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by Waldron Scott, co-founder, Holistic Ministries International, Paterson, New Jersey, USA

In the fall of 1984 my wife, Georgia, and I moved to Paterson and founded Holistic Ministries International (HMI).  Our purpose was two-fold: to develop a set of ministries that would manifest, in word and deed, the good news of the Kingdom of God; and to develop a context in which prospective missionaries, from Paterson and elsewhere, might receive training relevant to 21st century mission.  How this worked out is the subject of this article.
INTRODUCTION

David Bosch’s masterpiece, Transforming Mission (Orbis 1991) has drawn attention to paradigm theory and its application to contemporary mission.  Following Thomas Kuhn, Professor Bosch defines a paradigm as an entire constellation of beliefs, values, and techniques shared by members of a community.

In many respects, however, the Paterson experiment reflects what Bosch calls “the emerging ecumenical paradigm” and for that reason alone may be worth considering, in spite of its embryonic nature and limited scope.

The Paterson paradigm has evolved, and is still evolving, from the seeds of my personal experience as a missionary, as well as from the contextual reality of Paterson and certain biblical and missiological themes.

All these overlap in various degrees.  This article will recount my personal experience and specify the biblical themes.  But first, 

the contextual reality
Paterson is very much a Two-Thirds World city: densely populated, ethnically diverse, economically impoverished.  Three-fourths of its residents are Hispanic and African-American; 20 percent are white, and the remainder have their roots in the Middle East and South Asia.

Paterson was founded in 1792 as North America’s first planned industrial city – and as a counterpoint to Thomas Jefferson’s vision of an agrarian democracy.  Its history mirrors the vicissitudes of urban industrial city over the past two centuries.

Today Paterson is an island of marginalized minorities surrounded by a sea of white, middle class, suburban communities.

The city’s political process is self-serving, its bureaucracy unresponsive, its educational system so inept the State has taken it over.  Its community college struggles to maintain accreditation, its businesses are run by outsiders, and its overflowing prison is filled with drug pushers and addicts.

Its housing is old and decrepit, its recreational facilities almost nonexistent.  One fourth of its families are on welfare, and even more are headed by single parents.

Teenage pregnancy runs high, as does infant mortality.  Unemployment among its Black males between the ages of 18 and 25 exceeds 50%.
On the other hand, Paterson has a strong sense of identity.  Its people are proud of their history.  One of America’s premier 20th century poets, William Carlos Williams, produced an epic poem entitled Paterson.

The city has some 200 churches, many of them storefronts, and a number of active neighborhood associations.  Although the economic boom of the 1980s passed Paterson by, there are signs of current revitalization.  

It was into this ambiguity that I brought my own personal history.

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
Reared in a devout Plymouth Brethren home, I joined The Navigators movement as a university freshman in 1949 after three years of military service.  The Navigators attracted me by their twin emphases on personal discipleship and world evangelization.

Later on I would come to feel that The Navigators were inadequately related to the broader Christian community and I would seek a more ecumenical framework in which to serve.

During the 1960s I pioneered a typical “Nav” ministry among university students in Beirut under the aegis of the National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon.  
During this period, through exposure to Palestinian refugees and their concerns, I began to question the pietism characteristic of both the Brethren and The Navigators, a pietism in which salvation was envisioned almost exclusively in psychological and other-worldly terms.

In the 1970s, as general secretary of the World Evangelical Fellowship, I visited Christian churches in every continent.

Contact with articulate developing – world leaders such as Orlando Costas, Vinay Samuel, Tokumbo Adeyemo, and Emilio Castro stimulated me to rethink the gospel in the context of global realities.

Eventually this resulted in the publication of Bring Forth Justice (Eerdmans 1980), my attempt to understand Christian world mission as rectification, and to link both to disciplemaking.

A brief tenure as president of American Leprosy Missions allowed me to minister to the “poorest of the poor” and gain insight into ways secular and missionary agencies can cooperate.

It also helped me see more clearly the structural importance of cities in the global scheme of things.  It was during this period that I became acquainted with the city of Paterson.

CONTROLLING THEMES
By now several biblical and missiological themes have already surfaced in this account: the holistic nature of the gospel and mission, God’s “preferential option” for the poor, and the strategic importance of cities.  Other scriptural convictions I carried with me into the Paterson arena included (in no particular order):
· the belief that all mission is God’s mission;
·  dedication to the symbiotic potential of an intimate local church/parachurch relationship; 
· skepticism about “development” as understood in the West; 
· faith in empowerment as a major goal of mission; 
· a perception of incarnation that presumes “down-ward mobility,” simple lifestyle, and long-term commitment; and
· readiness to work from a position of weakness; and a willingness to engage the “principalities and powers.”

Two key passages of scripture that have controlled the Paterson paradigm are Isaiah 42:1-4, 

“Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations.  He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets.  A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.  In faithfulness he will bring forth justice.  He will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth.  In his law the islands will put their hope.” 

and Philippians 2:3-8,

“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the inters of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: who, being in the very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to  e grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness, and being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!”
THE VISION

After thirty-plus years of missionary service, I was convinced that the North American young people we send abroad as missionaries are, for the most part, ill-prepared to interact with the real world, and des-tined therefore to be irrelevant, if not counter-productive.
The “real world” is the world of the poor, the powerless and the oppressed.  While this is not immediately apparent in the United States, on a global scale it is irrefutable.  Furthermore, this real world is increasingly urban.

The problem as I saw it was that prospective North American missionaries, being most middle class and upwardly mobile, are simply not able to communicate the gospel to poor people in relevant and credible terms.

Moreover, coming from predominantly suburban and small-town communities, these would-be missionaries neither understand cities nor comprehend how urban structures impact the poor for better or worse.

The upshot of these reflections was that in 1984 my wife, Georgia, and I moved to Paterson and founded HMI.  Our purpose was two-fold: to develop a set of ministries that would manifest, in word and deed, the good news of the Kingdom of God; and to develop a context in which prospective missionaries, from Paterson and elsewhere, might receive training relevant to 21st century mission.

EARLY DEVELOPMENTS
Georgia and I had a vision, but no plan – nor any intention of producing one.  In the first place, we recognized Paterson as a Two-Thirds World situation and did not want to be guilty of the North American proclivity to introduce pre-packaged programs into foreign contexts.

In the second, Place, however, we acknowledged that the mission was God’s; that he had preceded us into the city and was already at work in it through his people.  Our main task was to “fall in” with what God was doing.

During those first few months we concentrated on getting acquainted with the city, its residents and their felt needs.  I personally traversed every block of the city and, from a hillside overlooking it, prayed daily for its citizens.

We had arrived in Paterson penniless and spent hours standing in line with hundreds of others to collect unemployment compensation.  Its seemed important to us, if we were to be used ultimately to empower others, that we demonstrate that material powerlessness is not a decisive handicap to the people of God in mission.

We also focused on seeking out a local church that would both evangelical and holistic – or perhaps I should say truly evangelical and therefore holistic.

The Lord led us in due time to Madison Avenue Christian Reformed Church, a small, racially integrated, inner city congregation.  We were happy to throw in our lot with them.  In the years since, both Georgia and I have been active members of the church.  At the same time, the congregation supported us during a time of family tragedy and helped save us from the “burn out” experienced by so many urban missionaries.

I continue to be convinced of the value of this symbiotic approach.  It contrasts, on the one hand, with the idea of planting still another church in a city that already has so man and, on the other hand, with trying to relate superficially to all churches in the community.  We chose to root ourselves in a single congregation.

The fruitfulness of this approach, however, depends much on the pastor’s ability to see the congregation’s ministry as something more than what is carried out under his immediate supervision.

RELATING TO THE SECULAR WORLD
After talking with a lot of people, and encouraged by our Madison Avenue prayer partners, we began our service to the community by opening Loving Care, an early learning center for pre-schoolers.  Georgia was in charge.  We had no money, but a devout Christian who owned a business in Paterson stepped forward to assist us financially.

It took six months of hard labor to renovate the first floor of a century-old red brick former silk mill, but at last the doors opened – to one lone student!  Thereafter, however, enrollment expanded steadily to 75 as Loving Care earned credibility in the community, serving both children and their parents, to say nothing of staff who were recruited and trained from within the community.

One of the parents we served was a key city official.  She persuaded the mayor to appoint me chairperson of Paterson’s Council of Social Services.  This was our initial entrance into the city’s power structures and was followed by similar appointments of both Georgia and me to other civic committees.

The Chamber of Commerce organized a program called Leadership Paterson as a means of equipping citizens for civic engagement.  I applied and was selected as a member of the first class.  By the end of the ten-month program I had acquired a thorough understanding of the anatomy of Paterson and had met a number of its decision-makers.

More importantly, perhaps, I had established a rich, personal bond with 30 classmates drawn from a wide range of Paterson’s life.  Upon graduation we formed an alumni association of which I was president for the first two years.  To date, six subsequent classes have graduated, so our network has expanded significantly.  Many of those who have gone through the program at my recommendation are Christians.

Identification with Leadership Paterson led to my election to the board of directors of local organization such as the YMCA and the Community Health Center.  One of my Leadership Paterson colleagues was a young lade who headed up the city’s adult literacy program, funded by the State.  When the State cut back financially, the program folded, in spite of the fact that 17,000 Patersonians remained function-ally illiterate.

The young lady appealed to us and we revived the program under the auspices of Holistic Ministries.  In the year following, more functionally illiterate Patersonians were being tutored by Christians, and at less cost, than ever before.

Through this process of networking I became acquainted with the Federation of Tenant Councils which represents tenants in Paterson’s low-cost public housing projects and was able to assist them through a crisis.  About the same time, in response to a glaring need, I founded the Citizens’ Alliance for a Drug-Free Paterson.  Georgia later became its president and made its presence felt throughout the community.

We have all heard the aphorism, “If you give a man a fish you feed him for a day; but if you train him how to fish you feed him for a lifetime.”  This is true as far as it goes, but it overlooks two equally essential issues:
It does not help a person to learn how to fish if he or she is denied access to the stream; and it may even kill her or him if the stream is polluted by sources higher up the river.
We are trying, therefore, to work simultaneously on all four levels: charity, training, access, and public accountability.

RELATING TO THE PEOPLE OF GOD
God is at work in the secular arena and we work there with him.  God is also at work within the churches and the (relatively few) parachurch agencies in Paterson.

With The Navigators, we co-sponsor and ESL (English as a Second Language) for newly arrived Hispanic immigrants.  The majority of Paterson’s population is Roman Catholic.  We have a good working relationship with that denomination.  A Franciscan sister is on our staff at Loving Care.

We contribute time, energy, staff and a little money to local efforts such as Jubilee Employment Service, Crossroads Ministry Center, and Habitat for Humanity.  I am part of a team developing a coordinated urban strategy for Northern New Jersey churches and am person-ally mentoring a brother from Peru who is planting a new Hispanic congregation in the area.

In short, we see ourselves as servants and facilitators of joint endeavors undertaken by the Christian community.  We are no enamored of bigness.  Consequently HMI’s structure is minimal.  I personally have neither an office nor a secretary.  HMI has no regular newsletter or mailing list.  

Our ministries are largely self-supporting.  Our fundraising is pursued on an ad hoc basis.  Our ethnically diverse Board of Directors is made up on local people.

At a personal level I disciple two men Navigator-style and lead two neighborhood Bible study groups.  In some respects these activities are the most satisfying dimensions of our ministry.

“Seek the welfare of the city to which I have sent you, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jeremiah 29:7).

FRIENDSHIP EVANGELISM
After one ESL lesson a young couple from Colombia approached the instructor, a veteran missionary, and asked, “How is it that you are so patient and persevering with us?  We haven’t experienced that elsewhere.”

Our instructor answered, “There are two reasons.  One is that I have been in your shoes.  The other is that Jesus Christ lives within me and gives me patience I ordinarily lack.”  To which the husband responded, “We would like to learn more about Jesus.”

At this point Wally, the mentor, could have made a full-fledged gospel presentation and pressed for a decision.  Instead, he invited the Colombian couple to his home for dinner where, he suggested, they could talk about Jesus further.  This approach, which some may criticize as unnecessarily cautious, nevertheless seems to characterize our evangelism.

Each of the enterprises in which we are engaged deliberately provides for, or allows, the kind of personal relationships that beget friend-ship evangelism.  Consequently, opportunities such as that described above occur frequently.  And I must say that our key staff members witness constantly.

Even so, up to now we have not seen as many overt “conversions” as evangelicals traditionally expect.  Why is this?  Several thoughts come to mind.

To begin with, many of the people we serve in the inner city already have been evangelized in some degree.  What they seem to need most is help in understanding how Jesus “saves” them in their everyday life with its manifold problems.  We expend a lot of energy in this direction, and quite successfully, often in conjunction with our local church which affirms and nourishes struggling believers.

Secondly, confronting a person with the need to repent and be converted is a special task that requires time and energy – unless, of course, one is satisfied with “quickie” decisions that wither under pressure.  

During the first years of the Paterson paradigm, most of our time and energy has gone toward responding to felt needs which often are not specifically religious.  In the early days of any ministry, I suspect, the number of people needing mundane help greatly exceeds the number of staff and volunteers available.

Thirdly, most of the unchurched people we serve are highly suspicious of “God talk” and resistant to it.  It takes time to overcome this resistance and establish genuine communication.  But frequently we do not have that kind of time, for the most likely candidates for conversion are also the most transient.  They will spend a while with us, then disappear, only to re-emerge some months later.

A fourth reason relates to the fact that volunteer helpers from the suburbs, whom we depend upon to supplement our local staff and volunteers, are often over-sensitive to inner city people, fearful of offending them and therefore reluctant to press the claims of Christ.  In some cases these volunteers, precisely because they are outsiders, are unable to establish the intimate relationships necessary to relate the gospel relevantly to inner city residents.

A final observation – the most decisive, perhaps – has to do with spiritual gifts and teamwork.  While it is true that every Christian should, as the apostle Paul directed Timothy, “do the work of an evangelist,” not every Christian is a gifted evangelist.  Our staff as it presently exists would benefit from such specially gifted persons.

In spite of these concerns, or because of them, our staff agrees that we must explore ways and means of intentionally raising our evangelistic profile.  One obvious step is to pro-vide more explicit evangelistic training to our staff and volunteers.  Another is to recruit one or more gifted evangelists to our team.

CONCLUSION
It has not been all peaches and cream.  We have made several abortive attempts at minis-tries that have not prospered, and have lost more than one confrontation with government bureaucracies.

These defeats (not failures) have been painful.  Leadership Paterson has yet to achieve its potential to promote Kingdom values in every area of Paterson life.  The Citizens’ Alliance struggles to overcome a fog-like apathy that would smother efforts for joint action.  Our attempt to provide leadership for a community health center was squelched by myopic functionaries in Washington, DC.

Yet with the programs HMI sponsors or co-sponsors, and with the network of churches and agencies with whom we work, God has allowed us to realize some measure of our original vision as we respond holistically to felt needs, working alongside the bereft.

In the process, we have created within our own agency two dozen new jobs for unemployed Patersonians.  And during the years ahead we anticipate Paterson’s becoming a significant missionary center, which is one reason we include the “International” in our title.

