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  “It is not often that we find a comprehensive and down to earth book on the topic of tentmaking. Patrick Lai has done a great service to the global mission community by writing Tentmaking. As one reads the book, one will quickly find that this book is not crafted from a desk only. Rather it comes out of a personal and corporate experience of many tentmakers who have been actively practicing what he has written.”




  DAVID LEE TAI-WOONG, DIRECTOR OF GLOBAL MISSIONARY




  TRAINING CENTER, SEOUL




  “Patrick is no armchair theorist. Having watched him in action for nearly two decades, I am impressed with his abilities and expertise in tentmaking. His book is an excellent tool of practicality for anyone interested in serving the Lord through the professional, ‘secular’ route.”




  PHIL PARSHALL, SIM, PHILIPPINES




  “Finally a book on tentmaking in a pioneer context that causes us to ‘love God with our minds.’ No glittering generalities here. Patrick is one who has planted churches, started businesses, and now thoroughly researched those who are living overseas doing ministry via secular jobs. We must be grateful for both the demythologizing and for the practical guidance herein. Don’t go overseas without it!”




  GREG LIVINGSTON, DIRECTOR EMERITUS, FRONTIERS




  “Patrick and his wife are two of the most experienced and effective tentmakers today. This long-awaited book is the clearest and most comprehensive treatment of the subject to date. It will no doubt be a tremendously useful resource for tentmaking novices and veterans alike.”




  STEVE RUNDLE, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF BUSINESS AT BIOLA UNIVERSITY,




  CALIFORNIA AND CO-AUTHOR OF GREAT COMMISSION COMPANIES




  “Patrick Lai has done an outstanding job! The combination of his own successful tentmaking work, both as a businessman and church planter in the 10/40 Window, makes this book relevant and to the point. Patrick’s meticulous research, upon which much of the book is based, also gives added credibility to everything he says. Tentmaking is a ‘must read’ for all current and future tentmakers worldwide.”




  LARRY W. CALDWELL, DIRECTOR DOCTOR OF MISSOLOGY, PROGRAM DIRECTOR,




  ASIA GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY, MANILA




  “This book is the definitive work for contemporary tentmaking. Patrick Lai has composed a very extensive and highly-practical resource birthed from many years of personal experience and interviews from over 450 tentmakers serving in the 10/40 Window. The breadth and depth of Lai’s book makes it the most comprehensive piece of literature on the topic to date.”
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  Today, it became clear. Driving home from the office, I caught the movement of something out of the corner of my eye. It was the blowing of a blanket. It drew my attention. Three scrawny little boys were building a tent. In the steppes of Central Asia, this is not a shiny, nylon, Sears store-bought tent, but a “blankets and sheets borrowed from Mom” tent. The best kind. The children looked so cute, I stopped to watch. They saw me and waved. I waved back. The tent was tight and strong.




  “Wow! I used to do that,” I said to myself. Then it hit me. I am still doing that! I get to build any tent business I want, and it never stops. God’s grace, a talented wife, helpful friends, and this tent interest have enabled us to build several tentmaking businesses. The businesses have allowed us to employ wonderful, responsible, and fun-to-work with nationals and expatriates who, as one like-minded team, have been used by our Master to bring His good news to an unreached people group. Yes, there have been hard times, but we have lacked nothing. We have watched our children grow and move on. We have made dear friends who have helped us in our quest to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength.




  I wish to thank Jesus for the wonderful life He has given me. This book and all that I am and do is dedicated to Him. I wish to thank the many team members I have worked with over the years for your part in God’s transformation in my life. To my current co-workers, thank you for your patience, help, wisdom, and perseverance as we struggled to start businesses and plant the church. Thank you too for enabling me to have the time to finish this assignment. You are the best! I also wish to thank the hundreds who participated in the survey and interviews, which provided the data for my research. In addition, I want to thank the many unnamed others who helped edit this book. And finally, I wish to thank my wife of twenty-five years who continues to put up with my propensity to start and be consumed with projects such as this book. She is my keenest critic and biggest help. A Proverbs 31 woman is defined by the respect she brings her husband. She has brought me so much. Without her sacrifices and tireless help, nothing I have done in life would be accomplished. She truly is a God-given helper for me.




  I owe a debt of thanks to Phil and Julie Parshall for their challenges and guidance, forcing me to substantiate what is and is not effective in the areas of evangelism and church planting among those serving in the 10/40 Window. I also owe a huge debt of gratitude to Greg and Sally Livingstone, our mentors, who have kept us on task and guided us in ministry. It is my prayer that this book will encourage and assist in adequately equipping those going to or already serving in the 10/40 Window.




  As we move into our twenty-second year overseas, organizations we once begged for help are now contacting us for “how-to” information. We are thankful to our Master for our businesses, our team, and our lives, which He uses to transform us into His image. We keep three simple standards for our businesses: strive for quality, be profitable, and create witnessing opportunities for Christ. We know we are blessed to do what we do, and we know that if we keep doing the best work of which we are capable, we can always be as joyful as those little people building their remarkable blanket tents.




  PREFACE




  In 2 Samuel 18, we are told the story of Ahimaaz and the Cushite, messengers of General Joab. The Cushite fought in the battle. He had experienced first hand the results of close combat. In need of a messenger, Joab chose him to go and report what he had seen to King David. Ahimaaz was standing there when the Cushite was sent out. Ahimaaz wanted to run and take the good news to the King, too. As Joab’s assistant, Ahimaaz had not been in the battle, yet he felt a desire to share what he heard with the King. Not weary from the battle and knowing a short cut, Ahimaaz outran the Cushite. David was waiting at his headquarters for news of the battle. He wanted specific information about the battle and especially his son, Absalom. When Ahimaaz reported to King David, he did not know the details. He had not experienced the battle nor seen what happened. As a result of his second hand information, he was told to “stand aside” while the Cushite was ushered into the presence of the King. The Cushite had fought in the battle; he had accurate, first-hand information. Ahimaaz was eager to serve, but he did not share from his own life’s experiences.




  What little has been written on tentmaking has been given us largely by observers who have not fought in the battle. This book is a report from those who are still in the battle. It has been in formation for years, simply because there has been little free time for anything but fighting the battle.




  Antonia Van der Meer trains tentmakers at the Brazilian Evangelical Center for Missions. In a recent discussion about tentmaking, she asked me, “How can I give the answers, if I do not know the questions?” This book is written to both ask and answer the questions faced daily by soldiers fighting the battle in the 10/40 Window. A second book, which is in progress, will discuss issues tentmakers face in setting up and operating businesses among the least reached. Truly, each person’s journey with God is unique, yet the stories and experiences of others who have gone before may serve to direct us, as well as provide warnings about how to proceed.




  This book is written for missionaries, tentmakers, and Christians who are focused on reaching the unreached. The book is an accumulation of nearly thirty years of service to our Master, Jesus Christ. My wife and I have served as regular missionaries, as well as T-5 and T-3 tentmakers. We have started several businesses and schools and an NGO (Non-Governmental Organization). We have team members who worked as T-2 and T-4 tentmakers. I first started this book in 1989, after attending the Tentmaking Task Force of the Lausanne II Congress in Manila. As part of my doctoral studies on the effectiveness of tentmakers, I have visited and interviewed/surveyed 450 workers who are living, working, and ministering around the 10/40 Window. The data given here comes from my research.




  In this book, there are many practical stories and quotes given by real people, who are presently serving in the uttermost parts of the earth. When possible, I took notes, but some workers did not want me to write anything down. Consequently, my memory of events may differ occasionally from that of others, yet the best I can do is write the events as I recall them. For obvious reasons, most of the names have been changed, along with many of the locations. Names of real locations are often used simply for the sake of interest. The few real names which are given have been used with permission or are quotes from published sources. This book attempts to deal with the issues which separate tentmakers from more conventional missionaries (whom I refer to as “regular missionaries”) in their daily ministry, family life, and work. It provides a different viewpoint, sharing proven, workable alternatives to conventional missionary life.




  After reading hundreds of articles on ministry, missions, the marketplace, and work, I believe tentmaking is a subset of mission work. Thus, I have chosen to use the terms worker, missionary, and tentmaker interchangeably. The term tentmaker is used because of its historical and biblical implications.




  The working world knows that business is a broad term that reflects the many varied ways of making money. In this book, the term business is used in the broadest sense, incorporating any profit-making enterprise, such as schools, travel agencies, clinics, stores, restaurants, consulting firms, import-export, computer businesses, etc. Those businesses operated “not for profit,” like clinics, schools, and even some commercial businesses are referred to as NGOs. In many of the stories and examples I cite, my use of the term business has application for NGO workers as well.




  This book is designed to be a manual of the key issues today’s tentmakers face. There are so many stories, each of which would be helpful, but space requires me to select the most meaningful. Many of these stories are written in the first person by my friends or me. There is no pride intended, but like the Cushite, just an honest effort to report from the front lines, what we have experienced.




  Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump, bump, bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher Robin. It is, as far as he knows, the only way of coming down stairs, but sometimes he feels there really is another way, if only he could stop bumping for a moment and think of it.




  WINNIE THE POOH




  Intelligent people are always open to new ideas. In fact, they look for them.




  PROVERBS 18:15 LB




  chapter 1




  BREAKING BOXES




  What do you do when the Master has called you to preach, but having an unconventional style gets you barred from reaching the very people you are called to preach to? John Wesley faced this very problem. The leaders of his day felt biblical preaching should be done in a church behind a pulpit. Their limited view of doing outreach was based on their own experiences. They were living in a box, unable to see beyond what they already knew. John Wesley stepped outside of this box. Barred from his city’s pulpits, he bought a horse and rode out to the countryside where he began open air preaching. Wesley fulfilled his calling without worrying about the traditions and structures of the church. He did not live boxed in by the inhibitions of others. He did not allow the narrow mindedness of others to hinder his ministry of evangelism and church planting. He stepped out of the box, believing the Spirit of God could manifest Himself in unexplored ways, reaching beyond structured and controlled institutions and their liturgies. Wesley appreciated the church, but he did not have a need to reform it. He understood the limitations of traditional methods of outreach and climbed outside the box to reach the less reached. He focused his efforts and resources on implementing new strategies for reaching those who were beyond the reach of the gospel.




  Mission agencies now have over two hundred years of traditions, values, policies, and practices. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, mission organizations enjoyed the protection of western governments and the donations of wealthy western churches. Having been built on such a foundation, mission agencies are finding it hard to remodel themselves to fit today’s world. Many agencies embrace strategies and methods that contrast with those of the world around them. The ways of bringing missions and business together are difficult. A paradigm shift is needed. We must break out of our boxes.




  It is a waste of time and resources to train people to learn more and better things, when the context in which the learner thinks has not shifted. It is like trying to add ten new storeys to a building without making adjustments to the foundation. Shifting paradigms cannot be done simply via the imparting of knowledge. Presenting facts and telling stories may or may not help. If leaders are going to look at things differently, we must willingly choose to re-look at the same situation from a totally different point of view. Old foundations need to be put aside so new structures may be built. Revamping former strategies and methodologies will not work. “We need to wake up to the fact that we can not rely on the ‘tried and true’ because what was tried yesterday is no longer true today.”1 Mission organizations need to retool. We need to attempt new models of sending workers. Like John Wesley, we need to pray and think and then be ready to step outside the box.




  Jesus says, “Come follow me and I will make you fishers of men.”2 Jesus is still seeking fishers of men; some are to leave their nets, and others are to bring their nets with them. But how are we to reach those living in countries which restrict missionary access? How are we to evangelize neighborhoods and nearby classes of society that are still largely untouched by churches just around the corner?




  Encouraging changes are beginning to occur, both in churches and mission agencies. Some leaders are assessing the successes and failures of current tentmaker-missionaries. New insights are being gleaned from the lives of many scriptural heroes, like Abraham, Joseph, Daniel, Paul, Aquilla, and Priscilla. We are beginning to grasp the importance of holistic believers who go about their “business” while being agents of a much higher calling. We are being forced to recognize that the Great Commission does not end when missionary visas are withdrawn. We are accepting, even encouraging, new workers to take their nets with them.




  IT’S A NEW WORLD




  After World War II, there was a shift among the nations from colonialism to nationalism and independence. To demonstrate their newly gained freedom, many former colonies closed their doors to missionaries. As a result, some Christian leaders began to consider that the end of the era of sending missionaries was near. In the 1970s, such thinking was modified, with Ralph Winter drawing the attention of mission leaders to the priority of unreached peoples. But the question quickly arose, “How can missionaries serve in countries that do not grant missionary visas?” Churches and missions were told they needed to study the situation, to develop new strategies, and to pursue a higher order of performance. During the past thirty years, the discussions have evolved from “how to do tentmaking,” to the “ethics of tentmaking,” to the “biblical basis of tentmaking,” to the “historical basis of tentmaking,” to “evaluating the successes and failures of those who are doing tentmaking.” Though these foundational issues needed to be discussed, progress has been slow in convincing decision makers to change their positions. Only since the turn of the century have mission leaders begun to formulate creative tentmaking strategies.




  In reality, many leaders and missiologists are scarcely aware of the conceptual re-tooling needed for directing change on the mission field of the 21st century. In attempting to initiate changes, most mission organizations fail to realize that, though tentmakers are missionaries, the scope of their assignment creates problems and stresses which are unique and different from those experienced by regular missionaries. As a result, tentmakers who are teamed with regular missionaries often find they are unable to relate to one another. Though the tentmaker’s approach to solving problems and relieving stresses will in some ways parallel that of the regular missionary, the differences are significant and need to be addressed. Missiologists need to come to a point where we admit that long-held perspectives are inapplicable and irrelevant to a tentmaker’s life and work.




  We live in a new and unpredictable world. Governments, the marketplace, and life in general are changing at speeds never heard of before. The way of life and the values that were the norm in our grandparents’ childhood are in many ways completely out of date. Any resemblance between today and the 1950s is purely coincidental. Nonetheless, the Word of God is constant. We know that “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.”3 As Paul was a Jew to the Jews and a Greek to the Greeks, so we must adapt the delivery, not the content, of our message to the changing world around us. We have not played in this arena before. The rules are different. Everything is moving faster. What we need to know and how we need to act in order to win the world to Jesus has changed as well.




  TENTMAKING




  What is tentmaking? Tentmaking is often understood to refer to an economic factor: “a missionary being financially self-supporting.” A handful of missiologists stubbornly stress this narrow point of view, relating tentmaking to money. However, tentmaking is not about money; it is about God. Tentmaking is about a way of revealing God’s glory to the ends of the earth. Jesus makes it clear: “You cannot serve both God and Money . . . Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?”4 Tentmakers know that tentmaking is not about money, visas, entry strategies, or all the other issues missiologists love to debate. The objective of tentmaking is to put Jesus in front of those who have never had an opportunity to hear the truth about Him, or who have turned their backs on Him because of an encounter with some form of “Christian religion.” Tentmaking provides many advantages, but the most important aspect of tentmaking is giving the lost a good look, and often a first look, at who Jesus really is. Tentmaking is using daily-life strategies to tell people about Jesus. The models and methods vary, but the goal is to glorify Jesus among the unreached.




  When we stop and consider the world, we realize that money is the primary motivation behind most activities. Buying, selling, and creating material wealth—that’s where people are; that’s what they think about; that’s what they strive for. The world revolves around the marketplace. That is where people learn values and methods. That is where people function and gain satisfaction. It is crucial that we meet people in their comfort zones and impart godly values, methods, and satisfaction. People need to see the Christian life lived right before their eyes. Our faith in Jesus needs to be made real; it is to be lived where the people live. George MacLeod urges:




  “I simply argue that the cross must be raised again at the center of the marketplace as well as on the steeple of the church. I am recovering the claim that Christ was not crucified in a cathedral between two candles, but on a cross between two thieves; on the town garbage-heap; at a crossroad so cosmopolitan that they had to write His title in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek; at the kind of place where cynics talked smut, and thieves cursed, and soldiers gambled. Because that is where He died and that is what He died about, that is where the churchmen should be and what the churchmen should be about.”5




  Whether it is in New York or New Delhi, San Jose or Shanghai, we need to live out our faith in ways that are both understandable and genuine.




  As missiologists debated the tentmaking issues, a few thousand workers who could not wait while millions perished into a Christ-less eternity stepped out of the box. They picked up their nets and went without missionary visas into countries which restrict the spread of the gospel. This first wave of 20th century tentmakers worked primarily as professionals with multi-national corporations and as English teachers in local schools and universities. Some set up Non-Government Organizations (NGOs), which for all intents and purposes, operate like a mission organization providing social services without the Christian label. Others went as students. The successes and failures of these early pioneers were duly noted. Both sides of the argument had illustrations to prove their points for or against tentmaking. As more and more young people accepted this new approach, missiologists became more informed about the how to’s of tentmaking. In 1983, Frontiers, a new mission agency, was created for the purpose of facilitating the efforts of tentmakers in closed countries. Their willingness to think and live outside the box eventually led to the spawning of many similar missions and is bringing changes to the more established sending agencies.




  Change—it is all around us. Our Creator is a God of change. To thrive in the 21st century, we must love change—not just endure it, but love it. Globalization and the internet, along with the rise of fundamentalist branches of the world’s religions, have shaken many mission organizations, forcing them to look outside the box. This new viewpoint is leading more and more organizations to embrace entrepreneurial tentmaking as a legitimate strategy. Today, nearly every large mission organization has developed a tentmaking arm. Yet, as traditional missions cease their criticisms and embrace tentmaking, many still fail to grasp the fundamentals. The methods mission agencies use to recruit and train tentmakers and the way mission executives counsel and lead their tentmakers once they are out on the field shows little understanding of the differences tentmakers encounter in their daily life and work. My research reflects two divergent approaches mission agencies take toward tentmaking. The first is a paternalistic view, requiring tentmakers to live, work, and perform much as traditional missionaries do. The second is a hands-off approach, allowing tentmakers to write their own agenda with little, if any, care and accountability provided by the mission agency.




  Rather than add to the already challenging rhetoric, this book is a manual of key issues today’s tentmakers are facing, presenting both illustrations and practical suggestions for the re-examination of tentmaking life and work. I wish to encourage both leaders and workers to look beyond the box.




  SUMMARY




  If the church is to take the gospel to every tribe, nation, tongue and people group, it must step outside the box. Tentmakers are determined to build roads through or around the walls which have blocked the spread of cross-cultural discipleship and church planting in the least-reached corners of the world. If the church is to see new churches planted in hostile environments, it must break new ground and build new foundations. Business as usual won’t do. And that’s the point. Tentmaking is ministry outside the box AND business outside the box. We want to ask Christopher Robin to pause for a moment so that Edward Bear can consider other, perhaps better, options for descending the stairs.




  ACTION STEPS




  •      What boxes do you need to break out of?




  •      Are there any boxes your church needs to break out of?




  •      In what ways does Edward Bear’s problem relate to missions today?




  “Dad,” a polar-bear cub asked his father, “Am I 100 percent polar bear?” “Of course you are,” answered his father. “My parents are 100 percent polar bear which makes me 100 percent polar bear and your mother’s parents are all polar bear so she’s 100 percent polar bear. So that makes you 100 percent polar bear too. Why?” The cub replied, “Because Dad, I’m freezing.”




  We know that we all possess knowledge. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to know.




  1 CORINTHIANS 8:1-2




  chapter 2




  WHO AM I, ANYWAY?




  I hate being the bearer of bad news. I was in China visiting a dear friend, Karl. As requested, I had picked up his mail in Hong Kong to deliver to him. As he sat down to read the bundle, I left to scout out the area. I hadn’t made it to the stairwell when I heard shouting. I rushed back and opened the door find Karl standing there with a letter in his hand, half shouting, half questioning his roommate, “Who am I, anyway? What am I doing here? How do I explain to my church what I am doing here? Can you believe it? They do not want to fund a student!” Karl had just received a letter from his home church telling him they would no longer be supporting him, as it was the policy of the church not to support students while they pursued their education. The letter went on to state that once he finished his studies, the church would gladly consider supporting him again. Yes, Karl had become a student, studying for an MA in the music of the local people. However, music, though an interest, was hardly a priority for Karl. Unable to get a missionary visa, he became a student to obtain a legal residence that provided him natural opportunities among his focus people to build friendships and share his faith.




  TENTMAKING IN THE 10/40 WINDOW




  The status of tentmaking as a tool for world missions is not well grasped, even by the handful of missions-minded churches that helped make it popular. Few are aware of the practical implications involved with mission efforts into “creative access nations” (CANs). Yet, virtually all Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim countries fall into this category. It surprises many to learn that there are no churches or Christian nationals in or near half of the distinct language and cultural groups of the world. The Gospel’s initial presence must be established by expatriate missionaries who step across cultural barriers from places where the church is thriving and the Great Commission has been heeded. Particularly in the case of nations where missionary visas are not issued, other means must be employed to establish a witness—thus, the need for tentmakers.




  Estimates vary widely concerning the number of tentmakers in the world, all the way from ten thousand to a hundred thousand. Missiologists decline to even give a ball park guestimate of the number of tentmakers serving in the 10/40 Window. Because many tentmakers have very real security concerns, the actual number may never be known. But numbers are not as important as productivity. The effectiveness of tentmakers working in the 10/40 Window has been researched. We know that within the past decade tentmakers have gathered over two hundred fellowships of new believers, and started at least 157 new churches among the least-reached peoples of the world. Though not as effective in planting churches as regular missionaries, tentmakers have proven they are a valuable force and a good investment of church resources.




  WHAT IS A TENTMAKER?




  Tentmaking is not a new idea. It is as old as the Scriptures. There is no need to argue about it being a better or worse method of sending Christian missionaries than other approaches. Both regular missionaries and tentmakers are biblical models and are urgently needed if the task of world evangelization is to be completed. The extent of the unfinished task is enormous. Thanks to the research efforts of many, we now have a clear picture of what remains to be done to finish Christ’s task of evangelizing the world. The great number of workers required, the difficulty of financially supporting these workers, and the increasing amount of countries that restrict the entry of regular missionaries are three important reasons tentmakers are needed for completing the Great Commission. Until the name of Jesus is lifted up amongst all peoples, we must use every means possible to declare His glory among the unreached.




  Oswald Chambers said, “Looking for opportunities to serve God is impertinence; every time and all the time is our opportunity to serve God. God does not expect us to work for Him, but with Him.” Christians believe that “whatever anyone does in word or deed, it should all be done in the name of the Lord Jesus.”6 It is important to understand there is no dichotomy between work and ministry. Work and ministry are to be one. However, as an experienced tentmaker knows, there are times when I must defer going to the office so I can meet with Abdullah to study the Bible. I cannot be two places at once. Sometimes I can do evangelism or discipleship at work, but often I cannot. In this sense, work and ministry do conflict. Thus, in real life there are times when we must choose between our vocational work and our ministry outreach.




  In Acts 18, we read that Paul made tents. In all probability, he did this for one of two reasons. First, he sometimes worked to supplement his income so as not to burden those to whom he was ministering (1 Corinthians 9:12; 1 Thessalonians 2:9). Second, he worked to identify with people and make friendships through which he could share his faith (Acts 18:2–3). In considering tentmaking, it is important to evaluate one’s true motives for pursuing it. We need to honestly ask ourselves, “Is this God’s leading or my own desire?”




  The term tentmaker has it proponents and opponents. No term is perfect. The word may be misleading as it already has varying applications. But the word tentmaker is a biblical term, and it does point us in the right direction. First, it communicates that our vocation should be seen as a means of serving God. As I tell my employees and friends, “I am here because God told me to come here.” Second, it stresses the intentionality of my work choices. Tentmakers are missionaries. We are called, prepared, sent out by a church, and held accountable, just as any other missionary. I do not live and work in the 10/40 Window because I make a lot of money, but because there is so little witness here. Tentmakers are on God’s assignment and He has assigned us to be where we are.




  There are many missiological terms which express tentmaking. Possibly the other most commonly used term is bi-vocational worker. This emphasizes the point that tentmakers are “professional missionaries” fulfilling two callings. We are career business people and career missionaries. Yet the term does not reflect the cross-cultural component of tentmaking. The Koreans coined the term bussionaries, combining the words business and missionary, but it has not caught on anywhere else. Most Christians wrongly perceive all tentmakers to be fully self-supported, cross-cultural workers. We know the Apostle Paul received some support from churches (2 Corinthians 11:8 and Philippians 4:15), so limiting the term to being fully self-supported is unnecessarily narrow, if not divisive.




  In her book, From Jerusalem To Irian Jaya, Ruth Tucker shares the stories of ninety-nine influential missionaries who contributed to the development and spread of the church and world missions. Tucker documents that twenty-three of these workers were tentmakers. Thus, nearly one quarter of the key missionary leaders in history were tentmakers. For example, William Carey, the founder of the modern missions movement, was both a cobbler and a factory manager. Hudson Taylor, the founder of the China Inland Mission (today’s Overseas Missionary Fellowship), was a medical doctor. These early tentmakers were often sent to unreached areas to initiate missionary work and plant churches. In an effort to win the trust of officials and the hearts of the people, these pioneer workers would serve the physical needs of people to gain an opportunity to meet their spiritual needs. Their evangelistic efforts were often promoted by the healing and education offered in their hospitals or schools. The strategy worked well, but today some countries are even restricting the entry of medical people for fear they are undercover missionaries. Today’s tentmaker may not be as easily identified. Some are not openly related to any missionary institution and do not live and act as regular missionaries. Rather, they have entered a country as professionals—teachers, businessmen, engineers, social workers, etc.—all secular professions. None of these suggest an obvious connection with missionary work.




  TENTMAKING TERMS




  In coming to terms with tentmaking, it is important to understand what tentmaking is. The word tentmaking is related to Paul’s work. The Apostle Paul is most frequently upheld as the biblical model of tentmaking. Acts 18 tells us that the Apostle Paul and his friends, Aquilla and Priscilla, were tentmakers. They made tents while doing missionary work in Corinth. During the week, they could be found in the central marketplace making tents, trading, and interacting with the people of the area. But on Saturdays they closed shop to spend time in the synagogue, striving to convince both Jews and Greeks that Jesus was the Christ. Paul, Aquilla, and Priscilla were tentmakers by trade, but missionaries by calling. Like a regular missionary, Paul was sent out by his home church (Acts 13:3) and reported back to them (Acts 15:4; 21:17). During his travels, he was identified as both a religious worker and a tentmaker businessman (Acts 16:17; 18:3). He received personal income from both churches and his business (2 Corinthians 11: 8; 1 Corinthians 9:6, 12). Calling, identity, source of income, and having a measurable ministry are each part of defining a tentmaker. One mission leader told me, “The Muslim world requires the finest type of missionary to bear witness to them. We desire the best people and the best training for those who work with Muslims. Where does tentmaking fit into all this? Simple—there are few or no Muslim countries today that grant missionary visas. Tentmaking is a means of getting into these countries.” Serving where access is difficult, providing a legal, long-term entry strategy, intentionality and preparation are all important factors in defining a tentmaker.




  MISSIOLOGISTS’ DEFINITIONS




  Greg Livingstone, the director emeritus of Frontiers, suggests there are three types of tentmakers: job takers, job makers, and job fakers. Job takers work for national or international companies. As these tentmakers hold jobs that nationals might have had, they are viewed as workers who take jobs. Job makers are workers who set up their own businesses, offer social services for nationals, or open schools. All of these strategies may employ nationals or enhance educational opportunities for nationals, thus creating new jobs. Job fakers find some legal way to get a resident visa that keeps them free enough to be fully involved in proclamation and discipleship of new believers. Job fakers, like regular missionaries, are supported by their home churches. Livingstone’s nomenclature is descriptive and easy to remember, but it fails to cover several key concerns.




  Ed Van Baak, missions director of the Dutch Reformed Church, gives the most common definition of a tentmaker when he writes, “A tentmaker is a missionary in terms of commitment, but is fully self-supporting.” Don Hamilton, in his book Tentmakers Speak, defines a tentmaker as “a Christian who works in a cross-cultural situation, is recognized by members of the host culture as something other than a religious professional, and yet, in terms of his or her commitment, calling, motivation, and training, is a missionary in every way.” (italics mine) Each of these definitions is helpful, but still inadequate. For example, the Apostle Paul would not qualify as a tentmaker according to these definitions. In several places in Scripture, Paul is recognized as a religious worker (Acts 14:11,15; 16:17; 17:18). Paul also received some support from churches (2 Corinthians 11:7–9; Philippians 4:15).




  Richard Chia puts forward one of the more concise definitions befitting those working in restricted access nations. He sees a tentmaker as, “One who has a calling for full-time missionary service but is unable to enter a country of choice because of restrictions. One whose primary purpose is to do full-time missionary work but because of restrictions has to modify his mode of service.” Ruth Siemens adds clarity to our understanding in pointing out that “tentmaking cannot be equated with lay ministry because it is a missionary mode, a missions strategy. But some of Paul’s principles are equally applicable to lay ministry.”




  I was attending a local church mission conference in Singapore. The speaker was a well-known mission director of one of the largest “faith” missions. During a question and answer session, he responded sharply to a question about tentmaking, saying, “Tentmakers are not missionaries. . . . Paul is the only example of tentmaking in the New Testament.” That evening, this same speaker, as he was preaching from the book of Acts stated, “Paul was the greatest missionary who ever lived.” Are tentmakers missionaries or not? It seems tentmakers have an identity crisis. It is no wonder we find workers around the world throwing up their hands and shouting, “Who am I, anyway?”




  CONSIDERATIONS AFFECTING THE DEFINITION OF A TENTMAKER




  There are a number of factors to consider when defining a tentmaker. Some of these factors are obvious, some more complex. In discussing the various roles and types of tentmakers, the Tentmaking Task Force of the Lausanne II Congress outlined nine considerations which affect the definition of a tentmaker. They are:




  1.    Called to minister




  2.    Religious ministry




  3.    Secular identity




  4.    Intentionality




  5.    Training




  6.    Cross-cultural




  7.    Closed country—RAN, CAN




  8.    Resident visa




  9.    Source of salary




  Called to Minister




  William Carey, the father of the modern missionary movement, was a tentmaker. When the British East India Company would not allow Carey to work as a missionary, he took employment in a location outside of their control. When he or his co-workers’ funds ran low, he found employment to supplement their needs. During his career in India, Carey worked as a translator, cobbler, factory manager, educator, and journalist. Even so, Carey had a very productive ministry. In addition to planting a church, he translated portions of the Bible into more than forty languages. He founded both a college and a daily newspaper. He said, “My business is to witness for Christ, I make shoes just to pay my expenses.”




  All tentmakers have a calling to minister for Jesus. Work is ministry; ministry is work. To separate our work from our ministry is to separate who we are. As ambassadors of Jesus Christ, our primary desire is to please Him and fulfill His purposes for our lives. Like Carey, we do whatever it takes to get the gospel out among the people. Our motivation for going overseas is to be witnesses for Christ. We are living abroad in obedience to His calling.




  Many people struggle with the word calling. How do I know I have been called? What is a calling? In the book of Acts, we find four types of callings. The first example is found in Acts 10:3–16 and again in 16:9. In both places, the Lord uses a vision or a dream to direct or call His servant. Second, in Acts 13:1–4 God speaks directly to the church leaders to appoint Paul and Barnabas to go forth with His message. Third, in Acts 15:40 we read that the missionary Paul “chose Silas.” Silas’ calling was nothing other than Paul recognizing a man with gifts that were needed on his team and Paul extending an invitation to join him. Fourth, Acts 18:27 says, “Apollos wanted to go to Achaia” and “the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome him.” You could say Apollos had a burden for the people of Achaia.




  A dream or vision, being singled out by church leaders, being invited by a missionary worker, or having a burden for a group of people, are all biblical examples of ways God calls people. It is important to note that though callings are initiated differently, the local church is involved with each. It is God’s plan to use the local church to confirm His guidance and ensure accountability in the life of each worker. This measure of accountability keeps some of us from running off with our hearts aimed at the ends of the earth and our heads in the clouds. Tentmakers have a calling to ministry.




  Religious Ministry




  I first met Bill when he passed through our city. We had lunch together. He was sharp, young, Navigator trained; I was impressed. He soon found a job in a nearby country teaching English. The next year when I was in his area on business, I decided to visit him. When I arrived at his home, he was in class, teaching. Knowing the local language, I struck up a conversation with his neighbor, Mr. Ahmad. Ahmad told me he had known Bill for nearly a year. I asked Ahmad what he thought of Bill. He replied, “Bill’s a wonderful guy. He helps me with my garden, brings my children toys when he comes back from trips, he is very polite and kind, and an excellent neighbor.” I asked Ahmad if there was anything else he knew about Bill. When he replied, “No,” I pressed, “Do you know Bill is a Christian?” He replied, “Well, all Americans are Christians.” Later, I asked Bill, “Have you ever shared the gospel with Ahmad?” “No,” was Bill’s reply, “I am here to be a light for the gospel. I don’t want to tell people about my faith unless they ask; otherwise, I might jeopardize my visa.”




  Bill is not tentmaking. Tentmakers are involved in ministry. Whether we are doing medical work, helping the poor, or running computers, tentmakers have a duty to give glory to our Father in heaven. If God is not receiving the credit, then no ministry is taking place. As the Apostle Paul put it, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!”7




  This is not to say that verbal witnessing is the only way to witness. Clearly, there are many ways to communicate an idea. Words are just one way. Our message is founded in our lives. Our words and our actions reflect who we are, for in truth, we are the message. When we limit Christ’s message to spoken words or actions, we are not only limiting what He might do through us, but we are handicapping our efforts to witness for Him. However, I know several supposed tentmakers who after serving overseas, confessed that due to fears of persecution, they never shared the gospel with anyone. They did not even tell people they were Christians. We are to place God’s light on a stand, not under a bowl. Tentmakers are intentional about their religious ministry. As ambassadors, we are to both represent and speak out for our King.




  Secular Identity




  When I first went overseas, I worked with a large faith mission. I was assigned to a local Baptist church in an open country where my wife and I trained leaders and did evangelism. Though my education and background was in business, I never called myself a tentmaker. Why? Because I was a missionary. My visa said I was a missionary; the church I served and even my non-Christian neighbors called me a missionary. The primary difference between a missionary and a tentmaker is having a secular job. Many times these jobs are in fact, faker jobs. Some workers create companies or find positions with a company in order to gain access into a country. However, they do not actually work for or receive payment from the company. These tentmakers obtain a secular identity but are basically living and functioning as missionaries. Whether employed in a paid or unpaid position, serving in an NGO, or otherwise working for a company, tentmakers are not identified in their host community as missionaries.




  Intentionality




  Brian felt God’s leading to work among the Berbers of North Africa. He had a university degree in electrical engineering. He heard that the British Council English School in Melilla was looking for English teachers. He immediately enrolled in a five-week Teaching English as a Second Language course, and he also applied for the job. Upon receiving his TESL certificate, Brian was hired to teach English. Brian is an example of how intentionality works; he set aside his training to get a job among the people the Lord wanted him to serve. Tentmakers are intentional about their life and work. We set goals which will bring glory to God. Most tentmakers set long-range objectives such as evangelism and church planting, before heading overseas. Setting goals and asking someone to hold us accountable keeps us focused in the midst of many distractions and aids us in keeping our priorities right. Whatever we do, wherever we are, tentmakers intend to be, first and foremost, witnesses to the glory of God.




  Training




  To the uninformed, spring training in baseball is a little odd. It is a period when, in addition to getting into shape to play after the winter layoff, teams spend a huge amount of time going through drills that stress the basics. It is curious that these men who have been playing baseball passionately since they were little boys and are now highly paid professionals would need to spend weeks reviewing the basics. However, a closer look reveals it is not that they do not know what to do; rather it is a matter of being able to perform these basic skills without hesitation or error when the pressure is on. The drills are designed to reinforce good habits until the players’ actions become natural reflexes. Coaches use diagrams, videos, repetitive drills, chalk talks, and games: as many methods as possible to make the point—practice makes perfect.




  As tentmakers, we need to train and retrain. Like spring training, our desire should be to drill the basic values and practices into our thoughts and actions until they become natural habits. This takes more than classroom lectures and reading a few books. We need to practice and participate in both ministry and job situations before moving overseas. We need to master the basics in preparation for becoming champions, not of a game, but of life itself. Leroy Eims of the Navigators once told me, “If the Lord told me to do a job and that I had three years to live to do it, I would invest two years preparing and one year doing it.”




  Some tentmakers think that as they are not regular missionaries, they may go to the field with little or no training. They believe they can witness at work overseas in the same fashion they do at home. However, though many similarities exist, there are many important differences, too. Moreover, career missionaries usually have a good support system on the field, whereas many tentmakers have to depend on their own resources. It is essential that tentmakers receive both adequate and appropriate training before going abroad.




  Tentmakers are both fully missionary and fully business people. Thus, we must be trained in our job skill and again as regular missionaries. Studying adequately and gaining practical experience can sometimes take years. Ted Yamamori states training objectives well:




  “These ambassadors must be:




  1.    physically, emotionally, and spiritually self-reliant;




  2.    adaptable;




  3.    biblically literate;




  4.    alert to the emerging mission context;




  5.    trained in meeting needs vital to the people group they seek to penetrate;




  6.    trained in long-term and low-profile evangelistic skills;




  7.    equipped with broad new strategic thinking; and prepared with a special strategy for responding to opportunities presented by need.”8




  It is not uncommon for tentmakers to invest four to six years in preparation after graduating from university. Wise tentmakers invest the time and effort to be adequately equipped for every good work.




  Cross-Cultural




  Jack has been serving as a pastor in the church he grew up in, but as funds are low, he also works as an assistant manager of a local Burger King. Although Jack is called to ministry, has a secular job, is intentional about sharing his faith at work, and has been trained to do ministry, he is not a tentmaker. Why not? Webster defines a missionary as “a person sent out by his church to preach, teach and proselytize, as in a foreign country.” Tentmakers are missionaries whose assignments prevent them from being identified as such, and by definition, a missionary is one who serves in a foreign country.




  The growth of lay ministries is exciting. Around the world, God is taking His presence into the marketplace. However, marketplace ministry is not tentmaking unless it is done cross-culturally. Stephen Neil once observed that “when everything is mission, nothing is mission.” Similarly, if we call every expatriate Christian worker who lives abroad a tentmaker, we muddy, rather than clarify, our understanding of tentmaking and harm the potential possibilities of churches and missions cooperating to assist and send aspiring tentmakers.




  If we hold to the premise that apostolic mission is evangelism, discipleship, and church planting among those who are not being ministered to by a church, then our intent is cross-cultural ministry. For the church to reach out where there are no believers requires a worker to cross over into another culture. The missionary/tentmaker may carry the same passport as the people he is seeking to reach, but he must be cross-cultural, meaning he comes from another segment of society (usually another ethnic group) and possibly a different socio-economic level. Therefore, a way must be found to cross cultural barriers and become a trusted significant-other—an insider—who can present the gospel in understandable ways.




  Every people group in the world today where a church exists was at one time the recipient of foreign or cross-cultural workers. Rick Love, the international director of Frontiers, said, “The peoples of the world without a church still need, first of all, apostles—someone who is going to start the church where it does not exist.” Tentmakers are workers who have entered another culture and are serving the Lord among a people group other than their own.




  Closed Country—CAN, RAN




  Over 80 percent of unreached peoples, those people groups without a church, are living in countries that do not grant missionary visas. Yes, there are tentmakers in many countries, including Korea, Kenya, and Brazil, which have robust churches and are becoming major sending countries in their own right. However, our priority is to work where there is no church. Paul made it clear when he wrote, “It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would not be building on someone else’s foundation.” The research shows that regular missionaries are more effective in evangelism, discipleship, and church planting, so where visas are granted for missionary work, this option should be seriously considered. Yes, the Master will lead some tentmakers to serve in reached areas. As tentmakers, we often have access to people who would never come near a church or Christian worker. We also have an identity and business network which leads us into natural relationships for sharing our faith. Nonetheless, we wish to keep our focus on bringing the gospel to the whole world.




  In many countries that restrict missionary visas, the unreached people groups live under the watchful eye of governments that are openly hostile to the gospel. Often the country has a national religion to which the people are expected to adhere. These governments see no reason to encourage defection from Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and others. Some governments, wanting to appease the clergy and fundamental sects, will take overt actions to prevent people from becoming Christians. For example, more Muslim countries are seeking to install portions of shari’ah law into their legal code—if not adopt it altogether. However, countries that are closed to regular missionaries are still open for business. These countries require some creativity to enter, stay, and share the gospel. We often refer to these countries as creative access nations, or CANs. Countries which restrict missionary visas are also referred to as restricted access nations, or RANs. The terms have the same meaning and are interchangeable.




  Mission work in such places is risky business, but it is still biblical business. George Verwer, the founder of Operation Mobilization, has said, “There are no closed countries as long as you are willing to not leave once you get in.” If regular missionaries cannot get into a country to do the Lord’s work, then tentmakers must. There are workers in every 10/40 Window country of the world. If we think and are willing to act outside the box, there are no closed doors. Where the church already exists among a people group, missionaries are more effective workers. Tentmakers are best suited for serving where regular missionaries cannot.




  Resident Visa




  Lee, a Singaporean, lives at home but travels regularly to nearby CANs to do both business and ministry. However, he is not a tentmaker since he does not reside with the people he is seeking to reach.




  Non-residential missionaries (NRMs) are not tentmakers either, for two reasons. One, most NRMs being non-residential, live outside their area of ministry. Two, NRMs have their own special identity and service, thus they do not need another defining term.




  The two best points of contact for making friends and sharing the gospel are in the work place and among our neighbors. Tentmakers find creative avenues to reside in the country and live among the people they are trying to reach.




  Source of Salary




  The Lausanne Tentmaking Task Force failed in its assignment to define what a tentmaker is, as the committee could not agree on the tentmaker’s source of salary. The divisive issue is, “Must tentmakers be fully self-supporting?” Or may they be partially supported by churches? Or may they be fully supported by churches and simply have a non-missionary identity?




  I remember the first time I went to a 31 Flavors Ice Cream store in Singapore. I was with a close college buddy who I had discipled and not seen for several years. I ordered a double scoop Rocky Road (my favorite) and paid the attendant. After I had paid and started to walk away, my friend told the attendant that I did not live there and was his guest. Without saying another word, the attendant promptly dug my money out of the cash register and placed it on the counter for me to take back. My friend then paid for me.




  The Apostle Paul did not wish to be a burden to the people he was sent to witness to. The custom in Paul’s day, which still holds true in Asia today, is for the host to pay all the expenses of the guest. This is all the more important if the guest is a teacher or a leader. Paul broke with tradition when he would not allow the churches he was serving to financially support him. He did not have a problem accepting financial assistance from his sending churches. Rather, he wanted it to be clear to those he was proclaiming the good news that his motive for evangelism and church planting was not to make a living. Paul took pains to have a clear conscience before God and men (Acts 24:16).




  Many people think tentmakers do their job or work first and then minister on the side. This is true of some tentmakers, but not most. Over 80 percent of all workers ministering in the 10/40 Window have a tentmaker job and/or identity. Yet, most of us (94 percent) receive some income from churches or friends. This income enables us to limit the number of hours we are involved in business and provides time for language and cultural studies. Money was not an issue for Paul. God supplied his needs, sometimes through churches and friends and sometimes from the income he earned through making and repairing tents. Paul’s primary desire was to preach the gospel. It was inconsequential to Paul whether his source of income was from his sending churches or his tentmaking business.




  Tentmakers, as missionaries, are called to minister the gospel of Jesus cross-culturally. Tentmakers are intentional in serving God. To that end, tentmakers pursue appropriate training, which equips them for a measurable religious ministry while living among the people they are called to reach. Tentmakers have a non-missionary identity. Some tentmakers are supported wholly by their job, while others receive support from churches and Christian friends.




  FIVE TYPES OF TENTMAKERS




  When you meet someone, one of the first questions you ask is, “What do you do?” or “Where do you work?” It is from a person’s role in the community that we begin to understand them and formulate opinions of who they really are. It is the same with our biblical heroes. We learn about the lives and faith of Isaac and Jacob, the shepherds; Joseph, David, Solomon, and Daniel, the government officials; Amos, the herdsman; and Nehemiah, the city developer. The majority of Jesus’ disciples were fisherman, with a tax collector thrown in to keep the books. I asked a dozen Christians, “Did Jesus and Paul have a job?” and “What did they do?” All answered the same, “Yes, Jesus was a carpenter, and Paul was a tentmaker.” The men we revere as the fathers of the faith were known by their contemporaries for their livelihoods, even as we are known today.




  In seeking to grasp the scope of tentmaking, I surveyed or interviewed 450 tentmakers and regular missionaries serving in the 10/40 Window. Taking the basic characteristics of the tentmakers and breaking them down into categories, I discovered common denominators of five common groupings. People like clear-cut definitions. However, these are categories, not definitions. The intention of these categories is to help workers more readily explain their calling, role, and ministry.




  T-1




  Len was a deacon in the First Baptist Church of Podunk, USA. He had worked for American Express for eight years and then was asked to transfer to their office in Bangalore. Intrigued at the thought of living overseas (and the extra benefits he would receive), he moved his family to India. Soon after arriving, Len was surrounded by both Hindu and Muslim co-workers. Back home, Len loved to share about Jesus. However, at the office, his boss often hindered him from witnessing. Now he was the head of the office. Many of his employees wanted to improve their English. Not wishing his employees to convert for the sake of their jobs, he invited a missionary working in the city to come and teach them English classes in the evenings. He encouraged this Christian worker to share his faith boldly. Several employees came to know Christ through this ministry. Len assisted the missionary in discipling two of the men. Though he went overseas in obedience to his company, Len saw this as an opportunity to bless the Lord and made the most of it.




  T-1 tentmakers are Christians who are employed abroad in the course of their careers without any initial commitment to cross-cultural evangelism or church planting. Most T-1 tentmakers are hired by a company in their home country to do a job they are uniquely qualified for in another country. The company pays a salary and often provides numerous other benefits to entice the employee to work overseas. T-1 tentmakers are sincere Christians who are active witnesses for the Lord at home, as well as abroad. However, they are overseas because they have been sent there by their company, not out of any special calling. In other words, their primary motivation for being overseas is their job, not to be a witness. Usually T-1s have no full-time ministry experience and have not thought through how they will witness, disciple, or plant a church in their new country. T-1s take things as they come. They may work forty to eighty-four hours a week and minister as opportunities arise. In other words, their life and outreach is much the same as it is in their home country. There is no evidence of T-1 tentmakers having planted a church, though several have been used to win people to Christ and disciple secret believers. T-1s have assisted other tentmakers in finding jobs and in setting up and gaining government approval for the establishment of other tentmaking businesses or NGOs. T-1s rarely learn the local language. They perform their job and ministry in English or their native language.




  The U.S. Bureau of Consular Affairs estimates there are over 320,000 Americans living in the 10/40 Window. According to a Gallup survey, approximately one-third of American citizens are committed Christians. If one-third of America is evangelical Christian, that represents a potential 100,000 or more workers among the portion of Americans already living in the 10/40 Window! Consider the Philippines. The Philippine Mission Association estimates that there are over one million evangelical Filipinos working in the Middle East. These are also potential tentmakers who could be mobilized for an effective evangelistic role while working abroad.




  Though a harsh example, Onesimus is a New Testament example of a T-1 tentmaker. Onesimus was a runaway slave who went to Rome; there he met Paul, converted and became “very useful” to Paul (Philemon 11).




  There are several advantages to being a T-1 tentmaker. T-1s normally live a very comfortable life, giving them access to influential people, both in the business community and in the government. As leaders within their businesses, they have both the authority and opportunity to make decisions that may open a door for their employees to hear the gospel. T-1s are self-supporting. Most are well paid, having enough discretionary income to hire servants who do many of their daily chores. Though they may work more hours for their company, their house-help grants them the time for following up with nationals who are interested in the gospel. T-1s are all but untraceable statistically since they do not belong to any sending body or mission agency. The T-1 does not need to return home at regular intervals to secure funds or report to churches. T-1s are believed to be the least common category of tentmaking; just over 1 percent of the workers surveyed are T-1s.




  The T-2 tentmaker is different in that a T-2 does have a calling from the Lord to reach out to a specific people. In addition, T-2 tentmakers are distinguished from T-1s by their evangelistic motivation, their intentionality, and their training. Knowing the country is closed to missionaries; T-2s seek out training that qualifies them to work for a foreign or national firm. Often, the needs of their selected country or the opportunities for work there will determine what type of training the T-2 completes. These focused workers then apply for positions that will permit them to reside long-term in the country. For a T-2, a job is taken primarily to facilitate residing in the country in order to minister. In their hearts and minds, ministry comes first, the job second. Many T-2s also have some practical ministry experience and cross-cultural skills. T-2 tentmakers have a plan for evangelizing and discipling nationals and often have church planting goals. T-2s are usually connected with a mission sending-agency for emotional support and guidance. T-2s are fully supported by their job. Normally, their secular work requires more than forty hours a week, leaving little time for ministry outside the work place.




  Most T-2s work for non-Christians, so witnessing may be restricted at the office. In addition, most T-2s do not learn the local language well. Sometimes their jobs provide unique access to nationals, which leads to natural witnessing opportunities. However, often their jobs provide somewhat limited access to nationals.




  T-1 and T-2 tentmakers serve without cost to the church. By sending T-1 or T-2 tentmakers, churches can multiply their missionary efforts with little increase to their budgets, reserving limited funds for other strategic purposes. The financial needs of the workers are met through secular, salaried positions, or their own businesses. Yet they are in full-time service for the Lord. They tactfully do evangelism and make disciples in the work place.




  Aquila and Priscilla were T-2 tentmakers. They made tents with Paul in Corinth and helped him start that congregation (Acts 18:2–4). Having been discipled by Paul, they moved from Corinth to Ephesus, where they started a church in their house and discipled Apollos (Acts 18:19–28). From there, they moved to Rome and started another church in their home (Romans 16:3–5). Aquila and Priscilla made their living by making tents. There is no indication in Scripture that they received financial support from other believers. They were real makers of tents and they also planted at least two house churches in unreached areas.




  There are several advantages to being a T-2 tentmaker. Their jobs create natural relationships for sharing their faith. T-2s, like T-1s, do not need to raise support, saving them the time and energy of having to traverse the home country finding donors. This also eliminates the need for regular home assignments to maintain support. T-2s have been relatively good at evangelism, and at least one T-2 worker has planted a church. Roughly 5 percent of those surveyed are T-2 tentmakers.




  T-3




  T-3 tentmakers differ in that a part of their income, or in some cases, all of their income, is derived from churches or friends back home. T-3s usually have control of their time, meaning they own their own businesses or work only part-time jobs. As a result, when ministry opportunities arise outside the work place, they usually have the flexibility to attend. Being one’s own boss or limiting their working hours gives the T-3 more discretionary time for language learning and accomplishing other ministry related tasks. T-3s also have a strategy for evangelizing, discipling, and church planting. They have developed a professional skill desired by their chosen country, which gives them long-term access to reside in that country. T-3s are nearly always associated with a mission agency or a team of like-minded workers. Most T-3s commit to working with a team before they go overseas, though a few make such a commitment after arriving on the field. Many T-3s are part of a team that started and operates its own business. Whereas T-1s and T-2s will invest most of their time in working at their secular jobs to earn a living, T-3s view their jobs as a vehicle to enter the country, a way for reaching out to people, and a means of financial support. A T-3’s job is not as demanding and often not full time. Obviously, this affects their pay. As a result, T-3s may supplement their income by raising support, as would a regular missionary. On one side of the ocean, T-3s are perceived as businessmen or teachers, et al. while back home they are considered to be missionaries. Having a dual identity has its advantages and disadvantages.




  The Apostle Paul is an example of a T-3 tentmaker. He made tents so as not to burden others and to provide some income. Paul did not wish to appear to have dual motives in planting churches. He wanted to identify with others as well. On each of the three missionary journeys he made, he practiced his trade, but also spent concentrated times in the synagogue or house churches, ministering the gospel (1 Corinthians 9:6; Acts 18:3, 20:34 and Acts 14:1; 18:4; 21:8).




  There are many advantages to being a T-3 tentmaker. The T-3 category provides a long-term entry strategy into a closed country, while giving the flexibility to invest time in non-work-related endeavors. Doors to individuals which are opened via the work place may easily be followed up after working hours. Having control of your time and support from churches at home reduces the pressure to earn money. Most T-3 tentmakers learn the local language well. Over 35 percent of the workers surveyed are T-3 tentmakers. Both T-3 and T-4 tentmakers proved to be more effective in evangelism and church planting than T-1, T-2, or T-5 tentmakers.




  T-4




  The T-4 tentmaker is not a tentmaker in the sense of working for a company; however, they are not regular missionaries either. Most T-4s work in NGOs (Non-Government Organizations). T-4 tentmakers have a non-missionary identity and are actively working in the community in a job consistent with their identity. This category includes social or health workers, medical personnel, teachers, agronomists, engineers, and others serving through an NGO, volunteer, or non-profit organization. This category also includes students and retirees who are serving full time in flexible capacities. In many ways, T-4s are ministering as regular missionaries but are known as something other than a missionary to the host people. Most T-4s have received training in both missiology and the skill or job they are using to serve the people. The T-4 entry strategy is very popular and effective for reaching into poor communities and underdeveloped countries. Like T-3s, T-4s are often connected to a mission organization through which they raise financial support and receive guidance. T-4 workers may be paid by the NGO or supported by churches back home; their source of income is not a factor. T-4s have clear ministry objectives.




  The Apostle Peter is an example of a T-4 tentmaker. In today’s world, Peter probably would be an NGO worker—healing the sick, helping the oppressed, and winning the lost. Peter was a witness for Jesus wherever he went and whatever he did.




  There are several important advantages to being a T-4. To begin with, workers who serve in relief and development ministries are helping to meet the physical, educational, and material needs of people. Meeting the needs of people is an obligation of all Christians. By meeting physical needs, the individuals helped along with their community often become open to hearing our suggestions concerning their spiritual needs as well. T-4 jobs are often provided the flexibility needed to change their daily schedule.




  The research shows T-3s and T-4s to be the most effective evangelists and church planters. T-4 tentmakers also learn the language best. For all intents and purposes, T-4s live and work as missionaries, but with a non-missionary identity. Approximately 30 percent of those surveyed are T-4 tentmakers.




  T-5




  The T-5 tentmaker is really a regular missionary, not a tentmaker. However, because the country they are ministering in does not grant missionary visas, T-5s have non-missionary or religious-professional identities. T-5s may have a job with a business, but by prior agreement do little or no work for the company. Some T-5s create cover or shell companies to enable them to reside in the country. The company, whether functioning or not, provides a cover visa by which the T-5 may enter and reside in the country. T-5s ordinarily raise their salary support like a regular missionary. They usually have theological and missiological training but little secular job training. T-5s are usually connected to a mission-sending organization and have clear ministry objectives.




  T-5 tentmakers need to closely evaluate relationships with government officials. T-5s normally do not want officials to know much about what they are doing. Once T-5s have gathered a group of believers, it is likely the religious or government authorities will investigate them. Thus, a T-5 strategy tends not to be a good long-term model but is more effective as a stepping stone to setting up a more established NGO or business. The T-5 strategy is good for doing evangelism but is not as good a model for discipling or gathering believers.




  One of the advantages of being a T-5 tentmaker is the ease of entering a new country. Visas may be acquired quickly by setting up a representative office or a shell company. T-5 tentmakers are able to function as full-time missionaries but with a credible non-missionary identity. The platform they establish facilitates a God-given ministry and provides an identity acceptable to both local authorities and religious leaders. T-5s have greater flexibility and freedom to minister as they feel led. Just over 5 percent of those surveyed are T-5 workers.




  SUMMARY




  Using the T-1, T-2, T-3, T-4, T-5 tentmaker categories resolves many of the questions and problems in understanding who we are. Each strategy has various advantages and disadvantages. I am not proposing that one is better than the other or more spiritual than the other. God may lead some people into one role and others to another. Some workers may be more comfortable in one role than another. Whatever our calling or backgrounds, every person can fill a need and have a place. These categories are tools to help us realize our identity and find our place of service.




  DEFINING QUALITIES OF THE FIVE TENTMAKER CATEGORIES




  [image: image]




  ACTION STEPS




  •    Why do tentmakers have an identity crisis?




  •    What are four examples of how God calls people into cross-cultural work?




  •    What criteria are important in defining a tentmaker?




  •    Describe the five types of tentmakers.




  •    Name one person currently on the field who you know who fits each type of tentmaker.




  •    Of the five types of tentmakers, which category do you feel most drawn to?




  •    Explain the difference between a tentmaker, NRM, and traditional missionary.




  “The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the level of thinking we were at when we created them.”




  ALBERT EINSTEIN




  Wisdom is more precious than rubies; nothing you desire can compare with her.




  PROVERBS 3:15 LB




  chapter 3




  PROS AND CONS OF SETTING UP A TENT




  As a young Christian, long before the unreached were called “the unreached,” I had a burden to win the lost, and the more lost the better. This burden led me to join a mission agency in preparation to go to China. In the early 1980s, China was still closed to most foreigners, Christian or non-Christian, so my wife and I moved to Hong Kong, seeing that as a stepping stone into an unreached China. As China began to open, we were encouraged to find many thriving house-churches throughout the country; even many of the Three-Self Churches had evangelical pastors. As the doors opened wider, it became clear that China housed one of the largest, most evangelical Christian populations in the world. Then, one Saturday, I was teaching in a Chinese church about missions and the need to reach the unreached. A young teenage girl innocently raised her hand and asked, “With so many churches here and so many people groups still without churches, why do you missionaries bother to come here? Can’t we evangelize our own people so you can go elsewhere?” I scrambled for an answer, pointing out the minority groups (who we were not working with) and other ways our western expertise could provide for the Chinese church. I doubt my answer satisfied her, as it did not satisfy me. As a missionary, I had chosen to serve with a local church. We discipled the church’s leaders and did evangelism. My wife and I loved our ministry and the people. Many had come to faith. But in truth, we were an added extra. We were like the cherry on a chocolate sundae; we added color and were wanted by the church, but we were not needed.




  As we considered our ministry in Hong Kong and China, we realized that much of our work was, and would be, with Christians. However, we knew that the Master did not want us to build on another man’s foundation (Romans 15:20). As missionaries and full-time Christian workers, we knew we were doing exactly that—ministering full time to Christians. We began to feel that the term “full-time Christian worker” means one who works full time with Christians. If so, we wondered how the unreached are to be reached? Could we minister where there were no Christians in a country that did not grant missionary visas? The more we thought and prayed, the more we sensed His leading to stop being missionaries and re-enter the business world. It was time to get out of full-time Christian work so that we could get into the ministry.




  During our home assignment, we sought the Lord for direction and He answered, leading us to a distant Muslim country. Upon announcing this decision, it was interesting how Christian leaders were quick to point out that we should not “throw away” our years of learning Asian culture and the Chinese language for the Muslim world. Thinking back, we did not recall anyone questioning our “throwing away” our business degrees and work experience when we began doing regular missionary work. Well-meaning co-workers unequivocally told us that tentmaking is not real missionary work and that we would be wasting our lives.




  MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT MAKING TENTS




  Tentmaking has its problems and disadvantages. Yet many of the problems are not the ones being discussed in mission periodicals. It is safe to say there are misunderstandings about tentmaking in the churches and even in the mission world. In my reading on tentmaking, I consistently uncovered thirteen criticisms of tentmaking and tentmakers. These criticisms would lead us to believe that tentmakers:




  1.   Are mavericks, or lone rangers




  2.   Do not wish to raise funds—have mixed motives




  3.   Have little accountability




  4.   Lack Bible training




  5.   Do not learn the local language




  6.   Have inadequate time for ministry




  7.   Hold tentmaker jobs which last only two to three years




  8.   Do not plant churches




  9.   Are deceitful




  10.  Are hindered in witnessing by their employers




  11.  Have a conflict of priorities




  12.  Lack prayer and financial support from home churches




  13.  Are dreamers taking on too many responsibilities




  Based on my research, here is a critique of these items:




  Tentmakers are mavericks, or lone rangers




  Much of this criticism seems valid on the surface. Many (29 percent) of those who were surveyed did view themselves as “entrepreneurs.” An additional 58 percent said they “take calculated risks.” Clearly it is not the safe and secure home-body that pursues serving the Lord overseas. Those seeking to start a business and a ministry need a good dose of creativity and the ability to risk—to step out in faith.




  However, 93 percent of the workers are on teams and most of these teams are a workable size, with 71 percent of the teams having six or more adults. A large majority of the teams (81 percent) meet once a week or more. Most teams are made of expatriates only; however, almost half are a blend of workers from various sending agencies. Tentmakers are team players.




  Tentmakers do not wish to raise funds—have mixed motives for becoming a tentmaker




  Some people may become tentmakers because they do not wish to ask others for financial support. Is this pride? Mixed or impure motives? Some workers serve God for the “good feelings” they get from helping others. Workers motives vary from not wanting to raise financial support, to seeing the world, to impressing others. Whatever human motives are among our incentives for doing any form of Christian ministry, such motives fall short of God’s mark. The right motive for doing anything is to glorify God as God has guided me to do this. Jesus tells us to seek first His kingdom, and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33).




  What are tentmakers’ motives for serving abroad? Of those we surveyed, 0.4 percent went overseas for the prospect of increased salary benefits and another 1 percent because their employer transferred them overseas. Not surprisingly, these are all T-1 and T-2 tentmakers. Receiving a clear call from God was the primary motivation for 95 percent of the workers. Over 70 percent of the workers reported their secondary motive for being a tentmaker is that it is a more credible, natural way to witness, rather than being a regular missionary. Desiring to be a witness, interaction with missionaries (talking with and/or reading about them), personal study, and the influence of their church were also very significant secondary motivational factors for workers leaving their homeland. Tentmakers may have congruent motives, but rarely mixed motives in the invidious sense. We are not in it “for the money.”




  Tentmakers have little accountability




  Accountability is a critical issue. One of the major reasons we have not completed the task of world evangelization is (to borrow a soccer term) “our poor finishing.” All Christians need accountability to keep us sharp, focused, and ethical (Proverbs 27:17). As individuals, we are responsible to be accountable to others. Some workers find their accountability within their mission organization and some with nearby workers of other organizations.




  Personally, I was a member of a traditional mission for nearly five years and have been with a tentmaking mission for eighteen years. Though organizations will vary, missions in general are lacking in assuring accountability. I have found tentmakers to be more aware of the need for accountability than regular missionaries. All organizations provide accountability, but most are weak on their follow through. Of the workers surveyed, leaders were holding 67 percent of their workers accountable on a monthly basis or more.




  Leaders indicate that they hold their workers accountable in their relationship with God, their character, and their ministry. Interestingly enough, these are also the same areas in which workers want more accountability. Less than half of all the workers (49 percent) set annual goals to which they are held accountable. Nearly half the workers (47 percent) wish they had more accountability. From my experience, I believe these numbers would be similar for regular missionaries as for tentmakers. Tentmakers are being held accountable.




  Tentmakers lack Bible training




  Regular missionaries point to a lack of formal Bible training in the lives of tentmakers. It is presumed that tentmakers lack pre-field preparation (theological training, ministry experience, missiology, etc.) and orientation on the field (language acquisition and culture). Some tentmaker training-literature contributes to this misconception by encouraging short-cuts to the field. As a result, some agencies see tentmakers merely as “foot soldiers” who are there to support the regular missionary ranks. Even though these agencies use tentmakers, they do not accord tentmakers full respect as participants in developing and implementing their mission strategy.




  The research shows that a significant percentage of tentmakers (65 percent) had some formal training in either a mission school or Bible school or seminary. A solid majority (78 percent) had training in missiology. Fifty-seven percent of the workers checked that they had both Bible and missiological training. One quarter of the workers participated in all of the following forms of preparation: Bible school or seminary, missiological training, short-term trips, and language training. Eighty percent felt they were adequately prepared to be tentmakers. This is thorough preparation and training. It indicates that tentmakers understand the need to be thoroughly trained before going overseas. Tentmakers are adequately equipped.




  Tentmakers do not learn the local language




  The good news is that 97 percent of the workers are seeking to learn the language. Well under half the field workers (37 percent) said they are “fluent in the local language.” However, a good measure of this is being able to read the local language newspaper. Just 18 percent of the workers said they read the local language newspaper twice a week or more. Forty-one percent of the workers minister mostly in English or their own native language. Clearly tentmakers do have a language learning problem. This is one criticism that really is a problem. Though nearly everyone is learning the language, the lack of fluency indicates language learning is not given the priority it should have. One language expert who reviewed the data was more positive noting that missionaries/tentmakers tend to underestimate their own language abilities. He also pointed out that most workers focus on speaking and not reading skills. In addition, many places do not have newspapers in the local language.




  It is encouraging that most of the workers who learn the language study the people’s heart language rather than the trade/national language. Only 38 percent have someone evaluate their language ability regularly. This lack of accountability could be a factor in the poor level of language proficiency. Language learning is an area in which tentmakers need upgrading. Workers need to set aside adequate time once they arrive on the field for language and cultural studies.




  Tentmakers have inadequate time for ministry




  One mission director asked me, “Being a missionary is a full-time job and more, so why is there value in being part-time?” The answer to that lies in a variety of areas: a definite calling, better access to people, longterm visas, modeling, viability, different avenues of assimilation, etc. Another mission leader questioned, “If tentmakers are in fact ‘missionaries in every way,’ why be a part-time missionary when you can serve full-time?”




  A demanding job can limit the time for spiritual ministry, but being in the marketplace also creates opportunities for witnessing that regular missionaries do not have. Tentmakers need to evaluate each job offer to discern if it will hinder or facilitate their ministry calling. The T-3, T-4, and T-5 categories enable tentmakers to have greater control over their time.




  A tentmaker is not a part-time missionary. Tentmakers witness while they work. We not only live out the gospel daily on the job, but we also engage in other ministries during our free time. Time is money. Our jobs do take up time, but money creates time too. One regular worker shared with me that their support was so low she spent hours undarning her children’s sweaters so she could reuse the yarn to make new sweaters. Tentmakers have the funds to buy clothes, saving time. Only 20 percent of the workers found their job to take too much time from ministry. In contrast, 48 percent did most of their ministry at their work place among co-workers.




  Seventy-five percent of the tentmakers work for a school, business, NGO, or they are students. In turn, three quarters of these workers are satisfied with the balance they have between work and ministry. Interestingly, 24 percent use their job as a cover to do ministry. Sixty percent work in their secular job six hours a day or less; about 50 percent of that time they are working with non-Christian nationals. Though tentmakers do work jobs, most have a significant ministry, and many are living and working where regular missionaries can not go.




  Tentmaker jobs last only two to three years




  Most visas, whether missionary visas or others, are granted for one or two years. Thus, this is not a viable criticism. As expected, only 25 percent of the workers were initially granted visas for two or more years. Nonetheless, 77 percent of the tentmakers are committed to long-term service among their people group. Tentmaking is not a short-term strategy. Though most job contracts are for two years or less, these jobs are often renewable.




  Tentmakers do not plant churches




  Tentmakers have a reputation of being generally ineffective in the larger program of planting viable church bodies and reproducing themselves in the hostile environments of restricted access nations. However, 30 percent of the workers reported they have been involved in planting a church. There are at least 157 churches that have been planted among Muslims by tentmakers in Muslim countries within the past ten years. Tentmakers plant churches.




  Tentmaking is deceitful




  In nearly twenty years of tentmaking I have been arrested once, detained by authorities one other time, and questioned by officials numerous times. In all these trials I have never had to lie about my job or ministry. However, I do know workers who struggle with deceit. Five percent of the workers said they had to lie to keep their job or protect their employer. An additional 20 percent said they had to lie to hide their missionary identity. In my opinion both cases are inexcusable. We are told, “Do not lie” (Leviticus 19:11; Colossians 3:9). Most of this 20 percent are T-5 workers who do not have a real job. Too many tentmakers are not taught the ethics which govern having a dual identity nor how to answer questions. Jesus was a master at answering a question while not answering the question. Deceit is a concern and may be a problem. Later in this book, I will give suggestions on how to answer questions. Tentmakers do need training in how to have a dual identity without lying.




  Tentmakers are hindered in witnessing by their employers




  Working overseas means that many hours of the day are already taken and are therefore not available for “ministry.” It is essential that the tentmaker view the work place, and the relationships established there, as a place of ministry. In some cases, a company will prohibit the sharing of one’s faith. This was reported to be true only 7 percent of the time. In any case, relationships may be built at work, and no country has made it illegal to love or serve people. By demonstrating the reality of the Spirit of God in the work place we can meet with co-workers outside work and clarify our beliefs. In the vast majority of situations the work place is not a hindrance, but a help to shining forth God’s light.




  Tentmakers have a conflict of priorities




  The majority of tentmakers are called to make disciples, not tents. One of the criticisms leveled against tentmaking is that we wear two hats. We have, in a sense, a divided loyalty. On the one hand we have come to our host country to share our faith in Jesus Christ, but we must also perform our job in way that is a good testimony to our employer and co-workers. This is true, but like any other Christian at home or wherever, we are to glorify God in whatever we do (Colossians 3:23). There are various options, but our job commitment is a priority and not just an excuse to be in the country. We honor God when we do our best in whatever we set our hands to. Our actions and words bear witness to our Master. He alone is our priority; there is not a conflict.




  Tentmakers lack prayer and financial support from home churches




  Tentmakers have a strong commitment to prayer, and 98 percent have churches or friends back home committed to praying for them. Ninety-two percent of the workers communicate with their churches regularly. However, their churches often do not adequately reciprocate; only half the churches communicate with their workers bi-monthly or more. Tentmakers who are financially independent have a greater need to raise prayer support, as supporters naturally pray for those in whom they invest. Ninety percent of the workers said they were commissioned/sent out as a missionary or tentmaker by their home church. This shows the church is filling a major role in the sending out of most workers.




  Tentmakers are dreamers taking on too many responsibilities




  I would agree that it is safe to say both tentmakers and regular missionaries are guilty of being idealistic, even romanticizing mission work. I do hope we all dream a bit (Acts 2:17). However, some missionaries have indicated they see tentmakers as pretenders, persons who seek to usurp an identity as missionaries. They have a sense that tentmakers either do not qualify or do not want to go overseas as career missionaries. Some others see tentmaking as a second-best option, not a primary calling. My research shows these views are incorrect. Tentmakers, as missionaries, are truly called, trained, and sent out on teams equipped to bring the saving grace of Jesus to those who have yet to hear His good news.




  ADVANTAGES OF TENTMAKING




  A Muslim perspective shows an appreciation of the inevitable mixture in life of material and spiritual concerns:




  “The reality, a situation where some totally turn their backs on the world while others support society through ‘worldly activities’ is not feasible. Even in the days of the Prophet Muhammad, those who believed staunchly in spiritual values were beset with all manner of threats. To overcome these, the Muslims of the time, including the Prophet himself, paid due attention to worldly activities. The acquisition of wealth and property, the mastery of martial arts and the establishment of a well-ordered administration were among the important activities in which all Muslims involved themselves so as to be strong enough to defend spiritual values and the Islamic religion. Surely it would not be reasonable to suppose that worldly activities can be separated from spiritual ones in human society today when no such dichotomy was possible in the days of the Prophet. It is clear that neither spiritual values nor material ones can, on their own, nurture and bring happiness to the lives of human begins. For a human society, large or small, to be complete and wholesome, a balance between material and spiritual values is essential. The question is to find the right ratio between the two value systems for the attainment of the happiness desired.”9
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