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Abstract 

RCA Global Mission has been the prophetic voice on the forefront of changing 

tides around the world, and in many cases, helped usher in change in global missions and 

missiology. RCA Global Mission has been the glue that held the denomination together 

through the chasms and disagreements that divided us. RCA Global Mission has been the 

rallying point for the denomination through its various ups and downs through history 

here in North America.  

Unfortunately, the denomination is engaged in another period of division, and 

RCA Global Mission is faced with questions of survival and stagnation at a time when 

the denomination needs a bold new vision from its historic mission agency. This project 

offers a case for how RCA Global Mission can be an agent and participant in God’s 

mission of healing for the RCA over the next 10 years.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

My cousin Helen, who is in her 90s now, was in the Warsaw ghetto during World War II. 
She and a bunch of the girls in the ghetto had to do sewing each day. And if you were 
found with a book, it was an automatic death penalty. She had gotten hold of a copy of 

Gone With the Wind, and she would take three or four hours out of her sleeping time each 
night to read. And then, during the hour or so when they were sewing the next day, she 

would tell them all the story. These girls were risking certain death for a story. And when 
she told me that story herself, it actually made what I do feel more important. Because 
giving people stories is not a luxury. It’s actually one of the things that you live and die 

for. 
Neil Gaiman1  

Trajectory 

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was 

formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was 

hovering over the waters.”2  

God’s Spirit hovers over the deep. The Spirit was there way before the creation of 

the heavens and the earth, before the seas and land were separated, before the trees, birds, 

and animals speckled our skies and earth, and before any one of us lived and breathed. 

The Spirit will be there long after we are gone. We are invited into God’s process; we are 

given a role to play. We are invited to shape the clay on the wheel. God has been moving 

throughout eternity, bringing people into the Kingdom, going so far as to send Jesus, the 

Son, to Earth to take our place on the cross. The atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ is 

 
1 Neil Gaiman. “I Did Say It. This Is Helen Talking about Teaching Gone with The Wind in the 

Ghetto: Https://Youtube.Com/Watch?V=rDlzc_i5peQ Https://T.Co/GEfxp2TdHq,” Tweet, @neilhimself 
(blog), May 13, 2016, https://twitter.com/neilhimself/status/730997000917913600. 

 
2 Genesis 1:1-2. 

 

https://twitter.com/neilhimself/status/730997000917913600
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significantly good news for a broken world. We, the insignificant, ordinary jars of clay, 

are called to do extraordinary tasks in carrying this very gospel to the ends of the earth.3 

For thousands of years our God has wooed people to come closer. God’s word, through 

the ministry of God’s people, has been actively at work in this world, sowing itself into 

the soils of all the earth for more than 1500 years since Jesus’ ascension to glory. Then 

somehow, almost inexplicably, God thought it good to invite a little Dutch Reformed 

Church into the process.  

It has been said that, “God’s Mission in this world has a church that participates in 

it.”4 I am going to modify this rather well-known adage in mission circles, to say that, 

while God’s church does not have a mission, God’s mission has the Reformed Church in 

America. This tiny band of persecuted Dutch believers seemingly had no business being a 

part of the early days of American mission-sending endeavors. Yet, over 370 years ago, 

God chose this little church to be given the task of showing Jesus to the world. They were 

invited to be a part of changing the world for the sake of the Gospel. 

The Scudders, India, and Me 

 
A small group of Dutch Christians would embark on an epic tale of global 

mission which would span the next 370+ years in over 50 countries. I want to begin by 

 
3 2 Corinthians 4 (New Revised Standard Version). 
 
4 Craig Van Gelder, The Missional Church and Denominations: Helping Congregations Develop a 

Missional Identity, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008), 44. 
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narrowing the scope and offering the remarkable story of the Reformed Church in 

America in India, and my own personal introduction to the RCA.  

The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions needed a pious 
physician for India. John and Harriet Scudder offered themselves for service, and 
taking their baby with them, sailed for Calcutta on June 8, 1819. They soon 
encountered the high personal cost of missionary service: their baby died on the 
way. From Calcutta, they moved to Jaffna (in present day Sri Lanka), where they 
were blessed with eight sons and two daughters, all but one of whom were to 
become missionaries in the Arcot Mission of the Reformed Church.5  

 

This story would go on to be etched into the annals of RCA Global Mission. The 

legacy of John and Harriet Scudder would reach its zenith through their granddaughter 

Ida Scudder who would become one of India’s beloved daughters. The Scudder family 

legacy spans over 1000 cumulative years in global mission!6 Ida’s legacy lives on 

through the work of the Christian Medical College in Vellore.7 Through other impressive 

mission personnel and programs, the RCA Global Mission’s involvement in India would 

help spawn the growth of the enormous Church of South India which today boasts a 

membership of over 5 million believers.8  

 
5 Eugene P. Heideman, A People in Mission: The Surprising Harvest (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Reformed Church Press, 1980), 4. 
 
6 The Scudder Association Foundation. “Scudders in India,” May 17, 2016, 

https://scudder.org/about/history/india-medical-missions/scudders-in-india/. 
 
7 “CMC Vellore,” accessed May 9, 2022, https://www.cmch-vellore.edu/. 

 
8 Office, Anglican Communion, “Anglican Communion: Member Church,” Anglican Communion 

Website, accessed November 23, 2021, http://www.anglicancommunion.org/structures/member-
churches/member-church.aspx. 
 

https://scudder.org/about/history/india-medical-missions/scudders-in-india/
https://www.cmch-vellore.edu/
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/structures/member-churches/member-church.aspx.
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/structures/member-churches/member-church.aspx.
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I’ve often wondered what went through the minds of John and Harriet as they put 

their entire lives at the foot of the cross to go to a land on the other side of the known 

world. What did they think when they had to say goodbye to their little girl, en route? Did 

they ever second guess their decision?  

Today I wonder what their reaction would be if there were told that two centuries 

later, God would send people from this same unknown land to serve the RCA during a 

tumultuous time in her history. 

Definition of Terms 

This project is narrative in nature and the common sections of a thesis can appear 

jarring amidst the narrative. However, I will use multiple terms related to the 

organization and structure of the RCA GM. In order to continue in narrative form, it is 

helpful to identity a few terms and acronyms. 

RCA: The Reformed Church in America. 

RCA GM: Reformed Church in America Global Mission. The missional arm of 

the denomination. 

PIM Share: Abbreviation of Partnership in Mission Share. A PIM Share is a 

commitment to a yearly set amount given to provide an ongoing base of support for RCA 

Global Mission missionaries, partners, and current needs. Churches can commit to a full, 

half, or quarter PIM share, or another amount for a specific RCA missionary, mission 

partner, or current need.  
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GSC: The General Synod Council is the executive committee of the RCA’s 

General Synod. The GSC carries out the work of General Synod between synod 

meetings. It focuses on enabling the RCA’s participation in God’s work in the world, and 

equipping congregations and assemblies for mission and ministry. 

GSC Staff: The GSC or Denominational staff support the work of the 

denomination in carrying out the vision and mission of the RCA, under the supervision of 

the General Secretary. The GSC Staff number seventy-six individuals scattered in six 

offices nationally. The staff fall into one of two categories: operations teams and ministry 

teams. They are supervised by individuals who report to the General Secretary.  

ELT: Executive Leadership Team operating internally within the GSC Staff 

structure. It now operates under the name SLT (Strategic Lead Team). 

(My) Introduction to the Reformed Church in America 

 
I was born on September 30, 1978 in Sivakasi, a small town in South India. My 

parents were Sundara and Priya Rajan, first generation Christians who had paid a very 

hefty price when they decided to become Christians. Their families ostracized them for 

their faith, and it was into this family of outcasts that I was born. We understood the cost 

involved in following Jesus. We also knew that God provided for all our needs when the 

world seemed against us.   

I knew nothing about the Reformed Church in America (or was it Reformed 

Church of America?) growing up. I was about 4 years old when I met Harvey and Lavina 

Hoekstra. I also knew their sons, Paul and Mark Hoekstra. I would later figure out that 
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the Hoekstras were missionaries from this particular Reformed Church, but did not know 

what that meant. I did not understand their obsession with places like Katpadi and 

Vellore, or their insistence on working with the terribly bureaucratic Church of South 

India (C.S.I.). It all seemed like a portal to a new world, a meta-universe wherein I was a 

brown kid who somehow had a role to play. Sunda-Rajon or Sajohn was often tossed 

around when my father was addressed because they could not pronounce his name, Rev. 

P.A. Sundara Rajan. My parents pulled out all the stops when they hosted these 

missionaries. My father, it must be said, while deferential to these missionaries in many 

matters, was also fiercely independent and did not pull any punches when making 

requests for the ministry’s needs. I still remember his laconic response when he was 

asked, “Sajohn - what do you need?” His direct response was, “I need an address,” 

referring to a permanent location for the ministry.  

In the house in which I was raised, we were told by my parents, repeatedly, that 

nothing belonged to us; everything belonged to the state9, including the ministry. I 

appreciated the distinction. My parents’ story was, after all, one of God’s provision.  

My parents were both shunned by their families for their faith in Jesus Christ. The 

story was told often in our household, and it culminated with gratitude to a God who 

never failed them, even when their next meal was not guaranteed. A reliance upon white, 

North American missionaries was certainly not on their list of life goals. They knew it 

was ultimately God who provided, and that sometimes, the Hoekstras (and the RCA) 

were agents through whom God sometimes provided. As missionaries, my parents had 

 
9 The Indian state of Karnataka where the ministry was registered as a trust.  
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seen many cases of unhealthy dependencies being fostered by their peers. They were 

disappointed often by the system but more so by colleagues who would sacrifice dignity 

and pride, in themselves and their beloved India, in their quest for the almighty dollar. It 

still rubs my parents raw. 

My first distinct memory of RCA missionaries is when Dr. Harvey Hoekstra was 

in India working with my family to establish Portable Recording Ministries in India, a 

ministry that recorded audio versions of the Bible for people who were primarily non-

literate. At that time, we had a rented home in Bangalore, where my father had converted 

the garage into a makeshift recording studio and the Tamil audio Bible was being 

recorded by my parents. My father read the New Testament while my mother recorded it. 

Every morning, after I finished the rituals of putting on my school uniform, polishing my 

shoes, and combing my hair, my mom handed me a small container of milk that I would 

carry three streets over to where the Hoekstras resided, in another rented home. I would 

eagerly peek inside, fascinated by how these missionaries lived. I can still smell their 

cereal and laundry detergent, the distinct “foreign scent,” as we called it. The Hoekstras 

were sweet. They would invite me in, talk to me, and once in a while, would snap a 

picture of me with their polaroid camera. I would happily take the photo happily to my 

school and show off to my friends! It was pretty awesome.  

Our relationship with the Hoekstras would span a couple of decades before a 

bitter falling out. For my young, adolescent soul, this devolution was heartbreaking to 

witness, but later on I would begin to see the colonial and paternalistic mindset that was 

simply untenable anymore for my parents. At that time, I did not understand why my dad 
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had to take a principled stand. Today, I am in awe of the courage displayed by my parents 

to finally stand up to the white missionaries and tell them that we were not, to quote my 

father, “dogs,” that they could count on for loyalty and meek obedience.  My parents 

were not going to put up with the second-rate treatment that was being meted out. They 

expected to be treated with dignity.  

Acrimonious as the end was, I realize that I do owe much to the Hoekstras. They 

introduced us to the Reformed Church in America. They introduced my parents to places 

in Iowa, including a small Christian liberal arts college named Northwestern College. 

Which would prove to be my second introduction to the RCA. I am grateful for the many 

gifts the Hoekstras bestowed upon me that have led me to this time and place.  

I wonder similarly to the Scudders, “Did the Hoekstras have any idea that that 

little brown kid in his school uniform would one day come to serve their beloved 

denomination this way?” I can see the prophecy fulfilled in my own life as I have 

graduated from delivering milk to my current role as Director for RCA Global Mission. 

There is a new season unfolding in RCA Global Mission. If the Lord wills, in spite of our 

human frailties, I look forward to seeing who will be here 200 years from today telling 

their story.  

Introduction to the Organization of the Reformed Church in America 

The RCA is not simply an agency of stories and relationships, but also a 

denominational organization. It has an evolving structure that stewards its resources and 
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relationships, including RCA clergy, missionaries, congregations, seminaries, and 

ministries.10  

RCA Global Mission is an organization consisting of four distinct 

entities/stakeholders serving together globally. They are delineated as follows: 

● The denominational office, including ten members of the Global Mission Staff 

and the General Synod Council and General Synod Council Staff (GSC Staff). 

● More than 800 RCA congregations throughout the USA and Canada. 

● Around 100 missionaries and partner personnel. 

● National Partners who RCA GM partners with on the ground. Some RCA 

Missionaries serve under their auspices. and in some cases, RCA GM mission 

partner personnel are employed by these agencies but supported by RCA Global 

Mission. Examples include, United Bible Society, Wycliffe Bible Translators, 

Mission Aviation Fellowship, and Audio Scripture Ministries. 

●  The General Synod Council is the executive committee of the RCA’s General 

Synod. The General Synod Council (GSC) carries out the work of General Synod 

between annual Synod meetings. It focuses on enabling the RCA’s participation 

in God’s work in the world, and equipping congregations and assemblies for 

mission and ministry.11  

 
10 Reformed Church in America, “About the RCA,” accessed May 9, 2022. 

https://www.rca.org/about/. 
 
11 Reformed Church in America, “General Synod Council,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/about/government/general-synod/gsc/. 
 

https://www.rca.org/about/
https://www.rca.org/about/government/general-synod/gsc/
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The staff fall into one of two categories: operations teams and ministry teams. All 

staff are supervised by denominational executives who report directly to the General 

Secretary. Whereas the Grand Rapids, Michigan, office is our international headquarters, 

the now smaller New York office bears the unique distinction of being our historic 

headquarters.12  

RCA Global Mission has operated somewhat independently within the GSC 

structure. Stemming from the decision to fund Global Mission outside of ecclesial 

assessment dollars. This, in essence, kept RCA GM as a functional non-profit within the 

auspices of the GSC Staff structure. This added independence, and offered Global 

Mission a limited sense of distance from traditional denominational politics. Since 

complete financial support for RCA Global Mission is drawn from the larger body of the 

Reformed Church, GM has flourished even during hard times in the denomination. This 

has often been a topic of contention, internally, due to denominational leadership using 

RCA GM monies to fund other ministry areas within the denomination. This was due to 

many programs being reliant upon assessment funding that was threatened by churches 

leaving the RCA.13 

From roughly 2010-2018, leadership maneuvering within the RCA structure 

eventually saw Global Mission removed from the ELT table.14 As a result, unfortunately, 

 
12 Reformed Church in America, “History of the RCA,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/about/history/. 
 
13 Reformed Church in America, “Assessments and Financials,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/assessments-and-financials/. 
 
14 Executive Leadership Team operating internally within the GSC Staff structure. It now operates 

under the name SLT (Strategic Lead Team). 

https://www.rca.org/about/history/
https://www.rca.org/assessments-and-financials/
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to paraphrase a previous RCA GM staff member, Global Mission was merely seen as a 

wallet for the GSC. This wound has slowly been healing under the tenure of current 

General Secretary, Rev. Eddy Aleman, who brought Global Mission back to the ELT 

table and has consistently honored the work and legacy of Global Mission.  

Missionaries have often been suspicious of denominational staff and functions, 

even including their own Global Mission supervisors and staff. Narratives developed 

such as, “We don’t hear from the executives unless there is a problem,” or, “They don’t 

know what it is like on the mission field.” These concerns are fostered by the perception 

that, when you board an airplane or boat to transport you to the mission field, you 

seemingly set off alone. Denominational structures, and perhaps one’s own connections 

pave the way initially, but the rest of one’s mission service can feel like the individual 

versus the world. The denominational office was often perceived as a parent reluctant to 

give permission to their child, and so missionaries attended to their own business in the 

mission field, asking for forgiveness if and when things became tenuous or testy. 

Missionaries have also been advised to build their own support structures with 

churches and individuals. The Global Mission office helps facilitate some of these 

connections, and while the seal of GM opens the door for the missionary, it is dependent 

upon them to develop these connections. There is a strong expectation upon missionaries 

to maintain their support.  

Finances, Attendance, and Membership 

In 2021, RCA Global Mission worked with 91 missionaries and 61 mission 

partners in 51 countries. The budget is fully funded by the fund-raising efforts of our 
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missionaries and support of faithful donors. The current budget of RCA GM has shrunk 

dramatically throughout the past two decades, yet our operating budget continues to be 

the largest budget line for the General Synod Council. As new churches organize or 

others leave the RCA, the beauty of Global Mission is that churches can always be 

connected to a missionary or mission work due to the funding structure being 

independent of assessment dollars (membership fees that churches pay to stay connected 

with the denomination).  

RCA Global Mission  

When the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburg convened, the 

understanding of the church’s global witness was particularly one-sided. The funding 

structures, the personnel, the majority of church membership, etc. was comprised of 

predominantly white North American and European churches making a case to bring the 

gospel to the ends of the earth through models that had served them well in past 

centuries. As someone who grew up on the soil of a country ravaged by 400 years of 

colonial occupation, mission work always felt a bit like an after-thought, like a 

consolation prize. This is not to say that missionaries have not constantly shown up on 

Indian soil for centuries prior to the Dutch/British occupation, but the idea of bringing the 

gospel to the ends of the earth still perpetuated and fostered a hierarchy of power which 

simply cannot be studied in a lone petri dish without the amalgamation of colonial 

mishaps into it.  

The other incredible, yet understandable, lack of foresight witnessed by the 1910 

World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh was their inability to see what lurked in the 
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decades ahead as likely barriers to their audacious goals. World War I and World War II 

would decimate the globe; The Great Depression in the USA; the subsequent Cold War; 

tensions in North America over race; the race to the moon; and Vietnam were some of the 

tectonic shifts felt by the Church as it focused on bringing the gospel to the ends of the 

earth.  

Despites our many missteps, and paternalistic modes of doing mission that created 

unhealthy dependencies, God continues to use RCA Global Mission to engage in healthy 

mission principles. The 371+ history of the RCA sending missionaries around the world 

has evolved today. With an increased global presence in the North American church, 

gone are the days of a missionary packing up their belongings and setting sail on a one-

way trip.  

Today, we are seeing the meteoric rise of global travel; churches can do their own 

research regarding how to engage globally, and North America itself is becoming a 

mission field for churches of the global south. This is creating a whole new set of 

opportunities and challenges for the church in North America. Perhaps the other big 

question that the RCA needs to ask herself is, “Are we willing to sit at the feet of our 

brothers and sisters from the very places we used to send missionaries? Are we willing to 

learn more about Jesus and the gospel message in a fresh new way? Are we willing to let 

this fruit travel back on the very paths that the RCA laid out hundreds of years ago to win 

us all back for Jesus?” This is going to be humbling, painful, and yet beautifully 

appropriate, as we seek to live into the apostle John’s vision of Revelation 7. How we 
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answer these questions in word and deed will shape the trajectory of the Reformed 

Church.  

Current Realities for the RCA and RCA GM 

The Reformed Church in America has been in a steady decline since the 1950s. 

One demographic study found that in the time period between 1967–2014, the RCA 

declined by 62%.15 This tale is not unique to the RCA, but spans most mainline 

denominations in North America. Most mainline and other churches in North America 

have increasingly been fracturing and are in danger of becoming completely irrelevant. 

This irrelevance further translates into the current and next generation of individuals who 

have a deep distrust of religious and denominational structures. 

The ministry of RCA Global Mission is in need of a fresh perspective as we 

explore the possibilities of 21st century global mission. The work of the church needs to 

be first and foremost grounded in God’s mission in the world. The RCA has a rich history 

in this regard, yet with denominational tensions rising to the fore, we are becoming 

myopic on issues that have long plagued us. My own instinct suggests that if we can 

forge a path that keeps in mind the global perspective of the RCA, we can lead the church 

into a beautiful new season of life and ministry.  

Throughout the greater US church, there are internal denominational tensions 

surrounding the matter of human sexuality. There are also political tensions that have 

 
15 Joe Carter, “FactChecker: Are All Christian Denominations in Decline?” The Gospel Coalition, 

March 17, 2015, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/factchecker-are-all-christian-denominations-in-
decline/. 

 
 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/factchecker-are-all-christian-denominations-in-decline/
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/factchecker-are-all-christian-denominations-in-decline/


24 
 

seeped into the life of the US church. These factors alone could be the sole culprit of 

major pain and loss. Unfortunately, into this perfect storm, a pandemic called COVID-19 

arrived and brought the world to its knees. As the RCA emerges from the chaos of the 

past 2 years, she simply cannot carry on with the old, tired methods. A new vision is 

needed that arises out of the trends we see unfolding globally.  

RCA Global Mission is not exempt from the problems of colonial after-taste, or 

the decline of the North American church. In fact, it is imperative that we acknowledge 

this and understand that in order for us to survive well in to the 21st century, big changes 

need to be made.  Additionally, the era of long-term missionaries hailing from North 

America and West Europe to the rest of world) has been rapidly replaced by a global 

Christianity showing up on the soil here. Personnel and stereotypical roles of traditional 

missionaries are changing. Fundraising for global mission personnel and projects is 

increasingly becoming difficult. The muddying of local and global mission in a church’s 

understanding of her role has made for a competitive playing field.  

What this means specifically for an agency like RCA Global Mission is worth a 

look. To the complications outlined above, we add the fallout from the Vision 2020 

report given to General Synod 2021, which is causing/will cause seismic shifts within 

much of the Reformed Church in America.16 The LGBTQIA issue has not been laid to 

rest for many churches, yet there are proverbial lines drawn in the sand on this matter. As 

some of these churches leave the denomination, they also leave with the faint hope that 

 
16 Reformed Church in America, “The RCA’s Vision 2020 Team,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/synod/vision2020/. 
 
 

https://www.rca.org/synod/vision2020/
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they could still engage in meaningful global mission through RCA Global Mission. What 

remains to be seen is whether association with the name RCA will affect peoples’ and 

churches’ willingness to work together. Most of the churches who are leaving have 

promised to continue supporting the work of their RCA missionaries, but there are other 

conversations taking place that suggest cutting support, simply and ostensibly because of 

the RCA name. Furthermore, since denominational loyalty has not been the RCA’s forte 

in recent years, compared to our sister denomination, CRCNA,17 for example, an even 

bigger challenge will surface when we need to replace missionaries who retire in a few 

years. How will churches to support our mission even if they no longer belong to the 

denomination? How will we develop missionaries if evangelical and mission-minded 

congregations are few in the RCA? 

Shifting tides outside the North American church, and those within the Reformed 

Church in America, offer us the opportunity to rethink how we resource our mission 

endeavors going forward. The current funding model employed by RCA Global Mission 

is unique for most mainline denominations. What makes it unique is the employment of 

the Partnership-in-Mission (PIM) model.18 This model of fund raising blends the best 

parts of the denominational structure (the network of churches joined in mission) with 

that of a parachurch agency (functioning as an independent nonprofit within the larger 

structure). This brings about flexibility on the ground, better accountability with 

 
17 “Christian Reformed Church,” accessed May 9, 2022, https://www.crcna.org/. 
 
18 “Frequently Asked Questions,” Global Mission, Reformed Church in America, accessed 

December 12, 2021, https://www.rca.org/global-mission/faq/. 
 

https://www.crcna.org/
https://www.rca.org/global-mission/faq/
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missionaries and to the General Synod, and keeps Global Mission protected to some 

extent from denominational tensions. Furthermore, this model helps churches connect 

directly with their missionaries to deepen relationships, while the staff of RCA GM 

provides logistical, administrative, and pastoral support for missionaries to stay safe and 

productive in their mission contexts. The PIM share model has been the bread and butter 

of our ministry. However, with some churches not renewing their PIM share 

commitments, new options must be explored to keep RCA GM financially secure, and to 

continue growing.  

Other Questions 

The final part of this project will explore outdated mission models and ask what a 

way forward could look like. These new methods involving reverse mission practitioners 

and new mission models must be examined more closely by the denomination, not just 

for her own survival, but to ensure that the good work of God’s mission can be faithfully 

carried forward into the next generation.  

The project explores several questions: Could an historic mission agency become 

flexible in her thinking and begin to function as a startup? As the de facto keeper and 

teller of our stories, could RCA GM truly be a camp where even the most dissenting 

voices within- and outside the denomination- find common ground to do good mission 

together as the Vision 2020 report hoped an independent mission agency would do? 

Could the PIM Share model be made accessible to smaller churches, ethnic churches, 

new church plants, and global partners? Could RCA Global Mission also function as a 

receiving agency instead of merely a mission-sending agency? 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

RCA Global Mission is rife with artifacts and histories. Reading and hearing the 

stories of the past will be a critical component in understanding the essence of the 

agency. An equally important part of the project will involve learning from our partners 

in the global south. Too often, American mission organizations have been western-centric 

in their understanding and implementation of projects and ideas. Even when they have 

tried to move away from this model, many organizations have fallen prey to “white-

washing” ideas from foreign locations. As the RCA seeks to be multi-ethnic as a 

denomination, there will be new challenges to navigate. How our organization listens to, 

and learns from the stories of the historic RCA and the developing global south will 

determine our future trajectory.  

Tim Sensing outlines key outcomes that will emerge between the complex 

dynamics of a particular location and theology.1 He expounds beautifully that, “as the 

story of the church converses with the story of God, new visions of what God is doing in 

and for the world emerge. God’s activity through the Holy Spirit can change communities 

who ‘with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into the 

likeness of Jesus with ever-increasing glory which comes from the Lord, who is the 

Spirit.’ (2 Corinthians 3:18).”2 

 
1 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of 

Ministry Theses (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011), xv. 
 
2 Ibid., xv-xvi. 
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Research Plan 

The purpose of this study is to understand the texture of what comprises RCA 

Global Mission today in light of a declining North American church, a declining and 

fractured denomination, and changes in funding and funding models. I entered the 

research with five core questions: 

1. How might an historic mission agency reform itself with the mindset of a 

startup but the structure of a mid-century mission agency?  

2. How might RCA GM be a keeper of our mission stories in a way that 

offers structure to the mission work we do, as recommended by the Vision 

2020 report, even as the denomination splinters?   

3. How can RCA GM continue to inspire a denomination badly in need of a 

story of healing? 

4. How might RCA GM evolve into a receiving agency in addition to its 

current primary role as a sending agency?  

5. What is the bold new vision that we need to step into with faith? 

Research Bias 

The RCA is currently in a season of attrition as churches depart to join more 

conservative alliances or networks. This loss affects staff structures in our national 

offices, and feeds into an ensuing loss of morale and increased anxiety among staff. I 

desire for this project to serve as an encouragement to a denomination in need of good 
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news and healing. Consequently, I am aware of my own bias toward not painting too 

dismal a picture while still accurately representing our story.  

Differentiating between my sense of identity and RCA GM’s success is critical to 

my research bias in this project. Rightly or wrongly, if Global Mission thrives in this 

season under my leadership, I will garner confidence to continue to lead my team and 

RCA GM in the next season of rebuilding and growth.  

Additionally, my personal history as a missionary with the Reformed Church in 

America coupled with my three-and-a-half-year role of serving as Director, has 

embedded me in the heart of the very subject I want to explore in my research. Sensing 

highlights this type of “insider” bias.3 I am very aware of my bias, both having read about 

it, but also knowing my optimistic personality. I take comfort in Sensing’s advice that as 

a DMin researcher, I am a “collaborative partner” with my participants who are also 

equal partners in the research process since they too are “insiders.”4  

I am also aware that in my bias as “an advocate for intervention, [I am] prone to 

be biased for a positive outcome.”5The balance between becoming too attached or too 

detached will be a challenge for me. My goal will be to stay in the middle, collaborative 

role of neutrality.  

 
3 Sensing, Qualitative Research, 94. 
 
4 Ibid., 94. 
 
5 Ibid., 94. 
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Audience 

My intended audience is the membership of the Reformed Church in America. 

Even as the denomination re-identifies and reconstitutes itself in the 21st century, it 

would be a loss not to acknowledge the history and legacy of Global Mission. The story 

of the RCA is fraught with loss and missteps, but it is also the story of blessings from 

God, and transformation into a Revelation 7 vision of a multi-ethnic, diverse collection of 

churches that will not resemble the white, Dutch stereotype with which we have often 

been saddled.6 It is my aim to imagine what God may desire to do in and through the 

RCA because of the far-reaching impact of RCA Global Mission.  

Nature of the Methodology 

The initial research approach was ethnographic, but as the project evolved the 

research moved into a qualitative analysis of RCA Global Mission through key 

stakeholders.7 

Appropriateness of the Methodology to the Research 

The narrative method of blending qualitative research with ethnography lends 

well to my craft as a story-teller. Stories are a place to discover truth, imagination, and 

vision. This is what I do, and who I am. Sensing demonstrates the need for this research 

 
6 Grace Ruiter, “General Synod Daily Recap: October 15, 2021,” Reformed Church in America 

(blog), October 15, 2021, https://www.rca.org/general-synod-daily-recap-october-15-2021/. 
 
7 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland, OH: 

The Pilgrim Press, 2008). 
 

https://www.rca.org/general-synod-daily-recap-october-15-2021/
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in an age of subjectivity and change. “Research rooted in a positivist perspective 

maintains the myth of objectivity; however, value-neutral research is unrealizable, self-

deceptive, and value laden…Narrative research is about a different way of knowing. 

Knowledge is socially constructed, historically embedded, and valuationally based.”8 I 

seek to discover and share stories that give meaning to a particular population, namely 

the Reformed Church in America. If this is helpful to others beyond the RCA, I count this 

as a research blessing. 

Numbers can play a part in telling the story, yet I believe that the future of RCA 

Global Mission rests in our being able to share our stories well. The research uncovered 

stories that acknowledge our failures and missteps, but faithfully push us to look forward 

while experiencing the pain of a declining denomination. There is a greater story that 

remains to be told, and it is best represented by a narrative methodology. 

Research Data  

Time Span 

The qualitative project spanned a 3-month period from summer to fall 2020. This 

included the drafting of questions, identifying interview subjects, scheduling interviews, 

coding and analysis of data, and writing the report.  

 
8 Sensing, Qualitative Research, 160. 
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Data Collection 

I have been a collector of stories over the years as a traveler, missionary, 

preacher, pastor, and story-teller. While growing in my roles as an RCA missionary, I had 

opportunity to study more RCA mission history. There is no shortage of rich stories 

within an historic agency like ours. My wife and I have had the privilege of rubbing 

shoulders with retired missionaries who served in such historic mission sites as Chiapas, 

India, Japan, and other parts of the world as we attended RCA events and denominational 

gatherings. Every one of those interactions made a profound impact on me. I always 

wanted to know more. The Doctor of Ministry program has given me opportunity to dig 

into our archives, read Eugene Heideman’s epic tome on RCA Mission in India,9 and sit 

with friends, colleagues, and partners with a keen listening ear. Russ Gasero, the RCA’s 

now retired archivist was also an excellent resource in telling me stories of RCA Global 

Mission throughout the years.  

As mentioned above, the data collection for research stemmed primarily from 

lessons gleaned from qualitative research studies. The data was mined through a series of 

interviews with subjects representing a variety of roles within the RCA Global Mission 

landscape.   

The kind of sampling utilized in this process was “purposive.” Sensing defines 

purposive samples as “select people who have awareness of the situation and meet the 

 
9 Eugene P. Heideman, From Mission to Church: The Reformed Church in America Mission to 

India (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2001). 
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criteria and attributes that are essential to (my) research.”10 In his book, Sensing goes on 

to define 12 different categories of people who can be included in the sample.11 He 

additionally encourages the researcher to consider “maximum variation sampling.”12  

Care was paid to compose a varied list of subjects though the sample size 

remained small. Engaging in conversation with some renowned missiologists, GM 

personnel, and social commentators was essential to feel the texture of the world of RCA 

GM. I desire for RCA Global Mission to boldly and imaginatively step into the future by 

blending accumulated historic knowledge, and the shared experiences of those who live, 

and have lived, on the mission field.  

Selection and Description of Sample 

The interview subjects were selected because they offered a variety of 

perspectives and vantage points for this project. The interviewees included current GM 

staff, current and retired missionaries, local pastors, and missiologists. A critical eye was 

directed at achieving maximum variation sampling due to the small sample size. 

Capturing the broad swathe of RCA Global Mission was going to be challenging because 

of the natural tendency to compartmentalize one’s own understanding of Global Mission 

according to one’s unique perspective.  

During the course of my time as Director, several names came to my attention 

regularly due to their noteworthy work on the mission field. Some had spent a long time 

 
10 Ibid., 83. 
 
11 Ibid., 83-84. 
 
12 Ibid., 84. 
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in the field, some were very good at how they related to their supporting churches, and 

some had been especially vocal in expressing opinions. 

The final selection of subjects filtered down to some of the very best 

representatives of the various stakeholders involved in this story of RCA global mission – 

they understood the history, the current reality, and could imagine what the future might 

hold. Individuals were chosen because of my personal history with them, and by way of 

recommendation from RCA GM staff members.13 

Questions 

I asked each interviewee a series of six open-ended questions. The questions were 

crafted, analyzed, revised, and field tested. 

The qualitative questions asked are as follows: 

1. Tell me a story of God’s mission in this world that inspires you in your current 

work. 

2. Tell me a GM story that you are ashamed of, or that disappoints you. Tell me a 

story that you wish didn't happen.  

3. What is your sense of how RCA GM relates to other mission groups and agencies 

around the world? 

4. Some say, “The world is getting smaller and so much is happening.” What do you 

think this means for global mission?  What do you think this means for your local 

church?  

 
13 The subjects selected fell into one or more categories and principles outlined by Sensing under 

purposive samples. (Sensing, Qualitative Research, 83. 
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5. If you could be a mission leader for a day, how would you communicate a vision 

for RCA Global Mission? What activities would you commit to? What might you 

stop doing?  

6. What is one question or comment you would like to share with the leaders of 

RCA GM?  

Interviews 

Fourteen people were invited to participate in an interview. Thirteen agreed. 

Interviews lasted just over an hour, and were conducted by video calls using a software 

called zoom™. Four females and ten males participated in the study. Four individuals 

were between sixty-five to seventy-five years of age. One participant was in her mid-

twenties, and five were between thirty to forty years of age. The remainder were in their 

fifties. Some subjects served GM in multiple roles, and five were chosen because of their 

missionary status. Two were interviewed as missiologists, though they also serve as 

mission personnel. Two local pastors with ties to RCA Global Mission were also invited 

to participate. Five of the subjects serve in a leadership role within RCA Global Mission. 

One of the interviews involved subjects who are husband and wife, the only multi-person 

interview on the slate. 

Communication with Sample 

After subjects were carefully selected, they were sent the following email from 

my official RCA GM email address along with the questions that we would discuss: 

Dear (subject), 
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I hope you are doing well. It has been an interesting year so far for all of 
us, especially those of us here at RCA Global Mission. I trust that you've been 
able to stay healthy and well.  

I am currently in the middle of my Doctor of Ministry Program exploring 
Leadership and Mission. I am particularly focusing on our story as RCA Global 
Mission, and wondering what new bold vision is required of us during this season 
in global and denominational history. To that end, I am conducting a series 
of ethnographic interviews. I am seeking a varied sampling of voices that I respect 
and value greatly to help me sift through our shared story. You were on top of my 
list. Would you consider letting me ask you a few questions for my research?  

Your answers will be treated with the utmost respect and discretion. I have 
chosen you because I value your opinion greatly. Any requests for confidentiality 
will be respected. I hope you will sincerely consider this request. I hope to do 
my interviews during the weeks of Oct 26 - Nov 6, 2020. We will be doing this 
via zoom.  

Please let me know at your earliest convenience if you would be willing to 
participate and a day/times that would ideally work best for you. I can send you a 
zoom link. Thank you for your consideration. 

May God bless you!  
JP 

 

Response Rate 

Of the fourteen subjects selected, thirteen said yes. The only one who could not 

participate was traveling and asked for a different date that was not ideal for the 

interviewer. The 93% response rate was incredibly high given the challenging 

circumstances, globally, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and considering the many 

different time zones.  

Data Collection 

Despite the turmoil unleashed upon the world by the COVID-19 pandemic, it did 

play a small helpful role in guaranteeing that most of the interviews happened without too 

many scheduling difficulties. This was important because a couple of the interviewees 
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were living overseas where time differences, connectivity, and other variables could have 

affected the interview process. Conversely, most subjects were sheltered-in-place during 

the fall of 2020, which made the conducting of interviews quite straight forward once 

time differences were taken into consideration.  

As always, care has been taken to ensure that complete discretion was practiced. 

At the beginning of the interview, subjects were informed of the purpose behind the 

interview, the process of collecting data, and what I hoped to do with the data. After this 

was explained, I asked for and received permission to hold the interview. Additionally, I 

asked for and received verbal consent to record the interview for data analysis purposes. 

Subjects were informed that the interview would last sixty minutes and that my timer 

would go off after fifty minutes to offer a reminder to wrap up our interview.   

The names of individual interviewees have been changed to protect their 

identities. 

Field notes were made in a paper notebook.  Each interview was carefully dated 

with the time prominently displayed. Furthermore, each question had timestamps 

attached before the interview to make sure that due attention was given to all questions.  

Following the hour-long interview, I received a full transcript of the interview 

from Zoom™ along with video and audio recordings. These files were downloaded and 

stored in my hard drive in subfolders by subject names. These subfolders were embedded 

within a folder titled “Ethnography” on my desktop. At the end of this Doctor of Ministry 

program, all video/audio/transcripts will be permanently deleted. 
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Data Analysis 

Upon completion of the interviews, the subfolders were organized and data 

analysis began. I started at the top of each transcript. I listened to the interviews again, 

and read the transcripts carefully. I noted significant words and highlighted compelling 

stories. Then I read across the interviews and gave focused attention to common themes 

that emerged in the conversations. Themes were cataloged into notes in a separate file 

under each subject, with care being given to overarching themes and stories. All notes 

were further coded and analyzed before being assimilated into a final report that blended 

qualitative analysis and pastoral ethnography. A comprehensive synopsis will be shared 

in Chapter 4.  

Role of the Researcher  

Qualifications 

As the Director of RCA Global Mission, I have been given the task of 

shepherding our historic mission agency during a tenuous season within the life of the 

Reformed Church in America. My personal fifteen-year experience as a missionary, both 

outside and within the RCA Global Mission sphere, also provides a vital lens through 

which I can probe the texture of RCA GM. As the chief story-teller for the organization, I 

have developed a keen ability in noticing narratives within the life and mission of the 

church, particularly those with a global focus.  
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Project Timeline 

Chronology of Events and Procedures 

Sept 24, 2020 – Ethnographic Timeline Submitted 

Sept 30, 2020 – Congregational Timeline Submitted 

Oct 15, 2020 – Qualitative Questions Submitted 

Oct 26-31, 2020 – Ethnographic Interviews Conducted 

Nov 19-28, 2020 – Data analyzed, and coded 

December 1-14, 2020 – Ethnographic Report written 

December 15, 2020 – Ethnographic Project Submitted 

Limitations of Methodology 

 There were a few factors that prevented me from capturing the full texture of 

RCA Global Mission. Maximum variability between subjects was a priority, but it was 

still difficult to truly benefit from all the key stakeholders in this limited sample size. It 

would have been good to have voices that represented historians and/or archivists who 

curate RCA Global Mission artifacts, and perhaps representatives from the Commission 

on History. It would have also been useful to have voices of past or present GSC Staff 

members who do not come under the Global Mission umbrella offer their outside 

perspective on the inside narrative.  

 Additionally, COVID-19 added a greater burden of anxiety to the already 

tumultous season that the RCA was undergoing. It was a new perspective among those 
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interviewed, but its saving grace was uniformly affecting all subjects regardless of their 

vocational or geographical location.  

 Perhaps most importantly, the proverbial elephant in the room must be 

acknowledged. This work comes in the midst of tremendous upheaval in the 

denomination pertaining to the issue of human sexuality. This matter has reached a 

frenzied crescendo after the Vision 2020 report. Conservative churches are currently 

making plans to leave the denomination. And, in this season of denominational 

uncertainty and conflict, it is imperative to acknowledge the pall this casts over this 

research.  

 This project, as you will see in Chapter 4, evolved from an ethnographic project 

into more of a hybrid between pastoral ethnography and qualitative analysis. This creates 

its own set of limitations, but also opens up new possibilities for narratival reporting.  

Being the Balm 

Ultimately, my sincere hope with this research is to find ways for us at RCA GM 

to be a healing agent in this denominational season of pain and attrition. Moving away 

from a survival mindset into a new template for Global Mission in the 21st century will be 

imperative for the RCA, and for RCA GM.  

We have touted RCA Global Mission principles14 as the gold standard for how 

missions should take place. These mission principles are eloquent, theologically sound, 

 
14 Reformed Church in America, “About RCA Global Mission,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/global-mission/about/. 

https://www.rca.org/global-mission/about/
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culturally sensitive, and respectful of the various cultures at play, but the true binding 

force for the RCA, and RCA Global Mission in particular, are the relationships that have 

been cultivated generationally, across time. Our churches support the work of RCA 

Global Mission because they are directly connected to their missionaries. They hear from 

their missionaries regularly through “Dear Friend” letters and/or home visits, some 

churches visit their missionaries, and others find numerous additional ways to connect. 

These relationships bolster the support of missionaries. RCA Global Mission functions as 

the conduit through which these relationships can grow strong. We advocate on behalf of 

our missionaries with their partners, their mission locations, and their home churches. We 

tell their stories in compelling ways to edify the bride of Christ here in North America, 

while also ensuring that support flows both ways.  

As some churches make plans to leave the denomination, the most vociferous 

who argue against leaving do so because they worry about our missionaries. As 

relationships begin to show signs of fraying, RCA Global Mission can and should step 

into the gap to provide a bridge for those that leave to remain connected to their beloved 

missionaries and RCA Global Mission. Simultaneously, for the fractured remnant, RCA 

Global Mission can be an agent of healing, offering ongoing stories of hope and a vision 

for a brighter future.
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Chapter 3: Normative Theology - Puffs of Dust  

Prologue 

Despite the unknown devastation that human beings would bring upon themselves 

and upon others through wars and economic bondage in the 20th century, God invited the 

church to dream a big dream in 1910. According to renowned missiologist Dana Robert, 

reflecting on the hopeful dreams of those gathered, at Edinburg for the first ever World 

Missionary Conference, 

By the dawn of the twenty-first century, Christianity existed in every country in 
the world that allowed a modicum of religious freedom. Nearly one in three 
persons was a Christian. Christianity was more culturally diverse than at any time 
in its history...A century after Edinburgh 1910, Christianity had become a world 
religion.1 

This chapter is an interplay of mission history, RCA Global Mission history, and 

specifically the RCA GM history in India. My own story as an Indian child and 

benefactor of mission work moves toward hope as I narrate the larger story. The ups and 

downs of mission in the 20th century are equally apparent in the RCA as they are across 

mission societies and agencies; however, there are puffs of dusts and pockets of grace 

that garner hope for new vision and new possibility. My own professional life is witness 

to the goodness of Global Mission.  

 
1 Dana L. Robert, Christian Mission: How Christianity Became a World Religion (West Sussex: 

Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 51, 52. 
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“Thani yeela”- There Is No Water 

Thani yeela. These Tamil words meaning, “there is no water,” still haunt the 

recesses of my mind when I pause to think about them. Every morning when I brush my 

teeth, and every evening when I do the dishes, images come flooding back as I hurry to 

turn off the faucet that I still too often leave running absentmindedly. For the past 40 

years, my family in India has been involved in the ministry of providing the Bible in 

audio for people who have no access to Scripture otherwise. As the ministry evolved, it 

began to see itself serving more and more on the front lines of “the least of these.” It was 

therefore not entirely surprising when, in 2019, in Thokampatti, a village where people 

affected by leprosy are quarantined2, and a community that we had been serving for a few 

years, a cry came up quietly, “thani yeela,” a humble whisper, and only offered after we 

asked the leper community how we might be of help to them in other ways.  

As we began to look into this concern, heartbreaking details began to emerge. 

There was a well nearby, but the people did not have access to it because, the community 

it belonged to said that “unclean” lepers were not admitted there. The only access they 

had to water was when they purchased it from the city, but this was tricky for a couple of 

reasons. For one, the trucks are expensive for people whose primary “occupation” is 

begging. Second, and probably the more heart-wrenching reality, was the simple act of 

 
2 These are living spaces where people who contract leprosy are sequestered. For more 

information, see Richard Cookson and Seyi Rhodes, “Leprosy: India’s Hidden Disease,” The Guardian, 
Life and Style, March 24, 2011, https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/mar/24/leprosy-india-
hidden-disease. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/mar/24/leprosy-india-hidden-disease
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/mar/24/leprosy-india-hidden-disease
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filling your plastic water jug is nearly impossible when, as is common when having 

suffered from leprosy, you are missing most of your fingers.  

For the daily necessity of water, they pay from their extremely meager income. 

The water they bring back to their hut is used carefully, and no water is wasted. Every 

precious drop is saved. We discovered that our brothers and sisters reuse the same water 

up to five or six times. By the end of the day, the water is a dark, putrid, viscous fluid.  

Thanks to the RCA Global Mission’s Care Network Fund, our GM team worked 

with our partners in India to undo the cry of “thani yeela.” The hydrologist that was 

consulted in India promised water at 700 feet. Funds were transferred and arrangements 

were made to bore a well, with the authoritative word of the hydrologist as our only 

backing. On the morning of July 30, 2019, live updates began to populate the social 

media pages of our ministry in India. Joy and expectation set the stage for the day, with 

photos of people gathering eagerly around the truck carrying the bore well equipment. 

Women in colorful saris shed their sad stories because this day was going to be 

spectacular. The machines whirred and shuddered, and the earth was pierced. 

Anticipation rose with every drop in depth. 100 feet. 200 feet. 400 feet. Dirt spurted 

upward from the mouth of the well. The glitter of hope was everywhere. 

Anxiety began to reveal itself at 600 feet. There was no sign of water at 600, 700, 

or even 800 feet. Hope began to creep back when the soil churned out was wet at 800 

feet. This was encouraging. However, within a few more feet, the wet soil was replaced 

by a puff of dust. This continued for several hundred more feet. Just a puff of dust. Poof. 

The last enduring image etched into my head is the group of my beautiful brothers and 
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sisters standing beside the truck praying, missing limbs and stubby fingers intertwined as 

they pressed their palms together in the namaste gesture. Tears flowed freely as the sun 

began to set. We were all wrecked by the remaining truth, “thani yeela.” This is not how 

this story is supposed to end. The social media post ended the day announcing,  

We went 1200 ft. and passed through three water points that were totally dry. 
Unfortunately, we did not hit water. This area is facing a severe drought and the 
hope is that the 3 dry water points will fill up in the next rain. According to the 
borewell company, this is the farthest they have gone in this area. We tried but we 
trust God and His plan. We may never know why nor understand why this took 
place. But we trust Him and his sovereign plan for this village and the residents 
here. To Him be all the glory. Please pray for this community as their search for 
water continues. We are leaving this village feeling sad but we find comfort 
knowing that God allowed this to happen. Thank you for your support and prayers 
all along.3  

Ezekiel and the Valley of Dry Bones 

Even at a depressing depth of 1,200 feet, I believe that it is from the puffs of dust 

throughout RCA Global Mission that God can create new life.4 The dirt of the earth can 

be transformed if we stand witness to God’s ruah (breath) and participate in the breath of 

God in each time and place. As God breathes anew into us, into the foreseen and 

unforeseen dangers that lurk, God can birth a new creation from a valley of dry bones 

described in the book of Ezekiel. 

The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of 
the Lord and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led 
me all around them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very 
dry. He said to me, “Mortal, can these bones live?” I answered, “O Lord God, you 
know.” Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry 

 
3 “James R S, “Faces of Desperation... We Went 1200 Ft and Passed through Three Water Points 

That Were Totally Dry. Unfortunately, We Did Not Hit Water…,” Instagram, July 30, 2019, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B0mnO-qgLyUk1W6Vk_n_kpixp0QWvyrMFwfBKY0/. 

 
4 Genesis 1:1. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B0mnO-qgLyUk1W6Vk_n_kpixp0QWvyrMFwfBKY0/
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bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will 
cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. I will lay sinews on you, and will 
cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and 
you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord. 

So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there 
was a noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. I looked, 
and there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had 
covered them; but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, “Prophesy to 
the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: 
Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may 
live.”  I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they 
lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 

Then he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, 
‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off 
completely.’ Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am 
going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and 
I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am the Lord, 
when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I will 
put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; 
then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.”5 

 

There is an unmistakable parallel here between the true depths of human despair 

and the miraculous nature of God’s agency in this world. Ezekiel’s responses to the 

commands that God was giving him are striking to me, “Oh Lord, you know… So I 

prophesized as I had been commanded…. I looked.” Ezekiel demonstrates a passive 

acceptance of God’s tremendous movement in this world, and the resolution to be simply 

a conduit.  

I also find the way Ezekiel captures the moment to be quite vivid. Ezekiel draws 

us into a story. There is glorious texture in what he brings to my mind’s eye. He describes 

the location, the ambiance, the noises, and Ezekiel uses elaborate imagery to capture all 

 
5 Ezekiel 37:1-14. 
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that he sees. The rattle of bones, the sinews and flesh that were overlaid on these dried up 

brittle relics of extinguished life, and ultimately, the very ruah of God, the puff of breath 

that would restore this multitude to glory. 

The RCA’s Resilience  

The Reformed Church in America has been sustained by these miraculous puffs 

of dust, and finding water in impossible places, for almost four centuries.  This is an 

incredible feat that rivals any other protestant denomination currently serving in the 

North American context. Fleeing the persecution in Europe, the settlement of the Dutch 

on the east coast of New York birthed the core of what makes the Reformed Church in 

America what it is today, locally and globally.  

Standing with the least of these is what RCA Global Mission has always done in 

its ministries around the world. We have seen this historically in Japan, in India, in 

Chiapas, in Oman, in China, in Sudan. And, we continue to see this happening today, in 

Nicaragua, in South Africa, in Kenya, in the Philippines, in Romania, in Nepal, in Niger, 

in almost 50 countries around the world.  

Ministry needs to breed a certain amount of resilience to sustain itself for any 

length of time. To last a generation is a success story, to last multiple generations is 

simply miraculous, and to last almost 400 years is almost unprecedented6 and nonsensical 

if not for God’s faithful intervention in all seasons. This resilience is not bred through 

 
6 The Coptic Church, the Roman Catholic Church, and the Orthodox Church are a rare sample of 

churches with much longer histories than the Reformed Church in America.  
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study or merely survival, but through the very testing of our faith. This testing of faith 

inevitably lines up in parallel with global events that have shaped humanity’s history, 

including wars, pandemics, economic downturns, trade embargos, systemic injustices, 

and collapse of societies and countries.  

Stories of RCA Global Mission spin a tale of resilience through tragedy, and an 

ability to pivot when structures around us change. Over time, our successes, tragedies, 

and missteps offered us lessons on how we do mission as the world evolves. Through it 

all, the Reformed Church in America, with this tremendous legacy of Global Mission, has 

not calloused itself to the discomfort of human history, but has blazed a new path 

forward. In doing this globally, RCA GM witnessed names like Scudder, Sterk, Swart, 

Verbeck, and Zwemer stamped into the annals of global mission history. 7 Therefore, in 

this season of anxiety and attrition in the Reformed Church in America, we need to be 

encouraged to take a page out of Ezekiel’s tale of a lonely, arid valley. As we stand 

covered in the dust of a parched and weary land, God’s puff of breath that raised a 

multitude from the Valley of Dry Bones, is here again to breathe sinew and flesh to bone, 

and to raise us all up again to bear witness to this world that needs a new hope.  

I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your 
own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act, says 
the Lord.8 

 

 
7 More of their stories can be found in the excellent resource Called to Serve: Essays on RCA 

Global Mission, ed. Charles Van Engen, Jean Van Engen, Sally Tapley (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed 
Church Press, 2020). 

 
8 Ezekiel 37:14. 
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The RCA Valley of Dry Bones 

The names of RCA Global Mission heroes are not legendary solely because of 

what they did on the exotic mission field, but because of the combination of what they 

had to endure at home, and the challenges they faced on the road. It was an ominous 

valley of dry bones that seminary student, Samuel Zwemer, faced after being inspired by 

the need for missionaries in the middle east, by his Old Testament Professor, John 

Lansing, at New Brunswick Theological Seminary. Zwemer, along with his fellow 

brothers and classmates, Cantine and Phelps who shared this call, brought this request 

forward to the Board for Foreign Missions (the predecessors to RCA Global Mission) and 

were anticlimactically told that their dream of bringing the Gospel to the middle-east was 

not going to work.9 I find this scenario easy to imagine and hard to digest. How 

incredibly frustrating to hear God’s call loudly and clearly, and feel moved and inspired 

to do something about the incredible need. Then to reach out for help from the one place 

that has the power to make it happen, only to have the door slam shut. Unfortunately, it is 

an all too familiar tale.  

We were introduced to Dr. John and Harriet Scudder in Chapter 1. They 

experienced a cloud of dry dust when following God’s call for a pious physician for the 

land of India, setting sail in June of 1819, having sold everything and saying goodbye to 

 
9 John Hubers, “Arabian Mission – 1889,” in Called to Serve: Essays on RCA Global Mission, ed. 

Charles Van Engen, Jean Van Engen, Sally Tapley (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed Church Press, 2020), 53-
54. 
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everybody they knew,10 and then losing their baby daughter en route to Calcutta.  Or 

there is the Swart family who faithfully served for generations in the heart of Africa when 

their dear son, Jack, was tragically killed in an auto accident. Dr. Maurice Heusinkveld is 

another example of this dark, and arid valley.  He was tragically assassinated while doing 

his job, a job that he felt called to, and, for which he moved his entire life and family to 

serve God in Oman. This is a small sample of our dusty tale because every great mission 

story in the annals of RCA Global Mission indeed includes tragedy, pain, and great 

suffering. 

It was a swirl of dry dust that ravaged the Board of Foreign Missions, when first 

the Civil War raged in the United States, and funding for our missionaries had to be cut. 

This puff of dust swirled again when the World Wars broke out sandwiching the Great 

Depression. The dust seemed to settle on the organization and left one wondering, can 

this be brought back to life again?  

In the second half of the twentieth century, when countries gained their 

independence and sent their missionaries back “home,” dust swirled around us. The Cold 

War, the Great Recession, the rise of capitalism, and the growth of other major religions 

around the world rustled up more dust. The scandals that rocked the church, the decline 

of the North American church, the wave of nationalism sweeping the nations, dust 

everywhere.  

 
10 Eugene Heideman, “India – 1836,” in Called to Serve: Essays on RCA Global Mission, ed. 

Charles Van Engen, Jean Van Engen, Sally Tapley (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed Church Press, 2020), 19-
20. 
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Standing in Solidarity 

I want to briefly return to the opening story of this chapter. When our partners in 

India left Thokampatti, the village ravaged by the ancient disease of leprosy, the 

inglorious day after a futile attempt to divine water from the parched soil, we knew in our 

hearts that the story was not finished. Not with the God we serve. And, not with the 

stories that we had already lived through.  

We did not fully understand it back then, but we were asked to simply stand with 

our brothers and sisters there, and let the dust of disappointment cover us, coat our every 

pore. My family and I had a conversation after that day, and sensing that something 

profound was emerging out of the pain of witnessing a puff of dust when we longed for a 

fountain of water. All we wanted to do was provide water to these beautiful people. A 

cup of water; a straight up cliché from the Gospel. Yet, we observed, our hopeful and 

altruistic expectation also still perpetuated that age-old story of the rich coming to help 

those who do not have anything. Certainly, providing water to the residents would have 

been amazing, but I truly believe that the greater story took place that day, when we stood 

with the people who had no hope, and watched together, disappointment sweeping over 

all of us.  

This was the reality of every resident in Thokampatti. This is how it has always 

been, one disappointment followed by another. What we felt that historic day, July 30, 

2019, was a taste of what every day is like for our brothers and sisters. We stood with 

them in their moment of pain that day. We felt the crushing cloud of disappointment 
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envelop us like the dust cloud that hovered above a pit of useless hope. We could do 

nothing but stand, shoulder to shoulder with the least of these.  

Mission in the RCA During the Civil War Era 

How the church has responded to crises has been a definitive barometer for the 

role of the church, as well as its ongoing health moving forward. The historic footprint of 

the RCA in both the North American context, and its impact globally over four centuries, 

therefore, begs a deeper look into historical interruptions. And how the Reformed Church 

in America responded to them.  

Dana Robert’s, How Christianity Became a World Religion, takes a deeper look at 

the impact of the church in bringing the Gospel to the ends of the earth, and in the 

process, seeing Christianity become a truly universal religion. Robert’s attention to the 

1910 Edinburgh Conference, which boldly set out to evangelize the world while being 

oblivious to the World Wars that lurked around the corner, was deeply insightful. This 

reminds us of the very first verse in our Holy Scripture, Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, 

God…” God was always the agent at work. In spite of our inadequacies and failures as 

humanity, the Gospel message found new expression even during moments of crises.  

Our current time frame, specifically the years 2020-22 hearkens me back to the 

Edinburgh World Missionary Conference. What I imagine the end of the 21st century to 

look like is unclear, but I am convinced that God invites me to dream in this thin space 

about possibilities for RCA Global Mission. Here, in this thin space, we can throw 

caution to the wind and look back at how God has guided us thus far, and visualize the 
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chapter that will be written about RCA Global Mission when the end of the 21st century 

comes to a close. Ultimately, the question that I want to ask myself, my staff, my 

missionary families, and even the RCA is, “What story do we want to write?” 

Russ Gasero, served as the resident archivist for the Reformed Church in America 

until his retirement in 2020. As he neared retirement, Russ offered his perspective to the 

denominational staff with a hopeful tone. In one of his final reflections, he took a deeper 

look at what happened to the RCA and its mission during one of the most tumultuous 

periods in American history, the Civil War. Having not grown up in the USA, this was, 

not a familiar story for me. Yet, in its reading I was inspired and hope-filled as I consider 

the 21st century and debris the RCA is currently working to clear away in order to seed a 

new chapter for Christ’s Reformed Church in America and her mission in the world. Russ 

wrote: 

In the two decades prior to the Civil War, the 1840s and the 1850s, there were 128 
ordinations in each decade. In the decade of the Civil War, ordinations increased 
to 182. Those numbers decreased following the war with 150 in the 1870s and 
160 in the 1880s. It would be a wonderful research project to inquire as to why 
there was a 40% increase in ordinations during that decade.  

The period of the Civil War marked a major point of change for women in 
America, particularly for women in mission. It had made it inevitable that some 
kind of [women’s movement] should ensue. The ideals and ideas of women had 
changed since the beginning of the nineteenth century...the abolition movement, 
woman’s suffrage, woman’s rights, woman’s sphere, were burning questions of 
the hour, in the discussion of which the voices of women rose high above the din 
of masculine strife. Men and women everywhere were revising their ideas of the 
relation of women to the universe. The ministry of women to soldiers in the war 
had proved that they possessed great executive ability and an amount of energy 
which, once set free, could not be and ought not be suppressed. The vision of 
national need which they had so clearly seen in the struggle of the war, developed 
at its close into a wider comprehension of world demands and they were ready at 
the end of that decade to begin the most strategic and far-reaching enterprise in 
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which they had ever yet engaged—the work of carrying their vision to the women 
and children of far Eastern lands.”11 

The Civil War era witnessed a fantastic mission effort on the part of the RCA. 

1853: Arcot Mission in India established  

1854: Church Building Fund started to provide low interest loans to new 
congregations 

1857: Reformed Church re-forms its Board of Foreign Missions with 24 
members and amicably separates from the ABCFM12, taking full 
responsibility for Arcot and Amoy. 

1859: Brown and Verbeck sail to Japan under ABCFM 

1861: Women's Union Missionary Society organized with Sara Doremus as a 
primary organizer.  

1864: The missionaries of the Amoy Mission defy Synod and refuse to form a 
Classis of Amoy, insisting that the Church in China be permitted to evolve its 
own polity independent of foreign structures. While General Synod did not 
agree, the missionaries won their case by default. The Classis of Amoy never 
formed.  

1866: Guido Verbeck baptized Wakasa Murata in Japan. This is the first 
Protestant baptism in Japan. 

1870: Mary Kidder (and Sarah Doremus) start Ferris Seminary for girls at 
Yokohama, Japan. 

1875: Woman’s Board of Foreign Missions was established. Developed to aid 
the Synod's board by promoting its work among women and children of non-
Christian nations. Promotion was primarily through women's groups. 
Auxiliary societies organized in congregations among women and Mission 
bands among children. Their support was primarily for female missionaries, 
girls’ schools, and seminaries.”13 

This is a remarkable list of accomplishments. If we just look at Japan, the story 

begins with the arrival of Guido Verbeck upon the shores of Japan and being directly 

 
11 Mrs. W. I. Chamberlain, Fifty Years in Foreign Fields (New York, NY: Woman’s Board of 

Foreign Missions, 1925), 8. 
 
12 The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Mission. 
 
13 Russ Gasero, e-mail message to author, April 30, 2020. 
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involved in the first Protestant baptism in the history of Japan. This story would lead to 

the emergence of Sara Doremus, forming the Women’s Union Missionary Society, and 

Mary Kidder starting the Ferris Seminary for girls (which celebrated 150 years in 2020). 

From there, we see the formation of the Women’s Board of Foreign Missions, which 

would go on to become one of the greatest supporters of global mission worldwide. This 

particular era could arguably be called one of the brightest chapters in not only RCA 

Global Mission, but in the overall history of mission around the world.  This is 

remarkable when juxtaposed with what was happening in US history. The Civil War was 

devastating for this newly formed country. Hundreds of thousands lay dead on either side 

of the battle lines, and into this murky and dark situation, the light of mission shone 

brightest. From the desolate valley of dry bones, we see God using humble missionaries 

to bear witness to the miracle that only God’s breath can knit together into a multitude.  

RCA GM During Two Global Pandemics 

Rev. Steve Germoso serves as the Senior Pastor in New Jersey at the historic Grove 

Church. In his own doctoral research, he was digging through old minutes and files in his 

church, and stumbled upon artifacts that he shared with me, particularly related to Grove 

Church’s response to the Spanish Flu pandemic in 1917.14 The church, in fact, continued 

its support during a season of tremendous loss and fear (see appendix). It was fascinating 

to see data that showed the church honor her commitment to both foreign and domestic 

mission. In an era today where most money is tightly held onto by churches for buildings, 

 
14 Photos included in appendix. 
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staff, and programming, funding for missions is an uphill battle. We have clear and 

concrete examples of a church that not only reversed the script, but was able to grow their 

own mission in local communities as a result of this thinking.  

Mission work that was once done by horse and buggy made way to boats and 

ships as merchant ships began to ply the oceanic trade routes. These months-long ship 

rides have today made way to jet planes when it comes to traveling across seas and 

oceans. In many circles, global mission has slowly become ubiquitous with the agenda of 

evangelism. It is worth noting that the mode of transport that was utilized by the Apostle 

Paul, ships, has stayed with us close to the latter half of the 20th century. From glorious 

tales of shipwrecks, to one-way missionaries who packed their life’s belongings into a 

casket, this was as romantic a notion as any endeavor for the sake of the Gospel. To step 

into the world of Global Mission meant a commitment to a cause that allowed no turning 

back.  

To draw an analogy, early mission commitments felt like an arranged marriage 

when one walked into this commitment knowing that the release of death might be their 

only ticket home. This covenant involved factors that resulted in long term commitments 

to the mission field, and the almost total abandonment of “home,” and all that the word 

encompassed. In embracing the new culture, the language, customs, etc., the missionary 

subsisted at the mercy of the host culture. The missionary endured the scorn and shame of 

being an outsider, the knowledge that they might not see their families again, and lost 

their citizenship even if their national papers indicated otherwise.  
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A significant shift occurred after the World Wars, as commercial airlines began to 

cater to the needs of commoners. The implications for global mission were immense. As 

the world began to shrink with air travel, it wasn’t just missionaries being able to come 

home more frequently, but the world began to make its presence felt in the backyard of 

North Americans. International faces and accents began to show up in the boardrooms of 

multinational corporations, family connections brought blueberry pickers to farms in 

West Michigan, and displaced people began to arrive in American cities hoping to find 

refuge and a new life. As these highways began to flow both ways, it yielded 

opportunities for the North American church to meld of their local ministries with their 

global partnerships. 

The world has recently been brought to her knees by a global pandemic (COVID-

19) that has lashed out with destructive force all around the world, and the disparities and 

the dysfunctions that we comfortably hide behind or sweep away have reared up refusing 

to be painted away into insignificance by the brush of busyness. The aftermath of the 

tragedy is likely to separate the non-profit community into two distinct camps: the ones 

who want to embrace the challenge of doing ministry in the new global mission field, and 

the ones who long for the good-ol-days of global mission.  
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Role of RCA Global Mission in India 

“In the beginning God...”15 Long before the names Scudder, Ziegenbalg, Francis, 

or even the apostle Thomas became etched into the mission annals of Indian history, God 

was there in the dirt of India.  

 The unfortunate tendency for those in the West has been, and continues, to focus 

on the worst parts of India and Hinduism. The Reformed Church in America, to their 

credit, did their best to attempt to address this glaring blemish on the face of global 

missions even if they had to wade in to the murky waters of colonialism, paternalism, and 

imperialism to get there.16  

The epic tale of the Church of South India (C.S.I.), particularly with reference to 

the Arcot Mission and its origins with the Reformed Church in America as outlined in 

great detail and thoughtfulness by Eugene P. Heideman in, From Mission to Church: The 

Reformed Church in America Mission to India, is an interesting case study on how 

Protestant missions arrived, took root in India, made significant inroads into that 

particular culture, and yielded great fruit even amidst these puffs of dust. 

These collections of stories do not always flow as smoothly as hindsight allows, 

and unfortunately today, we do not always want to listen to some of the hard truths about 

ourselves. The transition of mission roles from the 1819 voyage of John and Harriet 

Scudder to India, to the current missionaries and partners serving in India offer great 

lessons to teach us, that despite our best intentions to honor the culture to which we are 

 
15 Genesis 1:1. 
 
16 Heideman, From Mission to Church, 216-217. 
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called, and enrich the soil upon which we are planted to serve, our fallibility as human 

beings surfaces time and time again.  

 This chapter does not want to serve as an indictment of the long-term impact of 

the mission in India, because the fruit of this work has aged well and reverberates 

beautifully through time. Some lessons are best learned in hindsight, and hindsight being 

what it is, my hope is to briefly explore areas a different approach would have benefitted 

the current church in India. Also, I cannot help but wonder why we, in the Reformed 

Church in America today, do not remember to practice those lessons that we love to 

preach. 

 Lamin Sanneh’s perspective, that the introduction of the Gospel into cultures 

creates both a new translation and expression of it, and also expands the horizons of the 

very messengers who brought the good news, is obvious in this grand tale.17 It is essential 

for the Western church to be aware of this, and be willing to embrace these changes. I 

believe that humility will arise out of the reformation of our thinking, as well as, an 

invitation to Ezekiel’s submission at the Valley of Dry Bones. From this humble posture, 

God can spark new growth, and a new expression of Christianity that makes us all richer. 

God will reshape all of us here in this historic North American denomination to be truly a 

reflection of the imago dei. I am not sure how much of this reciprocity was practiced by 

the early RCA missionaries to India, but there is great wisdom in us paying heed to them 

today.  

 
17 Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 2009). 
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Rufus Anderson’s three-self model of creating churches that were self-supporting, 

self-governing, and self-propagating was idolized for a time and respected for good 

reason by major mission sending agencies like the RCA.18 That methodology, however, 

had its flaws, including a power imbalance between mission sending agencies and their 

partners on the ground. For example, who decided when the qualifications for the 3-self 

theories were met? Another flaw in the methodology has to do with the missionaries 

tasked with implementing the 3-self theory, but do not practice it in their own ministry 

model, a case of not practicing what one is preaching.  

There is plenty of good mission work that RCA Global Mission did in India. To 

this day, the mission posts in Madanapalle, Vellore, Ranipet, and other locations in the 

Arcot Mission attest to this. However, in their eager pursuit to engage in good mission in 

India, RCA Global Mission did fail in some aspects of its mission to the people of India. 

There are numerous examples and anecdotes to make this case, and in addition to this, I 

would like to suggest other perspectives that could have been considered.  

Stand with Us 

As one who grew up in South Asia and inherited a Christianity bathed in colonial 

waters, I understand why learning the histories of these places could pit theology and 

culture against each other. Kosuke Koyama is particularly poignant in saying, “But the 

 
18  Heideman, From Mission to Church, 49-52. 
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global truth (the evidence of which may not be self-evident) is that those who can afford 

to, experience history more superficially than those who are not so affluent.”19 

Eugene Heideman reflects thoughtfully on the turning over of the keys to the 

C.S.I. From the very beginning, RCA missionaries after India’s independence did 

everything they could to honor Indian leadership20, worked on a seamless transfer of 

assets and properties to the C.S.I. Trust Association,21 demonstrated a willingness to 

serve under the Indian leadership when needed,22 and ultimately moving onward when 

their job was done.23  

One glaring oversight was the unwillingness of RCA Global Mission to 

understand the disparity that occurred on a micro level. The Indian membership of the 

Arcot Mission had raised red flags about the possibility of moving the headquarters to 

Madras (away from Vellore).24 The rationale for this move makes sense on multiple 

levels, but one suspects that Heideman and the RCA leadership did not fully consider or 

understand the concerns raised by Indian nationals.  

The opposition to the move was not only a rural/urban divide. Neither was it only 

about the socio-economic lines that the membership struggled with, nor was it only about 

 
19 Kosuke Koyama, Water Buffalo Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999), 17. 
 
20 Heideman, From Mission to Church, 589. 
 
21 Ibid., 670. 
  
22 Ibid., 705. 
 
23 Ibid., 575-661. 
 
24 Ibid., 630. 
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the Telugu-Tamil divide.25 Sub-castes, money, personal and corporate history, and many 

other factors had a part to play in this tale, while papering over this deep fissure was the 

RCA Global Mission’s desire to consolidate all of these issues under one super church, 

the Church of South India. 

The transition looked good on paper, and perhaps even sounded joyful to the ears 

of supporters back home. This was believed to be the very fulfilment of good mission 

overseas. But, for a marginal set of Indian citizens, the ties they shared with the 

Reformed Church in America were a great source of pride and joy. They belonged to a 

larger family that saw them before they saw their national caste. They had advocates and 

a church family who worked tirelessly for their cause. This is the part of the Indian story 

that cannot be understood through Western lenses. Much like the residents of 

Thokampatti, this was a community that was elevated to a place of relevance for the first 

time. For this community, now actually noticed and heard, having the proverbial keys 

handed over to the Indian bishops of the Church of South India in Madras, justifiable as it 

may have seemed at that time, would have felt all too familiar. This would be akin to 

reverting to the old way of drawing lines in the sand. Unfortunately, this time the line was 

not drawn by skin color, or by caste delegation. This time, the line in the sand was drawn 

by their own missionaries with a wooden Christian cross. The church they had ownership 

in and loved dearly, was now being turned over to people who, historically, had never 

understood the plight of this community in quite the same way. This was ironic 

 
25 Ibid., 607. 
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considering that their spiritual family was not down the road in Chennai, but across the 

globe in the Reformed Church in America. 

As a result of this division, these less visible issues within the Indian sub-castes 

were given room to fester, and they have since continued to surface in troubled waters.  

Rural Indians may have wanted to ward off this transition to C.S.I, but how does a lower 

caste Indian, who has historically lacked all privilege, argue with those who have always 

supported you? Paternalism is more than the host taking over; it is also the inability of the 

host to see the truth and impact of their decisions.26 Sadly, for the church of Jesus Christ, 

Western paternalism, caste, and age-old mission struggles trumped the deeper richness of 

the church and its inclusive practice of the sacraments. For the community in the Arcot 

district of South India, RCA Global Mission stood with them in their pain because they 

knew that their struggle against principalities and the powers that ruled them would not 

end in this life time. What the people in the Arcot Mission really needed was someone to 

link arms with, much like the community in Thokampatti, someone who stood with you 

when the bore well drill pumped out sand when you longed for a cup of water.  

Communion over Caste 

Participating in the waters of baptism and partaking of the Lord’s Supper as 

equals was a clarion call for the apostle Paul27, and it remained a major thrust of the RCA 

 
26 Ibid., 634. 
 
27 1 Corinthians 11. 
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missionaries who sought to abolish the caste system in India.28 The desire to abolish the 

caste system was noble, but it also carried a whiff of hypocrisy as noted by Heideman, 

“From the perspective of the twentieth century, the lack of any serious reference to 

slavery in America by members of the Arcot Mission is a glaring omission.”29  

It could be argued that while the fledgling Indian government (independent since 

1947) has tried to elevate the status of the harijans and the untouchables, bringing to mind 

names like Gandhi and Ambedkar, the practical realities of life in India, and a simple 

scan of daily newspapers today have proven their methods to be less than effective. 

Similarly, the U.S.A. continues to battle its own caste system as it pertains to race, socio-

economic standings, nationalities, genders, sexualities, etc.30 Together, the C.S.I. and the 

RCA share the pain of doing mission as countries who have yet to manifest their own 

reconciliation. 

If this is an irrevocable reality of life in the United States, surely, the aim to 

abolish the ancient system of caste or vilify India because of this trait of Hinduism was 

never going to be realized.31 The harsher reality for the RCA is that this is also true for 

those of us living in an increasingly polarized North America, and especially for those of 

 
28 Heideman, From Mission to Church, 129-130. 
 
29 Ibid., 202. 
 
30 Isabel Wilkerson, Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents (NY, NY: Random House, 2020). 
 
31 Ibid., 129. 
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us drawing lines in the RCA sandbox. The vitriol and angst demonstrated in the USA has 

been heartbreaking and counter to what we aspired to teach the world over 300 years ago.  

Into this community comes the radical call for us to partake of the Lord’s Table. 

On September 27, 1947, a few weeks after India’s independence, a service was organized 

to celebrate the birth of the C.S.I., “In this service the Christian community of previously 

divided churches was finally able to eat and drink together across denominational lines. 

That meal was a crucial matter to a church and missionary community that had insisted 

that its new converts eat and drink together across caste lines when they became united in 

Jesus Christ.”32 This was a beautiful symbol for the newly formed nation of India to 

witness. We have not attained to the unity that God calls us to “from whom the whole 

body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is 

working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love,”33 but I 

cannot help but wonder why these lessons learned in the hard and dry soil of the rural 

Arcot district cannot inform us today in the RCA.  

Jacob Chamberlain, one of the great pioneer RCA missionaries in India said in 

1879, “to make much of the essentials in which we all here agree, and less of the non-

essentials in which we chance to differ.”34 Have we, in the RCA, been so arrogant as to 

refuse the gospel that has rooted itself in the dirt of India, teaching us to eat together 

 
32 Ibid., 591. 
 
33 Ephesians 4:16. 
 
34 Heideman, From Mission to Church, 317. 
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across caste lines? Or have we, in our desire to be right, ignored the wise words of one of 

our own and mixed up the essentials and non-essentials as we head into a new future? 

The C.S.I. Today 

Today, the Church of South India is a bustling denomination with over 3.5 million 

members. There are 8,715 churches that belong to this dynamic denomination focused on 

evangelism and social justice.35 RCA Global Mission is not solely responsible for the 

founding of this church or its tremendous growth, but they are certainly linked to the 

C.S.I. and its early formation. RCA Global Mission also helped in the C.S.I.’s formation 

by decisions spurred on by paternalistic leanings and human error. Some of the 

repercussions can only be revealed by history’s analysis of it. Yet, it was from these puffs 

of dust in valleys of dry bones, that the gospel that was always present in India, was 

breathed anew. From the rattling of bones and the assembling of sinews and flesh, God’s 

breath resurrected a multitude that has a profound ministry and presence in India today.  

The RCA Today 

When I embarked up on this journey toward a Doctor of Ministry, I was curious 

to explore the role of the Reformed Church in America through the lens of our global 

partnerships. There are many stories of pure grit, stories of spectacular transformation, 

and stories of legend. There are also not-so-flattering stories that do not fill one’s heart 

with pride, but cause hand-wringing and deep pain. More puffs of dust. 

 
35 World Council of Churches, “Church of South India,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/church-of-south-india. 

https://www.oikoumene.org/member-churches/church-of-south-india


67 
 

I wonder about the lessons we need to pay attention to in the early church. Are 

there lessons to be learned from stories of the apostles Paul and Barnabas, that led to 

them going separate ways? Maybe we should learn more about the genesis of schisms 

throughout the centuries due to different interpretations of scripture. That endless list, 

unfortunately, grows longer to this day with new splits occurring over issues of women’s 

ordination, or the role of our LGBTQIA brothers and sisters in church to simply name the 

schism du jour. The Church of Jesus Christ needs an exhortation, a moment in the valley 

of dry bones imploring God’s breath to bring life to what has been abandoned. This is the 

only way. I wonder if Newbigin’s words, “The world will always, consciously or 

unconsciously, judge what the Church says by what it is,”36 will be a mirror that we, at 

the Reformed Church in America, need during this season of immense strife and attrition. 

How we show up in conflict, how we show up in global catastrophes, and how we use 

our words will be the only testimonial we can offer a world that is broken and in need of 

grace.  

Newbigin asks, “How has it come about that the vast majority of Protestant 

Christians are content to see the Church of Jesus Christ split up into hundreds of separate 

sects, feel no sense of shame about such a situation, and sometimes even glory in it and 

claim the support of the New Testament for it?”37 

 
36 Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God: Lectures on the Nature of the Church (Eugene, OR: 

Wipf & Stock, 2008), 51. 
 
37 Ibid., 54. 
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Conclusion 

We are ordinary people called to do extraordinary things. But, the play unfolds 

with interruptions that initially dash our hopes. Even so these “puffs of dust” are not too 

much for the gospel’s in-breaking. It is here that we are invited to participate as 

characters, to squint into the swirling dust and watch God breathe new life into it. 

Perhaps, from all this, God could bring forth water that springs up to eternal life. 

Most of our stories in RCA Global Mission begin with pain and disappointment, 

or puffs of dust. Yet, from these puffs of dust, God breathed new life into Adam, and into 

a world that was ravaged by war and pestilence. Indeed, from these puffs of dust emerged 

pockets of grace. We find ourselves back again coated in a layer of dust, and we are 

invited to squint into the dust and watch God breathe new life into our parched land again 

and make these pockets of grace arise.  

Epilogue 

Our partners in India received a phone call from our friends in Thokampatti a few 

months after the infamous well-dig, after the monsoon rains ravaged the plains of South 

India. They simply said, “We think there might be water in the well but we won’t open it 

up till you come back.” So we went back to the village, and indeed, from a hole that 

spewed up dust, God brought forth water.38 

 
38 Photos are included in the appendix. 
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Chapter 4: The Texture of RCA Global Mission 

Introduction 

 Capturing the fit and feel of RCA Global Mission is a gargantuan task. It 

reminded me of the ancient Indian parable of the six blind men who touched different 

parts of an elephant and tried to describe it based on their limited, individual 

perspectives.1 The historic interpretation of who we are at RCA Global Mission would be 

different from the perspective of national partners in various mission sites. Similar to how 

current RCA missionaries would view the agency differently than would the new, multi-

ethnic church plants in the RCA. In this chapter, select representatives from key sections 

of RCA Global Mission have been asked to thoughtfully discuss questions that hope to 

bring us to a place of better understanding of the texture of RCA Global Mission in 2020-

2022.  

This chapter will provide a comprehensive overview of the qualitative analysis 

work done with brief excurses into pastoral ethnography as was discussed in Chapter 2. 

The questions asked of and discussed with the interview subjects have been broken into 

subsections within the chapter. Each subsection concludes with a synthesis of the 

overarching themes that emerged from the conversations. The aim is for the reader to get 

a feel for who we are as an agency, identify some areas where we have done well, offer a 

 
1 James Baldwin, “The Blind Men and the Elephant,” American Literature.com, accessed March 3, 

2022, https://americanliterature.com/author/james-baldwin/short-story/the-blind-men-and-the-elephant. 
 

https://americanliterature.com/author/james-baldwin/short-story/the-blind-men-and-the-elephant
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critique on areas where improvement is needed, and, finally, offers a hopeful way 

forward.   

It Is Relational, Personal, and Inspirational 

The question, what story from the mission field inspired the interviewees to 

pursue their current call, was revelatory. The interviewees shared meaningful glimpses 

into their own stories of call, epiphanies that they experienced on the journey, and how 

various inspiration continued/s to fuel them onward in this chapter of their ministry lives. 

Many of the stories shared were personal in nature, but a few also impacted how they 

understood and did ministry.  

Almost unequivocally, the interviewees trace their current roles to a story on the 

mission field or a story from their own personal life. Amanda talked about going on a 

short term mission trip to Nicaragua where she encountered an indigenous unselfish 

woman who benefited from her partnership with CEPAD2, RCA Global Mission’s 

national partners there, and yet urged this individual and her team to press forward into 

other areas where people needed even more help. This unselfish attitude was so inspiring 

to Amanda that following her trip, she began to go back and serve in more substantial 

capacities in Nicaragua with CEPAD,  

We had a really big team from this British nonprofit come. And I was essentially 
assigned as the translator to their 2 videographers... So they had a professional 
videographer come on the trip with them, and do all these interviews, we had this 
big schedule, whatever. And I was our translator because they don't know any 
Spanish. And so we were interviewing this woman.  And one of the questions 
was, why should people support CEPAD or, you know, a very kind of generic 

 
2 CEPAD, the Council of Protestant Churches of Nicaragua is an organization composed of 70 

denominations and churches in Nicaragua, focusing work on helping communities and individuals to be the 
principal actors in their own development. 
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question. And she just had, the most beautiful answer.  She said, I want you guys 
to support CEPAD. So CEPAD can go into new communities. I know we still 
have problems here. I know you know what our community goals are, but I know 
that we can do it. And I just want other communities to have the same 
opportunities that we've had. 
 

Paul, another interviewee, told the story of a Muslim convert who upon becoming 

a Christian, was ostracized by his own family. The story of rejection was deep initially 

and even after fifteen years of exile, the man was rejected yet again by his sister who had 

hoped that he would revert back to Islam. Paul, in recalling the interview, shared how 

inspired he was by this tale, and by people like this man who give up everything for the 

pearl found in Jesus. Because of this, he resolved to work for the furtherance of 

Christian-Muslim Relation programs around the world.  

Lyn said that it was all a matter of “recycled” stories in her experience on 

missions. When pressed further to explain what she meant, she mentioned that stories of 

one’s own personal story become recycled into all our stories of call. She grew up in an 

impoverished non-Christian home. The local church soon became a place of refuge for 

her and her siblings. The church’s focus on a ministry to children would foster in her a 

deep sense of call later in life. Lyn realized her call to mission there because she felt seen 

and heard for the first time. Today she serves women and children around the world 

because of the profound impact the church had in her own personal life.  

Gary, an interviewee serving in Africa talked about two incidences that were 

pivotal in inspiring him to do what he does today. The first was his observation of how 

the RCA moved fast and nimbly when a cyclone ravaged the country he was serving, 

while the non-profit ministry that he worked with was not equipped to deal with these 
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complications. Watching the RCA show up and do things that his ministry was not 

equipped to do was inspiring to him. Additionally, a supporting congregation in the 

United States recently decided to collect a special offering (on Worldwide Communion 

Sunday) for his ministry, primarily to help farmers cultivate crops again after a cyclone 

wreaked devastation on their harvest.  

It's really encouraging for us, especially, I feel like because we've never been to 
Cherry Street Church (Church name changed). We don't know anyone at the 
church. But for us it's amazing to see how the connections through Global 
Mission to a church that we've never been to, but that does have a passion for 
mission, and does have an agricultural background, I mean a history...just came to 
the field. And the response that we had was fantastic. We went there and we 
explained, “Look, there's a church in America that is in an agricultural area like 
we're in an agricultural area here, and they love their brothers and sisters enough 
here across the world, that they want to provide something that we know you 
need. And the response of one lady was really amazing. She said, “You see us,” 
which for me spoke so much. They don't realize that people across the world, see 
them, they, they know they're there, they see where they have a lack. And they 
want to help. For that “you see us, you've seen our fields. You see what we need. 
God is good.” I mean, this is from someone who was a refugee. She had to flee 
her home, flee her fields because of the unrest that's happening down the road. 
And to say, “You see us.” For me, that's being the hands and feet of Jesus. And 
that's something that we never would have been able to do ourselves, it is 
something that Cherry Street Church wouldn't have been able to do themselves. 
 
Gary said that we all needed each other: Missionaries, global partnerships, and 

local congregations devoted to causes that are beyond their neighborhoods.  

Similar to this story, was a story of inspiration narrated by Bob, another 

interviewee who shared that when the country he was serving in had to deal with the 

influx of refugees from Guatemala, the RCA was the one everyone looked to for 

leadership. In partnership with the PC-USA, CRCNA, the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada, and the Queen of the Netherlands, RCA Global Mission fed, cared for, and 

relocated over 80,000 refugees. Additionally, for him, the inspiration came from the 
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relative autonomy with which RCA missionaries operated. He referenced the Amoy 

Mission in China in 1863 that threatened to cut ties with the RCA if the General Synod 

tried to dictate terms for assimilating that mission into the greater fabric of the RCA 

structure.3 That story surfaced multiple times in this project. 

Helping global partners break out of the cycle of dependency upon the West was 

one of the inspiring tales outlined by Michael, another interviewee. The Pokot 

community in western Kenya was once considered an “unreached” people group. 

Unfortunately, the work that began with them created cycles of dependency upon the 

Western church and its dollars. Michael worked tirelessly to implement the strong 

mission principles that RCA Global Mission is known for. After dedicating decades of 

work to this, he is beginning to see fruit grow in metaphorical and literal terms in these 

areas. Today they are a growing church that is self-sufficient and a living example of 

good mission practices.  

Jeremy, another interviewee talked about the concept of a “reverse” missionary 

being an inspiration for his work. Instead of finding a non-Western Anglo missionary to 

work in Latin America, he was able to find young local leaders who were able to plug 

into pre-existing networks here in North America. He said that, “we went from Anglo-

white to hybrid multi-cultured people.” Additionally, they were even able to get trained 

in our seminaries, colleges, and institutions here to familiarize themselves with the 

 
3 Linda Walvoord de Velder, “China – 1889,” in Called to Serve: Essays on RCA Global Mission, 

ed. Charles Van Engen, Jean Van Engen, Sally Tapley (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed Church Press, 2020), 
31. 
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mechanics of how RCA Global Mission functions. This is a big shift in how Jeremy 

hopes Global Mission will minister going forward.  

Serving the Local Church Through Global Connections 

The interviewees who currently serve as local pastors or have served in this 

capacity at some point, shared how stories from the global front had profound 

ramifications for them locally within the North American context. One of the 

interviewees talked about his desire to not have his church remain purely local. The 

juxtaposition of local and global ministry has been a recurring theme in my ethnographic 

study. Whether deliberate or otherwise, this interviewee shared a deep desire to 

contribute to anti-tribalism with his local congregation. He felt that if he did not connect 

the local to the global work of God, he would have a congregation that was tribal in its 

outreach, i.e., only reaching out to those in their immediate vicinity and context.   

Another local pastor mentioned two people in his church whose views had been 

drastically altered while on short term mission trips in Central America and in Europe. 

Both of their stories involved the fusion of the global with the local, or as one of our 

renowned missiologists puts it, “becoming glocal.”4 The pastor explained to me how, 

when the question is raised of how a short term mission can change the local 

congregation back home, you know you are on the right track.  

We have had a remarkable response from people at Community Church (Church 
name changed) and some of that has been fed by the people that have gone on a 
trip to Nicaragua. And so they're beginning to translate what does it mean for us 

 
4 Charles E. Van Engen, “Four Characteristics of RCA Global Mission,” in Called to Serve: 

Essays on RCA Global Mission, ed. Charles Van Engen, Jean Van Engen, Sally Tapley (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Reformed Church Press, 2020), 152. 
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to not just go to “Meet up and eat up” (a local feeding program) and say, you 
know, wave our hands at the migrant families, but what does it mean for us to be 
present, with regards to CEPAD. What does this mean for us to be a part of 
helping them, grow, develop? Or how do we start to see, or facilitate kind of 
holistic change in their life because most of them that are actually migrants are 
actually pretty faithful Christians? And what does it mean for us to be a part of 
not just doing things for them but instilling kind of a systemic change for them? 
So if we begin to ask questions like that or have conversations about that at the 
end of a trip. I'm like, win-win-win, because my people are beginning to translate 
what they're experiencing there for how we're doing ministry here. 
 
In other words, if people can translate what we are doing there with what we are 

doing here, we (all of us - the local congregation, the mission agency, and the 

missionaries) win. The desire to move away from a purely transactional interaction with 

mission and to make it incarnational in your local context while drawing inspiration 

globally was deeply inspiring for this pastor.  

Jerry, an interviewee who currently serves as a missionary drew upon his early 

ministry in a local church context to answer this question. He mentioned how terribly 

dysfunctional even larger churches (like the one he served) were when it came to having 

a strategic plan for global mission. Due to the scattershot approach of mission programs 

in his home church, he had the opportunity to visit India with a large mission agency. 

Jerry was surprised to leave India without a heart for India as he hoped he would, but he 

did discover that he had a heart for the young leaders he saw there. This became a driving 

force in his ministry going forward. His message upon his return was simple, “How do 

we get boomers out of the way?” He wanted to get the next generation immediately 

plugged in without the old guard setting terms and conditions. 

Amanda shared another “recycled” mission story in that her own short-term 

mission experiences lead her to the job she currently does in facilitating short term 
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mission opportunities for North American churches. This was akin to Kyle, an 

interviewee who mentioned the love and respect he experienced that went both ways on a 

similar short-term mission experience that he found very inspirational in his own call to 

the work he does at RCA Global Mission. He mentioned a trip involving college students 

from Michigan who spent a week in a remote part of north-east India.  

Global Mission Principles 

In each of these stories of personal and ministerial inspiration, our RCA Global 

Mission principles shine bright. These principles have been held in sacred regard, have 

been tried, tested, and repeatedly proven true. They are listed below: 

Respectful Witness: We believe we are a global covenant family united in Christ 

and living as incarnational Christian witnesses who are called to exist in harmony 

with diverse societies, traditions, and cultures. 

Long-Term Mutual Partnerships: We believe in a purposeful and undeviating 

focus on mission collaboration and interdependency that matures into deep-rooted 

cooperation and significant partnership. 

Holistic Engagement: We believe in a global, reformational vision of God’s 

kingdom in which we engage a fallen creation through the power and nature of 

Christ. 

Sustainable Empowerment: We believe in breaking the cycle of foreign 

dependency and paternalism by promoting interdependent, Christ-centered 
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cooperatives that culminate in locally sufficient, locally supported, and locally 

sustainable, faithful transformation.5 

Synthesizing the Relational, Personal, and Inspirational 

This chapter brought to light a few key concepts that are worth pausing and 

reflecting on. First, the story shared by Gary about the connections between his 

supporting church and the farming ministry in his mission context brought to clear focus 

the importance of solidarity and collaboration. was an illustrative story of a missionary 

(and his family) who were already feeling pretty cut off from North American life as he 

dug in and ministered to the people he was called to. His is a hard life, fraught with the 

typical challenges faced by many cross-cultural missionaries. Examples include having to 

speak primarily a second/third language, being a minority in a new place and the 

accompanying dangers/opportunities this might present, including loneliness, and the 

like. In the midst of these challenges, an additional tension involves relating back to your 

supporting churches in North America. Missionaries have historically struggled with 

making these connections for a variety of reasons, the primary one being that churches 

can be wary of having their church services usurped by people who don’t understand the 

local ministry context, or relate to the need to keep services to their prescribed Sunday 

morning time limits.  

It was into these swirling complexities of life on the mission field and back home 

on North American soil, that Gary’s work was presented to that of a congregation in mid-

 
5 “About RCA Global Mission,” Reformed Church in America, last modified July 1, 2021, 

accessed November 18, 2021, https://www.rca.org/global-mission/about/. 

https://www.rca.org/global-mission/about/
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western USA. The church leadership invited their entire congregation to invest in Gary’s 

farming initiatives after a cyclone ravaged that part of Africa. This gesture served as a 

refreshing reminder to Gary that his family was not alone, but that this church (that 

hadn’t even met his family yet!) would stand in solidarity with him. Not only was there a 

shared solidarity simply because of Gary’s affiliation with RCA GM, but they would go 

on to collaborate on special projects to benefit Gary’s ministry context in ways that are 

mutually beneficial to both church and missionary. This overlap of global and local 

contexts was crucial for the interviewees. A failure to do this well would result in what 

Jerry would describe as a “scattershot” approach to doing mission. Conversely, when this 

is done with thoughtfulness and a clear understanding of how to translate the global/local 

(glocal) contexts, a beautiful curiosity can emerge that will lead to opportunities for the 

global mission program to profoundly affect the local mission and vice versa, as Jeremy 

attested earlier.  

Shame and Disappointment: Organizing Like a Drunken Sailor 

The question regarding pain and disappointment made for an interesting 

engagement with my interviewees. Not surprisingly, stories of personal and corporate 

pain came flowing out. First, I will deal with the disappointment or shame emanating 

from the organizational structure. 

Clearly laid out expectations and the lack thereof 

One of the interviewees, Paul talked about the role of women, particularly his 

spouse, on the mission field. Whereas RCA GM has historically blazed paths for women 
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in ministry, female spouses of missionaries weren’t always afforded the same sort of 

respect. This was true for this particular interviewee. He said his wife often seemed like 

an afterthought. Since there was no real structure set up for her to flourish, his wife tried 

to step in wherever she was needed to serve. Unfortunately, lack of endorsement of this 

role led to problems when her help was rejected, and even censured at one point. The 

couple’s pain and frustration came to a head when they needed denominational support to 

save face with their partners and they were denied that. Even as they shared this story, it 

was evident that pain and wounded-ness remain. The interviewees wondered if the fact 

that RCA GM leadership has often employed mission executives who do not have 

experience on the mission field, and whether it has hindered better care and support for 

their mission personnel. This couple also shared a story of when they tried to ask 

questions about how other missionaries were faring, primarily with an intent to create a 

network of support. This initiation on their part led to getting their hands slapped and 

being, “called out on the carpet,” by the Global Mission administration for trying to be, 

“underhanded and undermining of the efforts,” of the GM staff.  

The need for better processes for on-boarding new missionaries or volunteers 

came up repeatedly over the course of interviews. Onboarding begins from the very start 

of the mission journey with Global Mission. The fundraising process was often 

frustrating, and often led to missionaries/volunteers going overseas only to realize that 

the system was not well set up to help them flourish: They could not flourish in their field 

work, in their communication efforts with supporting churches, and ultimately could not 

flourish in their call. Gary additionally wondered if being single was an impediment for 
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his fundraising efforts which took him almost a decade for him to reach a fully funded 

status.  

Kyle stated his primary disappointment as the lack of commitment to excellence. 

He felt these disappointments were avoidable, and could be easily rectified, if Global 

Mission could commit to healthier processes. He further shared that Global Mission had 

sometimes set people up to fail because of their reticence to say “no” to personnel and/or 

opportunities saying, “We don’t say no... We could have avoided all these 

problems.” Two examples of personnel who should not have been hired in the first place 

were offered. And yet, because of decision making that did not factor in the complexities 

of the situation, both of these people burned out and returned home greatly wounded. A 

culture that values commitment to healthy work place practices is sorely needed. This is 

not often the priority in non-profit organizations, particularly faith based non-profit 

organizations. Kyle would say that a commitment to excellence in the work place could 

have negated a bad chapter.  

Caroline talked about a lack of intentionality in mission trip expectations, and a 

consequent inability to read the room (following the lack of intentionality), which led to a 

mission trip experience that disappointed. Amanda’s disappointment with Global Mission 

occurred when she was pulled from her mission location in Nicaragua due to the COVID-

19 pandemic, and subsequently losing her temporary work status in the country. She said 

that, while she understood the rationale, she was still disappointed. Both Caroline and 

Amanda would have appreciated clear communication, especially when they were 

dealing with significant change and altered expectations.  
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Other Unfortunate Mission Practices 

It was difficult for Matthew to enter the mission field in a short-term capacity and 

discover long-term missionaries who did not get along famously. He expressed sadness 

and disappointment in seeing this unfold. The friction experienced among these stalwarts 

was unfortunate. The lack of a strategic plan for long-term mission engagement in this 

particular location was also a recurring theme in other interviews. Jerry, another 

interviewee, expressed concern in his own church with what he described as, “doing 

things like a drunken sailor,” when it came to mission strategy. The lack of core values or 

accountability in the church affected how mission was done overseas. This was not an 

RCA Global Mission issue directly, but it raised questions regarding whether we can, 

“maintain the integrity of Global Mission principles without seriously taking it on the 

chin.” The importance of strong mission principles/strategy was further poignantly 

reflected in Jerry’s wondering if Global Mission’s creativity would be stifled if it did, 

indeed, branch off into an independent mission agency. This also was lamented by 

Matthew who shared his disappointment in the lack of a strategic plan for long-term 

engagement, particularly in Japan. This would later lead on to a missed opportunity for 

Matthew to properly engage with a Japanese community while later pastoring in Holland, 

Michigan, highlighting again the need for better local and global integration. 

Other stories of disappointment surfaced, regarding times when good mission 

principles were not practiced. Honduras was listed as a partnership gone awry, by one of 

our interviewees, when dependency issues that were prevalent at the beginning did not 

fade with time. Paternalism that had rooted itself in the project was unfortunate and deep-



82 
 

seated. “These were fruits of distrust and mismanagement.” This resulted in reduced 

support for this project.  

Michael narrated a similar tale involving the Reformed Church of Mozambique. 

Due to a lack of trust, funds were diverted, and even though efforts were made, and 

continue to be made to build a system of self-sufficiency, there has been an 

overwhelming sense of disappointment and frustration. 

The theme of disappointment took on a new texture when legendary missionary to 

South Korea, Horace Underwood, was referenced. “In 1884, a graduate of New 

Brunswick, Horace B. Underwood, offered to go to Korea. Eventually he did, but under 

the Presbyterian Board.”6 Underwood wanted to go with RCA Global Mission but had 

the door shut on him. The fruit of Underwood’s labor is incredible. There are 15 million 

protestants in South Korea today, of whom 10 million are Presbyterians. Underwood’s 

tale is often the topic of conversational lament among Korean pastors within the RCA 

structure because Underwood was one of our own, trained in our seminary, and yet did 

not find a home within the RCA Global Mission structure. Lamenting the loss of 

denominational ties and its ensuing credit in Korea is worthy of pause, but the bigger 

question raised by Lyn was, “How many more have we missed? How many other stories 

are there like this? Are we not flexible? Do we stick to policy? Do we listen to the voice 

of the Holy Spirit?” 

 
6 Eugene Heideman, A People in Mission: The Surprising Harvest (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed 

Church Press, 1980), 71. 
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Human Frailty and Its Effect on the System 

Denominational structures were another source of disappointment for Joe. In 

particular, the leadership of the denomination (General Synod Council Staff and the 

General Secretaries themselves) in the recent past has had a tendency to micromanage 

Global Mission. This, in turn, led to the unfortunate diversion of funds to domestic 

church growth projects, “gutting global mission,” in the process. The lack of 

ecclesiological oversight coupled with hidden agendas facilitated an unwelcome chapter 

of disappointment for those serving with RCA Global Mission. In addition to this, Joe 

also highlighted a poor staff appointment on the RCA GM team who served as his 

supervisor. Joe still bristled as he recalled experiences of serving under one of their 

supervisors in the Middle-East who was so unfriendly to he and his wife, that at the end 

of one visit, Joe’s wife was left weeping. Similarly, Joe shared another story of a 

missionary colleague hired to serve along with him in the Middle-east, who was mostly 

agnostic, suggesting a poor vetting process from RCA Global Mission. Stories like these 

left a bad residue within the interviewee’s own family, such that Joe’s own daughter 

decided to pursue another mission agency when she sought a way to serve.   

An astute observation made by Bob involved the 1972 Missions Conference that 

called for a moratorium on Western churches sending missionaries to the world. This 

interviewee was of the belief that this moratorium caused a hard pivot within Global 

Mission to “move away from evangelism and focus on holistic mission. Church growth 

was hampered. We gave up.” He believed that this was a backward step, reducing us to 

simply shared resources. “Our unique way of doing mission went away.” The 
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proclamation in word and deed was replaced, and it hurt national partners around the 

world.  

Jeremy credited his reliance on RCA Global Mission after his church supported 

missionary (not with RCA GM) went “rogue” and “renegade.” The vetting process of 

RCA GM has been one of the main reasons churches support the work of RCA Global 

Mission. However, on a trip to Nicaragua, he noticed their partner discriminating 

between, “good and bad kids.” Apparently some of the kids who were part of the feeding 

program were now being bad influences on the younger ones. The question raised by this 

interviewee was along the lines of, “Is any transformation happening, or are we just 

feeding kids?” He described the emotion of, “feeling icky.” He appreciated the vetting 

process, but his further comments still shone a light on other existing discrepancies.  

Synthesizing the Promise and Perils of Mission 

This chapter also highlighted assumptions that belied an age-old malady inflicted 

upon mainline denominational agencies like RCA Global Mission. As Paul and Melinda 

discovered first hand, formal roles and responsibilities were never handed over to 

Melinda, but formal punishments were indeed doled out. Kyle’s candid portrayal of the 

agency’s unwillingness to say, “no,” prevented the agency from saying, “yes,” to better 

possibilities, including as he bemoaned, “a lethargy in the pursuit of excellence.” As a 

result, besides the areas of communication and marketing, where the best stories are 

rarely showcased in a way that attracts people to the mission, there are internal 

breakdowns as well. An example of this internal breakdown was shared by Amanda who 

served in a voluntary capacity overseas, and had just been assured by her supervisor that 
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she would not be evacuated due to COVID-19, only to be told within a few hours that she 

was, indeed, going to be called home. These internal communication gaps reveal cracks 

in a structure that prevents the “excellence” that Kyle desires for Global Mission to 

ardently pursue. To borrow Jerry’s apt metaphor of how mission was being done in the 

large church where he oversaw their mission programs, a failure to not plan thoughtfully, 

implement ideas strategically, and finally to communicate both internally and externally, 

appropriately and expediently would lead RCA Global Mission to, “do things like a 

drunken sailor.” We need to strike a balance between the proclamation of the Gospel and 

its demonstration in holistic mission. We must commit to cleaning up our vetting 

processes, so discrepancies are minimized.  

The stories and illustrations offered here are warning signs that require leadership 

to pay close attention. A failure to not learn from past mistakes could continue to erode 

this fine institution. Halting the decay must begin by acknowledging the stories of shame 

and failure, the puffs of dust raised by tragedies within our storied history.  

Small, Old Servants: Comparing RCA GM with Other Mission Agencies 

The issue of RCA Global Mission functioning as a denominational arm of the 

Reformed Church provides a great vantage point to compare RCA GM in relation to 

other similar denominational agencies and para-church, or independent, mission 

agencies.  
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A Unique Hybrid Foundation 

Jerry said he found that RCA GM, “balances evangelical warmth with a 

Kuyperian intellect. (There is a) strong view on dignity of human beings and justice.” 

This blending of different disciplines and outlooks on mission and ministry repeatedly 

showed up in other interviews as well.  Interviewees also spoke glowingly of RCA GM’s 

mission values, mission principles, and theology. The idea of meeting God where God is 

already at work again addressed the anticolonial mindset that surfaced at different points 

in the interview.   

A majority of the interviewees expressed longevity and the heritage of RCA 

Global Mission in their characterization of what makes RCA GM unique. This historic 

element of RCA Global Mission is one of its most salient features. Descriptions like, 

“tremendous heritage,” “long term,” “longevity,” “great scope,” “archaic,” and “old” 

were used to describe Global Mission by a good sample of interviewees.  

Joe served in a variety of roles within and outside the RCA GM umbrella, and 

shared how it functioned as, “an independent agency even though we are under a 

denominational structure.” He went on to explain how the hybrid of, “sodality and 

modality” was unique. GM is not currently funded by assessments.7 As a result, his 

contention was that a purely modal model (denominationally driven) could possibly take 

on the role of a bully. A purely sodal model (mission agency) could possibly become, 

“looser and more independent.” He referenced the 1863 story of the Amoy Mission in 

China which clearly demonstrated loudly that the denomination should not drive the 

 
7 Denominational Dues. 
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agenda for missionaries, but should work cooperatively with local partners.8 This was 

revolutionary at the time, but it has continued to be a hallmark of how RCA Global 

Mission functions. Joe used this as an example of why issues could arise should RCA 

GM become an independent mission agency. The blending of, “a strong involvement 

from [the] congregation and strong institutional support and accountability” was also 

identified as part of the hybrid model that RCA GM follows.  

The example of Chiapas, a state in southern Mexico, was highlighted by Bob. He 

described this mission endeavor as, “innovation [that is] now a lab movement in church 

planting mission. People still learn from us. How can we become the deluxe agency for 

not just RCA, but other smaller denominations?” 

The Reformed understanding of covenant is modeled in how RCA Global 

Mission is set up. This also prevents, to some extent, micromanagement or blanket 

policies. This opinion was not shared by all. Joe expressed disappointment with the 

micromanagement of Global Mission by previous General Secretaries. He shared stories 

of executives who periodically and systematically diverted funds from RCA GM to other 

initiatives within the greater denominational structure. There continue to be deep wounds 

borne by RCA GM staff and her missionaries, that Global Mission has often served 

merely as a financial reservoir for denominational programs. One onerous example 

involved assets registered under the Global Mission name. Joe shared the story of a piece 

of property in the Middle-East that was sold for a considerable sum of money, only for 

 
8 Linda Walvoord de Velder, “China – 1889,” in Called to Serve: Essays on RCA Global Mission, 

ed. Charles Van Engen, Jean Van Engen, Sally Tapley (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed Church Press, 2020), 
31. 
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the money to not benefit Global Mission, but other programs that the then-General 

Secretary fancied. 

Partnerships with People 

Personal connection between the organization, personnel, and partners was also a 

common theme. An interviewee shared how much he appreciated the real connection 

shared between mission staff and personnel on the ground, which was glaringly absent in 

other mission agencies that they served with in the Middle-East and Africa. This 

sentiment was shared by some others as well. Matthew, currently serving as a pastor in 

the USA, shared his appreciation of Global Mission and its desire to be anti-colonial. The 

desire to be anti-colonial was often balanced by developing partnerships on the ground. 

The long-term nature of our ministry can only be understood in light of working 

relationships with RCA GM partners. Jerry, who self-admittedly bought into the party 

line, talked about how much he appreciated that, “whenever possible and appropriate, the 

mission personnel that we send, serve the mission outlets. They serve and are not set up 

to lead, or run, that enterprise.” He further explained how he appreciated that RCA GM 

does not set up its own tent-making ministries, but relies on partners on the ground. This 

sentiment was affirmed by Jeremy, who appreciates how RCA GM is in the business of, 

“empowering local leadership, like CEPAD.” The fact that RCA GM does not, “compete 

as an agency” was brought up by Dan, another interviewee, who highlighted the luxury 

that this structure affords and how it allows for good mission practices to be put in place.  
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Partnership Models: The Risks and Rewards  

Fundraising was an issue that came up with several interviewees. There was a lot 

of appreciation for the Partnership-in-Mission (PIM) share system that is a unique feature 

of RCA GM.  Bob said, “PIM shares are fantastic.” He pointed to PIM shares as a 

proactive move is the source of envy among partner denominations. He explained how 

linking churches directly to missionaries was a stroke of genius, so while support to the 

missionary to the denomination continued, the relationship capital between church and 

missionary was maintained through this model.  

Amanda, despite acknowledging and respecting this missionary-church link, 

expressed her disappointment when comparing notes with her PC-USA colleagues in 

Nicaragua. She shared her frustration with having to fundraise when some other 

denominations do not require it of their missionaries. Another interviewee did 

acknowledge that while the PIM share model is good, it is not devoid of its own 

problematic issues. Like a double-edged sword, observations that pointed to areas of 

frustration or needing improvement, the very same items were also praised, for example, 

the covenant model of fundraising that involved missionaries who are not typically strong 

fundraisers. The lack of adequate support from the RCA Development (now 

Advancement) Team, or people trained to raise funds within the RCA GM structure, puts 

a lot of pressure on missionaries who are not natural fundraisers. Kyle used terms like, 

“Old/Archaic/Obligatory,” to describe how he saw Global Mission. This seemed harsh, 

but he explained that RCA GM is solid but not flashy. “We do what is needed,” but not 

necessarily what, “markets well.” We often end up, “paying professors and not feeding 
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kids.” This was not a standard truth, but he said, “We are like an endowment at times. We 

survive as long as the endowment lasts, and eventually it dries up.”  

There was some pushback against this sort of thinking by Melinda. She suggested 

that our small size makes us reliant on partnerships. We do engage in a variety of mission 

activities, but our focus remains on local and indigenous partners. She urged us to remain 

an organization that is not, a “fund-driven mission.” This sentiment was shared by a 

variety of other interviewees. Gary said that we, “don’t market or make it about our 

name.” This stood in stark contrast to the South Korean pastors Lyn referred to earlier, 

who mourned the way Presbyterian churches in South Korea rule the roost instead of 

Reformed congregations. This is also becoming a topic of conversation when global 

church planting is discussed.  

Gary comes from the perspective of watching many poorly run Non-Government-

Organizations (NGO’s), and he appreciates that RCA GM is committed to staying in a 

place long-term, and is extremely well-run for an agency that has such, “a great scope in 

missions.” Amanda emphasized this further when she said that we are, “Small but 

mighty. We do the same as bigger organizations that have bigger staff, funding, and 

personnel.” Jerry wondered if whether, in our desire to help our partners, “we became so 

satisfied with the 3-Self Theory (self-support, self-governance, and self-propagation) that 

we became inert to movements going on, like in China.” He is referring, again, to the 

Amoy Mission and the controversies it raised.”9 Jerry’s question was whether our 

perceived advantage became a weakness.  

 
9 Walvoord de Velder, Called to Serve: Essays on RCA Global Mission, 31. 
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Synthesizing the Comparisons 

Serving with humility in leadership is a theme that was refreshing to hear about in 

relation to how the RCA showed up globally. This was poignantly brought into focus 

when Jerry referred to our missionaries going out into mission outlets, first and foremost 

to serve. He emphasized that they were not set up to lead or run the enterprise. The 

reliance on partners and partnerships on the ground sets up an even playing field in which 

the RCA can go into places and not dictate terms because they fund the enterprise. 

CEPAD in Nicaragua remains a great example of a partnership that is set up to have local 

leadership thrive in their own context.  

Raising funds through RCA congregations and supporters is also a unique and 

welcome trait of RCA GM. Amanda did wish that fundraising could be eliminated, like 

the PCUSA (Presbyterian Church – USA), but most of the missionaries interviewed 

spoke highly about the Partnership-in-Mission share model of RCA GM. As Bob shared, 

this uniquely proactive move remains the source of envy among partner denominations. 

This model has continued to serve RCA GM well even in the midst of denominational 

tensions that have caused churches to leave. In their departure, PIM shares can serve as a 

continuing legacy that they can partake in, and for the most part, it keeps RCA Global 

Mission out of the fray of politics and controversy. The concerns that cropped up 

repeatedly and with significance hearken back to General Secretary over-reach of Global 

Mission funds to be diverted to other programs. It is a concern worth paying attention to 

in a season of attrition and change in other areas of ministry within the RCA.  
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The size of RCA Global Mission, given its historicity and longevity, is surprisingly small 

in personnel and funding. Melinda’s remarks on how the smaller size aids in an increased 

reliance upon partnership point to a nimble mindset among RCA GM staff and personnel. 

There is a cautionary tale to be told here about RCA GM not giving up on telling stories 

of impact for the sake of a ministry that is primarily donor and fund-driven. Caroline’s 

comment about being, small but mighty, and further echoes from Jerry about being 

flexible need to be tempered by the warning that we could become inert in our vision 

casting to new movements emerging in the global south. The small size lends nicely to 

wanting to move quickly when necessary.  

Beyond Exotic 

The question pertaining to the changing world and its consequence on Global 

Mission provided some of the more robust discussion with interviewees. Topics like 

technology were predictably obvious if not particularly revelatory in the responses. 

Additionally, the gross disconnect between global mission and local mission began to 

flesh itself out in the conversation. The evolution of traditional roles of missionaries to 

the role of the church in these conversations were helpful observations as we think about 

moving forward. Finally, the role of Global Mission in determining a careful marketing 

strategy in this new season was insightful. 

Global Advances and Our Own Backyards 

Technology and travel were immediately identified by most of the interviewees as 

the two aspects with the biggest influence upon modern mission. Paul nuanced this a bit 
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by suggesting that we are dealing with, “changing technology in a changing world, but 

different places are in different time zones.” What he meant was that some places find 

themselves in the 21st century in relation to technology, but others are still in the 20th 

century. An interviewee named Jeremy asserted that our shrinking communication gap 

has resulted in a smaller world. He argued that now people “don’t need your expertise 

because they have the internet.” An unfortunate byproduct of the internet, however, is 

also the access to misinformation and disinformation. Jeremy believes this affects how 

we do mission or how people in the pews view the church and mission agencies. He said 

that this is particularly “challenging when you are implementing healthy mission 

practices.”  

Joe took this point further when he said, “[the] younger generation of pastors 

work with the missional model comfortably, but they are shifting away from the global 

perspective to a more local one. This has resulted in the weakening of the infrastructure 

that helps support mission.” He urged us to keep Global Mission in front of people. His 

fear is precipitated by the future of RCA GM when the current generation of boomers 

goes away. The generation following the boomers are not, “great givers to mission,” he 

says, “Global communication is taken for granted. The world has shrunk. As a result, the 

exotic nature of missions is gone.” He believes that “the biggest selling point - we are 

going to the utter most parts of the earth” is gone. The very locations that we pitched to 

churches for mission are places that now we go, “for vacation.” And conversely, the 

people we go to serve come here as well.  “We don't need to go into the world. The world 

is coming to us. It is much more complicated,” Joe said, affirming this as a net gain. 
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“The Global church is on fire. The places we sent to bring Christ, is growing by 

leaps and bounds. And we are dying. Convincing people that we need missionaries is 

harder.”  

Drawing from his own personal experiences, Joe asked why he needed to go work 

with our partners in Ethiopia when they are one of the fastest growing denominations in 

the world.  He concluded that, to most people in the USA, “the idea of a missionary is 

still rooted in the 19th century. It is old school and embarrassing.”  Jerry added,  

Local churches want to dive in - they don't need denominations anymore, or the 
expertise you think you have. We need to make ourselves and our resources 
available for local congregations. As Christianity moves to the Global South, we 
have to look at and be more intentional about how we do mission. We need to 
create opportunities and a delicate balance - with local and global partners. Bring 
deliberate opportunities [to both] that are mutual.  
 
He also strongly urged that we need to, “stop viewing the world as under-

developed or uncivilized.” This point was countered to an extent by Paul, who believed 

that as the movement was shifting from global to local mission in the North American 

church that, “churches [are] not interested in finding ways to leverage the resources of 

their missionaries.” He explained his own decade-long ministry among Muslims as an 

easy way for churches to learn about loving their Muslim neighbors. To his 

disappointment, this offer was not taken up when extended. If anything, “churches drop 

support if they can’t send groups over.” This is a good example of times when the local 

and global mission of a church are not in sync. Paternalism still seems to exist in the 

mindset of most churches. Caroline talked about how she watched many churches, 

“struggling with a white savior complex.” With such a fundamental shift in mission this 

decade, she argued, “we can’t throw money at problems.” Global Mission needs to look 
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at where we are now and ask, “Does this match the new fundamental core of mission that 

we want, or do we want to feed our past mental models?”  

Staying Relevant to Our Contexts 

Kyle spoke about this question of the changing world and its impact on Global 

Mission from a marketing/story-telling perspective. He wondered if, for a 25 year-old, 

any of the stuff that we had talked about during the interview would be something young 

people would want to be a part of. Similarly, he wondered, would churches say “yes” and 

get excited about what we are doing? Kyle acknowledged that RCA GM does have a few 

programs globally that do just that, but noticed a disparity between, “what people want to 

be a part of, and what our historic partners want us to support.” He believed that we need 

to meet those needs, “on the coattails of what is exciting. Or, make it all exciting.” He 

referenced his work with young people who simply did not go to places that did not 

excite them. “There are ways along the way to educate people on mission principles and 

good mission. We do not lead with words like, holistic mission. The church world and the 

real world do not line up. Even our language (e.g., equitable hospitality) isn’t 

accessible.”  

Kyle believed that we would lose people when we rely on these big “church” 

words and, “instead, they will wait for Bono10 to talk about the earthquake elsewhere” 

referring to young people finding more contextual heroes to tell them how to do mission. 

In other words, when we use language that is inhospitable, with themes that are not 

 
10 Lead singer-songwriter of the Irish rock band U2.  
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relevant, the generation that we seek to embrace and include in the world of mission will 

seek inspiration elsewhere, and more often than not, through slick marketing tools 

employed by organizations that know how to leverage them. Kyle knows what we are 

trying to say, and it bothered him that we are still using inaccessible words that tend to 

isolate people. 

Caroline talked about connectedness. She reflected on stories she had been 

studying from our historic mission endeavors. The idea of, unreachable groups, while 

admittedly not a dead topic, has shifted to lost churches now. She went on to explain that 

we need to acknowledge that, “Work is already happening even if it's not evident. [We 

need to] re-examine our roles as we come alongside people.” Working with short-term 

mission groups, she observes that the, “next generation wants to engage mission 

differently. It is not primarily through evangelism; it could be through a business person. 

We don’t need religious workers, but people who are faithful.” She asked if we have 

room for entrepreneurs, or if we have business models that the next generation can slot 

into. Based on her own personal reflections, Caroline drew a parallel between how local 

congregations can be more connected and supportive in a day-to-day, weekly sort of way 

with their missionaries than when they had to send letters in a diplomatic pouch, or by 

boat. Her own local congregation partners with RCA GM missionaries in Mexico 

because a large majority of the families in her church are from Mexico or Central 

America. Though the members are typically second or third generation descendants, they 

are deeply connected to their cultural backgrounds, and care about church planting. As a 

result, this connection to RCA GM missionaries in Mexico was a good match for the 
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needs of this church. The key now for her church was, “to keep sharing those stories and 

keep connecting with the missionaries,'' following their mission trip visits to Mexico.  

Local to Global to Local  

Interviewees also talked about local congregations benefiting greatly from these 

global connections. Jeremy, one of the local pastors who was interviewed, talked about 

how RCA Global Mission has historically been a flagship for the denomination. He 

believed that, as a result, we can rally around RCA GM, “regardless of social convictions 

or theological persuasions.” He drew upon President Obama’s conviction that while the 

world has gotten smaller, it has also gotten better. As a result, he was, “hopeful that the 

RCA can be a part of what God is doing to make this world a better place, from feeding 

children to providing Scripture in people’s heart languages, [even if it was] as complex as 

developing a significantly impoverished nation through the grass roots.” The challenge 

remains in how we, “lessen the gap... Reducing the disparity between the haves and have-

nots in economic systems and systems of injustice.”  

Matthew strongly suggested that, “Congregations cannot be purely local.” He 

believes that Global Mission can and should reinforce local mission. He poignantly 

stated, “If all we do is local mission, we end up with a tribal god.” He went to say that 

RCA Global Mission could really help congregations be more symbiotic. The ongoing 

COVID-19 pandemic offered another example of how mission involvement changed 

congregations. He shared that his congregation was now better educated on missionaries.  

Dan said that these sorts of endeavors would, “shape a new global mission for the 

future.” Growing the church regionally and globally would be emphasized. The attitude 
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here in North America is to fix the decline, but the need for a new approach for the 

church remains. And, “we need to reimagine the church for a new world and a new 

existence.” He believes that, “Global Mission has the opportunity now to raise the reverse 

missionary and create a hybrid partnership.”  

Gary talked about how it is currently, “very easy to focus inward, [which would 

lead to] the death of the church.” He explained that when you lose the outward focus, we 

lose the reason to exist. This is why Global Mission becomes a key connection for 

helping, “local congregations stay outwardly focused.” The role of GM was, “to make the 

larger connections to things people cannot see or grasp; keep the church focused. Stuff 

like carpet color does not matter. If we lose this connection, churches will self-destruct.” 

Following on the heels of how Global Mission could help the local North American 

church, Jerry talked about the, “need to get the North American church to shift to a 

humble posture before the rest of the church. We need to figure out how the global 

church can help us.” He did acknowledge that our current church planting efforts are 

moving in this direction. As more and more people move around the world, “We could be 

those people who meet those people, connect with those people, and be led by those 

people.” He wondered if we could have people born in Myanmar, pastor churches in 

Orange City, Iowa. The greater thrust of his question revolved around, “How can we do 

that so things global become the rule not the exception?” He also acknowledged that 

while this is not a popular message, it is imperative that we figure out ways to do this. He 

asked how we welcome their expertise and spiritual vitality into our centers of power. In 

a theme echoed by Joe, he concluded that the church’s, “renewal in North America is 
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going to be global. We have lost our way. We do not know the Christianity that is from 

the Bible.” This was a theme also picked up by Lyn who said that, “While Christianity is 

a global faith, RCA churches do not reflect that. We tend to be mono-linguistic and 

mono-cultural.” Her contention was that, since we tend to be so white-dominant in terms 

of power and membership, RCA Global Mission and her stories need to influence these 

churches. Her exclamation point was placed when she said, “We are supposed to care for 

these churches just like we are called to care for the world and the community!”  

Some deeper thoughts for this portion of the research question came from Bob 

who believes that the, “local and the global [are] intimately related.” Bob also was the 

only one who stated that the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic would change everything. 

The concept of glocal resurfaced again. He made reference to the 30 languages currently 

spoken in Des Moines, IA, or even the 17 languages spoken in Holland, MI. He said that 

the, “nature of congregations is glocal. We need the global to influence and witness to the 

West.” Bob’s statements on the future of the North American church and the impact of 

our Global Mission partners were insightful.  

The re-evangelization of the west will be the hardest nut to crack. Especially the 
evangelizing of nominal Christians. This is harder than the evangelization of 
unreached people groups. The 2nd/3rd/4th generations are higher barriers. This is 
already a problem in South Korea, Latin America, France, England, US, Canada, 
etc. and yet nobody talks about it.  And, 2/3rds of the church today is in 
Africa/Asia. We desperately need them to help re-evangelize the west. If not, we 
will have a totally non-Christian north and west. And a nominal one in the south 
and east. We have thirty to forty years or [in other words] we are one major 
generation away from this reality. 
 
Re-contextualization is totally global. It is a problem in Korea/India just like it is 
here in North America. Young people are leaving. Secularization is not the 
problem. It is the diffusion of personal preference. There is a strong sentiment 
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against the institutional church. There is a self-image of being a Christian but 
having no faith. Latin Americans have known about this for 500 years. 

Synthesizing RCA GM Uniqueness and Similarities 

This section of the ethnographic interviews was rich in content and description. 

RCA Global Mission has served as a convener of relationships for missionaries to follow 

their call to ministry overseas, it was also the primary source of on the ground 

information, had a strong and historic presence in many places, and was a leader when it 

came to partnerships with indigenous leaders. However, with time and the advent of 

technology, the communication gap has been shrinking, which has led to the jettisoning 

of Global Mission serving as the primary portal for information transfer, thanks to the 

internet and other communication mediums. The relational capital, however, still remains 

an integral part in our mission locations due to the high regard of national partners for 

long-term partnerships, especially in areas where the RCA has historically been 

responsible for their first schools, hospitals, or even churches.  

In the interviews, the idea of an “exotic” locale for mission work seems both 

antiquated and simply not that exotic anymore. As the world continues to learn about 

itself, gone is the big selling point of mission. This is a good thing. More often than not, 

this had been, and continues to be a great fundraising mechanism, perpetuating the 

mindset of paternalism which creates unhealthy dependency on the western church 

globally.  

Furthermore, the idea of the 19th century missionary is rightfully outdated and 

embarrassing. Not only is this model extinct but it conceals the great need that exists 
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within North America for global missionaries to help re-evangelize the west which is 

currently left nursing an ailing and declining church.  

Local congregations are savvy enough to research and dive into their own global 

mission partnerships. They think there is no longer a need for a denominational structure.  

They want to partake in God’s work globally and locally. Unfortunately, without mutual 

collaboration, there will likely be a tendency to repeat the mistakes of the past. When a 

North American church wants to fund its own global endeavors, despite its best 

intentions, it will be prone to struggle with a white savior complex. Caroline’s comment 

here is worth pondering.  “Work is still happening even if it’s not evident. We need to re-

examine our role as we come alongside people.” 

Jeremy’s take on local congregations benefiting from global connections was an 

important point to sit with. However, the question of whether churches really self-

destruct if they lose their global focus, as Gary alluded remains to be seen. It would 

nevertheless be a big loss in their ability to cease being tribal in their understanding of 

God. We are still on a journey toward becoming global in a way that does not simply 

seem aspirational, but a simple truth in the life of the church, and the Reformed Church in 

America in particular. How we welcome expertise and spiritual vitality into our centers of 

power is going to create a new horizon for us to both anticipate eagerly and navigate 

carefully. In doing so, we will have the privilege of watching a reversal of currents as the 

very fruit sown on faraway soil comes back in fresh ways to re-evangelize the west. What 

a delightful chapter that will be to pen one day. 
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Beyond Polarization: What Stays and What Goes? 

Practical Ponderings 

The embodiment and retelling of stories was again a recurring theme as people 

reflected thoughtfully on this question. A couple of interviewees leaned upon their own 

stories and offered practical tips when asked what they would do if they could lead RCA 

Global Mission. Paul (and Melinda) talked about treating spouses equally and not merely 

as support staff. He urged us to trust our missionaries and incorporate technology as 

much as we are able. He wanted us to communicate that, “Global Mission is here [North 

America] as well, not just something you send overseas.”  A young interviewee admitted 

her own bias in pushing for young leaders and local leaders. Jeremy urged the 

dismantling of the castes that existed between mission executives and their missionaries. 

He also urged us to construct a fuller, “vision of the expressed goal at Mission 2020 [the 

mission festival put on by RCA Global Mission in Jan 16-18, 2020].”  

Gary who served as a missionary spoke about communication and how he wanted 

to work harder at, “telling the stories.” He wondered who read his missionary letters, and 

if it would be a better use of resources to have someone travel the world, sourcing stories 

so we could create a stronger link between supporting churches and missionaries. His 

hope was, again, to help the church think more outwardly. This story-telling thrust was 

brought up by Lyn who talked about mission really being the stories of people of all 

nations who hear the Gospel and share it with others. She urged us to be sharing these 

stories with church leaders in particular. Similarly, others talked about meeting with 
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members from all the RCA Classes11 for coffee and asking how they understood mission 

work and stereotypes today.  

Listening Carefully and Building capacity 

Joe urged RCA GM to listen more carefully. This commitment to move away 

from our desks and connect with people to share these exciting stories of growth is a new 

focus for him. He hopes to help, “the RCA move alongside these churches to be an 

empowerment to them.” The quest to be better partners with churches on the ground in 

creating mutually beneficial opportunities is his goal. Joe reiterated the need for the local 

congregation to understand how enriched their lives would be because of their connection 

to the global church. He also mentioned how important it is for them to invest in national 

leadership (e.g., hiring an Ethiopian Director for the Christian-Muslim Relationship 

program instead of an Anglo North American). Enrichment was brought up by another 

interviewee who offered this helpful observation, “Most churches in our system have 

between seventy to hundred congregants. As a result of their size, they are not doing a 

global trip every year. So what does this mean to be committed to their partnerships 

overseas, and how does this connect back to what you are doing at home?” 

Michael talked about his desire to promote opportunities for capacity building as 

he found that to be a current issue for Global mission. As a strategic thinker he wanted to, 

“create programs to help partners where they are. And to develop a plan for how we will 

implement things, even if it takes 8-10 years.”  He is interested in honoring the dignity of 

 
11 Plural of Classis. 
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people and congregations by telling their stories well. The idea of mutual learning 

cropped up again, especially as it pertained to holistic spiritual formation and ideas for 

reverse mission (e.g., Brazilian partners working in Mozambique). This was a point of 

agreement with another interviewee who said, “There is strength in unity. We are too 

polarized now. In mission we can bring both sides together. We grow the global church 

together.” 

Caroline invited us to pay attention to where the Holy Spirit was already at work 

and how we can join God there. Whereas support raising and people raising is important, 

she wanted us to move to a place of self-sustenance. Coming from a Short-Term Mission 

background, her urging was that, “when churches go on short term trips, that they commit 

to those places, and while we can’t mandate it, it is a shift in mission theology. It makes it 

richer. And we don’t have to reinvent the wheel every time there is a new youth/associate 

pastor on staff.” Her encouragement was to communicate the impact of long-term 

partnerships and the stories it yielded.  

Going Deeper 

As the interviewees discussed more angles of RCA Global Mission, specific goals 

and hopes began to emerge. Jerry talked about next generation engagement, particularly 

the 4-14 window, referring to the ages of those who comprise this demographic. He also 

pushed for a strong church planting agency. In Jerry’s words,  

We need infinite amounts of help - we don’t know how to do church. We met 
Jesus but we don’t know where to go from here. How do we make that shift? You 
can’t sustain a holistic mission without the church. The lost, the youth movement, 
and church plant movement to plant a million churches globally. That would be 
the tipping point if we aren’t distracted.  
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He did admit that if RCA Global Mission became an independent mission agency, 

we have to focus on some [not all] things.”  

Kyle focused his attention on ministry to children as his primary focus if he were 

to lead Global Mission. He postulated it as a communication focus that pointed to a 

bigger mission. He framed it as a question of how RCA GM help churches and 

individuals change the world as donors, as churches, or a people? His argument was 

simple, if we change people’s lives, we change the world. He pushed it further by 

specifying children as primary agents of change in the world.  

We change one kid’s life; we change the world. Everything we do is to help 
children. Changing the trajectory of one child’s life will change the world. We 
need to create initiatives for children to have their daily needs met. Opportunities 
for children to grow, to know Jesus, and to provide quality education for children: 
schools, mentoring opportunities, leadership development. Maybe it takes two to 
three generations, but it can still change the world. 

Saying No! 

Dan also pointed to mutual mission as it was demonstrated in places like Chiapas, 

Mexico, and wondered when we will, “stop seeing the missionary as a traditional/Anglo 

going to change the culture but rather as a hybrid. Grandkids [2nd, 3rd, 4th generation] 

from older mission locations, have a passion for their ancestral countries. How can we 

address those folks? How can we help our institutions think about these things? We are 

not the same RCA we were 50 years ago. And, we won't be the same 50 years from 

now.”  

Kyle urged us to, “Stop being all things to all people. Start saying ‘no’ to things. 

Stop worrying about what RCA churches will think about what we are doing, instead 
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focus on what God is calling us to and hope that God will provide partners and resources 

for that.” Another voice added, “Start making hard decisions. [The idea of] fundraising 

centered around a missionary is both a strength and weakness of our current structure.” 

Bob’s Reflection 

I want to wrap up this section by paying special attention to Bob, who spoke to 

the importance of what stays and what goes. Bob talked about mission whose goal would 

be holistic transformation, a hallmark of RCA Global Mission. He wanted this 

transformation to be both personal and structural, unlike the split that occurred in the 

North American church in the 1950s. This call for a transformation of heart and behavior 

would be his most critical ask of the church. He added that he would broadcast the 

message, “We never do it alone. We do it with believers glocally, with other nations and 

communities.” This would not only stimulate the RCA but other denominations, 

sodalities, and modalities, as catalysts.  

Bob also spent time also fleshing out the importance of leadership. He stated, 

“The RCA’s greatest contribution to world Christianity has been the formation of 

leaders.” A specific example that he outlined was Bible translation and the development 

of other resources. He said that he was, “convinced that the re-evangelization of the west, 

the nominal Christians (nominals), etc., has to do with the translation of the Bible.” He 

said that the Bible is, “absolutely critical in terms of people’s faith, and the health of the 

church.” He also acknowledged that “Bible illiteracy is a severe difficulty.” 

Bob insisted upon a stronger cooperation with partner churches when responding 

to opportunities, emphasizing that simply doing a compassion project looked good on 
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paper but was not significant over the long term. Long-term significance instead involves 

the transformation of people, the planting of churches, and seeing churches engaged in 

mission. Simply doing compassion projects as mission is reductive. He said that this is 

what happened in Europe over a century ago, and in North America in the 1950-60s.  

As far as what he would stop doing if he were leading within RCA GM, he shared 

again that he would not engage in compassion ministries on our own without partnership. 

The future of transformation and mission in any local area is the local church. He said 

that NGO’s paint a cautionary tale when they do work without relationship to the local 

church (e.g., Peace Corps, etc.). And, when they stopped support, everything they built 

came crashing down.  

He offered the parable of a church in Des Moines, Iowa working closely with a 

church in Bangalore, India. “There are unique issues that Bangalore faces that Des 

Moines can learn from, [they can] walk with them and help them in their own growth.” 

He added, “Similarly, nominalism and the anti-church sentiment that the church in Des 

Moines experiences can be lessons that the church in Bangalore can learn from.” A 

healthy church is a church that fully lives into the Acts 1:8 paradigm of being present in 

Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and all the ends of the earth.  

Synthesizing RCA GM Priorities 

In most settings, a hierarchy of organization is not only inevitable, but it can also 

be beneficial to ensure that goals are set and met. In a mission organization, this can be 

even more important as visions are prayerfully cast in line with where God might be 

calling the church. Strong leaders can also help donors and quality staff be good stewards 
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of what has been entrusted to them. The cautionary tale, however, is when these helpful 

delineations of roles and responsibilities shift into a caste system, as Jeremy observed, 

between mission executives and the missionaries themselves. These perceptions can have 

adverse effects if left unattended.  

Kyle’s interest in focusing our mission on children, in order to see multi-

generational investment and fruit, gave impetus to both the current and future needs that 

Caroline and Michael addressed. There can often be a bit of a scattershot approach, or 

even impatience to new mission opportunities. Both Caroline and Michael addressed this 

when referring to times when churches send short-term mission trips, and when mission 

agencies create programs, respectively. Caroline encouraged churches to invest in 

specific places long-term instead of trying to reinvent the wheel every time a new youth 

minister showed up. This on-going commitment to a place, where God’s spirit is already 

at work and people are invited to join in, also publicly portrays the priesthood of all 

believers, making for a much richer, mutually beneficial partnership. Similarly, Michael’s 

cautionary tale involved a long-view approach when it comes to new initiatives. He 

encouraged the use of a long-term strategy that could take up to a decade to bear fruit.  

Michael’s insights and future hopes also highlighted what Jerry pointed to as a 

present-day challenge. The New Testament passage, in Luke 10, comes to mind when we 

consider Jerry’s words regarding new churches being planted. They say, “We need 

infinite amounts of help; we don’t know how to do church. We met Jesus, but we don’t 

know where to go from here.” The need remains plentiful but there is a labor shortage.  
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These thoughtful articulation of ideas, combined with the formation of leaders 

(embedded in RCA Global Mission’s mission statement) makes one wonder if a 

subconscious focus on geography needs to be shifted toward a focus on the ministry 

opportunities that are emerging in these geographical locations.  

Advice to Current Leadership at RCA Global Mission 

Heeding Advice 

The answer to the final question of the interview was a mixed bag, with some 

interviewees using the opportunity to synthesize their thoughts, and others offering words 

of advice to me, or to RCA Global Mission. Lyn, in particular, urged me as Director to 

lean into my bi-cultural background. She said, “I never see leaders like that - who say 

Indian words or offer blessings in their own language.” 

Staying in touch with the missionaries who really want to be a part of the larger 

fabric of the community, hosting more events like Mission 2020, and going after the next 

generation were themes that popped up in more than one interview. Other helpful 

thoughts to ponder involved questions pertaining to the future of RCA Global Mission.  

Kyle pointedly asked, “Do we want to grow or die? Will the RCA support us if 

we want to grow? Is there more appetite to try new things? We are afraid. We are more 

afraid of failure, than excited for success.” There is a constant competition that all 

members of the Global Mission team sense. Whether it is within departments for limited 

donor dollars, or competing with external, singularly focused para-church mission 

agencies, the need seems immense and the resources sparse. Yet, within this mindset, 
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how does a growth model work? Does it inspire hope or fear? Why do we spend our time 

pondering what we could lose instead of trying new things, like Mission 2020? Jerry 

offered a tangible example asking, “What could we learn from ‘our European partners’ 

lessons for the North American church? How can we do good mission if we divest the 

local from the global?” 

A Better Education 

Mission Committees in most churches wield power in relation to how mission 

dollars are spent. Factoring in the reality that some of these committees are heavily 

influenced by wealthy donors or overpowering pastors, the education of church Mission 

Committees is essential for Global Mission going forward, according to Bob. Since there 

is often quick turnover in church committees, Bob was of the opinion that perspective 

easily changes. Mission gets reduced to compassion with no future or long-term impact. 

Bob talked about the true value of RCA Global Mission resting in the area of education, 

especially the education of mission committees. Since they are primarily tasked with 

disbursing funds, the mission education of churches in the west and the north is 

absolutely critical. Education needs to be tied to programs. Bob also acknowledged that 

while this was going to be admittedly harder to do, “It also means that global mission 

endeavors become more long term than short term, and short term [endeavors] are based 

on long term potential.” This theme was reflected in earlier interviewee responses as 

well.  Bob heavily leaned on the “glocal” nature of this small, Reformed Denomination 

(RCA) to drive home his point.  
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The Human Element 

There were warning bells issued in response to the final question as well. Jerry 

urged wariness and caution with regard to the Vision 2020 proposal to make RCA Global 

Mission an independent mission agency. He urged GM to, “Not let people run you over. 

Be as strong as you can possibly be.”  

The need to humanize the office (relationships and connections), deliver hope 

(“We are not an institution in New York City or Grand Rapids”), and to demonstrate 

trustworthiness (in how we carry out our mission principles) was spoken off through 

practical tips on crafting a new path to hopefulness. Michael acknowledged that while we 

do have, “solid mission principles that are healthy, with a great history, how can we 

conduct an analysis of the world in which we live? What strategic thinking can we 

develop around it?” He admitted that these were questions he was unable to ask because 

of how unsafe the Global Mission office felt a decade ago. He said, by offering this space 

to share freely, “We can all speak into this organization’s future. We can rally around it.”  

One interviewee spoke of the great opportunity we have to influence and direct 

the RCA into the future. The urging of interviewees to have the director of RCA GM lead 

boldly also came through repeatedly. The best summation came from Gary who 

acknowledged the “battle” we are in:  

What you are facing in GM is hard. [You are] caught between a lot of differing 
opinions, things pulling you in different directions. What you are doing is 
incredibly important - don’t forget that. This is a fight worth fighting. The history 
of GM is at stake. There is still so much to do. GM is well placed to do it. The 
work, the resources, the churches are there. Don’t give up. We do see you. We 
hear what you are going through. And, we are praying for you. 
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Listening to interviews amidst reading the story of RCA GM has revealed many 

insights and a richer understanding of RCA GM. This has been an incredibly life-giving 

process and one that I hope does evoke the, “Yes! And Amen!” response from those who 

read this chapter amidst their ongoing involvement in the ministry of RCA Global 

Mission.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

During the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, as everyone hunkered down in 

every corner of the world, the RCA Global Mission team began to invite our missionaries 

to gather and pray with us virtually. This was the first invitation of its kind in RCA 

Global Mission’s history.  

It is undoubtedly true that some of the greatest stories of RCA Global Mission 

involve inauspicious beginnings, like rejection from home mission agencies (Zwemer and 

Underwood), tragedies en route to mission fields (Scudders), or the myriad challenges 

involving life far away from home in cultures that bear scant resemblance to the ones left 

behind, but those puffs of dust and disappointment also revealed pockets of grace. 

COVID-19 has offered up many challenges and left us with debilitating losses on many 

fronts, but if there is a silver lining, it has been the emergence of grace, compassion, and 

kindness in the face of extreme loss. Stories of ministries pivoting outside their traditional 

roles to help people with seed for their fields, hygiene packets for better health, donor 

generosity when job security was not certain, or simply gathering together to pray for 

each other via Zoom™, these pockets of grace have been gratefully curated, collected and 

shared within our global mission community, and also the larger denomination for such a 

time as this.1  

In the midst of so much strife and uncertainty, the focus for our team at RCA 

Global Mission was shifted from despair and despondence to finding and sharing these 

 
1 Esther 4:14. 
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pockets of grace. Nothing blesses the staff at RCA Global Mission more than hearing 

missionaries still use this language when describing the things they see and experience 

today. 

This pockets of grace project is an endeavor in scaling up sightings of grace 

during times of denominational anxiety, decline, and conflict. The discovery of grace 

sightings invites a new paradigm for mission and denominational cooperation as we 

pursue leading with God ahead of us. The RCA is a long-standing church organization, 

yet the Holy Spirit is inviting the RCA into a local and global future. Cooperation is not 

merely the work of current endeavors but a cooperation with our history (tradition) even 

as we consider new opportunities and methods (innovation). The Duke Center for Faith 

and Leadership calls it traditioned innovation2 when, “Christian leaders are called to a 

particular type of social entrepreneurship -- one that does not force us to choose 

preserving tradition or leading change, but thinking about them together. We are called to 

‘traditioned innovation’ as a pattern of thinking, bearing witness to the Holy Spirit who is 

conforming us to Christ.”3 Missiologist Andrew Walls highlighted the nature of 

traditioned innovation long before Duke coined the term, “It is the past that tells us who 

we are; without our past we are lost.”4 Now is the time for RCA Global Mission and the 

Reformed Church in America to walk backward into the future. Our eyes look to our past 

 
2 Faith and Leadership, “Traditioned Innovation,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://faithandleadership.com/traditioned-innovation. 
 
3 President L. Gregory Jones and Belmont University, “Traditioned Innovation,” Faith and 

Leadership, accessed February 28, 2022, https://faithandleadership.com/traditioned-innovation-0. 
 
4 Andrew F. Walls, The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission of 

Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996), 13. 

https://faithandleadership.com/traditioned-innovation
https://faithandleadership.com/traditioned-innovation-0
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to remember God’s faithfulness to this little denomination for generations, but our feet 

faithfully step forward into the darkness knowing that God who watches over us will not 

let our foot stumble.5 

The ministry of RCA Global Mission is in need of fresh perspective as we explore 

the possibilities of 21st century Global Mission. The work of the church needs to be, first 

and foremost, grounded in God’s mission in the world. The RCA has a rich history in this 

regard, but with denominational tensions rising to the fore, denominational leadership on 

both the national and regional levels, along with leadership in local congregations and 

classes, are showing myopia on the current issues that plague us. We may have forgotten 

our own stories.  

My instinct suggests that if we can forge a path that retells and reframes our 

collective story, a path that keeps in mind the global perspective of the RCA that forged 

relationships by standing shoulder-to-shoulder with some of the most downtrodden 

people groups, we can still lead the church into a beautiful new season of life and 

ministry in the 21st century. A new vision is needed, that draws upon the trends we are 

currently watching unfold globally.  

An Uncomfortable Truth for Me 

I had always assumed that capable leaders captain their ships in humility and 

obedience even amidst gale storms that lash their broken vessels. This idea was 

compounded by my need to achieve as an Enneagram 3. The pressure and strain of this 

 
5 Psalm 121.  
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assumed expectation was beginning to exact a toll on my wellbeing. It was precisely in 

one of these deeply self-reflective and painful moments, that a fellow colleague in my 

doctoral cohort gently reminded me that this is not my church to save. RCA Global 

Mission has, and always will be, a member of the Church of Jesus Christ, and this 

mission is God’s Mission. My job is not to save, but simply to remain faithful. It was a 

humble, yet a joyous, reminder of what I can do with that assurance grounding me. This 

does not give me permission to wash my hands of the big responsibilities that have been 

laid across my shoulders, but it does usher a certain calm in the deep recesses of my 

heart.  

God’s Mission in this world has a church that participates in it.6 Efforts to capture 

the essence of the Missio Dei have often fallen victim to ego-centric leadership styles that 

reject the Dei in favor of running the show ourselves. The essence of the Gospel is 

finding out where God is at work and inviting others on this journey. When we as the 

church (or denominational wing) decide to go out on our own, we rend the fabric that is 

the body of Christ. We are better together than we are alone. The body of Christ is 

beautiful when joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as 

each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.7  

This is the testimony we can offer the world. God’s rich story involves vibrant 

stories, frayed ends, bright colors, and spicy ingredients borne from the fiery crucibles of 

life. The questions that I will raise now, and for the foreseeable future, are: What is the 

 
6 Craig Van Gelder, The Missional Church and Denominations: Helping Congregations Develop a 

Missional Identity (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008), 44. 
 
7 Ephesians 4:16. 
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culture that we want to create internally at RCA Global Mission? How do we tell our 

stories well, so the RCA hears her own story and rejoices in her global imprint? How are 

we fitting together in our quest to invite others on this journey toward greater 

collaboration and solidarity? Are we humble in our leadership? Is our unity, even within 

our differences, visible to those on the outside looking in?  

The Path Forward for Me 

Understanding the mission of God predates humanity’s best efforts, stories, and 

strategies. On October 1, 2018, I began my journey as Director of RCA Global Mission. 

Before that, I had served as an independent missionary, and then under the supervision of 

RCA Global Mission for 15 years. When I accepted the role of Director of RCA Global 

Mission, I went from the grass roots level of an organization to becoming a desk jockey. 

My personal journey involved jettisoning the very things that made me an effective 

missionary and honing new skills that would make me successful as a mission executive 

serving the Reformed Church in America. Knowing that the job itself can, in its busyness 

take over my life, I want to be conscious of the gifts and flaws that I bring to this role. In 

understanding how my own story of call, loss, and vocation have shaped me uniquely for 

this role, at this time, I cannot help but be overwhelmed by God’s amazing goodness that 

made me worthy of this high call.  

RCA Global Mission has an amazing history. I’ve read some of our historical 

documents, heard many of the famous (and infamous) stories, and analyzed our current 

situation. The result is a mix of blessing and plague. I am both, trying to lead others 

through this, and facing my own doubt, anguish, and gifts amidst the work. I often 
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believe, along with Herrington, Steinke, and Scazerro, that true transformation cannot 

begin organizationally if it does not begin personally. The past few years with my DMin 

leadership cohort have made me slow down, dissect, marvel, cringe, and celebrate who 

God created me to be and why God called me to such a time as this. I am very aware that 

this project, involving an organization that predates me by over 300 years(!), is still 

personal.  

Putting a mirror in front of myself has been a deeply vulnerable experience, but 

one that has blessed me immensely. This surfaced profoundly for me when I walked El 

Camino Real in California with my 7 DMin colleagues during the summer of 2021. We 

walked almost 130 miles over the course of 8 days, across varied terrain and through 

traffic. The slow, methodical pacing and reflection hearkened me to Kosuke Koyama’s 

reflection on God’s speed in the world: 

God walks ‘slowly’ because he is love. If he is not love he would have gone much 
faster. Love has its speed. It is an inner speed. It is a spiritual speed. It is a 
different kind of speed from the technological speed to which we are accustomed. 
It is ‘slow’ yet it is lord over all other speeds since it is the speed of love. It goes 
on in the depth of our life, whether we notice or not, whether we are currently hit 
by storm or not, at three miles an hour. It is the speed we walk and therefore it is 
the speed the love of God walks.8 

The Uncomfortable Truth for the RCA and RCA GM 

The Covid-19 pandemic is but one thorn in our current organizational life. 

Additionally, the decline of our congregations, stretching of our resources, wrestling over 

 
8 Kosuke Koyama, Three Mile an Hour God: Biblical Reflections (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1979), 

6-7. 
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human sexuality, and the emergence of a new denomination in opposition to our historic 

community pain us equally during these times.  

Sometime during the late summer of 2018, the General Synod of the Reformed 

Church in America brought together a diverse group of individuals who were leaders 

across the landscape of the RCA. Their job was complicated. They were tasked with 

charting a future course for the denomination.9 It was during this General Synod meeting 

that the new General Secretary of the RCA, Rev. Eddy Aleman, was appointed. A few 

months later, I was appointed to serve in my current capacity.10 Needless to say, since I 

was brought on board, the Vision 2020 and their findings were at the heart of our internal 

discussions. The Vision 2020 team’s work unfortunately led to the proverbial line being 

drawn in the sand. The only question on people’s minds consequently became, “Do we 

stay or do we leave?” 

Similar to the 130 mile walk across the back roads of central California, I wonder 

what it would look like for RCA Global Mission to slow down to the proverbial 3mph 

pace of God11, and let the waters of chaos and uncertainly flow around the rock that has 

been our resting place. This rock is a place where our missionaries and partners find solid 

footing, where the erosion of the status quo and perceived normalcy will smooth our 

edges and invite God’s spirit to imbue every pore of our being.  

 
9 Reformed Church in America, “The RCA’s Vision 2020 Team,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/synod/vision2020/. 
 
10 Erik Fikkert. “JP Sundararajan Named Director of RCA Global Mission,” Reformed Church in 

America (blog), September 11, 2018, https://www.rca.org/jp-sundararajan-named-director-of-rca-global-
mission/. 

 
11 Koyama, Three Mile an Hour God, 6-7. 
 

https://www.rca.org/synod/vision2020/
https://www.rca.org/jp-sundararajan-named-director-of-rca-global-mission/
https://www.rca.org/jp-sundararajan-named-director-of-rca-global-mission/
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The Path for the RCA and RCA Global Mission 

As a Global Mission team, we knew that there was one sliver of hope that needed 

to be kindled into a flame. Everywhere we went, the primary concern voiced by all was, 

“What happens to our missionaries?” The pride in RCA Global Mission, the concern for 

missionaries and their families, and the investment in the RCA’s pride and joy, coalesced 

into a desire among the Global Mission team to offer a new narrative. 

Mission 2020 was our attempt at forming this new narrative. The idea was to 

gather people from across the denomination, and instead of focusing on matters that 

polarized people, the team at RCA Global Mission wanted to galvanize the denomination 

around what brought us together. The hard work of the team lead to one of the finest 

events hosted by the denomination since Mission 2000.12 The website for Mission 2020 

on the RCA’s website offers this small snapshot of what happened over the course of the 

three day event: 

In January 2020, 225 people gathered in Orlando, Florida, for a festival to the 
goodness of God. This event, Mission 2020, celebrated RCA Global Mission’s 
rich heritage and the thousands of people who have been reached with the love of 
Christ through RCA mission efforts. Attendees were invited into dozens of stories 
from mission areas around the world, and they were encouraged to pray, give, and 
go in response to God’s work around the world today. 
During Mission 2020, participants attended one of several workshops and took 
part in discussions particular to that topic. Together, they imagined the future of 
RCA Global Mission.13 
 

 
12 In 2000, the RCA assembled for Mission 2000, a whole-church event that aimed to discern and 

direct the denomination’s role in mission into the twenty-first century (https://www.rca.org/about/history/). 
 
13 Reformed Church in America, “Mission 2020 Resources,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/global-mission/mission-2020-resources/. 

https://www.rca.org/about/history/
https://www.rca.org/global-mission/mission-2020-resources/
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Mission 2020 was my first big strategic endeavor for Global Mission. The event 

served to reintroduce Global Mission to a denomination used to stale gatherings over 

controversial topics. It brought about a new unity among missionaries, partners, and 

Global Mission staff.  Most importantly, Mission 2020 brought people together to 

rekindle relationships, relationships that take precedence over polity, doctrinal standards, 

and even our robust theology.  

The reintroduction of RCA Global Mission was long overdue. Alongside Mission 

2020 was a denominational project entitled Vision 2020. Mission 2020 sought to help 

reshape denominational conversation in a constructive rather than controversial way, 

focused on mission, justice, and global Christianity. Vision 2020 was focused on 

denominational structure, human sexuality, and domestic Christianity. Both are important 

but vision without God’s mission creates squabbles as we see repeatedly in contemporary 

church politics.  

Before the dust and confetti settled after Mission 2020, the entire denominational 

staff found itself beginning to shelter-in-place as COVID-19 roiled our lives. Everything 

began to take on the tinge of the pandemic, and all of our best laid plans, hopes, and 

dreams tenderly surrounding our professional lives were immediately put into storage. As 

the denomination itself slowly moved in to a state of dormancy wondering what was 

next, the echoes of Mission 2020 reverberated through empty halls and echoed in our 

ears. 

In April 2020, the much awaited Vision 2020 Report came out with three 

recommendations for the Reformed Church in America to consider, including a 
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surprising proposal: to make RCA Global Mission an independent nonprofit agency to 

counter the risk of losing the best part of the beloved denomination.14  

Eighteen months later, October 2021, the Vision 2020 document and its RCA GM 

proposal served as the agenda for the General Synod gathering in Tucson, Arizona. The 

RCA was waking up to the reality that they have this “thing”15 that is way bigger than 

them. They found themselves asking how to rally around it and in it find their own 

definition of ministry and mission for the next season.  

It must be noted here that though this 2nd recommendation of the Vision 2020 

report was ultimately, and rightly, defeated at General Synod in October 2021,16the very 

act of the Vision 2020 team in including this radical proposal, symbolized the reaction we 

at RCA GM hoped the RCA would ultimately realize. 

Organizing Global Mission 

During the course of my doctoral studies, I was invited to learn more about 

organizational history. I read the less than riveting, but important, book by acclaimed 

sociologist, Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action.17 Parsons was the pioneer 

and leading voice in the tender and infant field of sociology in North America. His work 

ranks among some of the most influential thinkers of his time, particularly in his field. 

 
14 Reformed Church in America, “The RCA’s Vision 2020 Team,” accessed May 9, 2022, 

https://www.rca.org/synod/vision2020/. 
 
15 RCA Global Mission. 
 
16 Grace Ruiter, “RCA Global Mission to Remain RCA,” Reformed Church in America (blog), 

October 17, 2021, https://www.rca.org/rca-global-mission-to-remain-rca/. 
 
17 Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action, vol. 1, Marshall, Pareto, Durkheim (New York: 

The Free Press, 1937). 

https://www.rca.org/synod/vision2020/
https://www.rca.org/rca-global-mission-to-remain-rca/
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His approach in The Structure of Social Action is one that is solidly academic, thoughtful 

in its analysis, and honest in its evaluation of contemporary peers. The fact that Parsons 

still holds an esteemed place in the pantheon of sociology’s Who’s Who is a testament to 

his ability to introduce new thoughts, re-align older thoughts (e.g., the role of economics 

and its insistence on empirical data), and form a new field altogether.  

More than the content of his book, an admittedly thick and arduous read, I 

continue to be curious about the methodologies that Parsons applied to birth a 

sociological paradigm in a world that did not require it. This curiosity bears a 

resemblance to how the church of Jesus Christ today, particularly in the unique 

expression of the Reformed Church in America, has shaped itself.  

Wonderings 

I wonder about what life in a post-denominational, post-Vision 2020, post-

pandemic, post-Christian North America could look like. Much like Parsons’ utilization 

of European thought leaders, I wonder which voices should be speaking into our context 

and lives. This is an opportunity for us in the church to look back to the 1910 World 

Missionary Conference in Edinburgh and consider whether we have the fortitude to 

dream a bold, new dream again; a dream that is no long about us going to the far reaches 

of the world, but rather, linking arms with our brothers and sisters in this universal church 

of Jesus Christ, to learn from one other, to serve with one another, and to find ways to 

allow ourselves be changed by our global family. This will be the witness that will draw 
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people into the faith that we share as Christians. To quote a popular worship song, “They 

will know we are Christians by our love.”18 

I wonder what thoughts and lessons lie beyond the lenses that the North American 

church relies upon. Our missionaries were called to the farthest places on Earth to serve. 

And, in their faithful pursuit of this call, they embarked upon adventures and garnered 

insights that were never meant to stay on the mission field. The lessons that we learned 

on the mission landscape were myriad, but so too were the missteps committed along the 

way. We adopted a Western-centric approach to bringing the gospel to the ends of the 

Earth. In this endeavor, we created unhealthy dependency upon Western congregations. 

An example of this is that which was evident to me growing up in India. For many of our 

peers, the idea of finding a western Church to finance their mission work often seemed 

like a loophole that just needed to be located. Western Churches that want to partner with 

people globally continue to engage in this practice unwittingly and unknowingly. In 

doing so, they often cause more harm to the collective work of holistic mission by 

ignoring the dependencies that inevitably get created, and mission often being reduced to 

a financial transaction between a wealthy western Church and a national Church.  

How do we help our churches bring the local to the global and back again to the 

local in a healthy, symbiotic cycle? A model story of this mutuality showed up in a local 

church in Holland, Michigan, where members began to view migrant families attending 

their local feeding program as human beings. (This story was referenced in Chapter 4). 

These families now were not simply objects for the church members to smile upon, but 

 
18 Peter Scholtes, “They’ll Know We Are Christians By Our Love,” CCLI Song Number 26997, 

Word to Worship, accessed February 26, 2022, https://wordtoworship.com/song/14526. 

https://wordtoworship.com/song/14526
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came to be seen as covenant sisters and brothers in this world. This was because the 

church had invested their presence, their time, and their resources into a global mission 

partnership in Nicaragua. Building on this growth, the church also showed up differently 

in Nicaragua (on their mission trips) and hence a cycle of growth and regrowth was 

perpetuated that changed the culture of the church.  

I wonder what it would look like for the church in North America to find 

opportunities to sit at the feet of our brothers and sister in the global South and simply 

listen to their stories. I wonder what it would be like for the RCA to hear the stories of 

Christians in Vellore who experienced the pain of abandonment when RCA Global 

Mission decided to turn the keys over to the Church of South India after India’s 

independence on Aug 15, 1947, and left the infant Indian churches to figure out the new 

season alone. What other lessons in bureaucratic mismanagement have we unwittingly 

exported overseas? What are we currently exporting? 

I wonder what the experience of a pandemic has done to our understanding of 

church and mission. This reckoning has dramatically affected the church. People’s 

reasons to attend church in-person declined drastically as virtual worship became the 

norm. As church attendance continues to plummet, finances begin to dry up as well. I 

have learned that when a church enters into a shaky financial situation, the first casualties 

of budget cuts are often the missionaries. I have been privy to conversations in which 

some of RCA Global Mission’s most beloved supporting congregations cut support for 

missionaries citing the need to keep their lights on. Churches choosing to pay for utilities 
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over support for missionaries seems crass and misguided, but it is a true reality for us at 

RCA Global Mission.   

How can the church continue to invest her resources into the very lifeblood of 

what makes the church, the church? As Emil Brunner said, “"The Church exists by 

mission, just as a fire exists by burning. Where there is no mission there is no Church; 

and where there is neither Church nor mission, there is no faith.”19 So, can a church 

function for simply to sustain herself? Brunner would emphatically say no to this 

question.  

Bringing Back Joy 

Nonprofit global work is inherently community-transforming. This may 

sometimes be captured through the optics of social media posts (similar to our mission 

partners in India posting about the well they sought to dig), or attractive websites and 

brochures. But oftentimes, the people behind the cameras forget to simply enjoy the 

product and thus unintentionally reduce their calling to simply a job. StoryCorps founder, 

Dave Isay, had this poignant thing to say about one’s calling in life, “Your calling is at 

the intersection of a Venn diagram of three things: doing something you’re good at, 

feeling appreciated, and believing your work is making people’s lives better.”20 Frederick 

 
19 Emil Brunner, The Word and the World (London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1931), 

108.  
 
20 Dave Isay, “7 Lessons about Finding the Work You Were Meant to Do,” Ideas.Ted.com, April 

29, 2016, https://ideas.ted.com/7-lessons-about-finding-the-work-you-were-meant-to-do/. 

https://ideas.ted.com/7-lessons-about-finding-the-work-you-were-meant-to-do/
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Buechner says it better, “Neither the hair shirt nor the soft berth will do. The place God 

calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep hunger meet.”21 

With the current staffing structure on both the Global Mission team, and the 

greater General Synod Council staff, this question of vocation has become an important 

indicator of the culture that exists within our organization. I worry that denominational 

tensions and angst have wrung some of the joy of calling out of our faithful colleagues on 

the denominational staff, and in RCA Global Mission. It is difficult to do hard work when 

the fear of layoffs lingers. Some of our RCA stakeholders have spent significant time 

posturing and pontificating on social media, trolling the ministry’s websites, and sending 

hateful emails to staff. Missionaries report on emails received from colleagues and 

donors phishing for their comments on human sexuality. These behaviors contribute to 

decreased morale, which invariably reduces the high calling of mission to simply that of a 

job, ostensibly from a missionary’s perspective, to keep the lights on.  

Now the RCA Global Mission staff has the critical task of telling stories about 

where God continues to show up in powerful ways, and to inspire the people who make 

up RCA Global Mission. If there is no new organization culture set in place, and if we do 

not take steps to boost staff morale, we risk losing it all. But, if the resolve of our 

missionaries, partners, and staff is once again fortified, the collective impact of our 

mission and ministry can be exponential.  

 
21 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Seeker’s ABC (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 

1993), 119. 
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Culture Creation 

Good leaders create and nurture organizational culture. Edgar Schein’s epic book, 

Organizational Culture and Leadership, reinforces the most important task of a leader: 

creating an organizational culture. Schein helpfully describes how the culture of an 

organization is akin to the personality or character of an individual.22 RCA Global 

Mission has multiple facets interacting with various departments within and outside the 

RCA denominational structure. Schein outlines how culture truly permeates an 

organization through structural stability, depth, and breadth.23 When multiple facets are in 

play, these factors are highly sought after traits. Schein parses out the difference between 

simply doing or being, and instead offers a third option of being-in-becoming.24 In so 

doing, Schein helps the leader understand how culture evolves within an agency. He 

concludes with how leaders can influence change within a culture, while bringing about 

cultural change overall.  

RCA Global Mission had the advantage of insularity within the larger RCA 

denominational framework, and has the ability to protect itself from denominational 

politics to a certain extent. Yet, the crafting of its own culture has not been seen as a 

priority.  

In The Organization of the Future 2, Schein writes,  

What we have learned in recent decades is that the corporate culture covers only a 
limited number of central values and assumptions and that the actual functioning 

 
22 Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 4th ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 

2010), 14. 
 
23 Ibid., 16-17. 
 
24 Ibid., 146-149. 
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of the organization, its effectiveness, is more a product of good alignment of the 
subcultures. A strong corporate culture does not guarantee such alignment; 
therefore, the leader of the future must learn how to align and mesh strong 
subcultures. This is a much more difficult task of integration.25  
 
This is the time to study, evaluate, and create the transformative change that 

Schein urges for leaders. The old meeting the new, the west meeting the rest, the colonial 

mindset being (thankfully) replaced by one where indigenous partners are honored, are 

all examples of different subcultures learning to align and join together as a new direction 

and vision is chiseled out for the future of RCA Global Mission.  

Story Telling 

The question of how RCA Global Mission can stop simply being another office in 

the denominational structure, and rather becoming the glue that holds the denomination 

together in this season is essence of my project. James Hopewell, a father of 

congregational studies roots the practice of discernment and mission in storytelling. 

“Storytelling,” he says, “represents a different way of considering commitment, one that 

depicts members as agents in a drama, not donors to a program.”26 He goes on to say, “To 

ignore story, or to treat it lightly, is to miss a major way by which a congregation may 

come to terms with its identity and calling...narratives, like sacraments, can be signs that 

do things.”27 

 
25 Edgar H. Schein, “The Leader as Subculture Manager,” in The Organization of the Future 2: 

Visions, Strategies, and Insights on Managing in a New Era, ed. Frances Hesselbein and Marshall 
Goldsmith (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2009), 259. 

 
26 James F. Hopewell, Congregation: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 

1987), 194. 
 
27 Ibid.,193. 
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Storytelling has been a significant part of my life. I recently heard a friend 

mention to me how, in the Western church, there is a tendency for structure to trump 

story. It is a phrase that has continued to rattle around in my head even as I think about 

the ways I lead RCA Global Mission during this time of the Reformed Church in 

America’s history.  

RCA Global Mission has been the prophetic voice on the forefront of changing 

tides around the world, and in many cases, helped usher in change in global mission and 

missiology. RCA Global Mission has held the denomination together through the chasms 

and disagreements that have divided us. RCA Global Mission has been the rallying point 

for the denomination through its various ups and downs here in North American history.  

Today, the same dilemmas that have threatened the Reformed Church in America 

for almost four centuries continue to rear their ugly heads. These dilemmas coalesce 

around differences in theology, shifting political landscapes, and the fear of losing power. 

I hope that the story we get to write now will be one that reveal’s God’s faithfulness to a 

church that strives to be salt and light to a broken world. I hope it is a story that our 

children and grandchildren will be proud of someday. These stories, as you will see 

below are not hard to find in our midst.  

Solidarity and Collaboration 

At the floor of General Synod 2021, Rev. Jonathan Brownson said, “Let the 

records show that while General Synod might be divided on issue of human sexuality, we 
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are united in mission.”28This was an important statement to make because even as the 

denomination stood divided on the matter of human sexuality that was driving a deep 

wedge into this little denomination, RCA Global Mission again showed up as the 

unifying entity.  

The hallmark of RCA Global Mission over the years has been her strong belief in 

standing shoulder to shoulder with the oppressed, the downtrodden, the least of these in 

difficult places around the world. The feedback collected from my qualitative analysis 

revealed encouraging and hopeful areas for RCA Global Mission to lean in to and 

develop. Solidarity with the widow and the orphan who cry out, thani yeela, has yielded a 

wealth of generational goodwill that continues to hold RCA Global Mission in good 

stead. This has been the most obvious part of the story-telling back to supporting 

churches.  

An added layer of solidarity was illustrated by subjects who talked about their 

supporting churches standing in solidarity with them when national turmoil or 

denominational tension threatened to sever their precious connections. Most churches 

have shown a deep desire to continue to work with their missionaries even if their own 

congregation departs from the RCA denominational landscape. There is also the added 

bonus of the unique PIM (Partnership-in-mission) shares funding model that enables 

churches to work with their missionaries and RCA Global Mission in a way that can be 

independent of denominational turmoil.  

 
28 Spoken at the floor of the RCA General Synod in Tucson, Arizona, October 2021. 
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In addition to this solidarity, collaboration was identified as an important pillar of 

RCA GM that emerged in interviews. Collaboration between churches and missionaries 

was healthiest in churches where the work of the missionary found synergy with the 

congregation at home. This was evident in Gary’s story of a rural congregation in the 

USA finding a way to help farmers in his part of Africa.29 Similarly, as we saw earlier, 

congregations in west Michigan who have begun to minister to migrant workers in their 

own backyard as a result of their investment with partners in central America, speaks to 

the power of collaboration.  

In this season of RCA Global Mission, solidarity and collaboration will have to 

intentionally deepen. The areas where solidarity and collaboration can have the most 

impact will not just be on mission fields overseas, but also mission fields at home. Within 

a church divided over differences in theology or politics, could we agree to unify around 

Global Mission? For a world that needs an example of Christ’s love, a church that comes 

together to serve might be the best attractional tool we have. We have done remarkably 

well in this regard around the world. A good example of this took place in South Africa 

where some of the progressive congregations on the East coast of the USA partnered with 

conservative congregations in the Midwest to help vulnerable women and children in the 

community at Botshabelo.30 With churches departing the RCA, I wonder what other 

opportunities there might be for churches that do not only differ theologically, but might 

not even belong to the larger RCA family, to partner with their sister congregations in 

 
29 See Chapter 4. 
 
30 A mission location in South Africa. More details are found here: https://www.rca.org/global-

mission/missionaries/denise-kingdom-grier/. 
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doing God’s work around the world. Importantly, what a tremendous testimony this 

would be, for all the world to see.  

Humble Leaders 

Other lessons that emerged from my interviews highlighted the importance of 

leadership that always strives to be humble in how they showed up globally. Jerry said it 

best when he described RCA Global Mission as an agency that, “whenever possible and 

appropriate, the mission personnel…serve the mission outlets. That they serve and are not 

set up to lead or run that enterprise,” captures the importance of this approach.  

This approach, coupled with the relatively small size of RCA Global Mission, 

leads to a reliance on national and local partnerships. RCA Global Mission, in her desire 

to demonstrate humility, empowers local organizations and works hard not to compete 

with other agencies. When this humility is paired with high accountability, strong 

institutional support, and the guiding light of her Global Mission principles, RCA Global 

Mission has the ability to minister in areas of the world with a strong anti-colonial 

mindset.  

In a season where large egos run amok in congregations of all sizes, continued 

diligence must be placed upon cultivating leaders who follow the path of humility. The 

power imbalance within the church, between churches, or between churches and their 

mission partners needs to be reset. We need to invest in sending and receiving mission 

personnel who are not leading or running enterprises, but serving at the behest of the 

recipient. Of course, within the desire for humility, RCA Global Mission must be 



134 
 

prodded to never stop striving for excellence in a world where low expectations are 

unfortunately, considered par for the course. 

Conveners of Partnerships 

Local congregations do not need denominational mission agencies to be involved 

in Global Mission. Larger churches especially, often have the resources, the connections, 

and the personnel to engage Global Mission on their own. Subsequently, organizations 

like RCA Global Mission are forced to question their identity, purpose, and resourcing.   

RCA Global Mission has long been the keeper of institutional and proximate 

knowledge. Her historic partnerships are legendary in the world of missions because of 

the accumulated body of knowledge built up over the past 370+ years. However, in a 

world where technology and travel have advanced dramatically, the gap between 

churches and the exotic locales of their missionaries is shrinking. Churches can rely on 

their own travels and technology to gain access to information that was previously not 

easily available. This new reality has caused churches to look at the exotic idea of 

missions as antiquated. As churches upgraded technology during the COVID-19 

timeframe, one began to wonder about the relative importance of travel and getting boots 

on the ground.  

Interviews also revealed how thinking of missions as exotic was often a primary 

aspect of fundraising which, in turn, lead to more paternalistic models of mission. Donors 

who fund these endeavors often seek to fund projects that further an organizational 

agenda without ever asking what the partners on the ground might actually need. A 

mission leader told me the story of an unusual problem he encountered. His ministry 
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provides audio Bibles to communities worldwide where non-literacy was a major 

deterrent to gaining access to Scripture. And as he worked to raise funds to meet the need 

his mission partner identified, donors in the USA insisted on also providing shoes to the 

recipients because they walked around barefoot – since they were uncomfortable with 

people walking around sans shoes around them.  

 RCA Global Mission’s expertise on ground matters, paired with the institutional 

memory of long-term partners could be invaluable even in this era of technological 

advancements and donor discontent. To prevent the worship of a largely tribal god, 

churches need to be involved in global mission. Creating onramps for congregations to 

engage meaningfully in global mission while letting the global influence their local 

ministry, and vice versa, will be imperative.  

 Along with donor driven agendas, there are many examples of western mission 

agencies that export programs that work in the country of origin, but have not been 

vetted, contextualized, or piloted in the soil of their partner countries. Another question 

worth exploring is whether we could do a better job of creating programs with partners 

instead of purely relying on copy and paste models of programming that do not factor in 

cultural implications. Implementation of programs like this could generate ownership, 

minimize issues of dependency, and most of all, offer something to the western mission 

agency in return, to take back home.  

 Finally, we must face the reality that churches in the west are in decline. RCA 

Global Mission could be a resource for churches facing attrition. It is worth asking how 
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we can bring voices from the thriving global south into our historic citadels of power and 

influence in order to change our understanding of the church will be worth asking.  

There will be issues of humility to grapple with for a typical North American 

Anglo-church that has prided itself in bringing the Gospel to the ends of the Earth. Will 

the message of salvation still be good news when it is returned to them on the lips of a 

brown-skinned African woman? Could the individuals you went to save, bring you a life-

saving message? Would you be able to receive with humility, the very same salvation 

message shared in a fresh and exciting way so the body of Christ here in North America 

might thrive with this new graft from the harvest fields of old? 

Changing Landscapes 

 Can RCA Global Mission become flexible in her thinking? For an historic agency 

that has been known to stand solidly behind her mission principles, and has prided herself 

in being slow to move, methodical in approach, and comprehensive in commitment, this 

will be a big challenge to become nimble.  

In order for RCA Global Mission to successfully navigate this new season, she 

needs to be willing think like a startup. This has been a popular buzzword in recent 

times, largely owing to the COVID-19 pandemic which reshuffled normal business 

practices. With the impending denominational restructuring that will happen both 

voluntarily and involuntarily, a leaner, nimbler workforce will emerge. For RCA Global 

Mission, this change is one that needs to be embraced. The hierarchical structures can be 

valuable for stability, but not for change-creation or management.  
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If we are not careful we could become a stodgy institution more concerned with 

telling stories of our past than casting a vision for the future through current story-telling. 

We must strive to do mission differently. L. Gregory Jones writes: 

We do not need radical change. The task of transformative leadership is not 
simply to “lead change.” Transformative leaders know what to preserve as well as 
what to change. We need to conserve wisdom even as we explore risk-taking 
mission and service. Too much change creates chaos. Transformative change, 
rooted in tradition and the preservation of wisdom, cultivates the adaptive work 
that is crucial to the ongoing vitality and growth of any organism, Christian 
institutions included. 

Sometimes that will mean we innovate within existing institutions; at other 
times we will allow some forms to die so that other ones can rise up in their place. 
And at still other times we will give birth to new forms to address challenges and 
opportunities. But even our most dramatic transformations ought to be tethered to 
our most life-giving past.31 
 

Too often we see examples of organizations chasing opportunities to fundraise 

versus finding ways to let the story or impact of the work drive the mission. It will be 

crucial to shift our mental models in order to attract both the next generation of mission 

workers and younger donors who care deeply about being change-makers in the new 

world that is emerging.  

Again, as Jones suggested above, this shift may not need to be as arduous or 

tectonic-plate shifting as it might sound. Clarity in understanding how we want to grow is 

necessary. Solidarity, collaboration, humble leadership, and convening relationships 

happen already within RCA GM, but more effective communication that highlights 

 
31 President L. Gregory Jones and Belmont University, “Traditioned Innovation,” Faith and 

Leadership, accessed February 28, 2022, https://faithandleadership.com/traditioned-innovation-0. 
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examples of these traits, either historically or currently, will serve as motivators for both 

mission personnel and for our churches.  

 Today the Reformed Church in America is undergoing another evolution, and we 

are going to see a multi-ethnic, and even global expression of a denomination that 

previously exhibited a largely Anglo-Dutch ethnic makeup. Rev. Eddy Aleman’s report 

at the General Synod 2021 offered a glimpse into the future.  

Rev. Aleman renarrated the RCA; he did not reject our history but recognized its 

evolution saying, “The greatest shift that we are beginning to see and experience is a 

huge increase in racial/ethnic diversity in the Reformed Church in America. The future of 

the Reformed Church in America is multi-ethnic. We are no longer a ‘white Dutch 

denomination,’ and, I have to say, that is a beautiful thing. Our historic roots have given 

us a strong foundation, and I give thanks to those leaders who came from the 

Netherlands.”32 

Rev. Aleman would bolster this statement by adding that, “More than 85% of new 

church plants in the RCA are led by planters of color.” Into this exciting vision of 

Revelation 7, my hope is that we do not forget the stories of our past that have brought us 

into this chapter. RCA Global Mission is becoming the de facto keeper of stories. Retired 

missionaries, the historical archives, and global partners who are now trying to find a 

home in the RCA, all remember these stories. It must be noted that we have not typically 

done an honorable job of telling these stories to our congregations and to our 

 
32 Grace Ruiter, “General Synod Daily Recap: October 15, 2021,” Reformed Church in America 

(blog), October 15, 2021, https://www.rca.org/general-synod-daily-recap-october-15-2021/. 
 

 

https://www.rca.org/general-synod-daily-recap-october-15-2021/
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constituents. As a result, few in the RCA even know the impact of the Reformed Church 

in America around the world through RCA Global Mission.  

A Reformed Global Mission Agency 

The Vision 2020 team’s recommendation to make RCA Global Mission into its 

own separate mission agency, was aimed at finding a place where even the most 

dissenting voices within and outside the denomination could stand on common ground 

together and do good mission. This was inherently a good idea. This hope to convene all 

parties together might still find traction, as RCA Global Mission explores possibilities for 

the future. However, even though continued support of RCA Global Mission has not 

proven to be a concern, when churches change pastors, or missionaries retire, or new 

mission committees get formed, the question of on-going investing in RCA Global 

Mission will become a topic of discussion again.  

It is worth asking whether staying under the RCA umbrella could galvanize 

churches that remain, and others that are adopted or planted into the RCA ecosystem, to 

engage in more meaningful global mission. It must also be asked if branching off to be an 

affiliated mission agency that can serve the RCA while also serving others who do not 

have a structured agency with the history and breadth of RCA Global Mission would 

serve the church of Jesus Christ well. In the same way, RCA Global Mission has 

convened many varied partnerships globally, could she do so domestically too? 
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Bridges to the Future 

Craig Van Gelder writes, “The church participates in God’s mission in the world 

because it can do no other; it was created for this purpose.”33 The North American 

Church, put bluntly, is declining. In fact, recent studies show that one in three practicing 

Christians simply stopped attending church during COVID-19.34 Instead of trying to 

resuscitate the church to function how she always has, asking how we can use our global 

partnerships to influence and shape our witness here is going to be one of the most 

important topics we pursue. This is an area that is largely untapped and unexplored. In 

order for the RCA to flourish, we must be willing to let go of our romanticized notions of 

how the church functioned in the early to middle part of the 20th century, and instead 

reimagine a church that is global and missional at its very core. In other words, start with 

our global God who loves this world at the center, and build our church structure around 

it.  

The art of cooking Indian cuisine provides the perfect illustration of this. We 

cannot sprinkle curry powder on top of our dish and expect that food to become Indian. 

Good Indian food begins with authentic spices that cook through the ingredients from the 

start of the preparation. This is much like how mission needs to be practiced by the 

church; you don’t sprinkle it on top after all has been said and done, and call yourself 

 
33 Craig Van Gelder, The Missional Church and Denominations: Helping Congregations Develop 

a Missional Identity (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008), 44. 
 
34 Barna Group, “One in Three Practicing Christians Has Stopped Attending Church During 

COVID-19,” accessed May 9, 2022, https://www.barna.com/research/new-sunday-morning-part-2/. 
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missional. Rather we need to start with mission, and add the rest of church to this to truly 

live into our missional identity.   

Finally, the question that RCA Global Mission needs to ask is, how does she 

convene congregations and organizations here and abroad to share stories and engage in 

faithful action? Creating this two-way channel of receiving and sending missionaries will 

be a new dimension that will continue to rectify the power imbalance that has always 

existed in North American mission agencies, including RCA Global Mission. This would 

also help foster an environment where servant leadership and humility to learn from the 

rest of world would be welcomed and nurtured.  

 The RCA is becoming such a place through its leadership. Currently, four 

executive leaders in the RCA have dynamically different cultural and social identities 

from the historic Dutch-immigrants of our founding. I was the Indian kid who went from 

delivering milk to RCA missionaries, to become the Director of the same mission agency. 

Rev. Eddy Aleman, General Secretary of the RCA, is a refugee from Nicaragua who 

found a home in an RCA congregation in Canada. President Felix Theonugraha of 

Western Theological Seminary is a child of Chinese-Christian parents who settled into 

the RCA after seeing how the denomination rallied around his father during a difficult 

season in ministry.35 President Micah McCreary of New Brunswick Theological 

Seminary is an African-American professor of Psychology, and originally ordained in the 

American Baptist tradition. God has been moving powerfully through the RCA, locally 

 
35 Western Theological Seminary, “Felix Theonugraha,” accessed March 7, 2022, 

https://www.westernsem.edu/faculty/theonugraha/. 
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and globally, and those famed pathways from historic mission sites in the Middle East, 

Arcot, Amoy, and Tokyo, are transforming into two-lane highways back to New York, 

Grand Rapids, and Tulare.  

 Missiologist Dana Robert says, “Mission in the 21st-century is not limited to the 

old model of crossing salt water for a lifetime lived out in another culture. Rather, it is a 

network, an international web of human relationships in which the missionaries scamper 

back-and-forth like human spiders, weaving and expanding the web in all directions. It is 

important to study the spiders, but it is equally important to notice the web.”36 Roberts 

shares that Christianity is global, “because its meaning system compels people to look 

beyond their natural boundaries and comfort zones, and to invite others to join them.”37  

Mission has always involved the physical transfer of people, but it also involves 

the conscious and unconscious transfer of cultural mores. Through hiccups, mistakes, and 

successes, we have woven a web that will now serve as the highway from which we can 

transmit, but also receive the Gospel message in a whole new way. The seeding of the 

Gospel into the various cultures of the world has taken root and bloomed, redefining how 

we interpret Scripture, how we view Jesus as Lord and Savior, and is now returning to the 

shores of the post-Christian west in fresh, beautiful ways to claim us all for the sake of 

the Kingdom!  

This is good news for the Reformed Church in America, RCA Global Mission, 

and may it be so for the larger North American Church.  

 
36  Dana L. Robert, Christian Mission: How Christianity Became a World Religion (West Sussex: 

Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 51, 52. 
 
37 Ibid., 177. 
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Photos from Thokampatti after water was finally found 
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