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Introduction

F
or several decades, missiologists have emphasized the importance of 

people movements to Jesus as a primary way in which God expands 

his kingdom in the world. More recently, there has been a great deal 

of missiological and theological refl ection and debate concerning one kind of 

indigenous people movement, namely “insider movements.” Th ese are move-

ments to Christ among those who, in some way, remain identifi ed with a 

non-Christian socio-religious community. Most of the published discussions 

on this topic have focused on Islamic contexts, with signifi cantly fewer looking 

at Hindu contexts. Very little discussion has related to the prospects for insider 

movements in Buddhist contexts.1

Th is article will begin to fi ll this lacuna by off ering theological refl ections on the 

prospects for legitimate people movements and specifi cally insider movements in 

the Buddhist world. Buddhism stands in much greater “worldview confl ict” with 

Christianity than does Islam. Accordingly, if insider movements are contro-

versial in Islam, then they will likely be even more controversial in Buddhism. 

Wouldn’t such movements have to embrace an unbiblical syncretism? 

Not necessarily. Our answer to these questions depends on how we defi ne 

some key terms, on how we assess the degree of truth in Buddhism, and on 

how we understand the nature of social and religious identity.2

I will argue for two points that are in some tension with one another: (1) On the 

one hand, insider movements cannot retain the complete traditional theology and 

spiritual commitments of Buddhism and at the same time be faithful to Christ and 

Scripture. (2) Yet, on the other hand, one can speak of indigenous Spirit-led move-

ments among those who stay within their Buddhist communities and who critically 

evaluate and reinterpret Buddhism in light of Christ and our authoritative scriptures. 

As a professor of systematic theology, I am vitally interested in the cooperative 

theological discussions that must take place in our encounter with Buddhism 
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at the grassroots.3 I believe that for 
faithful insider movements to emerge, 
indigenous believers from a Buddhist 
background need to be included in a 
collaborative venture with missionar-
ies who are alongsiders to successfully 
develop biblically-based, culturally 
relevant theology and practice. Th is 
joint project of local, indigenous, and 
intercultural theologizing would be 
one of the most signifi cant ways that 
people movements in the Buddhist 
world could demonstrate biblical dis-
cernment, faithfulness and fruitfulness.

Defi nitions 
In this paper, a people movement refers 
to a communal movement to Christ 
among a people group. As Donald Mc-
Gavran fi rst defi ned it, a people move-
ment is a series of multi-individual, 
mutually interdependent conversions 
in which there is a “joint decision” that 
normally enables the relevant indi-
viduals to “become Christians without 
social dislocation.”4 Th e people in these 
movements do not experience social 
dislocation, but they are switching 
religions by becoming “Christians.”

Th e term “insider movement” is a kind 
of people movement that has come to 
have a fairly specifi c defi nition in most 
missiological discussions. In the words 
of Jay Travis and Dudley Woodbury, 
an insider movement is 

a group or network of people who 
follow Jesus as Lord and Savior and 
the Bible as the Word of God, but re-
main a part of the socio-religious com-
munity of their birth or upbringing.5

Some controversial questions in 
understanding and evaluating insider 
movements, defi ned thus, are: 

1. What is the meaning of “socio-
religious” community? Can or 
should social and religious iden-
tity be distinguished?6

2. Who has the right to deter-
mine if a particular group of 
Jesus followers are insiders? Is it 
the Jesus followers themselves 

(“self-identifi cation”) or is it others 
in their native cultural or religious 
setting (“other-identifi cation”)?7

I will not answer these questions de-
fi nitively in this paper, but I will show 
some of the implications of diff erent 
ways of answering them.

Comparison of Buddhism 
and Christianity on Basic 
Worldview Questions 
If we are to accurately describe and 
analyze the prospects for insider 
movements in the Buddhist world, 
one of our tasks is to summarize ways 
in which “Buddhism” overlaps and 
confl icts with “Christianity.” However, 
both “Buddhism” and “Christianity” 

are notoriously diffi  cult to describe, 
since each is marked by much internal 
diversity. Th ere are “Christianities” 
and “Buddhisms.” Th ere are Th eravada 
Buddhists and Mahayana Buddhists. 
Th ere are classical Buddhists and folk 
Buddhists.8 And so on. Th is makes the 
task of comparing the two problematic. 

At the same time, some kind of provi-
sional characterization of the relationship 
between Christianity and Buddhism is 
helpful to discern the main challenges 
that people would face who claim to 
be both “Christian” and “Buddhist” in 
diff erent respects, like those in insider 
movements. What are some worldview 
factors that need to be considered as such 
persons negotiate their dual identity?9 

Worldview Question 1: What is the 
ultimate reality and what is the 
nature of this reality? 
For Christians, the God revealed in 
the Bible is the ultimate reality. God 
is personal, morally good, and eternal. 
For (classical) Buddhism, the ultimate 
reality is the realm or state of nirvana. 
Th is reality is in many ways beyond 
description since it is completely dif-
ferent than the transient life in this 
world. Nirvana is not understood as 
a personal divine being (contra all 
forms of monotheism), although some 
forms of Mahayana Buddhism affi  rm 
a kind of non-ultimate polytheism (or 
theism). On the question of ultimate 
reality, Christianity and Buddhism 
give mostly contrasting—yet possibly 
complementary—answers. How-
ever, both recognize that there is an 
unchanging reality (God or nirvana) 
that transcends the changing reality 
that we experience—which leads to 
the next question. 

Worldview Question 2: What is the 
nature of the “world,” or all that is 
not the ultimate reality?
For Christians, the world is the good, 
dependent creation of the one true 
God. It includes both material and 
spiritual entities. For Buddhists, the 
world is made up of various changing 
and perishable entities that make up 
the sphere of karma (Sanskrit).10 Most 
Buddhists, who are folk Buddhists, 
believe that the karmic entities in this 
world include spiritual beings like the 
spirits of ancestors and other spirits, 
both good and evil. On the question 
of the world and its entities, then, 
Christians and Buddhists give answers 
that are partly contrasting (created vs. 
“uncreated”) and partly similar. 

Before I go on to the next worldview 
questions, let me pause to say that 
these fi rst two questions concerning 
the nature of ultimate reality and of 
non-ultimate reality were not the direct 
focus or concern of the Buddha. His 
concerns lay elsewhere. For that reason, 
he would regard defi nitive answers 

Both “Buddhism” 
and “Christianity” are 

notoriously diffi  cult 
to describe.
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to these questions as speculative and 
therefore unadvisable. Th is perhaps is 
the best one can do with access to only 
general revelation and without (bibli-
cal) special revelation. Th is observa-
tion opens up the possibility of special 
revelation complementing or even 
fulfi lling the underdeveloped areas of 
Buddhist worldviews, much as the rev-
elation of Christ and the New Testa-
ment does in relation to the limitations 
of wisdom books like Ecclesiastes in 
the Old Testament (see below). In any 
case, we now turn to the 3rd and 4th 
worldview questions—questions about 
which Buddha’s central teachings pro-
vide some answers. 

Worldview Question 3: What is 
the nature and cause of evil and 
suffering? 
On the question of what is wrong with 
life in the world, Christians believe 
that the creation has become corrupted 
by evil through the sins of human-
ity and of other fallen agents, fallen 
angels or demons. Th e creation and 
humanity were originally created good, 
but then there was the fall of human-
ity—brought about by sinful desire and 
disobedience to God. Th is led to vari-
ous negative eff ects of sin, including 
suff ering and death. Buddhists believe 
life is inherently marked by dukkha, 
which is variously translated as “suff er-
ing,” “unease” or “dissatisfaction.” “All 
is dukkha” is thus the fi rst of Buddha’s 
four noble truths.11 All that we can ex-
perience in the karmic realm is marked 
by dukkha, a sense of things being both 
transient and not quite right. Bud-
dhists go on to believe that the cause 
or origination of this suff ering and 
death is desire or craving, which is the 
second noble truth of Buddhism. Folk 
Buddhists also emphasize that many 
instances of suff ering or misfortune are 
brought about by the curses or malevo-
lent actions of various invisible spirits 
(including ancestors or demons). Th ere 
is a large degree of similarity between 
Christian and Buddhist views of suf-
fering and evil and their causes, while 
some (important) diff erences remain.

Worldview Question 4: What is the 
remedy for evil and suffering? 
Christians and Buddhists both believe 
that salvation or escape from evil and 
suff ering is possible, but conceive of it 
diff erently. For Christians, God gra-
ciously acts to save and restore fallen 
creation. Humans receive salvation by 
grace through faith or trust in God, 
which includes deliverance from evil 
powers (demons) and the transforma-
tion of the person. For Buddhists, 
the remedy to suff ering is the cessa-
tion of desire (the third noble truth). 
Cessation of desire is made possible 
by following what Buddha called the 
noble eightfold path of “rightness” 
(the fourth noble truth). Th is enlight-
ened way of right thinking and living 
ultimately can lead one out of karma 
and dukkha into nirvana, a perma-
nent state free of suff ering and death. 
Classical Th eravada Buddhism regards 
this salvation as possible only by self-
eff ort, although folk Buddhists have 
often thought or acted inconsistently 
with this belief.12 In any case, there 
are strong contrasts between Christian 
and Buddhist beliefs about the nature 
of the remedy for evil and suff ering. 

On the whole, then, although there 
are some areas of overlap or similar-
ity, there are signifi cant and strong 
clashes between the basic worldviews 
of (biblical) Christianity and Bud-
dhism. For someone to follow Jesus 
but also remain Buddhist, then, would 
be challenging, to say the least. But is 
it possible? 

Levels of Identity, Insider 
Movements and Frontier 
Theologizing 
Can a group of people learn to fol-
low Jesus faithfully and still remain 
Buddhist insiders? Th e answer cannot 
be simplistic, since a group of people 

can be both insiders and outsiders on 
a number of diff erent levels. At the 
risk of oversimplifying a bit, I will talk 
about two options for how to conceive 
of Buddhist and Christian identity:

Option 1: When Buddhism and Chris-
tianity are considered as distinct belief 

systems expressing one’s fundamental 

spiritual allegiances, as Modern “essen-
tialists” have usually understood them, 
then there cannot be authentic, biblical 
insider movements to Jesus among 
Buddhists. If one remains committed 
to Buddhist self-eff ort and the doctrine 
of rebirth, then clashes with essential 
biblical beliefs are just too great.13 
Again, one cannot follow Jesus without 
believing wholeheartedly in a Creator, 
but Buddhism in all forms tends either 
to deny the existence of such a Creator 
or at the least to render such a belief 
insignifi cant and speculative. 

Option 2: When Buddhism and 
Christianity are considered as spheres 

of socio-religious and cultural identity, 
however, then there can be authentic, 
biblical insider movements to Jesus 
among Buddhists, i.e. among those 
who remain devoted to a particular 
community and most of its values and 
practices. Jesus-following, Bible-be-
lieving insiders can retain relationships 
with Buddhist family and friends, 
participate in many of the rituals and 
religious festivals of Buddhist social 
and religious life—yet with a new 
way of interpreting them, of course. 
According to their conscience, then, 
they could use many of the forms of 
Buddhist religious culture like wor-
shipping in a temple, giving alms, or 
using Buddhist language and thought 
patterns. One could do all these things 
in a way that expresses one’s newfound 
faith in and love for Jesus. Of course 
the believers will reject or revise some 
Buddhist beliefs or practices, but one 

T his observation opens up the possibility of special 
reve lation complementing or even fulfi lling the 
underdeveloped areas of Buddhist worldviews.
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can imagine such people still seeing 
themselves insiders within the Bud-
dhist community and culture. In some 
cases, such people might even be con-
sidered by the surrounding Buddhists 
as insiders. 

Th ese two distinct ways of understand-
ing Buddhism and Christianity cor-
relate to two diff erent ways of under-
standing a person’s (or group’s) identity. 
Th e fi rst can be described as a person’s 
“vertical identity, based upon their faith 
in the person and work of Jesus Christ” 
and related theological beliefs. Th e 
second can be described as the person’s 
“horizontal identity, in which they 
relate to and share the cultural values 
in which they were raised.”14 I believe 
faithful followers of Jesus in the Bud-
dhist world could be horizontal insiders 
but vertical outsiders. Th at is, they 
would inwardly be spiritual-theological 
outsiders in their core identity, but 
potentially be social-cultural insiders in 
their communities (in their social and 
collective identities). 

Are these Buddhist horizontal insid-
ers religious insiders also? Yes and no, 
depending on the way we are using 
“religious.” When we refer to Christi-
anity and Buddhism as “religions,” it 
can be ambiguous. Religion can refer 
either to their vertical identity or their 
horizontal identity.15 If one under-
stands religion as primarily concerned 
with vertical identity (core spiritual 
and theological identity, faith commit-
ments and beliefs), then one will likely 
reject the prospect of Buddhist insider 
movements. By contrast, if one under-
stands religion primarily as concerned 
with horizontal identity, then one will 
likely affi  rm the prospect of Buddhist 
insider movements.16 

But the debate about insider move-
ments is not only a matter of arbitrary 
semantics. We must go on to ask which 
approach to religion is more appro-

priate to describe the reality of lived 
Buddhism? Should we see a person’s 
or group’s Buddhist religious identity 
as primarily vertical or horizontal? My 

tentative view is that in most Bud-

dhist cultures it makes more sense to see 

a person’s Buddhist religious identity as 

primarily horizontal. Th is inclines me 

to accept the prospect of Buddhist insider 

movements, understood rightly. Why do 

I incline towards this view? Th e main 

reason relates to the observation that 

the vast majority of Buddhists are folk 

Buddhists with unrefl ective, underde-

veloped belief systems. Except for a few 

Buddhist monks and scholars, there 

are very few actual Buddhists who are 

devoted to the formal beliefs of higher 

Buddhism (say, atheism or even the 

necessity of self-salvation). Th is does 

not mean that there will not be a shift-

ing of beliefs and paradigms for the 

ordinary (folk) Buddhists who come 

to Christ, for there likely will be. But it 

does mean that they would understand 

Buddhism primarily as a horizontal 

socio-cultural identity. For example, in 

Th ailand there is a common belief that 

“to be Th ai is to be Buddhist.” Ac-

cordingly, among the greatest barriers 

that would keep most Buddhists from 

becoming a Jesus-follower are social or 

horizontal barriers, not vertical barriers 

concerning fundamental theological 

beliefs about God and reality.17 Th e 

average Buddhist Th ai or Lao person, 

for example, would probably be willing 

to consider believing in a creator God 

if they could be confi dent that such 

a Creator God could enable them to 

escape from karma and suff ering. 

Again, a simple folk Buddhist would 
be open to following Jesus as savior 
if they experienced his delivering 
power from evil spirits.18 However, 
they would be less willing to convert 
in these ways if they would have to 
break relationship with their family 
and community and become a “Chris-
tian”—which they typically view as 
replacing their old social identity with 
a basically Western social identity. For 
this reason, it seems that being open 
to “insider movements” within the 
horizontal social world of Buddhism 
would reduce unnecessary barriers to 
conversion to Christ.

Of course, by taking this stance in 
favor of Buddhist insider movements, 
I open myself to certain risks. Th ere is 
the much vaunted danger, for instance, 
that this stance could allow for syncre-
tism, a compromise of biblical truth. 
Also, it is very diffi  cult to separate the 
horizontal and spiritual elements of 
Buddhist belief and practice. However, 
such tricky problems can be overcome 
on the ground through appropriate 
discipleship.19 Discipleship in contexts 
in which the gospel is new involves 
what I call “frontier theologizing.” 

Frontier theologizing is simply theo-
logical refl ection and development that 
occurs on the frontiers of Christian 
mission. In this case, it would be the-
ologizing that takes place as the gospel 
advances from reached territories and 
people groups into unreached Buddhist 
people groups. Good frontier theolo-
gizing in this setting would involve 
a mutual collaborative partnership 
between two groups in Christ’s body, 
namely between (a) the cultural “insid-
ers”—the new, indigenous “Buddhist 
Background Believers” (BBBs), and (b) 
the missionaries or “outsiders.” Mis-
sionaries who start as outsiders can be-
come “alongsiders” that rightly aid the 
developing indigenous church.20 Th at 
is, there is a collaboration between the 
native church’s task of indigenous local 
“self-theologizing” and the missionary 
church’s cross-cultural task of local, 

Good frontier 
theologizing would 

involve a collaborative 
partnership.
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“contextual theologizing.”21 In this way, 
insiders and missionaries can work 
together in producing complementary 
aspects of an increasingly global theol-
ogy. Developing such a theology is part 
of the growth and discernment process 
that believers experience in the process 
of discipleship that follows an initial 
acceptance of the gospel. 

A Strategy for Frontier 
Theologizing: a Biblical Way 
of Handling Contradictions 
Between Local Buddhisms and 
the Gospel 
 One important aspect of frontier 
theologizing in a Buddhist context 
would be to fi nd a way to understand 
and interpret the contradictions or 
tensions that exist between local forms 
of Buddhism and the gospel. Dealing 
with such contradictions is a crucial 
part of discipleship.22

Contextual Contradictions in 
the Bible: A Model for Handling 
Contradictions Between Full Biblical 
Faith and Other Faiths
Can the Bible itself suggest ways 
of rightly handling contradictions 
between local forms of Buddhism 
and the biblical gospel? Is there a 
biblical way to allow for a somewhat 
harmonious relationship between 
them (avoiding infl ammatory “anti-
Buddhism”)? I believe the answer to 
these questions is “Yes.”23

What if Buddhism were seen as partly 
true (due to general revelation and/or 
common grace), or true within a lim-
ited sphere of reality, while the gospel 
and biblical theology were seen as true 
in a far fuller and more complete sense? 
If this were the case, then some of the 
apparent contradictions between Bud-
dhism and “Christianity” would not be 
substantial or fundamental contradic-
tions but what we might call “con-
textual contradictions.” In the words 
of biblical scholar John Goldingay, a 
contextual contradiction is “a diff erence 
refl ecting the variety in circumstances 

which diff erent statements address” 
but in which one cannot say what the 
two speakers would say if they were 
confronting similar circumstances.24

Speaking of contextual contradic-
tions in this sense is a way of handling 
apparent contradictions between 
diff erent parts of the Bible, especially 
between parts of the Old and New 
Testaments.25 It enables us to explain 
how some of the Old Testament writ-
ings are true within a limited perspec-
tive, but not fi nally or fully true in 
the same way that the claims of the 
New Testament are. What if we could 
treat limited truths in Buddhism in a 
similar way? 

The Role of Ecclesiastes in Scripture 
Compared to the Role of General 
Revelation in the Buddhist World
More specifi cally, let us consider 
typical Christian approaches to that 
rather unruly book of the Old Testa-
ment that we know as Ecclesiastes. 
Just as the Buddha made a number of 
specifi c statements that would contra-
dict parts of the Bible, so also does the 
Teacher or Preacher (Heb., Qoholeth 
in Eccl. 1:1) in Ecclesiastes (whether 
or not this Teacher was the historical 
Solomon is a matter I will not ad-
dress here). Consider, for example, the 
Teacher’s oft-repeated statement that 
“all is vanity” or “vapor” or “breath” 
or “everything is meaningless” or an 
empty “chasing after the wind” (e.g., 
1:2, 14). Certainly, Jesus and the gospel 
are not vanity? Certainly, the Teacher’s 
statements here would contradict Jesus’ 
claim to be “the way, the truth and the 
life” ( John 14:6). Indeed, if taken as 
a fi nal statement of truth that applies 
to all things literally and comprehen-
sively, the Teacher’s statement would 
contradict his own claims elsewhere in 
the book (e.g., such as his concluding 
statement in 12:13 that “the end of the 

matter” is to “fear God and keep his 
commandments.”26

But Christians have generally un-
derstood these “contradictions” in a 
particular way, namely, to say that the 
statements of the Teacher are true 
(and even inspired), but only from a 
limited perspective. Th e statement that 
everything is vain and transient (Eccl. 
1:2, 14, 2:17, etc.) is true of what life 
is like when understood apart from 
special revelation of God’s purposes 
for life and for the afterlife. Although 
life can seem meaningless and “griev-
ous” (2:17), the Teacher suggests that 
the best approach is to enjoy the tem-
porary pleasures of life (see 5:18, 8:15 
and 9:9) amidst awareness of much 
suff ering. Th is represents the best that 
human reasoning can off er, based on a 
careful analysis of human experience. 
As such, it only applies to the realm 
of understanding “life under the sun” 
(Eccl. 2:17, 5:18, 6:12, 8:15, 9:9). 

Accordingly, Christians are able to 
embrace the partial truths of the 
Teacher as ultimately compatible with 
the fuller truth of Jesus. Th e Teacher’s 
refl ections are true only within a lim-
ited frame of reference and need to be 
placed within the wider frame of refer-
ence provided by the Grand Narrative 
of the Bible that culminates in Jesus 
Christ and the gospel.

Th e Teacher’s conclusions are similar to 
those of the Buddha about the tran-
sience of all things and how this leads 
to suff ering and dissatisfaction. One 
could say that these shared conclusions 
are partly the result of general revela-
tion and that they both need supple-
mentation from special revelation. 
Accordingly, without affi  rming that 
the Buddha’s writings are inspired or 
canonical like the book of Ecclesiastes, 
we can fi ttingly treat his teachings as 
a set of partial truths within a limited 

C an the Bible itself suggest ways of handling 
contradictions between forms of Buddhism 
and the biblical gospel?
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frame of reference. Th e Buddhist scrip-
tures, then, contain wise human obser-
vations of how life is, based on general 
revelation. Th e situation is similar in 
Ecclesiastes (or Proverbs too), except 
that in the Bible we have an element 
of special revelation at work as well, in-
cluding the infallible, inspired records 
of the Teacher’s observations, which are 
based on general revelation. 

To clarify, this does not mean that we 
should regard Buddhism as the “Old 
Testament” for Buddhists, or that the 
Old Testament is only relevant to Jews, 
two beliefs that I fi rmly oppose.27 But 
it does mean that there is an analogous 
way in which incomplete truths of the 
Buddha and the Teacher of Ecclesi-
astes (or many other parts of the Old 
Testament ) can be affi  rmed, “relativ-
ized,” and “contextualized” within 
the wider, canonical, biblical truth of 
God.28 Th is is one example of the kind 
of theologizing that alongsiders and 
indigenous believers could do together 
in particular contexts. 

Conclusion: A Call for 
Collaborative Local and Global 
Frontier Theologizing 
I have argued that indigenous, insider 
movements are possible within Bud-
dhist contexts, but I am also arguing 
that such movements can only be 
faithful with much biblically-based, 
Spirit-led discernment. Th is discern-
ment process requires a process of 
theologizing that takes place on the 
frontiers of the gospel’s advance. 

Despite the signifi cant clash of world-
views that exists between Christians 
and Buddhists, then, there are ways in 
which authentic indigenous or insider 
people movements can take place in 
Buddhist contexts and communities. 
Th ere is evidence that such move-
ments—both biblically faithful and 
contextually fi tting—are already taking 
place. In a church planting movement 
in Myanmar set apart by its indig-
enous Buddhist-sensitive approach, 
there have been many thousands 

(some say over 40,000) of Buddhist 
Background believers following Jesus 
and spreading the gospel. 

Th is movement began with one people 
group but has since spread to many 
other people groups.29 Among the 
approaches to evangelism and teach-
ing that this movement employs is 
to present the gospel in terms of the 
“Four Noble Truths of Christ,” in a 
manner that recalls—but also super-
sedes—the Four Noble Truths of the 
Buddha.30 Th at is, Christ followers use 
an existing, familiar teaching model, 
but substitute the truth taught with the 
teachings of Christ. Again, despite the 
alleged dangers of syncretism, is it not 
possible that such people movements 
among Buddhists are the work of God’s 

Spirit? If so, then we should tentatively 
support and promote such movements, 
while still calling for wise discernment. 
One of the key ways in which such 
discernment can take place is through 
a collaborative process of frontier 
theologizing in the Buddhist world. By 
responding to this call to discern and 
theologize, God’s people will catalyze 
kingdom breakthrough among the 
unreached, both in the Buddhist world 
and beyond.31  IJFM 
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of the most faithful custodians of Th erevada 
Buddhism, Buddhism is perhaps more ani-
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the Th ai Context that although Buddha 
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tion for their lives . . . Wherever there is 
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Lambert comments, “[M]ost Th ai are deeply 
enmeshed in various forms of “popular” 
devotion that is tied to Th ai Buddhism, such 

Th is movement 
presents the gospel 
as the “Four Noble 
Truths of Christ.”
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as astrology, spirit devotion, spirit houses, 
monk veneration, fortune-telling, amulets, 
power tattoos, and merit-making schemes 
such as the wildly popular Dhammakaya 
movement. All the while, Th eravada Bud-
dhism struggles to stay relevant to modern 
culture” (Lambert 2013).

9 To clarify, in this section I aim to 
describe the basic contours of “scriptural” ver-
sions of Christianity and Buddhism, focusing 
on the beliefs that would most naturally 
emerge from their respective sacred writings 
(although I will sometimes point out notable 
exceptions to these beliefs among folk Chris-
tians or Buddhists). Th ese worldview ques-
tions are stated in my own terms, although 
they are the product of compiling and 
synthesizing the questions used by several 
Christian books on worldviews (most nota-
bly Sire 2009 and Burnett 1990; for a copy of 
a document containing additional questions 
about knowledge, ethics, history and time 
and sub-questions under each of the major 
questions presented in this paper, please 
contact the author (pokrifka@gmail.com). I 
am aware that the selection and form of the 
questions could be considered biased in the 
direction of a Christian worldview or set of 
worldviews, but I believe that the worldviews 
of humans—together with human societies 
and cultures—are suffi  ciently commensurable 
and share suffi  ciently overlapping concerns 
that these questions do not unduly distort 
the nature of the various worldviews they are 
designed to understand. Further, I am aware 
that worldview is not an adequate category to 
understand the depth and fullness of human 
culture or religion, although I think world-
view should be employed in a way that is 
much richer than its intellectual connotations 
might suggest. Understood rightly, worldview 
can include matters of the heart and of social 
structure and practice.

10 Bauer 2014 emphasizes the “opposite 
attributes” of the two spheres of the dualistic 
view of reality of the Buddha; “all that is 
absent in nibbana is present in kamma, and 
it makes our lives miserable.” 

11 For a clear statement and analysis of 
the four noble truths and other aspects of 
classical Buddhism, see Siderits 2011. 

12 Th ere are some forms of Buddhism 
(most notably the “Pure Land” form of 
Mahayana Buddhism) that believe that faith 
or trust in the name of the Buddha can en-
able one to experience nirvana, but this is a 
relatively rare form of Buddhism. 

13 With folk Buddhists also, following 
Jesus would involve a shift in a number of 
basic beliefs and practices. 

14 Garrison 2014, 37. 
15 Daniels & Waterman 2013, espe-

cially 62–68 (see diagrams on 63 and 65 in 
which religion overlaps with both culture 
and theology. Th e two authors agree that us-
ing the term “cultural insiders and theologi-
cal outsiders” would be accurate to describe 
many believers in insider movements in 
the Muslim world. I tend to think this 
would apply to the Buddhist context also, if 
terms are defi ned rightly and “theological” 
includes “spiritual” and “faith” (as personal 
trust) as well.

16 Th is observation about the ambiguity 
of the terms “religion” and “religious identity” 
has some interesting implications. It means, 
for example, that even if two people have ex-
actly the same theological convictions about 
what is necessary for a person to believe to 
be saved, and about what beliefs within Bud-
dhism need to be affi  rmed and rejected, they 
could still be on opposite sides of the insider 
movement debate. It would all depend on 
how these two people defi ne religion.

17 Paul De Neui expresses basically the 
same point like this: “for most Th ai Folk Bud-
dhists, the strongest barriers to Christ they 
experience are not religious but social. Th e 
so-called ‘religious tenets’ of their faith are 
relative ” (De Neui 2003, 134). Notice, how-
ever, that De Neui is using “religious” here 
to refer to something related to fundamental 
worldview beliefs—which I connect, with 
vertical identity—rather than social identity. I 
would be more inclined to express his some-
thing like, most barriers are social rather than 
concerned with worldview beliefs. 

18 A leader in the main Protestant 
church in Laos recently told the author that 
the majority of converts from Buddhism 
in his community resulted from power 
encounters involving deliverance from de-
mons. Th is points out that other signifi cant 
barriers keeping Buddhist people are the 
spiritual barriers of demonic bondages, but I 
am not addressing these in this paper. 

19 In any case, syncretism can emerge 
just as readily if we call new believers to 
adopt a new, Westernized cultural form of 
Christianity, making them outsiders in their 
own native culture. Th e reason of course 
is that missionaries too can be capable of 
uncritical syncretism, as when we “baptize” 
individualism even when it runs against the 
communal themes of the Scriptures.

20 See Travis 2013 for an explanation of 
the role of an “alongsider.”

21 Ultimately, this distinction and 
relationship relates to the connection be-
tween local theologies and global theology. 

Missionaries are generally more in touch 
with global theology, although they also 
possess and are shaped by the particular lo-
cal theology in which they were raised.

22 One promising way forward is to 
fi nd ways of handling these confl icts that 
appear within the resources of the biblical 
canon itself, rather than requiring extensive 
scholarly knowledge of Western theology or 
even of Buddhism. By focusing on what the 
Bible contributes to the discussion, we can 
expect indigenous believers themselves to 
participate in the theologizing process—with 
their own indigenous biblical interpretations. 
I realize that I am assuming here that the 
local or indigenous believers in question have 
a decent Bible translation in a language they 
can understand, a state of aff airs that is sadly 
often not the case for many of the unreached.

23 What follows is an attempt to 
explain one way that this could be possible, 
despite the signifi cant “clash of worlds” 
between Christianity and Buddhism. Th is 
eff ort is intended as an initial attempt at 
bridging from a Western Christian perspec-
tive to a Buddhist one.

24 See John Goldingay 1987: 19; see 
15–25.

25 I realize that in speaking of “what 
has become a common way,” I am appeal-
ing indirectly to certain Western Christian 
theological traditions or ways that Western 
scholars have handled apparent contradic-
tions in the Bible. But at the same time 
I think that virtually every Bible reader 
around the globe will notice some of the 
tensions between parts of the Bible and 
have their ways of handling them. Accord-
ingly, various kinds of indigenous believers 
who possess a Bible can thus relate to the 
discussion and be helped by this tradition. 

26 Likewise, some have pointed out the 
“contradictions” in the Buddha’s teaching, 
such as between his “no-self ” doctrine and 
his teachings on “rebirth.” 

27 Even the rather “liberal” K. Koyama 
opposes these claims, affi  rming that there is 
a “blood relationship” between the Old Tes-
tament and the New Testament in which 
the Old Testament cannot be replaced by 
the Hindu Upanishads or the Buddhist 
Tripitaka (1999, p. xii). 

28 For further refl ections on this kind 
of approach within biblical studies and 
biblical theology, in relation to “problematic” 
texts about women in the Old Testament, 
see Pokrifka 2011. 

29 Judson 2014, 10–12. Th is movement 
is probably not best classifi ed as a pure 
“insider” movement (“C5”), since it draws 
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from what we might call Western-style 
church planting methods and includes some 
Western leadership, but is certainly highly 
contexualized or indigenous (perhaps C4). 

30 Judson 2014, 11–12.
31 Th is collaborative process of critical 

and creative theological work will help to 
produce and cultivate movements that are 
marked by both biblical faithfulness and cul-
tural fi t. It would lead to a collaborative con-
nection between local theologizing and glob-
al theologizing—theologizing that connects 
and draws from communities from various 
parts of the world. I must leave refl ections 
on the concrete features of such a theological 
process to another writing project. Originally, 
this paper included a second portion that 
off ered those kinds of refl ections. Contact me 
at pokrifka@gmail.com to obtain a document 
with these refl ections in it.
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