraile 2002, 28). For instance, in 1868, 12 of the 

13 Presbyterian missionaries in Liberia were black. Blacks serving there under the Protestant 

Episcopal Church outnumbered Whites by 21 to 5. While these statistics describe exceptional 
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circumstances that only relate to a few regions, they are still worth noting. However, by 1920, 

the openness to Blacks shown by mission boards during the Reconstruction period had come to a 

complete halt in most places, including Africa, with a few exceptions such as Liberia. 

With respect to educational institutions known for preparing people who desire to be 

career missionaries, some denied African American’s admission into the 1950s and 1960s 

(Sutherland 1998, 21). In a survey conducted in 1953, at least nine out of fifty-six schools 

responding refused to accept African American students (22). Most of the schools were smaller 

more sectarian schools, but the list included larger schools such as: Bob Jones University, 

Columbia Bible College and Dallas Theological Seminary. Due to federal civil rights 

legislations, by 1970, all reversed these policies (22). 

 

Cultural Realities of African Americans 

Certainly, the socioeconomic realities of African Americans cannot be ignored as issues 

impinging on the numbers of individuals seeking to be global witnesses. One question which 

should be considered is, “What socioeconomic background did most of the white missionaries of 

the 20th Century come from?”  “What percentage came from low income backgrounds?” If the 

answer to this question is a low percentage, we have discovered a correlation between one’s 

personal socioeconomic status and their mental and emotional preparedness to consider a career 

in missions.   One might conclude that when people are overly consumed with survival in the 

United States, they are less likely to consider careers in global missions. This should not be 

interpreted as a reflection of their spirituality, but as a reflection of their humanity. If we use 

Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to explain the point, when physiological, safety, love and 

belonging, and esteem needs are not met, people have trouble self-actualizing (McLeod 2007). 
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This means that a person could actually know they belong on the mission field as a Christian, but 

never get there because of their overconsumption with the most basic needs of life.  

Therefore, as we consider most African American churches and foreign missions, due to 

the socioeconomic realities of many congregants and community members, these churches, more 

than that of their Anglo counterparts must develop effective, holistic outreach programs. A 

failure to do so makes it very difficult to justify foreign missions efforts in the eyes of the 

congregants who are called upon to donate their limited dollars to such concerns. In 

predominantly White churches where the basic needs are met and survival concerns are not the 

usual focus of the members, there is normally less concern about local missions. Having said 

that, this might point to a need for more partnerships between African-American and Anglo-

American churches.   

There are many issues bordering on controversy which come up as we consider the nature 

of African-American megachurches and the programs most of them offer to their parishioners. 

On the one hand, they offer services to the church and the broader community at no or low cost.  

On another hand the diverse programs offered may appear more self-serving than they are Christ 

glorifying (Hall-Russell 2005, 28). For instance, many megachurches were involved in economic 

development through home repairs, senior housing, job creation, and commercial development, 

for example. Many held regular seminars on finance, credit repair, and investment strategies 

(28). One could argue in these cases that it is not what they are doing, but why they are doing it 

which should be considered or questions.  Is the goal of those who created these programs to 

create more wealthy Christians or to help people get out of debt so that they can serve the 

purposes of the Kingdom at home and abroad? Clearly, these churches are financially stable and 

have more resources to use for global disciple-making.  Some like Christian Stronghold Baptist 
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Church in Philadelphia, have very strong missions ministries and have even sent out missionaries 

(Telford 2001, 37).  

The most strategic churches in the Black community and otherwise employ a strategy 

which is GLOCAL. This should apply everywhere even when the strategy just means that you 

are evangelizing in Jerusalem as well as in Judea, Samaria and the uttermost parts of the earth in 

accordance with Acts 1:8. As one put it, Jerusalem applies to those who are like us and near us.  

Judea and Samaria refers to those who are near us, but not like us, ethnically. Finally, the 

uttermost parts of the earth refers to those who are not near us and not like us ethnically. 

Unfortunately, as Sutherland’s research on African-American churches points out (1998, 164), 

many interpret Acts 1:8 to be Jerusalem, then Judea and Samaria, then the uttermost parts of the 

earth.  This leaves far too many from ever leaving Jerusalem because there is the unfounded 

notion that God expects us to reach all the people of the local or regional areas before going 

global. The notion of developing and executing a simultaneous strategy needs to become more 

normative. 

The notion of going to live on a foreign missions field seems almost inexplicable to 

many African-Americans because there is the feeling that most have not realized or achieved the 

American Dream.  Those who have experienced some success professionally and economically 

are usually first generation.  Joseph Jeter is an African-American missionary and mobilizer of 

Have Christ Will Travel Ministries who had the following comment:  

  Short-term mission has now become the end instead of the beginning. 

  Unfortunately, a lot of our younger people in particular have gotten 

  swallowed up in materialism. They don’t want to go; they have to 

  live too high. It’s become so high that God can’t honor it. Everybody 

  wants the $30,000 car (2002 prices) – people want it for style. That’s  

  missionary support money that’s going into personal wealth, and all 

  they’ve got is bills. You can’t minister to needy people if you’re  

  living too high” (Watkins 2002, 64). 
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As Jeter proposes, the goal of short-term mission should be to advance long-term 

missional goals inclusive of increasing our long-term foreign missionary force through 

meaningful exposure to the lifestyle, responsibility and ministry opportunities one is afforded in 

such circumstances.  As Sutherland pointed out in his dissertation (Sutherland 1998, 167), Jeter 

comments that many African Americans are too preoccupied with the desire to succeed in 

America. Whether it is due to factors such as racial discrimination, the broken family or poor 

educational systems, many are have never experienced economic success or are the first 

generation of such. This limits the desire to sacrifice in a global context since there is a feeling 

that such sacrificial or frugal living has been normative for too long.   

A cultural analysis of the African-American Christian cannot ignore the need for some 

form of worldview analysis. This can also be viewed as some form of psychological analysis. 

One writer offers sobering comments related to the influence of the Middle Passage and slavery 

upon the present psyche and the development of African-American theology (Johnson 2005, 

545). 

The Middle Passage symbolizes the meaning of the American experience 

for the African American much in the same way that Ellis Island symbolizes the 

meaning of the American experience for voluntary immigrants. It is significant, 

however, that Ellis Island is a place, a destination. The Middle Passage is not. It, 

on the other hand, is a journey, an odyssey fraught with peril and riddled with 

uncertainty. The immigrant began in full knowledge of where they were going. 

The African had no idea where or how they would end up (Johnson 2005, 545). 

 

Johnson characterizes the lack of security and safety which many African-Americans 

still feel by tracing it back to the Middle Passage. When we compare this traumatic symbol of the 

Middle Passage to the symbol of Ellis Island for European immigrants, we see one characterized 

by pain and uncertainty and the other by hopefulness and an expectation of stability. While these 

thoughts might seem somewhat radical to those who are not African-American, they can be 
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appreciated by those within the group who recognize the challenges of feeling like there is no 

where you can be completely at home, geographically or ethnically. Interestingly, Harold Isaacs 

described the challenges experienced by African-Americans who moved back to African 

countries, but found that they were often treated as outsiders and in the worst case scenarios felt 

outright rejection because their behaviors and customs were not truly African (Isaacs 2002, 87).  

 Sutherland’s research investigated reasons for the underrepresentation of African-

Americans in intercultural ministry within the global context. He considered the need of African-

Americans for survival and security as core values which make it difficult for many to envision 

taking the risks associated with long-term service in a foreign country (Sutherland 2000, 298). 

His study mentions many other factors associated with the Black Church and the personal 

concerns of the group which impact the numbers of African American missionaries. Some of 

these factors include lack of pastoral or church emphasis, ethnocentricity, the challenge of 

fundraising, the discriminatory policies of some mission boards, materialism, discouragement by 

family (Sutherland 1998). A summary of his findings can be found at his website (1998).  It is 

probably the most comprehensive study seeking to answer the question of why so few African 

American missionaries exist.  

Unique Missional Opportunities 

 African-American communities like Harlem often offer unique opportunities for 

evangelizing unreached immigrant populations, as well as religious group such as Muslims.   

Since the 1980s, one of the demographic shifts in America has been the influx of West African 

immigrants.  According to a New York Times article, “More Africans are entering the United 

States than in the Days of Slavery” (Roberts 2005, 1).  The legal immigrants from Africa have 

been entering at about 50,000 per year over the past 15 years or so.  That has raised the 
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percentage of foreign born people in America from Africa in the United States to approximately 

four percent (Gambino 2014, 1).  No official count exists for the number of illegal immigrants 

who stay past the dates of their travel or student visas which, if known, would elevate these 

numbers significantly. While many migrate to other cities like Washington, D.C., Atlanta, 

Georgia and Los Angeles, a larger number of the Africans stay in the New York City area and 

many have clustered in a section of Harlem known as “Little Africa” located around 116th Street 

between Malcolm X Boulevard and Frederick Douglass Boulevard (Abdullah 2009, 37).  

As the missions pastor of Bethel Gospel Assembly, a church in Harlem with a longstanding 

commitment to local evangelism and foreign missions, I have been an eyewitness to this 

demographic shift. For New Yorkers, evangelizing unreached people groups no longer requires 

passports and international air travel (Clayman and Lee 2010). In recognition of these population 

changes in the neighborhood, my passion for reaching our new West African Muslim residents 

began to grow. In 2003, I met and started mentoring a Muslim Background Believer, Daouda 

Zongo, who came from Burkina, Faso. As he became a gatherer and leader of francophone West 

African Christians in need of a church home, our senior pastor, Bishop Carlton Brown, asked me 

to work with Daouda in planting a church.  That was 2008 and since then, Living Water 

Christian Center has served French speaking West Africans in the New York area. Most live 

primarily in Harlem and the South Bronx.  I serve as the executive pastor of this congregation, 

alongside Daouda Zongo who serves as the senior pastor. It is one of Bethel’s fastest growing 

church plants and has about 150 men, women and children in attendance on an average Sunday. 

The missional potential of this young congregation lends itself to great possibilities.  

One of the most effective ways to do evangelism is to do it with the lowest level of cultural 

distance between the witness and the prospective believer (Winter and Koch, 2009). Ralph 
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Winter calls this the E-Scale in the comprehensive reader for Perspectives on the World 

Christian Movement. In light of the fact that a French-speaking West African Christian is 

culturally and linguistically a lot closer than an English speaking African American or Anglo 

American, it became evident from the start of the new congregation that we were in a unique 

position to reach out to our Muslim neighbors in Harlem. 

            Black pastors and churches are often conflicted with regard to Islam.  Marsha Snulligan 

Haney states,”…awareness of the lack of scholarship in formulating a Christian presence and 

response to Islam has enabled the church to slip into what is perceived as a silent and gradual 

dissolution by assimilation” (2002, 19). In light of the liberal, usually Democratic, political 

affiliation which most African-American Christians and spiritual leaders assume, it means that 

more often than not, the imams of the community are treated as allies on many issues. These 

issues relate primarily to poverty and racism along with its effects including:  unemployment or 

underemployment, inadequate housing, crime, gang violence, dealing with drug sales and 

treating substance abusers. When friends are few and grant money is scarce, making allies with 

Muslims is a seen as a preferred strategy.  This makes the idea of evangelizing Muslims that 

much more complicated for Black Christians. It gets further complicated when we tell Black 

Christians that Muslims believe in Jesus, but they don’t think He is God.  They view Jesus as a 

revered prophet referred to as “Issa.” This friendly posture of community collaboration on issues 

of common concern is not shared by all Bible-believing Christians, but an effective campaign to 

cultivate more understanding and intentionality about reaching Muslims for Christ, could result 

in the use of these Christian-Muslim alliances to engage in more effective interreligious 

dialogue. Most Muslims who are won to Christ refer to a critical Christian friend who influenced 

their understanding of God by the love they demonstrated (Woodberry 2007, 82). 
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Developing a Strategy for Cultivation 

  

Many African American churches do a fine job of serving the needs of impoverished or 

struggling individuals in urban communities throughout America (Barna and Jackson 2004, 2). 

White churches, on the other hand, often do outstanding global missions work, but fail to find 

consistent ways to serve the neediest of our society, often overlooking opportunities to partner 

with ethnic churches which are in their cities. In the case of each, there are notable exceptions to 

these general trends. The unique strengths noted on the part of Black and White Christians 

should indicate an opportunity for impactful collaboration between Black and White Christian 

churches and ministries. 

The challenges of racism, family breakdown, cultural strongholds and limited 

opportunities for economic advancement may pose seemingly insurmountable barriers to the 

notion of increasing the pool of African-American missionaries. However, African-American 

Christians must continue to take their place on the stage of global disciple-making. We need to 

work diligently with our existing churches and organizations, as well as form partnerships so that 

every nation, tribe and tongue might have the opportunity to receive the gift of eternal life and 

worship God in spirit and in truth. 

Ultimately, the need is for kind of discipleship for African American Christians which 

will address the unique context of the members. In keeping with Van Rheenan’s missional helix 

(2011), it must be provocative enough to confront the strongholds of safety and security which 

have become a critical element of the African American worldview according to Sutherland 

(1998). At the same time, it must be sensitive enough to offer an honest portrayal of history, 

illustrating the reality of the dehumanizing racial discrimination experienced while providing the 
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Christians with the tenacity to obey the Great Commission at whatever cost. A contextualized 

discipleship program of this nature must do an accurate analysis of African American culture 

based in a theological underpinning which is holistic and practical. There are unique adaptations 

and strengths which can allow adequately prepared African American missionaries to thrive and 

achieve success in some of the most forbidding fields on the planet.  

Here is another timely quote by Joseph Jeter related to one of the great needs which 

relates to devising an effective strategy for increasing the pool of qualified African-American 

missionaries:  

      Missionaries in the African-American church must assist the church 

in evangelism and discipleship, must be empowered by the Holy Spirit with a 

vision for evangelism, must implement a program of discipleship, and must reap 

that harvest. Missionaries must remember what Jesus did in Matthew 9:36-38 – 

that is, He looked with compassion, saw the people and the harvest and instructed 

his disciples to pray for laborers (Watkins 2002, 64). 

 

There are African-American churches with established missions programs and in 

some cases have commissioned foreign missionaries. I am fortunate to be the missions pastor at 

one such church and it is clear from my own experiences that the harvest is plentiful, but the 

laborers are few. As we ask the Lord of the Harvest to send laborers, we must ask him for an 

effective discipleship strategy which will ultimately lead to more African-American foreign 

missionaries. In light of all the aforementioned challenges, this is no easy task, but we must 

remember that it is the Lord who is the Ultimate Sender. We must get the conversation started 

rather than think it an impossibility. When I asked one pastor if it was their goal to have 

members who serve as long-term missionaries, he responded that this is not a goal at this time.  

As a Nazarene church, his church’s missions involvement took place primarily through the 

denominational missions structures. It was pretty clear that he would be surprised if a member 

asked the church leadership to prepare them for a long-term missions assignment and they 
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would, most assuredly, have to appeal to the denominational structure as a primary means of 

preparing the candidate.   

 

A Missionary Candidate Discipleship Program 

 Why shouldn’t each church develop a discipleship plan which can cultivate 

prospective missionaries to disciple the unreached peoples of the world? What would this kind of 

program look like? Here are some key elements of such a program which I’ve adapted from a 

similar one first used by Bethlehem Baptist Church when it was under the leadership of Dr. John 

Piper (Piper and Stellar 2000).    It has been used to successfully prepare four missionaries who 

were successfully commissioned to global disciple-making efforts from the church where I serve 

as missions pastor known as Bethel Gospel Assembly in Harlem. 

The program is known as the Bethel Nurture Program for Missionary Candidates. Our Lord 

and Savior, Jesus Christ, instructed the disciples to “ask the Lord of the harvest to send our workers 

into his harvest field (Matthew 9:38 NIV).”  This lets us know that all recruitment efforts must 

begin with, be sustained by and end in prayer.  As a local church we accept our responsibility to 

pray that God will raise up local missionaries and local workers from our congregation who will 

fulfill the Great Commission (Matthew 28: 19-20). 

Recruitment has both an individual and a corporate dimension: 

 

1. Individual – God communicates His will to praying and biblically saturated individuals in 

a variety of ways:  from a God-given desire arising in a person’s heart and mind 

(Philippians 2:13); through a persuasive appeal from a godly person (Acts 11:25, 26); 

through a clearly perceived vision (Acts 16:9-10); as well as through other approved means 

of receiving guidance such as a confirming prophecy. 
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2. Corporate – The leaders of the church (whether lay or ordained) should be prepared to 

take the initiative while remaining prayerful on which individuals to approach about 

seriously considering a career in missionary service.  We should be aware that not only 

those who have demonstrated gifts in preaching and teaching the Word of God should be 

considered.  There are many believers who have professional and vocational skills which 

would be a tremendous asset on the mission field, but are overlooked because they do not 

seem to have the demonstrative spiritual gifts.  The leaders must lead a congregation in 

confirming a potential missionary’s calling, preparing and sending them off (Acts 13:3).  

Ephesians 4:11-16 reminds us that it is the role of the leadership of the church to equip God’s 

people for works of service at home and abroad.  Bethel’s Nurture Program will reflect the training 

we deem necessary for someone sent out as a witness for the Lord Jesus Christ.  As a Full Gospel 

church, we acknowledge the indispensable ministry of the Holy Spirit in a believer’s life.  All 

missionary candidates entering the Bethel Nurture Program must be saved, baptized in water and 

with the Holy Ghost as evidenced by speaking in tongues (John 3:5; Acts 1:8, 2:1-4, 38-39).  

Church membership at Bethel or an affiliated church will be necessary, in that one of the main 

aspects of the program includes devotion to the local assembly.  This will not absolve the home 

church of its sending responsibility (Acts 13:2-3).  Bethel’s missions pastor will work closely with 

the home church of the missionary candidate to determine specific ways in which we can 

supplement their presently existing resources for missionary preparation and the level of 

participation the individual will have in Bethel’s Nurture Program. 

In the case of missionary candidates who are preparing to serve on fields directly associated 

with Bethel such as Bethel Gospel Global Assembly’s International Ministries, Bethel’s Nurture 

Program will serve as the primary training arm for the individual.  For those missionary 
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candidates who are interested in fields which are not presently supported by Bethel, an 

appropriate missions agency will be identified and the candidate will be expected to participate 

wholeheartedly in the training programs of the agency while participating in the Bethel Nurture 

Program.  The primary goal is to insure that Bethel’s Nurture Program provides the missions 

agencies with Christ-centered, compassionate, well-prepared and highly motivated candidates. 

Such a program as this one can be adapted and contextualized to address the needs of missionary 

candidates from a variety of backgrounds. This presentation of the program is particularly 

adapted to prepare African-American missionary candidates. 

There are 5 specific dimensions in which the missionary candidate needs to develop with the 

help of the local church as he/she prepares for cross-cultural ministry.  A brief description of 

each of these dimensions along with some required action points is given below.  These action 

points should be seen as what Bethel’s Mission Board requires before they will recommend a 

candidate to the church for financial support and commissioning.  Adjustments to these action 

points will be considered if the missionary candidate can provide an acceptable rationale for 

doing so in writing.  This will have to be reviewed by the Missions Board, after which point a 

determination will be made on the propriety of this adjustment in light of the candidates previous 

experience and training.  The missionary candidate will receive the response in writing which 

will be accompanied by a face-to-face meeting with the missions pastor. 

Consider the 5 Dimensions of Growth which this missionary candidate preparation 

program suggests for all seeking to take such a journey: 

Dimension #1:  A Growing Maturity – Spiritually, Emotionally and Relationally 

Without controversy, the single most important dimension of preparation for missionary 

service is that which pertains to the candidate’s relationship with God and their degree of Christ 
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likeness.  Missionary candidates should be men and women of commitment to the Bible and 

prayer.  A consistent devotional life consisting of prayer, Bible study and meditation should 

characterize the life of such an individual.  Pastor and churches want to see that missionaries sent 

out are men and women of God’s Word (2 Timothy 3:16-17) who are responding to the leading 

of the Holy Spirit in every area of their lives and ministries (Acts 16:7-10).   Missionary 

candidates should be expected to read and prepare to discuss and/or write reflection papers on 

several books such as:  How to be a World Class Christian  by Paul Borthwick (2010), The 

Purpose Driven Life Expanded Edition by Rick Warren (2012)  and Out of the Comfort Zone by 

George Verwer (2000). 

As Christian workers who might become assigned to mission fields where they will have 

less than the usual level of accountability, prospective missionaries are expected to exhibit a 

level of spiritual maturity in keeping with the qualifications for leaders given in 1 Timothy 3 and 

Titus 1.  Those whose primary responsibility will be to teach the Word should have a testimony 

and experience in keeping with the qualifications for elders and those who will be involved in 

support services of one kind or another should fulfill the scriptural guidelines for deacons. 

While it will not be necessary for each prospective missionary to experience professional 

Christian counseling before receiving support to go on the mission field, this may be needed for 

some individuals and couples.  Each participant in the Nurture Program should be asked to read 

books like Pete Scazzero’s Emotionally Healthy Spirituality (2006) which deals with inner healing 

and emotional growth as a necessary aspect of spiritual maturity. Prospective missionaries are 

usually given a battery of psychological tests before they are cleared to go on a field by missions 

agencies.  Our goal at Bethel is to provide a preliminary evaluation of the missionary candidate’s 

psychological profile in the loving and non-threatening environment of the church.  This way, if 
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issues requiring greater attention arise, we can facilitate the healing process in the loving and 

healing environment of the local Church.   

During the first six months of the Nurture Program, the candidate will be asked to fill out a 

Preparedness Questionnaire.  It is designed to help the candidate take an honest look at his or her 

life, relationship with God, their self-concept, their relationship with others, and their awareness 

of some of the cross-cultural issues which may impinge upon their intended missionary service.  

In addition to the Preparedness Questionnaire, married couples will be expected to take the 

ENRICH survey which will help indicate their “strength” and “growth” areas in the marriage. This 

survey has been proven to be an effective tool for marital education and counseling (Olson 2012). 

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Briggs and Briggs-Myers 2015) may also be administered to 

the missionary candidates to help determine the relational considerations which could impinge 

upon the dynamics of the missionary’s ministry team.  Once the Preparedness Questionnaire, the 

ENRICH survey (for couples) and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator are completed, the missions 

pastor and/or another member of the ministerial or counseling staff should be assigned to sit down 

with the missionary candidate(s) to go over them.  If any issues should arise from either of these 

documents which require follow-up, appropriate recommendations will be made.  

Dimension #2:  A Growing Commitment to the Life and Ministry of the Local Church 

     A believer who is responding to a call to missionary service should be a person who 

demonstrates a growing commitment to the life and ministry of the local church.  We expect that 

those who are preparing to go to a foreign field would have shown exemplary commitment to the 

outreach ministries of our church such as the Saturday street evangelism efforts.  Furthermore, the 

candidate should have meaningful involvement with one of our church’s missions prayer meetings 

which occur monthly.  Whether a person is being sent out by the church directly or is working 
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through a missions agency, meaningful participation and use of one’s gifts in our local assembly 

gives the leadership and the congregation-at-large an opportunity to confirm the calling of the 

individual or couple in question.  This is a reasonable expectation since the aim of missions is to 

plant the church of Jesus Christ where it doesn’t exist or to strengthen it where it cannot yet thrive 

on its own.  Certainly, we cannot plant or strengthen a group to experience a level of spiritual 

fruitfulness and vitality which we have not experienced ourselves.  Therefore, our desire for 

missionaries should be that they have a positive and fruitful experience in their home church. 

Furthermore, it is important to encourage the budding missionary to have regular 

involvement in a cross cultural learning experience by attending a French or Spanish service of 

one of our affiliated congregations. If there is a congregation outside of our affiliates which has 

the language and culture of the people group which the missionary hopes to minister to, we will 

encourage this kind of experience.  Arrangements for this kind of experience can be coordinated 

with the missions leadership of the church. An appropriate introduction to the leadership of the 

church in question should be made through letters and face to face contact. By following this 

level of protocol, we might be able to enhance the experience of the missionary candidate and 

explore the possibility of a ministry internship with this church at some point in the future. This 

may be accompanied by taking a formal class or being tutored in the most relevant language to 

the missionary candidate’s field of intent. 

In some cases, the missionary candidate might be able to benefit from affiliation with a 

ministry such as Global Gates (Global Gates 2015). The ministry can be helpful in preparing 

Christians to reach many of the unreached groups with sizable populations in the vicinity of New 

York City. Global Gates provides specific training programs intended to prepare Christian 

witnesses to reach unreached people in urban America.   EQUIP Training is a one year 
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missionary training experience which pairs the inexperienced with church planters doing 

Discovery Bible studies and a host of disciple-making activities.  Their website includes 

information on other opportunities such as T4T (Training for Trainers) and other missionary 

development groups run by this ministry which are well-suited for this effective ministry to 

immigrants of diverse backgrounds (Global Gates 2015).  

 Dimension #3:  A Growing Knowledge of God’s Word 

 

  As Christian workers and potential missionaries witnessing, preaching, and teaching will 

be at least part of your job description.  Therefore, a working knowledge of the Bible is 

indispensable. Some missions agencies require formal Bible training while others only ask that 

you demonstrate a good grasp of Scripture.  In addition to your regular reading and memorizing 

of God’s Word, you should be able to demonstrate that you have take the courses below or a 

reasonable equivalent. Some of the courses may be offered through your church or 

denomination’s educational program, while others can be taken at Bible schools, Christian liberal 

arts colleges, seminaries or even an approved independent study program on-line.  Most mission 

agencies will require that you take these at an accredited school. Here are some of the courses 

which all missionaries should have a solid foundation in: Bible study methods, Old and New 

Testament Survey classes, a discipleship class like MasterLife (Willis 1997).  

  Furthermore, all missions candidates should take Perspectives on the World Christian 

Movement (Winter and Hawthorne 2009). The 15 week course which goes by the same name as 

the well-known reader provides an introduction to the biblical, historical, cultural and strategic 

dimensions of the missionary movement. When taken in the classroom experience, which 

normally occurs at a church, it is taught by 15 different missions experts. In the case of an 

African-American church, many of the instructors chosen should be African-American 
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missionaries or mobilizers who can contextualize the content of the course to address many of 

the concerns mentioned in the previous sections of this paper. A bibliography of supplementary 

texts should be recommended to the students and can be utilized by the instructors to assist with 

the contextualization of the content. One such text which is written by African-American 

missionaries and experts, African-American Experience in World Mission: A Call Beyond 

Community (Walston and Stevens 2002). Whenever possible, the prospective African-American 

missionary should avail themselves to live classes in local environments such as Harlem or the 

Southside of Chicago, but these unique contextualized versions of these series should also be 

videotaped and possibly streamed to other locations so that others can benefit from the 

experience. Such classes tend to use more African American instructors with firsthand 

experience in cross-cultural situations. 

       

 Dimension #4:  A Growth Application of God’s Word through Ministry 

  There is an old adage which says, “if you’re not doing it here, what makes you think you’ll 

do it over there?”  This is a probing question.  Mission agencies ask it all the time.  They insist 

that missionary candidates have demonstrated a significant degree of inclination and 

effectiveness in ministry here which will be relevant ministry experience for the mission field.  

Certainly, there may be significant methodological differences. For example, street evangelism 

in Spanish Harlem and doing evangelism among the Baka people in the Cameroon require 

significantly different approaches. Despite this, there are similarities and the need is to develop 

a heart for lost people.  Both situations are cross-cultural and both give you the experience of 

depending on the Holy Spirit to empower you to move out of your comfort zone and 

communicate the gospel in terms which can be understood. All churches should want their 
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candidates to go to the field with enough experience of God working through them that they 

leave with a well-grounded confidence that He will continue to do so in the future wherever they 

go (Philippians 2:13; Acts 1:8).  Most of all, preparatory prayer and a heart of love and 

compassion are required.  Consider the response of Jesus to the multitudes in Matthew 9:36.  In 

the next two verses, he incites his disciples to develop a similar heartfelt response by encouraging 

them to pray for laborers.  They became the answer to their own prayers.  God will often work 

this way in our lives.   

  At this point in the missionary candidate’s development, a ministry internship in a context 

which is closest to that which will eventually become the long-term assignment would be best. 

In New York, especially in Harlem, there is a sizable community of West African Muslims so 

much so that, a certain area is referred to as “Little Africa.” Through partnership with Global 

Gates, a ministry internship can be developed which may bring the prospective missionary into 

contact with members of the Fulani or another intended target population (Global Gates 2015). 

Another kind of ministry which all missionary candidates should be trained for and become 

engaged in is “hands-on” prayer ministry.  They need experiences of learning how to pray for 

the sick, the hurting and the demonized in a way that communicates the compassion and power 

of the Kingdom of God. This might be obtained through formal deliverance classes or through 

involvement with the intercessory prayer ministry of the church, if they have the maturity to 

provide such and internship experience. 

 Dimension #5:  A Growing Relationship with the Senders 

  A sender is anyone who helps a missionary on his or her way “so that they are lacking in 

nothing” (Titus 3:13; 3 John 1-8).  All missionaries, whether sent out by the church directly or 

by a missions agency, should have significant healthy relationships with a network of senders.  
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The aim of these senders is to be a substantial help to the missionary during his or her time of 

preparation, ministry on the field, and home ministry assignment. These are also the individuals 

who can advocate for the missionary by encouraging the sending church and other Christians to 

partner spiritually through prayer, financially through regular pledges and donations and by 

explaining to those who don’t understand, the need for foreign missionaries to reach unreached 

and poorly reached populations.  For many African-American churches, this might be the first 

time they have experienced this endeavor, but hopefully, it will not be the last. There are 6 

categories of senders: 

1.Accountability Partner.  Every missionary candidate upon entry into the Nurture Program 

should have an “Accountability Partner.”  The missionary candidate must arrange to meet 

with his or her Accountability Partner once a month to report on progress in the Nurture 

Program, to establish goals for the coming month and to pray.  Participants are encouraged 

to find an accountability partner amongst the mature members of Bethel.  Individuals who 

might be approached are:  ministers, deacons, auxiliary leaders, Sunday School or Bible study 

teachers, evangelists and missions staff members.  Of course, there are other  members who 

might not hold any of these positions who can and should be asked.  If you have any questions 

about whether a certain person would be an appropriate accountability partner, please feel 

free to speak to the missions pastor about this matter.  Furthermore, if you having difficulty 

or would like help identifying an accountability partner, feel free to request such support from 

the missions pastor as well. 

2.Missionary Mentor. This is a missionary who is presently on the field, on sabbatical or retired 

who can play the critical role of assisting the prospective missionary by helping him or her 

answer personal and practical questions related to a missionary lifestyle.  We will attempt to 
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match the candidate with someone who serves the same or a similar people group. The nature 

of the contact will be determined by the proximity of the missionary mentor to the prospect. 

In some cases, email and phone contacts will have to suffice. However, when it is possible 

we will try to arrange a short-term missions trip so that the mentoring experience can have a 

real life component. For those at churches where there are no missionaries who have been 

sent out or supported, it might be necessary to seek an appropriate match through a missions 

agency, even if such an agency will not play a role in the assignment given to the missionary. 

This might create an opportunity for partnership. 

3. The Missions Staff and/or Board should be deeply committed to helping the prospective 

missionary succeed in fulfilling the will of God. Especially, if this is the first person sent  out 

by the congregation, many will determine their commitment to helping mobilize others by 

the way this experience goes. These men and women include the missions prayer leaders, 

pastors and elders, missions pastor or director and other missions board members.  The 

missions prayer leaders are directly involved in rallying the members of our congregation to 

intercede and support the respective mission fields.  The members of missions board are the 

ones who make crucial decision about policies, in general, and about  whether or not to 

recommend you to the church for financial support.  Some African-American churches and 

others may need to form a missions board and missions prayer team as a first step towards 

seeking to cultivate global disciple-makers.  Here are a few final action points as the 

candidates is within a year of being deployed to a specific field:                                                            

A. Share monthly or bi-monthly prayer points with the missions prayer leaders.                            

B. An interview for support should be requested by a missionary candidate after he or she is 

appointed by an approved mission agency.  The candidate should submit a written request 
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for support to the missions board detailing the nature of the assignment and date service is to 

commence. A sub-committee including a pastor or elder, the missions director and/or mission 

pastor will arrange a date for an interview with the candidate.                                                                  

C. Once on the field, the missionary should correspond with the missions board at least 

quarterly, keeping the board informed on how things are going and how they should pray.  

The missions board should keep the missionary informed of new developments and praise 

reports at home through e-mail, snail mail (regular), copies of the church bulletins, etc.                

D. A debriefing interview should be conducted when the missionary returns from the field 

for home ministry assignment (furlough) or termination of service. He or she will meet with 

all or part of the missions board for a time of prayer and reporting. 

4.The Mission Agency is a crucial part of the sending team.  In the case of a missionary who is 

preparing to serve in an assignment which is not an existing field which the church has critical 

involvement with, the mission agency will have the most immediate oversight of the 

missionary in the last stages of his or her preparation and during the missionary’s time on the 

field.  A relationship between the missionary candidate and the mission agency develops in 

four stages, which are:  1) Exploration; 2) Application and Screening; 3) 

Candidate/Orientation School; and 4) On-going Accountability and Direction.  Each of these 

may differ dependent upon the policies of the missions agency. 

5.The Missionary Support Team is the lifeline between the missionary and the church.  This is 

a small group of people who have been prayerfully chosen by the missionary candidate.  Once 

again, the missions pastor or director, can help in the formation of this team, if requested to 

do so.  Their purpose is to be the inner circle of the confidants, advocates, prayer warriors, 

and practical assistants for the missionary during their missionary service.   
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6.The Pastoral Staff and Elders should take their role in the sending process very seriously.  As  

leaders of the flock, they will give an account to God for the spiritual well-being of the 

missionary, irrespective of whether one is residing locally or in a foreign country.  This is an 

awesome, but intricate process.  Spiritual leaders must remain available for teaching, counsel 

and encouragement before, during and after the term of service. 

  The network of senders will need to extend far beyond the candidate’s accountability 

partner, the missions staff and board, the missions mentor, the missions agency, the missionary 

support team, and the ministerial staff.  It is important that the missionary candidate develop 

relationships with many people at his home church, in affiliated churches and those who show 

interest in the ministry. The new missionary should keep in touch with extended family and friends 

from other chapters in their life.  Preparing and commissioning a missionary is the work of the 

Lord, but it is also some of the most significant work the church can be engaged in. 

        

Missional Capacity Building 

Other ideas for building the capacity of African-American churches to be meaningfully involved in 

missions and cultivate foreign missionaries include: 

1) Develop a network of African-American missionaries who are presently on the field or 

retired from the field. This should be set up to allow prospective missionaries to visit with 

and be mentored by those who can give them a realistic understanding of what it would 

be like and how to adequately prepare for the call to global disciple-making. 

2) Link African-American churches with missional parachurch organizations interested and 

involved in mobilizing African American missionaries.  For instance, churches and 

parachurch organizations can come together to form a strategic plan to reach of an 
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unreached people group in an African country. COMINAD devised a plan known as 

Adopt-A-Village where Christians from a church or group of churches can go visit their 

adopted villages and develop friendships with their African families which lead to 

sharing the message and hopefully, discipleship. This is an example of the kind of efforts 

which can make a difference. Ultimately, there might be a church planted with 

missionaries from the African-American churches offering the kind of teaching and skills 

development needed.  

3) There are unique opportunities that many African-Americans have in light of their 

residence in diverse urban environments where populations of unreached people or Non-

Christian religious group such as Muslims live. These can be leveraged to provide 

excellent training in cross-cultural and inter-religious dialogue for potential missionaries.  

4) Missions Agencies have to find ways to include African American missions mobilizers 

and former missionaries in their leadership structure at the highest decision making level. 

These individuals can develop an advisory/strategy team of missional African American 

leaders which can help them by offering ideas and suggestions which can improve the 

overall approach to engaging more potential African American missionaries.  

5) One Mission Society has church multiplication facilitators who mentor and empower 

indigenous pastors in countries with Unreached People Groups. This model might need to 

be duplicated by other mission agencies so that meaningful engagement of more 

missional African American pastors, leaders and potential career missionaries does not 

have to be years away.  

6) Through the global Covid 19 pandemic, we have learned more than ever that for 

meetings which we thought required face to face interactions, digital meeting platforms 

such as Zoom or an equivalent might provide an adequate means for developing the kind 

of relationships and partnerships between African American and White missions leaders. 
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Similarly, we might be able to do use these platforms to cultivate relationships between 

African American and indigenous leaders. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, the need is for kind of learning experience adapted for African American 

Christians which will address the unique context of group members while challenging them to 

make global disciple-making a top priority. In keeping with the components of Van Rheenan’s 

missional helix (2011), it must be comprehensive and relevant enough to confront the 

strongholds of safety and security which have become critical aspects of the African American 

worldview according to Sutherland (2000). At the same time, it must be sensitive enough to offer 

an honest portrayal of history, illustrating the reality of the dehumanizing racial discrimination 

experienced while providing the Christians with the tenacity to obey the Great Commission at 

whatever cost. A contextualized discipleship program of this nature must do an accurate analysis 

of African American culture based in a theological underpinning which is holistic and practical. I 

am hopeful that programs like the Bethel Nurture Program for Missionary Candidates will 

become more normative at African-American churches. This will require a level of advocacy and 

lobbying which is presently non-existent. Now is the time to blow this trumpet in African-

American churches throughout the land. 
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