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Your church may be able to gain 
a great deal of new vitality 
from a strange place—the 

nomads. How? Simply by drinking in 
some of the insight which pops out of 
the puzzling missionary challenge of 
outreach to nomads.

Nomads come in many radically 
different flavors. But they are all co-
herent populations which don’t have 
fixed residence, which don’t stay put. 
For that very reason missions have 
found it difficult to “plant churches” 
among such moving targets.

Obviously, missionaries can’t run 
after nomads and construct a new 
church building every time they pull 
up stakes and seek new pastures to 
feed their flocks. But nomads do have 
extended families.

Amazingly, serious consideration 
of populations that don’t stay put im-
mediately forces us to the New Testa-
ment to rediscover what a “church in 
your house” back then actually was. 
There we find, on second glance, a 
worshipping household, an extended-
family-based unit of accountability and 
faith.

We can marvel that in the New 
Testament spiritual accountability 
and worship take place primarily at 
the family level, as with Cornelius’ 
household, Lydia’s household and 
Crispus’ household. And we note 
that these household fellowships are 
referred to as ecclesias.

However, our modern translations 
make the huge mistake of translating 
the word ecclesia as church.

Yet, the only “church” buildings 
in the New Testament were Jew-
ish synagogues, whose membership 
was composed of a minimum of ten 
extended families, and whose family 
elders then led the synagogue. Those 
ancient synagogues were a bit more 
like what we call “church” today, 
except that today we do not pay that 
much attention to family structure.

Something is curious and, in fact, 
ominous. I was born into a devout, 
Evangelical family. I have attended 
Evangelical churches all my long 
life. But I have never heard a sermon 
suggesting a weekly, home, family 
worship service—either how to have 
one, or why to have one.

Yet in the New Testament the 
most basic unit was apparently the 
household fellowship. Many current 
books tell us this. See the superb new 
book, Houses that Change the World 
by Wolfgang Simson, which you can 
get by calling 1-800-MISSION, or 
The Church Comes Home, by Robert 
J. Banks, or Del Birkey’s The House 
Church: A Model for Renewing the 
Church. (You can get the latter two 
from www.amazon.com.)

Probably the largest church in 
the world is the one in Korea with 
800,000 members. Sure, with 21 
auditoriums and services all day Sat-
urday and Sunday they really do pack 
them all in. But the reality is that 
behind this weekend extravaganza 
are 52,000 neighborhood account-
ability groups! And that is where the 
rubber meets the road.

Again, the majority of Bible 
believers in China are within the 
huge and growing house church 
movement, not the 15,000 standard 
churches. In India, reports indicate 
that household-based units among 
caste Hindus encompass millions of 
Bible believers.

Thus, whether a society is no-
madic or not, the real ecclesia, then, is 
the face-to-face fellowship involving 
accountability among extended fam-
ily or close neighbor relations.

This is exactly what outreach 
to nomads provides. And what it 
requires. Nomadic societies are not 
the strange ones in this sense. The 
American society is the strange 
one, with “churches” which are far 
removed from the Biblical reality, 
often no more than a tenuous gather-
ing up of fragments of real families, 
often a relatively thin and merely 
formal relation between people who 
do not usually see each other except 
on Sunday.

Thus, I can hope that as you read 
through this issue of Mission Frontiers 
you will not only see the immediate 
challenge of nomads—which is one of 
the major challenges in mission circles 
today—but that you will be able to 
look with new eyes at the church 
life you are experiencing. Colossal 
changes in American life would be 
necessary, however, if multigenera-
tional families were to reappear.

A recent story in Newsweek 
(March 22) speaks of “Adultoles-
cents” who have gotten through 
college and return to live at home as 
though this were something bizarre 
and questionable. It does seem to 
violate the American “family fly 
apart” pattern. This, more than any-
thing else, explains the adjustments 
churches have made in appealing to 
the resulting family fragments which 
huddle together in the artificial fam-
ily the local church often turns out 
to be.

Okay, nomads to the rescue! They 
are forcing us back to the Bible. How 
Christian faith can be meaningful 
to them is how our faith can become 
more meaningful to us.
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A Partial List of Web Sites Related to the USCWM
adopt-a-people.com
Resources to assist churches and individuals in effectively adopting people groups. Contains Adopt-A-People materials, stories of success-
ful church people group adoptions, and the list of mission agencies active in the adoption program.

global-prayer-digest.org
Daily readings and related resources from the Global Prayer Digest.

ijfm.org 
Contains information about the International Journal of Frontier Missions, including the current issue (downloadable), archives, topics for 
future issues, subscription information, guidelines for authors, and contact information.

judsonschool.org  
Information on Judson International School, located on the campus of the USCWM, including FAQs (on curriculum, teachers, grades 
offered, class sizes, tuition, etc.), a downloadable Prospective Student Form, and school calendar.

kacwm.org  
A brief ministry overview of Korean-American Center for World Mission, an organization that aids primarily English-speaking Korean 
North American churches in developing frontier missions vision and mentoring missionary pre-candidates. 

missionfrontiers.org
Searchable compilation of past and present issues of Mission Frontiers, with links to international news sites.

pcms.ws
The Presbyterian Center for Mission Studies has profi les on a number of unreached peoples. Each profi le includes photos, a map and a 
short article. The articles are copyrighted by PCMS but may be copied and used for research purposes.   The site also includes information 
about PCMS publications and staff.

perspectives.org  
A description of the Perspectives course, class listings, contact information in the U.S. and Canada, resources for Perspectives coordinators 
and students, as well as links to the online Perspectives course.

uscwm.org  
The in-process site of the U.S. Center for World Mission, with links to various USCWM ministries, visions, resources, and service op-
portunities.

uscwm.org/for_missionaries 
Invitation for missionaries approaching home assignment to invest their fi eld experience into USCWM ministry for the advance of the 
kingdom.

uscwm.org/insight 
Information on the new “freshman year” INSIGHT program, including FAQs, costs and fi nancial aid, scope of program, credit options, 
academic calendar, and downloadable application forms.

uscwm.org/nomads 
The site of the new Institute for Nomadic Studies.

uscwm.org/regional_offi ces.html  
A listing of regional offi ces representing and extending the ministry of the USCWM around the U.S. and Canada.

uscwm.org/training_division/wcf.html  
Information on the innovative World Christian Foundations Study program, available on the B.A. and M.A. levels.

wciu.edu  
Contact information for WCIU plus links to other programs.

www.uscwm.org
Contact information for WCIU plus links to other programs.

www.uscwm.org
Contact information for WCIU plus links to other programs.

wclbooks.comwww.uscwm.orgwclbooks.com
The full catalog of William Carey Library (publishers and distributors, the book publishing and distribution ministry affi liated with the www.uscwm.orgThe full catalog of William Carey Library (publishers and distributors, the book publishing and distribution ministry affi liated with the 
USCWM).www.uscwm.orgUSCWM).

We are trying to expand the scope and ministry of WCF and INSIGHT and ask for prayer:       
For regionally accredited schools to offer the INSIGHT curriculum
For preparation of a grant proposal with a deadline of June 15Pr
ay

er
 Request


