Western Baptist Association of New Mexico
A Strategy for Church Planting Among the Zuni People Group of Western New Mexico

Rationale:
The Zuni people group, one of nineteen pueblo populations in New Mexico, resides mostly on their reservation in western New Mexico, along the Arizona state line. Tribal estimates indicate a total of 10,000 – 12,000 Zuni members, with approximately 6,500 living at the pueblo. 

A proud people, the Zuni hold the distinction of being the only New Mexico pueblo not to have been conquered by the Spanish. As such they lack the Roman Catholic influence common to the other pueblo peoples. Given the Roman Catholic resistance to evangelical Christianity on the eighteen other pueblos, one might consider the Zuni to be more accessible. The reality is quite different, as the Zuni have become especially guarded of their traditions to the point of prohibiting the construction of church sites and open, community-wide evangelistic activities. The best sources indicate that the Zuni people are less than 2% evangelized.

Evangelical Christians first engaged the Native American peoples of Western New Mexico more than 100 years ago. Still, most – like the Zuni – are largely unreached. While many self-identify as Christians, their faith is more syncretism than it is authentic, biblical discipleship.

Why have these ministry efforts been so ineffective? Jim Turnbo, Regional Missionary for the Mountain and Western Baptist Associations of New Mexico, suggests four reasons.

1. First, even the best evangelistic efforts have been overshadowed by the Native American experience with the Indian Schools. Wide-spread efforts to evangelize Native Americans in New Mexico began when the U.S. Government contracted Christian denominations to run boarding schools as a means of “civilizing the savages.” Native children were forced to attend these boarding schools, where they were forbidden to speak their language, dress according to their tradition, and practice their spiritual ways. To assimilate these conquered peoples into the majority culture, they were taught English, the Bible, and other academic disciplines. While a few individuals found Christ in this way, expressing great appreciation to the schools, many Native Americans today view this as a dark episode in their history. To them Christianity is not a legitimate faith-way but the White Man’s tool for their assimilation.

2. Flawed missiology is another reason for the failure of past ministry efforts. Most churches planted on the Rez have followed methods more appropriate for the Bible Belt, with little or no contextualization. Consider it “White church on the Rez.” Native Christians sing translated English hymns, rather than writing love songs to Jesus in their native forms. They are encouraged to abandon traditional practices, even those that have no direct relationship with paganism. Cultural matters, such as the influence of clan relationships and rivalries, have been routinely ignored as churches were established. The result is an environment with which the traditional Zuni cannot relate. In his mind, to embrace Christianity is to turn his back not just on a god (or gods), but on his heritage and his people. This is often too much to ask.

3. A third factor is the reliance on unsustainable models for church planting. Historically sending agencies would secure funding, appoint a missionary, obtain property, construct a building, and minister to people’s needs in order to draw a crowd and earn a hearing for the gospel. Praise the Lord for those reached in this manner. Still, very few of these churches remained viable once outside resourcing disappeared. And over the years most of the outside resourcing did in fact disappear. In the case of a previous Southern Baptist work at Zuni, once funding was no longer available to maintain the church site and pay a missionary, the ministry folded. As missionary Turnbo says, “Whatever is provided to begin a church, the people themselves must one day provide to sustain it.”

4. A final reason explaining the failure of past ministry on the Rez is ineffective communication. Past efforts to evangelize the Zuni have been rooted in traditional Anglo-American approaches, with a reliance on expositional Bible teaching and language which the Zuni have difficulty comprehending. As primary oral learners, the Zuni learn their own faith through stories. They consider a biblical passage as a whole, whereas westerners tend to pick it apart phrase by phrase, word by word. As a result, most evangelistic efforts fail to strike a chord with the people in a way that would draw them to faith. Quick, propositional appeals for conversion is a leading factor in the syncretism common among Native People’s today.

The churches of Western Baptist Association believe it is time to reengage the Zuni. Convinced that the Great Commission is God’s call to share Christ with the unreached people groups of the world, they have made planting churches among the Zuni a significant priority. The following is a proposed strategy for doing so. 

By targeting the four issues above, the goal is to present the gospel in a manner that is more likely to be received by the people, leading to a church planting movement at the pueblo. The strategy is informed by current practices of Southern Baptist International Missionaries, as taught through the Great Commission Initiative.

Summary:
The Zuni strategy calls for the enlistment of a Strategy Coordinator for the Zuni people group. This may be an individual or group, local or distant (the IMB frequently uses virtual strategy coordinators for people groups for whom there are no appointed missionaries). The strategy coordinator’s role is to engage the Zuni people, sowing gospel seed by numerous contextually appropriate means, so that one or more persons of peace may be discovered and an ongoing Bible study may be established. A best case scenario would have a series of reproducing, lay-led house churches growing through an indigenous church planting movement.

Strategy Coordinator:
The Strategy Coordinator (SC) is an individual, church, or ministry that accepts responsibility for facilitating a church planting movement among the Zuni. The SC should be willing to commit for a period of not less than three years, during which they will make at least two mission trip annually. They will also coordinate the work of other partners, assuring that all ministry efforts are in alignment with the agreed upon strategy. Specific tasks of the SC include the following:

1. The SC shall enlist a team of prayer partners who will pray regularly for the Zuni people and for those who will be involved in ministry with them. Pray specifically that God will identify one or more persons of peace through whom He will plant His church.

2. The SC shall prepare for engaging the Zuni by (a) researching the Zuni worldview and culture, (b) learning effective methods of gospel communication (including Bible Storying), and (3) learning how to identify and cultivate relationships with persons of peace. Some training and resources shall be provided by the Western Association.

3. The SC will lead at least one discovery trip to the pueblo for prayer walking and gathering insight into the pueblo, its communities, and needs.

4. After the research has been processed and the discovery trip completed, the SC shall draft, in cooperation with Western Association leadership, plans for the first mission projects.

5. After each mission trip, the SC shall evaluate the ministry, make adjustments, and begin planning the next trip.

6. The SC shall seek to establish local contacts in order to communicate directly in planning subsequent mission projects.

7. The SC and any teams shall be responsible for their own logistical preparation for each mission trip, including meals, lodging, schedule, supplies, etc.

8. The SC shall inform Western Association of any follow-up trips planned, persons led to Christ, and any potential persons of peace found.

9. The SC 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 SC.

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 SC in forming a Bible study.

Addressing the Past:
How does this strategy address the issues inhibiting past efforts on the Pueblo?

1. The historical distrust of Christianity will be addressed by focusing early ministry efforts on projects that serve the community. This might be a sports camp for youth, performing repairs for the homes of elderly persons, or picking up trash along the highway. The goal is to show that Christians love people and serve, regardless of the response to the ministry. In addition, leadership of ministry will be placed in the hands of local believers as quickly as possible, so that the church is not “the White Man’s church.”

2. The flawed missiology will be corrected through the worldview study. As the SC and the team learn the Zuni worldview, they will be able to identify bridges for and barriers to the gospel. Once these are understood, then Bible Stories can be selected in order to cross the bridges and overcome the barriers. Over time, as relationships develop with the Zuni, the team will be able to discern what a contextually appropriate, Biblically sound church among the Zuni will look like.

3. Unsustainable models for church plants will be replaced with one much more sustainable. This will likely be a network of single-celled, house churches with lay-pastors. This pattern avoids the need for any significant funding yet has a proven track record among IMB missionaries serving similar people groups.

4. The ineffective communication of the past will be replaced with an emphasis on Bible Storying and Obedience Based Discipleship. Story sets will be arranged so that individuals can hear the gospel in the same manner that they process other spiritual information. It is up to the Holy Spirit to do the rest.

Church Plant:
Churches planted through this strategy will be indigenous congregations. They will be self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating. As stated above, the churches may be small congregations meeting in homes or public locations, led by lay pastors. Certainly if the Lord moves in a more traditional direction, plans can be adjusted. In any case, leadership will be developed from the harvest when at all possible. Evangelism and reproduction will be instilled into their DNA. The Western Baptist Association will put into place a means of follow-up and networking for these congregations. The association expects that these will mature into cooperating SBC churches whatever form they take.

Afterward:
The SC may terminate the partnership when they have completed their stated commitment, but they are welcome to continue their relationship with Western Association and the Zuni Pueblo 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 association 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 a 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, the Zuni strategy represents a new approach for both Western Association and potential partners. There are no guarantees of success. However, many believe God is moving in a fresh way among Native Americans. Scripture says that the harvest is plentiful. Perhaps the problem has been that laborers have yet to be sent with the right tools.

Please pray for God’s leadership. He may be calling you to serve as an SC, taking the lead in planting His church among the Zuni. Or He might be calling you to fill a support role at Zuni or another mission field. At the very least, pray for the Zuni people, that God would plant His church among them and that many would be among those from “every nation, tribe, people, and language” gathered in heaven (Rev. 7:9).

Groups interested in serving as Coordinating Partners should contact Dr. Jim Turnbo, Regional Missionary for Mountain & Western Baptist Associations, PO Box 2496, Milan, NM 87020. Or e-mail him at jturnbo@mwmissions.org.
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