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Do you know where the geographic center of the United States is? You know, like what location is at the
center of a map of the United States? Well, it depends—are you talking about the contiguous land mass
of the United States...the 48 states extending from Maine to California, Washington state to Florida? If
that’s the case, the geographic center of the United States is near the small town of Lebanon, Kansas, near
the Kansas-Nebraska border. And there are historic markers indicating that very determination.

Now that calculation was accurate beginning in the year 1912 when New Mexico and Arizona were
admitted as states, and that held until 1959, when both the State of Alaska and the State of Hawaii were
added to the U.S. That’s when the government recalculated the exact center of the United States and
ended up with it being about 20 miles north of Belle Fourche, South Dakota—in fact, very near where the
states of Wyoming, Montana, and South Dakota meet.

Of course, this is all very technical with the science and geography experts, and so we should note that
the geographic center does technically shift and vary due to changes in shorelines eroding and the like.
But of course, there is a sense of being right in the center of all that’s important—that’s why many folks
in the center of the country are pleased to call their living spaces “the heartland of America.”

But of course, some elitist folks living on the coasts of America, like in coastal California and New York City
often consider that nonsense—in fact, some of these folks often refer to the vast expanse in the middle
of the country as “flyover country”...that’s right, considering Kansas, for example, as a bit of a wasteland
unworthy of even a glance when flying between Los Angeles and New York City.

This attitude was captured in the artwork by Saul Steinberg on the cover of The New Yorker magazine on
March 29, 1976. Steinberg crafted a watercolor-looking portrait of a number of tall buildings and a few
key avenues of New York City with small, cartoonish people and cars, with all that taking up the space in
the bottom two-thirds of the picture...then with a few random places being captured like “Jersey” in the
foreground of the rest of America, then further up the picture he threw in words of random places like
Nebraska, Texas, and Las Vegas.

Then, near the top was a little horizontal strip labeled the Pacific Ocean—that’s right, the ocean on the
far side of America, satirically visible from New York City—and above that were little bumps at the very
top labeled China, Japan, and Russia. You can actually buy a poster capturing this magazine cover—and
here’s their description of it: “A birds eye view from 9th Avenue, showing an abbreviated landscape for
the rest of the country and everything beyond Manhattan and the Hudson River.”

This is all actually very funny when you see it because it captures a sort of perceived self-absorption that
many people have that they are in the center of it all, the most important place of all—their city, especially
New York City! Go search it out on the web...I guarantee that you will laugh!

This idea caught on and posters were made on this theme labeled with something like “the world
according to a Chicagoan” or “the world according to a Californian.” The truth is, people relate to this art
because they interact with so many people who think they are at the center of it all—kind of like the
attitude that everywhere else is rather meaningless, you know, it’s “flyover country” because what | and
others around me are doing is vastly more important than what’s going on anywhere else. You know, like
Wall Street for finance...Broadway for theater...Washington, D.C. for power and politics...and Hollywood
for movies.

Hey, there is a Christan take related to all this. In my office, | have three good-sized original maps that are
absolutely fascinating. One published in 1846 is titled “The Protestant Missionary Map of the World” and
countries are color-coded as to whether they were best described as Protestant, Roman Catholic, the
Greek Church, followers of Mohammed, Heathen, or my favorite label, “Decayed Christian Churches”...!

The second original map is titled “The Geographic Distribution of Man According to Religious Belief,” again
published “in the middle of the 19" Century,” again color-coded. The third map was captured on canvas,
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not paper, in 1894—and it’s titled “Prevailing Religions of the World and the Progress of Evangelization.”
Of course, it looks somewhat different in its results because it was done about fifty years later—that’s
because of the progress evangelical activity had fostered! It’s all fascinating, really, to contrast these maps.

Hey, these three displays really do work to help us move out of a limited viewpoint that our locality is the
center of it all—yeah, God is actually at work around the globe, at least where people have been obedient
to the Great Commission and, full of the Holy Spirit, went to remote places with the gospel.

But what’s really interesting is what | don’t have in my office—but at the same time what is very much
always on my mind: that is what that kind of map looks like today and what it will look like in the future!
You see, that last canvas map was made just before a relatively small number of Pentecostals and Baptists
and other serious missionaries went forth in the 20" century all the way to this very day, immersing
themselves into localities that had rarely (if ever!) heard the gospel. And the result is that the new maps
have changed radically. The color-coding shifted again as populations grew and missionaries effectively
made countless disciples—and as Bible translators made the Bible accessible in many more languages!

So now there are literally hundreds of millions more believers today than there were at the time of these
early maps being made. This was not due just to simple birth rate growth, but to countless converts in
totally new ethnic groups—all done out of sheer obedience to God’s command to go forth and love people
in the most profound way possible...the proclamation of the Gospel and the making of disciples of Christ!

This means that both the missionaries and the senders of missionaries partnering together did not look at
the world the way of an elitest American coastal dweller denigrating “flyover country” as unworthy. Or of
New York City residents who might look at any place beyond Broadway and the Hudson River as essentially
irrelevant to their lives, you know, what was implied on the cover of that New Yorker magazine in 1976.

But wait a minute: every person | know who is missionarily in love with Christ rightly does attach to
whatever locality they are appointed to, often very deeply. Yes, that locale and its people often become
paramount in the heart and mind of the person appointed to their nation, their city, their neighborhood.
Yes, in reality, believers are to love people in whatever locale they are appointed to—even while they
continue to nurture and support global missions to all other communities in the world. Yes, all need Christ!

This is why the two great commands Jesus gave His disciples have a majestic blend of the local all the way
to the global—at the same time! Acts 1:8 (ESV) says: “...you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has
come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end
of the earth.” Yes, from the very “local” of city to the end of the earth! There is no conflicting agenda, no
“flyover country” to denigrate! Yes, every nation is worthy of the message...every city...every ethnicity...

And Matthew 28:19-20 says this: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that| have
commanded you. And behold, | am with you always, to the end of the age.” Now, let’s not miss this about
that famous command: Jesus will always be with His disciples wherever and whenever they go!

So maybe the artwork on the 1976 magazine cover wasn’t so wrong after all! We are to have both great
passion for and great compassion for the people wherever God appoints us to locally...and that clearly
means to bring His love via His gospel. Right...we are certainly not wrong to intensely love where we are
placed geographically for God’s purposes. But alongside that we are commanded to act globally, too!

That takes us back to the geographic center of things, like Kansas or South Dakota is for the U.S. Well,
truly, God’s position on all that is clear: the geographic center of things for each Christian is where God
has placed us for this season...but it’s also where people we have sent out from our local churches are
making disciples of Christ! Yes, the geographic center of things is your city, your neighborhood, your
workplace where God’s appointed you—but also the other places of those you support. And that may be
in Kansas or Korea or Kathmandu. Regardless of the place, you are in the geographic center of God’s will!
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A&A: Application & Action

1. Are you the advocate and committed supporter of global missions that God calls every believer
to be? Discuss.

2. Do you sense that you might be positioned to miss any meaningful hustle and bustle of life, that
you are essentially in a sort of flyover country where the real action is passing you by? Why or
why not?

3. Are you actionably convinced that you are in the center of God’s geographic strategy and
commands, specially placed for your fruitfulness as directed by the Holy Spirit? Discuss.
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