
LET’S GET SERIOUS ABOUT UNREACHED PEOPLE
In 1974 at the International Conference on World Evangelization Dr Ralph Winter made some of his characteristically bold and sweeping statements that shook the Christian Mission Industry.  He began by warning the hearts of the delegates by declaring - “The gospel has gone to the ends of the earth.  Christians have now fulfilled the Great Commission in at least a geographical sense.  At  this moment of history, we can acknowledge with great respect and pride those evangelists of every nation who have gone before us and whose sacrificial efforts and heroic accomplishments have made Christianity by far the world’s largest and most widespread religion, with a Christian Church on every continent and in practically every country.  This is no hollow victory.  Now more than at any time since Jesus walked the shores of Galilee, we know with complete confidence that the gospel is for all men, that it makes sense in any language and that it is not a religion of the Mediterranean or of the West.”     
Dr Winter then went on to disturb the euphoria of that Saturday morning meeting by reminding his audience that it is not correct to think that we can let local evangelism on the part of the now worldwide church finish the job by reaching out from wherever it has already been planted.  If all local Christians were to actively and effectively evangelize their neighbours Winter pointed out it would still leave half the people of the world with no opportunity to hear the gospel.  This is where he introduced the difference between E-1 evangelism to near-neighbour and E-2, E-3, to culturally and geographically distant societies to whom the gospel will not spread without having to cross a significant barrier of understanding and world view and usually of another language.  He called these people groups who would not hear the gospel by ordinary evangelism “Hidden Peoples” who would need “a special kind of evangelism to reach them.”  “Hidden” is one way of describing ethnic entities where there are no Christians who could share their faith with them in their own language and cultural experience but other missiologists seemed to prefer the term “Unreached” so that became the generally accepted ascription.  It is some indication of Dr Winter’s maturity that he had no objection to the change in his terminology as long as it produced the same outcome – recognition of the need for strategic cross cultural evangelism to the unreached people as well as local evangelism to the societies in which churches exist.

This message was well received by most serious mission leaders and practitioners who were serious about fulfilling the Great Commission and for many it was a truly momentous statement. One of the leading missiologists of that time who pioneered the understanding of People Groups, Donald McGavran, after hearing this presentation at that 1974 Congress shared his conviction that, “Nothing said at Lausanne had more meaning for the expansion of Christianity.”   
Dr Winter’s emphasis on Unreached People was made even more powerfully when by 1980 the facts and figures of how many ethnic entities they comprise and where they are located had been better researched so that at a conference he convened in Edinburgh he suggested there may be more than 16,000 of them around the world.  He made a very striking demonstration of the size of the task by tipping over the top page of a stack of tractor feed computer paper on a table behind which he was standing and we watched mesmerized as the concertina of pages slowly moved from the top of the table to the floor.  On those pages, he told us, were written all the known information about all the Unreached Peoples on earth.  This was a very convincing demonstration which must surely challenge all Mission Leaders, I thought.  These are people who are lost not by their choice, but by ours who have heard the gospel and have not cared.     
This must surely be the irresistible motivation for understanding and obeying the command of the Lord Jesus to take the gospel to the ends of the earth, to every tribe and tongue and ethne.  The definition of the Apostle Paul’s missionary priority seemed undeniably obvious at that time:   “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.”  It was a great encouragement for me to hear a renowned missiologists confirming what I had learned over 17 years of pioneer ministry that It is not enough for a mission agency to claim to be reaching a country just because they had a few missionaries in one city or corner of it.  That was the situation when we went to Africa in 1963.   The agency with which we went had a large map of the continent; if they had workers in any country it was coloured pink to show it was now “occupied”.  In some parts of those pink countries there were many churches with thousands of Christians.  It was only when we got to Ethiopia and saw the situation did we realize that these were all in certain ethnic groups, usually considered to be of lower social strata.  There were many other ethnic groups, mostly those who looked down on the lower class tribes, who were not only resistant to the gospel themselves but strongly opposed any attempt to allow Evangelistic witness in Ethiopia. 
The challenge of Unreached People and the need to do whatever was necessary to bring them into the Kingdom was so clear to me after reading Dr Winter’s paper at the 1974 Lausanne Congress, hearing his presentation in 1980 as well as our practical experience in multi ethnic outreach that I assumed all missionaries, and especially their leaders, would understand the difference between those who were lost by their own choice or those who had no choice, like the Unreached Peoples.  It came as a considerable shock to me therefore when I attended the last Lausanne Congress in Thailand in 2004 and found that in the track focusing on the UPG there was a large group of delegates from the Handicapped Peoples, led by that remarkable lady in a wheel chair, Joni Erickson-Tada.  It was a pleasure to meet her but some of her friends did not seem to appreciate what “Unreached” means.  It was embarrassing to watch Dr Winter try to explain the difference between those who have never had a chance to hear the gospel and those who are deaf or paralyzed but have many opportunities to read or hear the gospel..  His soft voice and frail demeanor was no match for one advocate for the deaf who presumably was used to talking loudly as she challenged Dr Winter by saying “Don’t think that you have all the unreached people.  Our people are just as unreached as your unreached people.”  This may be seen as the unfortunate opinion of one rather ill informed lady but the real problem of course lay with the planning committee of the Congress who put the needs of the handicapped and physically disadvantaged in the same category as those who have never heard of what Jesus Christ has done for them.  They have not rejected or accepted Him, they don’t know who He is.   

When the time came for the reports from the various focus groups to be brought to the whole body at the plenary session and Joni came out in her wheel chair to represent the handicapped people she was very gracious and careful to try to give some time and attention to the other half of the Unreached Peoples track, but there was no doubt what captured the audiences interest.  If there is little or no appreciation of the difference between being physically handicapped and spiritually devoid of opportunity to hear the gospel of the Lord Jesus at the Lausanne Congress then it is remarkably how quickly the Christian Church and its Mission can forget what was hailed as the seminal discovery at the 1974 event, the priority claims of the Unreached peoples, 
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