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Editorial continued on p. 110

Tents, Pyramids, and the Way We Think

Ihadn’t felt the stark cultural contrast of a more rural Muslim society until 
I saw the skyline of Dearborn (Detroit). The tall Ford Motor Company 
headquarters shoots up as a solitary monument to the Western multina-

tional corporation. It stands amidst small storefront Arab businesses that lace 
the surrounding avenues. I was familiar with those small entrepreneurial efforts 
from my time in North Africa, but I never could feel how much my own culture 
stood in sharp relief.

Fouad Khuri, an Arab sociologist, called these two distinct commercial styles 
“Tents and Pyramids.”1 Ford is a pyramidal structure, where hierarchy exists, and a 
graded power flows by delegation throughout a large corporate system. The mental 
design of the tent structure “is much like a Bedouin encampment composed of 
tents scattered haphazardly on a flat desert surface with no viable hierarchy.”2

These two metaphors helped me grasp the hold of deep structures within a cul-
ture. Two of my mentors introduced me to the way these mental models orga-
nize our social world. Paul Hiebert called them “blueprints of reality”—a mental 
map that orders our knowledge and experience.3 Chuck Kraft used the picture of 
a river to explain how these models run silent and deep4—there are the surface 
behaviors, institutions, and expressions of a corporate culture, and then there 
is the deeper part of the river where our values shape social configurations that 
then inform our actions. But it was Khuri who helped me picture the way deeper 
structures determine whether we build a company that requires a skyscraper or 
rather maneuver in the competitive fraternity of a marketplace.

Each article in this issue addresses the importance of these structures. The 
first challenge is to discover them. Colin Bearup’s third installment on Sufism 
describes the way Sunni Muslims are being revitalized and then gravitat-
ing towards a more Sufi (mystical) orientation (p. 137). You’ll notice that they 
naturally collect around a murshid (spiritual guide) and his tariqa (a spiritual way, 
or brotherhood). This socio-religious configuration has been evident over the 
centuries in many Islamic movements across Africa and Asia. Bearup sees the 
same today in the Muslim diaspora.

Howell and Montgomery explore the implications of patron-client relations 
in Muslim Mozambique (p. 129). They’re aware that this same construct was 
embedded in the social context of the early church, and that it still manifests in 
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a wide swath of unreached peoples 
today. Their sense is that the mean-
ingfulness of the role of the “patron” 
actually provides a fresh opportunity 
to present trinitarian theology in that 
Muslim African context.

Khuri claims that these mental struc-
tures like patron-client are ideological 
constants—that “they can be trans-
ferred from one sphere to another.” 
They’re expressed in the way we play 
games, in how we rule, in our families 
and associations, even in our “joining a 
congregation for worship.”5 Interesting. 
This sociologist claims these deep struc-
tures will shape the way we do church. 
Richard and Evelyn Hibbert address 
this relationship of structure and church 
with their own question: What’s the 
appropriate structure that ensures 
the vitality and durability of rapidly 
multiplying ecclesial movements? They 
themselves have been involved with a 
movement to Christ, and their concern 
is for a biblically viable structure. Might 
a movement’s durability be determined 
by the use of its own deep struc-
tures—those cultural configurations 
from human tradition that may appear 
temporal and expendable?

Our association and this journal have 
addressed the deep structure of rapidly 
multiplying movements to Christ. 
The emerging evidence of an oikos 
(household) structure6 across these 
movements is both a social configura-
tion and a biblically valued institution. 
These deep cultural structures may not 
be so expendable, nor should they be. 
Shouldn’t we expect a creative synthe-
sis of the cultural and the biblical in 
these movements? The Hibberts raise 
this important consideration.

This year ISFM 2019 will also exam-
ine the deep structures of frontier mis-
siology. My article on “Reimagining 
Frontier Mission” is a preamble to 
the different presentations (p. 111). I 
believe the health of our missiological 
imagination has to do with our ability 
to address the models which shape 
how we do mission. The presenters will 
examine our mission terminology and 
the deeper configurations it reflects.

You may have noticed that a penetrat-
ing analysis of our missiology comes at 
the hand of our book reviewers. Dwight 
Baker and H. L. Richard consistently 
prod us with their trenchant observations 

in our new section, “Books and 
Missiology,” formerly “Book Reviews.” 
Baker’s review of Katherine Long’s God 
in the Rainforest (p. 146) offers a personal 
and iconoclastic reflection on a famous 
martyrdom in the 20th century. As usual, 
this mission historian exposes the deep 
proclivities of Western mission. It’s not 
always pretty, and certainly not comfort-
able. But how else will we discover the 
deep structures of mission today? 

In Him,

Brad Gill
Senior Editor, IJFM
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