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1
Prioritizing the Frontier Peoples

Strategic Implications for Mission and Member Care

Rebecca Lewis and Tim Lewis

Specialized training and member care are crucial to enable people to be
eff ective with the most diffi  cult people groups and places—and to 
stay long enough to make a diff erence. Without strategic awareness, 
mission workers can be inadvertently diverted from pioneering among 
Unreached People Groups (UPGs) to “easier” locations that already have 
higher concentrations of workers and stronger local support structures 
for children, families, and teams. Frontier workers must specifi cally be 
supported for the special challenges of pioneering work, or else they will 
tend to gravitate to “reached” people groups—i.e., those that already have 
indigenous Christian movements.

In this chapter, we highlight the incredible progress made in bringing 
Jesus into previously overlooked communities through an emphasis on 
people groups and through the development of new forms of member care 
designed to support pushes into pioneering areas. We then clarify why 25 
percent of humanity remains in “Frontier People Groups” (FPGs), which are 
the least reached subset of UPGs. We propose the strategic priority of sending 
many more workers to start family-blessing movements to Christ in the 
largest FPGs. Lastly, we suggest ways to prepare and support today’s workers 
to overcome the barriers that keep these groups outside the Kingdom.

We need to undertake signifi cant rethinking of strategic training, 
innovations in outreach, and relevant member care for those involved in 
pioneering or frontier work. As this chapter explains, the remaining FPGs 
share specifi c challenges that help to explain why movements to Christ have 
not taken hold among these groups. Historically, the greatest progress has 
happened when support for mission workers is geared toward the unique 
diffi  culties of a particular mission context, such as happened with tribal 
people groups beginning nearly one hundred years ago. Lessons from that 
era still apply today.
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Breakthroughs from Seeing with “People Group Eyes”
In the twentieth century, the rise of air transportation and radio/phone 
communication opened up access to isolated tribal peoples, nearly all of 
whom had never heard of Jesus. Great progress resulted from Cameron 
Townsend’s insight that unless we see the world with “people group eyes,” 
the spread of churches could give the false impression that the gospel was 
available to an increasing number of people groups, when actually it was 
not. In the 1930s, Townsend established the Summer Institute of Linguistics, 
Wycliff e, and “jungle camps” to train workers to survive amid even the most 
isolated tribal peoples, to learn their language, and to teach them literacy and 
the Scriptures. It quickly became clear that these diffi  cult situations required 
specifi c types of training and specialized staff  support (later called member 
care), which Wycliff e and others designed and provided. More recently, 
similar “desert camps” have been proposed to train people to work with the 
nomadic tribes of the desert (Philips 2002). A new training program for 
various types of nomadic peoples was launched in 2018, now called Nomadic 
Connect (Off ereigns 2024).

Th e ethno-linguistic tribal focus was amazingly successful. Th e number 
of Protestant mission agencies more than doubled between 1945 and 1969 
(Winter 1970, 54–55). Th e 1,500 tribal groups in New Guinea, for example, 
are no longer “unreached”—almost all of them have at least 2 percent 
evangelical Christians.

However, by the 1970s most of the denominational missions were saying 
the job of mission outreach was fi nished. “Missionaries, go home” was a 
mantra of some. Most mission workers worked among overseas Christians; 
they saw churches everywhere and assumed that the rest of the world was 
the same. Meanwhile, the people groups with no Christians were hidden 
from view. Today, aft er fi ft y years of expansion into Africa and Asia, over 80 
percent of Christians still live in countries where more than 50 percent of the 
population identifi es as Christian (Zurlo, Johnson, and Crossing 2023).

It again took “people group eyes” to reveal that, even aft er the emphasis 
on remote tribal groups, the pioneering or frontier mission task was far from 
fi nished. Moreover, many people groups untouched by the gospel were still 
“hidden” in highly populated areas too, not just in remote areas. In 1974, 
Ralph Winter conducted a famous global analysis, presented at Lausanne’s 
fi rst International Congress on World Evangelization. He was shocked to 
discover that about 60 percent of the world’s population still lived in people 
groups with no indigenous churches of their own (Lewis 2018a).
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The successful push to reach tribal peoples had somehow bypassed 
the major religious blocs of Islam and Hinduism, and the incredible work 
of China Inland Mission had been seemingly eclipsed by the Communist 
revolution. The stark reality was most easily seen on a pie chart Winter 
produced, called “Penetrating the Final Frontiers,” which revealed huge areas 
full of “unreached” people groups without witness or churches in China, 
India, and the Muslim world (Lewis 2018a).

The pie chart also showed, surprisingly, that mission workers from the 
United States had settled almost entirely among the people groups and in 
geographic areas with high percentages of national Christians, helping with 
discipleship, pastoral training, and evangelistic outreach (Lewis 2018a). 
Therefore, member care resources were focused on the needs of this type of 
workers at that time. As the field of member care began to coalesce in the 
1970s into a recognized movement, Christian mental health practitioners 
and people with firsthand experience in mission talked “openly and at times 
passionately about the challenges of mission life. Many writings from the 
1970s addressed the areas of missionary preparation, selection/evaluation, 
field adjustment, longevity, children’s issues, women’s roles, and reentry: in 
short, how to better support and equip mission personnel” (O’Donnell 2015, 
92). However, with the new data emerging on UPGs, member care personnel 
increasingly needed to address problems of workers facing the complexities 
of pioneering within huge people groups with no believers.

Astounding Progress Among Unreached People Groups
A new strategic challenge to “see” and reach out to UPGs was launched 
in 1975 and had taken hold by the mid-1980s. Some 17,000 UPGs were 
originally identified, and roughly 10,000 of them are now “reached”—which 
the Joshua Project defines as having more than 2 percent strongly committed 
or evangelical Christians and 5 percent other Christians. All believers who 
hold to a high view of Scripture and the need for heart conversion to Christ 
are considered “Great Commission Christians” or evangelicals, including 
Pentecostals and charismatics. Zurlo et al. (2023) estimated that there are 
over 2.6 billion Christians and over 400 million evangelicals globally.

Surprisingly, even though over 90 percent of global mission workers 
were still serving “reached” people groups, those who focused on working 
among UPGs made huge progress in establishing movements to Christ. 
As previously with the tribal peoples, whole new agencies arose to take on the 
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challenge of the UPG mega-blocs, such as Muslims, while a growing number 
of Indian mission agencies and churches sent workers cross-culturally to that 
country’s many UPGs. Despite facing diffi  cult situations, with few member 
care resources focused on their needs, workers banded together in new 
structures, organizations, and teams to tackle the challenge of UPGs.

As a result of seeing with “people group eyes” once again, astounding 
progress in spreading the gospel has been made during the last forty years. 
Not only are half of the original UPGs now “reached,” but another 40 percent 
of the remaining UPGs had growing indigenous movements to Christ. Th at 
left  only 60 percent of the remaining UPGs with no sign of progress of the 
gospel (representing 25 percent of the world’s population).

In 2018, Chris Maynard of Transforming Information created an updated 
version of Winter’s pie chart (unpublished), using data from the Atlas of 
Global Christianity, Operation World, and Joshua Project. Th e new version 
of this chart (shown here) (Butler, Lewis, and Maynard 2024) graphically 
clarifi es the remaining “frontier” mission task. It reveals the location of 
“Frontier People Groups,” defi ned as those UPGs that still have no known 
indigenous movements to Jesus and have no more than one Christian of any 
kind for every 1,000 people (Lewis 2018a). We have produced an animated 
video of this new pie chart, which is now available in multiple languages 
(Joshua Project; Maynard and Lewis 2018).

Th e data show global progress of the gospel beyond all expectations.
For example, today the gospel has fi nally been established in China among 
the Han Chinese, where millions of believers no longer view God as a foreign 
God but as their Creator and Father too. Th e Communist push to kill faith in 
God did not ultimately succeed! Many movements to Christ have emerged 
among Buddhist people groups; fewer than 2 percent of the remaining FPGs 
are Buddhist or associated with tribal or ethnic religions (32 million people 
out of 2 billion).

Even more importantly, though the world’s population has nearly doubled, 
in just 40 years (between 1980 and 2020) the percentage of the world’s population 
in FPGs dropped from 60 percent to only 25 percent. And the global ratio of 
committed followers of Jesus to people in FPGs improved from 1:10 to 1:2, 
as the population of committed followers of Jesus in the world quadrupled 
while the population in the remaining FPGs decreased by 20 percent (see bar 
graph accompanying the pie chart).
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Used with permission of Rebecca Lewis.
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