
THE GREAT CONTINUATION OF GOD’S MISSION IN AFRICA  
[Transforming Worldview and Ultimate Allegiance in Africa] 

As a person thinks in his heart so he is [and so he does]. Proverbs 23:7 

1. God’s Mission Process molds the Means of Communication:1    

 In 1960 a missionary and his wife were privileged to go to Africa as evangelistic missionaries. The six weeks of orientation 

and training before they left the United States were highly significant. It alerted them to the fact that people in other parts of the world 

act differently, mainly because they organize their world differently and think about life and work differently. They have very 

different points-of-view on people, god(s) and life and also often a totally different ultimate allegiance. 

 For this missionary couple the first year of evangelistic service in Africa was spent learning to communicate meaning in a new 

but already written system of sounds and syntax. The husband was assigned to shepherding 25 congregations and 20 parochial schools 

among a people group near the coast. These Christians had been introduced to Jesus the Christ 25 years earlier. This part of the story is 

mentioned because it was God’s hand at work preparing these young missionaries for what was next. It was a time of consciously 

becoming aware of at least some mistakes that should not be repeated.  

 Reassignment inland to a people group of from 60 to 80,000 people took place one year later. This people group together with 

several other people groups lived beyond two branches of a mighty river that flowed down out of a range of mountains. The oral way 

of communicating meaning by these people had not yet been reduced to writing and so they had no books to read. They were cut off 

from the outside world and had little contact with people beyond their own tribal boundaries. Additionally, their language was very 

                                                            
1  Romans 10: 14‐14‐15 
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different from that of their isolated neighboring tribes and also from the language that the missionaries had partially learned to speak 

at the coast. The assignment was to “Evangelize these people.” 

2. Engaging, Relating and Investigating: 

 How could “Evangelizing this people group” be done by missionaries who could not share meaning with the people in their 

language?” Obviously there was a need to learn the sounds and grammar of this language. How? The language had not as yet been put 

into writing. The only way to learn was by listening and trying to speak intelligibly. Learning by “listening and speaking” was easier 

said than done because there were sounds and tones in that language that the missionaries had never heard before and thus could not 

accurately reproduce.  

 At this point the missionary remembered that biblical evangelism is a good blend of: Telling Good News and Doing Good 

News. Think of Jesus at Cana when he turned water into wine and then in the next verses where it says that “his disciples believed in 

him.” So what were the manifest social issues (human needs) among the people that, if taken seriously, could help to build a bridge for 

engagement and relationship building?  Superficial investigation showed the following: 1) totally apparent poverty, 2) hungry season 

every year, 3) no formal schooling for children, 4) lack of adequate roads and transportation, 5) no adequate health care (Fifty percent 

of the children died before they reached five years of age.), 6) no written language, 7) no ability to read and write and, 8) great fear of 

malicious and hurtful spiritual powers.  

 After struggling with feelings of total inadequacy and much prayer the missionaries chose the following three social issues for 

action: 1) Infant Mortality, 2) Reducing the Language to Writing and Bible Translation, and 3) Leadership Training. 
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3. The Bunkowske Onion Diagram of Culture: 

This onion diagram of culture visually illustrates how social issues and needs operate in each person’s life as well as in the organizing 

structure of institutions and tribes of people.  The interacting layers are easily seen on the surface of life but harder to discern at 

deeper levels. The significant layers from the outside to the inside are: artifacts, behavior, associations, values, beliefs, emotions, 

worldview and ultimate allegiance. The onion diagram of culture exposes these layers:2                                                                                           

              MOVING IN AND OUT                                          
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TRANSFORMED BY RENEWING
Romans 12:2

THE JOURNEY THROUGH LIFE  

EMOTIONS

Scale of Feelings

The words engaging, relating and investigating on 
the onion diagram of culture outline a productive path 
down into the ultimate allegiance of a person’s or 
society’s cultural onion. If sensitively followed a 
climate of trust and acceptance will occur. Once 
acceptance is in place the time for informing has 
arrived. Such Good News telling can by the grace of 
God lead to being enlightened, transformed, 
reorganized and then testifying by the power and 
direction of the Spirit of God in ways that fit with 
God’s good pleasure which brings blessed existence 
for each person and each society on earth. This new 
way of life occurs as spiritual and physical 
reorganization flows from God and His people into 
individuals, organizations and institutions in positive 
and productive God pleasing ways. 

 

Testifying
Reorganized

Transformed

Engaging
Relating

Investigating
Informing Enlightened

God’s Spirit moves 
with us down through 
the layers of the onion 

for internal 
TRANSFORMATION

God’s Spirit moves up 
through the layers of the 
onion for the external 
DECLARATION OF FAITH 
in His follower’s lives

 
                                                            
2 The Bunkowske Onion Diagram of Culture was developed and copyrighted by Professor Eugene W. Bunkowske Ph.D. while teaching missiologyat Concordia 
Theological Seminary in Ft. Wayne, Indiana between 1982 and 2002. 
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4. Finding the way in by Trial and Error: 

 Infant mortality, how does one deal with child after child dying of smallpox, malaria, dengue fever, sand fly fever, hepatitis  

etc. etc.? What should be done first? This is such a linear American question! In Africa things often are done all together at once with 

the immediate taking priority, like the need for wine at the feast in Cana  

 A start was made by bringing an American nurse into the situation. A traditional house in an important village was rented for 

the nurse with a part of the house set aside for helping sick people, particularly pregnant women. All went very, very well. In terms of 

the diagram of culture the society had been engaged and good relationships were established. 

 On the basis of this good beginning, without really understanding the social and spiritual implications, it was decided to build a 

30 to 50 bed hospital. The tribe set aside a piece of uninhabited land. At the insistence of the mission board, on the basis of 

communicating through an interpreter, the land was surveyed and marked out with large concrete posts. The initial building was built 

for treatment but very few people came for help. In fact people came only after all other methods of help had been exhausted without 

success. Why? What was wrong? 

 Now came the time for investigating the deeper layers of the cultural onion. It took much listening without judging and many 

questions to discover the reason for non-usage of the hospital. The reason rested squarely on a difference in worldviews. In order to 

further understand the discerning power of the onion diagram of culture focus with me on the organizing of eight layers into three 

levels. They are the Acting Level (artifacts and behavior), the Evaluating Level (associations, values, beliefs and emotions), and the 

Thinking Level (worldview and ultimate allegiance). The following version of the Bunkowske Onion Diagram of Culture clearly 

shows both the layers and the levels:  
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THE Bunkowske LAYERED                
ONION DIAGRAM OF CULTURE
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EIGHT LAYERS AT THREE LEVELS  

 The artifact and behavioral layers are 

understood together as the ACTING LEVEL of the 

onion diagram of culture. The association, values, 

beliefs and emotions layers are understood together 

as the EVALUATING LEVEL of the onion 

diagram of culture. The worldview and ultimate 

allegiance layers are understood together as the 

THINKING LEVEL of the onion diagram of 

 The investigation led to a focus on spiritual power. The people had the animistic understanding that spiritual power controls 

everything. Also that spiritual power is intimately connected to the land and that each tribe has its own land and its own set of gods 

(spiritual powers). Each tribe knew its gods and how to manipulate them so that, if properly appeased trouble would be avoided and 

blessings would occur. However, this also meant that the people of each tribe were terrified and helpless in the land of another tribe 

because they did not know how to appease or manipulate the gods of that land for their own protection and good.   
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 The evident answer to the question of non-usage of the hospital was that it was built on land that was no longer part of their 

tribal land. It had clearly been surveyed and marked so that everyone would know that it now was the “white man’s” land and 

obviously also controlled by the gods of the “white man’s” tribe.  Since the people of the local tribe did not know how to appease or 

please these “white man’s” gods it was dangerous to put themselves under the control of these gods by going onto their land. And if 

cure was achieved by going into that place what would the gods of their own land do to them when they came back to their own tribal 

land? Would they be angry? Would they cause wives to have no children, bring drought, severe storms, sickness, trouble and death?  

5. The Doors begin to open: 

 Worldview and ultimate allegiance differences at the thinking level of the cultural onion had been pin-pointed as critical. What 

next?  It soon dawned on the missionaries that living on the hospital land severely distanced them from the people. A move to live 

among the people in their own village location was necessary. Now was the time to focus primarily on learning the language and on: 

Reducing the Language to Writing and Bible Translation. In order to make a meaningful move the paramount chief was consulted 

and a place in the middle of his village in the center of an extended cluster of six other families was chosen. There seven years were 

spent on language learning, language reduction to writing and Bible translation. This time became the platform for the ongoing 

ministry of Telling Good News and Doing Good News as well as Leadership Training. 

 Language learning was not easy. The meanings of the words in this unwritten language depended very much on the tone level 

associated with the vowels in each word.  An example of difficulty is the answer to the question: How many did you eat (A ra oja 

emla)? Depending on the tone placed on the vowels of ene in the sentence “N ra oja ene.” the meaning could be: I ate my mother, I ate 
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a silk cotton tree or I ate four. For English speakers who have no familiarity with speaking a language in which the tone level of 

vowels makes a difference in the meaning of each word the experience is devastating. Who wants to inadvertently say that he ate his 

mother when he meant to say he ate four pieces of meat? 

  After a year of furlough and training in linguistics the foundation had been laid for more successful language learning, 

language reduction to writing and Bible translation. But the real problem was finding someone to help the missionaries learn. 

Language learning helpers came and went. After three months of utter discouragement and prayer God sent a unique man, a “Saul of 

Tarsus” who had been away from the tribal area for about five years. He came back with a fair knowledge of English and had a 

profound sensitivity to how different cultures deal with signaling meaning in differing worldviews, associations, values, beliefs, 

emotions and ultimate allegiances systems. 

6. The emerging Third Culture for Christ: 

 To diagram the situation we might say that the missionaries were on a trajectory toward learn the language and culture of the 

people (culture X) and this “Saul of Tarsus”, his family and a few others at the same time were on a trajectory to learn more about 

other cultures and languages (culture Z). Here is an illustration of the situation:  
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           Missionaries

                           

                 “Saul of Tarsus” 

       Culture Z                  Culture A               Culture  X 



  Through language learning and Bible translation a new culture (a shared third culture A) emerged between the missionary’s 

and the “Saul of Tarsus” family. This especially happened to “Saul of Tarsus” and the missionary husband as they daily worked on 

Bible translation. Each day began with the study of God’s Word. Coming from their own first culture perspectives the missionary and 

“Saul of Tarsus” were able to view, apply and assimilate core biblical worldview and ultimate allegiance concepts. The systematic 

study of the meaning of life, gods/God and humans in the context of God’s Word, prayer and the Holy Spirit were the work of each 

day.  

 This shared third culture became the safe transitioning space in which the Spirit of God informed, enlightened and reorganized 

their personal mental mapping (see the onion diagram on page 3) in ways that more and more closely fit the worldview of the Word of 

God. It was a process of deforming and reforming. For “Saul of Tarsus” is was the meaning of the Good News message dislodging  

deceiving destructive gods and reforming with trust in the one God who loves, forgives and guides into exploding truth after 

exploding truth and transformed living.   

 Once involved the missionaries and “Saul of Tarsus and his family were never the same again. The process was wonderfully 

bathed in the Bible and was mutually transforming. Each evening the men were able to go back to their families to share the deeper 

understand of God, humans and life with which the Spirit of God had enlightened them. Another great benefit was that the missionary 

man and his family began to consciously see the flaws in their own first culture (culture Z) and at the same time not only the flaws but 

also and especially the strengths in the tribal culture (culture X) that were to become a powerful nesting place for Telling Good News 

as well as Doing Good News.  
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7. Finding the Fitting Scripture for Biblical Transformation: 

 “Saul of Tarsus” and the missionary started by working together for three years. Almost every book of the Bible had been 

thoroughly studied. Now it was time for Bible translation. Bible translation authorities said that the Gospel of Mark or John should be 

translated first. The missionary wondered what “Saul of Tarsus” would suggest. One morning he asked, “What book of the Bible 

should we translate first?”  Immediately “Saul of Tarsus” said, “Jonah. It will be most helpful to my people.”  The incredulous 

missionary spontaneously asked, “Why Jonah?”  

 “Saul of Tarsus” immediately explained that Jonah teaches four very important truths that can be used by the Spirit of God to 

transform the thinking (worldview and ultimate allegiance) of animistic people.   They are:            

            1. God is one and He is everywhere and near (Jonah couldn’t get away from God.). 

2. All people everywhere can and should worship him (Even the pagan sailors on the boat worshiped Yahweh when the 
storm stopped.). 

 3. God has a purpose for everyone (He can even use a whale to work his purpose.). 

 4. God is good and ready to forgive (He forgave wicked but repentant Nineveh.). 

 “Saul of Tarsus” pointed out that his people had never heard that there is a God for all people or that all people come from one 

father and mother. He said everyone believes that many young children die (are carried away) by evil spiritual powers. Therefore they 

give their children negative names like: “Dung Heap” or “Born for Nothing” so that the wicked spirits will let them live. The idea of 

everyone being born for a special purpose is also unknown. In terms of forgiveness animistic people know for sure that forgiveness, if 

there is such a thing comes by means of many sacrifices, including at times human sacrifices and they are never enough or complete. 

The missionary was convinced and Jonah was the first book of the Bible to be translated. 
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 The story of Jonah was shared and many people started to think about the world and their life in this world differently.  The 

primary reason for learning to read was to find out more about spiritual matters as revealed in the Word of God. Now in addition to 

telling ancestor stories in the evening under the moon light God’s Word and its meaning for life became the focus. Often a good reader 

read the story of Jonah aloud for all to hear. 

 The missionary also often talked about spiritual matters with the paramount chief who stopped by nearly each day for 

conversation. In these sessions the missionary learned much about the culture and way of life of the people, especially about the 

animistic view of spiritual things. The message about God’s love for all human beings and especially that God loves people in Jesus 

the Savior was often shared but it did not seem to get through.  

 One day when the missionary and “Saul of Tarsus” were very busy on translation and could not immediately stop to talk to the 

chief, the missionary wife presented the Christian message in a simple way to the chief. Although the chief did not respond verbally at 

that moment the light of Christ had come on and from that day on each morning and evening the chief had his son read him stories 

about Jesus in his own language. 

8. Disciples making other Disciples: 

 God also had given “Saul of Tarsus” the gift of music. After a day together of Bible translating “Saul of Tarsus” would go 

home and set the Words of Scripture to the familiar music of his people. Soon the “Saul of Tarsus” family was singing the Word of 

God to each other.  
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 Next in the normal flow of everyday life the wife of “Saul of Tarsus” shared the Good News with her women friends. Soon the 

Christian songs were being sung by the children in the community. In the natural daily chit-chat the worldview of emerging culture A 

and the message of salvation in Jesus was being sowed into the hearts and lives of people in culture X, mainly by  “gossiping the 

gospel” in words and in songs. The process is visually outlined as follow:     

      Missionaries      

               

             “Saul of Tarsus” 

 

Culture Z                Culture A                        Culture X  

 In summary we can say that the third culture A became the mixing bowl. In this mixing bowl the biblical understanding that 

one God created and loves all people was shared, thoroughly discussed and assimilated step-by-step into the worldview of the new 

culture A people. At the same time faith in Jesus the Christ for forgiveness of sins, life and salvation was stirred into the worldview of 

culture A people by the enlightening and reorganizing Spirit of God.  Next as God used “Saul of Tarsus” to bring the meaning of the 

Good News message back to his family, they, together with a few others were the means that the Spirit of God used to begin bringing   

additional disciple from culture X into the family of God. Over time the family of “Saul of Tarsus” and about six other families 

became solid Christians in word, deed and witness. 
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9. God Opens the Door for a spontaneous Movement of Disciple Multiplication: 

 Some time later the paramount chief appointed the missionary to be one of his three special advisors. In his office as advisor to 

the chief the missionary was asked to travel with the chief to the installation of a new sub-chief. It was a very important event with 

about 5,000 people in attendance. The missionary and the paramount chief along with others were seated on the raised platform for the 

four hour installation ceremony. The paramount chief was to speak last.  

 Finally his turn came and after a warm and lengthy greeting he introduced his advisors.  Next he reminded the people that it 

was his duty to present the genealogy of this new sub-chief to certify that this was actually the right man. The paramount chief took a 

good amount of time to assure the entire assembly that the genealogy had been carefully checked and approved by the elders. Finally 

he startled the entire assembly by saying that he would not actually go through the genealogy because he had something far more 

important to say.  

 The paramount chief then called the to-be-installed sub-chief forward. He pointed directly at him and proceeded to inform him 

that the tradition was to build and dedicate a new palace for him, a palace that would include many shrines and sacrificing altars for 

the many different gods of the people. Next the paramount chief uttered the surprising news that would change everything by saying:  

 I now know from the Word of God in our language that one God made the heaven and earth and the first man and woman from 
whom all the people on earth including all of us who speak our language are born. He is not far away but near. He knows all about our 
curses, evil spirits and offenses that need to be dealt with by so many sacrifices. He knows that we spend one fourth to one half of all 
that we earn on sacrifices.  Best of all he is our Good Shepherd and has worked out a way to help us. He loves us and has done a most 
important thing about our problems. In order to help us and all people on earth He sacrificed his only son who had no reason to be 
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sacrificed or to sacrifice anything for himself because he had no faults, flaws or problems. God sacrificed His son on the crossed sticks 
to pay for our faults, flaws and problems. His son died that day and was buried. But the Good News is that after seven days….”3 

 By that moment as you can imagine there were tears in the missionary’s eyes. As he heard the words seven days he gasped and 

was about to say, “No, chief it was three days.”  Then he thought better of it, covered his mouth and let the chief go on without 

interruption. 

 The paramount chief continued,  

 But the Good News is that after seven days Jesus, the Son of God, came back to life again and because He lives all of us who 
believe in Him will also come back to life again and live with Him in a place called heaven forever. In fact, you all know that I am old 
and so  when I “go hunting” and do not return you can be certain that I have not gone to the sacred forest [It is believed that chiefs 
among these people do not die but rather go hunting and turn into lions who live in a sacred forest which has been set aside for that 
purpose.] but have gone to live forever with Jesus, the Son of God who died for me and for all of you too and rose again so that we 
can live with him forever.4 

  With this powerful testimony the paramount chief confessed his faith in Jesus his Savior. He very clearly expressed for his 

entire people the biblical worldview and ultimate allegiance of third culture A. He also opened the door (gave permission) for his 

people to openly receive this new understanding of reality. This event and the following reports and aftershocks opened the way for 

the Spirit of God to create faith in the hearts of many additional people.  

 

                                                            
3  Through the translated scriptures people learned that Jesus was in the grave three days. However, the chief probably used seven in his speech because seven 
is a royal number in the language of this people group. 
4  Jonah, Hebrews, Luke, Acts, Genesis 1‐3, Hebrew 9‐10, Hebrews 7:26‐27, Luke 23 & 24, John 3:16‐17, John 10:1‐18, Psalm 23, Acts 1:8, II 
Corinthians 5:11‐21 and Hebrews 3:1 
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10. Epilog: 

 Over the years since that day in 1973 when the paramount chief spoke so publicly and eloquently about the things that 

mattered for him and his people much has changed. It has been a kind of “Yeast Factory” operation in which the Word of God has 

worked its way systematically through the homogeneous lump of people in this people group.  The Spirit of God has progressively 

enlightened and reorganized the layers of this people group’s cultural onion X around God’s biblical worldview and especially around 

and into ultimate allegiance to Jesus the promised Christ and Savior.  

 This new Biblical way of seeing reality is so firmly rooted that the people now speak of themselves as Christians who used to 

be animists. In their own words they say that somewhere beyond 75 percent of the people have fully changed their ultimate allegiance 

from many gods to the one and only true God. They now continually rejoice in this God who created them and all other people, and 

provided salvation freely by grace through faith in His Son, Jesus the Christ.  

 Second, there have also been many changes at the evaluating (associations, values, beliefs and emotions) and acting (behavior 

and artifacts) levels of the people group cultural onion X. People are no longer separated into classes by being called some slave and 

others free. Taking the head (head hunting) from people of neighboring tribes is something of the past and now people of these 

neighboring tribes are treated with dignity and respect. Marriage across tribal lines which was unthinkable in the past is no longer 

taboo.  
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 In the area of artifacts the places which in days gone by housed the shrines and altars of mean, capricious, evil, and vindictive 

gods are now often designated as garbage heaps. Today one sees many well cared for and regularly attended places of Christian 

worship and praise. 

 In terms of infant mortality much has changed. Smallpox which killed so many is no longer an issue. Amazingly the originally 

shunned hospital site and staff were used by God to discover and perfect the eradication of smallpox for the entire world.  Although 

malaria and hepatitis are still viral killers, over nine out of ten children now live beyond five years of age. This is the primary reasons 

that the 60 to 80,000 people of fifty years ago have become more than 200,000 people today. In the prevailing worldview of today the 

hospital site is no longer thought of as a foreign country filled with frightening spiritual powers that cannot be trusted. Rather is has 

become a very important part of what life and health among this people group is all about.  

 Today, for this people group Christianity is not only “Telling Good news but also “Doing Good News.” The heart of this 

people group has been changed and is still being changed by the power of God. It happens day-by-day as God’s Spirit-directed Good 

News works its way through the personal and communal cultural onion layers of this people group to the glory of God and the good of 

many people. 
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11. Some questions to consider: 

a. God uses people in the Great Continuation of His Mission. As God moves with you and your congregation what 
ordered steps in engaging, relating and investigating are important now? 
 

 

b. What information and enlightenment needs to be shared? 
 

 

c. What Spirit of God inspired transformation, reorganization and Christian testifying should be anticipated, prayed 
for and promoted through word and deed? 
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