Mountain and Western Baptist Associations of New Mexico

Operation Antioch: A Strategy for Starting New Churches for Native American Communities through Partnerships

Rationale:
Within the 23,000+ square miles of the Mountain and Western Baptist Associations are many small communities with no effective gospel witness. This is especially true of Native American communities, where, despite a large number of people claiming the title “Christian,” syncretism abounds far more than authentic, biblical Christianity.

A best case solution to the problem would have congregations from the associations starting churches for these communities. This is happening to some extent. Most of the existing churches, however, are small, still developing effective ministries for their own areas. This leaves few resources available for additional church planting.

An alternate solution involves mobilizing the resources of incoming mission teams for church planting. Every year more than 100 different groups bring mission teams to serve in western New Mexico. Many provide vital assistance to local congregations seeking to reach the people of their communities. Often, however, groups perform redundant tasks with little follow-up; they use methods that are ineffective with the people groups served; or they encourage an unhealthy dependence on outside resourcing by providing far more than they should. But what if these groups and the resources they bring were directed toward church planting? Coupled with the existing church planting efforts in the associations, the strategic goal of “a church for every person, in every place” could be realized. Operation Antioch is a strategy to this end.

The thirteenth chapter of Acts tells how, upon God’s direction, the church at Antioch set apart Paul and Barnabas for their missionary task. Specifically they were to preach the gospel and start churches among unreached persons. Operation Antioch presents the same invitation to congregations today: send out those whom God has called and gifted to plant the gospel among the unreached.
 
Summary:
Through Operation Antioch incoming partners will be invited to make a commitment of at least three years to a specific people group and community. These partners, identified as Coordinating Partners, will learn the worldview of their people group as they prepare for their first mission trip. The first trip will be based on a standard package of projects designed around common ministries that associational personnel have found to be well received in Native American communities. While on the first trip, group members will identify additional areas of need and interest to address through future mission trips. Evangelism is always a goal for each visit, but the ultimate goal is identification of one or more persons of peace and the formation of an ongoing Bible study to serve as the seed for a New Testament church.

Coordinating Partner:
A Coordinating Partner is a church or ministry that accepts the responsibility for facilitating the planting of a new church for a specific people group and local community. As stated above, Coordinating Partners commit for a period of not less than three years, during which they will make at least one mission trip annually. In addition, Coordinating Partners commit to the following tasks:
1. They shall pray regularly for the people group and mission point and for those who will be involved in the partnership. Pray specifically that God will identify one or more persons of peace through whom He will plant His church.
2. They shall prepare for engaging the people group by learning (a) its worldview and culture, (b) effective methods of gospel communication, and (3) how to identify and cultivate relationships with persons of peace. Resources shall be provided by the associations.
3. They shall adequately prepare for performing the ministries included in the “standard package” during the first mission trip, and later for all projects included in subsequent trips, including necessary budgeting, fundraising, tool and supply acquisition, etc.
4. They shall establish relationships with community leaders at the mission point in order to communicate directly in planning subsequent mission projects.
5. They shall be responsible for their own logistical preparation for each mission trip, including meals, lodging, schedule, supplies, etc.
6. They shall inform the associations of any follow-up trips planned, persons led to Christ, and any potential persons of peace found.
7. They may enlist additional teams to facilitate their ministry, so long as these teams serve in line with the needs identified and priorities established by the Coordinating Partner.

Standard Package:
The “standard package” of ministry projects for the first mission trip is based on a series of projects that, when done in the past, have been well received by the leadership in local Native American communities. It is designed to take advantage of the most common abilities incoming partners bring to the mission field: carpentry and children’s ministry. The standard package includes…
1. A carpentry element - Examples include construction of woodsheds, outhouses, porches, or ramps and select home repairs for elderly / disabled persons.
2. An evangelism element – Examples include Vacation Bible School, basketball camp, or music camp.

When a Coordinating Partner is enlisted, associational personnel will approach community leaders to secure an invitation for the group. Elements of the standard package will be offered, with the specific details of the project determined by community desires and abilities of the partner. Once the connection is made with a partner and community, the partner will communicate directly with the community to complete planning. Personnel from the associations will provide resources on worldview and effective ministry among the people group which will be used by partners in their preparation.

Why a Standard Package?
Past experience with incoming groups suggests that the most effective ministry occurs on the second and third mission trips, when relationships have been developed and partners have seen the community up close. Until the first mission trip has been completed, it is difficult to for teams to prepare for the more innovative projects they might do. A standard package of proven projects allows a team to appropriately prepare while also giving the association something specific to offer community leaders. Once the partner has completed the first trip, they will be in a position to match their abilities to observed needs and prepare effective ministries for future mission trips.

Objectives:
All mission projects should achieve a variety of general objectives. They should demonstrate the love of Christ by meeting genuine needs. They should facilitate relationships through which the gospel is presented. They should bless the community, assuring an open door for ongoing ministry. And they should present the gospel through contextually appropriate means.

The ultimate objective is to facilitate the birth of a New Testament church by identifying one or more persons of peace. A person of peace is an individual prepared in advance by God to receive the gospel. He or she is a person of reputation and a conduit to additional persons within the mission field. While the person of peace may never become a lay pastor or other leader in the church, he or she is the key to beginning an ongoing Bible study that may grow into a church.

Once a potential person of peace is identified, associational personnel will take a more active role in the partnership, collaborating with the Coordinating Partner in forming a Bible study.

Church Plant:
Churches planted through Operation Antioch will be indigenous congregations. They will be self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating. Given that many of the communities engaged by this strategy are unlikely to support a facility and traditional paid pastor, the churches may be small congregations meeting in homes or public locations, led by lay pastors. In any case, leadership will be developed from the harvest when at all possible. Evangelism and reproduction will be instilled into their DNA. The Mountain and Western Associations will put into place a means of follow-up and networking for these congregations. The associations expect that these will mature into cooperating SBC churches whatever form they take.

Afterward:
Coordinating Partners may terminate the partnership when they have completed their stated commitment, but they are welcome to continue their relationship with the community beyond identification of persons of peace and beginning of Bible study.

Given that the leading inhibitor to the development of indigenous leadership is outside resourcing, the associations ask that partners resist the temptation of doing too much for or giving too much to the new church. Projects implemented after the birth of the new church should follow this model: (1) do it for them; (2) do it with them; (3) coach as they do it; (4) leave them to do it.

Conclusion:
To be sure, Operation Antioch represents a new approach for both the associations and incoming partners. While there is comfort in the way teams have worked in the past, the church planting teams of the Mountain and Western Baptist Associations believe that the potential gains to the Kingdom by directing partnerships to unreached communities are worth any discomfort. In fact, most teams should find greater satisfaction in their service as God uses them to plant new works.

Groups interested in serving as Coordinating Partners should contact:
D. Jim Turnbo, Regional Missionary
Mountain & Western Baptist Associations
PO Box 2496
Milan, NM 87020

Or e-mail: jturnbo@mwmissions.org
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