
 

 

The Homogeneous Unit Principle Revisited:  
Part One  

 
Walther A. Olsen 

Introduction: A Perplexing Hostility  

My copy of Christianity Today came one morning last June. 
The feature article, a review of Gordon Fee’s new volume, Paul, 
the Spirit, and the People of God,1 caught my eye. Underliner in 
hand, I began reading...but never finished. The article broad-
sided me with one of the harshest in-your-face attacks of the 
Homogeneous Unit Principle I have read. In a litany of accusa-
tions, Fee calls the homogeneous unit principle (HUP) a 
“classist, racist, elitist” device of secular sciences.  

Elsewhere, Escobar reduces the HUP to a pragmatic meth-
odology conceived by the Fuller School of World Mission 
(FSWM) which makes numerical growth the normative standard 
for mission. In his estimation, it’s a sociologism, not sociology.2 
For John Perkins church growth is a substitute for the gospel. He 
writes, “The church-growth philosophy of homogeneity is a here-
sy that...has sacrificed principle for expediency....”3 These accu-
sations—echoed repeatedly by the misinformed—confront us 
with a perplexing hostility. They constrain us to revisit the HUP.  

Toward An Understanding Of The HUP 

For Fee, Escobar, and Perkins, the more they protest, the 
clearer becomes the underlying problem: a misunderstanding of 
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the meaning and role of the homogeneous unit principle. A mis-
understanding which is amplified by a conviction that in the het-
erogeneous church model we have a vehicle for demonstrating 
our oneness in Christ and our reconciliation with him.  

As understood by its critics, a heterogeneous church group 
is distinguished by diverse social classes, ethnic units, and racial 
mixes. The HUP for them is just the opposite. They regard 
church growth people as promoting and pursuing narrow mono-
cultural church groups in the interests of numerical growth quite 
prepared to sacrifice biblical principle for the dividends of socio-
logical pragmatism.  

Even if the HUP might have been better presented,4 and 
even if the HUP has been exploited by some, these HUP critics 
are guilty of grossly misjudging and misinterpreting this concept. 
It deserves better of its critics. The HUP controversy begins right 
here: the conflict and distance between the interpretations of its 
critics and the intentions of its framers.  

Is the HUP a Madison Avenue sociology in clerical garb or a 
basic construct of the human condition and biblical in essence? 
The distance between these two positions, I believe, can only be 
bridged by an indepth re-examination of the HUP. This challenge 
confronts us with two basic questions: How are we to understand 
the HUP and how does it work?5 Second, does the HUP pass 
biblical muster? The first question is dealt with in this study. The 
second will be examined in a subsequent one.  

This article, then, will be asking why people are joiners, why 
the difficulty in defining this term “homogeneity,” what about a 
HUP model, and how does the HUP work. By way of conclusion, 
we will revisit our HUP critics.  

Why people are joiners: From the gregarious instinct to 
enculturation  

The words of John Donne, “No man is an island...” point out 
the obvious: we are social creatures. Created in the image of 
God, we turn quite naturally towards group life. And this gregari-
ous instinct which leads the children of Adam to seek out group 
relationships is universal. But why is this so?  
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Most would reply that people are joiners by nature and by 
nurture. We are born into a complex social group called the fami-
ly. Our families are part of a complex social organization of local 
communities and cities which in concert form a social-cultural 
system called a society. Succeeding generations are enabled to 
function and sustain their cultural systems through a process we 
call enculturation (or socialization). Enculturation might be de-
fined as a learning process whereby we are taught “the ground 
rules” of the culture into which we are born. Reisman quotes 
Fromm, 

In order that any society may function well, its members 
must acquire the kind of character which makes them 
want to act in the way they have to act as members of 
the society or of a special class within it...Outer force is 
replaced by inner compulsion...6 

According to Reisman, we socialize in groups for only 
groups can give the approval we seek.7 Actually groups respond 
to a variety of needs of which two are enablement or empower-
ment, and identification. 

The enablement or empowerment function of groups: In the 
dysfunctional atmosphere of urban centers, a variety of groups—
formal and informal—act as sociological sponsors into communi-
ty life and the market place. Peer groups begin intruding into 
family life the first time a parent hears those words, “But Mom, all 
the other kids are doing it.” Children naturally turn towards peer 
relationships and group life for empowerment, it’s the need to be 
an insider, its the mechanism for group homogeneity.  

The identification function of groups: The two most common 
questions of the human psyche are: “Who am I?” and “What am 
I?” Usually they are answered at home or in churches and 
schools.8 More and more, however, these two questions are be-
ing answered in group identification. Group participation is pri-
marily an act of self-affirmation and identification.  

What is common to all the other-directed people is that 
their contemporaries are the source of direction for the 
individual...9  
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All of which shows us that the common denominator and in-
tegrating factor of group life is its unit of homogeneity. In es-
sence, a homogeneous group is a primary group, a natural 
group. A heterogeneous group is neither, rather it owes it’s pres-
ence to the dynamics of a century of urbanization.10  

I suggest that what is true for society at large is likewise true 
for the church. To baptize Reisman’s quote on socialization: In 
order for the church to grow quantitatively, qualitatively and ethi-
cally, its members must acquire the kind of character which 
makes them want to live the Christ-life and serve him with all 
their heart, soul and strength.11  

The Problem with Defining “Homogeneity”  

Homogeneity is not easy to define, but quite easy to misun-
derstand. All those who naively consider heterogeneity and ho-
mogeneity to be equivalent to “mixed” and “unmixed,” or regard a 
homogeneous unit (HU) church as a monoracial group, or think 
of it as being drawn from a narrow socio-economic class have 
already confused the function and meaning of the HUP. Here is 
my attempt to define the HUP and clarify the difference between 
group homogeneity and group heterogeneity.  

For starters, since no two people are ever identical, there is 
no such thing as absolute homogeneity. And since homogeneity 
can be defined so many ways, any discussion of homogeneity 
must make clear what kind of homogeneity is being talked about.  

The kind of HUs McGavran and company were initially inter-
ested in were the categories of tribe, clan, caste and age-set. 
These homogeneous units structuring traditional societies are a 
section of society in which members live by the rules of a shared 
culture, have a common worldview and mind-set. Tracing their 
origins to a common ancestral source, they see themselves as a 
distinct people group. This is a powerful dynamic, it gave birth to 
the notion of the HU concept. For the FSWM, the HUP became a 
basic principle for the analysis of traditional peoples and strate-
gizing for church growth.  

On this basis, McGavran defined a HU as,”A section of soci-
ety in which members have some characteristic in com-
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mon,”12and that “characteristic in common” is able to set-apart 
those who share it and bond them as a homogeneous group. 
These tribal, clan, caste, and age-set forms of homogeneous 
social organization, however, don’t make it into the city. They 
break down in whole or in part where immigration brings people 
into large multicultural populations.  

As church growth concepts were increasingly utilized in the 
evangelization of large urban centers, the HUP went through a 
certain transformation. While the HUs of traditional societies con-
tinued to be defined in terms of tribe, clan, caste, and age-set; 
the description of HUs in urban centers was all-to-often made in 
terms of anthropological markers (e.g. race and ethnicity) and 
sociological markers (e.g. class and status). This was particularly 
true for HUP detractors.13 This is at best a half-truth. Wagner as 
early as 1974 pointed us beyond these typological markers to 
the dynamics of a certain mind-set as the catalyst for homogene-
ity.14  

In a large multicultural center, what we have just called typo-
logical categories can give us a socio-anthropological profile of a 
particular group; they can to a certain extent predict group be-
havior; they can even identify potential group members, but typo-
logical categories cannot describe for us what makes homoge-
neous units homogeneous! 

One hundred African-Americans watching a Spike Lee film 
may be homogeneous in terms of race, but they are not a HU. 
Something other than racial, ethnic, and/or sociological uniformi-
ty is needed to generate an HU in the context of a broad muliti-
cultural and sociologically diverse society. To appreciate the 
HUP dynamic, this “something else” is something we need to 
understand.  

A HUP Model  

In part, the HUP controversy begins here. The basic problem 
is that these anthropological and sociological markers are typo-
logical categories which can do no more than identify and/or de-
scribe groups. They are not the cognitive categories by which 
people think and act.15  
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The mind is the final arbiter in matters of homogeneity.16 
While diverse elements contribute to the formation of HUs, their 
sine qua non is twofold: Basic cognitive factors and local precipi-
tating factors. A shared mind-set is the ground in which HUs are 
born, it is occasioned by local factors which like-minded people 
find compelling.17  

The cognitive factors are three: A shared cultural framework, 
the “big picture” we call a worldview and a shared mindset. To 
show how irretrievably we are emmeshed in culture, Kraft sug-
gests that what water is to fish, culture is to humans.18 Hoebel 
calls it an integrated system of learned behavior patterms which 
is characteristic of a society.19 In any case, it’s our rule book for 
living. To flaunt its norms is to risk being socially ostracized.  

As such, culture is a construct in which we live, move and 
have our being as social beings. When West African tribal peo-
ples move out of traditional communities and opt for the bright 
lights of multicultural cities, the formal structure of their traditional 
culture systems largely breaks down. These immigrants will 
adapt their life-style, what they will not do is surrender their birth 
cultures.  

Kenneth Little has described for us how the functions of tra-
ditional cultures are fleshed-out in surrogate groups when tribals 
immigrate to urban centers in West Africa.  

From the point of view of social organization one of the 
most striking characteristics of these modern towns is 
the very large number and variety of...certain tribal asso-
ciations of an extraterritorial kind, known in Nigeria and 
the Gold Coast as Tribal Unions.  

These tribal unions range from little unions, consisting of 
a few members of the same extended family or clan, to 
much larger bodies like the Ibo State Union which is a 
collection of village and clan unions... these associations 
were originally formed by Ibo and other migrants...to pro-
tect themselves from the hostile way in which they were 
received... The main raison d’etre, however, is that of 
fostering and keeping alive an interest in tribal song, his-
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tory, language, and moral beliefs, and thus maintaining a 
person’s attachment to his native town and to provide its 
younger people with education” (emphasis added). 20  

Closely associated with the culture construct is the notion of 
a worldview. When we ask, “What’s gone wrong with this world?” 
or “Why do bad things happen to good people?” we are asking 
worldview kinds of questions. With the answers we get, we at-
tempt to make sense of the human condition and with it we go 
about the business of decision making. For Schaeffer this was 
critical. “In my teaching,” he said, “I put a great deal of weight on 
the fact that we live in an abnormal world. I personally could not 
stand this world, if I did not understand it is abnormal...that it is 
not the way God made it.”21  

In a homogeneous group with a shared cultural framework, 
members need to see the world from the same perspective; they 
must share a similiar worldview. An astronomy club is no place 
for those who hold to a flat earth. The right-to-choose crowd 
have a set of worldview perspectives which is sharply opposed 
to a biblical worldview. The bottom line is that people who share 
similiar worldviews see life similarly, tend to be compatible, do 
things for roughly the same reasons and gravitate towards 
groups which valorize their worldview and their self-image.  

If culture compels us to group life and our worldview seeks 
to make sense of the world in which we live, our mindset is how 
we think and react to “the stuff” of the human condition...stuff like 
our children’s education, taxes, gambling, abortion, homosexuali-
ty, capitol punishment, integrity, etc....and whether or not it is 
encumbant upon us to respond personally to the person of Jesus 
Christ.  

When these cognitive factors are shared by a social group 
and this group has coalesced around a particular life concern, 
the HUP is at work. It happens with such frequency, we no long-
er see it as a process. And in this sociological mix, race and 
class and status differences are pre-empted by common con-
cerns, attitudes and convictions. And that’s homogeneity! 

Imagine, for instance, a right-to-life group picketing an abor-
tion clinic. Outwardly, they are a heterogeneous bunch: Roman 
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Catholics, Protestants, blacks, whites, men, young, and old and 
everything in between. As a group, however, they are the es-
sence of homogeneity. The catalyst which has forged this homo-
geneity is a certain mind-set forged out of a shared worldview 
and a set of common values. And within that mind-set, abortion 
provokes a righteous anger. Their burden compels them to unite 
as a group to oppose something they feel deeply about. In life 
we are surrounded by groups who share a common culture, 
worldview, and mindset and for whom racial and ethnic and class 
distinctions are of no consequence.  

To understand an urban community, we must appreciate its 
homogeneities. HUPs are the building blocks of a city, they are 
the glue of any society. In urban life, heterogeneity is the socio-
logical plural of homogeneity; a heterogeneous community is a 
composite of multiple homogeneous units. 

The HUP as Process 

Homogeneity is as much process as principle.22 Whenever 
an outsider associates with a particular group, the HUP swings 
into action. A people-changing process goes to work. When out-
siders are received into a homogeneous group, they are ex-
pected to conform to the modal behavior and role expectations of 
the group. The HUP is a process which assimilates heterogenei-
ty and transforms it into homogeneity.  

From Omaha or Oaugadougou, this process is at work. It 
works to eliminate cognitive diversity and strengthen the bonds 
of homogeneity in social groups or church bodies. In Paris, a key 
Assembly of God church with its broad ethnic and social diversity 
was anything but heterogeneous. It was an example of a socially 
diverse and multi-ethnic congregation being transformed by this 
process into a homogeneous church.  

This process is extensive and intensive. Outwardly it works 
to refashion group candidates so that they conform with group 
roles, stereotypes and/or expectations. Inwardly it works to cre-
ate and reinforce a cognitive homogeneity among its members. 
Those sharing the life of a group must be willing to internalize the 
value system of the group...their identity with the group depends 
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upon it. So formally and informally, the mind-set of new group 
members is slowly but surely brought into conformity with the 
group mind-set. That’s the nature of social groups, formal or in-
fornal. That’s also the nature of church life where this process of 
transformation goes by the name sanctification.  

During the seventies, I visited two different counter-culture 
communes in California. It was readily apparent that these young 
people had never experienced those rites of initiation we call 
socialization. But they were making up for lost time. Kids fresh 
off the streets were quickly introduced into rigid discipline codes 
imposed by long-haired mentors. Young adults whose only point 
of commonality was a rejection of their parent’s world and life-
style were being transformed by this process into ideal group 
members. Group outsiders become insiders by identifying with 
group expectations. By this process heterogeneity is transformed 
into homogeneity. This same process is constantly reshaping the 
life and membership of local churches.  

Homogeneous units are not a grouping of sociological look-
alikes. Nor are they racial or class-conscious enclaves. Homo-
geneous groups are a cross-section of society where members 
share in common a certain cultural framework, a common 
worldview and a certain mind-set finding in their commitment to 
shared values a social empowerment and personal valorization. 
Our daily lives are emmeshed in a network of formal, informal 
and reference type groups.  

By Way Of Conclusion 

Revisiting HUP Detractors 

The old proverb assures us that “what goes around comes 
around.” Having revisited the HUP, we need to revisit the cutting 
accusations which occasioned this article.  

The accusations of Escobar fall into four categories: Philo-
sophical, methodological, ethical and biblical.23 Philosophically, 
he accuses church growth people—along with liberation theology 
people—of compromising the biblical message in the service of 
an ideology. He writes, 
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The Church Growth School has postulated a key to read 
the missionary situation and Christian history (in which) 
the totality of the biblical message is reduced and partial-
ized at the service of an ideology.24  

Escobar’s use of the term “ideology” is technical. For the old 
U.S.S.R., Marxist-Leninism was a guiding ideology. For a Carl 
Sagan, science became an ideology, for a Bill Gates, technology 
becomes an ideology. Escobar discounts the church growth 
school on the grounds that they have embraced sociology as an 
ideology.25  

McGavran, however, was no ideologue. He was a man con-
strained by a holy passion. He was committed to the idea that 
God wants those who are lost found. And once found brought 
into a redemptive relationship with Jesus Christ where, baptized 
in his Name, they should become part of His Church. For 
McGavran, the fulfillment of this will necessitated a multiplication 
of churches across the ethnic horizons of this world. This is no 
ideology, it’s the Great Commission.26 He’s a tactician, not an 
ideologue.  

As for the danger of sociology pre-empting biblical theology, 
he writes,  

The Truth to which I am bound inheres in the...Word 
which was in the beginning with God, by whom all things 
were made...He is Truth, and to Him I give answer for 
everything I think and say and do...All evidence must be 
weighed before the bar of Truth. Therefore I cannot con-
sider church growth merely a sociological process. It is 
that...but much more than that, it is what happens when 
there is faithfulness to the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.27  

Those who accuse McGavran of transforming sociology into 
an ideology have succumbed to an ad hominem approach.  

Escobar labels the HUP a methodolgy. He writes, “The ‘ho-
mogeneous unit’ principle is but one clearcut example of the use 
of a methodology.”28 So that when McGavran begins talking of 
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the importance of numerical growth, Escobar concludes that the 
HUP is a methodology designed to give us numerical success. 
And when church growth people point to instances of the HUP at 
work in the New Testament descriptions of the early church, Es-
cobar concludes they are using the HUP as a method of interpre-
tating the New Testament. Prejudices are short-cuts to false 
conclusions.  

In response it should be made clear: The HUP does not de-
fine church growth methodology. Church growth methodology 
embraces a rich variety of conceptual tools to do the work of 
“church planting.” To name a few: cognitive facts such as mental 
sets and worldview, historical factors, cultural factors and 
themes, social structure, receptivity factors, the decision making 
process, contextualization of message and church form, 
etc...and the HUP. The HUP is one tool—granted a key tool—
which church growth artisans employ in the work of raising up 
new churches.  

I once asked Dr. McGavran about appropiate methodologies 
for church planting in France. His response was clear, “Walther, 
there is no church growth methodology that is valid for all fields, 
an effective strategy for France may have no relevance else-
where. All we can do is to provide you with the tools to fulfill your 
calling. A working strategy for the field of France, is up to those 
of you who work there.”  

Ethically, Escobar becomes agitated with what he considers 
to be the ethical lapses of church growth people. He accuses 
them of being blind to the ethical ramifications of the gospel, i.e. 
the needs of the poor and oppressed of the world. He believes 
this blindness has led church growth people to force biblical the-
ology into the “straightjacket of the social sciences, especially 
sociology....”29 It all boils down to this: For those who take God’s 
Word seriously, they...  

...cannot be blind...to the prophetic and ethical elements 
that permeate the biblical message. For an evangelical 
way of life poverty...is a challenge to responsible ac-
tion....what will rich evangelicals in America do about the 
masses of poor people attracted to the evangelical faith 



The Homogenous Unit Principle Revisited 14 

 

in the Third World? Will they take the whole Gospel to 
them....Or will they turn the Gospel into a social tranquil-
izer that will give birth to inoffensive homogeneous-unit 
churches? Will they in that way push the younger gener-
ations of Christians who hunger and thirst after justice in-
to the hands of the able Marxist manipulators because 
‘there is no alternative, the Gospel is not a real option”30  

Personally I am profoundly challenged by Escobar’s com-
mitment to the poor and his reaction to the cynical political and 
economic power structures which oppress the poor of this world. 
Along with Perkins, they are God’s witnesses to the poor and 
disfranchised. In this, I am their debtor!  

The analysis and accusations Escobar brings to this subject, 
however, are profoundly disturbing. Escobar has McGavran 
preaching another gospel. Church growth people insist that they 
have neither lost sight of the ethical demands inherent in the 
gospel, nor are they insensitive to them. McGavran believed that 
whatever transformations Christians can bring to the unjust pow-
er structures in distant lands will largely depend on a vaste mul-
tiplication of churches across these oppressed regions.31 George 
Hunter agrees, “Our social causes will not triumph,” he says, 
“unless we have great numbers of committed Christians.”32  

That the plight of this world’s poor will somehow be bettered 
by ridding ourselves of church growth inspired churches and 
promoting heterogeneous churches—as Escobar apparently be-
lieves—is a recipe for failure. There is no ethical lapse to the 
church growth vision of Dr. McGavran...unless it can be traced 
back to the Great Commission!  

Biblically, critics freely accuse church growth people of faulty 
hermeneutics and abusing biblical theology. Convinced that in 
the heterogeneous group model we have a vehicle for demon-
strating our oneness in Christ and our reconciliation with him, 
HUP critics have no patience for the HUP model. A response to 
these accusations is crucial, but it will come in part two of this 
study.  



The Homogenous Unit Principle Revisited 15 

 

Identifying the Basic Problem  

Entrenched in Escobar’s thinking is the idea that HUs are ar-
tificially created groups which church growth people are forcing 
upon us. Likewise Fee and Perkins speak of the HUP as being a 
sociological fabrication foisted upon unsuspecting Christians by 
sociology-minded theologians. This misconception has led HUP 
critics to believe that church growth people have succumbed to a 
worldly inspired sociology.  

The HUP is a very human drive grounded in a social con-
struct ordained of God (to anticipate part two of this study).33 It’s 
no mischievous concept born in the mind of McGavran, nor 
some methodology conceived by the FSWM and justified by a 
pragmatic casuistry, nor some dirty-old Madison Avenue strate-
gy. The Sinasina of Irian Jaya or the Fulani of Nigeria did not 
decide to go “homogeneous” at the urging of some McGavran 
disciple. Along with the rest of us in this big, wide world, these 
peoples are group-centric who seek resolutely to maintain the 
essence of their birth culture. 

That the HUP has been tragically abused in South Africa, in 
India, in the Americas, in the United States and elsewhere de-
tracts in nothing from the reality of the HUP’s being a creation 
construct. From the remotest tribal group to the graffiti jungles of 
the inner city, people uniformly behave in patterms which give us 
HUs. This is a basic construct of human behavior, not the social 
programming efforts of church growth sociologists. Church 
growth methodology seeks only to discover existing homogenei-
ties and work within their cultural parameters, not fabricate new 
ones.  

This is the HUP dynamic. It won’t go away. “What gravity is 
to the physical realm, the HUP is to the socio-cultural realm.” 
When one begins with this necessary premise, the accusations 
being brought against the HUP are essentially disqualified.  

We have revisited the HUP for the simplest of reasons: Peo-
ple find the Lord in groups. If bringing men and women to expe-
rience the unsearchable riches of the grace of God in Jesus 
Christ is what our servanthood is all about, the HUP is a divine 
provision to do the will and work of God. That’s what makes it so 
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special!  
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