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The next two months of mission:world News will focus on the blessed 
history of BMA Global. As we focus on this year’s theme,“Send Me,” and 
build toward World Missions Day on February 23rd, we will rejoice in 
the blessings of God by hearing selected stories from past BMA Global 

missionary exploits and experiences. 
For seventy-five years, BMA Global Missions has been a testament to God’s 

faithfulness, weaving a story of sacrifice, transformation, and hope across generations. 
Reflecting on its rich history, one cannot help but feel a deep sense of nostalgia—images 
of missionaries embracing foreign cultures, building bridges of trust, and planting seeds 
of faith come to mind. This legacy is not merely a recollection of past triumphs but a 
vivid reminder of the incarnational call to missions: to live among, serve, and love people 
as Christ did. BMA’s past blessings are more than milestones; they are guiding lights for 
future ministry, inspiring us to step into communities with humility and intentionality, 
carrying forward the gospel in both word and deed.

The incarnational approach to global missions is a vital model from Christ to us. 
THE INCARNATION is that divine event when the second person of the Trinity, Jesus 
Christ, became flesh and dwelt among us. The incarnational model of missions is when 
we follow the model of Christ to empty ourselves of home, family, and ambitions to live 
among people to whom God has called us, serve with no inhibitions, and love in an 
unlimited fashion. Incarnational missions is the expression of the declaration, “Send Me!” 

John G. Paton was a Scottish missionary to the New Hebrides Islands (modern-day 
Vanuatu) in the South Pacific during the 19th century.

Paton and his wife Mary arrived on the island of Tanna in 1858, fully aware of the 
dangers they faced. The island’s indigenous people were largely unreached with the 
gospel and practiced cannibalism. Shortly after their arrival, Mary gave birth to a son, but 
tragedy soon struck. Both Mary and their infant son succumbed to fever, leaving Paton 
alone in a hostile environment.

Despite his profound grief and the constant threat of attack from the islanders, Paton 
remained resolute in his mission. He lived in a tree for weeks to escape hostile villagers 
and endured intense loneliness and danger. Eventually, his efforts bore fruit as he was 
able to gain the trust of some locals, sharing with them the transformative message of the 
gospel.

Years later, Paton returned to the islands after remarrying, this time serving on the 
island of Aniwa. Through his unyielding commitment and love, the entire population 
of Aniwa converted to Christianity. They even built a church, symbolizing their 
transformation and new faith.

John G. Paton’s story is a testament to the incredible cost of missionary service and 
the power of God’s work through those willing to risk everything for the sake of the 
gospel. His life continues to inspire generations of believers to take up the call to missions 
with unwavering passion and dedication.

Whether your congregation was recently established in a remote village in Papua 
New Guinea, began in a European city decades ago, or was planted in a small sawmill 
town in the southern United States in the 1800s, one truth remains: God used a simple 
sinner, saved by grace, as His incarnational instrument to share the gospel, disciple 

believers, and bring them together to form that congregation. Churches do not simply 
appear from nothing. There has to be a heart transformed by the gospel, a heart filled 
with the Spirit of God, a heart dominated by the Word of God, and a heart totally given 
to the call of God’s mission in a specific place. It is that missionary passion and dedication 
that God has used over and over in just about every corner of the globe to make His 
name known and fulfill His mission. There will never be a better, more innovative, less 
sacrificial, or more effective approach to missions than the complete surrender and 
service embodied in a pure-hearted “Send Me!”

Send Me! 75 Years of Global Missions
By Dr. John David Smith
President
bmaglobal.org
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By Larry Barker
VP of Church Strategy and Training
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The Legacy of Church Planting

On December 26, 1979, my wife Shelby and I left central Arkansas headed 
to Marion, IL, to pastor West Boulevard Baptist Church. This is where 
a journey of friendship and ministry with men our tribe referred to as 
interstate missionaries began. These families had moved to the “fringe” 

areas of our association to reach people far from God and plant churches in states some 
refer to as unreached people groups. These trailblazers had a huge impact on mentoring 
me, challenging me, and encouraging me on a journey of formulating a vision to one day 
plant a church.

It was in 1980 that I met two of these men, Jim Barr and Danny Kirk, as they made 
the trip from Oswego, IL, to Jacksonville, TX, for Danny to potentially further his 
training there. West Blvd Baptist and Landmark Baptist in Oswego were church plants 
started by Homer Gunn, a man whom God used greatly to plant most of the churches in 
Illinois. His approach had a circuit-riding preacher flavor that found, led to Christ, and 
discipled 30-40 people in cities all over the state. It was an honor to have him visit us at 
West Blvd for our 30th church anniversary.

In 1982, as a part of the BMA of Illinois & Indiana advisory team, we drove to 
Bloomington, IN, to meet James and Jennifer Crews who were planting a BMA church. 

Our friendship and ongoing partnership infected my soul to the core as I observed what 
it took to plant a church where you start with nothing, trusting God to give the increase 
as you plant the seed and water it. We would go and knock doors with the Crewses, lead 
the singing for meetings, preach revivals, host fellowships, and even participate in the 
family devotionals. Our association recommended this family and we adopted them as 
our church planters.

These men and others modeled a love for Jesus, dedication to family, an unashamed 
willingness to share their faith, hard work and dedication, and a joy of the Lord that 
impacted my spiritual walk greatly. We became friends and I always wanted to be in their 
company. That is how I met Jeff Swart who was planting a church in Nevada, MO. By 
always being in the company of these men at our associational meetings, many thought I 
already was an interstate missionary. That is how a burden and a vision was birthed that 
in God’s timing, would have us one day plant a church.

We had no idea that it would be 10 years before that vision would materialize and 
become a reality. In 1991 Jack Courtney, our North American Church Planting Director, 
gave me a call and asked me if I would be interested in moving to Sandwich, IL. Danny 
Kirk had gone to another church plant and they needed a new planter. Without hesitation 

I said, “No sir,” believing this was not what I had in 
mind, desiring to go where I knew no one and start from 
scratch. They refer to that as a parachute drop, and it is 
one of the least successful approaches…who knew? God 
would not allow me to sleep, literally, and when I called 
Bro. Courtney back in early 1992, the journey began.

One man is known for saying, “You’re the average 
of the five people you spend most of your time with.” 
Proverbs 13:10 says it this way: “He that walketh with 
wise men shall be wise: but a companion of fools shall 
be destroyed.” This causes me to praise the Lord for the 
men God placed in my life who befriended me, mentored 
me, loved me, became my friends, and showed me what 
it took to be a church planter. They created a spark 
and desire in me to do what they were doing–planting 
churches–and to do it for the right reasons–God’s glory. 
The virus of the church planting bug had definitely 
infected me. 

These men extended the gospel by living sent. They 
ensured that the gospel was transmitted from one context 
to another and from one generation to the next. They 
were always thinking about the future by establishing 
new churches in new contexts, by making disciples and 
developing leaders. These men, and others not mentioned 
by name, God used to raise up more church planters. 
Now, I have the privilege of having served the association 
since 2007 in the role God used Jack Courtney in to 
recruit me!  
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Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus, Father of mercies and 
comfort as he strengthens us through tribulations. Though unworthy to be 
called his children, He chose us by his grace for this ministry. Thank you, 
BMA churches, pastors, and friends, who have prayed for us as you send 

the gospel to the nations. 
In 1969, I met Prakash, who I only saw once before we married. Gulbarga was an 

unknown place for me and my family. The people were strangers to me. There were no 
direct trains or buses, and the heat was unbearable without any fans or air conditioners. 
But God helped me adjust soon. 

At that time, Prakash was working in a school run by the Methodist church. I 
worked as a teacher in the same school, but in 1970, Prakash got an opportunity to study 
theology in Dallas Bible College and was appointed as BMA missionary, so we came back 
to India. We could have started our mission work in any big city, but Prakash’s desire was 
to serve among his own people so they would know Christ and experience salvation. 

We returned to Gulbarga in 1973, rented a small house and began our mission work. 
We had Bible studies since Prakash knew many students. Because his background was 
Methodist, many people opposed our ministry. Though it was a hard time for us, we 
stood firm in the Lord. We began visiting village people who were very happy to listen to 
the Word of God, and many received Christ as Savior. 

Then we started planting other churches among them, and in three to four years, 
were able to construct church buildings. The first church was in Balwad where Prakash’s 
family lived. A big tree in the middle of the village was where they had built a square 
platform, so we used to have worship services there. That‘s the way many churches were 
established around Gulbarga City. 

When Prakash was a small boy, he was educated in a Methodist school until his 10th 
standard (American grade twelve) and was very grateful for his education. In those days, 
there were no schools in the villages where there

were many poor people without schooling. But he remembers his parents begging 
authorities to get admission. Prakash’s vision was to help poor children attend school. We 
were able to build a three-to-four room school in 1978 so children nearby could learn 
about Jesus Christ, sing songs, and learn scripture. 

We started the Children’s Home with 20–25 children. At first, they were with the 
government schools, but we were not satisfied with the teaching so a brother from one of 
the village churches came to us as a warden with his family and one sister, Sulochana. She 
came to cook for the children. But her husband was not a believer, and because of that, 
she left her family and came to stay with us with her three children. She had firmly made 
up her mind that her children would not worship idols but know only Jesus as Lord and 
Savior. Because of her dedication and prayers, all of her children are now saved and living 
a good life. 

Pastor Joseph is one of those children. He was six years old when he came to us, but 
now he has his BA degree, and two years of Bible teaching. He pastors our main church 
in Gulbarga. His younger brother is also a pastor and his sister is a registered nurse. She 
works in a private hospital and takes care of the Hope Home and Children’s Home kids. 

As our own children were studying in the government school, we were not satisfied 

with their education so we thought of opening a school as they were having educational 
degrees. So in 1980, we opened a school with government permission and named it 
“Jeevan Prakash” which means “life enlightening.” 

The school started with twenty children, and as we were having educational degrees 
then outsiders started coming. Soon it became known as one of the good Kannada 
medium schools in the city. Many came including those who are pastors, teachers and 
workers with us today in our ministry. Some are doctors and engineers working in 
government in many cities. This was Prakash’s vision that came through.

Today, we have 1,200 children studying in our school, where we also conduct revival 
meetings and worship services. Many village families come back. I ask pastors, teachers, 
ministry leaders, and missionaries every year to come to Gulbarga and help us train new 
believers and conduct Bible classes. 

Prakash suffered with cancer for a year and went to be with the Lord on September 
11, 2000. It was a very hard time for me. We were always together, and I mourned him 
greatly. Sadly, almost all the churches left us, thinking, “Prakash is no more, so how can 
this ministry continue?” Their three children are in the U.S., and his wife is not from this 
place, so she will go and settle with one of her children.” 

So I just prayed for God to help me do what I can for this ministry. And God did 
wonders. 

Joseph stayed with me as my spiritual son, and we began visiting many villages. 
We three families started having worship services in the school building, inviting God’s 
servants to preach for us. One of my maternal uncles who was a pastor in Bangalore 
Baptist Church encouraged me and helped in preaching, worshipping and training 
Joseph and even conducting revival meetings in Jeevan Prakash School compound. 

We have established four training centers that Joseph takes care of. In this way, God 
has renewed and revived our ministry. Prashant and Golda came back from the States 
permanently, and since she came from a missionary family she is very hard working. 
Faithfully, they are involved in our ministry. They take care of churches, Children’s Home, 
and Bible Training Center. 

Now they are second generation missionaries. I have given Prashant and Golda the 
torch in their hand. Please pray for them and let God be the glory and bring more souls 
to Christ.

By Susheela Prakash
India
bmaglobal.org

In Her Own Words: The Making of Ministry in India
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The History of Lifeword
In 1965, a visionary named Harold Morris, the first missionary 

commissioned by the Baptist Missionary Association (BMA), set out to 
change the way the gospel was spread. After retiring from his mission 

field in Brazil due to health concerns, Morris had a bold new idea: using media to reach 
the masses with the message of Christ. He launched the Harvest Gleaner Gospel Hour 
(HGH) in St. Louis, with a clear mission—to “make Jesus known to the multitudes.” What 
started as a humble radio program quickly blossomed, and just three years later, HGH 
became an official department of the BMA with Morris as its first director.

Despite his passing in 1970, his vision didn’t remained. Leaders like A.R. Reddin 
and Paul Bearfield took up the mantle, expanding HGH into new languages and global 
territories. By 1979, the program reached the Middle East, Asia, and Africa, spreading 
the gospel in local languages and touching lives across continents. Under new leadership 
from George Reddin and Steve Crawley, the ministry evolved into Lifeword in the 
1980s, better reflecting its global vision. Lifeword’s mission expanded beyond radio to 
include low-power international stations and local partnerships, reaching further into 
communities than ever before. Today, under the guidance of Executive Director Donny 
Parrish, Lifeword harnesses cutting-edge Cloud technology, offering gospel content in 
over 160 languages to a worldwide audience.

Lifeword and BMA Global
In 2005, Lifeword took a significant step, purchasing a $2.4 million building in 

downtown Conway, Arkansas. But the real transformation came when Lifeword and the 
Department of Missions (now BMA Global) began working more closely together. Under 
the leadership of Steve Crawley, Lifeword’s collaboration with BMA Global grew from a 
partnership into full integration. In 2014, the BMA Global Ministry Center was born in 
Conway, housing both Lifeword and BMA Global under one roof. This collaboration not 
only streamlined operations, sharing resources like office space and staff, but also allowed 
both ministries to invest more funds into reaching the nations with the gospel.

Today, Lifeword and BMA Global work hand-in-hand. BMA Global supports 
ChangeMakers—local missionaries around the world who plant churches and share 
the gospel within their own cultures. Many of these ChangeMakers are also Lifeword 
Content Creators, producing media (videos and podcasts) in their heart languages, 
sharing the gospel through the internet, radio, and social media. This unified approach 
has exponentially expanded the reach of both ministries, allowing them to touch lives in 
ways that were once unimaginable. As Lifeword and BMA Global continue to grow, we 
invite you to pray for the work they’re doing together, trusting that God will provide the 
resources needed to take the gospel to the ends of the earth.

A United Mission
By Emily Brantley
Lifeword
lifeword.org




