Engaging Religious Worlds
Contextualizing the Gospel in the Fear-Power
World of Folk Buddhists

by James E. Morrison

ne 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.”

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
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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
Buddhist® people of the Central Ti-
betan Plateau in the People’s Republic
of China,* 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.’

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.®
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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.” 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:

A prewzlem‘
shamanism was

fertile soil for
tantric Buddhpism.

communicating in a way that resonates
with the host culture without losing
the (confrontational and transforma-
tional) sharp edge of the gospel;® and
establishing theologies that address
the concerns of the people. It is on this
theoretical basis that I approach the
tear-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,’ 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,”
with Scripture as the final arbitrator of
both theology and pedagogy.!!

What is Folk Buddhism?

And all the crowd sought to touch
him, for power came out from
bim 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,”'?
where this religion prevails “the gospel
languishes in its impact”® the church
being “tiny, usually less than 1%.”'* Folk
Buddhism is an eclectic and syncretic
mix of the teachings of Buddha with
pre-existing, indigenous, animistic, or
shamanistic religions. In Thailand,

and in lands

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."

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.®

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



harmed by ... Nazs.”17 Tibetans often
express fear of local deities (yu/ /ha),
demons (‘@re and A/u)—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.”® 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 (o0 rgyag ba); consulting an
oracle, shaman or lama (/ba 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
%hor 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 kbams
beo 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,
tear of going to hell was a prominent
factor in their becoming believers."”
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-
tul not to transfer one’s own spiritual
poverty or inherited theological biases
onto the host culture.

As with all folk Buddhists, T'ibetans are
in search of power (nus pa) and empow-
erment (byin rlabs). Griswold notes,

“Buddhists, especially folk Buddhists,
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n a survey of Thais who became Christians,
fear of going to hell was a prominent facz‘or n
their becoming believers.

are searching for power.”® 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.?!

Hesselgrave and Rommen suggest that
“... contextualization involves knowl-
edge of both a message and an audi-
ence.”?? 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.
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.

”23

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.?*

According to Georges, the Christus
Victor motif was the main atonement
theory for the first thousand years

of church history.? 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.? 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
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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.?” 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
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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.?® He recalls a
conversation with Charles Kraft where
church leaders in Nigeria would still
visit shamans “because things hap-
pen faster.”” 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.” Clearly,
a balanced approach is needed.

The problem is
not disbelief but rather
that their culture
is replete with
resurrection stories.

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.”! 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.?? 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:



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

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

.. S0 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,*
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
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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
tear-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.” LJFM
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