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A message from  
Paul Trementozzi

Missionary scholar Lesslie Newbigin 
prophetically stated, “The fight for 
the soul of the world will be fought 
between three visions…Islam, authentic 
Christianity, and Secularism.”

In the last 25 years one of the great 
Spirit-led breakthroughs in missions 
is that missiologists helped us 
identify “unreached people groups” 
(UPGs). Intentional development of 
nomenclature and overall definitions 
have given rise to new and innovative 
strategies for reaching the unreached. 
We can identify where these people 
are and what languages they speak, 
and piece by piece we are beginning 
to understand who they are.

In Europe, however, the results of this 
work have overlooked the majority 
UPG. Europe is the birthplace and 
center of global secularism, yet we have 
not been able to define with certainty 
what we are aiming at and, quite frankly, 
what we mean by secularism. We have 
no common nomenclature to help us 
formulate effective communications. 
We do not understand the differences 
within each secular group because 
we have been overly influenced by 
geopolitical boundaries. Without 
clarity in these areas, our initiatives 
become equally unclear.

We believe the Spirit of the Lord is 
commissioning our leadership in 
Europe to glean from what the Spirit 
is teaching us about unreached 
people groups and to begin to 
engage secularism in similar ways. I 
contend that the secular peoples of 
Europe are our primary neglected 
people group, and we as a mission 
in Europe must rediscover our 
responsibility and apostolic calling 
to reach them.

Our conclusions are still pending as 
the Europe Region seeks the Spirit 
in order to better understand how 
we should approach our greatest 
challenge—reaching the secular 
peoples of Europe. You will read about 
our five strategic initiatives that, we 
believe, will draw us nearer to clarity 
of purpose and overall direction. 
It is our prayer and conviction that 
as a result of these initiatives, many 
Christian communities of faith will be 
strategically planted.

Shawn and Deborah Galyen, 
missionaries to Spain, lead the team 
focusing on our mandate to Plant Faith 
Communities Among the Secular 
Peoples of Europe, have written the 
following to introduce this initiative.
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Introduction

After a hundred years of Assemblies 
of God missionary endeavors, we have 
much to celebrate. Around the world, 

Pentecostal churches and national 
movements are thriving across a wide 
spectrum of languages, cultures, and 

continents. Today we believe the 
Lord of the harvest is calling many of 
us to pour out our lives for the sake 
of people living in a region not yet 

part of that spiritual awakening. This 
region doesn’t come to mind when 
people think “missions”; this region 

doesn’t have exotic costumes or 
unwritten languages or overwhelming 

mass poverty. What does Europe 
have? It has 530 million people. The 

past century has seen Christianity, 
especially in its Pentecostal form, 

explode all over the globe, but church 
attendance has shrunk dramatically 
in Europe. Despite historical church 
denominations, freedom of religion, 

and access to information, the number 
of active believers has actually 

fallen. Instead, the vast majority of 
men, women, and children share a 
worldview we call secularism, and 

they are in spiritual darkness.
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Why this initiative?

Millions of people in Europe today have 
never personally met a Jesus follower. 
The numbers of evangelical believers 
are simply too few to permeate society 
in a natural way—thus the desperate 
need for missionaries who embrace 
the call, understand the culture, and 
effectively share the gospel. Within 
Europe we have seen this happen 
successfully within subcultures: 
the Roma church revival, Filipinos 
in international churches, African 
immigrant churches, etc. However, 
none of these subcultures have been 
able to effectively penetrate the 
dominant, powerful, increasingly 
secular majority—indigenous 
Europeans.

The peoples of Europe are precious 
to God in their own right, and as well, 

what happens in Europe influences 
the whole world. As a center of global 
power, cultural influence, and wealth, 
Europe, we believe, would have been 
targeted by the apostle Paul, just 
as he targeted ancient Rome and 
its large strategic cities. The Early 
Church, by winning individuals and 
families to Jesus, modeled a new way 
of life that interrupted the trajectory 
of the Roman Empire and, therefore, 
changed the history of the world. 
Today we have the same opportunity 
to share the good news among 
Europe’s secular societies, winning 
people for eternity and impacting 
the culture today. Do we believe the 
gospel is still powerful? Do we believe 
anything is too hard for God?
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What is secularism?

In contrast to the majority populations 
of the Global South, most Europeans 
share this worldview called secularism. 
We are not referring here to secularism 
as a form of government or even the 
outward structures of society. Secularism 
as a worldview is a commitment or 
orientation of the heart where God 
(or gods) are no longer at the center. 
Instead, “self” is at the center. This is not 
to say that secular peoples are simply 
selfish, nor it is synonymous with hyper-
individualism. One can be a self-centered 
Muslim, Christian, or Buddhist, because 
selfishness is a basic part of human 
fallenness. Rather, secular people see 
the self as the only plausible option for 
organizing and making sense of life. Like 
the Muslim who grows up in the Middle 
East with a worldview defined by a 
traditional religion, secular people believe 
the authority of the self is the normal and, 
in a sense, the only way in which they can 
view the world. 

While secular peoples have self as an 
organizing center, spirituality may still play 
a role. Secularism, as a broad term of course, 
includes atheism, but most secularists are 
not atheists. Atheism is more common 
in post-communist European countries 
and more rare in Catholic-background 
countries. However, these countries 
share extremely low participation rates 
in any organized religion. While avoiding 
organized religion (since it appeals to 

an authority higher than the self), many 
secular Europeans are open to a wide 
variety of spiritual ideas and experiences, 
exploring everything from Buddhism to 
self-help to witchcraft. Many still identify 
culturally with the historic church of their 
region, while disbelieving its doctrines 
and rejecting its practices. They remain 
secularists—meaning that no structured 
religion (no set of defined, traditional 
beliefs or authoritative, cohesive spiritual 
framework) gives their lives direction 
and meaning. Their supreme loyalty is 
to the self and to the collection of post-
Christian ideas (see below) that can best 
be summed up as “secular.”

Secularism did not burst into the world 
this century; it is an entrenched way of 
thinking with many causes and deep 
roots. Lesslie Newbigin, the twentieth-
century missionary to India who spent 
his life winning Hindus to Christ, returned 
to England in the 1970s and began 
writing about what he called “the most 
challenging missionary frontier of our 
time”—post-Christian Europe.1 He traced 
the development of Western thought to 
show how the various strands of both 
Judeo-Christian and Eastern ideas (such 
as gnosticism) led to the Enlightenment, 
culminating in the current worldview that 
separates ideas from behavior and values 
from facts. In this fragmented, centerless, 
deconstructed world, individuals are left 
free-floating on their own, sure of nothing 
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but their own existence, desperate to 
create meaning by personal experience, 
vulnerable to idols of self-worship and 
all kinds of oppression, depravity, and 
addiction.

This is no passing fad; like the Baal worship 
the Israelites constantly struggled 
to resist, secularism seems natural, 
plausible, and inevitable. Therefore, it is 
a formidable barrier used by the enemy to 
close the ears of men and women so the 
message of salvation in Christ is hard to 
hear. Newbigin believed secularism would 
continue to grow in Europe and among 
educated world elites and that coming 
years would see increased competition 
between the three most powerful global 
movements of our time: Christianity, 
Islam, and secularism.2 This is exactly 
what we see happening today. 

Secularism, like any religion or worldview, 
provides a framework for living—making 
decisions, choosing good over bad, 
relating to others, spending money, etc. 
While every worldview has particularities 
as it is practiced by a specific group 
of people (what missiologists call folk 
religion), we can still identity some broad 
characteristics of the secularist worldview 
likely shared by most Europeans.

1. The Self Project. the goal of life for 
each individual is to create “the true self.”  
This is a never-ending, fluid process of 
finding happiness and creating meaning 
by choosing preferences in all areas of life: 
food, style, spirituality, sexuality, gender, 
work, family structures, etc. Continued 
exploration is the norm.

2.  Truth is defined by the individual and 
determined by context. There are no 
authoritative, universal, moral absolutes. 
In some regions, especially those with a 
Catholic background, family still exerts 
strong pressure on behavior, but not 
usually at the moral level.

3. Do no harm. There is general acceptance 
that not harming others (humans, animals, 
or the earth) is good.

4. Experiential. Transcendence is sought 
by immersion in powerful life experiences, 
whether individual or collective, such 
as extreme sports, contact with nature, 
music, yoga/meditation, technology, and 
sexuality.

5.  Sexual freedom. This is valued above 
all else.

A few examples that undergird our 
analysis come from the World Values 
Survey (2015)3. There we find that large 
majorities across Europe do not believe 
that God is “very important” in life. For 
example, about 87 percent in Germany 
and Spain say this, and 92 percent in 
Sweden. In Spain only 6.6 percent of 
people are active members of any kind 
of religious organization (this includes 
Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, and other). 
Another survey, “Beliefs About God Over 
Time,” shows that between 1998 and 2008, 
for example, belief that God is personally 
concerned with people fell 16 percent 
in Portugal.4 Surveys only tell part of the 
story, but obviously, as we learn more 
about these cultures, our communication 
improves. Learning the words of a foreign 
language isn’t sufficient. In order to reach 
secular Europeans, we must do much 
better at identifying and understanding 
their worldview so that the message 
of the gospel will be clear, sharp, and 
persuasive.
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The idea of people groups

Missionaries around the world understand that 
nation-states are not the same thing as people 
groups. Within a nation one tribe may have a 
thriving church movement while another has 
almost no believers at all. These two groups live 
parallel to each other, not intersecting, and the 
gospel will not flow from one to another unless 
someone is called and sent. It is time to bring 
this insight to bear on our work in Europe. 
As missionaries and leaders we must ask the 
question of every person preparing to go to or 
already on the field: Are you called to Europe as 
a place? To Spain, to Sweden, to Greece? Or are 
you called to Spaniards? To Swedes? To a certain 
people group within a geographic region? For 
example, some may be called to Muslims in 
Spain and others to Spaniards in Spain. When 
we are not specific about our calling, we do not 
learn specific forms of communication, and so 
we fall back on the methods and language of 
our own home culture. 

Of course, many who are called to a particular 
cultural group in Europe will also spend time 
working across cultures, like the apostle Paul 
certainly did. And our churches should always 
be places where Christ reigns above ethnic 
differences, uniting believers in one Spirit. 
The point is, unless we know whom we are 
witnessing to and who our primary “target 
group” is, we cannot effectively shape our forms 
of communication and outreach. We cannot 
teach people to be one in Christ and to overcome 
racism, hostility, and prejudice by human means. 
Ephesians 2 teaches us that Jesus is the One 
who breaks down the dividing wall of hostility; 
therefore, we must do all we can to introduce 
majority-group Europeans to Jesus Christ.

Again, the apostle Paul points the way forward. 
He was well aware that the megacities of his 
time included multiple people groups—Jews 
and Gentiles, for example. Both deserved to hear 

the gospel, and they required different modes 
of communication reflected in sermon style, 
place of meeting, and choice of coworker—
with their ultimate goal being unity in Christ. 
Paul himself moved back and forth among 
these communities, consciously adopting their 
particular forms of life: “To the Jews I became 
like a Jew,” to the Greek as a Greek (1 Corinthians 
9:20–21). Cultural adaptation and language 
learning are familiar tools in missionary work, 
but it needs to be said again in the European 
context: every people group needs an effective, 
particular witness so they are represented one 
day at the celebration banquet in heaven. 

We propose that in the cities and towns of 
Europe, the largest least-reached groups are 
indigenous secular Europeans. We affirm that 
new immigrants, old immigrants, refugees, and 
other subcultures need continued, targeted 
gospel witness. We must raise up apostolic 
workers passionately called to the millions of 
“ordinary Europeans” who have no churches 
in their communities and who will die without 
knowing Jesus unless someone tells them. 
Even in our most international cities, such 
as Brussels, the majority of people are still 
Belgians and less than 2 percent proclaim an 
evangelical faith in Christ. 

What about immigrant and international 
churches? We should celebrate thriving immigrant 
churches and partner with them in reaching 
Europeans, but we should also look honestly at 
the reasons immigrant churches grow quickly. 
One reason is that people outside their home 
culture are often more open to change, and God 
uses their dislocation as an open door to bring 
them to Christ. Another significant factor is that 
many immigrants from the Global South are 
more traditional or non-secular in their outlook 
on life, and we are good at preaching to non-
secularists. We, as missionaries and evangelists, 
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have developed effective strategies for 
reaching people in cultures with strong spiritual 
worldviews, and when those people live in 
Europe, our preaching attracts them. Some come 
to Europe already on the way to faith, and others 
are strong believers ready to be workers in the 
church; still others are not Christians but share a 
religious worldview that includes conscious belief 
in God, good and evil, moral absolutes, etc. Our 
Pentecostal ways of “doing church” that worked 
very well in the Global South also work very well 
with these individuals.

However, we should also not be naïve about the 
fate of the children and youth in our immigrant 
churches in Europe; we cannot be complacent 
about their faith. These young people want to 
adapt to and integrate into European culture, and 
many of them will do so—if not in this generation, 
in the next. Secularism is an attractive, powerful, 
and insidious force. For every young Muslim 
who feels rejected in Europe and becomes 
“radicalized” by Islam, hundreds of others 
will quietly become secularized. We must 
confront the fact that unless we reach majority-
group secular Europeans today, the children of 
even Christian immigrants may lose their way 
spiritually tomorrow, even as they find their place 
in Europe. 

We should not let the existence of non-
European Pentecostal churches blind us to 

this reality: the methods that quickly grow 
strong immigrant congregations are leaving 
our secular European neighbors cold. They, 
too, desperately need to hear the gospel in their 
own language and cultural forms. We cannot 
condemn them as hard-hearted, prejudiced, or 
impossible to reach until we have seen them as 
God sees them, with love and compassion, and 
until we have done our very best to enter into 
their world as the early missionaries did. Only 
then will we begin to use language and forms 
that make sense to our neighbors. We admire 
Hudson Taylor for dressing like the Chinese, 
growing his hair long, and doing everything 
within his power to help the Chinese see Christ 
and not be distracted by a foreign style. What 
might be the equivalent in our gospel witness 
to secular Europeans? Have we even tried?

It is disturbing to view a website of a missionary 
to France and see prayer requests for unreached 
people groups like “pray for the 5000 Kurds” 
or “40,000 Wolof.” What about the 5 million 
unbelieving French people in that region? We 
must not be blinded by the lack of exotic clothing 
or the color of skin. We must not be intimidated or 
discouraged because the French don’t need our 
money and, in fact, see themselves as culturally 
superior. “So from now on we regard no one 
from a worldly point of view” (2 Corinthians 5:16, 
NIV); instead, we see every individual as a lost 
son or daughter of God.
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Challenge Ahead

So we return to the main issue. We believe 
we are responsible for the preaching 
of the gospel to the secular peoples of 
Europe. Therefore:

1. We must see Europe in terms of 
people groups, not simply geography 
or nation-states. For too long we have 
thought of people groups as something 
“ethnic” or “tribal,” and we have failed 
to look at traditional European peoples 
through missiological lenses. We can do 
better. Using all the tools and information 
at our disposal, we must open our eyes 
to Europe’s enormous harvest field and 
learn to see as God sees.

2. We must create a European missionary 
body of “experts in secular peoples.” We 
must work to define and take seriously 
the worldview of the secular person in 
each particular context across Europe 
so as to preach the gospel accurately 
and persuasively. We must encourage 
new missionaries to be constant learners. 
We must resist the temptation to take 
shortcuts or to transplant forms from the 
outside; we must be open to the Spirit’s 
leading in appropriate modes of gospel 
witness. We cannot allow market tools to 
replace missionary contextualization. It is 
unacceptable for us as a Europe missionary 
team to leave missional expertise among 
secular peoples to the interested few or 
the academically inclined.

3. We must launch faith community 
planting teams into targeted, least-
reached  secular people groups. The 

outcome of No. 1 and No. 2 (seeing groups 
and creating experts) should lead to sending 
called, equipped teams to plant new faith 
communities among the underrepresented 
secular peoples of Europe, giving priority 
to the most urgent situations. We should 
target the largest European cultural groups 
that have the fewest evangelical believers.

4. We must prioritize our apostolic 
calling as missionaries and remain on 
the front lines of witness. We realize that 
our partnerships with existing Pentecostal 
churches are vital, but we must not allow 
the desire for smooth relationships to 
keep us from the task of reaching the 
masses of lost secular people. Even if a 
church movement is 100 years old, if the 
secular people group in its region is still 
less than 2 percent Christian, we should 
in no way relinquish the task of direct 
evangelism and church planting. We must 
be wise in choosing the best ways to go 
forward with new works, plowing new 
ground, as we continue to partner with 
existing churches in Europe.

5. We must advocate for secular peoples. 
We must improve our public relations and 
how we communicate with our supporting 
churches about Europe’s need. This means 
starting with good theology, including 
breaking the habit of equating material 
poverty with spiritual poverty. Europeans 
who don’t know Jesus are just as eternally 
lost as people in jungles or slums, and God 
is calling us to see them as He does—with 
compassion, mercy, and love.
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Conclusion
In summary, it is time to rekindle our passion 

and clarify our calling to reach Europeans 
with the good news of Jesus Christ. The 

discussion of percentages and how to define 
“unreached” is important, but we already 
know the big-picture truth: millions upon 

millions of secular Europeans do not know 
Christ. If Jesus would leave 99 sheep safe in 
the pen to find 1 who was lost, we certainly 

cannot ignore 99 who are lost. These 99 
represent Europe’s majority peoples from 

countries all across the continent, and they 
desperately need to hear the message of 

salvation in words and forms suited to their 
overwhelmingly secular worldviews. The best 
hope for all Europe’s peoples—the majority 

groups, the marginalized, immigrants, 
refugees, and future generations—is a 
Europe saturated with the light of the 
gospel, filled with strong and healthy 

churches, and led by individuals who have 
been transformed by grace. We believe 

that as we give ourselves wholly and 
courageously to the task by the power of the 

Spirit, we will see new life burst forth.
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