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Editorial continued on p. 4

Listening to Phantom Pain

I’ve seen it more than once in my experience. A Muslim who comes to faith in 
Christ, who in the tension between two religious worlds, is divorced from his 
traditional life. Belatedly, after decades of an evangelical experience, he tries to 

regain some sense of place in his lost religious world.1 The convert is motivated by a 
“phantom pain”—those cultural and religious nerve endings that are still alive even 
when the limb has been amputated. Notto Thelle speaks to this pain from the Buddhist 
world of Japan.

When they converted to Christianity, they got a new identity that had no room for 
past experiences and religious insights. But after many years, some Christians begin to 
feel rootless and restless. They have phantom pains in the part of their spiritual bodies 
they had cut away. They feel the need to rediscover their spiritual roots. Buddhism had 
been a part of their lives, and somehow, they have to integrate their past. (18)

In recovering his Buddhist past, Kang-San Tan appears to be on a similar journey. 
Now an evangelical mission leader, he is facing the interreligious tension of 
communicating into an old world from which he has been displaced. That desire—
that mission—quickened an intuitive search, one that wrestles reflexively between 
two religious experiences, seeking greater intellectual understanding and personal 
integration. His earlier writings and dissertations addressed the possibility of a 
“dual belonging” in these two religious worlds. More recently, in his presentation to 
the ISFM 2021 (5), he borrowed the term “inreligionisation”as a way to objectify 
this engagement with other religious worlds. For him, it’s personally driven, but 
this kind of intuitive and intellectual process is fundamental to reaching the least- 
reached of Asia.

Bill Dyrness would identify this process as a kind of “hermeneutical space.”2 Tan 
has intentionally entered a process of trying to re-identify with a religious world 
from which he was displaced. Dyrness would suggest that Tan’s displacement is at 
least partially the result of a modern evangelical view of religion that emerged from 
the Reformation. We tend to extract, essentialize, and compartmentalize religion 
even though it’s deeply embedded in cultural settings. Our abstraction of religion 
has “lost sight of the deep rootedness of religions in their cultural and historical 
situations and their contingent and fluid character.”3 We conceptualize religion as 
“radically disconnected from any sense of place.”4 Tan has dared to press against this 
evangelical tendency in his own efforts towards re-emplacement. He is helping us 
all reimagine religion as we address the religious pluralism of Asia.
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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 Consulta-
tion 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.

Endnotes
   ¹ Paul-Gordon Chandler, Pilgrims of Christ 

on the Muslim Road: Exploring a New 
Path Between Two Faiths, (Lanham:  
Cowley, 2008). 

   ² William Dyrness, Insider Jesus (Downers 
Grove: IVP Academic, 2016), 101.

   ³ William Dyrness, 101.
   ⁴ Dyrness, 101.
   ⁵ IJFM 38:3-4, available at ijfm.org http://

ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/38_3_4_PDFs/
IJFM_38_3_4-EntireIssue.pdf.

Tan’s contribution at ISFM 2021 is 
actually part of a broad and ongoing 
conversation on the Buddhist world. It 
began for some of us with the Winter 
Lectureship in February 2021.5 Two of 
those participants, H. L. Richard and 
Notto Thelle, offered formal responses 
to Tan at ISFM 2021 (15 and 16). This 
ISFM event also drew on the innovative 
approach of the Winter Launch Lab, 
specifically the hermeneutical process 
that Claire Chong and Tep Samnang 
have initiated with the evangelical 
leadership of Cambodia (37). These 
interreligious issues, which for so long 
have been framed by a missiological focus 
on the Muslim world, are now benefiting 
from this infusion of Buddhist-Christian 
perspective. And we would be remiss to 
ignore the annual contributions from the 
SEANET conference on issues in the 
Buddhist world (ad, 35).

Tan’s idea of inreligionisation should 
not proceed without appraisal, a 
feedback Tan actually welcomes. At 
ISFM 2021, Alan Johnson offered a 
critique of Tan’s approach from his 
decades of involvement in the Buddhist 
world, particularly his involvement 

with the grassroots ecclesial experience 
of Thailand (22). We also welcomed 
Johnson’s afterword on the alternative 
of a translation approach, an approach 
which leans on the historical perspective 
of Andrew Walls and Lamin Sanneh 
(see Johnson’s Response Part II,  
28). We should note that they were 
spokesmen for an African missiology 
that values the voice of indigenous 
recipients deeply embedded in the 
primal religious world of Africa  
(54). Ron Klaus also speaks from 
Africa by offering some perspective on 
the institutionalization of movements 
to Christ in Ethiopia (43).

Evangelical missiology must come to 
terms with the hermeneutical space 
which Tan’s venture requires. The issues 
that surface around his inreligionisation 
promote a vital hermeneutical process. 
Claire Chong and Tep Samnang have 
guided a similar process—a sensitive 
and respectful reappraisal of Buddhist 
rituals in the Cambodian Buddhist 
context. They are proving that our 
missiology can press beyond the usual 
frame of intercultural communication 
by introducing a fresh hermeneutical 
process. But like Peter in Acts 10, this 

may require an uncomfortable journey 
down an unclean and taboo-ridden 
path. It will require we reassess our 
interreligious categories and suspend 
an automatic verdict of syncretism. Like 
Barnabas in Acts 11, we will need the 
capacity to both “see the grace of God” 
in emerging movements to Jesus and 
allow them to venture in their own 
hermeneutical space.

In Him,

Brad Gill
Senior Editor, IJFM
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Kang-San Tan (MA, Old Testament, 
Regent College; DMin, Missiology, 
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School; 
PhD, Theology of Religions, University 
of Aberdeen) serves as General Director  
of BMS World Mission. He has served 
with the WEA Mission Commission 
and the Lausanne Theology Working 
Group. He has a forthcoming book with 
Langham Press.

Respecting Hermeneutical Space

This paper seeks to explore the significance of developing contextual 
frameworks for communicating the good news of Jesus at the 
frontiers of world religions,1 with particular reference to Asian 

contexts. I want to explore three missional themes in my effort to raise the  
kind of issues and questions that need to be addressed in our quest for better 
communication of the good news of Jesus. Although the primary discus-
sion will relate to Asian religions, I hope the issues can also be applied to the  
contexts of African and Latin American religious traditions, to new religious 
spiritualities, as well as the pluralistic urban settings of the West. 

It’s my conviction that the last frontier in Christian mission is the meeting between 
religions, and the future task of missiology is not limited to the more understood 
process of inculturation, but also involves “inreligionisation.”2 This notion refers 
to those Christians coming from other Asian religious traditions 

who believe that it is possible and even necessary not only to accept in theory 
certain doctrines or practices of other religions and to incorporate them, perhaps 
in modified form, into Christianity, but also to adopt and live in their personal lives 
the beliefs, moral rules, rituals, and monastic practices of these religious traditions.3

When I speak of developing contextual frameworks on these religious frontiers, 
I refer to those dynamic interpretive lenses which communities use to frame 
different ways of understanding truth and interpreting realities whenever such 
interreligious exchanges occur on these frontiers. For example, missiology as 
an interdisciplinary study might use the frameworks of scriptural interpreta-
tion, their local Christian hermeneutical community, and the teachings from 
another religion to seek common understanding or insights.4

I believe the role of mission studies is to accompany, support, and examine this 
mission project and journey. I invite your reflections on a global missiology that 
can develop contextual frameworks within the different civilizational world 
religions. Specifically, I wish to offer a case study on the challenge and benefit 
of these conceptual frameworks for the Baptist Mission Society’s (BMS)

37:2 Summer 2020

Contextual Frameworks for Interreligious 
Communication: an Asian Perspective
by Kang-San Tan

Editor’s Note: This article was first presented as the ISFM plenary at the Evangelical 
Missiological Society’s national conference in October, 2021.
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a preference for the questions they as Westerners might ask, 
objections they might raise, or points of contact they prefer 
in their specific beliefs and experiences. Christian apologetics 
will approach Asian religions through Western ways of reason-
ing, rather than allow for a reasoning determined by the dia-
logue partner from a different faith.6 We are now more aware 
about the existence of followers of Jesus within these religious 
traditions (also referred as “insider movements”) whose socio-
religious identities remained closely linked with these Asian 
religions. Therefore, we could be thinking of a continuum of 
contextual exchanges from Western denominations, indig-
enous Christian communities, followers of Jesus within reli-
gions, and adherents of different religions.7

I join with missiologists such as Gerald Anderson, David 
Bosch, Terry Muck, and Harold Netland in identifying the 
challenge of religions as one of the most important missio-
logical issues to be explored.8 David Bosch considered the ar-
ticulation of a theology of religions as “the largest unresolved 
problem of the Christian church.”9 Netland asserts:

One of the more urgent sets of issues confronting the global 
church today concerns the question of gospel and culture. 
Responsible theology in the decades ahead cannot afford 
to ignore the complex and highly controversial debates over 
contextualization and religious pluralism. Furthermore, given 
the global nature of the church, serious discussion of these 
issues must include Biblical scholars and theologians from 
Africa, Latin America and Asia as well as western scholars.10

In turning our lens on the religious predicament of mission in 
Asia, it’s quite clear that for the last 200 years the evangelical 
approach of trying to replace other religions with Christianity 
has not been successful. Compared to Christian expansion in 
Europe, North America, Latin America, and southern Africa, 
evangelical missions in Asia just don’t have any comparable 
record of conversion. Some writers such as Terry and Frances 
Muck argue that evangelical missions have a long history of 
ineffectiveness across this Asian landscape.11 It forces us to ask 
the interreligious question. Why have we not been effective in 
communicating the gospel among more committed Muslims, 
Hindus, and Buddhists across Asia?

World Mission learning programme. We’re asking fun-
damental questions: What is the role of academic missiol-
ogy towards better communication of the good news for 
Christians within these religious traditions? What changes 
are needed in our curriculum to inspire a deeper meeting be-
tween religions in the contexts of our services? Again, I look 
forward to your responses and contributions.

Christianity and the Meeting of Religions
Christian mission begins with a Trinitarian God (Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit) whose nature is to love his whole creation, 
and who invites all people into a loving relationship with him. 
The church in mission is a community of people that not only 
experiences salvation, but participates in bearing witness to 
God’s love in Christ for the world. Mission has to do with 
that aspect of the church that crosses frontiers into a world of 
globalisation, the poor, and religion. These three frontiers are 
interrelated domains which present opportunities as well as 
challenges in communicating the good news.

Of the three crucial frontiers—globalisation, the poor, and 
religion—it’s the meaning, the role, and the context of reli-
gion that I wish to highlight. The whole subject of religion is 
under broad examination from scholarship. Ninian Smart’s 
analysis is used widely, and it can serve us here. Religion is

a set of institutionalised rituals identified with a tradition 
and expressing and/or evoking sacral sentiments directed 
at a divine or trans-divine focus seen in the context of the 
human phenomenological environment and at least partially 
described by myths or by myths and doctrines.5

According to Smart there are three criteria for classifica-
tion of a religion: 1) a belief in some ultimate reality, wheth-
er God or eternal truth that transcends the here and now; 
2) religious practices directed toward understanding or communi-
cating with this ultimate reality; and 3) a community of believers 
who joined together in pursuing this ultimate reality. In popu-
lar nomenclature the word “religion” refers particularly to major 
religions such as Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Judaism. However, in using religion as a social category, we need 
to be aware that the religious person is more than a religious being 
and that interfaith engagement is not purely a religious interaction.

The idealized representations of religion in academic missiol-
ogy can reveal gaps and create dissonance when compared to 
the lived realities of religion on these interreligious frontiers. 
Western missiology is more often interested in what people 
believe (orthodoxy) than in what rituals people practice. Many 
Asian religions embrace a certain hybridity, ambiguity, and 
messiness when speculating about transcendence, a phenom-
enon which our comparative religious studies might disallow. 
Especially when the focus is apologetics, Western Christian 
orientation is too often insufficiently contextual, demonstrating 

The idealized representations 
of religion in academic missiology 

can reveal gaps and create dissonance 
when compared to 

the lived realities of religion 
on these interreligious frontiers.
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Interreligious Communications at a Crossroads
We must honestly explore the reasons for the relative lack 
of growth of Christianity in Asia, and especially within the 
heartlands of Asian religions. Careful analysis of each country 
and context will yield different results for different 
reasons. Let me preface my comments with a 
general historical observation: compared to 
the colonisation process in Africa and Latin 
America, European colonial expansion 
in Asia was not as widespread and 
dominant. Asian colonial expansions 
in places such as India, China, Japan, 
and Indonesia were mostly focused on 
coastal areas for trade purposes. British 
and Dutch colonial powers had also 
discouraged and in some cases prohibited 
missionary efforts in Asia, especially toward 
the Muslims and Hindus. Generally, Christians 
in Asia did not have the advantage of colonial or state 
power to support or coerce Christian expansion. However, this 
is not to deny the fact that Christian missionaries benefited 
from the colonial enterprise in Asia.

Extending our historical analysis raises further reasons 
Christianity was unsuccessful among the Asian religions. 
First, part of the difficulty is that Christianity came after 
most Asian communities had already adopted highly com-
plex trans-cultural religions such as Islam, Buddhism, and 
Hinduism. Unlike animistic peoples, these world religions 
can withstand new ideological and philosophical challenges. 
These Asian religious systems provide sophisticated explana-
tory systems of beliefs capable of coping with major crises 
and social changes in the world. Secondly, the existence of 
Asian religions and philosophies became embedded as indig-
enous wisdom over a very long period—not just centuries, but 
millennia. Therefore, such belief systems are intricately laced 
into folklore, myths, parental morality, and societal values. 

Some religions, particularly Islam and Christianity, are es-
sentially missionary oriented religions, actively propagating 
their faiths and seeking conversions across religious boundar-
ies. Other religions, such as Baha’ism or Hinduism, despite 
the lack of any overt mission impetus, have developed highly 
defensive apologetics against Christianity over a long history 
of interreligious interaction.

These historical functions of religion in Asia make interreligious 
engagement a complex enterprise. Christians cannot engage 
with another religion without considering these religious 
realities in Asian societies. To complicate matters, the process 
of globalisation introduces additional political and economic 
forces which have added further barriers to conversion. Much 

of the violence between religions is related to political, 
economic, and ethnic structures that make it impossible 
for mutual witness. Since the attacks of 9/11, Christian  
missionaries have entered religious interactions in a heightened 

context of distrust and violence. When we treat inter-
religious engagement merely as a religious activity, 

without adequate attention to the socio-historical 
or political factors which shaped inter- 

religious engagement, it is likely that such 
expansion may not be sustainable in the 
longer term. I’m merely suggesting here 
some of the social and phenomenological 
reasons for the resistance of world 
religions toward Christian mission efforts. 

In the next section, I want to explore 
communication challenges which might have 

contributed toward the relative lack of success 
of Christian mission among world religions.

A Biblical Call to Holistic Communication
Asian mission movements confronted by these communication 
challenges will do well to return to Genesis. God created hu-
manity, and he blessed humans with fruitfulness and the care 
for the whole creation. When Eve ate of the fruit in the garden 
of Eden (Genesis 3:6), there was spiritual alienation from God. 
I further understand there to be four dimensions of brokenness: 

• Physical: She ate the forbidden fruit.
• Social: She shared it with her husband.
• Aesthetic: She saw that the fruit was pleasing to her eyes.
• Rationale: Although God said, “you shall not eat,” her 

mind was twisted to rationalise that it was good.

We see these multidimensional natures of sin unfold in 
Genesis 1–11, when sin grew in societal proportions, from 
Adam and Eve, to broken families in Cain and Abel, and 
to brokenness in society in the story of Noah. But here is 
the point for interreligious communication: just as sin was 
multidimensional, our approaches and models for communi-
cation must be comprehensive and multidimensional as well. 
When God called Abraham to build a nation, the calling of 
Israel was not merely to be worshippers of Yahweh but to be 
a blessing among the nations—to be culture makers. These 
early accounts in Genesis establish both an ecological dimen-
sion of mission (caring for the earth) as well as an economic 
blessing for society (to be fruitful, to be a blessing among the 
nations). There is a cultural, ecological, and economic man-
date in mission.

Turning to the New Testament, the words of Jesus give us 
not only the missionary imperative to go, but also mod-
els of whole-life discipleship that bear adequate witness 

Asian 
religious systems 

provide sophisticated 
explanatory systems of 

beliefs capable of coping 
with major crises and 

social changes.
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interpersonally, communally, and culturally. To those on the 
frontiers, where there are growing local churches as well as 
insider movements within those religious worlds, Jesus says, 
“as the Father has sent me, so I send you” ( John 20:21). What 
does Jesus demonstrate in communicating the good news 
that is relevant for newer mission movements within reli-
gious frontiers? Our Lord Jesus has a full agenda: to an-
nounce, teach, and baptise (Matthew 28:18–20), 
and he promises that he will be with his dis-
ciples continually through the presence of 
the Holy Spirit until the end of the age. 
The geographical (and socio-religious) 
borders that the twelve apostles had to 
cross on their initial mission are made 
explicit in the ever-expanding circles of 
a universal missionary mandate in Acts 
1:8: Jerusalem (M1), Judea and Samaria 
(M2), and the ends of the earth (M3).

Having preached throughout the eastern re-
gion of the empire “from Jerusalem and as far 
around as Illyricum” (Romans 15:19), Paul proposes 
to go to the “ends of the earth,” to far-away Spain where the 
continent ends. For Asian Christians today, the fulfillment of 
the Great Commission encompasses a complex challenge to 
be interreligious witnesses in our home nations, as most of us 
residing there live amidst Asian religions (Hindus, Muslims, 
and Buddhists).

The Communication Challenge of Asian Religions
I see four interreligious communication challenges in Asia today. 
The first arises when Asian churches limit the communication of 
gospel witness to evangelism and the nurture of churches who join 
the existing church. They fail to address the complexities of cross-
ing religious and cultural frontiers. Even though Christian mis-
sion might be crossing ethnic and geographical boundaries, the 
focus of communication tends to be driven by preaching com-
munities. This singular focus of communication neglects both a 
learning from and a meeting between religions, a posture which 
would allow Christians to remain within those socio-religious 
traditions as people of faith. Too often the goals of mission are 
deemed to have had an impact only when these religionists have 
rejected their traditions and have converted to Christianity. We 
extract converts from these religions rather than seeing the 
good news of Jesus become embedded in the socio-religious  
cultures of Asia. 

The second communication challenge is when Asian church-
es limit mission to the proclamation of the gospel, focusing on 
doctrinal debates or spiritual conversion rather than respond-
ing to the needs of the whole person in a holistic manner. The 
Asian church is a poor church, and they preach the gospel 

in a context of much suffering and need. Mission in a post-
pandemic context has opened many opportunities amidst a 
poverty that is not merely a lack of money or resources, but 
a lack of social, medical, and educational access. Christian 
solutions must be local, sustainable, and relevant to these 
socio-economic realities. How will followers of Jesus open 

up spaces for an intelligent assessment of the problems 
in Asia? Holistic transformation is needed for the 

Asian church to function as a witnessing mi-
nority among dominant religions. 

The third communication challenge 
relates to how Asian churches will ad-
dress the problem of their identity with 
a Christianity viewed as a Western reli-
gion. Religions exercise a certain own-
ership of belonging, a watchfulness over 

the identities of families and individuals. 
After 200 years of Western Protestant mis-

sion endeavours, we have seen major recep-
tivity to the gospel in Africa and Latin America, 

but not in Asia. It is there—among the historic trans-
cultural religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam)—that 
less than 1% have turned to Christ. Where we have seen suc-
cesses in Asia, it has been primarily among tribal communi-
ties, South Korea and the Philippines (where due to historical 
and post-war social factors, Americans were viewed positively 
as liberators who brought Western progress).

The fourth communication challenge is that the Asian church 
needs resources to understand these Asian religions. This will re-
quire specialists from among these religious traditions, some 
of whom might even be practitioners of dual belonging, who 
could help the church discover meaningful ways to engage 
and witness. The Asian church also needs to learn how to 
receive insight and wisdom from these religious traditions so 
that the gospel can be incarnated within them. Global mis-
siologists have many opportunities to learn alongside these 
specialists as we reflect on the challenges of communication 
and mission. 

These dominant Asian religions have sustained Asian civili-
sations over millennia. We need to go beyond competing on 
these frontiers of religions, and seek to engage, reflect, and 
collaborate within these religious worlds as we address these 
four communication challenges. 

Communication Frameworks Among Religions: 
Three Missiological Themes
As we consider the issue of communication, the approach 
I have taken is to focus our discussion on the lack of suc-
cess of evangelical engagement with Asian religions. 

Religions
exercise a certain 

ownership of belonging, 
a watchfulness over the 

identities of families 
and individuals.
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While there is evidence of movements today, Christian mis-
sion is at a crisis and a crossroads. Conservatives would like 
to remain faithful to the evangelical traditions and keep the 
gospel pure. Others are asking receptor-oriented questions 
about whether followers of Jesus within these religious worlds 
might raise different issues and insights. 

I would now like to propose some mission themes which 
hopefully offer a way forward. We at BMS are engag-
ing with at least three basic communication frameworks. 
The first is the study of scripture through the lens of local com-
munities within these religions, and the second is a serious study 
of culture—both as external observers and internal participants. 
I like to think we do these first two as pearl sellers (“selling the 
gospel”) as well as treasure gatherers (finding wisdom within 
other cultures). The third framework is a more in-depth study 
of global missiology as it relates to our communication of the 
good news of Jesus. This will require a deeper understanding 
of how Jesus is confessed and experienced within the lives of 
other religious adherents over a few generations. This is the un-
avoidable process of gospel transformation that emerges in the 
lives of these adherents who function alongside Asian religions. 
They generate identity markers, articulate new meanings and 
senses of devotion, and offer alternative solutions to grave soci-
etal issues. Asian societies are in search of peace, progress, and 
positive changes, but they struggle with global social problems 
such as poverty, over-population, the climate crisis, economic 
disparity between poor and rich. Other social crises confront-
ing Asia include religious hatred and rising fundamentalism, 
tribalism, unemployment, global migration, a refugee crisis, 
and a global pandemic. 

I believe the unfinished task of world evangelisation on these 
religious frontiers will benefit from the contributions of an 
interdisciplinary missiology that integrates the disciplines of 
history, culture, and religion. With these foundational dis-
ciplines we seek to identify and develop new frameworks 
for understanding complex interreligious engagements that 
could lead to flourishing communities in modern society. To 
help us, we need multiple frameworks for study: pluralistic 

religious realities; regional and global studies; and, special-
ist studies of modern social phenomena, such as migration, 
diaspora, and the refugee crisis, as well as gender, post-colo-
nialism, and the climate crisis. I don’t have answers or specific 
proposals but only an invitation to contribute from specific 
disciplines towards this challenge of interreligious commu-
nication, where Christ is confessed as Lord for the renewal 
of all things.

Evangelicals and “Inreligionisation”
Mission frontiers of an interreligious nature usually refer to 
those socio-religious groups without meaningful local ex-
pressions of the good news of Jesus Christ.

Non-Christians in Asia are more isolated from Christians 
than in any other continent in the world. At least two factors 
contribute to this: (1)  the isolation of Christian churches 
in majority Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim cultures; and (2) 
the relatively fewer Christian missionaries serving within 
Asia than in the rest of the world. Muslims in Africa have 
only slightly more contact with Christians than their world 
average. Christians in the Global South face a formidable 
challenge in their lack of contact with non-Christians, 
especially Muslims.12

The theology of religion (the study of Christian relationship 
with other faiths) is a fairly new academic discipline, and 
evangelical theologians are still developing its key tenets. In 
this section, I want to consider how a Trinitarian theology 
of religion may help us to change our understanding and ap-
proach toward the religions. 

Let me begin with theologian and Catholic priest, Raimon 
Panikkar, who I believe makes a groundbreaking contribu-
tion to our subject. He claims that there is a Trinitarian sub-
structure in all religions, but also that there is a Trinitarian 
structure to reality. He speaks of a “cosmotheandric” princi-
ple—the coming together of cosmic, divine, and human, the 
supreme example of which is the incarnation.13 Unfortunately, 
he developed this towards a pluralistic position which affirms 
that all religions are salvific (leading to salvation). But unlike 
Panikkar, another Catholic theologian, Gavin D’Costa, de-
veloped an inclusivist position through this Trinitarian per-
spective. He argued that because of “the presence in the world 
of the Spirit of God . . . there too is the ambiguous presence of 
the triune God, the church, and the Kingdom.”14, 15 In other 
words, the Holy Spirit’s presence in the world can be found 
even in non-Christian religions. This means Christians can 
engage with these religions to learn about the truths of God.

Without adopting a pluralist position, other Christian writ-
ers such as Finnish theologian Velli-Matti Kärkkäinen, and 
American theologians Timothy Tennent, Amos Yong, Gerald 
McDermott, and Harold Netland, all have developed a va-
riety of Trinitarian positions in order to provide Christians 

I like to think we do 
the study of scripture 

and a serious study of culture 
as pearl sellers (“selling the gospel”) 

and treasure gatherers (“finding 
wisdom within other cultures”).
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Christianity, but also Hindu Christianity.”20 Beyond the de-
bates of insider movements, “inreligionisation” is the attempt 
by Christians coming from Asian religious traditions to

believe that it is possible and even necessary not only to 
accept in theory certain doctrines or practices of other 
religions and to incorporate them, perhaps in modified form, 
into Christianity, but also to adopt and live in their personal 
lives, the beliefs, moral rules, rituals, and monastic practices 
of religious traditions other than Christianity.21 

As evangelical Christians, the way we do this is through “crit-
ical contextualisation.” 22 There will be truths and practices 
within religious faiths which need to be rejected. Others will 
be deemed neutral, even though they were not practised in 
Western Christianity. But, in this sorting process, we will also 
be enriched by these former religious traditions. 

Nevertheless, once evangelicals are willing to take part in 
an inreligionisation project as committed disciples of Jesus 
Christ, we will begin to meet those from other religious 
worlds and grapple with deeper contextual issues of disciple-
ship within those religious systems. Questions emerge on 
these religious borderlands: 

• How can Christianity meet other living faiths in such a 
way that there will be a Hindu Christianity or Buddhist 
Christianity? 

• What is the theological value of other religions and how 
should religious plurality inform and challenge the de-
velopment of new understandings of Christian witness 
among living faiths? 

• What is the relationship between the gospel, local culture, 
and non-Christian religions for those who are insiders? 

• Should it be—or would it be—possible for evangelical 
Christians to boldly and humbly move into new strate-
gies of mission which included intentional discipleship 
amid non-Christian religions? 

• To what extent could Asian Christians be given the freedom 
of experimenting with religious devotional practices which 
were traditionally identified with non-Christian religions? 

• How can we do critical contextualisation Christo-centrically? 

I believe these issues continue to be the most controversial 
and challenging for the church amid increasing pluralism and 
rising atheism. 

Who Is Jesus Christ and How Is He Transforming 
Worldviews? 
Inreligionisation presents us with these two essential questions 
that determine our understanding of salvation and mission. 

• Is Jesus Christ the final revelation of God and the Lord 
and Saviour of the world, or is he merely a religious  
leader or teacher? 

with a more adequate framework for engaging people of other 
faiths. For Kärkkäinen, the Holy Spirit invites the church into 
relational encounters with religions, “Seen from a Christian 
perspective, other religions are not salvific as such, yet they 
can help the Christian church to penetrate more deeply into 
the divine mystery.”16 Based on this concept of the Trinity, 
Yong argues that the Holy Spirit works within these religious 
structures. God’s Holy Spirit is the life-breath of the imago 
Dei (image of God) in every human being and the presup-
position of all human relationships and communities; and the 
religions of the world, like all else that exists, are providentially 
sustained by the Spirit of God for divine purposes.17

An important assumption of this paper is that the goal of 
Christian mission is to usher in God’s Kingdom on earth 
by inviting people of other faiths to share in God’s love for 
the whole of creation. The presence of God’s Kingdom is 
understood in terms of bringing all things under the king-
ship of God. Regarding the function of religions, the pres-
ence of this Kingdom involves the transformation of non-
Christian religious systems with gospel values. This means 

The presence of this Kingdom 
involves the transformation of 
non-Christian religious systems 

with gospel values.

that whenever Jesus is encountered as Lord, instead of a 
discipleship compromised by other religions, I am arguing 
for a more radical following of Jesus’ model—the ushering 
in of the Kingdom of God. This is a transformative pro-
cess I am calling inreligionisation. This process conceives the 
goal of mission as not only evangelism and church plant-
ing, but includes a radical worldview transformation of 
whole cultures and religious life. Jesus is confessed as Lord 
over every aspect of life, including past religious cultures.18 
In alignment with the Lausanne Theology Working Group’s 
Occasional Paper on the Whole World:

We affirm the gospel’s claim and power to transform any 
person, culture or religion, and we recognise that such 
transformation is required also, or especially, in our own 
cultures. (italics mine)19

I believe the last frontier for Christian mission in the 21st 
century is the meeting between religions, and consequently, 
the most important task for Christian mission is not the chal-
lenge of contextualisation but the challenge of inreligionisa-
tion. Evangelicals must “ask not only for ‘inculturation’ but 
‘inreligionisation,’ i.e., not only Chinese Buddhism or Indian 
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They first emphasize doing, rather than the giving of priority 
to the conceptual understanding of doctrines. The credibility 
of the gospel suffers a serious blow when Christians preach 
ethics without providing significant pointers by actually prac-
tising these ethical teachings. Therefore, the meaning of “Jesus 
is Lord” among Buddhists has more to do with Christians 
practising what they preach and demonstrating higher ethical 
standards in their workplaces. When Buddhists see such radi-
cal and self-giving lifestyles, they will be interested to know 
about such a religion, a religion that works. Upon a closer en-
counter with the Christ of the Bible, they will stumble upon 
the mystery of the gospel, a way that it is not about self-fulfil-
ment but rather about following Jesus in the way of the cross.

Decentering Academic Missiology and Western 
Mission Structures
There is an urgent need to decenter Western missiological 
frameworks. If we look at other religions and contexts only 
through a particular theoretical lens, we could easily distort 
the reality on the ground. For example, if we teach mission 
studies from a particular discipline and methodology, without 
sufficient learning and engagement with different religious or 
non-Western thinkers, there is a danger that we might treat 
these various religions or cultures merely as data, or, at best, 
as mere theories to help us look at the world around us. Post-
colonial studies have challenged some of our limited and 
rather antiquated perspectives on Christian mission, which 
appear to distort other parts of the world. For instance, are 
we sensitive to the way our methodology and approaches to 
the study of peoples and cultures are unintentionally creating 
theological frameworks of power and control? A decentering 
would certainly alert us to this tendency.

One crucial decentering over the past half century is the way 
many academics, theological institutions, and Western agen-
cies now recognise that the church in the Global South (or 
majority world) has become the focus of growth for sending 
mission workers around the world. But, if this is so, what de-
velopment is required in theological curriculum? How ought 
we serve majority world Christians in becoming effective wit-
nesses within their major religious traditions? One emerging 

• How would the church faithfully and effectively 
communicate the gospel story in a way that millions of 
people from other religious traditions become persuaded 
that Jesus is not merely a Jewish figure but also our Sav-
iour promised for all secular and religious people in our 
contemporary 21st century? 

First, who is Jesus Christ? In the traditional enclave of Asian 
religions, there is a need to develop a more adequate portrait of 
Jesus Christ as one who is greater than a Western Jesus—one 
who is both transcendent and immanent in various cultures. 
Secondly, we should consider how Jesus sought to transform 
Jewish worldviews. Unlike modern Christian missionary  
efforts, biblical scholarship suggests we have much to relearn 
from the way Jesus used relational, subversive, and indirect 
approaches of storytelling, parables, miracles, and healing,  
to radically challenge Jewish worldviews.23

Our search for an Asian face of Jesus is ultimately an issue  
of the Lordship of Christ. The issue is not just what non-
Christians think of Jesus (“who do people say I am?”) but who 
Jesus is to Asian Christians (“who do you say I am?”). This 
Christological question penetrates the depth of Christian 
worship, discipleship, lifestyle, mindset, and worldview where 
one’s loyalty to Christ is not confined to prescribed religious 
boundaries. “Jesus is Lord” cannot be verbalised merely by  
individuals in the privacy of their bedrooms, nor the safe con-
fines of ecclesial boundaries, but must be reimagined in pub-
lic spaces. Contextually, our answers to the question of who  
Jesus is cannot be completely disconnected from those 
questions about Jesus commonly held by our Muslim and 
Buddhist neighbours. For Asians, these Christian portraits 
of Jesus should emerge from the sufferings and heart strug-
gles of Asia rather than a Christology developed in 16th- or  
17th-century Reformation Christianity, or within 20th- 
century Western evangelicalism. Radical discipleship must 
result in Christ penetrating every aspect of the various socio-
economic and political worlds of Asia. “Jesus is Lord” must 
be lived out in the daily life of business, marketplace ethics,  
hospitality to migrants, and serving the poor. The Apostle 
Paul had these deeper dimensions of Christ’s Lordship in 
mind when he proclaimed that 

Jesus Christ is the firstborn of all creation; for in him all 
things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and 
invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or 
authorities—all things were created through him and for 
him. (Col. 1:15–16). 

Western philosophies have been deeply influenced by the 
Graeco-Roman conceptual duality of being and doing. The 
result is that Christian ethics is more often taught such that 
its application is entirely up to the individual. Buddhists, on 
the other hand, are interested in the outworking of doctrines. 

“Jesus is Lord” cannot be verbalised 
merely by individuals in the privacy 

of their bedrooms, nor the safe confines 
of ecclesial boundaries, but must be 

reimagined in public spaces.
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conviction is that the future of world evangelisation depends 
on well-equipped intercultural mission workers to, within, 
and from the majority world. This shift—this decentering 
of our Western missiology and its attendant structures—can 
potentially foster a greater polycentric contribution in inter-
cultural mission preparation, learning, and capacity building.

Mission departments must reflect on the way this decenter-
ing has specific application to their strategy, structures, and 
terminology. Before I introduce the way BMS is examining 
appropriate and necessary changes in our overall program, let 
me outline two crucial shifts. 

Two Strategic Shifts
The Shift from Cross-cultural to Intercultural Learning
In certain missiological domains there has been a con-
scious change of language and tone from speaking of cross-
cultural mission to intercultural mission. Corrie claims that 
“Intercultural Theology” emerged in the 1970s as a way of 
expressing theological mutuality and equality between cul-
tures.24 It was a response to the critique of elements of the 
cross-cultural mission movement (CCMM) and post-colo-
nial reflections on the overtones of Western Christendom. 

Corrie argues that intercultural mission is characterised as 
“. . . relational, mutual, dialogical, open-ended and creates 
space within which God’s missio Dei can be experienced.”  
The trajectory of movement in traditional cross-cultural 
mission tends to be deductive and driven by strategic goals, 
whereas, as Corrie explains it, intercultural mission 

. . . implies a process of understanding that is provisional, 
more open to change, with a journey that is open ended . . . 
our intercultural aim is a critical dialogue in a listening, self-
reflective and learning environment. 

This shift in emphasis brings with it a provisionality that may 
not fit well with measurable outcomes or the strategic inter-
ests of a mission agency.

This use of the term intercultural better fits the perspective 
of the BMS programme than does cross-cultural. Using 
the term intercultural mission highlights the focus on pre-
paring mission workers for working in both near and dis-
tant cultural contexts as well as developing the skills and 
sensitivities for working alongside other mission work-
ers/local Christians in the location of their mission service. 
But are we willing and capable of moving from intercultural 
to interreligious learning? For example, inviting Buddhist, 
Hindu, as well as Islamic scholars to teach their religious 
perspective and include religious immersion experiences as 
part of our own religion, theology, and mission classes? What

about studying the Bible through the lenses of non-Christian 
religions, alongside the Qur’an, the Analects, the Bhagavad-
Gita, and Buddhist scriptures?

The Shift from Partnerships to Polycentrism
The philosophy of intercultural mission requires a polycen-
tric orientation that can provide the necessary methodology. 
Bendor-Samuel comments: “The term polycentrism is being 
used to describe this globalising process in which no one cen-
tre is seen to dominate the mission landscape.” Kirk Franklin 
and Nelus Niemandt suggest “. . . that polycentrism offers in-
spiration, models and methods for defining and understand-
ing current and future structures within the missio Dei and its 
global mission contexts.”

Polycentrism is characterised by the shift of power through 
decentralisation, a movement from established centres to the 
margins, that embraces equal authority and a revolving lead-
ership within the community of operation.

Polycentric working will mean continued investment in es-
tablishing hubs or networks co-owned and co-managed by all 
participants, of which the Western partner is only one. This 
polycentrism ensures freedom for hubs/networks to structure 
their priorities as they collaboratively identify their needs and 
opportunities. In keeping with this shift in emphasis, consider-
ation should be given to inviting partners to evaluate our perfor-
mance—as we evaluate theirs—and continue to draw partner 
representatives into organisational oversight and management.

The BMS Learning Programme
Within BMS we have begun to decenter our mission by pri-
oritizing the following values and objectives:25

• To transition BMS from being a UK sending agency to-
wards being a partner in transnational alliances of local 
mission networks embedded in mutually enriching rela-
tionships with majority world Christians.

• To decentralise leadership and management structures 
within BMS, with influence moving from the UK to 
other parts of the majority world.

Intercultural mission “is provisional, 
more open to change, with a 

journey that is open-ended . . . our 
intercultural aim is a critical dialogue 

in a listening, self-reflective and 
learning environment.“
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• To embrace a culture of mutuality and learning as part 
of a polyphonic mission movement, in which we learn 
to give up power and control, and increasingly appreciate 
and learn from multiple perspectives outside BMS.

• To develop the resourcefulness of specialists in cross-cul-
tural mission from the majority world, with a clear com-
mitment to a collaborative learning culture which will drive 
the development of BMS mission personnel and partners.

• To determine an appropriate structure to deliver collab-
orative learning, with special focus on global missiology 
and contextual mission.

As to the structure of the programme, it will focus primarily 
on intercultural mission preparation and capacity building. 
Below is a diagrammatic representation of the programme 
with some additional notes.

Intercultural Mission
At the heart of the programme is the commitment to mutual 
learning and action in intercultural mission preparation and 
capacity building, whether in the UK or partner locations, as 
a contribution to the future success of world evangelisation. 
The five circles in the outer ring represent the means and ar-
eas of work associated with this specific focus on intercultural 
mission preparation and capacity building.

Global Faculty
Over the next five years we seek to establish a global mis-
siology faculty to augment the capacity of majority world 
seminaries and colleges with regard to preparation for inter-
cultural mission. The intention is to concentrate on capac-
ity building within existing seminary faculties; it is not about 

facilitating visiting lecturers across a range of theological sub-
jects. Members of the global faculty will be required to have a 
global missiological orientation in keeping with polycentrism.

Research
We will proactively engage in missiological research by draw-
ing on the expertise of experienced researchers and academ-
ics (including global faculty) to (1) better equip BMS for fu-
ture development; (2) contribute to a body of missiological 
knowledge that can inform the development of resources for 
churches, partners, and mission workers in intercultural mis-
sion; and, (3) to support BMS departments in garnering their 
learning through internal monitoring, evaluations, and learn-
ing activities by commissioning experienced research analysts.

Conclusion
The challenge of engaging with Asian religions is a formidable 
task, and my assessment is that evangelicals do not have a very 
good track record. My ‘Macedonian call’ is to invite contribu-
tions of missiology on the question of how the meeting between 
religions can co-generate new inreligionisation communities 
that are unashamedly committed to the Lordship of Jesus Christ 
and the Christian scripture—the only two non-negotiables. This 
conference theme has focused on issues relating to communi-
cation and mission, which can easily assume shallowness and 
speed. Just as European Christianity took a few hundred years to 
successfully transform their pagan cultures, so the task awaiting 
Asian Christianity is to confess Jesus Christ from within and not 
outside their religious cultures. This is a generational project, one 
that I expect will take a few generations, and promises a process 
not too dissimilar from the transformation of European societies.

The decentering of Christianity to the Global South has pro-
vided us with new possibilities and directions for our journey. 
Within Asian Christian communities, there is a need to sustain 
new movements towards Christ beyond traditional Christian 
identities. To accomplish such a grand task, we need to retrain 
mission workers with skills to undertake the task of critical 
contextualisation, and apply this approach not only to cultural 
realities, but to religious spheres. Rather than a dualistic sepa-
ration of religion and secular life, we look towards the trans-
formation of Asian religions as a subversive Christian gospel 
touches every dimension of these Asian cultures. Missiology 
as an interdisciplinary study must yield special contributions 
to this inreligionisation project. Therefore, my hope is that this 
discussion on communication and mission within Asian reli-
gions will raise new issues of critical contextualisation within 
curriculum development, seminary structures, and global mis-
siology. I expect any comprehensive vision for world evangeli-
sation today will require a new collaboration between training 
institutions, mission agencies, and indigenous mission leader-
ship from each of the religious traditions. IJFM

Figure 1. BMS Learning Programme
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ResponsesPresentation Despite the complexity and confusion around the term “reli-
gion,” there will have to be some measure of agreed meaning or 
meanings for inreligionisation to be a useful construct.2 

These points of objection could be subsumed under 
Dr. Tan’s rightful assertions about the complexity of his topic. 
More important are his strong calls for reconsideration and 
redefinition. This body, and many of us as individuals, need 
to wrestle with inreligionisation. The term sounds novel, and 
mostly is so despite its use (“enreligionisation”) by Aloysius 
Pieris (1988, 52) with a nod of approval from David Bosch 
(1991, 477). Dr. Tan suggests that this term brings a focus and 
clarity that is lacking with the standard terms of inculturation 
and contextualization. Going into and working within a cul-
tural tradition is contextualization or inculturation. Going into 
and working within a religious tradition might be considered 
largely the same thing yet carries some alternative and highly 
challenging connotations. Inreligionisation brings a focus that 
is lacking, perhaps glossed over, in the current terminologies.

Adequate discussion of this term (important) and concept 
(essential) cannot even begin in this type of response. But I 
would like to suggest that this term and concept may not be 
as novel as at first appears. I suggest that inreligionisation is a 
necessary corollary to Johan Herman Bavinck’s central con-
cept of possessio, that disciples of Jesus are to take into pos-
session under Christ and for the glory of Christ all of the 
heritages of the world’s cultural traditions (1960, 178–179). The 
Buddhist heritage belongs to Buddhists who become captive 
to the glory of Christ, and under Christ “all things are theirs” 
(1 Cor 3:21–23) and they are called to possess for Christ that rich 
heritage.3 This is inreligionisation as foreshadowed by Bavinck 
(granting that Bavinck himself did not apply his possessio approach 
to Buddhist or Hindu or Muslim realities).

Bavinck’s missiological successor in this line of thought, who 
initiated me into this heritage, Harvie Conn, suggested in his 
paper on “The Muslim Convert and His Culture,” that “turning 
to Christ is not always seen as also a turning to culture, where 
the believer rediscovers his human origins and identity” (1978, 
105). Conn’s statement would perhaps be more accurate had he 
said “turning to Christ is not ever seen as a turning to culture;” at 

Answering the Call to Inreligionisation: 
A Response to Dr. Kang-San Tan 
by H. L. Richard

Imust first express great appreciation to Dr. Tan for his 
stimulating paper. It seems to me that this paper builds 

significantly on earlier insights he has shared with the mis-
siological community.

Particularly, Dr. Tan wrestled with the personal implications of 
his Buddhist heritage, and in Mission Studies in 2014 wrote that: 

after years of studying and teaching Buddhism, and further re-
flection on my own conversion to Christ, I have come to realize 
that one cannot completely suppress past identities and belief 
systems. Instead, one stage of wholesome growth in Christian 
discipleship requires a return, retrieval, and reintegration of 
those appropriate elements from one’s socio-religious past. I 
suggest that this fresh reintegration provides both deep-level 
transformation and a more holistic development of what usu-
ally has been a very compartmentalized faith. (2014, 140)

The careful qualifications in this statement are appreciated, 
as is the focus on engaging, learning from, and integrating 
“appropriate elements” from non-Christian traditions into life 
in Christ. 

With his paper, Dr. Tan has moved far from the personal 
realm of wholesome growth in Christ to the broader realms of 
paradigms for interreligious engagement, particularly in rein-
troducing the term “inreligionisation.”

Dr. Tan rightly highlights both the importance and the 
complexity of interreligious encounter. In response to his 
presentation, I will first quibble with a few points before 
moving to appreciation. My first problem is one that is 
perhaps beyond solution for any of us who write or speak 
in this field. But perhaps constant reminders to each other 
about the problem will help move us forward. That is, I 
find Dr. Tan’s use of “religion” inconsistent and inadequate. 
He goes to Ninian Smart for a core definition, highlighting 
the transcendent, ritual practice, and a community of faith. 

The problem with this paradigm is that it simply does not 
fit with the popular “world religions” paradigm which is also 
assumed in Dr. Tan’s paper. Within each of the world religions, 
there are multiple definitions of the transcendent, multiple cer-
emonial practices, and multiple faith communities. Sometimes 
there is more similarity across traditions than there is within.1 

Within each of the world religions, there are 
multiple definitions of the transcendent, 

multiple ceremonial practices, and 
multiple faith communities. 

Sometimes there is more similarity across 
traditions than there is within.
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least I am not familiar with anyone using that terminology. Such 
a turning to culture certainly includes a turning to the religious 
heritage of any culture, as anyone familiar with Conn (and even 
the paper quoted) understands his opposition to bifurcating 
religion as merely an aspect of a culture. Thus, emboldened by 
Dr. Tan, we can say that turning to Christ is also a turning to 
the religious traditions that have shaped a person and society 
within any given culture.4

Bavinck, Conn, Kang-San Tan, and I must not be misunder-
stood as suggesting a blatant, Christ-decentering syncretism. 
But inreligionisation is a call to a more positive approach 
to culture and religion while recognizing, in the words of 
Bavinck, that “the question of possessio leads to the greatest 
problems throughout the entire world” (1960, 179).

May we dream that in this presentation, Kang-San Tan has 
set a new direction for current missiology, that there will be a 
response to his call that impacts the future of evangelical missi-
ology, and the Evangelical Missiological Society? Classrooms, 
think tanks, podcasts, seminars, and conferences need to wrestle 
with this theme and move towards transformed thinking and 
practice at the frontiers of interreligious encounter. Anything 
less leaves us open to the rebuke of making daisy chains while 
ignoring the central missiological issue of our time.

Endnotes
 1  For just one example, under the transcendent or philosophical/theo-

logical category of Smart’s paradigm, note Francis Clooney’s ac-
count of alliances across boundaries in Hindu-Christian discussions:

On some points of theological difference, one’s allies may be theo-
logians in one’s own tradition. On some, one may find closer al-
lies among theologians who belong to other traditions. Christian 
theologians who agree with the Nyāya logicians on the cogency 
of the cosmological argument thereby also disagree with many 
Christian theologians, with Mimāṃsā and Buddhist theologians 
who do not believe there is a God, and with Vedānta theologians 
who are skeptical about whether inductions of God’s existence 
can ever be cogent. Similarly, differing views about the meanings 
of embodiment and divine embodiment will lead some Christian 
theologians to side with the Śaivas, who reject more material no-
tions of divine body, and others to ally with the Vaiṣṇavas, who 
favor a more literal understanding of embodiment. (2001, 174)

 2  See my IJFM review of Brent Nongbri’s outstanding study Before 
Religion (33:3, Fall 2016): 138–9; https://www.ijfm.org/PDFs_
IJFM/33_3_PDFs/IJFM_33_3-BookReviews.pdf, for a summary 
of helpful modern shifts in thinking about religion.

 3  Particularly in light of a focus on prioritizing those who come to 
faith from other faith traditions, it is advisable to adjust Bavinck 
and posit a mutual possessio, as arguably the Hindu or Buddhist 
who turns to Christ is taking possession of Christ and his riches 
while standing within their historic faith tradition. This mitigates 
the triumphal and colonial overtones potentially present in posses-
sio. I owe this perspective to R. C. Das of Banaras (1887–1976), 
whose approach I will be publishing soon.

 4  Conn, in unpublished class lecture notes on “Missionary Encoun-
ter with World Religions,” wrote:

Christ takes the life of a religious people in His hands. And, using 
their agenda as the fallen images of God, he turns their religious 
aspirations in an entirely different direction. He renews and re-es-
tablishes the distorted and deteriorated. He corrects and amplifies 
even the religious agenda. He fills each religious hope, each reli-
gious word, each religious practice with a new meaning and gives 
it a new direction. This is not “adaptation” or “accommodation” 
or “fulfillment.” As Bavinck says, “it is in essence the legitimate 
taking possession of something by him to whom all power is given 
in heaven and on earth” (1960: 179). Calvin’s ineradicable seed of 
religion sprouts at last in Christ. (Conn n.d., 114)
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Rethinking Mission in an Asian Context: 
A Response to Kang-San Tan 
by Notto R. Thelle

F irst of all, I want to thank Dr. Tan for a very stimulating 
and challenging paper. With only twenty-five minutes 

at my disposal, I will have to limit myself, beginning with a 
few comments about the implications of changing strategies 
and positions, and concluding with some reflections about 
sharing the Christian message in a Buddhist context. 

Rethinking Missions 
Reading Dr. Tan’s consistent “rethinking missions,” I was 
reminded about the slogan from the 1932 report by the com-
mission led by Harvard professor William Ernest Hocking: 
Re-Thinking Missions: A Laymen’s Inquiry after One Hundred 
Years. Traveling through India, Burma, China, and Japan, 
observing, dialoguing with missionaries and church leaders, 
Hocking and his team came up with a critical evaluation. 
Instead of traditional missionary work, they wanted a cultural 
and religious transformation in the East, suggesting a greater 

H. L. Richard has lived in India for thirty years. He is an independent 
researcher and author focused on the Hindu-Christian encounter. 
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emphasis on education and welfare, transfer of power from 
missionary societies to local leadership, less reliance on evan-
gelizing, and a respectful appreciation of Asian religions. 

Hocking’s review of traditional missionary activities repre-
sented a liberal theological position. Dr. Tan’s critical evaluation 
of the missionary impact in the East and his prescription for a 
transformation of mission represent a conservative evangelical 
missiology. The radical reorientation, however, has some strik-
ing similarities with the findings of the Hocking report nearly 
ninety years ago. It might be interesting to make a comparative 
study of the positions, and then to reflect upon the differences. 

Frontier Mission 
In my ears “frontier mission” sounded like an echo of the 
militant strategies of the past, such as the colonial expansion 
towards the western frontier in American history, or mission-
ary frontiers in the “Christian occupation of China” and other 
countries in the early twentieth century.1 I was relieved to see 
that Dr. Tan defines “frontier” as a zone of contacts and cre-
ative exchanges between adherents of different religions, open 
and liminal, “with no one group being able to establish domi-
nance.” If I have understood him correctly, frontier is almost 
the same as I describe in my two small books about experi-
ences in Japan: the mutual dialogue and interchange that takes 
place when people really meet one another in the “borderland 
between East and West.”2 

The frontier, then, is not a battlefield where other religions are 
to be conquered and replaced, but an open space of hospital-
ity, where faith is shared in a listening and receptive dialogue. 
The Christian contribution is clear enough: the message about 
God’s love in Jesus Christ. At the same time, one expects that 
one’s own message may be transformed in the process, just as 
the other may be transformed by the sharing and somehow 
integrate our message about the love of God in Jesus Christ. 

Paradigm Shift?
If Dr. Tan’s paper represents what is happening on the frontier of 
evangelical missiology, I am tempted to use the term “paradigm 
shift.” It deals not only with changes in strategies and revisions 
of a few theological viewpoints, but a reorientation that may 

well concern every aspect of theological understanding. A few 
years ago, I made some observations about the changes in mis-
sions between the two Protestant mission meetings which took 
place in Edinburgh, Scotland, in 1910 and 2010. I am sorry for 
the simplifications, but here are some of the central points of 
difference between the two mission consultations, separated as 
they were by a century—and admittedly, the earlier one had a 
markedly higher percentage of evangelicals in attendance.

• The torment of hell and the expectation that millions of 
pagans were doomed to perdition was one of the strongest 
drives to foreign mission in the early period. This seems to 
be almost forgotten by ecumenical and World Council of 
Churches mission leaders, and even by some evangelicals.

• The eschatological urge and the conviction that the end will 
come when the gospel has been proclaimed to all na-
tions (Matt 24:14) does not seem to be important to the 
ecumenical group at all. 

• The triumphalistic expectation that Christianity would con-
quer the world and defeat other religions is gone.

• The rejection of the East as barbaric, superstitious, and with-
out vitality is replaced by an openness to the wisdom and 
religious experience of Eastern religions.

• Conservative missiology represented by Lausanne Move-
ment initially emphasized exclusivist positions, but the actual 
experiences of dialogue and the insights from anthropology 
and cross-cultural studies have brought a certain nuance to 
traditional exclusivism with a more open awareness of the 
divine presence, or as some would say, the witness of the 
Holy Spirit, in other religions and cultures. 

Theological Implications
I for one am convinced that such a rethinking is necessary. 
Sometimes we forget, however, that new strategies not only 
imply a new understanding of the context but may lead to a 
new reading of the text (the message). If strategies and posi-
tions were mistaken, perhaps the very foundation of theology 
was wrong, or at least mistaken. I am glad to see that such an 
awareness is expressed in the reflections of Dr. Tan and other 
evangelical church leaders. 

In sum, the relationship to other religions is not only some-
thing that happens on the periphery of our theology. It goes to 
the very center and touches every aspect of our theology: the 
doctrine of God, the theology of revelation, the way we read 
and interpret the Scriptures, Christology, and the understand-
ing of Jesus as savior, incarnation theology, soteriology, ecclesi-
ology (what is the church?), and the theology of the spirit. All 
aspects of theology are challenged.

There is a clear direction in the process described in Dr. Tan’s 
paper, but I don’t see exactly where it ends. And I think we 
as missiologists have to accept that such a fluidity and uncer-
tainty is a part of our exploration. 

I was relieved to see that Dr. Tan defines 
“frontier” as a zone of contacts and 

creative exchanges between adherents 
of different religions, open and liminal, 

“with no one group being able to 
establish dominance.”
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Is Inreligionisation the Last Challenge? 
I heartily agree that especially for churches and missions 
working in the East the religious traditions—including folk 
religion—are an important context for communicating the 
message of Jesus Christ. We must be willing to investigate new 
approaches, allowing Eastern religious insights and experiences 
to inspire and challenge theological thinking and practice. 

I have some reservations, however, when “inreligionisation” is 
described as “the last frontier in Christian mission.” There are so 
many other frontiers in Asia, ideological frontiers that change the 
lives of people much more than traditional religion: communism 
in various forms, capitalism, consumerism, various types of nation-
alism, feminism, scientism, secularism. I could mention many 
other frontiers but leave it just as a question: Are we as religiously 
concerned people sometimes too preoccupied with religion, and 
forget the many other frontiers which are shaping people’s lives 
and which we must encounter in friendly and critical dialogue? 

The Buddhist Frontier
I will have to limit myself to a few observations and comments 
when it comes to the relationship with Buddhism—my obser-
vations are primarily from the Mahayana context, but I hope it 
is relevant also for other Buddhist traditions.

Buddhist Perspectives on Other Faiths
In Buddhism there are two basic ways of relation to other reli-
gions or competing philosophies: rejection and integration, in 
Japanese shakubuku and shôju. The first one is the attempt to con-
quer and subdue others through aggressive arguments and tough 
criticism. The other one is the generous and tolerant attempt to 
embrace the other, accepting the differences, with the expectation 
that the other will be transformed in the process and ultimately 
integrated. Both positions proclaim the uniqueness and superior-
ity of the specific Buddhist truth but use opposite strategies. 

The second one has certainly been the most common, allow-
ing Buddhism to adapt and penetrate new cultures, enabling 
it to take root in new cultures. On the other hand, some would 
say that such a form of adaptation in many cases has changed 
Buddhism so much that it has almost lost its soul. 

When evangelical missiology now seems to prefer the policy 
of shôju—the generous embrace expecting transformation—
one should be aware of the possible implications. Our Western 
Christianities have to some extent been so transformed by being 
integrated in historical contexts that one sometimes wonders 
whether they have lost their souls. That may also happen in the East. 

An interesting case study in this context would be to explore 
whether the Buddhist mandalas in the Mahayana tradition 
could offer a visual model for describing how Christ—or God 
in Christ—is the ultimate truth, but still related to all sorts of 
religious search and longing for truth.3 

Mutual Attraction and Rejection
The relationship between Buddhism and Christianity has some 
paradoxical aspects: two seemingly incompatible religious world-
views seem to be drawn towards each other. On the one hand, 
the relationship arouses contradiction and protest, because the 
two religions challenge each other’s very foundations. At the same 
time, however, when Buddhists and Christians meet in a trusting 
relationship, the distance may disappear, and despite all differences 
they seem to be in a common sphere. They inspire each other, 
influence each other, and are transformed in each other’s presence.

For some Japanese Christians—and I assume similar things are 
relevant also in other contexts—it may begin with a search for 
spiritual roots. When they converted to Christianity, they got 
a new identity that had no room for past experiences and reli-
gious insights. But after many years, some Christians begin to 
feel rootless and restless. They have phantom pains in the part 
of their spiritual bodies they had cut away. They feel the need 
to rediscover their spiritual roots. Buddhism had been a part 
of their lives, and somehow, they have to integrate their past. 
The search for spiritual roots may result in people drifting away 
from the church—they don’t belong anymore and disappear out 
the backdoor. It may also lead to a deepening of faith in a pro-
cess where the past is integrated, and their faith is enriched by 
a broader vision of God’s presence in their own religious past. 

It is perhaps more surprising that Japanese Buddhists often have 
similar feelings about Christianity. It is often expressed as a sense 
of affinity with the innermost sources of Jesus’ life. One example 
is of one of my friends, an old Buddhist philosopher who in his 
youth came across the Gospels and was drawn into the magnetic 
field of the gospel stories. “After reading the Gospels twice,” he 
said, “I had to say to myself: If this is Christianity, then I am 
a Christian.” One of my mentors in Japan, the Buddhist phi-
losopher Keiji Nishitani,4 has all his life been concerned with 
the message of Jesus and the Christian faith in its many forms. 
He could be ruthlessly critical of Christianity but had a loving 
attraction to Christ and his message. “I can never be a Christian,” 
he said. “At most I can be described as one who is on the way to 
Christian faith (in German: ein werdender Christ).” 

Buddhism has adapted, enabling 
it to take root in new cultures. 

Some would say that such adaptation 
has changed Buddhism so much that 

it has almost lost its soul.
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I could have mentioned many other cases. Most important and 
somewhat depressing, however, it is not the Christian church and 
its preaching and teaching which appeal. It is the gospel stories 
and the person of Jesus that sometimes challenge Buddhists with 
an inexplicable attraction. They don’t become Christians, but they 
somehow belong to the invisible community of Jesus’ friends.5 

Jesus
In my own research about Buddhist-Christian relations in 
Japan, I depicted three different types of images of Jesus: 1) 
the intrusive and provocative Jesus who is met with deep-
rooted animosity; 2) the absurd and unreasonable Christ of 
Christian dogmas who is met with ridicule and scorn; and 3) 
the wise spiritual master with Bodhisattva qualities who is like 
a close friend and companion on the way.6

The intruder Jesus is described as the messianic preacher whose 
message is in conflict with the ideals of social harmony, destroy-
ing the family and the state. The reason is partly that Jesus came 
with Western powers that seemed to threaten the Japanese nation 
and Eastern traditions, partly because his prophetic message had 
elements of subversiveness: his identification with the downtrod-
den and his criticism of injustice and the religious and political 
authorities. The prophetic anger in Jesus’ message is disturbing in a 
country that tends to regard “harmony” as the ultimate goal of the 
nation, but it also has its attraction as a source of creative unrest. In 
our relationship with Eastern traditions, we should not forget the 
subversive and critical element in the prophetic mission of Jesus. 

While Christianity may appeal to Buddhists with its message 
about love and forgiveness, the dogmatic formulations seldom 
impress them. The story of Jesus’ death may appeal as the ultimate 
sign of selfless love, but the traditional doctrines about atonement 
and substitutional suffering are regarded as absurd theories about 
an angry and unpredictable God who is swayed by his emotions, 
and who is not able to love without seeing blood and suffering. 
The reaction is a reminder that a one-sided emphasis on certain 
types of atonement theories is doomed to be misunderstood and 
will have to be reformulated in new cultural contexts. This is a vital 
element in evangelical theology that needs rethinking. The theo-
logical reformulation has taken place throughout our Christian 
history, and it needs to be continued also in the Eastern context. 

One approach has been mentioned by Dr. Tan, the Bodhisattva 
way. A Bodhisattva is one who vows to abandon his or her 
own salvation in order to guide all sentient beings toward the 
ultimate goal. In the world of mythology, they are the saints 
who have achieved perfection after endless periods of asceti-
cism and self-discipline, and finally can become divine helpers. 
They are worshiped throughout the East. 

Using the Bodhisattva vow as an important metaphor, the 
cross of Jesus—or even the life of Jesus—may be described as 
God’s vow to save the world. While the Bodhisattva is putting 

his own salvation at stake, God is, so to say, vowing by his 
own existence, putting his own divinity at stake, and emptying 
himself for the salvation of the world. I have tried to develop 
the theme in an article some years ago, describing the cross as 
God’s ultimate vow, and I hope others will develop it further.7

Most people, however, tend to grasp the point more directly 
without such complicated reflections. They are moved by the sto-
ries about Jesus giving himself for others. Sacrificial love is not a 
part of Buddhist philosophy, but Buddhist stories, people’s life 
experiences, folklore, and popular traditions, abound in examples 
of self-abandoning and even substitutional love: animals sacrific-
ing their lives for the flock, Bodhisattvas taking upon themselves 
the pain of others, people sacrificing the most sacred treasures for 
the needy. Against such a background, Jesus may become a radi-
ant model of what people have longed for. He was the grain of 
wheat which bears fruit because it fell into the earth and died. He 
freely gave his life for the unworthy. He identified himself with 
the downtrodden. When he was born, the angels sang, “Glory be 
to God in the highest!” When he died, people could sing, “Glory 
be to God in the lowest!” His work was fulfilled when he died on 
a cross. The Christian church and everything connected with it—
church buildings and dogmas, ecclesiastical structures and ritu-
als—is often experienced as an imported religion with an alien 
taste and smell, but sometimes Jesus walks directly out of the 
pages of the gospel, across the boundaries of the church, and into 
the religious reality of the East. Perhaps we should have greater 
expectations about the stories than the doctrinal expositions.

While it may be meaningful to regard Jesus as a spiritual master, 
perhaps even the ultimate manifestation of divine love, it seems 
difficult, however, to accept him as the only one, unique and 
with no one else at his side. That is, perhaps, the challenge for 
Christians in the East. Will the mutual transformation involve 
a renewed reflection on the uniqueness of Jesus Christ?

Two Language Worlds—Insight and Relation
There is no time to go into detail about the conceptual worlds 
of Christianity and Buddhism. Let me just remind you that 
the two religions seem to operate in two different language 
worlds, one with a language related to the eye and seeing, and 
the other related to the ear, hearing, and responding. That may 
be a barrier for understanding, but also an invitation to see 
how different types of language can open new insights.

The Buddhist reaction is a reminder 
that a one-sided emphasis on certain 

types of atonement theories is doomed 
to be misunderstood, and will have to be 

reformulated in new cultural contexts.
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Buddhism is about seeing. Buddha is “the Awakened One.” 
The eightfold path begins with “right view” or “right insight,” 
and continues with “right thought.” The entire Buddhist teach-
ing is expressed in terms related to the eye and insight: awak-
ening, enlightenment, awareness, vision, seeing one’s nature, 
understanding, wisdom, illumination, light, and mental clarity. 
To see, one has to withdraw from the emotional and mental 
relationships that blind the mind’s eye. The Buddhist truth 
tends to be expressed in impersonal categories.

I am not saying that there is no hearing in Buddhism and no 
seeing in Christianity. But the core language in Christianity is 
hearing and responding. God speaks and the human person 
turns his ear to God. The one who hears is attentive, and the rela-
tionship is established. When Jesus was asked for a summary of 
his teaching, he replied by combining two fundamental relation-
ships: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
all your soul and all your mind . . . and you shall love your neigh-
bor as yourself ” (Matt 22:37–39). The entire Christian teach-
ing is expressed in relational categories: love, justice, obedience, 
broken relationships and reconciliation, responsibility, sin, guilt 
and forgiveness, and others. It is no exaggeration to say that the 
entire narrative and symbolic world of the Bible is incomprehen-
sible without this dynamic relationship between hearing, speak-
ing, and responding in an action of love. God is consequently 
described in personal terms: father, lord, protector, king, friend. 

From such a standpoint, the preference for the language of rela-
tionships which is found in Christianity and the Semitic religions 
is bound not only to seem strange, but to present an open conflict 
with Buddhism’s high appreciation of the withdrawn clarity of the 
unruffled gaze. One who emphasizes mental withdrawal and non-
attachment will not easily understand or accept the passionate 
commitment to the world, to people, and to God, in Christianity. 

I ask myself: how can the eye dialogue with the ear and the mouth? 
How can the clear and analytic eye of Buddhism even begin to 
understand Christianity’s preference for personal expressions, its 
anthropomorphic images of God and emotional relationships, 
with the emphasis on obedience, faith, love, and the yearning 
for a meeting face to face? And how can Christianity learn to 
understand how the Buddhist search for mental clarity and the 
rather withdrawn relationship to the world leads to compassion? 
A mutual investigation of the two types of languages may inspire 
Buddhists and Christians to see new dimensions in their respec-
tive commitments, or perhaps, rather, to see more clearly dimen-
sions in their own traditions which have been underestimated.8 

Mutual Changes Have Taken Place
We sometimes forget that Buddhism to a great extent has been 
changed by the encounter with Christianity. The Christian 
emphasis on social action, practical love, and concern for the 
neighbor has inspired modern Buddhism to discover hidden 

potentials in its very foundation. The Buddhist reform move-
ments from the end of the nineteenth century to the modern 
types of engaged Buddhists is to a great extent the result of such 
inspiration and challenge. And many Christian communities 
have been deeply influenced by Buddhist meditation practices, 
inspiring them to rediscover aspects of Christian spiritual life 
that have tended to be forgotten or underestimated. 

The challenge for many of us who have been privileged to 
live on the boundary where faith meets faith, is to investi-
gate further the implications of our insights and experiences. 
I am grateful for the opportunity to listen to Dr. Tan’s paper. 
My response is a humble attempt to follow up some of the 
challenges that he has been courageous enough to share.
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norms. They examine this process through the lens of emergence theory—the concept that 
ecclesial communities arise over time in ways that reflect specific historical, cultural and religious 
dynamics. The different models and markers are illustrated with contemporary case studies.
https://www.amazon.com/Discovering-Church-Darren-Duerksen/dp/0830851054/ref=sr_1_1?crid= 
NTNHQEO74T05 &keywords=seeking+church+duerksen&qid=1663643719&s=books&sprefix= 
seeking+church+duerksen%2Cstripbooks%2C70&sr=1-1

Insider Church: Theological Reflections on New Christian Movements
by William A. Dyrness | IVP Academic, 2016

The author brings a rare blend of cultural and theological engagement to uncover how God 
may be working in Jesus followers within those Islamic, Hindu and Buddhist movements that 
elude conventional theological categories. He examines the concept of religion in the biblical 
narrative and how it’s been reshaped categorically in the post-Reformation West. He moves 
beyond contextualization and calls for a more culturally embedded understanding of religion 
that will demand fresh “hermeneutical space” for these movements as they emerge.
https://www.amazon.com/Insider-Jesus-Theological-Reflections-Christian-ebook/dp/B01LW4YJUR/ 
ref=sr_1_1?crid=1YG9F1717CWMQ&keywords=insider+jesus&qid=1653683777&s=books&sprefix= 
insider+jesus%2Cstripbooks%2C62&sr=1-1

Pilgrims of Christ on the Muslim Road:  
Exploring a New Path Between Two Faiths
by Paul-Gordon Chandler | Cowley Publications, 2007

The author presents fresh thinking in the area of Christian-Muslim relations through the life of 
the Syrian novelist Mazhar Mallouhi, who is widely read in the Middle East. Mallouhi, who is 
familiar with evangelical Christianity but who self-identifies as a “Sufi Muslim follower of Christ,” 
seeks to bridge the chasm of misunderstanding between Muslims and Christians through his life, 
writings and witness. In response to the way Muslims identify the Christian faith with the cultural 
prejudices of Westerners, Chandler boldly explores how these two major religions—which share 
much common heritage—cannot only co-exist, but also enrich each other.
https://www.amazon.com/Pilgrims-Christ-Muslim-Road-Exploring-ebook/dp/B0024NKM90/ref= 
sr_1_2?crid=7OXOIKBZPLKX&keywords=paul-gordon+chandler&qid=1653685225&s=books&sprefix= 
paul-gordon+chandler+%2Cstripbooks%2C69&sr=1-2
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Assessing the Effectiveness  
of “Inreligionisation” for Interreligious 
Communication: 
A Response to Dr. Kang-San Tan (Part I) 
by Alan R. Johnson

D r. Tan’s paper on interreligious communication focuses 
on four contextual frameworks, defined as “dynamic 

interpretive lenses which communities use to frame different 
ways of understanding truth and interpreting realities when-
ever . . . interreligious exchanges occur” (5). He proposes that 
interreligious communication is needed to tackle the issue 
of how the church on the ground in the Hindu, Muslim, 
and Buddhist worlds can address the lack of success of the 
Christian mission across these three large religious blocs. 

The Problem of Interreligious Communication
The central problematic for the paper is the historical ineffec-
tiveness of evangelical missions among committed Muslims, 
Hindus, and Buddhists across Asia over the past two hundred 
years (7). He proposes that the reason for this ineffectiveness 
is “the evangelical approach of trying to replace other reli-
gions with Christianity” (6). He suggests that part of the slow 
response among Asian religions stems from these communi-
ties having adopted these highly complex trans-cultural world 
religions that make proprietary claims of revelation. These 
belief systems “provide sophisticated explanatory systems of 
belief capable of coping with major crisis and social changes,” 
and become “intricately laced into the folklore, myths, paren-
tal morality, and societal values” (7).

While the paper is on interreligious communication and the 
use of the contextual frameworks he proposes, Dr. Tan privi-
leges a particular kind of approach to these “creative exchanges 
between adherents of different religions” in the “zones of con-
tact” that are the “frontiers of religions” (see Tan’s Endnote 1). 
He makes his view explicit in three places across the paper. 
First, in his introduction he asserts that “the future task of 
missiology is not limited to the more understood process of 
inculturation, but also involves ‘inreligionisation’” (5). Drawing 
on a neologism coined by Sri Lankan theologian Aloysius

Pieris, he unpacks ‘inreligionisation’ as the first of three  
missiological themes that serve as communication frameworks 
among religions (9–12). Finally in his conclusion he says:

The challenge of engaging with Asian religions is a formi-
dable task, and my assessment is that evangelicals do not 
have a very good track record. My “Macedonian call” is to 
invite contributions of missiology on the question of how the 
meeting between religions can co-generate new inreligioni-
sation communities that are unashamedly committed to the 
Lordship of Jesus Christ and the Christian scripture—the only 
two non-negotiables. (13)

While the only time he uses the term “inreligionisation com-
munities” is here in his conclusion, his two references to Pieris 
(5, endnote 2; 10, endnote 20) via Bosch indicate that he is 
talking about the development of expressions of the Christian 
faith that can be best described as a Hindu Christianity or 
Buddhist Christianity.1 Three times in the course of the paper 
he talks about the “inreligionisation project” as something that 
he conceives of as an outgrowth of interreligious communica-
tion in the way he is proposing. Clearly inreligionisation is not 
just one of the frameworks for interreligious communication, 
but for Tan it serves as the substructure—and the preferred 
option—for the entire program of communication at the 
frontiers of religions.

In this response, I begin by exploring how he uses the term 
“inreligionisation” in the context of the paper itself, offer some 
critique of the idea, arguing that this approach is not helpful 
to the Asian church, and conclude by suggesting a pathway for 
recasting his vision of interreligious communication around 
the ideas of the translatability of the gospel, drawing from the 
work of Lamin Sanneh and Andrew Walls. 

The Inreligionisation Concept: An Overview
First, let me begin by saying that there are a number of inter-
esting and helpful ideas presented in the valuable essay: the 
contextual frames for doing theology; his analysis of the com-
munication challenges of the Asian church; the ineffectiveness 
encountered in the history of Christian mission to the Buddhist, 
Muslim, and Hindu worlds; the factors regarding the function 
of Asian religion; the three missiological themes for commu-
nication frameworks; and the numerous thought-provoking 
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questions he raises throughout the presentation. I particularly 
appreciate that Dr. Tan’s proposal for interreligious communi-
cation is addressing the critical questions he raises and is seek-
ing answers to these questions with the explicit goal of making 
the good news of Jesus known and seeing people within these 
religious blocs bring their lives under the lordship of Jesus. 

I wholeheartedly agree with his assessment that the Asian 
church needs to do a better job of communicating with the 
Asian religions they live among, and that further understand-
ing requires more listening and an openness to learn from 
them. When Dr. Tan says, “the Asian church needs resources 
to understand these Asian religions,” and that “this will require 
specialists from among these religious traditions,” I say, “Amen!” 
The Asian church not only needs help “to discover meaningful 
ways to engage and witness,” but this church “needs to learn 
how to receive insight and wisdom from these religious tradi-
tions so that the gospel can be incarnated within them” (8).

Having said this, I think the “inreligionisation project” he pro-
poses is not the most fruitful way to call the Asian church to the 
kind of interreligious communication he is advocating. I begin 
here with an assessment of some of the issues that appear in the 
paper itself, and then in the next section sketch briefly the reasons 
why I feel that the proposal is problematic for the Asian church. 

I was surprised that the central construct of such a radi-
cal call to the existing Asian church—namely “inreligionisa-
tion”—was so underdeveloped in this paper. We meet the 
term in the first few lines of the paper where it is contrasted 
with inculturation, which is similarly not defined. Dr. Tan 
cites Bosch’s reference to Pieris’ notion of inreligionisation as 
an example of the need for work on the theology of religion.2 
We never actually get to hear the voice of the person who coined 
the term. There is no discussion of the history of the term and 
the work of Pieris, nor is there even a paper trail to any of 
his work other than the single Bosch citation. Following on 
the heels of this initial appearance of inreligionisation, Dr. Tan 
then interjects Phan’s definition of “religionisation,” explaining 
that some Asian Christians are attempting to believe in the 
possibility and even necessity of accepting doctrines and prac-
tices of other religions and in some way incorporating them 

into their lives (10). The reader is left wondering about the 
precise relationship between Phan’s “religionisation” and Pieris’ 
“inreligionisation” and in what way the addition of the preposi-
tion “in” changes the concept. 

The idea next appears as the first of Tan’s three missional 
themes under the heading “Evangelicals and Inreligionisation.” 
In arguing that mission needs to go beyond inculturation 
towards inreligionisation, he cites Bosch’s reference to Pieris 
(1986) about the possibilities of a Hindu Christianity that 
goes beyond an Indian Christianity (10, endnote 20). Dr. Tan 
then expands further on the concept by citing some of his own 
work which indicates a more radical goal of seeing “Jesus con-
fessed as Lord over every aspect of life, including past religious 
cultures” (italics mine) (10, endnote 18). 

The most programmatic detail on what inreligionisation 
actually might look like in interreligious communication 
is expressed in a series of six questions. Dr. Tan poses these 
questions as part of the process whereby we “begin to meet 
religions and grapple with deeper issues of discipleship within 
those religious systems” (10). The questions address: 

1. How can Christianity meet other living faiths in 
such a way that there will be a Hindu Christianity 
or Buddhist Christianity? 

2. What is the theological value of other religions 
and how should religious plurality inform and 
challenge the development of new understandings 
of Christian witness among living faiths? 

3. What is the relationship between the gospel, local 
culture, and non-Christian religions for those who 
are insiders? 

4. Should it be—or would it be—possible for 
evangelical Christians to boldly and humbly move 
into new strategies of mission which included 
intentional discipleship amid non-Christian 
religions? 

5. To what extent could Asian Christians be given the 
freedom of experimenting with religious devotional 
practices which were traditionally identified with 
non-Christian religions? 

6. How can we do critical contextualisation Christo-
centrically? 

The lack of detail on this inreligionisation concept in the paper 
does not allow the reader enough information to imagine how 
working along these lines is then expressed in one’s Christian 
faith and identity. Neither does it give any guidance for how 
working “in,” “within,” and “amid” the religions is to be done, 
and what is meant by these prepositions. While this particular 
paper was presented to a missions society with cross-cultural 

The lack of detail 
on this inreligionisation concept 

does not allow the reader 
enough guidance for how working 

“in,” “within,” and “amid” the 
religions is to be done. 



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

24 Responses to Dr. Kang-San Tan’s “Contextual Frameworks for Interreligious Communication”

workers being the primary audience, when he talks about “our 
Macedonian call,” it is as an Asian leader addressing the Asian 
church. As one who is part of that Asian church, and no doubt 
aware of its broader ethos, it would have increased the useful-
ness of the paper to offer historical insight into the concepts. I 
would have preferred he problematize these concepts in order 
to find useful practices, rather than take on the whole program 
inherent in the work of Pieris. 

A Critique of the Inreligionisation Concept
While I agree with Dr. Tan’s assessment of the problem, I 
feel that interreligious dialogue framed as “inreligionisation” 
is not the most helpful route to pursue. It will not advance 
his goal of an Asian church communicating better with their 
non-Christian neighbors, nor their doing critical contextual-
ization work. I briefly sketch here four main problem areas: 
this approach does not fit well with the lived experience of 
the participants in the potential dialogue; it is offensive to the 
sensibilities of much of the Asian church; Dr. Tan has taken an 
original framework that eschews evangelism and has bent it to 
fit an evangelical vision of mission that would be unacceptable 
to the originator; and finally, there is no New Testament evi-
dence that the apostolic bearers of the good news endeavored 
to dialogue in this fashion as part of their mission praxis. 

Recognizing Intuitive Essentialisms
The first big issue that jumped off the page in reading Dr. 
Tan’s call to the Asian church, was that the proposal does not 
adequately take into consideration the daily lived experience 
of both the Asian religionist and the bulk of Asian Christians. 
Despite what is said about non-essentialist views of religion—
and Pieris’ claim that “in our Asian context, religion is life 
itself rather than a function of it,”3—those on the ground in 
the Buddhist, Muslim, and Hindu worlds recognize there are 
local essentialisms that inform belief, practice, and commit-
ment. These common essentialisms impact communication 
and relations between non-Christians and their Christian 
neighbors.4 

Asian religionists have experiences with spiritual powers, and 
thus have an intuitive sense that some of these powers are 
mutually exclusive. They do not “get along.” While scholars 
may cite the eclectic and transactional drawing upon prac-
tices from different religious traditions in everyday experience, 
there is also a strong underlying sense that to be a Buddhist, 
Muslim, Hindu, or Christian actually entails commitment to 
things that cannot be glossed as “cultural.” These realities have 
worldview functions that are “religious.” For instance, how are 
we to understand when a Thai person is invited to a Christian 
church service, who then stands outside the building and 
never comes in, even though the Thai friend who invited him 
is in the gathering? For those familiar with the Thai setting, 
there are a number of sociocultural reasons that can create 
such fear. However, when asked why he did not come in, can 
we completely discount his explanation that as a Buddhist he 
felt there was something wrong about participating in another 
religion’s gathering? The notion of multiple religious belong-
ing does not fit well with the way Asians respond to these 
religious boundaries. 

Asian protestations that religions are “all the same” and “teach 
us to be good” often have more to do with a social cosmetic 
that relieves a potentially stressful encounter than it does 
actual beliefs. When you scratch below the surface, there is 
something they will consider more “true” or “real.” They are 
more likely to identify the religious other in terms of their 
own religious worldview roots. My own experience of living 
and interacting with Buddhists and Muslims for decades does 
not align with those who assert multiple religious belongings. 
I resonate more with Daniel Strange’s comment on religious 
worldview:

Given the systemic/organic totalitarian nature and function 
of worldview, there is simply no liminal space for the dual 
belonger to occupy which does not fatally compromise their 
two or more “belongings.”5

My argument would be that eclectic religious practices are 
not evidence of “multiple belongings” as much as they reflect 
a religious worldview that can incorporate other powers into 
their system. (God and Jesus would be just two examples.) 
Thus, they do not see themselves as “belonging” to alterna-
tive religious systems, but rather draw upon another source 
of power while still remaining in the metaphysical big picture 
worldview of their birth religion system. 

In trying to learn more about Pieris and his original concept 
of inreligionisation, I came across a helpful article by Devaka 
Premawardhana and a series of responses. It examines Pieris’ 
view of multiple religious belonging and contrasts it to four 
other proponents of the idea. It is interesting that even Pieris 
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sees distinct differences in religious traditions that do not dis-
appear. Premawardhana, commenting on Pieris’ use of essen-
tialist terms like religion, traditions, and identity, says:

To the extent that he has used reified labels, he has revealed 
that, despite his professed distaste for intellectualism and aca-
demicism, he too is not averse to linguistic conventions indis-
pensable for indexing where one stands in relation to others. 
Moreover, his terminological recognition of different religious 
traditions—Buddhism as distinct from Christianity—reflects 
his conviction that each is meaningfully different from others. 
He has even written, again in a more recent essay, of “the non-
negotiable differences between Buddhism and Christianity.”6 

At the academic and scholarly level, a comparative theological 
work7 that seeks to operate from inside the perspective of the 
other religion may be possible, but it is much more difficult 
for everyday people who see “meaningful difference” between 
their different traditions to feel comfortable engaging in such 
an endeavor. Any proposal to help the Asian church com-
municate better with its non-Christian neighbors needs to 
appreciate the power of local essentialism if lay practitioners 
are going to be doing the actual interreligious communication. 

The Unfeasibility of Mixing Allegiances
A second related point grows from the first. Dr. Tan’s proposal 
underestimates Asian Christian identity as having been forged 
in contradistinction to the majority religion from which it has 
emerged. There is a strong sense, in both the person in the pew 
and church leadership, that a critical Christian distinctive is 
one’s forsaking of idolatry and one’s sole allegiance to Jesus 
Christ. Therefore, the idea of doing something within another 
religion is automatically going to raise all kinds of red flags for 
most Asian Christians. The spatial metaphor will cause many 
people to see this as an exercise that is fraught with oppor-
tunity for inappropriate mixing of allegiances. Phan himself 
recognizes this fact and indicates that it raises questions for 
the whole project: 

. . . even if multiple religious belonging is a fact of life in Asia 
and in Asian Christianity—a statement regularly and stri-
dently rejected by a large number of Asian Christians them-
selves—it is still necessary to inquire if this is something 
theologically feasible and, if so, desirable.8

Bending the Original Concept
A third issue is that Dr. Tan has appropriated the inreligioni-
sation framework in a way in which Pieris as the originator 
would disagree. Kenneth Fleming’s summary of how Pieris 
views the program of inreligionisation gives insight as to what 
motivated this approach.9 Fleming notes that Pieris parses the 
problem of a small Christian presence in Asia as the result of 
the metacosmic religions such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Taoism subsuming the cosmic religions (Pieris’ term for primal 
or traditionalist religion) before Christianity appeared.10

The way forward for Christian mission, he therefore argued, is 
not in a forlorn attempt to woo Asians to Christianity, which 
still seems like a foreign import from the West to them, but to 
appreciate and work “within the soteriological perspectives 
of Asian religions.”11

Fleming says that Pieris saw inculturation as attempting to 
“adopt and adapt appealing ideas from Asian religions,” com-
plaining that “merely taking attractive philosophical concepts 
from other religions—as Western theology did with Greek 
thought—without reference to the soteriological basis and reli-
gious life behind these amounts to ‘theological vandalism.’ ” 12 

In Pieris’ view of religion, as explained by Premawardhana, 

the idea of inserting “the Christian religion minus European 
culture” into an “Asian culture minus non-Christian religion” 
is untenable. Inculturation would therefore be wisely recast as 
“inreligionisation,” Pieris’s intriguing neologism that entails 
“developing a new Asian identity within the idiom and the 
ethos of another metacosmic religion such as Buddhism.”13

Fleming interprets Pieris’ inreligionisation approach as par-
ticipation in the other’s religious world to appreciate its own 
inner dynamics with the goal of dialogue being to “access the 
liberative core of the other religion.”14

An extended quote from Pieris reveals how radically different 
his views are on the proclamation of what God has done in 
Jesus Christ: 

Let us disinfect our notions of baptism, nations, and disciples 
from the venomous zeal for proselytism. Did not Jesus criti-
cize and even ridicule proselytism or conversion from one 
religion to another in Mt 23:15? Jesus’ call was to change 
one’s ways (metanoia, shub) and not to change one’s reli-
gion. He invites all to abandon slavish dependence on crea-
tures (idolatry) and to enjoy the freedom that comes from 
sole dependence on God, our Maternal Father. This beatitu-
dinal spirituality of Jesus is, naturally, couched in a strongly 
theistic idiom, whereas Buddhists and Hindus, for instance, 
have a non-theistic version of it in alpecchatā and vairāgya. 
In either case, it is our rejection of every form of idolatry that 
constitutes conversion. Those who renounce the worship of 
creatures are his disciples. The Kingdom belongs to the Poor.15
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By contrast, Dr. Tan has a clear goal in his advocation of interreli-
gious dialogue—to proclaim salvation in Jesus Christ. It appears 
to me, however, that he has drawn upon Pieris’ framework in 
a way that Pieris himself—and other Asian theologians who 
advocate dialogue as a move away from evangelism—would not 
find acceptable. Thus, Dr. Tan has had to bend another frame-
work designed to be non-proselytizing to his own evangelical 
mission vision of the Lordship of Jesus Christ among all peoples.

The Lack of Biblical Precedent
Finally, and most compellingly for evangelicals, there is no 
indication in the New Testament that there was any attempt on 
the part of those who took the gospel cross-culturally to work 
inside pagan religious systems. Certainly, as Dean Flemming 
shows, there was contextual work being done, adaptations of 
terms, practices and forms being made, but nothing that would 
look like a Christianity tailored to one of the existing cults of 
Greco-Roman deities.16 The apostolic call to repentance and to 
turn from idolatry was a call to faith in Jesus Christ. While this 
call is considered inappropriate by theologians like Pieris, there 
is a significant and growing number of Asian people, born into 
Asian religions, who have found new life and liberation in Jesus 
and who want to make Him known to their people. 

I have explored here some reasons why I think that an “inre-
ligionisation project” is not the best way to solve the problem 
of poor communication between the Asian church and their 
neighbors. This is not a framework that fits well with the ethos 
of an evangelical commitment to call people to faith in Jesus 
Christ. Yet the problem that Dr. Tan addresses is a reality and 
cannot be ignored. We must explore a framework for better 
communication and sensitivity to the religious other which 
emerges from our biblical texts, one that legitimates such an 
exploration on the part of the Asian church.

Endnotes
 1  Aloysius Pieris, S. J., “Inculturation in Non-Semitic Asia,” The Month, 

no. 1420 (1986): 83.  In Dr. Tan’s paper, this citation from Pieris is 
noted as being in David J. Bosch’s Transforming Mission: Paradigm 
Shifts in Theology of Mission, 9th ed., vol. 16, American Society of Mis-
siology Series (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1991): 478 citing Pieris, 83.

There is no indication in the 
New Testament that there was any 

attempt on the part of those who took 
the gospel cross-culturally to work inside 

pagan religious systems.

 2  David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology 
of Mission, 477–78.

 3  Aloysius Pieris, S. J., An Asian Theology of Liberation, Faith Meets 
Faith Series (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1988), 90.

 4  N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, Vol. 1 in the 
series Christian Origins and the Question of God, (Minneapolis: For-
tress Press, 1992), xiv–xv. N. T. Wright makes a similar observation 
when he challenges the assumption that all monotheists believe in 
the same god. He goes on to say, 

It may or may not be true that any worship of any god is trans-
lated by some mysterious grace into worship of one god who 
actually exists, and who happens to be the only god. That is 
believed by some students of religion. It is not, however, be-
lieved by very many practitioners of the mainline monotheistic 
religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) or the non-monotheistic 
ones (Hinduism, Buddhism, and their cognates). 

 5  Daniel Strange, “‘There Can Be Only One’: The Impossibility and 
Idolatry of ‘Dual Belonging,’” in Buddhist-Christian Dual Belong-
ing: Affirmations, Objections, Explorations, ed. Gavin D’Costa and 
Ross Thompson (London: Routledge, 2016), 74.

 6  Devaka Premawardhana, “The Unremarkable Hybrid: Aloysius 
Pieris and the Redundancy of Multiple Religious Belonging,” 
Journal of Ecumenical Studies 46, 1 (2011). https://www.academia.
edu/753846/The_Unremarkable_Hybrid_Aloysius_Pieris_and_
the_Redundancy_of_Multiple_Religious_Belonging.

 7  For an excellent example of a careful, comparative theological 
work see Amos Yong, Pneumatology and the Christian-Buddhist 
Dialogue: Does the Spirit Blow through the Middle Way? Studies in 
Systematic Theology (Leiden: Brill, 2012).

 8  Peter C. Phan, “Responses to Devaka Premawardhana’s ‘The Unre-
markable Hybrid: Aloysius Pieris and the Redundancy of Multiple 
Religious Belonging,’” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 46, no. 1 (2011).

 9  In trying to track down the paper trail on the inreligionisation 
concept, I was unable to find the Pieris article that Bosch cites, but 
I did find digital copies of some of Pieris’ other work, and a doc-
toral thesis by Kenneth Fleming examining the theologies of three 
Asian theologians, one of whom was Pieris. See Kenneth Fleming, 
“Asian Christian Theologians in Dialogue with Buddhism: A 
Study of the Writings of Kosuke Koyama, Choan-Seng Song, and 
Aloysius Pieris” (PhD, University of Edinburgh, 2000).

10  Fleming, “Asian Christian Theologians,” 184.
11  Fleming, 184.
12  Fleming, 184. 
13  Premawardhana, “The Unremarkable Hybrid.” 
14  Fleming, 184.
15  Aloysius Pieris, S. J., “Ecumenism in the Churches and the Un-

finished Agenda of the Holy Spirit,” Spiritus 3 (2003): 65.
16  Dean Flemming, Contextualization in the New Testament: Patterns 

for Theology and Mission (Downers Grove, IL: IV Press Academic).

Alan Johnson has served for three decades in Buddhist Thailand. He 
is an associate professor of anthropology in the Intercultural Doctoral 
Studies program of the Assemblies of God Theological Seminary. 

References
Same as the References after Johnson Part II, see page 34.



Further Resources on the Hermeneutical Process

Cultural Gaps: Benjamin Robinson’s Experience with Hindu Traditions
edited by H. L. Richard | William Carey Publishing: Littleton, CO, 2020

Differences between Hindu and Christian traditions account for an uneven reception of the 
gospel of Christ among Hindu peoples, and these difference call for a deeper understanding 
of intercultural hermeneutics. In Cultural Gaps, H. L. Richard brings a forgotten nineteenth-
century pioneer back into this conversation by reviving his memoir, with a new forward, 
extensive footnotes, and a new introduction. Robinson’s experiences in south India in the 
1880’s remain relevant, particularly his attempts at authentic interreligious encounter and his 
struggle to adequately integrate into the Hindu context.
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=benjamin+robinson+Cultural+gaps&i=stripbooks&crid= 
151ZBRLTP2FOI&sprefix=benjamin+robinson+cultural+gaps%2Cstripbooks%2C64&ref=nb_sb_noss

Intercultural Hermeneutics (Vol. 1, Intercultural Theology)
by Henning Wrogemann | IVP Academic, 2016

In Henning Wrogemann’s first of three volumes on intercultural theology, this leading 
missiologist of religion brings together religious studies, missiology, social science research 
and Christian theology in a fresh investigation of what it means to understand another cultural 
context. As one who represents the emergent German emphasis on intercultural hermeneutics, 
the author surveys different hermeneutical theories and concepts of culture as he addresses the 
difficult questions of syncretism, inculturation and identity. This is a textbook for understanding 
the hermeneutics underlying the development of Christian diversity across time and space.
https://www.amazon.com/Intercultural-Theology-Hermeneutics-Missiological-Engagements/dp/083085097X/
ref=sr_1_1?crid=1DER0KNJXFEUL&keywords=Intercultural+Hermeneutics+%28Vol.+1%2C+ 
Intercultural+Theology%29&qid=1663579153&sprefix=intercultural+hermeneutics+vol.+1%2C+ 
intercultural+theology+%2Caps%2C88&sr=8-1

A Theology of Interreligious Relations (Vol 3, Intercultural Theology)
by Henning Wrogemann | IVP Academic, 2019

In this third volume of his three-volume Intercultural Theology, Henning Wrogemann proposes 
that we need to go beyond currently trending theologies of mission to formulate both a theory of 
interreligious relations and a related but methodologically independent theology of interreligious 
relations. Amidst the ongoing religious pluralization in societies that were once more religiously 
homogenous, the author addresses the fallacies of different theology-of-religion models and 
identifies the most pertinent factors at play when those from different cultural and religious 
traditions come in contact in real-life situations. Wrogemann provides a masterful scope to the 
study of interreligious relations.
https://www.amazon.com/Intercultural-Theology-Three-Interreligious-Missiological-ebook/dp/ 
B07MTS6X25/ref=sr_1_4?crid=3EWCFB38UVB0B&keywords=henning+Wrogeman&qid= 
1653675802&s=books&sprefix=henning+wrogemann%2Cstripbooks%2C77&sr=1-4
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Recasting Interreligious Communication 
Around the Notion of Translation:  
A Response to Kang-San Tan (Part II)
by Alan R. Johnson

M y recent opportunity to engage Dr. Kang-San Tan’s 
presentation on the subject of “inreligionisation” has 

provoked further reflection. The interreligious challenge that 
exists today for the Asian church demands we welcome and 
entertain new modes of communication. While I do not join 
Dr. Tan in pursuing interreligious dialogue in an inreligionisa-
tion mode, it does pose a question: What might be the alter-
native ways to improve the relationship between the Asian 
church and the non-Christian cultures in which it finds itself? 

Dr. Tan wants to get the players at the frontiers of religions 
communicating with each other. We can only speculate on the 
variety of possible motives or influences that would provide an 
impetus for Buddhists, Muslims, and Hindus to engage in inter-
religious dialogue with their Christian neighbors. However, we 
do know that on the Christian side of this dialogue there is a 
significant amount of biblical, theological, and historical mate-
rial that shapes engagement with neighbors of other religions. 
Fresh material is also emerging, especially on the processes of 
local appropriation happening in world Christianity.1 

Broadly, my argument here is that the impetus to engage “the 
religious other” is inherent in biblical faith and the redemp-
tive trajectory of Scripture. If this is true, then the breakdown 
in communication Dr. Tan notes is best approached by seek-
ing to be more faithful to our own texts and mission history. 
It is getting inside and listening to our own story first that 
will open the church to constructive relations and dialogue 
with our non-Christian neighbors. The well-documented cri-
tiques of attitudes and practices in the modern missionary 

movement2 and the resulting foreign forms of faith that 
characterize much of the Asian church are best tackled by 
reinvigorating our work from biblical texts and theological 
work. How can an Asian church that has emphasized separa-
tion from its non-Christian past become one of the players at 
the table of interreligious dialogue? This church will be more 
open to a call to the task of critical contextualization and to 
dialogue with the non-Christian if they understand this call as 
coming from the Bible that they hold dear.

Religious frontiers by their very nature are spaces that 
require translation to create understanding between par-
ticipants who hold vastly different conceptual universes. 
This is significant and more hopeful, for as Andrew Walls, 
Lamin Sanneh, and other missiologists remind us, trans-
latability is at the very heart of the gospel. This means that 
rather than distancing ourselves from the religious other—or 
demonizing them—Christians come into any social and reli-
gious setting knowing that by the power of the Spirit working 
through his people, Jesus is fully able to be translated into, 
understood by, and experienced in that social system. 

For Walls, the Christian faith is essentially vernacular in 
nature, and rests 

on a massive act of translation, the Word made flesh, God 
translated into a specific segment of social reality as Christ 
is received there. Christian faith must go on being translated, 
must continuously enter into vernacular culture and interact 
with it, or it withers and fades.3 

In the incarnation of Jesus, “Divinity was translated into 
humanity, as though humanity were a receptor language.”4 

For Sanneh:
It seems to be part of the earliest record we possess that 
the disciples came to a clear and firm position regarding the 
translatability of the gospel, with a commitment to the plu-
ralist merit of culture within God’s universal purpose.5

The divine initiative in the Word becoming flesh is carried 
on by the Spirit working through God’s people in an ongo-
ing process of translation in word and deed. This translation 
shows what it means to follow Jesus as Lord such that non-
Christian neighbors can see him and encounter him. It speaks 
to the local church level, to a fellowship of believers rooted in a 
specific religious community, that calls for “the acts of cultural 
translation by which the Christians of any community make 
their faith substantial within that community.”6 

My proposal is that a recasting of interreligious communica-
tion as flowing from Jesus—the living Word who became flesh 
and dwelt among us—will then provide the Asian church with 
a theological basis for communication at their religious fron-
tiers. It will establish this act of translation as a legitimate part 
of their calling as witnesses of all God has done in Jesus. 
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Sketching a Translation Approach
What would it look like if the existing Asian church took an inten-
tional “translation” approach—one generated from biblical texts, 
missional theology, and mission history—when relating within 
their Buddhist, Muslim, or Hindu settings? What follows is a brief 
sketch of some of the perspectives that could be drawn upon to 
help local churches and their leaders feel biblically legitimate in 
considering new ways of relating to their non-Christian society. 

Both Dr. Tan and I are speaking in broad strokes when assess-
ing the Asian church. While a contrary example could be 
offered for any particular statement we make, in general it is 
accurate to say that there is a social and conceptual distancing 
from the local religion and a corresponding lack of engage-
ment by the church in Asia. The sharing of the good news 
can often be reduced to an invitation to cross the divide and 
come into the Christian place of worship, or in a worst-case 
scenario, it degenerates into an unpleasant encounter where 
the non-Christian is told how wrong his religious beliefs are. 

Changing the way existing church movements conceive and prac-
tice their faith is not something that will happen by simply telling 
people to change or giving them something to read. Coming to see 
that the Bible legitimates learning from our non-Christian neigh-
bor is best accomplished over time and in dialogue with a friend 
who walks with them on a journey of discovery in the Scriptures 
as they personally interact with those of another religion. 

The material that follows is illustrative and offers tools which 
can be drawn upon by those who want to come alongside and 
be a friend in this journey of discovery. 

1. The Ethos of the Translation Approach:  
Humbly Bearing Witness
The divine initiative in the incarnation of Jesus as an “act of transla-
tion” is the foundation of the Christian impetus to reach out to the 
non-Christian neighbor. Chris Wright’s detailed walk-through 
biblical monotheism7 reminds us that the living God wills to be 
known throughout his whole creation as Creator, Ruler, Judge, and 
Savior8 and that it is “through Jesus that God will be known to the 
nations. And in knowing Jesus, they will know the living God.”9

God’s initiative in this act of translation has four profound impli-
cations for the church living among its non-Christian neighbors. 
First, the living God who loves the world and has designated his 
people to be his witnesses initiated the translation process. He did 
not wait for humans to seek him out but moved to make himself 
known. This means that the church is always turned to the world 
to make Jesus understood. Second, translation also means that 
we have to intimately understand the language and worldview 
of the receptor, which puts the church constantly in the posi-
tion of learning. Third, we enter this dialogue to bear witness. 
As Newbigin reminds us, “Christians go to meet their neighbor 

of another religion on the basis of their commitment to Jesus 
Christ.”10 We do this knowing that our partners in the dialogue 
also have a faith that “provides the basis of his or her own under-
standing of the totality of experience and, therefore, the criterion 
by which other ways of understanding, including that of the 
Christian, are judged.”11 Finally, the translation process should 
remind us that there are always new insights gained in new con-
texts, and that our understanding of God’s truth is never complete.

2. Learning to Discern between Mission as Diffusion  
and Mission as Translation
Sanneh’s observation that there are two ways of gospel transmission, 
mission as diffusion and mission as translation, provides a frame for 
parsing the problems of interreligious communication that Dr. Tan 
observes, and I believe it provides a way forward. With mission as 
diffusion, the missionary culture becomes the inseparable carrier 
of the mission, and “religion expands from its initial cultural base 
and is implanted in other societies primarily as a matter of cultural 
identity.”12 Alternatively, mission as translation makes the recipient 
culture “the true and final locus of proclamation, so that the reli-
gion arrives without the presumption of cultural rejection.”13

Analyzing the poor communication of the Asian church through 
the lens of diffusion provides helpful perspectives on two key 
problems in gospel transmission that Dr. Tan has identified in his 
paper. First, the experience of a diffusion process by the recipients 
of the gospel explains the ongoing perception that Christianity is 
the faith of the Western foreigner. Whether imposed or uncon-
sciously imported, gospel transmission as diffusion fossilizes the 
message, its framing, and its forms in the life of God’s people 
with the version of faith from the sending culture.14 

Second, this diffusion also sheds light on why the Asian church 
has struggled so much in connecting and interacting sensitively 
with the non-Christians of their own societies. The church’s ongo-
ing diffusion of a cultural identity which was originally passed on 
from the Western message bearers becomes a barrier to an effec-
tive interreligious dialogue. Terry Muck sees this dialogue as a “sus-
tained conversation among parties not saying the same thing and 
who recognize and respect contradiction and mutual exclusions 
among their various ways of thinking.”15 In diffusion this dialogue 
is ignored, and the church uncritically accepts and reproduces both 
the theology and attitudes from the original missionary culture.
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In my experience, Christians hold their particular expressions 
of the Christian faith as the right way, not as one of many ways 
to follow Jesus. These expressions, a blend of the Bible and their 
local culture, are inextricably woven together into beliefs and 
practices. As a shorthand for referencing these configurations, I 
find it useful to talk about versions or modes of faith. It is natural 
for people who come to faith in a local setting, who are then 
socialized into that version of faith, to assume that what they 
believe and how they practice their faith is based on the Bible. 
Their version of the faith is dear to them and when others come 
to faith it is natural for them to think that these people should 
follow Jesus the way they do. They rarely interrogate the origins 
or the cultural nature of the forms their version of faith employs. 
They simply understand them to be mandated by the Bible. 

When we learn that our version of faith is not the only version 
of faith, but one that is historically and culturally conditioned, it 
creates space to allow others to respond to Jesus in ways that are 
meaningful to them. We don’t require them to enter our version. 
The Asian church wants its non-Christian neighbors to join them 
in their version of faith—which seems foreign to these unbeliev-
ers. When the Asian church can rejoice in its version of faith 
and at the same time long for and create opportunity for non-
Christian neighbors to develop a different version of faith, inter-
religious communication will be strengthened. For those moved 
by the Spirit to respond, new communities of faith will be formed. 

3. Tools for Thinking about the Bible and Human Culture
The translation process cannot begin until people see that the 
Bible itself actually reveals that they can use local cultural forms 
to convey biblical truth. The biblical materials not only give us a 
final product but also model the process of people doing theology in 
context—engaging cultures and giving fresh articulations of the 
gospel.16 I have found it helpful in working with local Christians 
to use the metaphor of a toolkit for increasing the ways in which 
we see how God’s people relate to local culture. Most people have 
only one tool in their toolkit to deal with gospel and culture; they 
tend to reject whatever is local because it is tainted by religion. 
The following material is not an exhaustive list, but it provides 
key starting points for any discussion on the relationship of 
God and his people to human culture. 

a). God Communicates through a Human Symbolic System 
Hesselgrave and Rommen point out that when we come to 
Gen. 1:27–28 where God blesses and speaks to humans cre-
ated in his image “contextualization, culture, and theology all 
have a simultaneous beginning…the silence was broken by the 
voice of God. Communication commenced between God and 
man.”17 This is a very profound point: the living God was com-
municating with humans in a human symbolic system, and not 
a divine one. There is no single heavenly language by which He 
communicates with humans, but instead every human language 

is capable of being the vehicle through which God commu-
nicates about himself to us. We always meet God through the 
mediation of human symbolic systems of language. 

There are many implications for this reality, but primarily it can 
help people think about the Bible and human culture. It becomes 
natural to expect different versions of faith as people in different 
cultural settings work out what it means to live and obey God. 

b).  God Communicates through Common Cultural Forms 
When we come to the Old Testament, we see a multitude of 
ways in which God communicates with his people through 
commonly known cultural forms in the Ancient Near Eastern 
world. Brian Petersen’s look at Old Testament precursors in 
the Pauline mission can help people appreciate the use of local 
cultural forms in the story of God’s people.18 

c). God Expects Cultural Diversity. 
I have already mentioned Dean Flemming’s careful work in 
providing biblical material that illustrates “how the gospel 
revealed in Scripture authentically comes to life in each new 
cultural, social, religious and historical setting.”19 Special 
attention needs to be paid to Acts 10 with Peter’s interaction 
with Cornelius and Acts 15 with its rejection of the need for 
proselyte conversion. Newbigin reminds us that:

We often speak of this as the conversion of Cornelius, but it 
was equally the conversion of Peter . . . It is true that Corne-
lius was converted, but it is also true that “Christianity” was 
changed. One decisive step was taken on the long road from 
the incarnation of the Word of God as a Jew of first-century 
Palestine to the summing up of all things in him.20 

In the apostolic council of Acts 15, Walls reminds us that the 
apostles and elders “agreed that followers of Jesus the Messiah, 
even if not ethnic Jews, had indeed entered Israel. They did 
not need the traditional signs of Jewish religious culture, cir-
cumcision and Torah-keeping.”21 The critical decision that sees 
followers of Jesus as converts and not proselytes22 “marked 
the church’s first critical departure from Jewish tradition and 
experience. It built cultural diversity into the church forever.”23

What does all of this mean for local Christians living among 
non-Christian religions who fear that interacting with local 
culture and religion will in some way be an inappropri-
ate mixing of Christian faith with a non-Christian one? 
This biblical material indicates that God uses “things cul-
tural”—meaning those shared symbolic systems that we utilize 
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to navigate social life—to communicate truth. By extension this 
means that every human language and social system can serve 
as a conduit for God’s truth. This then helps us to see that our 
own version of faith and the forms we employ to worship and 
serve God are of necessity culturally embedded. Even more 
importantly, if the living God used local culture to communi-
cate truth about himself, that opens up the possibilities for us to 
find local forms that can adequately carry God’s truth to people. 

4. Respect and Openness to Learn from Neighbors  
of Other Faiths 
In the diffusion process of gospel transmission, the sending 
culture provides the ways to believe and practice following 
Jesus which were developed in its own sociocultural setting. 
The translation process builds upon the old and works with 
what is present in local culture, turning it toward Christ. 

Walls, in an essay on the missionary movement and Africa 
observes:

. . . Christianity was first accepted in terms of traditional worldview 
and in relation to traditional goals. It is impossible for any of us to 
take in a new idea except in terms of an idea we already have.24

Similarly, Sanneh points out: 

In the classical world, mission subsisted on the signs of vital-
ity in ancient life and reconstructed from the old materials 
an achievement that simultaneously advanced the Christian 
cause and revitalized the best in the old.25

Walls sees this translation process as “less about content than 
about direction. It involves turning the whole personality with 
its social, cultural, and religious inheritance toward Christ, 
opening it up to him. It is about turning what is already there.”26

The incarnation of Jesus and the apostolic example of seeing new 
Christ followers can open the Asian church to a profound mis-
siological insight—that it is not required to reject everything in 
the local culture. The local cultural system, which includes reli-
gion, can be drawn upon to express Jesus to their social setting. 
Dialogue, relationship, and learning are inherent in the translation 
process. The old cultural inheritance is the grist from which a new 
life under the Lordship of Jesus is built. Such an understanding 
legitimates listening and learning, seeking understanding in order 
that communicating Christ in word and deed may be understood. 
It also demands a completely different way of relating to our non-
Christian neighbors. Instead of rejection, separation, and condem-
nation, God’s people seek to imitate Jesus—the one who came 
into our world—by entering the world of their neighbor.

At a methodological level, believers need to be exposed to the 
apostolic example of gospel sharing in Acts and the Pauline 
letters. The NT record of evangelism challenges us by hold-
ing practices and attitudes together that have often been seen 
as mutually exclusive. The apostolic impulse to proclaim Jesus 

as the way of salvation for all peoples, in Newbigin’s words, 
“begins with a kind of explosion of joy. The news that the 
rejected and crucified Jesus is alive is something that cannot 
possibly be suppressed. It must be told.”27 The news we pro-
claim is centered in what God has done in Jesus: “He is the 
Way, the Truth and the Life,” ( John 14:6); “There is salvation 
in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given 
among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12); and this 
good news “is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16).

Having said this, as we read the record of bold proclamation and 
the exhortation of apostles to these new churches there is no 
evidence that this was carried out with a militant triumphalism, 
cultural arrogance, a coercive approach, or by demeaning non-
Christians and their cultures. While it is true, as Chris Wright 
notes, that Christians in different eras have indeed been infected 
with these viruses, he reminds us that mission flows “from the 
roots of our faith in Old Testament Israel and their belief in the 
God, the only true and living God, whose mission of love for 
the world had led to the election of Israel and the sending of the 
church.”28 When Christians through the ages have conducted 
themselves in this way—with arrogance and a self-righteous 
superiority—they are not being faithful to their own texts. 

It is also important to note that the NT’s critical stance 
toward idolatry and the work of Satan in blinding unbeliev-
ers does not translate methodologically into mission that con-
demns or demonizes the other. Paul’s reminder to the people 
in Lystra about the kindness of God in bountiful provision 
(Acts 14:17–18), his familiarity and use of Greek poets in Acts 17, his 
concern to be all things to all people (I Cor. 9:19–23) and to please 
others and seek the good of many “so that they may be saved” 
(I Cor 10:33), his reminder to Timothy that the servant of the Lord 
must not quarrel but be kind and gently instruct (II Tim. 2:24–25), 
Peter’s instruction to give reason for our hope with gentleness, 
respect, and a clear conscience, and the frequent exhortations in 
the NT letters to live good and honorable lives before their non-
Christian family and neighbors, are unambiguous guidance to 
shape our encounter with non-Christians in a respectful manner. 

Beyond examples and instructions in specific texts that show a 
respectful, humble, and learning attitude towards the non-Chris-
tian, there are theological resources from the Bible that shape 
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our encounter with religions as well. Dr. Tan broaches this in his 
communication framework on inreligionisation when he looks 
briefly at Trinitarian theology and points out that there are many 
evangelical theologians who do not take a pluralist position, but 
who see God’s Spirit at work in all of human culture, and that 
includes religious culture (9). Unfortunately, he does not expand 
on these ideas and unpack how this biblical data relates to work-
ing on the inreligionisation project. In my view, this is a strategic 
error, for the Asian church needs biblical and theological tools 
to help them see how God’s work in human cultures legitimates 
their learning and listening from non-Christians rather than 
only having rejection as their single tool. 

As examples here, I draw from Gerald McDermott and Lesslie 
Newbigin who bring helpful perspectives that can demonstrate 
to Asian Christians that a learning stance toward the religious 
other is biblically modeled. McDermott argues that the transla-
tion process inherent in the Christian faith means that God 
chooses to “unfold his truth gradually through time” and that 
he has used “other religious and philosophical systems to help 
unfold and interpret his reality.”29 He says that there is abundant 
evidence in the history of redemption that “God redeems not 
only individuals and nations but the wisdom of the nations.”30 
He illustrates this borrowing, baptizing, and reconfiguring from 
other faith traditions “into Christ by relating them to, and 
reconfiguring them in, the larger vision of God’s revelation in 
Christ” from the use of Mesopotamian, Persian, and Hellenistic 
practices and thought which we see across the entire span of the 
OT and the NT.31 He concludes that while:

. . . there is no new revelation behind or beyond the Triune 
God, there is, nevertheless, new development in the history 
of revelation as Christ makes himself more fully known by 
the progressive illumination of the Holy Spirit. What begins 
as an act of translation becomes a discovery of a new dimen-
sion of Jesus Christ. The attempt to transmit faith in Christ 
across linguistic and religious frontiers reveals that the Spirit 
of Jesus Christ has unveiled meaning and significance never 
known before. In this unveiling, there are new glimpses of the 
Trinity’s glory.32 

Newbigin draws on John 1:1–5 where Jesus is the light that 
gives light to every person,

to affirm that the presence and work of Jesus are not con-
fined within the area where he is acknowledged. John also 
says, in the same breath, that the light shines in the darkness 

and that the darkness has not mastered it . . . the light shines 
in the darkness to the uttermost; this is not the point at which 
light stops and darkness begins.33

Newbigin draws a powerful implication from this text which 
can shape the attitude of the Asian church toward their non-
Christian neighbors. Our confession of Jesus as Lord does not 
involve the denial of the reality of God’s work in the lives of 
those outside the church— “it ought to involve an eager expec-
tation of, a looking for, and a rejoicing in the evidence of that 
work.”34 Newbigin provides the needed balance for emphasis 
on God’s work among non-Christians by acknowledging the 
dark side of the human project. He recognizes “our capacity to 
take the good gifts of God and make them into an instrument 
to cut ourselves off from God, to establish our independence 
from God.”35 But Newbigin’s theological underpinning of 
God as the Father of all, and Jesus as the light that shines in the 
darkness, leads to an eagerness to listen, learn, and receive even 
what is new and strange; in our meeting with those of other 
faiths “we are learning to share in our common patrimony as 
human beings made by the one God in his own image.”36

This quick assembly of biblical texts and theological work indi-
cates that respect, humility, and openness to learning from non-
Christians and their religions is something generated from the 
Bible itself. Such a position does not mean we must forsake 
the clear proclamation of Jesus as Savior and Lord. This attitu-
dinal orientation is foundational for evangelicals who hold to 
the uniqueness of Jesus and salvation in him. Our sharing of 
good news does not have to be accompanied by a negative atti-
tude towards the cultural inheritance of the non-Christian, nor 
should it make dialogue with the non-Christian impossible.37

5. Critical Contextualization: Cultural Acts of Translation 
that Make Jesus Real
Dr. Tan has suggested that the critical contextualization 
process as developed by Paul Hiebert would be the way to 
develop his five frameworks for interreligious communica-
tion. My observation is that intentional contextual processes 
are not normally undertaken by local church movements. 
They do not see the need since they understand their “version” 
as the right way to follow Jesus. Neither do they feel that the 
Scriptures legitimate their exploration of local culture—and 
particularly local religion.

Contextualization is often mistaken as the work of the cross-
cultural worker who needs to try and figure out how to make 
Jesus understandable in a new setting. (This, of course, is abso-
lutely essential for cultures with no existing fellowships of 
believers.) Rarely is contextualization viewed as the communal 
work of existing church movements and non-Christians in 
their society. It is they who need to go back and interrogate the 
forms of their version of faith, to critically assess whether these 

What begins as an act of translation
becomes a discovery of 

a new dimension of Jesus 
(Newbigin)
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forms are helping them fulfill biblical functions in their setting. 
Thinking in terms of “mission as translation” makes Hiebert’s 
rubric a perfect vehicle for a communal dialogue. It encourages 
the existing church and the non-Christian to examine both 
scripture and culture to find ways to communicate Jesus clearly. 

The critical contextualization process does not require the 
church to go “in” the other religion, nor should the goal be the 
development of “inreligionisation communities.” Rather, the 
aim is a church that has listened deeply, learned from their non-
Christian neighbors, and wrestled with Scripture, both as a faith 
community and with their non-Christian neighbors. This is the 
critical contextualization process in which the church finds ways 
that express Jesus in cultural idioms, attitudes, dispositions, and 
practices that allow the non-Christian to see and experience him. 

Conclusion
Helping the Asian church to see that the impetus to engage and 
learn from the non-Christian world around them stems from 
their own scriptures, and legitimates this process, will be a crucial 
step in creating understanding and ownership that will lead to 
actual change in the practices by which they relate to their soci-
eties. These historical, biblical, and theological materials can help 
local Christians frame their relationship with non-Christian 
neighbors and their religions in ways that will lead to the better 
communication that Dr. Tan is seeking without feeling that they 
have to back away from their commitment to proclaiming the 
good news of Jesus or having to exist inside another religion. 

Dr. Tan has helped us all by highlighting the problem of poor 
communication and relationship between the Asian church and 
the Buddhist, Muslim, and Hindu societies within which they 
find themselves. He challenges the Asian church to address the 
reality that they are perceived as followers of a Western and 
foreign religion. I have suggested that his proposal of pursuing 
interreligious dialogue through an inreligionisation approach 
is problematic for much of the Asian church. In my view, a 
mission-as-translation approach rooted in the incarnation of 
Jesus will find much greater acceptance in an Asian church that 
holds to the authority of the Scriptures and a commitment to 
proclaiming the good news about Jesus. A translation approach 
can provide perspectives and tools rooted in the Scriptures that 

frees the church to engage their non-Christian neighbors. They 
can enter a communal process of critical contextualization that 
will lead to a social connectedness and loving relationships 
with family and community for the sake of the gospel.  IJFM

The critical contextualization process does 
not require the church to go 

“in” the other religion, nor should 
the goal be the development of 
“inreligionisation communities.“
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Respecting Hermeneutical Space

Communicating and expressing the gospel in a meaningful way is not an 
easy task in cross-cultural contexts. There are several barriers of commu-
nication, and contextualisation has been heralded as a way to overcome 

some of these obstacles. However, the gap between theory and practice that Darrell 
Whiteman alluded to more than two decades ago does not appear to have signifi-
cantly closed. At three separate forums, in the beginning of this year, Asian thought 
leaders were still appealing to mission practitioners in Asia to do contextualisation. 

This presentation is a reflection on some promising activities in Cambodia in the 
last few years. By creating communities of dialogical practice, the Cambodian 
church is inching forward in crafting a distinct Khmer Christian identity. 
It is hoped that this report may encourage others to persevere in exploring and 
experimenting with new localised expressions of faith for the sake of the Gospel.

I shall turn this time over to Pastor Tep Samnang to share about what our 
research team is doing in Cambodia.

Can Cambodians Bow to their Parents? A Grassroots Study 
(Tep Samnang)
My name is Tep Samnang. In 2016, during my service as the Executive Director 
of the Evangelical Fellowship of Cambodia, we started a “Faith and Culture 
Committee,” a group which consists of heads of denominations, principals of 
seminaries, and leaders of Christian organizations. We do research on contex-
tual theology and organise forums in different provinces to engage with pastors 
all over Cambodia. Recently, we just completed our research on “The Christian 
Wedding Ceremony according to Cambodian Culture” and have just published 
it in a book. We are currently doing research for Birth and Death Ceremonies.

Today, I would like to present another research project, one I conducted with 
Rev. Lun Sophy and Rev. Prak Vuthy, along with Ms. Claire Chong. It involves 
the Khmer tradition of bowing to parents and asks: Can Cambodian Christians 
bow to our parents?

37:2 Summer 2020

Can Cambodian Christians “Worship” their Parents? 
A Hermeneutical Dialogue
By Claire T. C. Chong and Tep Samnang
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In all three case studies, the leaders of the churches and school 
are well-respected godly men and women with thriving and 
vibrant ministries. These examples are models of contextual-
ised practice and show us that it is possible to uphold Khmer 
traditions as Christians. 

However, the linguistic explanation and models of contextual 
practices were not sufficient to persuade Cambodian pastors. 

So we studied Scripture and did a word study of the 
Hebrew word shachah. 

The Bible clearly teaches us that we are to 
shachah (worship) God and God alone, 
and that we must not worship (shachah) 
idols and pagan gods. 

However, and very interestingly, the 
same Hebrew word shachah is also 
used numerous times in reference to 

other humans, and not only to God. 
Brother bowed to brother, subjects bowed 

to kings, friend bowed to good friend,  
and so forth. 

Children bowed to parents. Joseph shachah before his father, 
Moses shachah before his father-in-law Jethro, a Midianite 
priest, and King Solomon shachah before his mother.

This word study shows that shachah is used in two ways: as an 
act of worship to God and also as an act of showing respect to 
people worthy of respect. This renewed biblical understand-
ing gives the Cambodian church strong justification that it is 
permissible to bow to our earthly parents and elders and that 
this act does not equate to worship of God. 

In this contextualisation effort, we learned that the Khmer 
practice of tvaibongkum is similar to the Hebrew practice of 
shachah: While contemporary Christianity understands wor-
ship in only one way, in the Hebrew and Khmer life worlds, 
the act of bowing can be used as a reverential salutation and 
also as an act of worship to God. This is an example of how 
Cambodian Christians are trying to do contextual theology. 

I shall pass this time back to sister Claire.

A Relational Hermeneutic (Claire Chong)
Thank you very much Lokru (teacher)! 

Having had the privilege to participate in the discussion on 
the practice of tvaibongkum, I’d like to share some reflections 
on the process of the hermeneutical dialogue. The central 
point we would like to submit in this presentation is that con-
textualisation is not merely a linguistic and theological exer-
cise. It is more than just translating a message in terms that 
are comprehensible to the listeners. Rather, contextualisation 

According to Khmer customs, Cambodians ritually demon-
strate our respect to our parents, and also to royalty and monks, 
by bowing to them—this ritual act is called tvaibongkum. 

However, among Christians, the Cambodian word tvaibong-
kum is translated into English and understood as “worship.” 
This poses a problem. Prohibiting Cambodian Christians 
from “worshipping” or bowing to their parents is a stumbling 
block for the Gospel.

Our research team spoke with several elders 
of our community and also with Buddhist 
monks and temple leaders. We also 
discussed this problem with several 
church leaders. 

We recognised that the word tvaibong-
kum in the Khmer language and ac-
cording to Khmer thinking means to pay 
respect. In the Khmer-English dictionary 
tvaibongkum is defined as “to greet; say 
hello to; to pay respects or homage, venerate, 
make obeisance.” 

To better appreciate this, we need to understand the struc-
ture of the Cambodian language. The Cambodian language 
operates on a social-linguistic register; this signifies that one 
meaning is represented by different words depending on with 
whom you are talking. For example, there are at least ten Khmer 
words for ‘eat’ depending on with whom you are speaking.

Similarly, there are different Khmer words for “respect.” In 
Khmer thinking, the word and act of tvaibongkum does not 
mean worship in the Christian sense. Tvaibongkum is an ex-
ample of how a word can have two different meanings in dif-
ferent contexts. 

Our research team also found that some Christian leaders in 
Cambodia think that it is all right to bow before our parents. 
I will cite three examples of how different leaders do it. 

1. In one church, the pastor taught the youths the 
Khmer tradition of tvaibongkum and explained 
to them that while this is the cultural way of 
demonstrating respect, as Christians we worship 
only one God. 

2. In another church, Christians go on their knees 
and present gifts to their parents or elders of the 
church. They sompiah (hands together in prayer 
position) but do not bow three times. 

3. In a Christian school, the children are taught to 
kneel before their parents and wash their parents’ 
feet. The non-Christian parents greatly appreciate 
what is being taught at this Christian school. 

The linguistic 
explanation was not 
sufficient to persuade 

the Cambodian pastors. 
So we studied 

Scripture.
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is a social phenomenon, a complex relational negotiation of 
social dynamics. Because of the intersubjectivities that are 
involved in contextualisation, certain postures are critical 
and these postures can influence linguistic and theological 
decisions. In this presentation, we describe six postures that 
were identified by analysing the Cambodian case study and 
comparing it with the classic example of contextualisation 
in Acts 15. 

An Emerging Asian Manner of Contextualisation: 
Six Postures (6Ps)
1. Participatory
First, the Cambodian pastors adopted a participato-
ry approach. According to Hofstede’s cultural dimen-
sions, Cambodians may be described as collectivistic. 
Cambodians thus do not conceive contextualisation as 
the work of an individual theologian; rather, it is car-
ried out communally. A communal and participatory ap-
proach is inclusive; it seeks to involve others and esteems 
another person’s opinion, even if it is different from ours. 
The account in Acts 15 also demonstrates a participatory 
approach. A sharp dispute between two competing views 
on circumcision had broken out (Acts 15:2), and to resolve 
the issue, the Jerusalem Council was convened before the 
church and also the party of Pharisees (Acts 15:4, 22). Verse 
7 in the same chapter mentions that there was “much dis-
cussion” before a carefully negotiated response was crafted 
(Acts 15:7). Similarly, in the Cambodian case study different 
“stakeholders,” regardless of his/her ideological position, con-
tributed to the contextualisation dialogue. Our research team 
also spoke with non-Christians, including Buddhist monks. 
A participatory and inclusive approach is not just to ensure 
rigorous discussions, but more importantly, so that a shared 
decision may be collectively crafted and owned. Such a com-
munal approach of contextualisation also builds and estab-
lishes positive relationships.

2. Practical and Pragmatic
Second, the Cambodian contextual approach is practical and 
pragmatic: practical in that it deals with concrete life situ-
ations rather than theories; pragmatic in that it deals with 
issues using simple and manageable, rather than complex 
and abstract, ways. One of the most striking features of the 
Cambodian contextualisation endeavour is that the whole 
theological project pivots around rituals—weddings, birth and 
death rituals, and customary rituals. The theological debate in 
Acts 15, similarly, revolved around a ritual—circumcision. 

Faith practice among Cambodians is not based on what 
Stanley Tambiah calls scripturalism. Critical textual analysis, 
abstraction, and formulation of doctrinal concepts is not the 

way Cambodians conceive of religion. Ritual, on the other 
hand, is a Khmer way of faith and life; it is the heart lan-
guage of the Khmer people. Through its unique language, 
people learn through enactment, and embody morality and 
truth. Ritual is also the centre of gravity of communal life 
where belonging and identity are forged. Unfortunately, ritual 
is the very aspect of faith and life that Protestant Christians 
have conventionally ignored, or rather, scorned, because we 
evaluate it solely through the tenets of religious dogma. We 
Westernised Christians tend to see ritual purely as a religious 
category, segregated from all other aspects of life. However, 
this reductionist perspective does not reflect what ritual 
means to the Khmers, who view ritual as integral to the whole 
person and to his or her life in community. 

Doing contextual theology through ritual may be regarded as 
an Asian epistemology. A lot of contextualisation currently 
done revolves around theological and doctrinal theses—pos-
sibly a product of the European Enlightenment tradition 
privileging mind over body, and reason over experience. The 
primacy of doctrine over ritual may be one explanation for 
the failure of the contextualisation project in Asia: we could 
be using the wrong tool for the job.

3. Pastoral
Doing contextualisation is not just about acquiring and ap-
plying yet another new set of methodological techniques; 
rather, it is about nurturing a pastoral posture which ema-
nates lovingkindness and compassion—cherished Khmer 
virtues. In this context, lovingkindness and compassion are 
expressed as empathetic understanding and sincere apprecia-
tion of another culture. 

In the Cambodian contextual approach, exegeting culture is 
more than intellectually analysing the doctrinal meanings and 
functions of ritual acts. One needs to intuitively capture the 
affective meanings as well—the psychological, familial, social, 
and moral implications. Contextualisation is not a rationalistic 
and evaluative exercise, assessing “right” from “wrong,” wheth-
er it follows the Book or not. Rather, it calls for a pastoral 
disposition toward the other, seeking to appreciate and affirm 
“whatever is true, noble, right, pure” (Matt. 11:29, Phil. 4:8). 

Ritual is also the centre of gravity 
of communal life 

where belonging and identity 
are forged.
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The Jerusalem Council exemplified this pastoral and com-
passionate posture. In Acts 15, they noted that circumcision 
made it “difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God” 
(vs. 19), because it “troubled and unsettled the [Gentile] 
minds” (vs. 24). It is apparent that they empathised with how 
the Gentiles thought and felt about the ritual practice of cir-
cumcision. Love superseded orthodoxy.

Similarly, tvaibongkum is a profoundly reverential and hon-
ourable way of demonstrating respect, gratitude and affection 
to one’s parents and family elders. Not to do so is an un-
thinkable behaviour. Cambodians cannot NOT tvaibongkum 
their parents. 

4. Perceptive
Fourth, contextualisers should be perceptive or discern-
ing of God at work. One of the key points of Barnabas and 
Paul’s persuasion in the Acts 15 debate was the evidence of 
the Presence of God among the uncircumcised Gentiles (vs. 
12). Although the Gentiles were not conforming to the reli-
gious expressions of Jewish Christians, the Holy Spirit was 
undeniably moving among them (vs. 7–9, 13, 15, 17, and 28). 
Similarly, in the tvaibongkum project, we see godly men and 
women of vibrant churches creating innovative ways to redeem 
the traditional custom of demonstrating reverence to parents. 
God is at work and doing a new thing; the Christian faith 
is blossoming in new ways in Khmer soil. Contextualisation 
involves not only textual analysis, but prayerful discernment 
of God at work in unfamiliar yet life-giving ways. It invites 
us to exercise restraint from too quickly labelling something 
different as heresy or syncretism. 

In Buddhist epistemology, perceptive intuition is not an in-
valid way of knowing. Perceptive intuition is a holistic form 
of cognition that comes from in-depth contemplation and 
intuitive reading on lived experiences, resulting in profound 
insights. This contrasts with Western epistemology which 
privileges the mind over heart, body, and soul. Interestingly, 
in Acts 17:27, Paul invited the Athenians to “feel their way 
toward [God] and find Him.” It is apparent that in the philo-
sophical tradition of the Age of Reason, perception has been 
dismissed as a bona fide pathway of cognition. 

5. Pro- and Co-creative
Fifth, we should approach our mission with an attitude 
of anticipation, expecting something new to be birthed. 
Contextualisation should be pro-creative and co-creative. The 
Jerusalem Council saw that God was doing something new 
among the Gentiles, and what they saw renewed their hermeneu-
tical paradigm and transformed their theological interpretation

Re-reading an old prophecy in an illuminating new way, 
James redefined what “people of God” meant: from one that 
was exclusively referring to Israel as God’s chosen, to one that 
includes “the rest of mankind” and even “all the Gentiles” 
(Acts 15:17). Similarly, Paul transformed the old interpreta-
tion of the doctrine of circumcision. Emphasizing the spirit 
of the law rather than the letter of the law, he criticized the 
legalistic demands of physical circumcision and preached on 
the circumcision of the heart by the Spirit (Rom. 2:25–29). 

Instead of imposing predetermined theological concep-
tions, James and Paul allowed God to transform their 
long-established theological ideas and renew their doc-
trinal interpretations. The hermeneutical process that 
we see here is one that is co-dependent on text and  
context, one that is deeply rooted in the Word and yet sensi-
tive to the work of the Holy Spirit in the present and God’s 
continued authorship in writing history.

With this posture and by re-reading Scriptures through Khmer 
eyes, Cambodians noted with delight how the godly prostrated 
before their elders and how the Khmer tradition of tvaibong-
kum parallels the Hebrew practice of shachah. This Spirit-
inspired and biblically-founded interpretation holds profound 
significance for Christian expression in Asian contexts. 

6. Peaceable
And finally, blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be 
called sons and daughters of God. In Acts 15, the Jewish 
Council did not just “repeal” the law of circumcision for the 
Gentiles, they negotiated a holistic and peacebuilding re-
sponse. They recommended that the Gentiles follow certain 
purity codes, so as to maintain the unity of fellowship be-
tween Jews and Gentiles. The Council exercised the principle 
of 1 Corinthians 10:32–33 of not being a stumbling block 
to Jews, Gentiles, or the church of God. Contextualisation 
is not merely a theological exercise, it is a relational endeav-
our, involving an intricate negotiation of relationships among 
various people, for the purpose of establishing shalom in the 
community.

In the Cambodian contextual approach, 
to exegete culture one needs to 

intuitively capture 
the affective meanings as well—
the psychological, familial, social, 

and moral implications.
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The core Khmer value of harmony and conflict-avoidance 
is prominent in the Cambodian contextual process. It leads 
toward peace-building relations by honouring indigenous 
socio-cultural norms:

a) First, deference is given to Christian elders. It took 
more than a year to seek the endorsement of certain 
senior pastors. The contextualisation endeavour in 
Cambodia is owned and led by mainstream players; 
it is not a fringe activity of a maverick, or a young 
leader who has been groomed in foreign methods 
and manners.

b) Second, honour is given to the Buddhist 
community. Christian pastors in the tvaibongkum 
project engaged with Buddhist monks and elders in 
the community, and even explained the Christian 
dilemma, and sought suggestions from them. 

c) Third, respect is also given to the governing 
authorities. Khmer pastors are keenly aware of the 
importance of developing positive relations with 
the local governing authorities. The book, Christian 
Wedding Ceremony according to Cambodian Culture, 
was presented as a gift to the Ministry of Cult and 
Religion to demonstrate Christian cooperation to 
“Khmerise” Christianity. 

Envisioning Communities of Relational 
Hermeneutical and Dialogical Practice
This Cambodian case study provides some nuanced insights 
for an innovative practice of contextualisation. Building on 
the concepts of critical contextualisation passed on to us by 
Paul Hiebert, we have described here a manner of contextu-
alisation that focuses on relational dynamics. Together with 
pastor Tep Samnang, I submit this for your prayerful consid-
eration, believing that this manner of contextualisation may 
be helpful for doing mission in Asian contexts. IJFM 

With this posture 
and by re-reading Scripture 

through Khmer eyes, 
Cambodians noted with delight 

how the godly prostrated 
before their elders.
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The Model is the Message
by Ronald and Carolyn Klaus

For several years I (Ronald) taught a course in Small Group Discipleship 
at one of Ethiopia’s leading seminaries. The small group model had 
become fundamental to the growth of movements we were involved with 

in that region. But I was challenged in conveying it in a more traditional learning 
context. How I taught the material seemed crucial to conveying what I taught.

I gave out an extensive set of notes, with daily reading assignments and three 
thought-provoking questions for the students to answer in writing every day. 
There were no exams. Instead, grades were based on attendance, punctuality, 
the quality of the written responses to the three questions, class participation, 
and one term paper. I started every period by facilitating a class-wide group 
discussion about the assigned questions. Students were encouraged to share 
their own stories and raise further questions. I responded by sharing anecdotes 
to illustrate the principles we had talked about.

In every two-and-a-half-hour session, I broke the class down into small groups 
of five to six in which they could actually experience what they were learning. 
The students took turns leading the groups. This was followed by a debrief time 
in which both leader and group members reflected on their experiences.

I shared the break time with any students willing to have coffee with me because 
I wanted to get to know them more personally. This was a conscious part of 
the teaching. I wanted to model something of how small group leaders should 
relate to their participants. Leaders are not there merely to lead meetings. Their 
job is to love and influence people and pastor them along their journeys toward 
transformation. I closed each class with a short, motivational presentation that 
introduced the next set of materials and helped them see why it was important. 
The students’ anonymous reviews of the course were always very positive.

One year I was unable to teach the course because of other commitments. 
I recommended an Ethiopian friend, someone I had mentored, who had 
implemented one of Ethiopia’s best small group models in his local church.

Respecting Hermeneutical Space
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He had also read even more widely on the subject than I 
had. The seminary refused to appoint him because he did not 
have a PhD.

To make matters worse, the American PhD who re-
placed me had never been in a small group herself, let 
alone taught about it. She was very grateful to have my 
notes. She used them to lecture her way through the course. 
The seminary never saw anything wrong with this. However, 
she was modeling the exact opposite of what the students 
should have been learning by seeing it in action. Instead, 
the lecture-only model undermined the value of the course. 
Without realizing it, she taught them that they could train 
other small group leaders through lectures alone. This may be 
an extreme case, but it illustrates that we teach not only by 
talking about the subject we want to convey but also by the 
structures we use to convey it.

Marshall McLuhan and a Disclaimer 
Our paper’s title is a take-off on Marshall McLuhan’s 
The Medium is the Message,1 first published in 1967. 
He was a visionary, far ahead of his time. The book shows that 
the way we send and receive information is at least as impor-
tant as the information itself. With this insight, McLuhan 
predicted the impact that the internet, social media, big data 
collection, and other technologies would have on the world 
decades later. 

Over the last two decades, we have had abundant opportu-
nity to observe that in missions the model of ministry, rather 
than the material presented, is often the message that peo-
ple absorb. 

First, a disclaimer. Astute readers will soon realize that the 
way we are communicating here violates the very principles 
we are trying to bring out. Lecturing through Zoom and writ-
ten material is not the best way to model ministry. However, 
in the context of COVID and the limitations imposed by the 
conference structure, we thank God and you for this oppor-
tunity to share our concerns, and also allow you to hear some 
of our colleagues in Ethiopia speak for themselves. 

Our Learning Model Becomes Our Message
Fikadu Endale, overseer of the Western Shewa movement 
in Ethiopia tells us:2 

I am Pastor Fikadu from Ethiopia. I’ve been working with 
Dr. Ron and Dr. Carolyn for the last sixteen or seventeen 
years. We work in Western Shewa. These people were from 
an animistic background. We started working with transfor-
mational small groups in that area. People sit together in a 
small number and study the Word of God, especially Discov-
ery Bible Studies whose leaders are trained by us. They come 
to love Jesus, their family is transformed. Their family comes 
to know Christ, and their community is transformed. They 
stop drinking and abusing their wives. They start sending 
all of their kids to school. Now some of their kids are col-
lege students and some of them are college teachers. They 
discovered all these new ways from their transformational 
small groups and the Discovery Bible Study.

Right from the beginning, Fikadu and his closest disciple 
formed these animist people into small groups for personal 
sharing, inductive Bible study, prayer, accountability, and mis-
sion. They discovered for themselves what the Bible had to 
say, figured out together its application to their lives, and held 
one another accountable for doing what they were learning.

Once, when we were discussing the problem of illiteracy 
with him, one of his leaders overheard us and interrupted us 
to offer us a solution they had already devised. Those who 
couldn’t read sat on either side of someone who could. The 
literate member held the Bible between his illiterate friends 
and ran his fingers along the text as he read aloud. Because 
their printed language is completely phonetic, his compan-
ions quickly associated the characters and combinations with 
the sounds of their language. Before long they were reading—
without the help of “literacy experts.”

At one point some small groups spontaneously began talking 
about their problems with alcohol. On their own, they began 
to daily call on those with the problem to see how they were 
doing. Every week they celebrated everyone who had had 
an alcohol-free week. They prayed for those who continued 
to struggle. Over about six months, alcoholism completely 
disappeared among them—without any sermons about alco-
hol. This same process led to the end of wife abuse, female 
circumcision, poor work habits, etc. We wonder what would 
happen in the West if instead of only preaching to large au-
diences, our pastors would train ordinary people to facilitate 
change, just as the people in this movement are learning to do.

In these small groups, their members also got practice in pray-
ing for healing, doing exorcisms, and discerning false proph-
ecy. At one baptismal service we witnessed, we were amazed 
at the confidence and competence with which these new be-
lievers handled a woman manifesting demonic activity. This 

We have observed that in missions 
the model of ministry, 

rather than the material presented, 
is often the message 
that people absorb.
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same confidence has led to their planting about fifty congre-
gation-size groups which now include approximately 10,000 
people in hundreds of small groups. Though their congrega-
tional units also meet weekly for worship and teaching, they 
view the small groups with trained leaders as the essence of 
the church, the cutting edge of the transformational process. 
The larger groups exist as supplements and encouragement 
for people to join the small groups. 

They also tell us that they hardly have to “evangelize” in the 
way we usually think about it. They say that unbelievers come 
in—often first to one of the small groups—not because some-
one invited them but because they have seen the difference in 
the members’ lifestyles. “Whatever you have,” strangers say, 
“we want to learn more about it.” It is what we have come to 
call “city on a hill evangelism.”

This is not to say that preaching doesn’t have a role. It is useful 
for vision-casting, for inspiration, and for communicating new 
information that people could not dig out of the Bible them-
selves. It complements, rather than replaces, inductive study.

But if preaching is not intentionally integrated with structures 
through which people can process what is being preached, the 
preaching model itself communicates undesirable messages. It 
communicates that it is enough to hear information, whether or 
not one remembers the information, let alone does anything as a 
result. If there is no accountability for what one hears, obedience 
must not be important.

If we are interested in character development, there is no sub-
stitute for Fikadu’s self-discovery in small groups with ac-
countability. It is the only way we will develop people who 
always return good for evil, respond graciously to criticism, 
give needed criticism with gentleness, want others to share in 
the limelight, want the best even for their opponents, and live 
modestly. It is the only way that we will develop people who 
never flirt with unhealthy sexual attractions, cheat on their 
finances, steal people from other ministries, or resent the suc-
cess of others. Such small groups are the only place where 
people can share their struggles and develop better habits, 

which are the only means through which character develops. 
If we don’t develop methods that can guarantee such out-
comes, then we are either saying that character development 
is not important or else we are naïve about how it happens.

Then there is the issue of skill development. In nearly every 
field besides the Church, people learn skills by practicing 
them in the presence of a mentor until they are proficient. 
That, of course, requires a lot of skilled mentors.

In sports, our favorite team of 53 players has 24 full-time 
coaches. All for the glory of getting a piece of leather across 
a goal line. In the trades, young people apprentice themselves 
to experienced craftsmen until they can demonstrate compe-
tence in all of the skills required for their trade. 

In my (Carolyn’s) becoming a doctor, five of my seven years 
of training consisted mostly of being mentored by my seniors 
in the care of real live patients and mentoring those who 
followed me.

Perhaps my (Ron’s) best experience in seeing people ac-
quire the skills they must have to function effectively in 
difficult situations was my brief brush with the US Army. 
I was very impressed with the training’s nature, qual-
ity, and transformational power. They took their chal-
lenge seriously. They had to convert mostly unwill-
ing recruits into effective fighters who could win wars. 
 They understood how hard that process was and invested 
heavily in training models that could do that. There were 
lectures, but by far, most training was through in-the-field 
experiences followed by evaluations and detailed records of 
proficiencies. No training with a weapon stopped until you 
were proficient in using it, as verified by officers who watched 
you and scored you.

This transformation was possible because of the army’s lead-
ership structure. Every single person in the US Army reports 
to an officer who commands no more than ten people directly 
(sometimes up to twelve at the squad level). Everyone above 
that level commands no more than five or six. In the entire 
army, every person is known personally by his or her com-
manding officer, who can evaluate him or her and make sure 
they get all the training and practice they need to become 
effective, no matter how long that takes. They do this by hav-
ing layered units— squads, platoons, companies, battalions, 
regiments, divisions—and layered commanders— sergeants, 
lieutenants, captains, majors, colonels, generals. At every level 
of leadership, each leader receives specific, well-thought-
through, and tested training to prepare him or her for the 
next level of leadership. Everyone gets ongoing training, 
support, supervision, and evaluation. This reminds us of the 
structure that Jethro recommended to Moses in Exodus 18.

Small groups spontaneously 
began talking about their problems 

with alcohol. 
Over about six months, alcoholism 

completely disappeared among them—
without any sermons about alcohol.
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Contrast this with what we do in churches. Rarely do layper-
sons get any systematic ministry training at all, let alone very 
much accountability for any ministry they have been trusted 
to do. Pastors and missionaries usually get only hit-or-miss 
training after they graduate from seminary or Bible school. 
Few receive help to develop into church planters, mentors of 
other pastors, or mission leaders; most remain in static po-
sitions all their lives. As a result, the Church has very few 
mentors compared to the number required if every member 
were to have a mentor who knew them and made sure they 
were growing. 

We are not endorsing the military or its goals. However, win-
ning wars requires the structures that armies have developed. 
What does it say about us when we, who are involved in the 
greatest cosmic battle of all times, use learning models that 
human armies would consider woefully inadequate? 

Our Training Model Becomes Our Message
The next colleague from whom you will hear was once the 
director of missions for a large denomination in Ethiopia. 
Over time he came to believe that their traditional model 
of missions was not working well enough. About nine years 
ago he came to us and asked us to help him start a different 
kind of movement toward Jesus among people from another 
Abrahamic faith who had been hostile to Jesus. 

We began with ten men whom he had evangelized. 
After several years of trust-building and secret train-
ing, we believed the time had come for outreach to begin. 
We covenanted together with these brothers that this 
emerging movement would be contextualized, that 
they would stay within their communities no mat-
ter what the opposition or persecution, and that they 
would not accept either teaching or money from outsiders. 
The Jesus followers who were religious leaders began 
to share about Isa al Masih from their own holy book. 
When people became interested, they met with them pri-
vately for further study and discussion.

Our colleague visited them monthly. At times we joined them 
outside of their region for more concentrated training and 
discussion. At first, this effort was very much underground, 
and those who started to follow Isa suffered some persecu-
tion. However, everyone admired their exemplary lifestyles 
and their helpfulness to their community. An important turn-
ing point came when the Jesus-following leaders were able to 
make peace with a neighboring tribe that attacked them and 
killed some of their people.

People then started to become followers in larger numbers. 
The Jesus followers are now routinely called on to resolve vil-
lage conflicts. The entire area has opened to the good news, 
and there are Bible studies in all of their twenty-six villages. 
Our colleague was recently made an honorary member of the 
tribe. He is also coaching leaders in another rapidly expand-
ing movement in a similar cultural group in another part of 
the country. Here is what he has to say about how he trains.

In the south and western part of the country, I train only 
the top leadership of the movement. In this training I help 
them understand about prayer, having fellowship with the 
Lord, reading the Bible, and studying it among themselves. 
They also learn to solve problems by themselves. In the west, 
when there were rumors and some problems within their 
movement, they brought them out and discussed and solved 
them by themselves. In the south, when there was tribal 
violence, their top leaders were able to make peace. They 
became famous for being able to make peace in their com-
munities. They are also growing vegetables and other crops. 
They are, therefore, growing strong economically. What they 
have experienced, they pass on to others and, therefore, 
grow in number. 

Our colleague’s training model has been entirely based 
on relationships, with intense discussions in small groups 
about God’s word and its application to their local situ-
ations. Because of that, the movement members find 
it logical for them to pass on the Good News in the 
same way. There are no Bible Schools and no full-timers. 
Yet these are among the healthiest movements with which we 
work in Ethiopia. Their fervor and willingness to sacrifice are 
amazing, and they are entirely lacking in dependency. 

Bible Schools and Seminaries
Again, our traditional training models communicate power-
ful messages about which many of us rarely think. To begin 
with, in these models a person can decide for him- or herself 
to have a career as a pastor without any evaluation of their 
spiritual maturity or gifts. Anyone can get into Bible school 
or seminary if they apply. There is no requirement for proven 
ministry as a non-professional. In situations where there is 
high unemployment, being a pastor can be a good path to a 
respected career with a guaranteed salary.

What does it say about us when we, 
who are involved in the greatest 

cosmic battle of all times, 
use learning models that human armies 
would consider woefully inadequate?
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A second dangerous message is that the mere existence 
of outside training schools can communicate that minis-
try requires advanced training. Ordinary people can’t do it. 
If only specialized training qualifies a person for ministry, this 
kills the priesthood of all believers. If a church wants to train 
its leaders, it should do it locally, so that attendees can con-
tinue both their local ministry and their jobs through which 
they support their families. 

A similarly dangerous message is that what qualifies a per-
son to minister is the information he or she gains, not their 
own walk with God. Many seminaries and Bible schools offer 
relatively little training in spiritual formation. 

I was once invited to teach a course in spiritual formation at 
a leading US seminary. I did it by having students write per-
sonal journals, submit them at every class session, and receive 
my written feedback at the next class session. After a slow 
start, they finally started amazingly deep written conversations. 
I spent about twenty hours a week responding to their journal 
entries. Their entries— only a few months before they would 
be ordained—contained doubts about the Bible’s truth and 
whether God loved them. Some reported unresolved conflicts 
with spouses and leaders of their ministries. Some confessed 
lack of spiritual vitality. One of them seemed to have a serious 
mental illness. 

The students were very grateful for the experience. 
No one had ever asked them about such things before. 
They reported their enthusiasm to the seminary administra-
tion and requested that this course would continue. But the 
seminary never asked me back. After this one experience, 
they dropped the course. 

Churches
Churches also communicate strong, unintentional messag-
es when only ordained ministers share ministry on Sunday 
mornings. Except for occasional dramatic testimonies of 
healing or deliverance, most churches rarely allow anyone else 
to share spiritual insights or exhortations in a service. Non-
professionals quickly learn that their role is to do the church 
chores, take care of children and youth ministry, prepare the 

refreshments, and manage the finances. Spiritual matters are 
left to the professionals. This is a loud message that the priest-
hood of all believers is obsolete.

Our Model of Community Becomes Our Message
Here is what our colleague Mezgebu Tsemru has learned 
about community.

We used to preach and think that we were a community. But 
practically we were not. At one time we sent out messages 
to find out how our people were doing because we did not 
have a small group ministry at that time. We found that we 
didn’t know our people. One of our leaders visited one of our 
members and found out that he died a year ago. It showed 
that we didn’t even know whether our people were dead or 
alive. That showed that what we thought we were and what 
we were saying about ourselves did not match the reality 
on the ground. 

As Mezgebu has testified, churches made of large passive 
audiences communicate that intense relationships between 
people are not necessary. “Community” means that we bring 
meals to one another when we are sick and perhaps help one 
another pack boxes when we move. This is not bad but falls 
far short of what biblical community means.

The typical church “fellowship hall” is a place where people 
chat over coffee or food, but where a deep conversation is 
highly improbable, if not impossible. Few people know each 
other’s vulnerabilities, let alone engage with them.

Producing a real community requires many leaders who are 
willing to take the time to engage with the real issues of peo-
ple’s lives and are trained well enough to be helpful. It also 
requires that church leadership be willing to cut out enough 
of the church activities so that everyone can be in a group in 
which they have deep relationships focused on their personal 
spiritual growth. Not doing this communicates the message 
that we don’t have to practice the 59 “one anothers” in the New 
Testament. Our practice says, in effect, that these are optional. 

Our Payment Model Becomes Our Message
This is the contribution from our colleague Shimeles Dejene, 
who has experienced several models of payment for ministry.

I’m Shimeles Dejene from Ethiopia. For twelve years I was 
a full-time minister with a denomination, and then for 
eleven years, I was full-time with a parachurch missions or-
ganization. Five years ago, I resigned and began a disciple- 
making movement in Addis Ababa and the surrounding 
towns, particularly focusing among the rapidly multiplying 
condominiums. I have been supporting our family from a 
small shop that sells milk from our cows and from my salary 
as a part-time administrator for a small medical college. Here 
is what I have learned about payment for ministry. When I 
was being paid by the church and mission organization, it 

An important turning point came 
when the Jesus-following leaders were 

able to make peace with a 
neighboring tribe that attacked them 

and killed some of their people.



International Journal of Frontier Missiology

48 The Model is the Message

was difficult to implement fully what the Lord had called me 
to do. In fact, sometimes I had to compromise in order to 
speak out about problems. Now that I am financially inde-
pendent, I can freely say whatever God is giving me to say. 
When I was being paid regularly by others, it was hard for me 
to tell those I was discipling to trust God for their finances. 
It was also hard for me to convince them that they did not 
have to be full-timers to be fruitful in ministry. Now that 
others see that I do ministry even though I also have sec-
ular work, they have become bold to do ministry in their 
off-hours. Therefore, I encourage others to do the same for 
better ministry success. 

In addition to what Shimeles shared, our training 
models that include Bible schools and seminaries 
have created an entitlement mentality around 
the world. Much of the Church has been 
taught to believe that those who have 
been through such schools deserve full-
time financial support.

In our early days in Ethiopia, we 
worked with a church planting move-
ment that told us they had about 200 
young men waiting to be “sent.” Our 
first thought was that this was an amazing 
example of dedication. But then we realized 
what was going on. Either they were unemployed 
or they wanted to get away from the difficult work of 
farming. Someone else was raising the funding. They were 
looking for jobs.

Instead, we should be communicating that anyone wanting 
to do ministry should start immediately while they earn their 
own financial support. They should first aim to disciple five 
to ten people and teach them to form and disciple their own 
small groups, something a person can do while still working 
a full-time job. Only when they are successful at that should 
they be considered for any further training. When their off-
hours ministry is so fruitful that their elders believe that do-
ing it full-time would multiply it and when their converts 
and mentees are tithing enough to support them, then they 
could become full-timers. If we don’t accept that model, the 
world will never be evangelized. We will never have enough 
full-timers to do it. World evangelism awaits a huge army of 
self-supporting skilled disciple-makers. 

Our Lack of Commitment to Long-Term 
Mentoring Becomes a Message
Our primary Ethiopian colleagues are very gifted ap-
ostolic leaders who were fruitful disciple-makers before 
they met us. From the beginning of our relationships, 
they saw the value of the model of small group shepherd-
ing that we taught. Through it, they learned to be more 

effective themselves and were able to train and raise up  
others. However, our role as alongsiders continues to be help-
ful to them even after seventeen years. 

First, they were at the beginning stage of a movement model 
that we had already experienced in the US. We were in a place 
to give some guidance as they encountered pitfalls and prob-
lems that we had already encountered. Just as the apostle Paul 
discovered that the foundation of some of his early churches 
later required fixing and strengthening, we have also found 
that our colleagues’ movements sometimes started in ways that 
were not ideal and sowed problems that cropped up afterward. 

A group of Argentine brothers whose movements 
were about five years ahead of ours in the US 

helped us anticipate and thereby navi-
gate the problems that we encountered. 

We have tried to do the same for our 
Ethiopian brothers. 

Second, our colleagues’ movements 
have encountered new challenges 
as their environments have changed. 

A few years ago, it was jihad; now it is 
COVID, drought, and civil war. We have 

been able to connect them with resources 
from other parts of the world to help them deal 

with these things.

Third, our colleagues have repeatedly required strong encour-
agement as they have encountered more and more opposition. 
The pressures from surrounding traditional churches, let alone 
from those outside their movements, have been enormous. 
We need to understand this and plan for increasing support 
to fruitful leaders as they become targets for our enemy. He 
attacks them more severely as they begin to succeed. They also 
have had to learn to pass that encouragement on to people 
they oversee, who have faced the same trials. At their levels 
of leadership, our apostolic colleagues don’t have many people 
to talk to about their issues, both personal and ministerial. 
Our being available to listen and provide such encourage-
ment and counsel to them may have been our most important 
contribution to them over the years.

Fourth, apostolic leaders have to grow in their thinking and 
training skills as they have more levels of leaders they must 
train and oversee. Leading a grass roots small group is dif-
ferent from coaching small group leaders, coaching coaches, 
overseeing entire congregations, or overseeing groups of con-
gregations. Churches that have planted other churches that 
have planted others up to several generations, face challenges 
in keeping their movements vital that younger churches do 
not yet face. The US Army recognizes the need for ongo-
ing training for all officers specific to their level of leadership. 

Training models 
that include Bible 

schools and seminaries 
have created an 

entitlement mentality 
around the world.
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Even the high-ranking officers who have large commands 
must go to the US Army War College to develop skills on a 
strategic level.

If the church were to develop such a mentoring structure, it 
would communicate that every person, whatever their place 
in the body of Christ, is worth investing in because they are 
destined to play an important role in God’s army. It would be 
saying that every individual should be continually growing, 
should have specific opportunities to move to their next level 
of competence, and should be expected to change the lives of 
others in positive ways. It would say that every person should 
get whatever help they need to overcome whatever obstacles 
keep them from fruitfulness. This kind of layered network-
ing with ongoing training would eliminate or at least delay 
the corruption of movements that have occurred throughout 
church history. 

However, if our model of ministry does not assure this kind 
of long-term mentoring for every believer, we are behaving 
like parents that don’t care whether their children advance 
in school. We are saying that individuals neither are valuable 
in themselves nor have the potential to become significant in 
God’s kingdom. We are saying that it is acceptable for dis-
cipleship to get watered down as movements institutionalize 
over the generations. We are denying the seriousness of our 
ongoing real war with the devil. We are promoting the illu-
sion that people can meet his challenge without continued 
growth in their character and skills. In other words, we are 
setting ourselves up for failure, saying that God will have to 
wait for another generation to demonstrate his kingdom to 
all peoples.

Conclusions 
We have tried to offer a fresh awareness beyond a singular 
focus on the content of our communication. We must under-
stand how our models of ministry can undermine the content 
we teach, that it will require we review our models of learning, 
training, community, payment for ministry, and commitment 
to long-term mentoring.

Thank God that many kingdom movements blossoming 
throughout the world today generally model some of the key 
messages we’ve been talking about, and especially during their 
beginnings. They espouse not only the idea but the practice 
that learning from God’s word is for everyone, not only those 
who have had specialized training. Ministry is for everyone.

But tragically, apart from persecution, abundant evidence 
from history shows that most movements that start well will, 
over time, devolve into larger institutions that abandon the 
very methods that made them successful at their beginning. 
We plead with the missions community to consider how their 
models of ministry may contradict the very things they are 
trying to teach. This may point to the need for some radical 
changes in the way we structure our relationships, meetings, 
and training programs in the body of Christ. Our failure to 
pay attention to these things could delay the progress of the 
kingdom of God in our generation. It will leave to those fol-
lowing to take more seriously the challenge of our enemy’s 
relentless warfare against God’s kingdom. IJFM

Endnotes
  1 It’s interesting that the book was actually called The Medium is 

the Massage due to a mistake by the typesetters. McLuhan felt 
his popular notion “the medium is the message” had become 
almost cliché, and when he saw the error in the book’s title, he 
loved it and kept it as it was typeset.

  2 These are actual quotations from the video presentations made 
by some of our colleagues during the presentation of this paper.

Churches that plant generations 
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that younger churches do not yet face.
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Inreligionisation: Reconsidering that Most 
Vital Hermeneutical Space
On the coining of terms there seems to be no end, and for 
missiology there appears to be no exception. Dr. Kang-San 
Tan’s deployment of the term inreligionisation at the recent 
ISFM 2021 meetings on “Communication(s) and Mission” 
will likely unsettle our evangelical missiology, for the term 
plays with our settled notions of religion. This neologism—
in-religion-isation—is a spatial term (“in”), as Alan Johnson 
points out (23), one that calls for a more radical residency of 
the gospel within Buddhist, Muslim, and Hindu contexts. The 
connotations provoke and challenge our religious categories. 
They smell of religious mixture. I’d recommend we check 
our reflexes, for any quick pronouncement of syncretism may 
obscure the positive aspects of Tan’s proposal. And this pro-
vocative term itself may catalyze a very crucial conversation. 

Tan came to Christ from a Buddhist home, is trained in the 
theology of religions, now leads a prominent Western mission 
agency, and retains a grassroots lens on the religious pluralism 
of Asia. He wants the Asian church to “grapple with deeper 
contextual issues of discipleship within those religious systems” 
(10). Inreligionisation is a broad missiological reorientation that 
“involves the transformation of non-Christian religious systems 
with gospel values,” one that will require “a more radical follow-
ing of Jesus’ model—the ushering in of the Kingdom of God.” 
(10). Alan Johnson’s assessment is that the Thai church will not 
cope with such a radical reorientation towards their Buddhist 
world. Such resistance is very understandable, but perhaps a 
bit too unilateral, for there are some positive signs in adjacent 
Cambodia (37) that Tan’s proposal is not completely unrea-
sonable. Chong and Tep are witnessing some initial success in 
assisting Cambodian pastors and leaders through a reconsidera-
tion of certain Buddhist rituals, somewhat reminiscent of Tan’s 
emphasis on rituals, practices, and entire community concerns 
rather than doctrines and texts (6). There appear to be legitimate 
conversations taking place in Asian contexts.

First, by way of personal disclaimer: My partiality towards 
Tan’s inreligionisation began during my early years in North 
Africa among Muslims. My conversations over frequent cups 
of coffee with one of my mentors, Mazhar Mallouhi, forced me 

to reinterpret many of the religious stereotypes I had carried 
into those interreligious encounters. This Syrian gentleman had 
a long resume of Christian experience, and I had intersected his 
journey when he seemed to be retracing his steps. You might say 
he was on a path of inreligionisation, trying to reconstruct and 
reembrace what he had lost years earlier in his conversion on 
those borderlands of the Muslim and Christian faiths. I recom-
mend his biography as a more concrete portrayal of a disciple of 
Christ finding a way home through Sufi Islam.1 (See the ad for 
Paul-Gordon Chandler’s biography of Mazhar Mallouhi, 21.) 
He explores a new path between two faiths—a pilgrim of 
Christ on another religious road. His life seems to personify a 
certain type of inreligionisation and for me it tipped the scales 
towards a more positive view of the concept.

My reflections settled on three propositions, certain elements of 
inreligionisation that could be addressed in any future conversa-
tions. And I couldn’t help but notice the way Tan’s development 
of the concept resonates with other missiological contributions, 
so permit me to synthesize these with Tan’s proposal.

Inreligionisation Requires that Gospel 
Communication Respect Other Religious Identities
It is obvious that Tan’s proposal goes beyond our normal attempts 
at cross-cultural communication. His resume of personal, aca-
demic, and organizational experience has led him to a more 
radical proposal—to re-contextualize our gospel communication 
through a process of inreligionisation. He is not addressing the 
technicalities or mechanics of contextualizing our gospel com-
munication, but his proposal requires a relocation of message 
and messenger within other non-Christian religious contexts. 
He begins with Peter Phan’s definition of the term: 

. . . inreligionisation is the attempt by Christians coming from 
Asian religious traditions to “believe that it is possible and 
even necessary not only to accept in theory certain doctrines 
or practices of other religions and to incorporate them, per-
haps in modified form, into Christianity, but also to adopt 
and live in their personal lives, the beliefs, moral rules, ritu-
als, and monastic practices of religious traditions other than 
Christianity.“ (10)

Tan is not addressing the
 mechanics of contextualizing our 

gospel communication,
but rather the relocation of message

and messenger within other 
non-Christian religious contexts.

Brad Gill is the senior editor of the International Journal of  
Frontier Missiology. 
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Tan is proposing that gospel communication should happen 
in a space of religious identification, dialogue, and participa-
tion. In previous writings and dissertations, Tan has proposed 
a path of dual-religious belonging, a participation within both 
his Christian and Buddhist worlds.2 This could also be the 
case for many believers in Asia whose Christian identity has 
divorced them from the religious communities of their birth. 
Dual identification might allow for a more effective exchange 
and contextualization of the gospel. How that is to take place 
is not as clear from Tan’s short EMS presentation.

Robert Schreiter offers another way of understanding what 
Tan is saying about religious identity and intercultural com-
munication. He points out that speakers and hearers

have different goals in the communication event itself. The 
speaker is concerned with getting the message across the 
cultural boundary with integrity and lodging it in the world 
of the hearer in such a way that it will be understood. The 
hearer, on the other hand, is concerned with finding a place 
for that message within his or her own world in such a way 
as to enhance the hearer’s identity . . . whereas the speaker 
has a preoccupation with the integrity of the message in the 
communication event, the hearer has a preoccupation with 
identity.3 (emphasis mine)

Tan is addressing this same preoccupation of the hearer with 
identity—that is, religious identity. Tan has an intuitive grasp 
of identity amidst the religious pluralism of Asia, but he also 
recognizes that Christian communicators have typically been 
focused on the integrity of the gospel as they interpret the 
Scriptures within those religious worlds. Despite his own 
concern lest syncretism distort the truth of the Word of God, 
Tan is encouraging us to try to better understand the disciple 
of Jesus who is struggling to fit the message into his or her 
Buddhist, Muslim, or Hindu identity. Again, in Schreiter’s 
differentiation, “the speaker is on the watch for syncretism; 
the hearer is struggling for synthesis.”4 Inreligionisation, then, 
appears to be Tan’s way of insisting that any communication 
respect the way hearers in other religious worlds are trying to 
align the message with an identity. 

Inreligionisation Addresses the Strategic Loss 
in Religious Displacement
A deep sense of loss propels Tan’s imaginative thinking about 
inreligionisation. Notto Thelle referred to this as a kind of 
“phantom pain”—that residual sense of a past that has been 
severed (18). Tan’s turning to Christ led to this type of rup-
ture with his Buddhist past, and his search for that lost sense 
of place drives this venture. His writings and dissertations 
over the past couple of decades reflect on this predicament, 
and he sees this same displacement in the Asian church. 
Inreligionisation is his effort to reverse this personal and stra-
tegic loss and restore a vital witness.

John Flett and Henning Wrogemann speak to this social dis-
placement of the Christian community as

. . . the dissociation that often occurs between this new com-
munity, their history and heritage, and their wider community. 
To lose one’s history is not to change one’s identity—it is 
to be set adrift without an identity. This results in the local 
community becoming dependent on the identity of another 
community foreign to the context, surviving only in a rela-
tionship of dependence. It is the very opposite of the notion 
of conversion and the reconciliation of one’s own history and 
identity to God in Christ.5 

Tan believes this loss—this social and religious disembed-
ding—is related to how Christians understand religion. 
Reflecting on the more abstract Christianity which has pre-
vailed throughout his experience, Tan claims that

Western missiology is more often interested in what people 
believe (orthodoxy) than in what rituals people practice. 
Many Asian religions embrace a certain hybridity, ambigu-
ity, and messiness when speculating about transcendence, a 
phenomenon which our comparative religious studies might 
disallow. (6)

He claims our “idealized representations of religion” are disso-
nant with “the lived realities of religion on these interreligious 
frontiers” (6). This abstracted view of religion lacks the grass-
roots religious consciousness that integrates belief (ideas), 
ritual (practices) and community (sacred spaces). It fails to see 
that in Asia, religion for most people is culturally embedded, 
etched into the values, the codes, the norms, and the rhythms 
of everyday life. A unilateral religious displacement will auto-
matically trigger the almost-complete loss of familiar social 
and cultural realities. 

In his recent book, Insider Jesus, William Dyrness interacts 
with Tan’s Buddhist-Christian journey and speaks to this same 
displacement. He notes that a modern view of religion has

. . . become radically disconnected from any sense of place. Thus, 
we have lost sight of the deep rootedness of religions in their 
cultural and historical situations and their contingent and fluid 
character. . . . This abstraction of religion from any particular 

Our abstracted view of religion lacks a 
grassroots religious consciousness . . . 

it fails to see that for most people in Asia, 
religion is culturally embedded, 

etched into the values, the codes, the 
norms, and the rhythms of everyday life. 
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setting has become so normal, especially for Protestants, that 
we do not see in the long history of humanity, and even among 
the varieties of Christianities, how unusual this is.6 

One is reminded of Willie James Jennings’ piercing indict-
ment of the modern Christian imagination in his study of 
African displacement, where the process of conversion to 
Christ was understood as a type of creation ex nihilo and a 
total extraction from the believer’s context.7 The problem, he 
claims, is deep within our religious imagination.

Dyrness responds to this modern tendency by canvassing our 
Scriptures for a way to reimagine religion. His survey cul-
minates with a focus on Acts 17 where Paul addresses the 
Athenian philosophers on Mars Hill. It’s here, he believes, we 
are able to exegete Paul’s view of religion.

In his address on Mars Hill Paul stressed that God had allotted 
to each people group times and spaces, “so that they would 
search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him” (Acts 
17:27). Religion, then, in its basic sense represents the prac-
tices associated with the human search for God, and the times 
and spaces they employ in this search. . . . I find it telling that 
Paul should underline that God allotted to people places and 
times because this puts forward an essential dimension of all 
religions. That is, they grow out of and express the texture and 
feel of places people call home.8 (emphasis mine)

Tan’s inreligionisation can be understood as an effort to retain 
or regain the texture and feel of places people call home. This 
home, this time and place where people seek God through cul-
turally embedded religious forms, is an identity that should be 
retained. As Dyrness suggests: 

Religion for most people is an expression of identity tied to 
the traditions of a particular place, and often expressed in 
stories, legends, aesthetic artifacts, and rituals. [It calls] for a 
more holistic understanding of religion that includes all these 
dimensions. . . . Wherever the gospel goes, if it will be under-
stood at all, it must be framed in the imaginative logic and 
the social and aesthetic patterns that make that place into a 
home. . . . If it is true that religion represents the core both of 
people’s identities and of their sense of place, then the news 
about God’s love in Christ must be framed in terms of that 
religion—that is, in terms of the search after God by which 
they frame their identity.9

Tan speaks to the way Christian mission typically seeks to replace 
this original identity, that we should resist inappropriate disas-
sociation and displacement. But identity studies today face a new 
complexity. Tan recognizes that we’re in an age of globalization 
and chooses to focus singularly on the religious frontier. He 
would agree that today’s Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim, or Christian 
is not just negotiating interreligious borders, but each must face 
an increasing pluralism, secularism, and social hybridity. If this 
conversation on inreligionisation continues, I would want to hear 
Tan address how this interreligious process of mutual belonging 

and personal integration might happen in such increasing socio-
religious complexity. Any concept of inreligionisation must 
address the impact of globalization on religion.

Inreligionisation Allows for a Fresh 
Hermeneutical Space
In review, Tan’s redefinition of an older, ecumenical term, inre-
ligionisation, can perhaps be understood as a response to an 
unfortunate social displacement of the church in Asia. The 
term is repurposed for a new path of religious identification 
that promises more effective communication of the gospel. In 
his presentation Tan attempted to develop a framework for 
entering and interpreting these other religious contexts.

When I speak of developing contextual frameworks on these 
religious frontiers, I refer to those dynamic interpretive lenses 
which communities use to frame different ways of understand-
ing truth and interpreting realities whenever such interreli-
gious exchanges occur on these frontiers. (5)

When Tan speaks of “dynamic interpretive lenses,” he’s 
respecting the hermeneutical process that is operative in inre-
ligionisation. In any interreligious encounter each participant 
brings his own contextual frameworks, his own interpretive 
lenses, to that exchange. This communication is a hermeneuti-
cal exercise, a gradual process of grasping, comprehending—
even empathizing with—another religious reality. 

It appears that Tan is aligning inreligionisation with the 
emerging field of intercultural hermeneutics. I’d suggest that 
his dynamic interpretive lenses are fleshed out more compre-
hensively by Henning Wrogemann in his recent volume on 
intercultural hermeneutics.10 This interdisciplinary field of 
mission studies assumes that any concept of understanding 
(hermeneutics) is interdependent with one’s concept of cul-
ture and religion (intercultural)11—an assumption I hear deep 
within Tan’s use of inreligionisation.

Hermeneutical Space
Again, I refer to Bill Dyrness, who has captured much of 
this process in what he describes as a “hermeneutical space.” 
He exegetes this hermeneutical process in the first century 

Tan’s inreligionisation 
can be understood as an effort 

to retain or regain the texture and feel 
of places people call home—

where people seek God through 
culturally embedded religious forms
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biblical account, and he identifies this same kind of sacred and 
reflective space in peoples who have turned to Christ down 
through the centuries. But he also addresses specifically the 
emergence of more contemporary insider movements among 
Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu populations. He adds a rich-
ness and depth to Tan’s “interpretive filters” and “contextual 
frameworks.” I would sum up Dyrness’s description of this 
hermeneutical space as follows:

• It is an interreligious space where other culturally embed-
ded religious practices are respected, simply because they 
reflect man’s need and search for God. 

• While these practices do not constitute the full way of 
salvation, they reflect the local hermeneutical tools which 
are indispensable to these spaces. 

• These are generative spaces, where a new diversity is an 
opportunity to work out new and emergent meanings of 
the biblical story. 

• Since they are places of new integration, they can be 
fraught with tension. They are not culturally neutral, but 
rather are locations where different reigning perceptions 
collide and very distinct linguistic and cultural categories 
are contested. 

• It involves a hermeneutical process, one which grants the 
Spirit of God the freedom to create something new.12

This kind of interpretive space—so resonant with Tan’s under-
standing of inreligionization—is evident throughout the his-
tory of world Christianity. Admittedly, I am conflating two 
distinct experiences in this same hermeneutical space. Dyrness 
is speaking directly to those grassroots movements where 
believers remain inside other religious worlds, be they Muslim, 
Buddhist or Hindu. While Tan’s inreligionisation includes 
these insiders, he also includes those who have been displaced 
from their original religious world and who are attempting to 
re-identify and communicate in that world. The former, the 
insider, remains in that world; the latter is trying to regain that 
world. One is at the grassroots and intrinsic; the other more 
reflective and extrinsic. They each operate from different van-
tage points, and they should not be confused. But Tan includes 
them both in his proposed inreligionisation. Both are similarly 
trying to establish their identity in the religious pluralism of 
a globalized and hybridized Asia. And both ask similar ques-
tions of synthesis.

• What is the theological value of other religious traditions? 
• Can this interreligious encounter inform the development 

of a gospel witness? 
• What is the relationship between the gospel, local culture 

and religion within the place I call home?
• How is one discipled and nurtured in this non-Christian 

religious context? 
• What freedom is there to experiment with non-Christian 

religious practices? (10)

Dyrness presents examples of this hermeneutical space among 
Jesus followers remaining inside their original religious 
worlds,13 but more come to mind who are trying to reassess 
and regain a prior identity. I would hope this random selection 
might be considered in any further conversations. 

The African and Primal Religion
Over the latter part of the twentieth century, a hermeneutical 
process has been developing in African missiology. Mission 
scholars, like Lamin Sanneh, Kwame Bediako, and Ogbu 
Kalu, not only insisted that we hear the African voice, but 
that we understand the critical function of an African herme-
neutical process. Like Tan, their reappraisal reflected back on 
their African experience and on those African movements to 
Christ. This is the hermeneutical process that Alan Johnson 
appeals to in his assessment of Tan’s inreligionisation (22 
and 28). He cites Sanneh’s claim that Bible translation was 
the critical agent in fostering these grassroots movements. 
Johnson was also helpful in citing Sanneh’s observations on 
an opposite process of “diffusion,” in which a foreign cultural 
imposition has historically alienated the church in Africa 
from its immediate religious world—one that both Tan and 
Johnson describe in Asia:

The experience of a diffusion process by the recipients of the 
gospel explains the ongoing perception that Christianity is 
the faith of the Western foreigner. Whether imposed or un-
consciously imported, gospel transmission as diffusion fossil-
izes the message, its framing, and its forms in the life of God’s 
people with the version of faith from the sending culture. (29)

Johnson asserts the role of translation as an alternative to 
being “in” or belonging to another religious world (inreligioni-
sation). But I would venture to say that any further discussion 
with Tan may turn on what Sanneh understands to be the 
“interpretive religious vocation” of the African recipients of 
the gospel. 

The new interest in creating vernacular Scriptures for societ-
ies that had no Scriptures of their own ushered in a funda-
mental religious revolution. . . . One of the most dramatic 
changes was undoubtedly the popular, mass participation 

It is an interreligious space 
where other culturally embedded
religious practices are respected, 

simply because 
they reflect man’s need and search 

for God. (Dyrness)
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of Africans in this process. It began to dawn on the African 
populations that missionary adoption of vernacular catego-
ries for the Scriptures was in effect a written sanction for in-
digenous religious vocation.14 (emphasis mine)

These local translators wielded hermeneutical tools from their 
primal religious worlds. Their tools (language, methods, models, 
codes, logics) helped foster new meanings, created new integra-
tions, and allowed for vital new forms to emerge. One senses 
that Tan is in tandem with Sanneh, but he presses further into 
the nature of local participation. As in translation, inreligionisa-
tion allows for vernacular religious categories, which then sanc-
tions local participation in the actual hermeneutical process.

A Japanese Process
In the case of Japan and the gospel, we might inquire as to 
the relevance of Tan’s version of inreligionisation. Makoto 
Fujimura, a Japanese-American artist, raised to a popular 
level a fresh intercultural hermeneutic for understanding the 
historic resistance of the Japanese to Western Christianity. 
Fujimura reached as far back as the 17th century Tokugawa era 
of Japan to begin understanding Christ’s presence in Japan. 
In his interpretive study of Shusaku Endo’s famous novel, 
Silence,15 Fujimura attempted to exegete the Japanese values of 
suffering and beauty etched into the early Catholic movement 
by the devastating persecution of the Tokugawa shogunate.16 
Fujimura’s unique reinterpretation is counterintuitive to typi-
cal evangelical and missionary perspectives of that same his-
tory. His artistic intuition and bicultural experience enlighten 
his biblical interpretation as well. In his most recent book, Art 
and Faith, he calls artists “border stalkers” in a cultural ecosys-
tem. “They cross tribal norms to see the whole, to navigate in 
between the walls erected to protect the tribes.”17 Fujimura is 
in that hermeneutical space which Dyrness has described so 
well. His Japanese sensibility guides the questions and high-
lights those portions of scripture which are most relevant—
the Genesis creation account, II Corinthian 5:17, and Jesus at 
Lazarus’ tomb, for example. It’s a generative process, one that 
promises new insights, reconciliation, and conversion.

An African American Hermeneutic
Shifting contexts again, Esau McCauley proposes a new African 
American biblical hermeneutic. In his book, Reading While Black, 
he reminds us how easy it is to submerge grassroots ecclesial 
voices. In this globalized age, the subaltern voices of the margin-
alized are being heard across the world, and they bring their own 
local interpretive tools. He makes explicit a grassroots method of 
Black ecclesial interpretation that has arisen from southern roots. 
From “an unabashedly located reading” it raises new questions 
and perspectives for the biblical text.18 He characterizes this her-
meneutical process in the following way (my edited summary):
• Unapologetically canonical and theological
• Socially located, in that it clearly arises out of a particular 

context
• Willing to listen to the ways in which the Scriptures 

themselves respond to and redirect issues and concerns
• Willing to exercise patience with the text trusting that a 

careful and sympathetic reading of the text brings a blessing
• Willing to listen to and enter into dialogue with opposing 

critiques of the Bible in the hopes of achieving a better 
reading of the text 

I believe Tan would applaud McCauley’s hermeneutic of the 
African American ecclesial experience. Both recognize that 
the interpretive process involves more than simply drawing 
meaning from Scripture. It also involves what Duerksen and 
Dyrness call a “reverse hermeneutic”—a process “in which the 
cultural situations interpret the gospel in their own terms, pro-
viding both illumination and obfuscation.”19 

Yet Tan would most likely be restless with McCauley’s almost 
singular focus on textual hermeneutics. As mentioned above, 
Tan states that too often a Western hermeneutic focuses 
entirely on belief—the core propositions, the dogma, the cog-
nitive affirmation, the essentials of faith—and dims the sig-
nificance of an inreligionisation that involves participation 
in ritual and belonging to community. In another forum on 
religion McCauley might articulate a more holistic sense of 
religion among the African Americans ecclesial experience.

Buddhist Ritual
The respect for a more holistic view of religious life is apparent 
in a recent Cambodian effort. Claire Chong and Tep Samnang, 
in a working group with two other leaders, Rev. Sophy and 
Rev. Vuthy, have given primacy to ritual in their facilitation 
of a dialogue between the Cambodian church leadership and 
their Khmer Buddhist world (41). Chong suggests that in 
Asia any interreligious dialogue must first recognize a differ-
ent epistemological orientation.

Critical textual analysis, abstraction, and formulation of doctri-
nal concepts is not the way Cambodians conceive of religion. 
Ritual, on the other hand, is a Khmer way of faith and life; it 
is the heart language of the Khmer people. Through its unique 
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language, people learn through enactment, and embody mo-
rality and truth. Ritual is also the center of gravity of communal 
life where belonging and identity are forged. Unfortunately, rit-
ual is the very aspect of faith and life that Protestant Christians 
have conventionally ignored, or rather, scorned, because we 
evaluate it solely through the tenets of religious dogma. (39)

The hermeneutical dialogue of Chong, Tep, and their team has 
spotlighted the central Khmer rituals of marriage, death and 
ancestor veneration. Tep points out that any reinterpretation of 
these Buddhist rituals involves a process of scriptural interpre-
tation; yet I’d suggest the priority given these rituals involves 
a reverse hermeneutic—a process that listens to the values, 
meanings, and realities of a more grassroots religious ritual.20 

Some of these rituals represent a long history of anguish for 
the Asian church, which is particularly the case with ancestor 
veneration. The Asian theologian Simon Chan is convinced 
this practice should cause evangelicals to rethink aspects of 
their very own creeds. The article in the Apostles’ Creed which 
states, “I believe in the communion of saints,” should be reex-
amined from a Christological perspective.

Those who have died in Christ can be called the living dead. 
Just as the traditional ancestor is believed to exist in solidar-
ity with the living, the communion of saints includes both 
saints on earth and saints in heaven united in one church in 
Christ . . . the serious defect of Protestantism is that its eccle-
siology is largely sociologically constructed; it has no doctrine 
of the church as an ontological reality.21 

In Asia, where the family and the “living dead” are given such 
unsurpassed value, “the juxtaposition of the doctrine of the 
communion of saints with the Asian practice of ancestor ven-
eration could become mutually enriching.”22 I am suggesting 
Chan’s perspective on ritual because it clearly indicates the 
kind of interreligious dialogue that Tan posits with inreli-
gionisation. It weaves together ritual, scripture, participation, 
mutual reciprocity, and religious identity in a hermeneutical 
process that anticipates growth and maturation.

Conclusion
These quick reflections on Tan’s venture with inreligionisation are 
simply to suggest the benefits of a broader interface with other mis-
siological perspectives—something Tan is calling for. Other voices 
need to be represented at the same table, and inreligionisation is 
just the kind of proposal that can catalyze such a conversation. It 
might force us to reimagine our categories of religion and identify 
crucial elements in this hermeneutical space. There is a kind of a 
synthesis happening in this space (Schreiter 23), something emergent 
(Duerksen/Dyrness 24), something vital at the ecclesial grassroots 
(Chan25), something that will expose the barriers we create with 
these other religious worlds (Pennington26). The interreligious 
frontiers in Asia require we step back from our communication 
and recognize the vital role of this hermeneutical space.  IJFM
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International Journal of Frontier Missiology

to the Editor

From the Editor: Our journal recently published a missiological 
critique of the book Bhojpuri Breakthrough (WIGtake Resources, 
2019), authored by Victor John and Dave Coles. While the reviewer, 
H. L. Richard, generally affirms that God is inspiring and direct-
ing new movements to Christ in our day, we allowed his review to 
focus particularly on the weaknesses of this remarkable movement. 
While the reviewer’s experience in India is deep, and very resource-
ful, an author’s disappointment in this letter indicates our lack of 
foresight as to the consequences of this critique. We regret that a 
journal is such an inferior genre for any protracted dialogue it may 
provoke. This conversation will require another more appropriate 
missiological forum. Yet, despite this apparent setback, our reader-
ship can find great missiological value in this letter. The exchange 
between the author and the reviewer highlights four crucial issues 
that may determine the effectiveness of any further witness among 
India’s unreached populations.

Disappointed in H. L. Richard’s Review of 
Bhojpuri Breakthrough 
To the Editor, 

I appreciate the contribution of critical voices concerning 
movements, as these have in the past, and can in the future, 
help clarify and deepen the missiology of movements and point 
to places where more qualitative research would be helpful. 
However, I was disappointed in reading H. L. Richard’s review 
of Bhojpuri Breakthrough, as it said very little about the Church 
Planting Movement itself or its dynamics. The reviewer mainly 
picked a few items to criticize, rather than engaging the 
book’s contents as a case study of a large and fruitful Church 
Planting Movement among a number of unreached groups. 

Looking only at the review, potential readers would never see 
that Community Learning Centers have provided creative and 
effective access in a wide variety of unreached locations. They 
would not know how a primarily rural movement managed to 
spread effectively in urban areas as well. Nor would they see 
that a holistic approach to ministry has transformed families, 
villages, and slums, and how leadership is nurtured to sustain 
a movement into dozens of generations of churches planting 
churches. Potential readers would miss how the movement has 
empowered women, low-caste people, and illiterate people for 
ministry. They would remain ignorant about how disciples in 

the movement have responded to persecution, and how the 
Bhojpuri movement has inspired the launching of movements 
among other groups, both in India and beyond. 

Other than caste, the review never addressed any key issues  
in the movement itself or the significant kingdom advances 
taking place at that frontier of missions. The consistent nega-
tive tone of the review seemed rooted in antagonism toward 
the whole idea of movements, as reflected in the phrase “cur-
rent fads over movements” in the review’s penultimate sen-
tence. And the criticism that “very little missiological analysis 
is present in the volume” reflects that the book author’s pur-
pose differed from the preferred genre of the reviewer—hardly 
a problem for which the author should be faulted.

The opening sentence of the review conveys antagonism 
toward the book, hinting (without evidence) at some dishon-
esty on the author’s part: “a parachurch group that claims to 
be the originator and main support of the Church Planting 
Movement.” I’m mystified why anyone would choose such 
accusatory phrasing, since for more than twenty years anyone 
well-informed about this movement has acknowledged the 
key role played by the “parachurch group.” The reviewer also 
falsely claims that the contributors to the book are “all local 
parachurch employees.” Rather than argue every detail of the 
review’s attack, I prefer to focus on four key issues raised in 
the review.

Money Issues
First, the issue of money: the review complains of “multiple 
passing references to money throughout the book.” This 
shouldn’t surprise anyone familiar with the challenges of 
church planting in India, since financial problems and misuse 
of funds have damaged and destroyed countless ministries in 
that context. Bhojpuri Breakthrough attempts to convey hon-
estly the nuances of what they have discovered to be wise and 
helpful uses of money, contrasted with unwise and unhelpful 
uses. The references cited in the review fit a pattern of discern-
ing use, which the reviewer might do well to study more closely 
in the context of movements. An explication of nuanced dif-
ferentiation in use of funds can be found, for example, in the 
article “Use of Funding in Catalyzing Movements,” which 
appeared in the Jan/Feb 2022 issue of Mission Frontiers. 

Ironically, after griping that “There are multiple passing refer-
ences to money throughout the book,” the very next sentence 
complains about “a church meeting of three to four hundred 
people in a community learning center; whether that building 
is owned or rented and who is paying the bills is not men-
tioned.” It appears that, for this reviewer, the book is deficient 
when money is mentioned and simultaneously deficient when 
money is not mentioned. The reviewer also treats readers to 
speculative accusations, with no evidence: “One doesn’t have 
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to read very far between the lines to know that such financial 
policies and practices produce tension, resentment and divi-
sion.” One might wish the reviewer could stick to what was 
written rather than expounding on his claim to “know” rela-
tional dynamics within the movement based on his capacity 
for reading between the lines.

The following sentence asserts, “Such topics are not helpful 
in promotional literature,” thus again scorning the book by 
painting it as something it never intended to be. The authors 
intended it as an extended case study of an ongoing great work 
of God. The goal is not promoting any organizations or lead-
ers, but rather seeking to accurately describe a great move of 
God. But while some of the reviewer’s scorn might be caused 
by his classification of the Bhojpuri movement as part of the 
“current fads over movements,” his larger grievance appears 
to be the mention of a web link for those who want to know 
“How can I contact you if I want to support the work or come 
and get involved directly?” This was included in the FAQ as a 
real question that many people have asked about the Bhojpuri 
movement. The reviewer focuses only on the word “support,” 
as if funding were the only possible type of support. Support 
can mean funding, but can also mean prayer and expertise, and 
(as mentioned) direct involvement. This narrow focus fits the 
book’s answer into the reviewer’s paradigm of American fund-
ing as prima facie problematic. We can agree that “Promotion 
in America often harms the cause of the gospel,” but “often” 
does not equal “always.” We believe widespread evidence also 
shows that funds handled wisely can help advance the cause of 
the gospel. The reviewer seems to be offering judgment based 
on his general narrative of a destructive pattern, rather than 
evidence found in the book or in the Bhojpuri movement itself.

The Bhojpuri Bible
The second issue to address is that of the Bhojpuri Bible. 
Responding to his own not-quite-accurate portrayal, “it is 
suggested that the movement really began when the Bhojpuri 
New Testament was released,” the reviewer argues: 

But, in fact, Bhojpuri is traditionally a spoken rather than 
a written language. Even now, Bhojpuri churches use Hindi 
Bibles for preaching rather than the Bhojpuri version. Serious 
research is needed into the effectiveness and impact of the 
Bhojpuri Bible. 

This reflects a shortage of understanding of the role of oral 
Scripture among oral learners. Among oral learners with very 
limited income, heart language Scriptures are most useful in 
oral form. We can agree that serious research into the effec-
tiveness and impact of the Bhojpuri Bible could play a useful 
missiological function. Thankfully, one researcher has already 
identified this as a topic for exploration. But the goal of the 
research would not be to answer an outsider’s implied accusa-

tion that the leader of the movement has misunderstood or 
misrepresented the dynamics of growth in the movement. The 
goal of useful research would be to better understand the role 
of heart-language Scripture (both oral and written) in a large 
multi-generational Church Planting Movement. 

Caste
Third, the review highlights: 

Perhaps the most astonishing claim in the book . . . : “If the 
high caste in our area are only 2 percent or 10 percent of 
the population, that same percentage is also reflected in the 
churches. . . . God is at work in all the castes.” 

Attributing to the statement a level of specificity not intended 
(“Has any church anywhere in the world ever achieved what 
is claimed here, a perfect cross section of every strata of soci-
ety?”), the reviewer concludes this must be false. As proof of 
likely impossibility, the reviewer cites a study from 1933. It 
is astonishing to see the reviewer claim a 90-year-old study 
without any current evidence as critical refutation.

It seems that rather than reflecting a desire to better under-
stand what’s happening in frontier missions, the reviewer 
chose to critique the book’s descriptions of a movement, based 
partly on a paradigm from a previous century. On an encour-
aging note, though, the review stated (about the claim of the 
caste percentage reflected in the churches), “If this could be 
documented and demonstrated it would be revolutionary 
to all church growth and church planting movement think-
ing.” As with the disputed claim about the Bhojpuri Bible, a 
researcher has already identified this as a topic for more exten-
sive research: research to be conducted on the ground, rather 
than through unsubstantiated accusations. 

A Larger Concern
A fourth and final note of concern seems appropriate to raise. 
Twenty-first century missiologists have recognized the vital 
importance of listening to non-Western voices: those born in 
majority non-Christian contexts who now serve on the cut-
ting-edge of frontier missions. For more than two decades, 
many of us have heard rumors of significant movements hap-
pening among the unreached. However, those directly involved 
in these movements often felt reluctant to share much with 
outsiders about what was actually happening, especially in 
any public forum. Some of this reluctance is due to very real 
security concerns. Another reason is that describing what’s 
happening in a movement opens the door to attack from a 
wide range of directions. One of those is caustic criticism by 
Western “experts” who see (or at least suspect) that something 
about the movement doesn’t meet their standards of theologi-
cal or academic rigor. I would have hoped that IJFM would 
welcome a non-Western leader’s open presentation of a sub-
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stantial movement case study, rather than joining those who 
attack movements based on prior missiological biases. Writing 
a review with lack of evidence, numerous misrepresentations, 
and personal biases, ironically does not meet any standard of 
academic rigor. 

As already mentioned, I look forward to the fruit of further 
research on topics such as the dynamics of caste within move-
ments in India, and the use of heart-language Scriptures such 
as Bhojpuri. I see great potential in groups such as the Motus 
Dei Network for helpful research related to movements. I 
hope we can encourage interaction on such topics in ways that 
build up and encourage God’s work at the frontiers of mission.

Sincerely,

Dave Coles

A Reply to Dave Coles
To the Editor,

I am disappointed that Dave Coles did not respond to the 
correctives I offered to his text. But he is disappointed that I 
did not hit the main points of his text, and probably will be 
disappointed with this response to his response.

One of the local informants behind my review wrote this in 
response to Dave’s letter:

I think the writer of the letter assumes you live in USA and 
judge from there. He needs to understand you have spent 
substantial time in India, and you are in touch with people 
who are close to the situation in Bhojpuri area. There are  
several other missions working in that area, and they (not you) 
don’t accept the claims of the book. The question remains for 
the readers, who is more authentic of the two groups!!

I share this because I think it is largely valid, but also to com-
ment against the “two groups” of the conclusion. My review 
was not from an anti-movement or cynical perspective, and 
trying to define “camps” and argue from “in” and “out” groups 
will not serve the kingdom of God. Better research, which 
includes better listening and better acceptance of critical eval-
uation, is the way forward for all of us.

Sincerely,

H. L. Richard

Dave Coles has served in Southeast Asia for twenty-four years  
and today encourages and resources church-planting movements 
among unreached groups. He is co-author of Bhojpuri Break-
through and is widely published (under a pseudonym) on topics  
related to contextualization, ministry to Muslims, and the nature of 
the church. He serves with Beyond (beyond.org) and has served as 
Lead Facilitator for the Bridging the Divide network since 2011.

H. L. Richard is an independent researcher focused on the Hindu- 
Christian encounter. He is widely published on the history of  
contextual ministry among high-caste populations of India. 
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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. 

“When War is Waged, People Go Hungry”
The Breadbasket of the World?
One of the global results of Russia’s war in Ukraine has been 
the destruction of global food security. 

Russia and Ukraine  supply 28% of globally traded wheat, 
29% of the barley, 15% of the maize and 75% of the sun-
flower oil. Russia and Ukraine contribute about half the cere-
als imported by Lebanon and Tunisia; for Libya and Egypt the 
figure is two-thirds. Ukraine’s food exports provide the calo-
ries to feed 400m people. The war is disrupting these supplies 
because Ukraine has mined its waters to deter an assault, 
and Russia is blockading the port of Odessa. (“The Coming 
Food Catastrophe,” The Economist, May 19, 2022)

The confluence of war and severe drought in multiple plac-
es has hundreds of millions on the brink of starvation. “The 
WFP [World Food Programme] chief said 276 million people 
are struggling to find food, and 49 million in 43 countries are 
‘knocking on famine’s door,’ which results not only in death 
but ‘unmatched migration,’ which destabilizes societies.”  The 
UN Secretary General put it even more bluntly, 

“When war is waged, people go hungry. Some 60 per cent of 
the world’s undernourished people live in areas affected by 
conflict, . . . no country is immune.” Last year, most of the 140 
million people suffering acute hunger around the world lived in 
just ten countries: Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, Haiti, Nigeria, Pakistan, South Sudan, 
Sudan, Syria and Yemen. ("Food Insecurity Threaten Societies: 
No Country is Immune," Modern Diplomacy, May 21, 2022).

The Selling of Children to Avoid Starvation
In Afghanistan, as many as 95% of the population is facing ex-
treme food shortages. World Vision, a major global humani-
tarian agency, has announced a Global Hunger Response, one 
of only two such global efforts of this magnitude in its history, 
the first being a response to the COVID pandemic. Asuntha 
Charles, World Vision’s National Director in Afghanistan, 
commented that:

I have been heartbroken to see that families are willing to sell 
their children to feed other family members. Day by day, the 
situation is deteriorating in this country, and it is especially 
children who are suffering.

Betrayed by Brothers 
For some background on what may have triggered the Ukraine 
war, check out a blog by Don Fairbairn, a professor of Early 
Christianity at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary about 
the religious traditions and heritage of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, which is linked to Kiev: https://www.gordonconwell.
edu/blog/attentiveness-ukraine/. Despite this strong historic 
bond between the Russian and Ukrainian Orthodox churches, 
a great deal of tension has emerged over the Russian Ortho-
dox Church's strong commitment to Putin. Read the article in 
Christianity Today that looks at another group of believers, the 
Protestant evangelicals in both Russia and the Ukraine, and 
the differences of opinion expressed by them. Some Ukrai-
nian evangelicals, like some Ukrainian Orthodox priests, are 
feeling betrayed by their brothers in Russia. (“How Russian 
Christians View the ‘Special Military Operation’ in Ukraine,” 
Christianity Today, April 22, 2022). 

“Nobody is Safe in a System of Lies” 
It’s a long read, but well worth it. In a striking interview published 
online, Archbishop-Metropolitan Borys Gudziak remarked that: 

. . . There is a lot of disinformation. There are a lot of lies out 
there. The lies are specific lies like the [Russian] minister of for-
eign affairs, Sergey Lavrov, a few days ago in Istanbul saying, 
“We didn’t invade Ukraine. We’re not invading.” Or the gen-
eral lie, which is becoming law in Russia, “It’s not a war, it’s a 
special operation.” Or, “We’re working against the Nazis led 
by a Jewish president.” They’re very specific lies, but there’s 
the deep lie of the system, the corruption, the oligarchic klep-
tocracy that is led by an authoritarian ruler who has nostalgia 
for empire and wants to recolonize. That’s a lie because it very 
explicitly negates the value, the dignity of other persons, other 
cultures, other histories. . . . Nobody is safe in autocracy. No-
body is safe in a system of lies. (“The Spiritual Dimension of 
the War in Ukraine,” Comment, March 24, 2022)

A New Promise of Growth in India 
For an analysis of changing economic growth in India, don’t miss 
the entire May 13, 2022 issue of The Economist:

. . . a new pattern of growth is visible, unlike anything you 
have seen before. An indigenous tech effort is key. . . . Along-
side that, global trends are creating bigger business clusters. 
The IT-services industry has doubled in size in a decade, 
helped by the cloud and a worldwide shortage of software 
workers. Where else can Western firms find half a million 
new engineers a year? . . . These changes will not lead to a 
manufacturing boom as big as those in South Korea or China, 
which created enough jobs to empty the fields of farmers. 
They do not solve deep problems such as extreme weather or 
clogged courts. But they do help explain why India is fore-
cast to be the world's fastest-growing big economy in 2022 
and why it has a chance of holding on to that title for years. 
(“The Indian Economy is Being Rewired. The Opportunity is 
Immense,” The Economist, May 13, 2022) 

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2022/05/19/a-world-grain-shortage-puts-tens-of-millions-at-risk
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/19/the-coming-food-catastrophe?utm_content=ed-picks-article-link-1&etear=nl_weekly_1&utm_campaign=r.the-economist-this-week&utm_medium=email.internal-newsletter.np&utm_source=salesforce-marketing-cloud&utm_term=5/19/2022&utm_id=1173292
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/19/the-coming-food-catastrophe?utm_content=ed-picks-article-link-1&etear=nl_weekly_1&utm_campaign=r.the-economist-this-week&utm_medium=email.internal-newsletter.np&utm_source=salesforce-marketing-cloud&utm_term=5/19/2022&utm_id=1173292
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2022/05/21/food-insecurity-threatens-societies-no-country-is-immune/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2022/05/21/food-insecurity-threatens-societies-no-country-is-immune/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1113982
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1113982
https://www.worldvision.org/about-us/media-center/world-vision-launches-global-response-to-escalating-hunger-crisis-as-millions-of-children-face-starvation
https://www.gordonconwell.edu/blog/attentiveness-ukraine/
https://www.gordonconwell.edu/blog/attentiveness-ukraine/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2022/april/russia-ukraine-war-evangelicals-orthodox-views-putin-prayer.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2022/april/russia-ukraine-war-evangelicals-orthodox-views-putin-prayer.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2022/april/russia-ukraine-war-evangelicals-orthodox-views-putin-prayer.html
https://comment.org/the-spiritual-dimension-of-the-war-in-ukraine/
https://comment.org/the-spiritual-dimension-of-the-war-in-ukraine/
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/13/the-indian-economy-is-being-rewired-the-opportunity-is-immense
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/13/the-indian-economy-is-being-rewired-the-opportunity-is-immense
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And this is all taking place despite the devastating toll taken 
on India by the pandemic: 

[it] killed between 2.2m and 9.7m people. Lockdowns caused 
the economy to shrink temporarily by a quarter and triggered the 
largest internal migrations since partition in 1947 as city workers 
fled to their villages. (“The Indian Economy is Being Rewired. The 
Opportunity is Immense,” The Economist, May 13, 2022)

When Religion Becomes Politicized and Ideological 
Simultaneously with this rosy forecast for economic growth in 
India comes the threat of increasingly violent religious riots. 
The article entitled, “How Narendra Modi Is Remaking India 
into a Hindu State” (Saffron Nation) gives not only an ac-
count of religious confrontations but also a history of how this 
animosity developed (The Economist, May 14, 2022). Unfortu-
nately, most of the victims of these large-scale Hindu-Mus-
lim riots have been Muslims (the largest minority in India, 
making up about 15% of the population, close to 200 million 
people) or Christians (who make up 2% of the population.)

An Amnesty International report found that after months of 
peaceful protests against a citizenship law seen as discrimi-
natory toward Muslims turned violent in 2020, the police in 
New Delhi arrested “Muslims on a mass scale immediately 
after the riots even though the minority community bore the 
brunt of the violence” and the report had accused officers of 
“torturing people.” (“‘Perpetual Violence’: India’s Dangerous 
New Patterns of Communal Tensions,” in the New York Times, 
May 11, 2022)

Hindutva Watch, a newsletter and website that tracks re-
ligious violence in India against minority and marginalized 
communities, has some links to very informative articles. For 
an example of violence against Christians, see “I’ll Keep Serv-
ing God Till My Last Breath.” Also, don’t miss the eloquent 
opinion in the LA Times on August 15th, the 75th anniversary 
of India’s independence, “As a Hindu, I Can’t Stay Silent about 
Injustices in India—Committed in the Name of our Faith.” 
(Los Angeles Times, August 15, 2022)

The Russian Orthodox Church: Entwined with 
Nationalism? 
The Catholic journal First Things looked at this religious ten-
sion from a broader angle in “The Russian Path Not Taken” 
(First Things, May 4, 2022). It brings up the topic of how a 
church becomes entwined with ugly nationalism and how that 
entanglement silences any prophetic voice it might have had. 
Examples are drawn from Russian Orthodoxy, but many of 
the principles and conclusions could apply to other Western 
countries where religious denominations have almost become 
voting blocs. 

Philip Jenkins takes on the issue of Ukraine's history and looks 
at past and present Russian empire-building. He also throws 
some light on the validity of Putin's claim that Ukraine—and 

Kyiv in particular—are essential to Russian Orthodoxy and 
Russian nationalism. See:  https://www.patheos.com/blogs/
anxiousbench/2022/05/making-ukraine-and-how-empires-
invent-geography/.

Recent Missiological Publications of Interest
Ever since the first publication by Ralph D. Winter of his 
historical framework for the study of missions called The 
Three Eras, people have been suggesting a fourth era. Warrick 
Farah’s post on his missiology blog Circumpolar commends 
four aspects that characterize what might be called a Fourth 
Era, one of which is the burgeoning movements happening 
across the globe. Don’t miss “A Movemental Turn in Missions: 
Thoughts on New Eras and New Wineskins” (April 27, 2022). 
In this blog, he also links to an article where Bob Priest regrets 
that in 2006, Winter was persuaded away from revising his 
Three Eras to include a Fourth Era that was more holistic 
(once in the document, go to page 294). In a July 2022 blog 
post, Farah very helpfully gives us a link to an article he wrote 
on the history of Church Planting Movements published in 
Missiology but available for free here: https://www.academia.
edu/80063140/The_Genesis_and_Evolution_of_Church_
Planting_Movements_Missiology. 

The International Bulletin of Mission Research, Vol. 46, no. 2 
(April 2022), includes two excellent review articles: Joel Car-
penter’s treatment of Kwame Bediako’s major theological 
themes (“Kwame Bediako Makes an Offer”) as recounted in a 
new book by Tim Hartman entitled: Kwame Bediako: African 
Theology for a World Christianity; and Terry Muck’s review ar-
ticle (“Questions of Context: Reading a Century of German 
Mission Theology”) of John Flett and Henning Wrogemann’s 
book by the same name. (See also Brad Gill’s review of the 
same book in IJFM 37:3–4, 3rd book review) Both of these 
IBMR articles bring up major missiological themes of great 
importance to frontier missiologists. 

Amid the swirl of hybridity studies in missiology today 
comes David Earl Datema’s article in Missiology Vol. 50, No. 
2, entitled: “The Universal Particularism of Panta Ta Ethne: 
A Biblical Case for the Continued Viability of the People 
Group Concept in Mission.” Its cogent advance of the people 
group concept is remarkable and compliments—not necessarily 
contradicts—the insights that emerged on hybridity and cul-
ture at the 2021 conference of the American Society of Missi-
ology (https://www.asmweb.org/annual-meeting-videos). The 
Winter Lectureship in Pasadena, CA, also focused this year’s 
theme on “Homogeneity and Hybridity: Revisiting the HUP” 
(Homogenous Unit Principle), and we look forward to their 
future publication of those presentations in this journal.  IJFM

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/13/the-indian-economy-is-being-rewired-the-opportunity-is-immense
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/05/13/the-indian-economy-is-being-rewired-the-opportunity-is-immense
https://www.economist.com/asia/2022/05/14/how-narendra-modi-is-remaking-india-into-a-hindu-state
https://www.economist.com/asia/2022/05/14/how-narendra-modi-is-remaking-india-into-a-hindu-state
http://  
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/09/21/population-growth-and-religious-composition/
http://  
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/11/world/asia/india-hindu-muslim-violence.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/11/world/asia/india-hindu-muslim-violence.html
https://hindutvawatch.org/cbn-ill-keep-serving-god-till-my-last-breath-indian-pastor-reports-cops-persecuted-beat-and-drove-him-from-his-home/
https://hindutvawatch.org/cbn-ill-keep-serving-god-till-my-last-breath-indian-pastor-reports-cops-persecuted-beat-and-drove-him-from-his-home/
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2022-08-15/indian-independence-narendra-modi-hindu-nationalism-bjp
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2022-08-15/indian-independence-narendra-modi-hindu-nationalism-bjp
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2022/05/the-russian-path-not-taken
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/anxiousbench/2022/05/making-ukraine-and-how-empires-invent-geography/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/anxiousbench/2022/05/making-ukraine-and-how-empires-invent-geography/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/anxiousbench/2022/05/making-ukraine-and-how-empires-invent-geography/
https://abtslebanon.org/2022/04/21/a-movemental-turn-in-missions-thoughts-on-new-eras-and-new-wineskins/
https://abtslebanon.org/2022/04/21/a-movemental-turn-in-missions-thoughts-on-new-eras-and-new-wineskins/
https://www.ocms.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Evangelical-and-Frontier-Mission-final-WM.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/80063140/The_Genesis_and_Evolution_of_Church_Planting_Movements_Missiology.
https://www.academia.edu/80063140/The_Genesis_and_Evolution_of_Church_Planting_Movements_Missiology.
https://www.academia.edu/80063140/The_Genesis_and_Evolution_of_Church_Planting_Movements_Missiology.
https://journals.sagepub.com/toc/ibmd/46/2
http://ijfm.org/PDFs_IJFM/37_3_4_PDFs/IJFM_37_3_4-Books&Missiology.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/350610340_The_universal_particularism_of_panta_ta_ethne_A_biblical_case_for_the_continued_viability_of_the_people_group_concept_in_mission
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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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Contextual Frameworks for Interreligious Communication: an Asian Perspective  
Kang-San Tan (pp. 5–14) X X X

A Response: Answering the Call to Inreligionisation H. L. Richard (pp. 15–16) X

A Response: Rethinking Mission in an Asian Context Notto R. Thelle (pp. 16–20) X

A Response: Assessing the Effectiveness of “Inreligionisation” for Interreligious  
Communication (Part I) Alan R. Johnson (pp. 22–26) X

A Response: Recasting Interreligious Communication Around the Notion of Translation 
(Part II) Alan R. Johnson (pp. 28–34) X X

Can Cambodian Christians “Worship” their Parents? A Hermeneutical Dialogue  
Claire T. C. Chong and Tep Samnang (pp. 37–41) X X

The Model is the Message Ronald and Carolyn Klaus (pp. 43–49) X X

Inreligionisation: Reconsidering that Most Vital Hermeneutical Space Brad Gill (pp. 51–56) X X X
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We live in an exciting day: movements to Jesus are 
emerging in people groups around the world! But what 
of the 7,000 least-reached peoples who remain? How will 
they experience God’s blessing and more and more of the 
fullness of life in Jesus?

In Insiders and Alongsiders, Kevin Higgins o� ers his 
evolving perspective on “insider” movements (IMs), a 
controversial type of movement in which families and 
friendship networks become faithful followers of Jesus 
while remaining identi� ed with the culture of their people 
group—including many aspects of their religious culture.

Insiders and Alongsiders suggests a new framework to 
recognize, evaluate, and nurture insider movements, 
addresses common concerns about them, and describes 
IM leaders’ varying ideas about the future trajectories of 
their movements. This accessible introduction to insider 
movements invites you to the worldwide conversation 
about insiders, alongsiders, and movements to Jesus, 
enabling you to � nd your role in the big picture. 

ISBN: 97 8-1-64508-306-1 | 64 pgs 
ebook $2.99





Two Conferences
One Event

M I S S I O N  L E A D E R S  CO N F E R E N C E 
and N AT I O N A L C H U RC H  M I S S I O N 
L E A D E R S  CO N F E R E N C E

4 KEYNOTES, 12 WORKSHOP TRACKS, 58 BREAKOUT SESSIONS, AND 1,000+ MISSION LEADERS

Counting the Cost
S E P T E M B E R  2 8 –3 0 ,  2 0 2 2  |  O R L A N D O

VISIT MISSIONEXUS.ORG/2022


	Blank Page
	Blank Page



