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15: The New Focus on Peoples 
Ralph D. Winter 

 

Introduction 
ur topic has to do with the transition of 
perspective from people to peoples. That may 

not seem very spectacular, but it is an absolutely 
major transition, probably the most significant 
transition in perspective occurring in the recent 
decades.  

We have talked about outreach to the coastlands of 
the world and to the inland areas of the world. It is 
true that those two epochs or eras were dominated by, 
first of all, the kind of mission enterprise of the 
British people, and the second one brought in a lot of 
American red blood and energy. But toward the end 
of the 19th century, it was still the way to do: looking 
out upon the world, looking across the world, to see 
people—countries and people, individuals. The 
average person reading what Hudson Taylor sent 
back from China probably assumed, like Hudson 
Taylor himself, in the early stages of his ministry at 
least, that what did you have in China but Chinese? 
The assumption, which became a very American 
assumption, that in China you have Chinese, in India, 
you have Indians, that kind of simplistic evaluation of 
the world’s peoples, was the vogue. 

Toward the very end of the 19th century, major 
groups got their heads and their hearts together, and 
they cut the world up into pieces. And they went one 
step further, beyond that of countries, and brought 
into the picture the religious background. But again, 
there were no peoples, as we now think of that term, 
in the picture. There were 300 million of these kinds 
of individuals and 200 million of those kinds of 
individuals; and the Methodists were going to take 
this group and the Presbyterians were going to take 
that group, and so on. 

This is all so very American. It comes from a place, 
you recall, which people thought was a melting pot of 
peoples, and that all you have left over is individuals. 
There are no families, no nationalities that endure 
within the political entities carved out and defined by 
the Western colonial powers and by the Western 
powers themselves. In other words, in France you 
have Frenchmen. You do not have people in the 
peninsula of Brittany that speak a language so 
different that the people in Paris couldn’t understand 
them. That kind of diversity is downplayed. If you 
talk about Spain and the Spanish and the Spanish 

language, you do not hear about these amazingly 
different kinds of people up in the north, whose 
language has never been traced to be connected to 
any other language: the Basques. 

It was not until really the middle of the 20th century, 
as far as American awareness is concerned, that, for 
example, the Black Power movement emerged. I can 
recall, perhaps some of you can, when the key word 
was integration. The goal, with which everyone 
apparently was satisfied, was that we would integrate 
our country and not have second-class citizens or 
different kinds of people. They would all speak 
English; they would all be the same; they would all 
be Americans. 

The Black Power movement essentially said, “We 
don’t want to be integrated.” And the word 
integration, which was used about schools and all 
kinds of other social situations, simply went out the 
window. It was never heard of again.  

Following on the heels of the Black Power movement 
was the Brown Power movement, and then, of 
course, the Red Power movement.  

The same sort of thing happened within the mission 
movement. I do not think that one necessarily derived 
from the other. If you go back to 1972, there was a 
conference in Chicago, a consultation on frontier 
peoples. R. Pierce Beaver, who was at that time 
directing the missionary research library in New 
York City, was the one who convened the affair, 
where they were talking about peoples.  

Dr. McGavran had brought into being rather 
prominently the idea of people movements. Well, a 
people movement occurs within a people. It wasn’t a 
movement in India that he was talking about. It was a 
movement within a people within India. So the 
question arises: what do you mean by a people in 
these terms? You can turn it around and say that you 
mean whatever is relevant to the kind of 
evangelization that would reach the fringes. If a 
single evangelistic church movement will not reach a 
certain group, then that is a different group. You 
define the group by the missiological activity that 
you are seeking, rather than by any kind of a 
technical or scientific or linguistic characteristic. This 
means that social as well as linguistic and cultural 
factors of other sorts come into the picture very 
strongly. 
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The idea of unreached peoples came out of that, 
because if you are trying to get a church movement 
started within a people, then a group that does not 
have that can be defined as unreached. The presence 
or the absence of a viable, indigenous, evangelizing 
church movement within a people would then be a 
fairly substantial and concrete idea of what would be 
a reached people as compared to an unreached 
people. 

This perspective did not instantly transform the 
perspective of the mission agencies. Mission agencies 
were still working in China, or India, or the Middle 
East, and there was a lot of transitional agonizing as 
mission agencies began to transform their literature. 
It’s true that even in the early 20th century the 
Lutherans were focusing on the Kurds, for example. 
In other words, this approach is not unheard of; but 
we did not think automatically in terms of peoples, 
but rather in terms of people, individuals inside 
countries rather than individuals inside peoples. 

The literature you have at your disposal now is 
primarily historical. It is the kind of things that went 
on early in the awareness of this new perspective, 
which turned out to be very biblical and very 
powerful. Far more significant than geographically 
defined mission fields was the ethnographically-
defined people. And while there was great resistance 
and lethargy and inertia, in terms of this approach 
being embraced by the mission industry, there was no 
possibility of forestalling it forever. 

So, probably the major single transition of 
perspective in the 20th century in the world of 
missions has been the shifting from countries or 
individuals over to peoples. You can perhaps make a 
timeline for yourself to see just when these things 
came up and how they came out. I think it will be an 
exciting thing for you to do. 

Review 
1. What was the major transition that 
brought the focus on Peoples into being? 
Our topic employs the word new. For many 
organizations as well as individuals, the word new is 
a bad word. Organizations do not like to change. It is 
much easier to keep on doing what you are doing. 
This is not any different for non-governmental, 
voluntary organizations than it is for many others. 
The transition that brought the focus on peoples, 
instead of a focus on countries and individuals, is 
precisely that kind of change. 

One organization had a goal that involved a formal 
purpose statement that spoke of the nations of the 
world. This purpose statement was written before the 

United Nations came into being, which is the event 
that changed the vocabulary of the English language 
in terms of the word nation. Nation now meant 
countries, because the United Nations were actually 
countries. They were not nations except in a certain 
abstract use of that word. So, it would no longer be 
possible to say “the nation of the Mohawk” if the 
word nation means “country,” because the Mohawk 
Indians do not have a country. 

At the very best, the word nation means two things. 
And the transition in the statement of this one major 
mission agency, that they would like to multiply 
laborers in every nation of the world, now seemed to 
have a new meaning. They could interpret the word 
nation, if they wish, to mean “nation,” rather than 
“country,” although the original framer of the 
document probably had countries in mind; there’s no 
question about that. 

That itself brought into play a tremendous amount of 
organizational soul-searching. As  a desperate 
conclusion, in this particular case, they decided that 
the peoples or the nations that they were now going 
to be focusing on (instead of countries) would have to 
be one million or larger. That way, they could handle 
it. So they were essentially going to revise the ethnic 
reality of the world to fit their organizational 
capabilities. In other words, when the Bible talks 
about nations, it refers to groups that are one million 
or larger. And if they are not one million in size, they 
are not nations. Otherwise, this organization could 
not continue with its purpose statement. 

Well, later on, in another ten years, they finally 
decided that it really was not up to them to decide 
that the Bible referred only to groups of a million or 
larger, and they came around to the fact that, 
ultimately, we cannot project upon the ethnic reality 
of the world what we would like it to look like or to 
consist of. Even more recently—we are going to be 
picking up this theme again later on—when they 
decided that the Joshua Project peoples would be 
10,000 or larger, they did not realize that they were 
leaving out more than half of all the peoples that they 
could have listed. So, major problems came into 
being in switching from countries to peoples. 

One of the things that helped a lot, however, was the 
already strong moving juggernaut of the so-called 
church-planting movement. I can remember the time 
when you would ask a mission agency, “What 
business are you in?” and they would say, “We are 
out there winning souls. We are winning people to 
Christ. We’re evangelizing.” The key word was 
evangelizing. McGavran used to poke fun at 
organizations that were “reaching Japan,” when 
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actually all they were doing was paddling around in 
some small corner of Japan. 

Those church-planting goals replaced winning 
individual goals. So after the McGavran movement 
hit mission agencies, they would not say, “Our 
business is evangelizing.” They would now say, “We 
do evangelism and church-planting,” as if that was 
one word, evangelism-and-church-planting. That 
brought into the picture groups, and that pried open 
the door to begin to think in terms of peoples, 
because, as McGavran’s influence also pointed out, it 
was impossible to start a church-planting movement 
in more than one people without having big problems 
arise. And so the phenomenon of peoples came into 
the picture. 

2. What was (and continues to be) the 
physical complexity involved in the new 
focus on Unreached Peoples?   
When I refer to the physical complexity involved in 
this new focus, I am talking about noses: how many 
noses does a people have? Obviously, it would not 
work to say there are groups of 10,000 or 5,000 or 
20,000 or 1,000,000. What is the size of a people? 
What do you list as peoples of China? You could say, 
“In China there are lots of tribal groups and others 
that don’t speak Chinese. Let’s exclude all of them 
and say that the people that are left over, that speak 
Chinese, are a people.” There is to some extent a 
peoplehood for the Han Chinese. The word Han 
encompasses a great diversity of languages, 
languages like Mandarin and Cantonese being as 
different as German and Italian—radically different 
languages, even though they all read the same kind of 
written script. You could write Japanese, Korean, 
English, or any other language in that script, because 
it is not phonetic. But it does not reflect the great and 
grave differences between the different Chinese 
languages, and, therefore, it obscures the fact that 
when you speak of the Han Chinese as a people, you 
are painting over monumental chasms of diversity! 
So probably we would not want to consider the 
Chinese a people. And in your readings you probably 
ran across the phraseology of a mega-people, macro-
people, mini-people, and micro-people. This division 
is artificial. There might be five or six different levels 
of size. And so, when it comes to listing or defining a 
people, there is no way to do it unless you indicate 
the purpose for which you are doing it. 

3. What was and continues to be the 
“developmental” complexity in the new 
focus on Unreached Peoples?  
What we are really interested in, is groups of people 
within whose midst a developmental, redemptive 
activity can take place that will carry to the fringes of 
that group without further external promotion. We 
are talking about a self-sustaining developmental, 
redemptive activity, that, once it really gets going, 
will automatically reach out to the fringes of the 
group. It is like, for example, the use of Levi’s. If that 
gets going among the young people of a group, how 
far will it go before they run into a group sufficiently 
different that they do not want to dress like these 
people? If this group accepts Levi’s, the other group 
will not accept Levi’s. 

So now we bring in not just the question of physical 
size and linguistic diversity; but the question of how 
large a group you could get within which a single 
developmental activity would reach to the fringes, 
without having to start a new one. Obviously, we will 
have to start quite a few new ones if we are going to 
reach all the societies or peoples of the world. But 
there is no use taking a group that will all yield to a 
single movement, and dividing it further, even though 
you could do it. You can divide it to the family level, 
or to the individual level. But you do not need to do 
that, if your concern is international development in 
the sense of some sort of self-sustaining redemptive 
force within that society. 

Let’s back up and talk about both questions, #2 and 
#3. Question #2 focuses on the physical dimensions 
and definition of peoplehood. What is a people? One 
of the definitions that has been employed, referring to 
a redemptive activity, is that it is the largest group 
within which the gospel can spread as a church-
planting movement without encountering barriers of 
understanding or even acceptance. Understanding is 
there in many situations where people hate each 
other. So it has to be a situation where a redemptive 
activity will not only be understood, but accepted. If 
you define peoples like that, you end up with a 
certain number that have, or do not have, that kind of 
developmental activity within them. 

The very fact that this is a fairly technical definition, 
based upon, not linguistic, cultural, or physiological 
differences, but social factors that almost have to be 
tested before you can be sure, is the reason why we 
do not have hard facts, concrete lists that are 
absolutely certifiable. For they are not scientifically 
based but sociologically defined. 

In a similar way, developmental complexity is not 
something that you can put in a test tube with 
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precision, because you are talking about something 
which is perfectly obvious once it is self-sustaining 
and growing without further external help: you can 
tell when it really is, and you can tell when it really is 
not, but you cannot tell for sure when it almost is. So, 
if you were to ask the question about any given 
group, you would have to say that it either is or it is 
not or it maybe is. That again erodes the possibility of 
making concrete verifiable lists in advance of the 
developmental activity that you are promoting. 

So we do have these two dimensions, the physical 
and the sociological, when it comes to understanding 
what we are talking about in this massive shift of 
perspective from countries, or geographical areas like 
a valley, to the question of peoples. This is true all 

across the spectrum of international development. 
Every kind of political, technological, social 
development ultimately has got to take into account 
the peoples, not just the countries or the geography. 

This is an extremely important thing. Black Power 
and Brown Power were major movements. The 
whole concept of the American melting pot was 
shattered. We now have a tossed salad, where there 
are identifiably different parts in the mix, instead of a 
melting pot where everything is just one 
homogeneous phenomenon. It is not true, and never 
has been true, for the United States. And, according 
to this perspective, it never will be true. We will not 
be able to get on with our job unless we understand 
that fact. 

 


