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Chapter 3:

Understanding your Ministry Focus People
Read chapters 9 and 10- Global Church Planting: Biblical principle and Best Practices (2011)
In this chapter you will explore how your church planting mission is shaped by the unique people and context to which God has called you. You can use historical, cultural and demographic study to understand your ministry focus people (MFP). They are the people God has placed on your heart.
· Selecting your ministry focus people 
· Understanding your ministry focus people
· Finding entry points for the Gospel
The Entry Strategy: Imported or Determined Locally?
Why reinvent the wheel? Would it not make sense pragmatically to apply a church planting strategy that has proven effective elsewhere? If that strategy worked in the same context, among the same people, that might be an advantage. But what about the process of studying the ministry focus people? If a team does not go through that process how would it understand WHY a strategy is effective and under what conditions? What basis would it have for making new strategic choices and adjustments as the ministry advances? Furthermore, understanding leads to wisdom and empathy, creating the possibility of loving relationships. A strategy that has evolved from a heartfelt response to their needs and aspirations will be used differently that an imported one.   
Defining Ministry Focus People
“I had been given the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter had been given the task of preaching the gospel to the Jews” Gal. 2:7.
“During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us.’ After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them” Acts 16:9-10.
A ministry focus people is the people group the new church will reach and serve. It can be defined by ethnicity, class, socio-economics, geography, generation (boomer, buster, millennial) or by other criteria that set a special segment of the population apart. The failure to define a focus people will usually mean that the church planting team will tend to, by default, reach people most like themselves. 
The method of presenting the gospel, the language used, and the forms of communication are never culturally neutral. Defining a MFP does not mean that those outside that group are ignored, excluded, or overlooked, but only that a conscious decision is made to focus efforts in a particular manner suited to reach a particular people by presenting the gospel in a way understandable and meaningful to them.
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The idea of “focus” is not exclusive. It indicates a primary calling. It does not exclude efforts to share the gospel with people outside that group. Peter was called to the Jews but was used to reach Cornelius and his family who were Italian. It also provides a starting point. God sometimes reaches one group of society and then from that group reaches out to others at some later point.
Considerations When Selecting a Ministry Focus People
The Need Factor - Spiritual Need - Rom 15:20; 10:13–15

· Communities, people groups, lasses without an indigenous, evangelizing church

· Small percentage of evangelicals

The Responsiveness Factor – Receptiveness - Matt.10:11–15; Rom. 16:9; Acts 14:27

· The likelihood that people will be receptive to the gospel and the church will be able to grow and become reproducing within a reasonable period of time.

The Strategic Effectiveness Factor– Potential for Multiplication & Influence

· Opinion leaders, high credibility persons

· Social groups or subcultures that influence others

· People groups with extended family or relationships through the region

· People groups that are industrious or entrepreneurial.

The Geography Factor – Significant Location - The cities of the Pauline mission

· Commercial, educational, political, or transportation centers

· Locations of population growth, movement.

· Possibility of launching a regional movement from the location

The Diaspora Factor – Pre-existing core group - Acts 8:1–4; 11:19–21

· A number of Christians living among the focus people build the core of the church plant.

The Open Door Factor – Exceptional Opportunity - 1 Cor. 16:9; 2 Cor. 2:12; Col 4:3

· Exceptional opportunities to preach the gospel and/or exceptional responsiveness to the gospel.

The Supernatural Guidance Factor – Exceptional Leading of the Spirit - Acts 16: the Macedonian call

· Direct guidance may at time override very well reasoned plans.

What is your primary Ministry Focus People?
· Name of People Group:

· Geographic location (boundaries of the group  you will be working with):

· Other defining category (age group, class, language, religion, ethnicity). Example: Québécois or French-speaking Canadians living in North-Central Montreal, Ahuntsic district, all classes, primarily young adults.
· Why this group and not another?

Understanding the Ministry Focus People
What if I am working in a familiar culture?
Church planters who are called to plant a church where they grew up or where they have lived for many years have an advantage but this instinctive insight does not replace the need for research.  It may even be counter-productive if it produces a false sense of confidence.

For example I lived for the first thirteen years of my life in Morocco and have returned as an adult.  I know some Arabic, have a general knowledge of Islam, and could avoid some cultural faux pas.  However that rudimentary knowledge would be detrimental if I used it as an excuse not to study the land and the people. They have changed. In the cities, modernism and pluralism have had their effect.  Students are better educated about Christianity and some would like to know more. Although freedom of religion exists only on paper, a persecuted national church is emerging.  If I were to return as a church planter I would have to update my knowledge, check my assumptions and complete many gaps in my understanding. I would use three lenses to study the people.
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These three lenses go hand in hand: the demographic lens, the historical lens and the cultural lens. They represent different windows that allow the Church planter to understand the MFP. 

Demographic Study:  Use demographic or census information to understand a neighborhood. 

Is the population increasing or decreasing?

What are the median age and the dominant age groups? 

What social classes are present? What is the average income?

What types of revenue exist? What is the unemployment rate? 

What is the average income?
What is the percentage of married, single and parents with children?
What is the primary language and culture? What large minority groups exist?
What is the percentage of recent immigrants?

1. Historical Study: Read about the MFP’s history and try to understand the common experiences that have shaped their values and attitudes. Which of these might influence the way they respond to the gospel message and to its messengers?”
List key events and dates:
Who are the most important historical figures and what was their exposure/attitude toward the God of the Bible?

When did the gospel first come to them?

What was the original response?

What is their perception of Christianity?

2. Ethnographic or cultural study:  It can reveal their worldview and particularly their conception of God, the afterlife and the purpose of this life. Describe the following from their worldview:

What is their concept of the physical world and its origin?

How woud they describe God, angels and demons?
How do the people relate to God? 

Who are their heroes?

Do they have sacred writings?

Do they respect the Bible?

What is man’s existential problem? (Sin, shame, karma)

What is at the center of their universe? 

What de they believe in? What do they fear? 

What are other objects of devotion? 

Tools Used to Study a Ministry Focus People:

· Existing ethnographic studies on the Web (MARC, Joshua Project)

· Personal observation and journaling 

· Bibliographic research (books, articles, magazines)
· Census data (available in libraries or on the Web)
· Informal interviews with community leaders

· Consultation of experienced expatriates in community
· Opinion surveys and government reports 

· Missionary letters, journals and field reports

· Newspapers, journals, and archives 
This diagram describes the process of studying your MFP. You begin by asking questions. Then you collect information to answer them. The pieces of information function like pieces of a puzzle. Together they start to form a picture of your MFP. That understanding should help you to wisely reach out, serve them, and bring them the gospel. After a while evaluate your strategies and ministries and look for the information you need to be effective. 
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Things to Remember
· Society isn’t static; it’s rapidly changing. And the rate of change is increasing

· Culture isn’t uniform; urban environments are pluralistic and complex.

· Culture in urbanizing societies is often two-tiered: recent immigrants from rural areas and the educated class.
· Census data is often outdated or unavailable 

Therefore, look at trends, not just facts 

How is the population changing?

What will it look like in 10 yrs if things continue?

What will the dominant group be then?

Use several means of research


Quantitative (census, demographics)


Qualitative (interviews, dialogue, questionnaires)


Worldview (understand history, religion, family and social patterns)
Make cultural understanding a lifelong quest


Keep asking questions, reading, and observing. It can be enjoyable!


Get others to help. Ask neighbors to help you understand things.
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Possible Bridges and Obstacles to a favorable Response to the Gospel
What are some beliefs or practices of the MFP that might serve as bridges to a discussion about God and the gospel?

What obstacles do you anticipate and how might you deal with them?

	Cultural Bridges to God
	Cultural Obstacles

	· 
	


Final Step: Write a paragraph to describe a typical person in your ministry focus people and what openings he/she may have to Jesus and his message.
The gospel must be preached afresh and told in new ways to every generation, since every generation has its own unique questions.  The gospel must constantly be forwarded to a new address, because the recipient is repeatedly changing his place of residence.� Helmut Thielicke








� Ott and Wilson 2011 
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