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Editorial continued on p. 58

Recalling Ralph Winter’s Apologetic for a Quasi-Religious World

We don’t tend to examine our assumptions unless we’re provoked. Ralph 
Winter had a provocative way of doing just that. He had a ministry 
of raising eyebrows. As editor of this journal for the last decade of his 

life, he stretched us beyond our settled notions of mission. When he passed from us 
ten years ago, he left some of his most fascinating thinking suspended in midair. 

We owe a great debt to Beth Snodderly (former president of William Carey 
International University) for her custodianship of Winter’s thinking from his 
final years.1 In her EMS seminar last year, she reminded us of Winter’s quick, 
inadvertent reference to “a set of keen thinkers” in one urban center of South 
Asia. He suggested that “if we recognize the existence of the ‘unreached people’ 
of the scientifically educated community of, say, Hyderabad . . . we quickly find the 
frontier . . . [of ] ‘the Religion of Science’”2 (emphasis mine). Winter was pretty 
sure that a “quasi-religious scientism” could create a community of the like-
minded anywhere, and that it presented a kind of religious boundary.

. . . the Religion of Science is clearly a barrier found today across many different ethnic tradi-
tions. It is one of the few frontiers that does not correlate specifically with the concept of 
unreached peoples, but rather runs throughout many different ethnic and cultural entities.3

As a missiologist, Winter widened our lens on the categories of religion by engaging 
modern scientism as a faith. He identified it as a modern form of religious conscious-
ness—a thought world—that drew together those with a deep belief in the existence 
of order in nature (p. 98). Winter was enough of a scientist to appreciate the glory 
the scientist could behold in “the Book of Creation.” Yet, fundamental to many of 
the scientific mindset was the belief that science was authoritative to the exclusion of 
other methods and disciplines. Winter believed it was unfortunate and unnecessary 
that scientists would categorically eliminate the Bible from the corpus of truth, and 
he was passionate about finding an apologetic that would speak into that mindset.

The articles and reviews in this issue of the IJFM are in pursuit of an apologetic 
for various forms of religious consciousness. Effective communication of the 
gospel will require a sharper discernment of the different denominations, alle-
giances, and thought worlds that crisscross any religious bloc: the Muslim Sufi 
(p. 59), the folk Buddhist (p. 69), or the devotional way of Hindu Bakhti (p. 104). 
Each is a slice of a larger and more stratified religious world.
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The IJFM is published in the name of the International Student Leaders Coalition for Frontier Missions, a fellowship of younger leaders committed to 
the purposes of the twin consultations of Edinburgh 1980: The World Consultation on Frontier Missions and the International Student Consultation 
on Frontier Missions. As an expression of the ongoing concerns of Edinburgh 1980, the IJFM seeks to:

 promote intergenerational dialogue between senior and junior mission leaders; 
 cultivate an international fraternity of thought in the development of frontier missiology;
 highlight the need to maintain, renew, and create mission agencies as vehicles for frontier missions;
 encourage multidimensional and interdisciplinary studies;
 foster spiritual devotion as well as intellectual growth; and
 advocate “A Church for Every People.”

Mission frontiers, like other frontiers, represent boundaries or barriers beyond which we must go, yet beyond which we may not be able to see  
clearly and boundaries which may even be disputed or denied. Their study involves the discovery and evaluation of the unknown or even the  
reevaluation of the known. But unlike other frontiers, mission frontiers is a subject specifically concerned to explore and exposit areas and ideas and 
insights related to the glorification of God in all the nations (peoples) of the world, “to open their eyes, to turn them from darkness to light and  
from the power of Satan to God.” (Acts 26:18)

Subscribers and other readers of the IJFM (due to ongoing promotion) come from a wide variety of backgrounds. Mission professors, field mission-
aries, young adult mission mobilizers, college librarians, mission executives, and mission researchers all look to the IJFM for the latest thinking in 
frontier missiology.

How should we go about refining a 
gospel apologetic for a specific religious 
mind-set? One could study how God 
used the cultural environment of the 
ancient Near East to communicate to 
Israel (p. 93). Or one might compare 
two prominent apologists from radi-
cally different religious contexts (p. 85). 
We might ask just how effective is the 
use of contemporary political idioms 
(p. 77). The missiologist would typically 
study emergent movements to Christ 
and identify important elements (pp. 
100 and 102). The contributions in 
this issue range across Africa, Asia and 
Europe and offer the reader a bricolage 
of religious discernment. 

But back to Winter’s quest: he wanted to 
overcome the barriers of a quasi-religious 
scientism, that “science world” that flows 
universally across all religious worlds. He 
was upset with the unfortunate way this 
“ism” rejects a traditional Christian plau-
sibility structure. His analysis began with 
the scientific community in the West, but 
the repercussions of scientism in a place 
like Hyderabad he would leave to others. 
He could merely point. Anthropology has 
been busy describing those repercussions 
for over half a century. The syncretic blend 

of scientific consciousness and traditional 
religious worlds is documented in various 
cultural studies “beyond the West.” It’s 
usually seen as a collision that creates a 
cultural schizophrenia of sorts, a dis-
sonance that Geertz called the “struggle 
for the real.”4 It appears this collision of 
consciousness is growing among frontier 
peoples. Now that’s important for frontier 
missiology, don’t you think? 

Winter’s attempts to create this apolo-
getic was impressive. He welcomed 
everyone in on his efforts to integrate 
science and the Bible. On occasion, he 
would hand me his latest schema for me 
to test on my scientific acquaintances. 
He admitted it was speculative, but he 
was trying to wield biblical truth just 
like the Apostle Paul. Recall that Paul’s 
entire letter to the Colossians is his 
apologetic in response to the “plausibil-
ity” (Grk, pithanologia, Col. 2:4) of an 
emergent syncretism in the Church. 
A certain structure of consciousness, 
built on certain “elemental principles,” 
was capturing a segment of that first 
century society, and Paul’s response—
his apologetic—is one of the highest 
Christological portions of our scriptures.

Discerning the true nature of reli-
gious consciousness among a people 
is the basis of a more astute missiol-
ogy. This issue of the IJFM appeals for 
greater discernment of religious worlds. 
Winter’s analysis of a quasi-religious 
scientism demands that same sensitivity. 

In Him,

Brad Gill
Senior Editor, IJFM

Endnotes
1 “Bibliography of Articles by RDW 

about the Religion of Science,” accessed 
June 14, 2019, https://www.rdwresearch-
center.org/single-post/2018/08/27/BIBLI-
OGRAPHY-OF-WINTER-ARTICLES-
ON-RELIGION-OF-SCIENCE.

2 Ralph D. Winter, “From the Editor’s 
Desk,” accessed June 14, 2019, IJFM 21, no. 1 
(Spring 2004):3, http://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_
IJFM/21_1_PDFs/02_04_Editorial_21_1.pdf. 

3 Ralph D. Winter, “From the Editor’s 
Desk,” accessed June 14, 2019, IJFM 20, 
no. 4 (Winter 2003): 108, http://www.ijfm.
org/PDFs_IJFM/20_4_PDFs/107_Edito-
rial_20_4.pdf.

4 Clifford Geertz, “The Struggle for the 
Real,” in Islam Observed: Religious Development 
in Morocco and Indonesia, (Chicago & London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1968), 90–117, 
https://monoskop.org/images/0/06/Geertz_
Clifford_Islam_Observed_Religious_Develop-
ment_in_Morocco_and_Indonesia_1971.pdf.
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Who Is Muhammad: Dead Man or Living Light?
 

by Colin Bearup

Colin Bearup has served with WEC 
in Chad since 1986. He led the 
translation of the first New Testa-
ment in the Chadian dialect of Arabic 
and is author of Keys, Unlocking the 
Gospel for Muslims. He is currently 
ministering in the UK among Mus-
lims of Pakistani background.

Many Christians are unaware of the Nur Muhammadi doctrine, 
the teaching that Muhammad was and is a being of light present 
since before creation. Those Christians who are aware of it tend 

to dismiss it as “not Islam,” as some marginal or sectarian development. It is 
in fact widespread and ancient. If we are to engage with Muslims, we should 
understand what many of them really believe. 

It is unlikely that someone reading the Qur’an for the first time without pre-
vious knowledge of Islam would conclude from the text that Muhammad was 
a pre-existent light appearing in human form. On the other hand, if one’s first 
contact with Islam comes through reading devotional literature, one might 
easily come across sentiments such as these:

Muhammad is the fountain-head of lights and darknesses and the source of their 
emergence from the presence of pre-endless-time. So, his light was the first of 
lights . . . From him all things were clothed in their origination in existence, and 
their continuity is uninterruptedly from him. The prophets and messengers have 
come from him one by one, and all the kings and all the creatures. 

This text is from a qasida, a devotional poem, written by a Moroccan Sufi 
master, Sidi Muhammad Ibn al-Habiib (1876–1972 ce). The idea that 
Muhammad is the first of all creation appears un-Qur’anic, unorthodox and 
we may assume it is a late and marginal deviation from true Islam. It is prob-
ably not something we have come across in Christian literature about Islam. 
But this English translation of al-Habiib’s qasida can be found on the website 
of a high-profile Western convert to Islam, Ahmad Thompson, who writes on 
matters of law and politics, Christianity and Islam.1 Such an exalted view of 
Muhammad is not the sentiment of an eccentric twentieth century Sufi cleric, 
rather it is a widely-held view which reaches back into the earlier centuries 
of Islam. Though rarely encountered in formal presentations of Islam, it is 
celebrated and propagated within the Islamic world through poetry and song. 
Al-Habiib may have been writing in the twentieth century, but his thoughts 
are by no means a recent phenomenon. In the twelfth century, the great 
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Sufi teacher Abdal Qadir al-Jilani 
(1077–1166 ce) penned similar words 
about Muhammad: 

Allah Most High first created, from 
the divine light of His own beauty, 
the light of Muhammad (s) . . . This is 
declared by our master the messen-
ger of Allah in his words, “Allah first 
created my soul. He first created it as 
a divine light;”2, 3 

Jilani lived in Baghdad and is regarded 
as the founder of the Qadiriya Sufi 
order, one of the most widespread Sufi 
orders in the world. He is still vener-
ated in many different Sufi traditions. 
His contemporary, Qadi Iyad (1083–
1149 ce), lived in Andalusia (Muslim 
Spain) and wrote a much-celebrated 
work known as the Shifa. It includes 
these words:

Ibn Abbas said that the spirit of the 
Prophet, praise and peace be upon 
him, was a light in the hands of Al-
lah two thousand years before He 
created Adam. That light exalted Him 
and by this light the angels exalted 
Allah, and when Allah created Adam, 
He cast that light into his loins. He 
also tells us that the Prophet, praise 
and peace be upon him, said, “Allah 
brought me down to earth in the 
loins of Adam, then He placed me 
in the loins of Noah and thereafter 
cast me into the loins of Abraham. 
Allah proceeded to move me from 
one noble loin and pure womb to 
another until He brought me out of 
my parents.”4

Both these eminent scholars were 
writing in the twelfth century but at 
a still earlier date, Mansur al-Hallaj 
(858–929 ce) wrote of Muhammad:

He is and was and was known before 
created things and existences and be-
ings. He was and still is remembered 
before “before” and after “after,” 
and before substances and qualities. 
His substance is completely light, his 
speech is prophetic, his knowledge 
is celestial, his mode of expression is 
Arabic, his tribe is “neither of the East 
nor the West,” his genealogy is patri-
archal, his mission is conciliation, and 
he has the title of the “unlettered.”5

Many writers through the centu-
ries have expressed such sentiments. 
The writers of poetry and devotional 
songs, often using local languages, 
have put them into the mouths of 
many untutored Muslims across the 
world. If such ideas are likely to go 
undetected by the uninitiated reader 
of the Qur’an, just where do they 
come from? We must turn to the other 
sources of authority in Islam. 

The Hadith
The second textual authority in Islam 
is the Hadith literature, which is the 
written record of the oral accounts of 
what Muhammad and his companions 
did and said. The Hadith collections 
which are most widely accepted as 

authentic were compiled in the ninth 
century. The Sunnis recognise six 
collections and the Shi’a four, but all 
Muslim authorities acknowledge that 
the collectors rejected many more Ha-
dith than they accepted. Even so, each 
collection consists of thousands of oral 
records and contains massively more 
material than the Qur’an itself. For 
example, Sahih Bukhari, perhaps the 
most widely accepted Sunni collection, 
contains 2,762 Hadith drawn from a 
pool of more than 600,000.6 Although 
the earliest written Hadith can be 
dated to the ninth century, Islamic 
belief is that the things they record 
were done or spoken during Muham-
mad’s lifetime. If it were otherwise, 
they would be considered of no value. 

The Qur’an is interpreted, religious 
practice is systematized, Islamic law is 
formulated, and the details of Mu-
hammad’s life are all known. Although 
these early collections of Hadith are 
recognised by most Muslim scholars, 
collections continued to be made 
throughout the medieval period and 
indeed up to the present day.7 

Recitations found in documents dated 
in, say, the twelfth century, were re-
corded precisely because they were be-
lieved to be faithful oral transmissions 
from the time of Muhammad. There-
fore, a Muslim who trusts a specific 
text is unlikely to be swayed by a critic 
who argues that the late date of the col-
lection reflects a late date of origin. This 
means that if we attempt to uncover 
a chronology for the development of 
beliefs about Muhammad’s nature 
and status, in the very act of so doing 
we are repudiating the whole system. 
This naturally renders any constructive 
dialogue about historical sources with 
devout Muslims problematic.

This does not mean that any and every 
recorded Hadith is universally accept-
ed—far from it. What it means is that 
the determination of a particular Had-
ith’s validity is not based on the date of 
the written record. Much of Islam hangs 
on the Hadith literature rather than the 
Qur’an, and the internet abounds with 
those who declare this or that Hadith 
valid or invalid. These in-house debates 
within Islam can be fierce and increas-
ingly take place in the public arena 
afforded by the web, in either English or 
in traditional Muslim languages.

The Sira
It was during the same period the Ha-
dith literature was first collated that the 
Sira literature began to emerge. In this 
context, the word Sira means “biogra-
phy.” The first Sira of Muhammad that 
we know of is that of Ibn Ishaq (d. 767 
ce). No complete copies of the original 
exist today but Ibn Hisham’s (d. 833 
ce) edited version is available. The last 
of the four earliest Siras was composed 

We must turn 
to the other 

sources of authority 
in Islam.
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by Tabari (d. 923 ce).8 These early 
Siras resembled the Hadith collections 
in that they collated oral materials 
and were not authored writings. They 
are unlike the Hadith collections in 
the way they organised the material 
chronologically to form a biographical 
narrative. Like the early Hadith collec-
tions, they sometimes record conflict-
ing accounts without explanation. Tarif 
Khalidi, a Muslim intellectual who has 
made a respectful yet candid study of 
Sira literature, writes:

. . . the Sira cannot be described solely 
as an “objective” historical account of 
what actually happened. True, these 
founding fathers clearly aimed at accu-
racy and often expressed doubt about 
the truth of the stories they relate. But 
that did not prevent them from includ-
ing such stories all the same.9

The purpose of Sira writing was to 
edify rather than to simply merely 
inform. Khalidi remarks: 

History for the founding fathers had a 
moral and educational purpose. If a sto-
ry was factually doubtful, it would still be 
included for its moral or ethical value– 
even for its entertainment value.10 

The first generation of Sira writings 
did include supernatural manifesta-
tions that were not explicitly attested in 
the Qur’an; but, as an apologist might 
say, the Qur’an was never meant to 
be biographical. The Sira of Ibn Sa’d 
(784–845 ce) refers to a mysterious 
appearance of light at Muhammad’s 
birth,11 but even though Sa’d has plenty 
to say about the creation of Adam, he 
says nothing about Muhammad pre-
dating creation. Likewise, the compen-
dious Sira-cum-history of Al-Tabari 
(839–923 ce) records several accounts of 
creation and discusses whether “the Pen 
of Destiny” was created first or whether 
light and darkness were. He raises the 
question about whether God’s throne 
was created or not, but he does not talk 
about Muhammad as the first creation.12

An outsider might draw the conclu-
sion that the absence of any reference 
to Nur Muhammadi in these early 

works proves that the concept is a 
later invention. However, as we have 
noted, the majority of Hadith that had 
been in circulation were not included 
in these collections. Al-Hallaj, cited 
above, was a contemporary of the Ha-
dith collectors and Sira writers, yet he 
expressed beliefs not found in them.

The early Siras mentioned so far are 
those within the Sunni camp and were 
financed by Sunni rulers. Another 
early Sira-cum-history, “Meadows 
of God,” was compiled by the Shi’ite 
al-Mas’udi (896–956 ce). From the 
earliest days of Islam, Shi’ites had a 
particular interest in the person of 
Muhammad and his family. They 
contend that the leadership of the 
Islamic empire should have stayed 
with Muhammad’s family. The ques-
tion of how and why Muhammad and 
his family came to have such a special 
place in the world was of great interest 
to them. We should bear in mind that 
during these early centuries of Islam, 
Shi’ite beliefs and teachings were not 
confined to one territory or a par-
ticular ethnicity; it was a perspective 
held by many throughout the Muslim 
world. It was an important strand of 
ideological and pious opposition to the 
Sunni authorities. It may well be that 
whole swathes of belief were excluded 
from the officially approved collec-
tions for political reasons. Anything 
that makes Muhammad supernatural 
must raise questions about his bio-
logical family, which the Sunnis had 
destroyed. Mas’udi’s history does refer 
to Muhammad at creation.

God, when he intended to establish 
the laws of the universe, to lay the 
seed of generation, and to produce 
the creation, gave to it first the form 
of fine dust before he formed the 
earth, and raised the heavens. He 
dwelt in his unapproachable glory, 
and in the unity of his power. Then 

he put down a particle of his light 
and made lighten a sparkle of his 
splendour. The dust rose, and the 
light was concentrated in the centre 
of this floating dust. This represented 
the figure of our prophet MOHAM-
MED, on whom may rest the blessing 
of God! and God said, “Thou art the 
chosen and the elected.”13

This document gives a solid basis for 
saying that the belief in Muhammad 
as a supernatural being was already in 
circulation when the standard histori-
cal texts were first written down.

The writing of biographies of Muham-
mad has continued to the present day, 
the styles changing in response to the 
requirements of the age. Through the 
medieval period, Khalidi detects a pro-
gression in which the contradictions 
caused by multiple narrations were 
stripped away and the hagiographic 
elements matured. From the eleventh 
century onwards, Sufi devotional ma-
terial multiplied, which included writ-
ers such as Jilani cited above, whose 
poetry expresses loving devotion to the 
person of Muhammad.14 One might 
wonder to what extent one generation’s 
poetic hyperbole was the next genera-
tion’s doctrinal statement, but such an 
enquiry is inevitably speculative and 
does not help us interpret how today’s 
Muslims understand their faith. 
Despite the distance of these later 
writers from the original witnesses the 
conviction of those who believe them 
is that these narrations are true and 
date back to the earliest times. More-
over, such confidence is reinforced by 
Sufi practitioners invoking ma’arifa, 
a secret knowledge (or gnosis in the 
Greek) that has been passed down 
from Muhammad through either Ali 
or Abu Bakr or even received directly 
via contact with the invisible world by 
Sufi masters.15

T he writing of biographies of Muhammad has 
continued to the present day, the styles changing 
in response to the requirements of the age.
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Qu’ranic Support for Nur 
Muhammadi
To be credible within Islam, all ac-
counts of Muhammad have to be in 
some way traced back to Muhammad 
himself and his immediate compan-
ions. A number of Qur’anic texts are 
frequently cited (and then elaborated) 
to support the belief in Muhammad’s 
pre-existence as light. 

O People of the Book! Our Messen-
ger has come to you, clarifying for 
you much of what you kept hidden 
of the Book, and overlooking much. 
A light from God has come to you, 
and a clear Book. (Sura 5:15)

The word “light” is taken to refer to 
Muhammad and the word “book” to 
the Qur’an, even though at the alleged 
time of this utterance the Qur’an did 
not exist in book form. Another text is 
Sura 24:35 which reads 

God is the Light of the heavens and the 
earth. The allegory of His light is that of 
a pillar [most translations “niche”] on 
which is a lamp. The lamp is within a 
glass. The glass is like a brilliant planet, 
fuelled by a blessed tree, an olive tree, 
neither eastern nor western. Its oil 
would almost illuminate, even if no fire 
has touched it. Light upon Light. God 
guides to His light whomever He wills. 
God thus cites the parables for the 
people. God is cognizant of everything.

We met the phrase “neither eastern 
nor western” in the ninth century quo-
tation from Mansur al-Hallaj suggest-
ing that he understood this passage to 
be about the person of Muhammad. 
The website of The Sunnah Founda-
tion of America quotes thirteenth cen-
tury scholar al-Qurtubi as explaining 
the elements of this verse as follows: 

The Messenger of Allah (s) is the niche, 
the lamp is prophethood, the glass is 
his heart, the blessed tree is the rev-
elation and the angels who brought 
it, the oil are the proofs and evidence 
which contain the revelation.16 

A host of other commentators could 
have been cited giving similar expla-
nations in which Muhammad is the 

light, though each one would vary as 
to the details of the various elements. 

That the Qur’an sometimes explicitly 
refers to Muhammad as a light or 
lamp is not in doubt. For example, 
Sura 33:45–46 reads 

O prophet! We have sent you as a wit-
ness, and a bearer of good news, and 
a warner. And a caller towards God by 
His leave, and an illuminating beacon. 

Other Qur’anic texts mentioning light 
are also interpreted by those so-minded 
as references to Muhammad. 

A text used in relation to Muhammad’s 
pre-existence is Sura 7:172 which reads:

And when Your Lord summoned 
the descendants of Adam and made 

them testify about themselves. “Am I 
not your Lord?” They said, “Yes, we 
testify.” Thus you cannot say on the 
Day of Resurrection, “We were un-
aware of this.”

Although there is no explicit chrono-
logical reference in the text, Islamic 
commentators infer that it happened 
at or before the beginning. As with 
other opaque references in the Qur’an, 
commentators drawing on the Hadith 
have elaborated extensively on the 
text in a variety of ways. The common 
themes are that, in some way, the souls 
of all humanity (including Muham-
mad) were present at creation. Where 
Muhammad’s uniqueness and primacy 
are being expounded, further elabora-
tions of Muhammad’s participation 

in the event are also to be found. For 
example, Sahl al-Tustari (818–896 ce), 
a very early commentary writer, wrote 
the following on this verse: 

The progeny (dhurriyya) comprise 
three [parts], a first, second and 
third: the first is Muḥammad, for 
when God, Exalted is He, wanted to 
create Muḥammad He made appear 
(aẓhara) a light from His light, and 
when it reached the veil of divine 
majesty it prostrated before God, 
and from that prostration God cre-
ated an immense crystal-like column 
of light, that was inwardly and out-
wardly translucent, and within it was 
the essence of Muḥammad. Then it 
stood in service before the Lord of 
the Worlds for a million years with 
the essential characteristics of faith 
(ṭabā iʾ ʿ al-īmān), which are the vi-
sual beholding of faith (muʿāyanat 
al-īmān), the unveiling of certainty 
(mukāshafat al-yaqīn) and the wit-
nessing of the Lord (mushāhadat al-
Rabb). Thus He honoured him with 
this witnessing, a million years before 
beginning the creation.17

Similarly, in Sura 2:30 we find: 

When your Lord said to the angels, “I 
am placing a successor [Arabic khal-
ifa, often translated vice-regent] on 
earth.” They said . . . 

Tustari’s commentary explains:

God, Exalted is He, before he created 
Adam said to the angels I am appoint-
ing on earth a vicegerent, and He cre-
ated Adam from the clay of might con-
sisting of the light of Muḥammad.18

Many other examples might be given. 
From an early date, the text of the 
Qur’an was expounded with the aid of 
narrations allegedly originating in the 
earliest days of Islam. The Qur’an is 
and was read through the lens of the 
Hadith and some (but not all) com-
mentators teach that Qur’anic texts 
provide the basis of the Nur Muham-
madi narrative.

One of the Hadith most frequently 
quoted with reference to Muhammad’s 
pre-existence is Hadith Jabir. It is 

That the Qur’an 
explicitly refers to 
Muhammad as a 

light is not 
in doubt.
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recorded by a variety of compilers. 
The Sunni way website lists eleven 
sources.19 According to al-Qastalani 
(1448–1517 ce), in answer to a ques-
tion, Muhammad himself uttered 
these words: 

Oh, Jabir, Allah created, before any-
thing else, the light of your Prophet 
(saw) from His Light. That light start-
ed to move about by Allah’s Divine 
Power to wherever Allah wished. At 
that time there was neither Tablet 
nor Pen; neither Paradise nor Fire, 
no angels; neither Heaven, nor Earth; 
neither Sun nor Moon; neither Jinn 
nor humankind. When Allah (swt) 
wanted to create His Creation, He di-
vided that light into four parts. From 
the first part he created the Pen, 
from the second, the Tablet, and 
from the third, the Throne.20, 21

The examples cited so far should suf-
fice to demonstrate that scholars who 
hold beliefs in Muhammad as a cosmic 
personage can defend them from an 
abundance of explicit source material. 
It is no easy matter to determine what 
proportion of Muslims today under-
stand Muhammad in this way. We can 
say that the twentieth century qasida 
mentioned above provides evidence 
from Moroccan Sufism. Similarly, the 
writings of Sheikh Nuh Keller (who 
we will meet below) provide evidence 
of its presence in Egypt and the Levant 
where he received his Islamic training. 
Also, the Bareilwi movement of the In-
dian subcontinent holds it as standard.22 
Clearly this belief is not simply a local 
anomaly in some obscure peripheral re-
gion. It is to be found in many different 
parts of the Muslim world.

However, this view of Muhammad, 
although widespread, is far from uni-
versal among Muslims, and is in fact 
highly contested in many areas. The 
debate is all the more emotive because 
every stream of Islam calls on Muslims 
to love Muhammad. A well-known 
Hadith accepted by Bukhari, the fore-
most Hadith collector, states: 

Prophet Muhammad said, “None of 
you will have faith till he loves me 

more than his father, his children and 
all mankind.”23 

For those who highly venerate Mu-
hammad, any attempt to downgrade 
his status is a failure to love him. On 
all sides, to be dispassionate about 
Muhammad would be a failing. As 
secular academic Ron Geaves attests:

I have observed that one is far more 
likely to offend sensibilities by mak-
ing negative criticisms of Muhammad 
than by challenging the truths of the 
Qur’an. The latter is likely to lead to 
an earnest debate . . . the former is 
seen as a deep insult and provokes 
an impassioned response.24

Similarities and Differences 
with the Biblical View of Christ
A Bible-reading Christian cannot help 
but be struck by the similarities between 
these claims made about Muhammad 
and the claims the New Testament 
makes about Christ. First, I shall look at 
some of the similarities and then the key 
differences. I will cite some representa-
tive texts rather than attempting an ex-
haustive collection of biblical references. 

The New Testament teaches that 
Christ existed before his birth. We 
read in John’s Gospel 

In the beginning was the Word, . . . He 
was with God in the beginning . . . The 
Word became flesh and made his 
dwelling among us. (John 1:1, 2, 14)25 

This passage speaks of the incarnate word 
and the Nur Muhammadi teaching also 
speaks of an incarnation of light. John 
goes on to speak of Christ as the light. 

In him was life, and that life was the 
light of men . . . The true light that 
gives light to every man was coming 
into the world. (John 1:4 & 9). 

The similarities between the Nur Mu-
hammadi teaching and the thought 
expressed in John 1 are obvious.

Muhammad is described as being 
intimately involved in the process of 
creation resembling things stated about 
Christ in the New Testament. For 
example, in Hebrews 1:2–3 we find 

. . . in these last days he has spoken 
to us by his Son, whom he appointed 
heir of all things, and through whom 
he made the universe. 

Similar sentiments are expressed 
elsewhere such as 1 Corinthians 8:6 
and John 1:3. The New Testament also 
speaks of the world being created for 
Christ: “All things were created by him 
and for him” (Col. 1:16, italics added). 
An oft-cited Hadith, with several vari-
ants and referred to as the Law Laka, 
has God addressing Muhammad in 
these terms: “Were it not for you, I 
would not have created the world.”26 
Even Ibn Taymiyya, the great thirteenth 
century iconoclast, declared that the 
content of this Hadith, while not an au-
thentic narration, was nonetheless true.27 

Central to the message of the New 
Testament is the claim that Christ 
is alive, never to die again (1 Cor. 
15:20–23, 42–49; Heb. 7:16–24; Rev. 
1:17–18). Furthermore, it is asserted 
that he is present with his people 
(Matt. 18:20 and 28:20; Acts 18:9). In 
a similar way, many mosques have the 
words “Ya Allah” and “Ya Rasool” (“Oh 
God” and “Oh Messenger”) inscribed 
at the front of the prayer hall address-
ing both God and Muhammad as 
present.28 As Geaves has documented, 
many Sufi groups hold that Muham-
mad is hazir o nazir, present and 
watching.29

The New Testament ascribes an interces-
sory role to Christ. For example, 1 Timo-
thy 2:5 states, “For there is one God and 
one mediator between God and men, the 
man Christ Jesus.” Other examples may 
be found in Hebrews 7:25 and 1 John 
2:1. For many Muslims, Muhammad is 

O ne is far more likely to offend sensibilities by 
making negative criticisms of Muhammad 
than by challenging the truths of the Qur’an. 
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wasila, an intermediary or go between.30 
They find support in Sura 4:64: 

Had they . . . come to you, and prayed 
for God’s forgiveness, and the Mes-
senger had prayed for their forgive-
ness, they would have found God 
Relenting and Merciful. 

This idea of Muhammad as supreme 
intercessor is found elaborated in 
many devotional works, such as the 
Shifa of Qadi Iyad, to quote but one 
example. It says: 

Abdullah, Amr’s son reports the say-
ing of the Prophet, . . . Whosoever 
asks for blessings upon me once, Al-
lah blesses him ten times. Thereaf-
ter ask for the rank of go-between 
[wasila] for me . . . My intercession is 
granted to whosoever asks for the 
rank of “wasila” for me.31

The Nur Muhammadi teaching and the 
New Testament’s teaching about Christ 
may have strong similarities but their 
claims are mutually exclusive. The no-
tions may be similar but the attributions 
are in stark opposition to each other. 

The supreme difference between the 
Nur Muhammadi-type teaching and 
the biblical Christ is of course the 
matter of Christ’s deity. Muslims 
always insist that Muhammad is a 
created being, intentionally contrast-
ing him with God. The Hadiths we 
saw earlier all spoke of an ancient but 
created light. As Keller puts it: 

Though the Prophet (Allah bless him 
and give him peace) is the Light of 
Allah, he is of course a created light. 
Someone who believes otherwise has 
made the mistake of the Christians 
with Jesus (upon whom be peace).32

It would be a contradiction of the 
most basic tenets of Islam to say that 
Muhammad is divine. Indeed, many 
Muslim movements view the practice of 
even offering praises and prayers to Mu-
hammad as a violation of the prohibition 
on associating anyone with God. In Sura 
18:110, God addresses Muhammad: 

Say, “I am only a human being [Arabic 
bashar] like you, being inspired that 

your god is One God. Whoever hopes 
to meet his Lord, let him work righ-
teousness, and never associate anyone 
with the service [Arabic ibaada, often 
translated ‘worship’] of his Lord.”

This text gives those who teach Nur 
Muhammadi some real difficulties. 
It is a proof text for the reformers. 
Minhaj-ul-Quran International UK 
recently published a tract explaining 
how their customary practice can be 
reconciled with this verse. The tract is 
addressed to fellow Muslims, of course, 
not to Christians. Their recently 
printed English edition of the Qur’an 
finds it necessary to insert parentheti-
cal notes into its rendering of 18:118. 

Say: “I look like you only (by virtue of 
my visible creation) as a man. (Oth-
erwise just think what congruity you 
have with me.) It is I to whom the 
Revelation is transmitted that your 
God is the One and Only God. (And 
just see to it whether you have any 
such divine potential that the Word 
of Allah may come down to you.) 
So, whoever hopes to meet his Lord 
should do good deeds and must not 
associate any partner in the worship 
of his Lord.”33 

Those who venerate Muhammad 
affirm that Islam teaches that he is a 
created being and at the same time 
they revel in his uniqueness, his prox-
imity to the deity, his power to inspire, 
and his ability to assist them. 

Towards a Christian Response
In my experience, materials written 
by Muslims to engage Christians do 
not usually proclaim Muhammad as 
an incarnation of primordial light. 
This is probably because groups that 
are involved in proselytising us are 
from the reformist wings of Islam. 
One might also hypothesise that most 
Sufi-style movements encourage the 
faithful to humbly receive the teach-
ing rather than to assertively articu-
late it. The lack of material addressed 
to Christians on this issue probably 
explains the lack of Christian material 
responding to it. I have not found a 
single Christian website that attempts 
to address it.

Once alerted to this teaching, a zeal-
ous Christian might be tempted to 
take a polemical route that deploys 
Qur’anic texts which seem to high-
light Muhammad’s limitations and 
fallibility (e.g., 18:110, 48:1–2, 48:9 
and 53:19–20). Likewise, the Hadith 
literature provides plenty of embar-
rassing material often used by Chris-
tian polemicists to attack the character 
of Muhammad. Such an approach 
is unlikely to be productive with the 
devout. First, the supreme imperative 
of loving Muhammad before all else, 
which they so zealously nurture, will 
tend to close their ears. In addition, if 
Christians use arguments associated 
with the debate within Islam, they 
simply invite well-rehearsed rebuttals. 
Aligning oneself with those who “fail 
to love Muhammad” will not increase 
a Christian’s credibility. The venerators 
already have strategies for dealing with 
potential “proof texts” in the Qur’an.

The most likely scenario for an in-
tentional presentation of a Christian 
counter-narrative to Nur Muham-
madi is that of a dialogue setting, 
whether informal among friends or in 
a more formal setting. Such a scenario 
requires mutual respect and impec-
cable manners. The dialogue has to 
take place on the understanding that 
the parties will not agree as to what is 

The imperative 
of loving Muhammad 

will tend to 
close their ears.
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true but are willing to listen with the 
intention of understanding. Christians 
can insist on the integrity of their own 
scriptures on a Qur’anic basis. Among 
other texts, Sura 5:46–47 addresses 
Christians in particular: 

. . . We sent Jesus son of Mary, fulfill-
ing the Torah that preceded him; and 
We gave him the Gospel, wherein is 
guidance and light, and confirming 
the Torah that preceded him, and 
guidance and counsel for the righ-
teous. So let the people of the Gospel 
rule [most translations, “judge”] ac-
cording to what God revealed in it. 
Those who do not rule according to 
what God revealed are the sinners.

Any exhortation to submit to the 
Qur’an can always be met with this 
injunction. The Muslim who takes the 
Qur’an seriously is obliged to take the 
gospel seriously. The Christian will 
need to be acquainted with the stan-
dard arguments demonstrating that the 
scriptures today are not different than 
those the Qur’an affirms. Christians 
will need to demonstrate a fervour for 
their Lord and a real sympathy for 
Muslim believers, putting into practice 
Paul’s injunction: “And the Lord’s ser-
vant must not quarrel; instead, he must 
be kind to everyone, able to teach, not 
resentful.” (2 Tim. 2:24).

I would argue that Christians need 
to consider two dimensions inher-
ent in this issue of Nur Muhammadi. 
One concerns truth. With two such 
contrasting views, they cannot both 
be equally true. The other concerns an 
underlying belief, namely, that human 
need has been met in a specific way. 
Which way most fully meets human 
need? Naturally, a false hope is no good 
to anyone, but if a hope is attractive, 
the ear will be more inclined to listen. 
For apologetic presentations to bear 
any fruit, there must be some com-
mon frame of reference. In this case, 
the frame of reference is the belief that 
God has demonstrated his mercy to 
humankind through the one he has 
sent. The matter at issue is the identity 
of the one who God has provided. 

Matters of Truth
Discerning what is true involves 
relying on sources and, for Muslims 
especially, a source is trusted on the 
basis of piety and scholarship more 
than analytical objectivity. The most 
powerful arguments from the Mus-
lim side come from the Hadith. The 
Christian can legitimately say that the 
Hadith are sayings remembered by 
men, repeated by men and collected 
by men. How accurate they are God 
alone knows and as Christians we 
are not qualified to discuss them. We 
keep the focus on our respective Holy 
Books. When comparing the Qur’an 
with the Bible, it soon becomes ap-
parent that the New Testament makes 
much clearer statements about Christ 
as God incarnate than the Qur’an does 
about Muhammad as Light incarnate. 

The passages that Christians habitu-
ally use for asserting claims of Christ’s 
deity such as Thomas’s confession in 
John 20:28 and Jesus’ declaration “I 
and the Father are one” in John 10:30 
are probably not particularly suit-
able texts to use. Narratives such as 
Luke 5:17–26, in which the Pharisees 
articulate the responsible Muslim view 
and Jesus performs two acts that only 
God can do, are much more useful. 
Matthew 14:22–37 is another pas-
sage that invites serious reflection, but 
one has to be prepared to explain why 
Jesus would need to pray. Philippians 
2:5–11 addresses both the deity and 
the humanity of Christ and concludes 
with a call on the part of God for all 
to honour Christ. 

The Christian needs to recognise the 
importance of the identity of the speak-
er within the sacred texts. When it is “a 
voice is heard from heaven” or an angel 
is quoted, or Jesus speaks of himself, as 
in the famous “I am” passages in John’s 
Gospel, that is likely to carry more 

weight than if the speaker is merely a 
follower or the writer. The authority is 
in the person not the paper.

Islam sets great store by chains of 
authority, whether it be the transmis-
sion of a Hadith, the pedigree of a 
scholar or the spiritual genealogy of a 
Sufi. Most of the Sira texts examine 
favourably the forebears of Muham-
mad. The genealogy of Jesus, so out of 
fashion with secular Westerners, is still 
of interest to Muslim readers.

The Meeting of Human Need
The Letter to the Hebrews addresses 
Christians of Jewish background and 
demonstrates in a variety of ways that 
Jesus is “a high priest [who] meets 
our need–one who is holy, blameless, 
pure, set apart from sinners, exalted 
above the heavens” (7:26). It is not 
unreasonable to assume that the strong 
attachment to Nur Muhammadi and 
the unwillingness to yield to icono-
clastic scholars owes much to the way 
the doctrine addresses the need of 
the worshiper for a holy yet accessible 
saviour. This is also the thrust of He-
brews, though that particular epistle 
is not helpful to Muslims, drawing 
as it does on so much that belongs 
to unfamiliar Jewish religious rites: 
but the method is sound. The writer 
contrasts Jesus favourably with angels 
in Chapter 1, with Moses in Chapter 
3 and with the high priest in Chapters 
7 and 8. Within a well-established, 
respectful relationship, a Christian 
should be able to revel in the attributes 
of Christ, indirectly contrasting them 
with the exalted but lesser claims 
about Muhammad. Which is better? 
The created or the Creator? The closest 
slave or the beloved Son? The recipient 
of the word or the Word himself? The 
one who is forgiven or the one who 
brings forgiveness? Which mediator 

T he strong attachment to Nur Muhammadi owes 
much to the way the doctrine addresses the need 
of the worshiper for a holy yet accessible saviour. 
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is the more desirable, the slave or the 
Son? The one alive in his grave or the 
one alive on his throne? The one who 
is loved by God or the one who is God 
in the flesh? 

This line of approach neither deni-
grates Muhammad nor disrespects the 
worshiper. So long as the integrity of 
the testimony of the Bible has been 
established, Christians can acknowl-
edge the way Muslims treasure the 
Muhammad they have been taught to 
love and trust and at the same time 
testify to higher and greater treasure 
that is the biblical teaching concerning 
Christ, Lord and Saviour. The biblical 
portrayal of Christ and Nur Muham-
madi contradict one another and are 
mutually exclusive, but that need not 
plunge Christian and Muslim believ-
ers into confrontation. 

For too long, Christian workers have 
dismissed as irrelevant this major 
strand of Islam which is both a lived 
Islam and a genuine scholarly tradi-
tion. This failure to respect the people 
we seek to reach does not position us 
well as we seek to present Christ. The 
degree to which many Muslims vener-
ate Muhammad and the scholarly 
basis for such practice may take us by 
surprise and offend us in what looks 
like a naked appropriation of the at-
tributes of Christ, but I would suggest 
that simply attacking the falsehood 
is likely to be unproductive. What is 
needed is respect and understanding. 
Such Muslims acknowledge that mere 
flesh and human effort are insuffi-
cient for our salvation and that God’s 
intention has always been to provide 
a supernatural saviour that meets our 
need. This should be something we can 
work with.  IJFM
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One day, while sitting on our couch in the afternoon light, Drolma 
(not her real name) broke down, became emotional, and asked me 
to pray. She began to tell me about her father, an alcoholic who did 

not have the power to give up drinking, who had completely ruined his life. 
Now her brothers were headed in the same direction, drinking too much and 
wasting all of the money she was earning. She had told me this before, but it 
was still such a burden. For her this was a spiritual issue, and she specifically 
asked me to pray that God would give them the power to stop drinking. “Only 
God is able to do that,” she said. Though a relatively new believer, she knew 
that God did not always answer immediately and that she would need to be 
patient. As she cried, I prayed “God, give her father and brothers the power to 
stop drinking. Help them turn from their sinful ways and follow Jesus.”

Drolma is a believer from a folk Tibetan Buddhist background—a tradition 
steeped in shamanism, animism and tantric Buddhism. Her story is illustrative 
because, amongst other things, it highlights a worldview that primarily sees 
life from a spiritual or “power” dimension. Truth, in the epistemological sense, 
is of little concern. Rather, the issues of daily life, and the out-working of 
power, is central. Truth lies in the things that work, that provide obvious ben-
efit. This worldview is the prevailing one of the vast majority of folk Buddhists 
across Asia, and of folk Tibetan Buddhists as well. As Tsering notes, “Most 
people in the Tibetan Buddhist world are unconcerned with gaining enlight-
enment, meditating, or practicing tantric rituals. Like their shamanist ances-
tors, they see religion as a means to solve problems of everyday life.”1 

In this context, I will explore some possible ways to tailor more relevant pre-
sentations of initial expressions of the gospel to a folk Buddhist setting. Folk 
Buddhists have long proved resistant to the gospel.2 There are many reasons 
for this: geographical isolation, limited missionary access, demonic oppres-
sion, cultural pride, and prevailing views of Christianity being a “foreign” re-
ligion or being “ just the same as Buddhism.” These are some very real barriers.
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An additional factor may be that gos-
pel presentations have not been as per-
spicacious as they could have been—
they may have either been speaking to 
a misinformed set of needs, speaking 
superficially, or just not speaking at all. 

In this article I suggest that an empa-
thetic understanding of the cultural 
paradigm of fear-power, the predomi-
nant worldview of folk Buddhists, may 
result in more efficacious engagement 
than an approach which flows from 
the worldview lens of a guilt versus 
innocence society. Though I will more 
specifically focus on the folk Tibetan 
Buddhist3 people of the Central Ti-
betan Plateau in the People’s Republic 
of China,4 there are certain generic 
similarities that could apply to other 
folk Buddhist groups. My approach is 
to provide: a basic theoretical frame-
work (defining contextualization and 
folk Buddhism); a theological frame-
work (what the Bible has to say and 
possible syncretistic concerns); and a 
brief practical framework (some ap-
plications that could perhaps be used 
by on–field practitioners). 

Contextualization: Theories 
and Models
Many attempts have been made to 
define contextualization. Common ele-
ments include communicating effectively 
in a cross-cultural setting and a “cultur-
ally relevant” gospel. Nigerian Josphat 
Yego defines contextualization as 

the never-changing word of God in 
ever-changing modes of relevance. It 
is making the gospel . . . relevant in a 
given situation.5 

Flemming fleshes this definition out a 
little more by adding that contextual-
ization is

the dynamic and comprehensive pro-
cess by which the gospel is incarnated 
within a concrete historical or cultural 
situation. This happens in such a way 
that the gospel both comes to au-
thentic expression in the local context 
and at the same time prophetically 
transforms the context.6

More than just clear communication 
(the goal of any good communica-
tor anywhere) contextualization seeks 
to also develop localized theologies 
which speak to the needs of the local 
community. These needs may not 
necessarily be apparent to the cross-
cultural worker. Hiebert’s “critical 
contextualization” has proved to be a 
significant voice in this regard.7 He 
advocates taking the local culture 
seriously, discussing the critical needs 
of the culture openly (as perceived by 
the receptor culture itself ), and yet 
ultimately still being guided by the 
authority of Scripture. This approach 
certainly has merit. 

One could say, then, that there are two es-
sential components to contextualization: 

communicating in a way that resonates 
with the host culture without losing 
the (confrontational and transforma-
tional) sharp edge of the gospel;8 and 
establishing theologies that address 
the concerns of the people. It is on this 
theoretical basis that I approach the 
fear-power concerns of folk Buddhists 
of Central Tibet. 

Scott Moreau provides a detailed 
account of the development of con-
textualization and has codified various 
models of its application. The pre-
dominant model for evangelicals is 
the “translation” model,9 which is born 
out of a belief that there is a culturally 
transcendent message, a kerygma, to be 
translated, transplanted or re-planted 

(depending on one’s choice of meta-
phor). The primary objective is to “con-
vey Christian meanings with minimum 
distortion to the message of the Bible,”10 
with Scripture as the final arbitrator of 
both theology and pedagogy.11 

What is Folk Buddhism?
And all the crowd sought to touch 
him, for power came out from 
him and healed them all. (Luke 
6:19, ESV)

According to noted missionary and 
scholar Alex Smith, “Folk Buddhism 
holds sway over one billion of the 
earth’s inhabitants,”12 and in lands 
where this religion prevails “the gospel 
languishes in its impact”13 the church 
being “tiny, usually less than 1%.”14 Folk 
Buddhism is an eclectic and syncretic 
mix of the teachings of Buddha with 
pre-existing, indigenous, animistic, or 
shamanistic religions. In Thailand, 

Folk Buddhism, as opposed to pure 
“book” Buddhism, would include ani-
mistic or primal religious practices as 
well as Theravada or Mahayana Bud-
dhist practice in a syncretistic mix.15 

In Tibet, folk Buddhism is a mix of 
native shamanism and tantric Bud-
dhism. Tibet’s ancient indigenous 
religion, known as Bon, is a combi-
nation of shamanism and animism. 
In the seventh century, the Indian 
shaman, Guru Rimpoche (also known 
as pad ma ‘byung gnas), paved the way 
for tantric Buddhism to take root in 
Tibet and Bhutan. Tantric Buddhism 
involves magical spells and mantras, 
as well as occult practices, as it seeks a 
“fast track” to enlightenment. The sha-
manism already prevalent in Tibet was 
fertile soil for tantric Buddhism.16 

Folk Buddhism is characterized by 
both fear and power. For the Burmese 
folk Buddhist, his or her fear is the 
fear of spirits or Nats. Peter Thein 
Nyunt observes that for the Burmese, 
fear is a constant: “The greatest fear 
comes from the danger of harm-
ful spirits or evil spirits . . . or being 

A prevalent 
shamanism was 

fertile soil for 
tantric Buddhism. 
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harmed by . . . Nats.” 17 Tibetans often 
express fear of local deities (yul lha), 
demons (‘dre and klu)—ubiquitous 
spirits that constantly seek to harm 
humans. As Tsering states, “The world 
of the folk Tibetan Buddhist is filled 
with aggressive spirits, capricious gods, 
malignant demons.”18 These spirits 
need placating; they need a higher 
power to deal with them. Placat-
ing them is typically done through 
practices one can find throughout the 
Tibetan folk Buddhist world, prac-
tices such as: sorcery (mthu rgyag ba); 
divination (mo rgyag ba); consulting an 
oracle, shaman or lama (lha pa, sngags 
pa, and bla ma); reciting mantras 
(sngags or gsang sngags); astrology (rtsi 
rgyag pa); making offerings (mchod pa 
phul ba); spinning prayer wheels (mani 
‘khor ba); and making visits to monas-
teries and temples (mchod mjal). 

Tibetans, like many folk Buddhists, 
are also terrified of going to hell and 
have an elaborate understanding of 
eighteen realms of hell (dmyal khams 
bco brgyad). Interestingly, Smith, in his 
paper, “Missiological Implications of 
Key Contrasts Between Buddhism and 
Christianity,” writes that in a survey of 
many Thais who became Christians, 
fear of going to hell was a prominent 
factor in their becoming believers.19 
Since western Christianity has largely 
filtered out hell and eternal damna-
tion, it is common to think that these 
teachings are irrelevant to our cross-
cultural audiences. In reality, teaching 
on Jesus being the only one who has 
the power to save us from hell is thor-
oughly good news. By excluding this 
dimension, particularly in fear-power 
cultures, we are potentially doing them 
a grave disservice. Although to some 
degree unavoidable, one must be care-
ful not to transfer one’s own spiritual 
poverty or inherited theological biases 
onto the host culture. 

As with all folk Buddhists, Tibetans are 
in search of power (nus pa) and empow-
erment (byin rlabs). Griswold notes, 
“Buddhists, especially folk Buddhists, 

are searching for power.”20 In his section 
on “Folk Buddhism Promises Power,” 
De Neui observes that 

Folk Buddhism address[es] some of 
the heart issues of Thai people by pro-
viding them with a source of power 
they believe will assist them in life.21 

Hesselgrave and Rommen suggest that 
“. . . contextualization involves knowl-
edge of both a message and an audi-
ence.”22 A brief sketch of the audience 
has been given, but how then is one 
to present the gospel to folk Bud-
dhists that speaks in a relevant way to 
a people with a highly developed sense 
of fear and power? 

A Theological Framework
And having disarmed the powers 
and authorities, he made a public 
spectacle of them, triumphing 
over them by the cross. (Colos-
sians 2:15, NIV)

Roland Muller suggests the missionary 
enterprise exists “simply for the purpose 
of addressing sin and the results of 
sin, among the peoples of the earth.”23 
While this is no doubt true, “the peoples 
of the earth” do not necessarily have 
a correct understanding of sin. Folk 
Buddhists are no exception; they do not 
view sin as wrongdoing or disobedience 
against a holy God. For a Tibetan, sin 
(sdig pa) or what they understand to be 
“negativity” or “demerit,” is unavoid-
able; it is something one accumulates 
every day, consciously or unconsciously. 
Indeed, one’s very existence is the result 
of sdig pa and the cruel scales of karmic 
retribution. Nonetheless, the atonement 
(how Christ’s life, death, and resur-
rection deals with the sin issue) does 
address humanity’s universal problem 
and is at the heart of the gospel. It is a 
message that can certainly be relevant to 
the folk Buddhist as well. 

Muller and Georges, amongst others, 
have provided three cultural para-
digms by which the atonement can be 
understood. Accordingly, for cultures 
that are predominantly guilt-inno-
cence based, penal substitution tends 
to be the dominant atonement motif. 
Cultures that are shame-honour based 
may lend themselves to a “satisfaction” 
motif of atonement, and fear-power 
cultures may be more orientated to the 
“Christus Victor” (also known as the 
“ransom theory”) atonement motif.24

According to Georges, the Christus 
Victor motif was the main atonement 
theory for the first thousand years 
of church history.25 This motif, with 
its emphasis on the power of Jesus 
triumphing over Satan and his army of 
demons, and the defeat of both cosmic 
and earthly forces of evil, certainly has 
a strong potential appeal to the folk 
Buddhist.26 However, while I believe 
it is appropriate to emphasise Jesus’ 
power to triumph over evil, one cannot 
just gloss over the sin/guilt problem. It 
also needs to be mentioned that Jesus, 
by his death and resurrection, not only 
defeated evil, but made it possible to 
clear away all of humanity’s wrong-
doing. Through faith and repentance 
in Jesus, one can be set free from 
the power of sin and evil behavior, 
escape its deadly consequences, and be 
completely delivered from all demonic 
powers. Rather than present exclusive-
ly only one atonement motif, and even 
though focusing on the power aspect 
is relevant for folk Tibetan Buddhists, 
my contention would be that one can 
also present aspects of penal substitu-
tion. Colossians 2:13–15 sees the two 
quite neatly juxtaposed. 

The emphasis for the folk Tibetan 
Buddhist, at least in initial expressions 
of the gospel, can be more on Jesus’ 
power to forgive sin and less on having 

I n a survey of Thais who became Christians,  
fear of going to hell was a prominent factor in 
their becoming believers.
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a “guilty conscience.” Following the 
legal motif with its images of a court-
room setting and using legal terms 
such as “guilty conscience” can be quite 
difficult to communicate in Tibetic 
languages and may be better left for 
subsequent gospel explanations. 

Not wanting to sound contradictory, 
though, I also believe it is appropriate 
to mention—even in initial Gospel 
presentations—that Jesus died in our 
place. Rather than God rightfully 
and fairly punishing us for our sins, 
Jesus took our punishment and by the 
power of his resurrection we are saved 
from death and hell. Although folk 
Buddhist cultures stress that only the 
individual alone can impact his or her 
own karmic destiny through individual 
merit making, it may be surprising 
that there are examples in folk Bud-
dhist cultures of substitutionary acts 
whereby someone lays down his or her 
life for another. And these are always 
seen as honorable. In Tibetan culture, 
there are two well-known substitution 
folk tales and in Thai culture there is a 
famous legend of someone intention-
ally forfeiting his life so others could 
live.27 My point here is that one should 
not make light of the forgiveness of 
sin just because it may not fit neatly 
into a particular atonement motif.

Syncretistic Concerns
Though he had done so many signs 
before them, they still did not be-
lieve in him. ( John 12:37, ESV)

Ever the pragmatists, folk Buddhists 
can certainly be open to syncretic 
practices. One must be careful not 
to highlight the power aspect too 
much. To do so would give the wrong 
impression that Jesus would provide all 
the power and miraculous healings one 
could possibly want. The folk Buddhist 
might easily be interested only in the 
perceived power Jesus might give him 
or her, and not in Jesus himself nor his 
salvific work on the cross. In my expe-
rience, folk Tibetan Buddhists are very 
willing to give anything a try, provided 

it might work for them. Clear teach-
ing should also stress that believers 
give their allegiance to a new power, 
a new authority, indeed the one true 
power, and that we follow and obey his 
ways, not our own. De Neui highlights 
this need for caution as he notes that 
responses to the gospel tend to be 
based on pragmatism.28 He recalls a 
conversation with Charles Kraft where 
church leaders in Nigeria would still 
visit shamans “because things hap-
pen faster.”29 On the flip side though, 
De Neui also cautions that many 
folk Buddhists can remain enslaved 
to spiritual powers even within the 
church because “issues of power have 
never been fully addressed.”30 Clearly, 
a balanced approach is needed. 

Other Approaches?
“Who is this man?” they asked each 
other. “Even the wind and waves 
obey him!” (Mark 4:41, NET)

Tom Steffen, in assessing the major 
evangelism models such as the Four 
Spiritual Laws, Evangelism Explo-
sion, Any3, C2C, Chronological Bible 
Teaching, Chronological Bible Storying, 
The Romans Road, T4T, Storying the 
Story, found that all of them “pres-
ent the gospel predominantly from an 
innocence/guilt frame.”31 Newhouse 
also notes that he could not find any 
story sets that incorporated a Christus 
Victor atonement motif in his search for 
relevancy with folk Buddhists.32 It does 
seem a little perplexing that alternative 

models have not gained currency, espe-
cially given that Muller, Georges, and 
more recently Mischke have described 
alternative contextualized atonement 
motifs. That being said, many years ago 
I happened upon a basic gospel outline 
that seemed to speak to our fear-power 
folk Tibetan Buddhists in ways I had 
not imagined or planned on. I will 
discuss this further below.

A Practical Framework
For the kingdom of God is not a 
matter of talk but of power.  
(1 Corinthians 4:20, NIV)

Missionaries, especially those who are 
fresh out of seminary, can fall into some 
common pitfalls. Overly engaging in 
Christian apologetics is one of them. 
Although establishing solid evidence 
for faith is important, trying to “prove” 
the truth of the gospel through argu-
ment can be of relatively no benefit 
with folk Tibetan Buddhists. I remem-
ber one Easter Sunday a new worker 
was giving an address to a group of 
expatriate missionaries on the “proofs” 
of the resurrection. He implored us to 
consider that this was what our Tibetan 
friends needed to hear. In fact, Tibetans 
do not have any issues with believing 
in the resurrection. The problem is not 
disbelief but rather that their culture 
is replete with resurrection stories. 
Apologetics may find a place when one 
is dialoguing with a highly educated 
and dedicated Buddhist practitioner, 
perhaps a high-level monk or lama, but 
he, too, will not question the miraculous 
elements of Christ’s life. 

In my experience, I have never had 
one Tibetan ever express doubt over 
the existence of Jesus, his miracles, his 
death or resurrection. Folk Tibetan 
Buddhists readily accept these things. 
They are more interested to know, 
“What practical difference can Jesus 
make to my life now?” 

In framing an initial evangelistic 
gospel presentation, I believe that 
four main areas need to be covered: 

The problem is 
not disbelief but rather 

that their culture 
is replete with 

resurrection stories.



36:2 Summer 2019

	 James E. Morrison� 73

creation, the fall, redemption, and 
restoration. For the folk Buddhist with 
a fear-power worldview, framing these 
areas with a “power emphasis,” with 
Christ as the superior power over all, 
may prove to have more resonance. 

The creation story would focus on God 
as creator and the source of all power, 
with Jesus as the ruler and Lord of all 
(Colossians 1:16–17). Humankind, be-
ing originally sinless, lived peacefully 
and without suffering under the rule 
and reign of God. People did not live 
in fear of death or evil spirits. 

Recounting the story of the fall would 
focus on the fact that humankind, 
through disobedience to the rule of 
God, gave in to the power of Satan. 
As a result, people lived in fear of the 
spirit world and its domination over 
them. This led to all people living 
under the power of sin and Satan, and 
universal suffering entered the world. 

The redemption aspect would focus on 
Christ’s defeat of the power of Satan and 
the power of sin and death. In so doing, 
he sets people free from Satan’s power, 
control, and from the power of sin in 

our lives (Colossians 2:13–15). Through 
repentance and faith in Jesus, sin can be 
swept away, and by allegiance only to 
Jesus, one can be set free from the power 
of demons and one’s own evil behavior. 
This section could be developed further 
through selective narrative passages as 
outlined below in the section entitled 
“Using Power Passages from Mark.” 

The restoration story would focus on 
becoming part of God’s kingdom, 
living under his rule and authority, just 
as God originally intended (Romans 
14:17). Being set free from the powers 
of darkness, one now has the power to 
live a life pleasing to God and benefi-
cial to others (2 Peter 1:3). 

Using Power Passages from 
Mark

. . . so that you may know that the 
Son of Man has authority on earth 
to forgive sins. (Mark 2:10, NET)

Some years ago, our team began draft-
ing a translation of a small tract called 
Jesus Christ Has Power to Save Us,33 
based on passages from the Gospel of 
Mark. In some ways I felt the pas-
sages were a little random and out of 
context for our audience. My concerns 
at that time were of a linguistic nature 
and I was not primarily thinking of 
the predominant cultural worldview 
and whether I was directly addressing 
it. It just so happened that the title of 
this tract, and the subsequent stories in 
each section, resonated strongly with 
our audience. In fact, the small tract 
has remained one of the most endur-
ing resources our team has produced. 

What follows (as shown in Table 
1 below) is not the result of careful 
planning or strategy. It was simply 
baby steps in our translation project 
that serendipitously (or perhaps, more 
accurately, providentially) engaged our 
audience in ways I had not anticipated. 

Table 1. Jesus Christ Has Power to Save Us: Passages from Mark which May Resonate with Folk Buddhists

Bible Passage Key Story Key Focus

Mark 1:14—15 Jesus Brings Good News Jesus is king of God’s powerful kingdom

Mark 1:21—28 Jesus Has Power to Drive Out Evil Spirits power over demonic forces

Mark 1:32—34 Jesus Has Power to Heal All Diseases power over sickness

Mark 2:1—12 Jesus Has Power to Forgive Sins power to forgive all evil behaviour

Mark 4:35—41 Jesus Has Power to Calm the Storm power over nature

Mark 5:21—24, 35—42 Jesus Has Power to Raise the Dead power over death

Mark 7:14—15, 17—23 Jesus Speaks about Evil in People’s Hearts power of evil 

Mark 9:2—8 Jesus is God’s Son powerful Son of God

Mark 14:10—11, 44—46 Jesus Betrayed given over to evil

Mark 15:6—15 Jesus Sentenced to Death given over to human power

Mark 15:25—26, 33—39 Jesus Crucified subject to the power of death

Mark 15:42—46 Jesus’ Body Put in a Tomb subject to the power of death

Mark 16:1—7 Jesus Is Alive power over death

Mark 16:15—16, 19—20 Good News for Everyone Jesus empowers all his followers

F raming creation, the fall, redemption, and 
restoration with a “power emphasis” may prove 
to have more resonance with the folk Buddhist.



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

74	 Contextualizing the Gospel in the Fear-Power World of Folk Buddhists

Conclusion
For I am not ashamed of the gospel, 
because it is the power of God that 
brings salvation to everyone who 
believes. (Romans 1:16, NIV)

Presenting the gospel to folk Tibetan 
Buddhists, and perhaps to folk Bud-
dhists wherever they may be found, 
with an empathetic approach to their 
fear-power concerns may result in the 
gospel penetrating their hearts more 
deeply. Although much more could 
be said about the worldview of folk 
Buddhists and how to deal with the 
obstacles of karma and merit-making, 
what has been presented here is only 
one small attempt at a more contextu-
alized approach for initial engagement.

The gospel is God’s power to save 
people from darkness, deliver them 
from fear and demonic oppression, 
and empower them to live trans-
formed lives under a new allegiance to 
the most high and powerful God. A 
transformed life is a real and relevant 
“power encounter” for the practically 
minded folk Buddhist. 

After being unable to contact her for a 
few months, I rang Drolma last week. 
She was eager to tell me that her two 
brothers had not drunk any alcohol for 
six weeks and that her father had also 
reduced the amount he was drinking. 
Naturally, she was overjoyed. When 
I told her that I had been praying 
for her and her family, she burst into 
tears saying, “Thank you. Thank you so 
much for praying. God has the power 
to do these things.”  IJFM
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Engaging Religious Worlds

Loaded Language: Missiological Considerations  
for Appropriating Political Rhetoric
 

by Alan Howell and Jessica Markwood

Alan Howell, his wife Rachel, and 
their three daughters resided in Mo-
zambique from 2003 to 2018 as part 
of a team serving among the Makua-
Metto people. Alan has a MDiv from 
Harding School of Theology.  
 
Jessica Markwood served with the 
Makua-Metto team in Mozambique 
from 2016 to 2018 and is currently 
pursuing a Masters of Intercultural 
Studies and International Develop-
ment at Fuller Theological Seminary.

Afew years ago, I (Alan) was preaching at a Makua-Metto church in 
rural Mozambique. The topic was how God can radically transform 
lives and as an illustration I used the story of Jesus’ encounter with 

a man possessed by a host of demons (Mark 5:1–20). Because demon posses-
sion is such a common phenomenon in this context, our Mozambican friends 
readily identified with this story. After emphasizing the way this man’s life was 
powerfully changed by Christ, I switched from speaking the Makua-Metto 
language to Portuguese, Mozambique’s national language, to proclaim Jesus as 
the Força da Mudança (the Force of Change). While some church members 
seemed to miss this reference, I noticed other people sitting up a little straighter 
as knowing smiles appeared on a few faces in the small crowd. I had borrowed 
the slogan from Mozambique’s governing political party and applied it to Jesus 
of Nazareth. Was it helpful to use such potentially loaded language? Was it wise 
to use political rhetoric in cross-cultural Christian discourse in that way? 

In our training, we (Jessica and Alan) were taught the importance not only of 
learning the local language, but also of taking advantage of powerful phrases 
or concepts for use in our communication. We learned that this is part of 
“taking every thought captive to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). Hijacking words, 
concepts, or phrases from normal life that are loaded with meaning is an 
important part of effective Christian discourse. But what about borrowing 
language loaded with political meaning? There are certainly risks involved in 
using that type of speech, especially when speaking as a guest in the culture. 
How should cross-cultural workers use this type of rhetoric? What principles 
should be used for navigating this sensitive issue? 

In this article, we will look first at the Apostle Paul’s usage of politically 
charged rhetoric1 in his missionary communication to churches in Macedonia 
(Thessalonica and Philippi). We will explore his appropriation of theo-politi-
cal language to call people to life in the Kingdom of God.2 Then we will turn 
to our ministry context in northern Mozambique and share the input 
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gathered from interviews with local 
church leaders. That research has 
shaped the missiological considerations 
and principles we’ve outlined at the end 
of this paper—how modern day cross-
cultural Christian communicators can 
wisely appropriate political rhetoric. 

Paul’s Use of Theo-Political 
Language with Macedonian 
Churches 
As Augustus rose to power and inaugu-
rated the era of Pax Romana, Roman 
emperors encouraged loyalty of their 
subjects by promising protection and 
threatening destruction. Allegiance was 
shown through worship, not merely 
through submissiveness to the admin-
istration. By the time of Jesus’ birth, 
emperor deification was commonplace.3 
The reign of Augustus, which ushered 
in a new age of alleged stability, also ce-
mented this practice throughout Rome. 
The many copies of the Priene Calen-
dar Inscription declare Rome’s hero as 

. . . Savior who has ended war, set-
ting things right in peace, and since 
Caesar when revealed surpassed the 
hopes of all who had anticipated the 
good news [euangelia], not only go-
ing beyond the benefits of those who 
had preceded him, but rather leaving 
no hope of surpassing him for those 
who will come, because of him the 
birthday of God began good news 
[euangelia] for the world.4 

The deceased emperors who followed 
were declared divus (divine) and their 
decedents divus filius (son of divine), so 
that the royal lineage would be sacred, 
one that maintained the peace, security, 
and dominion of Rome forever.5 

By the time the New Testament texts 
were written, the imperial cultus had 
infiltrated society far beyond religious 
spheres. It had reached the point that 
no community network was discon-
nected from the divine arm of the em-
peror.6 This was the milieu into which 
Paul brought a new euangelion. While 
Paul never calls Christians to arms, his 
theo-political language calls Christian 

communities to de-center Rome in 
favor of Lord Jesus. For Paul, the good 
news of the coming Lord had socio-
political implications in the present, 
with each advance of the eternal reign 
of Christ insinuating the inferiority of 
Rome and other worldly powers. This 
tension is particularly seen in Paul’s 
letters to two Roman strongholds in 
Macedonia: Philippi and Thessalonica. 

The Roman colony of Philippi was 
inhabited primarily by Roman citizens 
living under Roman law.7 Luke’s 
account in Acts 16 implies that they 
adhered to Rome’s religious expec-
tations; he records that Philippian 
residents charged Paul and Silas with 
“advocating customs that are not 

lawful for us” (v. 21). Paul’s acts of 
power in the name of Jesus warranted 
beating and imprisonment—violations 
of their rights as Roman citizens (vv. 
22–24, 37). It is to the church in this 
context that Paul writes regarding a 
new citizenship.

Paul begins his letter by encouraging 
the church to politeuomai (1:27–30), to 
participate as a citizen of a free state.8 
He calls these Romans to be worthy of 
the citizenship of a new kingdom and 
to take on the difficult obligations of 
their new community.9 They must fight 
together for faith in the euangelion of 
Jesus, because true salvation comes from 
God. But Paul was not calling for a 
holy war which would imitate imperial 

seizures of power by force. Instead, he 
advocated a far more demeaning, humil-
iating route. He exhorted them to follow 
in the path of their new lord—the path 
of selfless service and suffering. 

In chapter two of Philippians, Paul 
pays homage to his lord with the inclu-
sion of a piece of poetic prose, which 
perhaps followed the hymn format 
often used to venerate leaders in Hel-
lenistic and Roman periods.10 Though 
there is no certainty as to this passage’s 
genre, Paul’s poetic style implicitly 
usurps the emperor, filling the pas-
sage with royal accolades to remind his 
audience that Jesus, the lowly crucified 
servant, is Lord (kyrios) over all.11

The cross was the instrument that 
Rome utilized to “terrorize subjected 
peoples into submission to imperial 
rule” and deter slaves and political 
opponents from rebelling against the 
state.12 Josephus calls this method 
of execution “the most unwanted of 
deaths,” not only because of its physi-
cal, agonizing torture, but because of 
the grave dishonor associated with en-
during death “in the form of a slave.”13 
Yet, this is exactly the path that Paul 
upholds for citizens of the new king-
dom. Elliott and Reasoner note, 

For Paul to have proclaimed as a de-
liverer one who had been subjected 
to so humiliating and debasing a 
death . . . was on its face both scandal-
ous and incomprehensible.14 

Yet this very scandal and shame is 
what God “has highly exalted.” Before 
this wounded servant, “every knee 
should bow . . . and every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord” 
(2:9–11)—even the emperor. A new 
kingdom had arisen and had begun to 
conquer through the cross—Rome’s 
most despised instrument of oppres-
sion. Rome’s greatest fear—a slave 
rebellion—had already begun in Jesus 
the crucified Lord. 

Paul closes the body of his letter with 
a second invitation to take up citizen-
ship in this universal kingdom. He 

Paul’s poetic style 
implicitly usurps  

the emperor. 
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calls on the Philippians not to be 
distracted by “enemies of the cross 
of Christ,” whose “end is destruc-
tion,” but rather to remember that 
the Philippian church is among the 
colonies of heaven, “and from it we 
await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ,” 
who will “subject all things to himself ” 
(3:18–21). The imperial gods and their 
fear-based power mongering were 
fading away. The crucified Lord with 
his revolutionary community would be 
taking power forever. 

The Thessalonian church emerged in a 
situation similar to Philippi, in a city 
loyal to the imperial administration, 
but free from direct colonial rule. As 
the capital of Macedonia and host of 
Olympic and Pythian games, Thessa-
lonica was entrenched in the imperial 
cult.15 Cult propaganda was ubiqui-
tous by the mid-first century bce. The 
Thessalonian aristocracy frequently 
engraved their coins and monuments 
with images of “saviors” and liberators, 
reminding citizens of the imperial 
benefactors who had brought them 
peace and security.16 

“Peace” and “security” were buzzwords 
of the empire, signatures of Rome’s 
blessings to a helpless people. Pompey, 
an early military leader, brought “peace 
and security” to the land after his mili-
tary victory over Troy.17 It was asserted 
that Augustus’ Pax Romana had ended 
war and inaugurated an era of peace.18 
Monuments declared him the securer 
of peace, his face often engraved along-
side images of a sword-wielding god-
dess Pax with the inscription CAESAR 
DIVI F(ILIUS) meaning Caesar, Son 
of a God.19 Depictions of Tiberius were 
also engraved alongside those of Pax 
holding an olive branch and a scepter, 
which symbolized the peace achieved 
through Roman military might.20 Even 
Nero’s inscriptions proclaimed “uni-
versal peace.”21 Caligula’s numismatic 
legacy is associated with the goddess 
Securitas, or Security, and was passed 
on in the currency used during the 
reign of Nero and his successors.22

Paul’s conviction that salvation, peace, 
and security could be found in Jesus 
stood in direct opposition to what 
most Thessalonians believed would 
maintain their economic and social 
stability. Acts 17 records an angry 
mob attacking community members 
because their compliance with Paul’s 
teachings had “turned the world 
upside down” by “acting against the 
decrees of Caesar, saying that there 
is another king, Jesus” (vv. 6–8). Paul 
struck a nerve in the city by revealing 
that the façade of peace they knew was 
not so secure. 

This new order was being brought by 
a different divine Son and a different 
Lord. Paul called on the Thessalo-
nians to be subversive, to turn away 
from idols to serve the true liberator 
(1 Thess. 1:9–10). They were in need 
of deliverance from the current social 
conflict and the wrath to come, a real-
ity not in line with Rome’s promised 
peace and security (1 Thess. 2:2). Paul 
urged the church to live quietly and 
“walk properly before outsiders” so 
that the Christian community might 
be a testimony to the euangelion of 
Christ (1 Thess. 4:11–12). 

Paul critiqued the imperial image: 
“While people are saying, ‘There is 
peace and security,’ then sudden destruc-
tion will come upon them . . .” (1 Thess. 
5:3–4). Peace and security would not 
come to those whose faith is in the mili-
tant empire. Instead, those who wore 
“the breastplate of faith and love” and “a 
helmet [of ] the hope of salvation” ob-
tained “through our Lord Jesus Christ” 
would be those who would dwell in 
safety (1 Thess. 5:8–10). For Paul, it was 
not brute force and economic stimulus 
that would bring stability and warrant 
loyalty. Instead Paul invited the Thes-
salonians into a different community 
of Spirit-led diligence, encouragement, 

rejoicing, prayer, thankfulness, and truth, 
constructed by “the God of peace,” until 
“the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(1 Thess. 5:12–23). Paul did not put his 
trust in the violent kingdom of Rome, 
but a loving community eternally led by 
the Lord Jesus. 

Throughout Paul’s communication 
with the churches in Macedonia, 
political language is inherently theo-
political language. To claim the true 
good news that Jesus is Lord is to 
defy the Empire’s claim on absolute 
authority. To proclaim that a crucified 
slave will be exalted over all powers is 
an insult to imperial rule. To teach that 
Jesus is the incarnate Son of God who 
brings salvific peace and security is 
loaded language, and blasphemous to 
the Roman gods. Paul never called for 
a militant rebellion against Rome, but 
instead encouraged Christians to be 
harmonious citizens. Even so, his rhet-
oric about a new rule, a transcendent 
empire of love and service, was power-
ful—powerful enough to warrant his 
death at the hands of the “peaceful” 
Empire. Paul’s vision of peace was not 
maintained by the violence of Rome, 
but by the love of the Crucified Jesus 
who called all Roman subjects into a 
community of true peace and security. 

Appropriate Use of Theo-
Political language with 
Mozambican Churches 
Mozambique has experienced great 
suffering, conflict, and political vio-
lence. After almost five centuries of 
Portuguese colonial rule, the nation 
achieved autonomy in 1975 follow-
ing the war of independence, only to 
be launched into a protracted struggle 
to consolidate national power. The 
province of Cabo Delgado, where 
most of the Makua-Metto people are 
located, is one of the country’s more 

P aul’s rhetoric about a new rule, a transcendent 
empire of love and service, was powerful enough 
to warrant his death by a “peaceful” Empire. 
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complicated political regions. Along 
with the neighboring province of 
Niassa, Cabo Delgado “suffered the 
worst excesses of the Portuguese mili-
tary onslaught,”23 hosted most of the 
country’s re-education camps,24 and 
was the location of the government’s 
highest concentration of commu-
nist experiments.25 National conflict 
erupted between military forces and 
continued until, in the 1990s, they 
were reformatted into Mozambique’s 
opposing political parties. More re-
cently, in northeast Cabo Delgado, an 
ongoing local conflict arose, and has 
been attributed to Islamic-related acts 
of terrorism. This is the complicated 
milieu in which the Makua-Metto 
church is situated.

As cross-cultural missionaries, how do 
we follow the Apostle Paul’s example? 
Should we even consider using well-
known (politicized) rhetoric in the 
task of reconciliation in our already 
politically-charged context? 26 To 
discern how to do that effectively, 
we began by asking questions and by 
listening to believers in the churches 
of Cabo Delgado. We started our 
interviews by summarizing Paul’s 
use of Roman Imperial rhetoric. The 
challenge of using politically loaded 
language today was illustrated by tell-
ing the story of the sermon on Mark 5 
(referred to earlier). We went through 
a list of politically loaded phrases or 
terms collected from slogans, signs, 
speeches, and written histories of 
Mozambique, and asked whether or 
not they would feel comfortable using 
these phrases in sermons. Addition-
ally, we discussed the extra difficulties 
when these politically-loaded terms 
might be used by foreigners. After 
conducting qualitative interviews on 
appropriating political rhetoric in 
Christian communication and triangu-
lating the principles gleaned from the 
data in small groups,27 we found that 
church leaders were only willing to 
use this type of discourse when certain 
conditions were met. 

Participants typically evaluated the 
usefulness of politically loaded phrases 
over against the risk of misunder-
standing. One interviewee refer-
enced Paul’s statement, “everything 
is permissible but not everything is 
beneficial” (1 Cor. 10:23), to say that 
the ability to use political rhetoric 
does not imply that it would neces-
sarily be advantageous. After collating 
the interviewees’ responses, we found 
that their counsel for ensuring the 
effectiveness of appropriating political 
rhetoric today meant cultivating an 
awareness of three different contexts:

First, one needs to consider the context 
of the phrase within the speaker’s dis-
course or sermon. As one pastor noted, 
“to the political, all things are political.” 

Since it is easy for some people to 
misunderstand the speaker’s intent, one 
suggested strategy was to always link 
the political reference to a biblical text 
in the sermon. Interviewees noted in 
various ways that there is a need for 
caution and, while there is only so much 
one can do to avoid misunderstandings, 
clearly connecting what you are saying 
to Scripture provides a direct defense 
in case people question the speaker’s 
intent. One pastor suggested stating, 
“I’m using this phrase in a different 
sense or a spiritual sense” or following 
Jesus’ formula from the Sermon on the 
Mount: “you have heard it said . . . , but I 
tell you . . .” Four of the interviewees ob-
served that saying positive things about 
the current condition of Mozambique 

earlier in the sermon could provide the 
cover for safely appropriating political 
rhetoric later in the discourse. 

Second, interviewees suggested con-
sidering the congregational context. As 
Jesus’ original disciples included both 
zealots and tax collectors, Mozambi-
can church leaders believed that his 
followers today should reflect political 
diversity as well. One church leader 
noted the importance of respecting the 
full political spectrum within a local 
congregation as there may be a variety 
of political perspectives represented. To 
use a phrase or slogan from one group 
may imply support for that party and 
make others feel isolated or slighted.

Third, Christian communicators should 
consider the local context. Church lead-
ers need to be aware of non-members 
in hearing distance and how they could 
perceive the message, as well as the 
political dynamics in that particular 
community. While participants affirmed 
that political rhetoric should be used 
in a way that concentrates on address-
ing church-related matters and being 
a disciple of Jesus, only one church 
leader was willing to use this rhetoric as 
an open critique of the ruling powers. 
When I asked if Christian communi-
cators should be “equal opportunity,” 
and borrow rhetoric from the minority 
political parties as well, the interviewees 
felt that it was too risky because it could 
be seen as elevating the status of their 
rhetoric to be on par with the rhetoric 
of the dominant party.

Phrases approved by all ten interview-
ees under the right circumstances:

1.	 Nova família (new family) was 
used by the government to refer 
to a redenomination of the cur-
rency in 2006. Interviewees 
agreed that this phrase can be 
appropriated because it was 
national rhetoric and not affiliated 
with a specific political party. 

2.	 Unidos na luta contra a pobreza 
(united in the fight against 
poverty) can be appropriately 

As one pastor noted,
“to the political, all 
things are political.” 
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changed to, unidos na luta contra 
o pecado, Satanás, morte, etc. 
(united in the fight against sin, 
Satan, and death, etc.).

3.	 Homem novo (new man) was a key 
theme in the political discourse of 
the first President of independent 
Mozambique, Samora Machel,28 
and was deemed appropriate since 
this language fits well with pas-
sages like Ephesians 4:26.

4.	 Pensamento único (single thought) 
Other phrases/terms were approved by 
all but one or two of the interviewees 
under the right circumstances:

1.	 A Força da Mudança (Force of 
Change) 

2.	 FRELIMO é que fez, FRELIMO 
é que faz (FRELIMO is the one 
that did it, FRELIMO is the 
one that will do it), is a slogan 
from FRELIMO, the governing 
political party, that can accurately 
refer to God. 

3.	 A luta continua (the battle contin-
ues) can be used or adjusted to a 
festa continua (the party continues)

4.	 Camarada (comrade)
5.	 Assimilado (assimilated) was 

a colonial-era term to refer to 
Africans with the same status 
as the Portuguese and could be 
appropriately adapted to talk 
about a transfer of allegiance to 
the kingdom of God. 

6.	 Congresso do partido (party meet-
ing) can be changed to Congresso 
do Céu (meeting of heaven) to 
refer to a gathering of members 
of different groups because it 
does not address the content of 
the meetings.

7.	 Abaixo . . . (Down with . . .)
8.	 Viva . . . (Long live . . .)
9.	 Venceremos! (We shall overcome!) 

One phrase was rejected under all 
circumstances by all ten interviewees:

1.	 A linha política do partido (the 
political line of the party) is not 
useful because it is not adaptable.

One pastor interviewed was extremely 
hesitant about using loaded language 
because “Christians need to be care-
ful in this political climate.” This 
leader said that appropriating political 
rhetoric could be useful in working 
with mature believers, but one must be 
extra cautious with new believers and 
new church communities. He argued 
for “saying what Paul said” in his 
context, but was not in favor of “doing 
what Paul did” in today’s Mozambican 
context. When we dialogued about 
this, he asserted that it is “not the right 
time to appropriate political rhetoric” 
in Cabo Delgado, and that according 
to church history Paul was jailed and 
beheaded, so if we use his methods we 
need to be prepared to suffer the same 
consequences. All the other interview-
ees, though, were much more willing 
to borrow political rhetoric for use in 
Christian communication.

When I asked about additional con-
siderations for intercultural missionar-
ies serving in Cabo Delgado, some 
interviewees mentioned the way our 
mission team typically teaches in the 
Makua-Metto language, while Portu-
guese is the language of political rhet-
oric. They suggested that might give 
us some flexibility in the way these 
terms are heard and processed by a 
Mozambican audience. They affirmed 
the need for foreigners to be courteous 
and respectful in these matters since 
we are guests. Our mission team has 
suffered from lies and misinformation 
by others who used political suspicion 
to cause problems for us, so most of 
the interviewees reaffirmed the need 
to do due diligence to avoid misunder-
standings. In one interview we talked 
about how language is not static, with 
connotations ebbing and flowing over 

time, so a meaning in one season may 
be different than another.

Conclusion
What was true in first century Mace-
donia remains true in twenty-first 
century Mozambique: the choice to 
live by faith is an inherently political 
decision. From the time of Jesus’ birth, 
his kingdom caused a disturbance 
among the powers, and still today God 
calls communities to an ethic that su-
persedes any political party agenda. Yet 
Christians are simultaneously called 
to live harmoniously and lovingly, 
seasoning their powerful claims with 
salt. Paul’s rhetoric is marked by direct 
and indirect theo-political language, 
but the advice from Mozambican 
colleagues and friends echoes Jesus’ 
instruction to be “wise as serpents and 
as innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16). 
Many interviewees echoed sentiments 
that loaded language could be help-
ful, but it could also be foolish. From 
a missiological perspective, teachers 
must be discerning in appropriating 
political rhetoric, remembering both 
the importance of proclaiming the 
new kingdom, and the fates of Jesus, 
Paul and others. Our research revealed 
that using theo-political language can 
make communication more robust and 
effective as long as it is done respect-
fully and responsibly. The interviewees’ 
counsel on missiological considerations 
and principles makes it clear that inter-
cultural missionaries should be aware 
of their contexts (at the discourse, 
congregational, and local levels) to 
make wise use of loaded language. The 
missio Dei is radically political, but that 
is not its end. Radical reconciliation is 
the greater goal, creating a new com-
munity united under the leadership of 
a humble king who rules in love.  IJFM

T hat which was true in first century Macedonia 
remains true in Mozambique today: the choice to 
live by faith is an inherently political decision. 
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Engaging Religious Worlds

From Banerjee to Bediako:
Theology of Religions as a Resource for Local Theology
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Western theologies, cultural research 
and missionary training.

The impetus for this study came while teaching a course in global 
theology during which we read African theologian Kwame Be-
diako’s collection of essays, Jesus and the Gospel in Africa.1 In some 

of his essays, I encountered language touching on the relationship of Christi-
anity and African primal religions reminiscent of the words I had seen in the 
writings of an earlier Indian counterpart: Indian theologian Krishna Mohan 
Banerjee (alternative spelling, Banerjea) of the nineteenth century, writing on 
the relationship of Christianity and Hinduism. Consequently, I decided to 
revisit the issue of the relationship of Christianity to other religious worlds by 
comparing Bediako with Banerjee. I plan to briefly describe the contribution 
of Krishna Mohan Banerjee and then go on to describe what I have found in 
Bediako’s essays. Finally, I will conclude with a set of propositions and ques-
tions drawn from a consideration of these two which suggest a role for theol-
ogy of religions in theological construction.

Krishna Mohan Banerjee
Krishna Mohan Banerjee (1813–1885) was an important early proponent of what 
became known as the “fulfillment theory.”2 He was born a Brahmin in Bengal 
India and educated at Hindu College. He converted to Christianity at the age 
of eighteen under the influence of Alexander Duff, studied theology at Bishop’s 
College in Calcutta, and then became the first Indian priest in the Anglican 
Church. He was a man of energy and intellect. He labored as a theologian and 
apologist for the faith as well as a religious, social and political reformer.

T. V. Phillip remarks that during the nineteenth century India 
was the occasion and context for the publication of a large number of Christian 
apologetic writings, both by western renaissance and by Indian Christians. The 
apologies thus produced by the Indian Christians marked the beginning of indig-
enous theological thinking among Protestants in India. Krishna Mohan was the 
most outstanding of the apologists of this period.3 

Protestant missionary approaches to Hinduism at the time were polemical. 
Duff, who influenced Banerjee toward Christianity, reflected the common 
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attitude toward Hinduism describing 
it as “a waste and moral wilderness, 
where all life dies and death lives.”4 
The perceived missionary task was to 
wipe the religious slate clean of idolatry 
and superstition and rebuild with fresh 
“Christian” material. Contrary to this 
approach, Banerjee, in his later writings, 
argued for continuity between ancient 
Vedic Hinduism and Christianity. 
Christian material was needed, but the 
slate need not be wiped clean.
In his book The Relation between 
Christianity and Hinduism (first 
published in 1913), Banerjee sought 
to establish two propositions. The first 
is that,

the fundamental principles of Chris-
tian doctrine in relation to the salva-
tion of the world find a remarkable 
counterpart in the Vedic principle of 
primitive Hinduism in relation to the 
destruction of sin, and the redemp-
tion of the sinner by the efficacy of 
Sacrifice, itself a figure of Prajapati, 
the Lord and Saviour of the Creation, 
who had given himself up as an offer-
ing for that purpose. (Emphasis mine)

The second proposition is 

that the meaning Prajapati, an ap-
pellative variously described as a 
Purusha begotten in the beginning, 
as Viswakarma the creator of all, sin-
gularly coincides with the meaning of 
the name and offices of the historical 
reality Jesus Christ, and that no other 
person than Jesus of Nazareth has 
ever appeared in the world claiming 
the character and position of the self-
sacrificing Prajapati, at the same time 
both mortal and immortal.5

After defining Hinduism in its original 
form as a religion of the Vedas,6 he 
sought to establish his first proposition. 
He began by arguing for a theistic cre-
ator from causality. He wrote, “The vis-
ible universe leads to the conviction of 
an invisible cause of all things.”7 Thus, 
in Thomistic fashion, he concluded, 
“There must be a Creator who made all 
these things and adapted them to their 
specific ends.”8 Coming to the Vedic 
texts, Banerjee did not simply declare 

that ancient Hinduism presented a 
biblical theism but rather he found that 
those ancient texts declare 

the existence of one unborn or eter-
nal Being as different from and su-
perior to Devas and Asuras, and far 
above heaven and earth.9 

His theological anthropology then 
followed with the observation that 
human nature is grounded in the 
dependence of humanity upon the 
Creator which accounts for religion.10 
Thus humanity is created or adapted to 
the specific end: God.

Banerjee’s concern was principally on 
connections between a biblical presenta-
tion of Jesus and the Vedic presentations 
of the catastrophe of human sin and the 

remedy of a sacrifice offered by a unique 
savior. He began the discussion of his 
Christology at the point of sacrifice. 

Sacrifice (yajna) in primitive Vedic tradi-
tion is “the first and primary” rite which 
is attributed to “Creation’s Lord.”11 
Sacrificial rites were instituted by the 
Creator and part of the original creation. 
It is sacrifice that allows the penitent 
to break away from the debilitating 
effects of sin. The Rig Veda presents 
the worship of and sacrifice to Varuna 
the Supreme Being as a “ship that bears 
us safely, whereby we may pass over all 
misfortune.”12 Sacrifice is the ship or, 
in other translations “the good ferrying 
boat,” that allows the worshiper to es-
cape sin and be transported to a heavenly 

world of salvation.13 So Banerjee argues 
a properly done sacrifice brings the 
annulment of sin for humanity and the 
Devas, who are regarded as originally 
mortal humans but who later populated 
the Hindu pantheon of deities.

The belief in the efficacy of sacrifice 
for sin is nothing unique in the world 
of religions. What was of particular 
interest to Banerjee was the importance 
given to the self-sacrifice of Prajapati, 
the One Lord of Creation, in the form 
of Purusha, the cosmic man or being 
from which humanity and all materiality 
come. It is this sacrifice of the One that 
was reenacted in animal sacrifices (of the 
horse in particular) for the sins of the 
Devas and humanity in primitive Vedic 
descriptions.14 Thus, Purusha, regarded 
as a Divine-human person, died as a 
ransom for sin. Banerjee quotes the Veda 
saying, “Because all were devoted to 
destruction, therefore one died for all.”15 

Banerjee then moves to establish his 
second principle which identifies the 
Prajapati, the self-sacrificing Purusha 
with Jesus of the Bible. He says, 

all that has just been shown apper-
taining the self-sacrifice of Prajapati 
curiously resembles the Biblical de-
scription of Christ as God and man, 
our very Emmanuel, mortal and im-
mortal, who “hath given Himself 
for us, an offering and a sacrifice to 
God for a sweet-smelling savior,” of 
whom all previous sacrifices were but 
figures and reflections.16 

Jesus is the true Prajapati. Jesus alone 
fulfills the primitive Vedic ideal of a 
divine-human sacrifice for sin; one 
who is both priest and victim. Conse-
quently, no one can be a true Hindu 
without being a true Christian.

Of interest to us is how Banerjee 
described the continuity between 
primitive Vedic religion and Christi-
anity. He said, these teachings about 
the self-sacrificing Prajapati which

appeared in our Vedas amid much 
rubbish, and things worse than rub-
bish, may be viewed as fragments of 
diamonds sparkling amid dust and 

Sacrifice is 
“the good ferrying 
boat” that allows 

the worshiper 
to escape sin. 
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mud, testifying to some invisible fab-
ric of which they were component 
parts, and bearing witness like plan-
ets over a dark horizon to the absent 
sun of which their refulgence was but 
a feeble reflection.17

For Banerjee, “The Vedas foreshew the 
Epiphany of Christ,”18 imperfectly, 
and mixed with much confusion and 
ambiguity, but nevertheless Christ 
is present. Thus, the Vedas contain 
primitive revelation “which was 
scarcely less than that of Jewish seers 
themselves.”19 So what is the rela-
tion between primitive Vedic teaching 
and Christianity? Intimate, declares 
Banerjee, “you can scarcely hold the 
one without being led to the other.”20 
Those who accept Christianity “are 
only accepting Vedic doctrine in its 
legitimately developed form.”21

Kwame Bediako
Kwame Bediako (1945–2008) was 
born in Ghana, studied French at the 
University of Ghana and the Univer-
sity of Bordeaux where he earned a 
PhD studying French Literature and 
African literature in French. While at 
Bordeaux he converted to Christianity. 
He then studied theology at London 
Bible College and at Aberdeen under 
Andrew Walls. He was instrumental in 
initiating the Akrofi-Christaller Me-
morial Centre for Mission Research 
and Applied Theology in 1987 and the 
African Theological Initiative in 1992. 
His theological and missional inter-
est was expressed with commitment 
to both the biblical gospel and the 
cultures of Africa.22 As with Banerjee, 
Bediako demonstrated impressive 
scholarship earning doctorates in both 
French and English.

Unlike Banerjee who was offering an 
apologetic to skeptical and even hostile 
Hindus to accept the biblical Jesus as 
the true fulfillment of the Prajapati 
presented in the Vedas, Bediako was 
set in the context of an extensively 
Christianized sub-Sahara Africa. His 
concern was the identity of the Afri-
can church as African, and in doing 

so, he affirmed identity as a theological 
category and proposed that part of the 
theological task is to wrestle with 

how and how far, the “old” and the 
“new” in African religious conscious-
ness could become integrated into a 
unified vision of what it meant to be 
African and Christian.23

Bediako navigated between both radi-
cal continuity and radical discontinu-
ity in answering the question of how 
and how far the old and the new in 
African religious consciousness can be 
integrated into the African Christian 
experience. His own course sought 
to account for both the past growth 
of Christianity in Africa as well as 
to encourage a way forward. The past 
explosion of the church in Africa can 
partially be accounted for by the fact 
that Christianity “is not intrinsically 
foreign to Africa.”24 This, he stated, is 
because of the continuity between Af-
rican primal religions and the biblical 
worldview and gospel, which provided 
the key “preparation for the Gospel.”25 

The process that allowed the gospel 
to find fertile ground in Africa began 
with the translation of the Bible into 
indigenous languages. Citing Andrew 
Walls, Bediako agreed that it is the 
nature of the Christian faith itself 
which determines that it is culturally 
translatable. He then went on to draw 
out the implications of this citing 
Lamin Sanneh:

The import of Scripture translation 
and its priority in missionary work is 
an indication that “God was not dis-
dainful of Africans as to be incommu-
nicable in their languages” (Sanneh 
1983:166). This, Sanneh goes on, not 
only “imbued African cultures with 
eternal significance and endowed Af-
rican languages with a transcendent 
range,” it also “presumed that the 
God of the Bible had preceded the 
missionary into the receptor-culture.” 

As, through the very process of Scrip-
ture translation, “the central catego-
ries of Christian theology–God, Jesus 
Christ, creation, history–are trans-
posed into their local equivalents, 
suggesting that Christianity had been 
adequately anticipated.”26

Going further, he commented:

The centrality of Scripture translation 
points to the significance of African 
pre-Christian religious cultures, not 
only as a “valid carriage for the divine 
revelation,” but also as providing the 
idiom for Christian apprehension . . . 
The God whose name had been hal-
lowed in the indigenous languages in 
the pre-Christian past was found to 
be the God of the Bible.27

What is critical in understanding San-
neh and Bediako at this point is that 
these statements are more than state-
ments about linguistic convenience 
in translating the Bible; rather it was 
the process of Bible translation that 
touched on something deeper, some-
thing anticipated, and something that 
prepared the way for the reception of 
the gospel. Indeed, God had preceded 
the missionary and had already created 
“categories of Christian theology.”

Throughout the history of missionary 
activity in Africa, the “prepared way” 
was often unrecognized or cast aside.28 
But despite this lack of attention to 
African traditional religions by West-
ern missionaries, African theologians 
themselves have more recently found 
theological resources in African tradi-
tional religions. Bediako states: 

For many years African theologians 
have refused to accept the negative 
view of African religion held by west-
ern missionaries and have shown con-
sistently the continuity of God from 
the pre-Christian African past into 
the Christian present (Idowu, 1962; 
Mbiti, 1970; Setiloane, 1976). They 
have, therefore, like the Apostle Paul, 

H ow could African religious consciousness 
become integrated into a unified vision of 
what it meant to be African and Christian?
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handed to us the assurance that with 
our Christian conversion, we are not 
introduced to a new God unrelated to 
the traditions of our past, but to One 
who brings to fulfillment all the high-
est religious and cultural aspiration of 
our heritage.29 (Emphasis mine)

Bediako then explored examples in 
which Jesus might bring fulfillment 
to these religious and cultural aspira-
tions. One of the most instructive was 
his description of Jesus as “ancestor” 
in the Akan worldview. He began by 
mapping the Akan spiritual universe 
and placed first on this map God, the 
Supreme Spirit Being (Onyame) who 
is the “Creator and Sustainer of the 
universe”30 Below the Supreme Spirit 
Being are small “g” gods (abosom) and 
the ancestors (Nsamanfo). The gods 
may be capricious and bring harm, but 
the Supreme God and the ancestors 
are respected, worshiped, and appealed 
to for benefits. Ancestors are clan 
ancestors but not all the dead of a clan 
are admitted to the class of ancestors. 
It is only those who are “considered 
worthy of honour, for having ‘lived 
among us’ and for having brought ben-
efits to us.”31 Ancestors then function 
to bring “well-being (or otherwise) to 
individuals and communities.”32

Bediako agreed with John Pobee 
that Jesus is “the Great and Greatest 
Ancestor.”33 But how can Jesus, who 
is not of an Akan clan, be regarded as 
such? Bediako’s answer was to begin 
with Jesus’ universality as savior of 
all people and all nations of which 
the Akan are one. His anthropology 
then emphasized the solidarity of all 
humanity created in God’s image. The 
Akan notion of clan was then extend-
ed to all humanity and Jesus presented 
as “one of us” through the incarnation. 
Thus the Akan story becomes a story 
within the larger story of humanity in 
relation to God.

Sin is, stated Bediako, in its essence, 
an antisocial act. This is in contrast to 
Western conceptions of sin that rest 
primarily on legal metaphors which 
emphasize sin as breaking a rule or 

law by an individual. For the Akan, 
another person or the community has 
been damaged or shamed. Within the 
Akan spiritual universe, God is an 
injured party and has consequently 
withdrawn and is remote.

Jesus is the Great and Greatest Ances-
tor 34 for the Akan as one who “lived 
among us” through the incarnation 
and as one who has lived the most 
honorable and exemplary life. Further, 
his identity as God, his exultation 
through the resurrection, make him 
victor over evil and able to provide 
benefits to his followers in the form 
of protection from forces of evil.35 
Finally, drawing on Akan ideas of 
sacrifice, Jesus becomes the sacrifice 
that heals the social divide between a 

remote offended God and the Akan. 
The soteriological center for the Akan 
is the restoration of a disrupted rela-
tionship or reconciliation, rather than 
the reformed center of justification, 
according to which Christ assumes the 
legal penalty for human sin. With such 
a process, the task is not to “accom-
modate the Gospel in our culture; the 
Gospel becomes our story.”36

Bediako argued that it is just this kind 
of continuity between features of the 
Akan spiritual universe, and the bibli-
cal worldview and gospel that account 
for the acceptance of Christianity 
among the Akan. Reflecting on this 
past brought Bediako to propose that 
our theological method be adjusted 

to intentionally engage pre-Christian 
religious traditions in the task of 
theological construction. To do so 
demands a theological interpretation 
of these traditions such that “Christ 
comes into places, thoughts, rela-
tionships and world-views in which 
He has never lived before” (quoting 
Walls).37 Addressing Christology, the 
process also demands reflecting about 
Christ while reading and hearing the 
scriptures as well as reflecting on the 
experience of Christ by the believing 
community.38 This reflection ensures 
that the theological result is “recogniz-
able and owned by the world Christian 
community.”39

This process, Bediako argued, is not 
new. The transition of the church in 
the early centuries from a Jewish phe-
nomenon to a Gentile phenomenon 
is parallel to what is occurring in the 
African church.40 As the church be-
came increasingly Graeco-Roman and 
less Jewish, issues of identity arose. The 
church was forced to answer the ques-
tion, what does it mean to be Graeco-
Roman and Christian? The question 
then led to “bold initiatives in actual 
theological production;”41 a “synthesis 
between Christian religious commit-
ment and cultural continuity.”42 The 
context was one marked by religious 
and ideational pluralism and so the 
church was forced to theologically 
interpret these traditions and offer so-
lutions appropriate to these conditions. 
The transition was not smooth and 
the players in the transition proposed 
differing syntheses. 

Propositions
1. Theology is a synthetic task combining 
biblical, historical, and cultural/religious 
resources, and therefore the cultural/
religious context of the people of God has 
theological significance.
Cultural and religious traditions have 
not been allowed a place at the table 
of theological discussions in the West 
largely because the West, while under 
the domination of Christendom, has 

Bediako agreed 
that Jesus 

is the Great and 
Greatest Ancestor.
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not felt the pressure of a pluralistic 
context. The theological formulation 
of the early church, nineteenth century 
India, and twentieth Africa felt that 
pressure and have responded with 
creative theological productivity. The 
challenge to the West is to recognize 
that its own theological formulations 
are indeed contextual and to resist the 
temptation to view other indigenous 
theologies with suspicion.43 Banerjee 
and Bediako are both engaged in this 
synthetic task: the former with Vedic 
texts and the later with African tradi-
tional religions.

2. A theological interpretation of cul-
tural/religious contexts demands a role 
for the discipline of theology of religions 
along with biblical studies, historical the-
ology, dogmatics, and ministry studies.
Theology of Religions is the new 
kid on the block44 and as such it 
is negotiating its relationship with 
senior members in the neighborhood. 
The West is further behind in these 
negotiations than other parts of the 
world. Bediako notes that, “No self-
respecting theological institution in 
Africa can avoid the study of African 
traditional religions.”45 In the West, we 
do not yet recognize the demand for 
the discipline.

3. Creative theological expression grows 
out of and contributes to the mission of 
God’s people in the world.
Both thinkers are missional in purpose. 
Banerjee was an apologist theologi-
cally appealing to Hindus of his time 
with a Christian theological interpre-
tation of the Vedas. Bediako sought 
both to account for and encourage the 
continued movement of the gospel in 
Africa. He articulates a way forward 
that learns from the past. Theologies 
generated in mission are theologies of 
engagement. Bediako, reflecting Mar-
tin Kahler’s statement that mission is 
the mother of theology, states: 

Having been forced to do theology in 
the interface of their Christian faith 
and the perennial spiritualties of 
their African primal heritage, and 

having to internalize that dialogue 
with themselves, African theologians 
have restored the character of theol-
ogy as Christian intellectual activity 
on the frontier with the non-Christian 
world as essentially communicative, 
evangelistic and missionary. (Quoting 
Verkuyl, emphasis mine) 46

Questions
1. What are the appropriate vocabulary 
and theological concepts for expressing 
the relationship between the biblical and 
the cultural and religious?
Both authors offer a variety of terms 
and concepts that beg clarification 
with careful theological reflection; 
terms such as counterpart, coincide, 
fulfill, foreshow, figure, reflection, primi-
tive revelation. What did Bediako 
mean when he said that the “God of 
the Bible had preceded the mission-
ary into the receptor-culture,” or that 
“Christianity had been adequately 
anticipated,” or that God “brings to 
fulfillment all the highest religious and 
cultural aspirations of our heritage?”47 
Do these terms signal no more than 
a revival of the old fulfillment theory 
championed by J. N. Farquhar 48 and 
opposed by Henrick Kraemer? And 
what of general, natural, and special 
revelation? Theological literature com-
ing from African authors has awak-
ened these questions and debates that 
were the talk of the first half of the 
twentieth century. We should be once 
again rolling up our sleeves and going 
to work on these notions and in so 
doing, adding resources to our tool box 
labeled “theology of religions.” 49

2. What “controls” will keep the task 
from flying off the rails resulting in 
theological formulation that ceases to be 
distinctly Christian?
There is the danger of syncretism with 
a process that admits to the discussion 

cultural and non-Christian religious 
participants. Once continuity between 
the cultural/religious context and the 
Christian thought is allowed, does one 
step on to that slippery slope that only 
tilts in one direction: to the compro-
mise of the faith once delivered to the 
saints? I would not label either Baner-
jee or Bediako a soteriological pluralist 
or even an inclusivist. Both came to the 
task with a high view of the authority 
of scripture which must remain one of 
the guard rails for evangelicals.

But another guard rail is suggested by 
Bediako. He admits that non-Western 
Christianity 

poses all sorts of questions and pro-
duces a whole range of problems for 
which our theological knowledge, 
gained through study in the West, 
has not prepared us.50

So he asks,

does this mean that in researching non-
Western Christianity, we are cast adrift 
on an entirely uncharted sea, with no 
guiding instruments of any sort? 51 

His answer is Christian history. As 
mentioned above, the second and 
the third centuries present a meth-
odological analogue in which Christ 
“was explored in terms of Hellenistic 
language and thought.”52 And in so 
doing, according to Andrew Walls, the 
Gentiles were able to grasp the “full 
stature of Christ.” 

The task is a demanding one. Doing 
“in-house” theology poses less risk. 
Stepping into the Indian or Ghanaian 
marketplace and doing theology there 
demands greater theological precision 
and care—much like the handling of an 
unstable element in the chemistry lab.53 
Theology of religions may be that un-
stable element, but it is an essential one 
in our theological formulation.  IJFM

W hat did Bediako mean when he said that 
the “God of the Bible had preceded the 
missionary into the receptor-culture?”
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“And the Lord Appeared”:
Missiology Meets Ancient Near Eastern Religions
 

by Kevin Higgins and Joel Hamme
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International Director for Global Teams 
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Joel Hamme has served churches in  
rural Kansas, and worked with Filipino 
immigrants in the Los Angeles area. He 
is the associate professor of biblical and 
ancient Near Eastern Studies, and chair 
of the MA program committee for Wil-
liam Carey International University, 
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at SUM Bible College and Theological 
Seminary. His research includes Israelite 
religion and the Old Testament in the 
context of ancient Near Eastern, par-
ticularly Mesopotamian religion (PhD, 
Fuller Seminary).

In one sense, this article grew out of a conversation between Joel Hamme 
and me in September 2017. However, in another sense, that conversa-
tion was itself possible because we had each been independently thinking 

about our topic for a long time—and in our own particular fields.

As a missiologist I have frequently reflected on the incarnational realities 
of God’s revelation, salvation, and his engagement with his own creation, 
especially humanity in all its varied cultural and religious expressions. That 
has shaped my reading of the Scriptures and I have searched for passages and 
texts from which to gain insight. 

I met Joel Hamme soon after I became president of William Carey 
International University. In an early conversation he mentioned his studies of 
the Old Testament. As he described his convictions, arrived at by applying 
(among other methods) a religious studies approach to the Old Testament, I 
found that we were both postulating a similar theory: namely that the religion 
of Israel as a totality—not only in isolated texts or in the borrowing and re-
using of it—is an expression of God’s ways of meeting human beings within 
their cultural contexts.

We agreed to co-author something that would approach this thesis from 
within our two respective disciplines: Old Testament studies (or, to be more 
accurate, Ancient Near Eastern Religious Studies), and missiology. The result 
is this article.

Our approach will be dialogical. We decided for the Old Testament to lead 
the way, and so in each stage of the discussion, apart from this introduction, 
Joel will offer his perspectives first. I will then respond, typically asking a 
missiological question for the next section. We will hereafter identify our 
respective contributions by KH for myself, and JH for Joel.

As such, beyond just writing an article we trust will stimulate the thinking of 
others, we also hope to model a methodology for missiological reflection on the 
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Scriptures, and a biblically informed 
missiology. As a starting point, Joel 
will describe his approach to the text.

JH: The basic starting point of my 
methodology in comparing the ancient 
Near East with the Old Testament is a 
cultural-anthropological one, especially 
building on the work of Claude Levi-
Strauss and his idea of the bricoleur. 
Simply put, the bricoleur is someone 
who takes what is available in his or her 
environment to create myth systems. I 
would expand this, as well, to rituals and 
other thought constellations, such as 
royal ideology, which is embedded into 
myth in the ancient Near East. This does 
not mean that nothing new emerges in 
the religious life of Israel, but that the 
building blocks for what is new are what 
is at hand in Israel’s cultural sphere, the 
broader cultural and religious context of 
the ancient Near East.

The evidence at hand in the Old Testa-
ment Scriptures indeed bears this out. 
It is commonly argued that Deuteron-
omy is similar in structure and content 
to the common literary form of the 
Suzerain-vassal treaty that remained 
basically the same from the Late 
Bronze Age to Iron Age II (roughly 
1400 bc–600 bc), the time period for 
which we have evidence of it. A num-
ber of the laws in Exodus 20–23 have 
close parallels in other ancient Near 
Eastern law codes, both in content and 
structure; the most famous is the Code 
of Hammurabi from the eighteenth 
century bc. This similarity extends to 
the rituals in Leviticus, for example, 
the leper cleansing ritual in Leviticus 
14 compared to purification and exor-
cism rituals from the Mesopotamian 
sphere. Close affinity with other Near 
Eastern contemporary religious mate-
rial can also be found in a number 
of the Psalms concerning confession 
of sin (Ps. 51), and those concerning 
slander (Pss. 11–14; Pss. 52–55). 

Thus, there is much that the Old Testa-
ment has in common with the larger 
ancient Near Eastern cultural sphere. In 
the past, some Old Testament scholars 

argued for the distinctiveness of Is-
rael’s religion (for example, G. Ernest 
Wright, The Old Testament against its 
Environment). However, this approach 
represents an overstatement of the 
distinctiveness, based on the convictions 
of such scholars rooted within their own 
historical context. For example, Wright 
and others wrote to counterbalance the 
valid concerns about the use of natural 
theology to defend political develop-
ments in the official German church 
of Nazi Germany.1 This is what the 
Confessing Church had to combat when 
the (official) German Christian church 
began to consider Adolf Hitler “A New 
Word from God.”2

Maintaining distinctiveness in that his-
torical context was crucial. The danger 

in contemporary missions movement 
is different. Some people think that 
believers need to be cordoned off from 
their cultural environments. This belief 
is boosted by a misunderstanding con-
cerning the Old Testament’s relation-
ship with its larger ancient Near East-
ern environment. It can sometimes lead 
to the planting of churches that seem 
alien to their larger environments, and 
thus have little, if any, transformative 
impact on their communities. Although 
there are differences between the Old 
Testament and the larger ancient Near 
Eastern culture (explored later), there 
is much that is the same, down to the 
level of concepts and worldview. Even 
what is different is delivered through 
shared rituals, concepts, and materials.

KH: Thank you, Joel for your opening 
remarks about method in approaching 
the Old Testament. Reading through 
the comments with my missiology 
lenses, I was struck by the phrase, 
“the building blocks for what is new 
are what is at hand in Israel’s cultural 
sphere.” This is very much akin to what 
relevance theory would call the cogni-
tive environment: the whole constel-
lation of ideas, experiences, memories, 
values, and assumptions through 
which we all understand and interpret 
the world and the various types of 
communication we use. 

I think I am understanding you to say 
that Israel’s corporate and communal 
cognitive environment was largely 
shaped by Ancient Near Eastern Reli-
gion (ANE). God’s communication to 
Israel would have taken place within 
that cognitive environment, not by 
dropping new religious forms and ex-
pressions in from some pristine outside 
world, but by actually meeting Israel 
where they already lived, within a world 
they already understood, and through 
which they already made sense of life.

If that represents your perspective 
correctly, I would like to explore some 
specific examples. But before that, I 
can imagine that some readers will 
want to ask, 

If this is true, then what is unique 
about God’s communication and 
revelation to Israel? Within that ANE 
world, what is distinct and new?

JH: There are numerous small varia-
tions on common themes, but when 
it comes to large distinctions, I would 
like to start with the Old Testament 
view of humanity because it leads to a 
chain of other distinctions. However, 
even in these subsequent distinctions 
the Old Testament uses basic ideas 
from the larger ANE cultural sphere. 

My basic method inclines me to start 
from what is well-known and docu-
mented and proceed to the less well-
known and documented. Thus, I will 
first start with ideas from Mesopotamia 

The building blocks 
for what is new 

are what is at hand 
in Israel’s 

cultural sphere.
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that have been evident for virtually all 
of its documented history. In the Meso-
potamian world view, there were basi-
cally two creations of humanity, both in 
mythic times. The first creation involved 
the creation of a wild, uncivilized 
humanity, lullu-amēlu. That humanity 
was not ruled over nor controlled by a 
civilizing force, nor did it rely on that 
civilizing force for survival. The second 
was the creation of malik-amēlu, the 
human or the wise person who was to 
be in control.

See the Mesopotamian mythic text 
from the Neo-Babylonian period (first 
millennium bc) below, in figure 1.

In Mesopotamia, the human, free of 
an overarching power (the king), de-
fied the created order, and could not 
survive. This idea is timeless in that it 
is derived from the myths that formed 
the Mesopotamian worldview. 

That a similar idea was current in areas 
close to Israel is evident from the Me-
sha Stele, from the nineth century bc. 
In this text, the Moabites are depicted 
as helpless until King Mesha ruled 
over them and gave them the where-
withal to survive. The depiction of the 
creation of humanity is similar to that 

found in the Mesopotamian creation 
epic, Atrahasis, in which lullu-amēlu 
is created to serve the gods by doing 
their manual labor. 

In the Old Testament, the creation 
of humanity as a whole as a partner 
of God is the mythic vision.4 This is 
clear in both Genesis 1 and 2. When 
Kingship is mentioned it is not given 
a mythic origin in the Old Testament; 
instead it is stressed that the king 
was to be one from among his broth-
ers (Deut. 17:15). Based on biblical 
history, its institution can be dated to 
the early Iron Age (eleventh century 
bc). Kingship is not central to the Old 
Testament’s depiction of two orders 
of humanity, but the depiction of the 
human in general is in language drawn 
from ancient Near Eastern royal ideol-
ogy—common language and thought 
constellations are transformed to say 
something powerful and new about 
the person’s relationship to God: there 
are not two levels of humanity; all of 
humanity is created as God’s “partner.”

KH: Thank you, Joel. So, in the wider 
ANE context, this view of humanity 
was in a sense two tiered. There was 
a higher level, divinely created, and a 
lower level (the masses) also divinely 
created but clearly not held in the 
same level of “esteem” by the deity. You 
also make it clear that there is a very 
different view of humanity in the Old 
Testament texts. 

This is important for our discussion. 
From a missiological standpoint, I am 
interested to understand culture and 
the gospel and their interplay. What in 
the culture is distinct? What needs to 
change in the light of the gospel and 
what is often called a biblical world 
view? This also begs the question of 
what does not need to change. And, of 
course, how do we know and decide 
(and who decides). But those are for 
another discussion!

You have argued that the particu-
larly unique insight in scripture, when 
compared to the wider ANE context, 
is scripture’s view of humanity. We 
might say that one dimension of what 
is unique in the biblical worldview is its 
anthropology. Can you elaborate on that 
further? What is Genesis (for example) 
saying about humanity, that is distinct 
from the wider ANE worldview?

JH: Kevin, in reply, I will explain how 
Genesis 1–2 rearticulates some aspects 
of ANE royal ideology in its depic-
tion of humanity as a whole, but I will 
also comment on how it makes three 
significant distinctions. 1) In a large part 
of the OT, rather than God’s will be-
ing carried out by the exercise of some 
kingly power, God’s will is carried out 
through the extended family. 2) God’s 
covenant is made with all of God’s 
people, and all the people are addressed 
rather than just the king, as is the case 
with the Code of Hammurabi. 3) As 
God’s covenant partners, all of Israel is 

(30) Ea began to speak, addressing Bēlet-ilī

“You are Bēlet-ilī, lady of the great gods!

It is you who have created lullû-man (lullu-amēlu)

now create a king, a man to be in control (malik-amēlu)!

Encircle the whole of his body with something fine.

(35) Finish perfectly his appearance, make his body beautiful!”

So Bēlet-ilī created the king, the man to be in control (malik-amēlu)

The great gods gave to the king the power of battle.		

Anu gave his crown, Enlil his [throne].

Nergal gave his weapons, Ninurta his [terrifying splendor].

(40) Bēlet-ilī gave [his] beautiful countenance.

Nusku gave directions, gave counsel and stood in service [before him].

Anyone who speaks with the king [deceitfully or falsely],

if a notable [. . .]

Figure 1. Creation of the King 3

R ather than God’s will being carried out by 
the exercise of some kingly power, God’s will 
is carried out through the extended family.
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addressed by the prophet, rather than 
just “special people” such as the king, 
and occasionally the Queen Mother, the 
Crown Prince, etc. This is very different 
than prophetic literature among other 
peoples in the larger ANE context.

Unlike the surrounding cultures, the 
Hebrew Scriptures speaks of humanity, 
both men and women, as made in the 
image and likeness of God. In other 
ANE materials, similar language is used 
of the king, and rarely of someone like 
a high priest, but never of humanity in 
general. In fact, Genesis 1–2 uses a lot 
of standard ANE royal imagery in de-
scribing humanity and the remarkable 
stature they have in the created order. 
Humans are made in the image of God. 
Humans are guardians of the tree of 
life. Alternatively, in Mesopotamian 
kingship, it is the king who, at times, 
is depicted as caretaker of the tree of 
life, or even as the tree of life itself. As a 
whole, Genesis 1–2 depicts humans as 
priest-kings in a temple. They can hear 
God’s will and carry it out. In the OT 
the sociological mechanism for carrying 
out the divine purposes is not the king-
ship but rather the extended family.

This idea that God has a relationship 
with people, rather than merely a special 
person, (someone who is separated from 
the masses by his very nature), explains 
why God addresses a whole people in 
giving the covenant in Exodus 20–24, 
rather than addressing the king alone. 
This contrasts sharply with documents 
like the Code of Hammurabi, where the 
Sun-god Šamaš gives the law-code to 
the king, and the people as a whole are 
not involved.5 It is the people of Israel 
who are responsible for hearing and 
obeying the revealed will of God.

Finally, in the examples of prophecy 
from cultures around Israel, prophecy 
too was for the very elite, especially 
the king and the other members of the 
royal family.6 For example, there are no 
surviving prophecies to the Assyrian 
people as a whole. As is evident from 
the Hebrew Bible, classical prophecy 
is addressed largely to the people as 

a whole, although in earlier periods 
prophecy was generally given to kings 
(Nathan to David, Elijah to Ahab, 
etc.). The prophet Isaiah is generally 
viewed as a transitional figure between 
these two types of prophecy.

To sum up, the view of humans in the 
Hebrew Bible is unique, for it gives 
everyone a special dignity that is gen-
erally lacking in the rest of the ancient 
Near East. This special dignity means 
that anyone and everyone can hear 
God’s will and carry it out.

KH: Joel, to me, these seem to be pro-
found issues. I find myself leaping to a 
number of connections as I read your 
contribution, but I want to somewhat 
randomly select two of them.

First, your comment that God’s will 
is in large part carried out through 
“extended family.” Recently, I partici-
pated in a conference of some very 
perceptive Asian mission practitioners 
who were reflecting with a number of 
us who work in Asian contexts. The 
entire gathering really focused on oikos 
(“household” and “house” in Greek), 
and family as a primary theme in 
mission and at the core of our under-
standing of ekklesia or church. 

I see in your work that this theme is 
not something that suddenly appears 
in the Genesis 12 account of the 
Abrahamic blessing for “all families 
of the earth” but is in fact woven into 
God’s purposes for humans in the 

very beginning. This calls to mind 
Paul’s reference to the church as “the 
household or oikos of God.” When 
I thread all these themes together, 
I cannot help but conclude that the 
original “Eden Family” could be said 
to form the roots for all we think 
ekklesia should be. It is certainly full of 
application for mission contexts rela-
tive to “church planting,” that is, God’s 
re-forming of his Eden Family, the 
original household or oikos of God.

Second, your mention of the first 
humans in Genesis 1 and 2 as “priest-
kings” in a temple also presses my 
imagination forward to Peter’s refer-
ence to the saints in Christ being “a 
royal priesthood” (1 Peter 2:9) and all 
of the other images in the New Testa-
ment of the new temple, a dwelling 
place for God in the Spirit, which is, 
of course, a temple made of people.

Let me make a comment on that im-
age of the temple. An oft cited verse 
from Paul refers to our bodies as a 
temple of the Holy Spirit. I estimate 
that 99% of all references to that verse 
made by Christians today apply it in-
dividually and tie it to specific practic-
es an individual believer should either 
undertake or avoid in order to keep his 
or her body (singular, private) pure, as 
a temple. But Paul is referring to our 
bodies (plural) as the temple (singular). 
We are the temple. The newly remade 
Eden Family, God’s household family, 
is the place of God’s dwelling.

Again, all of this ANE insight into an-
thropology seems ripe with rich fruit 
for missional application, Joel.

In one final section I want to pick up 
from a comment in your endnote (3) 
about the fact that “people were con-
sidered the children of these lesser dei-
ties.” In the Bible, Israel is seen as God’s 
son—and evidently divine beings are 
called sons of God (though Jesus applies 
it to his critics as well in John’s gospel); 
the King is God’s son, especially in the 
Psalms; believers are God’s children (by 
adoption in Paul’s writing; by begetting 

The view of humans 
in the Hebrew Bible 

is unique.
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in John 1); and, of course, ultimately 
Jesus is called God’s son. How much of 
that theme is drawn from, then modi-
fied, and transformed by the Bible from 
this original ANE context?

JH: The context in which “the son of 
his god” occurs in Mesopotamian texts 
is in prayers that accompany various 
rituals dealing with the reconciliation 
of a person to his or her personal god. 
The basic rhetoric involves the re-estab-
lishment of a strained or broken family 
relationship that the supplicant has had 
with the deity. The personal god and 
goddess give the power of generation 
to a family and were believed to inhabit 
both the father and mother. 

The prayers were generally for one of 
the greater deities to intervene on behalf 
of the supplicant who has a broken rela-
tionship with his personal deity, who, in 
a real, tangible sense, is responsible for 
the supplicant’s life. The god is genera-
tor, provider, protector, and guide—so 
in a very real sense, he is a part of the 
family. The deity that inhabited the 
parent is viewed to then inhabit the 
child. It is easy to see how the family 
unit influenced Mesopotamian domes-
tic religion. Whereas royal ideology 
has left its stamp on quite a bit of the 
Old Testament and Israelite religion, 
this other sociological arrangement has 
as well. Domestic religion is a fruitful 
vantage point from which to view quite 
a number of the Psalms, and the book of 
Genesis. It also gives a clue on how in-
terpreters should view the idea of “God 
of your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob,” and the switch of understanding 
in Exodus 6:3, “I appeared to Abraham, 
to Isaac, and to Jacob, as El Shaddai, but 
by my name, Yahweh, I was not known 
to them.” Rather than “God Almighty,” 
perhaps a better translation of El Shad-
dai would be “El, my family God.”7

KH: Joel, there is not space here to 
pursue every line of thinking that your 
last section suggests to me, includ-
ing one more pass at the “children of 
the gods” discussion related to ANE 
as the context in which much of the 

Old Testament is imbedded. But now 
I want to jump to some of the New 
Testament uses of that.

The idea of being God’s children is very 
important in the New Testament. John’s 
Gospel speaks of this in the first chap-
ter and he returns to that in his epistles. 

Just today, I was discussing Galatians 4:6 
with several Muslim believers in Jesus 
who lead movements. We were reflecting 
on the profound mystery of the inter-
twining of Jesus’ sonship with ours. The 
spirit of Jesus is in us crying out “Abba.” 

Tracing this back to the Old Testament 
context and Israel as God’s child (“Out 
of Egypt I have called my son . . .” Matt. 
2:15) is important. Seeing how that also 
was communicated within the ANE 
context is what you are opening up for 
us. Looking at this as indicative of how 
God uses human context as a means of 
communicating deep spiritual realities is 
the missiological theme I am trying to 
pry loose as we interact.

Conclusion
KH: Joel, thank you for interact-
ing. Perhaps this can spark a series of 
deeper dives into some of the themes 
we have barely touched upon here.

JH: Thank you, Kevin, for the invitation 
to interact. What we see here—that 
even the Hebrew Bible’s witness itself 
is contextualized—can serve as a model 
for helping believers contextualize the 
gospel for their own contexts.  IJFM

Endnotes
1 G. Ernest Wright was an American 

counterpart to German scholars, such as 
Gerhard von Rad, who was concerned about 
the anti-Semitic tone in German theology in 
the early to mid-twentieth century. Wright 
was a leading figure in the American Bibli-
cal Theology movement in the 1940s–60s. 
which had a distinctive Hebrew worldview 

focus. Though not an Old Testament scholar 
as such, Karl Barth was a lead figure in a 
repudiation of natural theology, largely in re-
sponse to troubling developments in German 
theology in the first half of the twentieth 
century. His main work that does this is 
Nein, which is a full onslaught against natu-
ral theology and his colleague, Emil Brunner. 
Barth’s later work, especially as seen in The 
Humanity of God, pulls back to an extent of 
such an attack on natural theology.

2 Paul Althaus was one of the more 
prominent German Church theologians. For 
a good survey of his thought in the context of 
mid-twentieth century Christian thought, and 
Lutheran thought in general, see Robert P. Er-
iksen, “The Political Theology of Paul Althaus: 
Nazi Supporter,” German Studies Review 9, no. 
3 (October 1986): 547–567.

3 The coronation hymn of the As-
syrian king Assurbanipal has a very close 
parallel. Alasdair Livingstone, “A late piece 
of constructed mythology relevant to the 
Neo-Assyrian and Middle Assyrian corona-
tion hymn and prayer (1.146),” in Context 
of Scripture, eds. William W. Hallo and K. 
Lawson Younger (Leiden/New York: Brill, 
2003), 477.

4 I am not using this word mythic in a 
sense that means untrue, but in the sense 
that it presents a timeless truth that informs 
worldview.

5 One note here, however, is at the 
level of domestic religion, and the worship 
of family and personal deities, people were 
considered the children of these lower level 
divinities, and there were various taboos and 
so forth that the average person was to follow, 
and these divinities could be sinned against, 
and exercise wrath of various sorts against 
transgressors.

6 There are two rather large collections 
of ancient Near Eastern prophecy outside of 
Israel. From the early second millennium bc 
there is a large collection from the Northern 
Mesopotamian city of Mari, and from the 
seventh century bc, there is a large collection 
that generally revolve around the Assyrian 
kings Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal.

7 This formulation of the etymology of 
El Shaddai, is not without controversy, as the 
Akkadian term, Shedu, crosses over into the 
later strata of biblical Hebrew, and even later, 
Rabbinic Hebrew, as a term meaning “demon.”

S everal Muslim believers and I were reflecting 
on the profound mystery of the intertwining of 
Jesus’ sonship with ours. 
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Editor’s Note: This an excerpt from part 2 of Ralph Winter’s 
“Eleven Frontiers of Perspective (7-11),” printed in IJFM 20:4 
Winter 2003.

The largest remaining frontier is, ironically, the result 
in part of the very intellectual vigor of the Christian 
faith. This frontier is the science community, which 

is now as global as the Christian faith itself. It is a faith. All 
effective scientific endeavors are dependent totally, not on a 
“method,” but a faith in the existence of order in nature. This is 
a uniquely Biblical insight. It came with the Christian faith.

However, it is as though the Book of Creation and the Book of 
Scripture have each spawned a global faith community, and that 
to most of the adherents of either faith, the “other” is clearly—if 
not fearfully and harmfully—invalid. Millions of earnest souls 
around the world have been challenged and awed by each of 
the two books, and have been captured by profound belief in 
them. They are often so confident of the glory they have found 
that anyone from the “other” side who questions the glory they 
perceive is automatically assumed to be blind and or faithless. 

This is not to say that a large minority of each of these two 
faith communities does not partake in various ways of the 
cultural tradition of the other. There are, for example, many 
scientists who are church goers. They may have nowhere 
near as profound a faith as they do in the truth and beauty 
of their scientific experience. There are also many Bible 
believing people who are happy with science and technol-
ogy but who do not regard it as a holy experience compa-
rable to what they find in the Word or at church. 

More troublesome by far are those zealots on each side who 
actually seek to tear down faith on the other side. We think of 
people like Carl Sagan or Richard Dawkins, for whom confi-
dence in the Bible is ridiculous, or some of the zealous believers 
in the Book of Scripture who actually twist scripture in their 
attempt to dethrone science. I refer to a quoting of Psalm 19:3 as 
saying (speaking of the handiwork of God in creation) that there 
is no speech or language where their voice is [not] heard. By 
leaving out the negative the Bible is on their side against science! 

Obviously, the Book of Scripture extensively attributes a 
revelation of God’s glory to what we call general revelation. 

Paul, in Romans chapter one, seems to present the ultimate 
summary of the power of general revelation. He goes on 
to imply in chapter two that there are gentiles that “do by 
nature the things the law requires” without ever seeing or 
hearing from Scripture. 

Whether or not we can readily make these statements 
congruent with our popular formulas for getting to heaven, 
these gropings of faith are extremely significant in mis-
sions in regard to foundations on which to build. Various 
religious faiths contain ambiguous mixtures of truth and 
nonsense. Yet we do not do well to ignore anything which is 
true, no matter where we find it. 

In fact, perhaps the most classic of all missionary mistakes is 
the perspective with which Abraham dealt with Abimelech. 
Why, Abimelech asked, did Abraham tell a lie and try to 
deceive him? Because, Abraham said, “I said to myself there 
is no fear of God in this place.” Instead of expecting to find 
that the Holy Spirit is in contact with all peoples, and building 
upon that foundation to the extent he might, Abraham pre-
sumed that all virtue was on his side and that Abimelech could 
not have possessed any spiritual foundation to build upon. 

Thus, in crossing this frontier into the realm of science we 
must not ignore the presence of the Holy in the very world 
of science. If we can be people whose devotion to the living 
God is richly nourished by both books we can respect the 
genuine beginnings of belief in the lives of many if not 
most scientists, we can rejoice in the faith they have, which 
will give them reason to hear of another kind of faith. 

But it is not as simple as that. Zealots on both sides have 
erected high walls to dichotomize and polarize the two 
Books. Simple, honest inquiry across this frontier is thus as 
uncommon as it is unusual. 

On the other hand, it would seem to be, inherently, the 
easiest of all frontiers to cross, as well as having the greatest 
potential in terms of communicating with the entire world. 
Just think—no translation needed! We need ourselves to 
love His Word and His Works, and we need to share the 
manifest glory from both of those books if we wish to cross 
this huge, gargantuan frontier.  IJFM

The Religion of Science: 
A Timely Excerpt on a Global Frontier
by Ralph D. Winter
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Reviews Though I couldn’t answer these questions fully, my criticism 
of megachurches, my postcolonial lens, and my concerns for 
(traditional) cultural relevance predisposed me to view such 
churches with a degree of skepticism.

But Protestant megachurches such as these continue to 
develop and grow throughout the Global South, and 
because of this they deserve more careful analysis than the 
surface-level critiques that I was drawn to make. In light 
of this, Wanjiru Gitau’s book Megachurch Christianity 
Reconsidered is an insightful and important contribution to 
the conversation of ecclesiology in the Global South. Gitau 
traces the origin and development of Mavuno church, a 
megachurch in Nairobi, Kenya that was started in 2005. It 
grew from an initial congregation of 400 people (who had 
branched off from another church) to approximately 4,000 
people by 2012. By 2015 it had started five additional cam-
puses across Nairobi, five in other African countries, and 
one in a European country. 

Though its astoundingly quick growth could be attrib-
uted to any number of programs and innovations that the 
church had initiated, Gitau does us the favor of looking for 
a broader explanation. Her thesis and main explanation for 
the growth of megachurches like Mavuno is that “they pro-
vide a map of reality for [millennials] to navigate a world 
that is otherwise experienced as deeply volatile” (5). The 
millennials of Mavuno’s context are educated and upwardly 
mobile, and have 

found themselves in transition through several worlds all at 
once–the vestiges of the traditional world of their grandpar-
ents, the modernizing and largely urbanized world of their 
parents, and the global, technologically advanced world of 
their own time. (5) 

Nairobi, and African countries in general, have experienced 
rapid and deep economic, political, and cultural changes that 
have destabilized successive generations and left them to feel 
that their maps of reality do not work. And, Gitau argues, it 
is this sense of dissonance and volatility that helps us under-
stand the rise and growth of megachurches like Mavuno.

To make her argument, Gitau, in Chapter 1, traces the 
origins of Mavuno church against the backdrop of the wider 
trends and shifts in Kenyan and African Christianity. For 
example, she discusses how African churches in the 1960s 
and ’70s were rightly focused on transitioning Christianity 
and its structures from missionaries to African leaders. 
Gitau also assesses various economic, political, and cul-
tural changes in Africa and how different “generations” of 
Christians and churches, such as the initial converts, the 

Megachurch Christianity Reconsidered: Millennials and 
Social Change in African Perspective, by Wanjiru M. 
Gitau (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press Academic, 
2018), xiv, 188 pp.

—Reviewed by Darren Duerksen

Iremember the experience of attending 
a Pentecostal megachurch in a large 

city in south India. Up to that point, most 
churches I had visited were either smaller 
village churches or larger churches which 
held traditional worship services in the 
local language. This megachurch, how-
ever, was comprised primarily of young 
urban call center workers and other pro-

fessionals dressed in the latest urban Indian fashion, chatting 
with each other in English and texting on their cell phones. 
The pastor’s English-language sermon was being live-
streamed for people to watch around the world, and a band 
with guitars and drums led the congregation in the latest 
English-language praise songs from Western churches. At 
one point I closed my eyes and could almost imagine myself 
singing in a church in my home in California.

As a missiologically-oriented Western visitor, and one who 
had spent a great deal of time contemplating and critiquing 
the colonial and foreign legacy of Christianity in places like 
south Asia, it was a perplexing experience that left me with 
many questions. This was intensified by my own personal 
critique of the megachurch model and its consumerist ten-
dencies, particularly in the U.S. and other Western countries. 
But I couldn’t deny that the church I attended was obviously 
popular among a segment of young, urban, middle-class 
Indian professionals in that city. Why? Were they mainly 
Christians “hopping” over from more traditional churches? 
Was its attraction part of the overall allure of shopping malls, 
night clubs, coffee shops, fancy cinemas, and other signs of 
growing affluence to which they now had access? Was this 
a bad thing? Was the church’s embrace of Western church 
styles exacerbating the reputation of Christianity as foreign 
and disconnected from the cultural and religious traditions 
of the region? And, if so, why didn’t these people care? 

Darren Duerksen is Associate Professor of Intercultural and Religious Studies at Fresno Pacific University, USA. He has authored 
Ecclesial Identities in a Multi-Faith Context: Jesus Truth-Gatherings (Yeshu Satsangs) among Hindus and Sikhs in Northwest 
India (2015) and with William Dyrness has co-authored Seeking Church: Emerging Witnesses to the Kingdom (2019).
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African Indigenous Churches (AICs), those who grew 
under the colonial church, and those who transitioned the 
postcolonial church helped develop and renew Christianity 
in important ways for their times (Chapter 2). By the 1990s, 
however, “there was not so much a foreignness problem as 
a generational one” where young people felt the church was 
out of touch with the ongoing and rapid changes occurring 
in wider society (23). Churches by and large had failed to 
adapt to the particularly rapid changes and stresses brought 
on by a large population of young people who had access 
to good education, technology, and media but less access to 
guaranteed jobs. This created a “social homelessness” among 
middle-class millennials that begged a response.

As a result, Mavuno’s founder, Muriithi Wanjau, started 
Mavuno in a middle-class district of Nairobi. He and his 
team created a “profile” of the type of person they wanted to 
appeal to—persons who did not attend existing churches, 
had consumption habits and corresponding social norms like 
partying on the weekends and sleeping on Sundays—and 
called these “Mike” and “Makena.” Recognizing that “this 
person is a consumer,” (73) and using these profiles to guide 
them, they developed styles of worship, preaching, activities, 
classes, and programs to attract and challenge such persons 
to follow Christ and become part of the church (Chapters 
3 and 4). Through these programs, Muriithi has challenged 
people to rise above complacency and has sought to turn 
them into “fearless influencers of society” (66).

The impact of Mavuno can be seen not only in its rise in 
membership and congregations, but also in the impact its 
“fearless” members have had on the wider society (Chapter 
5). For instance, though the church uses Western music 
(African American songwriter Kirk Franklin was an early 
favorite), the church has also developed its own songwriters 
who have in turn produced music that is listened to more 
widely. Others have started leadership programs seeking to 
influence future political and business leaders, and organi-
zations seeking better to rehabilitate prisoners.

Though Gitau’s main focus throughout the book is on help-
ing to interpret the growth of Mavuno against the back-
drop of its context, she suggests that Mavuno and other 
megachurches are also offering something important to 
the global Christian community (Chapter 6). The Western 
church, and the church as a whole, “lacks a consistently 
developed theology of how to be Christianly prosperous” 
that engages and nuances—but doesn’t reject wholesale—
the prosperity theologies that have risen in recent decades 
(151). Though economically successful Christians in the 

West tend to idealize those who have chosen downwardly 
mobile lifestyles or opted for monastic-like living, most 
people in places like Nairobi 

want to know how to make it in a cutthroat workplace, se-
cure a future, raise kids in the world of contemporary edu-
cation structures and media . . . and handle whatever other 
mundane issues come with living, especially in the city. (152) 

Here again she says critics of megachurches need to realize that 
these churches are working out a needed theology that helps 
people navigate these changing realities, even if imperfectly.

Some of the strengths of this book have already been hinted 
at. Gitau provides an important perspective that frames 
megachurches in light of the way they help their people orient 
themselves in the midst of a destabilized context, particularly 
those in the Global South. As a member of the church herself, 
Gitau is able to provide valuable insider perspective while also 
analyzing the church’s place in its wider context.

But at times Gitau’s closeness to the church also creates 
some weaknesses in the book. One missing element is that 
she provides very little, if any, actual critique of the church or 
its leaders. She acknowledges that the leaders did not have 
all the answers for what church should look like and were 
learning as they went, but we hear little about any failures or 
shortcomings they may have encountered. And although she 
admits that many people do leave (and have left) the church, 
the only reason she gives for this is that they inaccurately 
perceive Mavuno as not teaching a “deep word” (118). 

Gitau’s reluctance to scrutinize her own church may also be 
why there is a curious lack of discussion about the origins 
of some of Mavuno’s ideas and programs. There seems to 
be an apparent influence from churches such as Saddleback 
and Willow Creek. Nevertheless, despite briefly mention-
ing that Muriithi studied at Fuller Theological Seminary 
in Pasadena, California for five years just prior to launch-
ing Mavuno church, Gitau places little emphasis on that 
experience of his. Instead, she frequently presents Muriithi’s 
innovations as coming purely from his own experience. 
While Gitau’s emphasis on Muriithi’s agency is under-
standable and important, it would not invalidate this to 
discuss whether some of his ideas were adapted from other 
sources, including other megachurches.

A final critique regards the place of Mavuno, and the place 
of megachurches in general, in the ecclesial landscape. 
Though Gitau acknowledges and values the ecclesial adapta-
tions of past generations and the ways these provided a 
“renewing influence” on Christianity for their time (37), 

B y the 1990s “there was not so much a foreignness problem as a 
generational one” where young people felt the church was out of touch 
with the ongoing and rapid changes occurring in wider society.



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

102	 Book Reviews

she does not seem to indicate whether these churches still 
have a place in Kenyan society, or how megachurches relate 
to these (older) churches. Are churches like the AICs, or 
those that were birthed out of concerns for contextualiza-
tion, still important for the Kenyan context? Or was their 
import solely in what they offered in their time? Here Gitau, 
in her focus on interpreting and legitimizing megachurches, 
perhaps unintentionally glosses over the diversity existent 
in modern-day African countries and the ongoing need for 
various ecclesial responses to these differences. For while 
Mavuno’s style of megachurch may be important for certain 
segments of Nairobi and other cities, it may not have the 
same relevance among, for example, some of the Muslim 
urban contexts in neighboring Ethiopia and Somalia.

This does not negate or seriously detract from Gitau’s 
overall point. Megachurches in the Global South are best 
understood not as the result of the application of an effec-
tive church growth strategy, or as an over-accommodation 
to capitalist consumerism. Rather they are important, local 
responses to wider changes and forces. Similar research can 
and should be done on other megachurches, particularly 
from other parts of the Global South. Gitau points the way 
towards a better and more nuanced understanding of this 
form of church.

Pentecostalism and Politics of Conversion in India, by 
Sarbeswar Sahoo (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2017), xviii, 205 pp.

—Reviewed by H. L. Richard

This is a highly recommended study 
on the controversies surround-

ing conversion in India today, and it is 
striking that it is written by a Hindu aca-
demic. Sarbeswar Sahoo did his doctoral 
research in the southern tribal region of 
the state of Rajasthan, looking at NGOs 
among tribal peoples. He returned there 
again to research the present work, as 
explained in the Preface.

This is not a broad theoretical approach to conversion, 
but a focused case study of the players and issues in south 
Rajasthan. The introductory chapter outlines the history 
of violence against Christians in India and the controversy 
over conversion. The difficulty of gathering data from 
Christians as a Hindu is discussed, and Sahoo had to rely 
on Christian leaders to give him access to local people in 
order for the latter to trust him (with the danger that he 
mostly heard what locals thought their leaders would want 
them to say). He acknowledges that “when I presented 
parts of this book at various academic conferences I was 
often told that my analysis is sympathetic to the mission-
aries’ perspective” (18).

In his second chapter Sahoo presents an overview of 
Pentecostalism and then focuses on the spread of this ver-
sion of Christianity among the Bhil tribe. “Spreading Like 
Fire” is the chapter title, and Sahoo searches out reasons 
for this growth. Tensions between Roman Catholic and 
Pentecostal versions of Christianity are indicated. Sahoo 
never discusses the meaning of “missionary” despite often 
using that term, but it is clear that these are not interna-
tionals, rather south Indians; and yet the term is also used 
of local tribal people who, it is stressed, are most effective in 
winning others to Christ (35–36). 

The key to Pentecostal growth is not only signs and 
wonders, although that aspect is prominent (37), but also 
a transformative ethic against bad habits including alcohol-
ism, immorality, and violence (38). Yet development is also 
important, as educational centers and health care are also 
part of the church planting program (40). Sahoo concludes 
his second chapter saying that “Pentecostal conversion has 
positively transformed the lives of the tribals and helped 
them develop a new identity that is assertive and empower-
ing” (48). 

In his third chapter Sahoo looks at various perspectives on 
tribal conversion, particularly that of the Hindu national-
ists, the Christian missionaries, the tribal converts, and the 
unconverted tribals. His book shows clearly that much of 
the development work being undertaken by Hindu nation-
alists is a direct response to Christian work. The Christian 
missionary case for conversion as spiritual transformation 
is well presented. Their accusations against the Hindu 

H. L. Richard is an independent researcher focused on the Hindu-Christian encounter. He has published numerous books and articles 
including studies of key figures like Narayan Vaman Tilak (Following Jesus in the Hindu Context, Pasadena: William Carey Library, 
1998), Kalagara Subba Rao (Exploring the Depths of the Mystery of Christ, Bangalore: Centre for Contemporary Christianity, 
2005), and R. C. Das (R. C. Das: Evangelical Prophet for Contextual Christianity, Delhi: ISPCK, 1995).

A re churches like the AICs, or those that were birthed out of concerns for 
contextualization, still important for the Kenyan context? Or was their 
import solely in what they offered in their time?
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nationalist programs as true attempts at coercive conversion 
are presented. Sahoo concludes that 

such accusations and counter-accusations by both Hindu na-
tionalists and Christian missionaries have intensified tensions 
at the local level, which is often manifested in clashes between 
the two communities. (75)

Sahoo is sensitive to the perspectives of the local converts, 
and points out that most are not converts in the legal sense 
of having declared a new religion in court. There are vari-
ous approaches to relating to unconverted tribals, ranging 
from a superiority complex in some cases to secret believ-
ing in others, alongside types of cultural hybridity (80–81). 
Conversion disrupts families and undermines social 
solidarity (85) but the movement continues on as real needs 
are met by the new churches in contrast to expensive and 
ineffective tribal sacrifices (82). Sahoo’s lengthy summary of 
this chapter is worth quoting:

What these four narratives show is that conversion is not a 
straightforward practice in which Christian missionaries go in 
and seduce people with material benefits, but that there are 
multiple and contradictory discourses surrounding it, which 
makes the practice complicated. For example, though Hindu 
nationalists reject conversion as violence and as a threat to 
freedom of religion, they have actively carried out gharwapsi 
or reconversion programmes. Similarly, while missionaries ad-
vocate spiritual transformation and self-transcendence, they 
have justified their role through the idea of civilizing the sav-
age, which undermines adivasi [tribal] agency and freedom. 
The converts’ rights and freedom to change their religion 
have often followed an instrumentalist approach in which the 
call of modernity, the moral economy of miracles and mate-
rial benefits have justified their shift to a new-found faith. Fi-
nally, Hindu adivasis, despite being victims of the failure of the 
state, are caught between their moral responsibility to protect 
their community identity/traditional faith and their desire for 
modernity. (86) 

Why tribal women convert to Pentecostal Christianity is 
the focus of the fourth chapter. One of the strengths of the 
book is the interaction with sociological literature related 
to Christian tribal ministry, and this bibliographical data 
alone makes the book essential for libraries of Christian 
mission where such material is easily overlooked. Again, 
Sahoo is very sympathetic to these convert women, and 
references literature about Pentecostal women across the 
world. He allows some women to speak for themselves, and 
this chapter is a strong testament to the validity of tribal 
Pentecostal ministry. Healing of course is central, as both 
modern and traditional tribal medicine are expensive and 

ineffective. But women are also empowered and see changes 
in their marriages: 

Such life-transforming spiritual and material changes do not 
just defy the “material incentive hypothesis” of conversion; 
they also stand as testimonies and credible explanations of 
why tribal women take a deliberate decision, in spite of know-
ing the adverse consequences, to “become believers” of Pen-
tecostalism and “make a break” with the traditional belief 
system that they followed for generations. (119)

This chapter is a powerful case study of what Donald 
McGavran called “redemption and lift,” the positive 
changes that come in life and society when people recog-
nize Christ as Lord.

The fifth chapter then focuses on the Hindutva opposi-
tion to conversion. Historical and political factors related 
to the problems of tribals are also outlined: “The tribals of 
Rajasthan as well as India suffer from widespread poverty 
and marginalisation and are deprived of citizenship and 
welfare entitlements” (126). The relationship of state power, 
Hindutva ideology and missionary activity is explained 
historically with many helpful nuances. Sahoo clearly shows 
that state power of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has 
been on the side of the anti-conversion forces of Hindu 
nationalism in Rajasthan in recent decades: 

The BJP has provided ideological, political, economic and legal 
support to the organisations of the Sangh Parivar [family of 
Hindu nationalist organizations] that are active at the grass-
roots. The BJP has also considered conversion as a threat to 
its electoral support base among the tribals. It has therefore 
passed the anti-conversion law that has empowered activists 
of the Sangh Parivar to resist conversion, often leading to con-
flict and violence between the two communities. This shows 
how the BJP-led state in Rajasthan was also partially responsi-
ble for the rising violence against Christian communities. (157)

In a brief concluding chapter Sahoo provides a helpful 
summary of his findings. A clear summary of his perspec-
tive on the centrality of healing is quotable: 

In a context where the indigenous shamanic system as well as 
city-based modern healthcare systems have been exploitative 
and the state has failed to provide basic health care services in 
the villages, the tribals have, as a last resort, visited the Pente-
costal church for cure and blessing. To their pleasant surprise, 
the compassionate and humane atmosphere of the church and 
the unique intermixing of daba (medicine) and dua (prayer) 
have acted as an alternative system of healthcare. (159) 

But much more than this has kept many tribals true to 
their Pentecostal faith. Again, there are various levels of 

T o their pleasant surprise, the compassionate and humane atmosphere 
of the church and the unique intermixing of daba (medicine) and dua 
(prayer) have acted as an alternative system of healthcare. —Sahoo
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disconnect from traditional society, and there are various 
levels of opposition to the Pentecostal program both from 
traditional Christianity and from Hindu nationalists. 

From an outsider to Christian denominational sparring, Sahoo 
has done a remarkable job of understanding and explaining 
the inner workings of Christianity and its missionary concern 
and functions. He has documented state complicity in anti-
Christian activity and has allowed tribal Pentecostal women to 
speak for themselves about the validity and integrity of their 
faith. This is not an apology for Pentecostalism, as weaknesses 
are apparent and criticisms are aired. But it is a valuable analy-
sis of the conversion controversy in south Rajasthan which 
frames the national (and international) debate on this topic.

A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti 
Movement, by John Stratton Hawley (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2015), xiv, 438 pp.

—Reviewed by H. L. Richard

B hakti (devotion) has come to be 
recognized as a central concept in 

Hindu traditions and practices. This was 
a rather late discovery in the history of 
ideas, as nineteenth-century Indologists 
(encouraged by mostly Brahman infor-
mants) tended to focus on philosophy.1 
One of the pioneers of academic study of 
bhakti traditions, John Stratton Hawley 

of Columbia University, has written a history of the idea of 
the bhakti movement. This is a landmark study worthy of 
wide reading and deep discussion.

Hawley begins with an explanation of his “storm of songs” 
title, a phrase from Rabindranath Tagore. He then moves 
into an important discussion of bhakti:

“Bhakti” is usually translated as devotion, but if that word 
connotes something entirely private and quiet, we are in need 
of other words. Bhakti is heart religion, sometimes cool and 
quiescent but sometimes hot–the religion of participation, 
community, enthusiasm, song, and often personal challenge, 
the sort of thing that coursed through the Protestant Great 
Awakenings in the history of the United States. It evokes a 
widely shared religiosity for which institutional superstruc-
tures weren’t all that relevant, and which, once activated, 
could be historically contagious–a glorious disease of the col-
lective heart. (2)

The focus on a community of bhaktas is important as it 
contrasts with sterile Christian analyses of Hindu tradi-
tions. Hawley specifically rebukes an aspect of this once-
popular misrepresentation:

Outsiders like the great linguist George Grierson sometimes 
confused it [bhakti] for personal monotheism, and modern-
day Hindus have often followed suit, but in the idea of the 
bhakti movement we have the affirmation that the nature 
or number of the deity/deities concerned is secondary. 
What matters is the heartfelt, intrinsically social sense of 
connectedness that emerges in the worshipper. That socially 
divine sense of connectedness traces a pulmonary system that 
makes the nation throb with life.2 (4)

But “the idea of the bhakti movement” is the focus of this 
book, and Hawley finds the idea lacking in historical valid-
ity. In the process of examining this idea and its historical 
roots, far too many interesting insights are developed for 
mention in this review. This is truly a book that must be 
read by anyone interested in the idea of bhakti. 

Hawley’s alternative history to the idea of the bhakti move-
ment is rather nuanced; he proposes a “bhakti network” 
(295–312, referred to as a “crazy quilt,” 310) comprised of 
numerous bhakti movements rather than a single bhakti 
movement. This might seem rather trivial, but it represents 
a significant shift in thinking, and some of Hawley’s sug-
gested reasons (see later in this review) for the widespread 
acceptance of the standard construct of “the bhakti move-
ment” are certainly not trivial. 

Hawley presents the case that the idea of a singular bhakti 
movement can be traced to Hazariprasad Dvivedi (1907–
1979).3 The standard form of the story is increasingly well 
known from the Bhagavata Mahatmya (a short poem of 
praise for the Bhagavata Purana), how bhakti was born 
in south India and grew up in Karnataka before migrat-
ing to Maharashtra and Gujarat. Then after a weakening 
phase there was renewal in Brindavan (Krishna’s holy land, 
in what is now the north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh). 
Chapter 2 of this book is a fascinating discussion and 
deconstruction of this presentation, particularly pointing 
out that the idea of a single bhakti movement regardless of 
the focus of devotion (i.e., one movement whether the focus 
is on Krishna, Ram, Shiva or nirguna brahman) is very far 
from the intent of the Bhagavata Mahatmya, which is a 
distinctly Vaishnava text (89).

Hawley shows that the great omission in the Mahatmya’s 
account of bhakti moving from south to north is the cen-
trality of the Muslim role in the development of Brindavan 

I n the idea of the bhakti movement the nature or number of the deity/deities 
is secondary. What matters is the heartfelt, intrinsically social sense of 
connectedness that emerges in the worshipper. —Hawley 
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it, absorb it, and in a way become the story itself. Thereby, as 
Christian Novetzke has pointed out, the singer-saint in ques-
tion turns out to be, on closer inspection, a public. (296—7, 
referencing Novetzke, Religion and Public Memory: A Cultural 
History of Saint Namdev in India, New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2008; Indian edition History, Bhakti and Public 
Memory: Namdev in Religious and Secular Traditions, Ran-
ikhet: Permanent Black, 2009).

In his closing chapter, almost necessarily, Hawley raises 
crucial issues in modern India like the Hindutva and Dalit 
movements. His book is deconstructing a paradigm of 
“Hindu history,” and it undermines the Hindutva effort to 
homogenize Hindu traditions. He clearly feels empathy for 
Dalits who share the low caste status of Ravidas (333); but 
this is not a book denigrating the marvel of the bhakti move-
ments that arose and still thrive across India. The standard 
historical paradigm of a single bhakti movement may be too 
simplistic and contrived to withstand scrutiny, but Hawley’s 
closing words reveal his true sentiment about bhakti:

Every nation requires a narrative of itself. This one, incubated 
in a nation, pushes well beyond that nation. It touches and 
tests every heart. (341)   IJFM

Endnotes
1 Geoffrey Oddie wrote that “There was, indeed, comparatively 

little discussion of bhakti among European scholars for the greater 
part of the nineteenth century and it was only in the 1880s and 
1890s that Ramanuja’s philosophy, ‘dualism,’ and the ideas implicit in 
the bhakti movement appear to have received much more systematic 
attention” (Imagined Hinduism: British Protestant Missionary Con-
structions of Hinduism, 1793–1900, New Delhi: Sage, 2006, 270).

2 A “socially divine sense of connectedness” sounds like an 
excellent phrase for the New Testament ekklesia, but of course 
refers to bhaktas in Hindu traditions; one might be permitted to 
wish that this was a death knell to the idea that Hindu traditions 
have no community reality that resembles the church. Of course, the 
idea that the experience of bhakti is more important than the object 
of bhakti goes against biblical thought, which focuses on God and 
Christ as the object of bhakti.

3 Hawley uses a rather pedantic transliteration/spelling; more 
common is “Dwivedi.”

itself (74ff.) This writing of the Muslim period out of 
Indian history helped motivate the embracing of the idea 
of a bhakti movement that united India. The British had 
developed a rather simplistic pattern of history whereby 
ancient Hindu empires were taken over by Muslim rulers 
and the British came in to restore proper rule after the 
decline of the Muslim period. The bhakti movement idea 
tied together ancient and modern India while also provid-
ing a unifying basis for the movement towards indepen-
dence. Such nationalistic concerns continue to be important 
in sustaining the idea of a bhakti movement, and these 
broader concerns are indeed of interest and importance. 

Yet the focus on many aspects of many bhakti movements 
provides the true treasures of this book. Central to the his-
tory, as Hawley sees it, are Surdas and Kabir. (Ramanand, 
esteemed by tradition as the main link between south and 
north Indian bhakti traditions, is investigated and the 
traditions of his centrality are shown to be without histori-
cal foundation.) The followers of Surdas and Kabir were 
so many and so prolific that Hawley concludes “the poets 
we know as Sur or Kabir are actually bhakti movements in 
themselves” (274). 

There is no evidence that northern poets knew of the earlier 
southern bhakti poets (307) but there was much borrow-
ing of ideas, styles and even whole poems across the various 
bhakti movements (297–305). Even these are important 
ideas that leave one far from the heart of the bhakti network. 
Throughout the book, stimulating comments appear like the 
following on the centrality of music to the bhakti idiom.

Consider, too, the musical idiom. Isn’t it striking that the prin-
cipal nodes in bhakti’s remembered network–the bhaktas of 
this world–are communicators who operated in a universe 
where ordinary words ride frequencies of sound that set them 
apart from their quotidian existence? Here is a mode of in-
terpersonal connection whose very existence depends upon 
auditory frameworks that set it apart from conversational 
speech. In this realm of heightened feedback antiphons are 
frequent, refrains are repeated, and audiences are not only 
implied but participate in the work of the singer. The way we 
know who Mirabai or Namdev “is” is to enter into the world 
they are believed to have created. We pipe into the patterns 
of vibration–songs–that end with the announcing of their 
names. Because we do so, this musical network is never really 
past; it is always present. The fact that these bhakti songs 
are so often addressed to God, giving plot to divine actions 
or otherwise relating the bhakta to bhagavan through a pro-
cess of “puranic” recycling, creates a shortcut for memory. It 
invites the hearer to act as a character in the story–to reenter 

H awley raises crucial issues in modern India like the Hindutva and Dalit 
movements. His book is deconstructing a paradigm of “Hindu history,” 
and it undermines the Hindutva effort to homogenize Hindu traditions. 
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In Others’ Words
Editor’s Note: In this department, we highlight resources outside  
of the IJFM: other journals, print resources, DVDs, websites, 
blogs, videos, etc. Standard disclaimers on content apply. Due to 
the length of many web addresses, we sometimes give just the title 
of the resource, the main web address, or a suggested search phrase. 

South Asia: Redefining Unreached People Groups
For an interesting article looking at the statistics about un-
reached people groups and in specific a new term called “Fron-
tier People Groups,” see “Why Mission Experts are Redefining 
Unreached People Groups,” in Christianity Today. Published 
in the May print issue, this CT editorial includes a link to 
Rebecca Lewis’ color article in IJFM 35:4 (Winter 2018), 
“Clarifying the Remaining Frontier Mission Task.” One of 
the more arresting facts from Lewis’ article is that 82% of the 
world’s frontier people groups are in Central and South Asia. 
Notice that the eight countries at grave risk referred to below 
are almost all in South Asia (the other country being China). 

Why Melting Glaciers Matter in South Asia
Besides wars and violence, a major factor triggering migra-
tion flows appears to be climate change. A May 8, 2019 piece 
in The Diplomat entitled “Why the Melting of the Hindu 
Kush and Himalayan Glaciers Matters” cites some challeng-
ing predictions for eight primarily South Asian countries. 

By the end of this century, however, climate change will have 
become the single biggest driver behind an unprecedented 
scale of migration and displacement across the Indian sub-
continent, potentially with destabilizing effects. Already vul-
nerable to natural disasters, South Asia could be left grap-
pling with millions of “climate refugees,” regional conflicts, 
and militarized contests over precious resources like food and 
water . . . The landmark research predicts the mountain chain 
stretching from Pakistan to Myanmar will lose two-thirds of 
its ice fields by 2100 if global greenhouse gas emissions are 
not drastically curbed . . . The study, authored by 210 scientists 
from 22 countries over five years, warns that the loss of ice 
at this scale will have serious consequences for up to 2 billion 
people living across the region, including Afghanistan, Paki-
stan, India, China, Myanmar, Bhutan, Nepal and Bangladesh. 

In a January 2019 article in National Geogrphic, “Climate 
Change Creates a New Migration Crisis for Bangladesh,” 
Tim McDonnel writes that 

the number of Bangladeshis displaced by the varied impacts 
of climate change could reach 13.3 million by 2050, making it 
the country’s number-one driver of internal migration, accord-
ing to a March 2018 World Bank report. 

That does not take into consideration the number of external 
migrants (many Rohingya) hosted by Bangladesh. Genocidal 
actions by militant Buddhists in Myanmar led to close to a 

million Rohingya to flee Myanmar for Bangladesh last year 
bringing the total number in that country up to 1.2 million. 
See “For Rohingya Refugees, There’s No Return in Sight,” in 
Human Rights Watch, June 5, 2019 (www.hrw.org). 

Libya: A Refugee Hot Spot
Refugees are on the move in unprecedented numbers. “The 
risk of migrants and refugees becoming shipwrecked in the 
Mediterranean and dying at sea is the highest it has ever 
been.” Find out why in an article in The Guardian June 9, 
2019 called “Mediterranean Will Be ‘Sea of Blood’ without 
Rescue Boats, UN Warns.” For a haunting pictorial essay on 
what it’s like on board a rescue boat in the Mediterranean, 
take a look at Time’s “Rescue at Sea: A Week on Board a 
Rescue Recovery Ship.” 

India: Aftermath of a Landslide
In language reminiscent of the Rwandan genocide (where 
Hutus called Tutsis “cockroaches,” bbc.com, April 15, 2016), 
the Associated Press reported May 31, 2019 that the newly 
appointed Home Minister of India, former BJP party 
president Amit Shah and a Hindu nationalist hardliner, 
“referred to Muslim migrants from neighboring Bangladesh 
as ‘termites’ and pledged to pass a controversial citizens 
registry” (npr.org, May 10, 2019) stripping millions of 
(Muslim) Indians of their citizenship. The context for this is 
Prime Minister Modi’s landslide victory. See “India’s New 
Government Signals Hindu and India-First Goals” (apnews.
com, May 31, 2019). Minorities all across India are fearful 
of what’s in store this next term. This is especially true of the 
172 million Muslims (13.4%) and the 29 million Christians 
(2.3%) in India (factsanddetails.com, “Christians in India”). 
Don’t miss a highly personal article written in The New 
Yorker in March 2019 entitled “The Violent Toll of Hindu 
Nationalism in India.” For a Christian reaction to Modi’s 
victory, read Open Doors USA’s director David Curry’s 
response in “More Persecution in India? 4 Things to Know 
about Modi’s Win,” May 27, 2019, The Christian Post: it’s 
“an absolute tragedy” for Christians. He goes on to say, 

Since 2014, Hindu extremists have actively promoted hate to-
ward [India’s] Christian and Muslim minorities which has led 
to a tragic escalation of violence . . . Open Doors’ local partners 
recorded 147 incidents of violence against Christians in India 
in 2014, but they have recorded 216 violent incidents in India 
in the first quarter of 2019 alone, including two murders.

The Gospel on Camels
From the William Carey Publishers comes a new book about 
nomads worldwide called To the Ends of the Earth, written by 
Scottish nomad expert Malcolm Hunter. See the ad in this 
issue on p. 68. At www.missionbooks.org/blogs/news/ he is 
featured in a video, “Author Malcolm Hunter Shares Jesus 
Across Africa.” For background, check out the April 2019 ar-
ticle on the history website ThoughtCo entitled, “The Great 
Rivalry Between Nomads and Settled People in Asia.”  IJFM
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Whether you’re a Perspectives instructor, student, or coordinator, you can continue to explore 

issues raised in the course reader and study guide in greater depth in IJFM. For ease of reference, 

each IJFM article in the table below is tied thematically to one or more of the 15 Perspectives 

lessons, divided into four sections: Biblical (B), Historical (H), Cultural (C) and Strategic (S). 

Disclaimer: The table below shows where the content of a given article might fit; it does not 

imply endorsement of a particular article by the editors of the Perspectives materials. For sake 

of space, the table only includes lessons related to the articles in a given IJFM issue. To learn 

more about the Perspectives course, visit www.perspectives.org.

Related Perspectives Lesson and Section&
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Who Is Muhammad: Dead Man or Living Light?  Colin Bearup  (pp. 59–67) X X

Contextualizing the Gospel in the Fear-Power World of Folk Buddhists   
James E. Morrison  (pp. 69–75) X X

Loaded Language: Missiological Considerations for Appropriating Political Rhetoric   
Alan Howell and Jessica Markwood  (pp. 77–83) X X

From Banerjee to Bediako: Theology of Religions as a Resource for Local Theology   
Donald Grigorenko  (pp. 85–91) X X

“And the Lord Appeared”: Missiology Meets Ancient Near Eastern Religions   
Kevin Higgins and Joel Hamme  (pp. 93–97) X X

The Religion of Science: A Timely Excerpt on a Global Frontier  Ralph D. Winter  (p. 98) X X
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2019
Conference details at www.emsweb.org • Early Bird Registration until July 31st

ISFM
 Int’l Society for Frontier Missiology

in conjunction with

Reimagining  
Frontier Mission 

An Examination of Terms and Concepts 
for Today’s Realities

ISFM 2019 will examine the effectiveness of our mission terminology  
and concepts as we serve among frontier peoples. 

Historic misinterpretations have created an impasse with large blocs of peoples.  
Our terms may hide deeper concepts, paradigms, and strategies  

that are reinforcing barriers to these peoples. 

Where might we discover new terms for biblical concepts  
that should shape frontier mission today? 
Are they relevant to new global conditions? 
How can we innovate in the right direction?

ISFM Plenary Speaker: Martin Accad, Arab Baptist Theological Seminary
“Sacred Misinterpretation: Reaching Across the Muslim-Christian Divide”

September 13–15, 2019 • Dallas International University, Dallas, TX, formerly GIAL
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