
 
 

 
 

 

A Christian View of Development as Participation 

Ted Ward 
 

Annotation: Daystar University Conference on the Church’s Role in Development, Nairobi, Kenya, 1980. Ted 
Ward speaks of the importance of “participation” in development, and notes that meeting needs 
leads to participation. When accomplished in a Christian context, participation leads to humane and 
godly relationships.  
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And I’m going to call this lecture “A Christian View of Development as Participation.” The 
theme, of course, here in this lecture is the theme “Participation.” As you read the literature of 
development from the secular world as well as from the Christian realm, you are impressed with the 
common use of the word “Participation.” Participation is really the new theme word in 
development. To me, as a Christian, this is not surprising. Participation has to do with development, 
not as something that is done by one group of people to another group of people, or by one agency 
to a society, or by one delivery agent—or change agent—to a group of people, but development is, 
in the participation view, something that is done together as outsiders and insiders in a situation 
interact. And through their participation together development occurs.  

 
Now we could argue that that’s just the way it is. The research in the field of development 

shows that effective development always has a high degree of participation about it. The inactivity of 
people is what causes non-productive development. People who are active, who are involved, who 
are participating are more apt to be part of a real development activity. 
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Now there’s a guideline there: if you are interested in development principles, plan many 
different roles for people to participate. Try to find something for everyone to do. You don’t want 
non-participants. They will be non-developing persons. But let’s be more basic about it. Let’s back 
off and ask a question that was asked yesterday in the workshop—and we indicated that as we go 
along, we need to make it more clear what the answer is: what is the goal, or what is the end of 
development? Why do we talk about development? From a Christian perspective, what are the ends 
or the proper results of development?  

 
Now, from a secular point of view, we might argue that gross national product in increase, 

introduction of technologies, the making of an easier life, the stamping out of illness, the reduction 
of poverty, the reduction of illiteracy. All of these sound like reasonable ends of development— 
motives of development. As a Christian, I see all of those as being so partial, so incomplete, that I 
dislike defining development in terms of all of those little pieces. Now those are important. 
Improvement of health is important. Making people literate is important. From a Christian 
perspective, I think that it’s appropriate that people be able to get to the Word of God for 
themselves and that requires literacy. 

 
 But to think of these little pieces of human competency as the real end of development, I 
think, from a Christian point of view, is an inadequate way to look. I would be much more 
concerned about a larger frame of reference. Let me suggest that the motives or goals of 
development can be defined in terms of four processes and functions. On the screen I have 
identified what these are: the motives or the goals of development and, of course, today we have 
been theming on the motives of God’s people through the whole morning beginning with our 
Scripture study in the 25th chapter of Matthew.  
 

And now moving on to this question of: what is development from a participation point of 
view? Number one of the goals is “Meeting Needs,” whatever those needs may be. And, again, I 
pointed out in our lecture on needs themselves that when we talk about meeting needs, we must 
think of something more than just the basic and the intrinsic needs. We must respect people’s own 
views of their needs even if their views are not as deep as we think they ought to be.  

 
Meeting needs is really where development begins. Now those of you who are in relief work 

are probably instantly encouraged by this because relief work is almost exclusively concerned with 
meeting needs. It is the first level of development: meeting needs. Now meeting needs has a 
limitation and if it is our whole goal, it is an inadequate one because, generally speaking, meeting 
needs is something that I can do for you; you can do for someone else. It’s a one-way street; it’s a 
giving act. Giving is appropriate, giving is valuable, but giving is not enough. It does not build that 
humane relationship.  

 
So we need to move on to the second goal, or the second level of goals of development, 

what we might call “participation.” And, of course, the major theme of this lecture today is on that 
participation goal. Participation, itself, is more than a process; it is a product. You cannot command 
participation. You must bring participation to pass by process. It is process leading to product. We’ll 
come back to it and we’ll look at it in detail, but let’s go on to the third and the fourth goal which 
we’ll be talking more about next week. 

 
Participation is not enough. The nature of that participation brings us into the third of the 

four basic goals of development: “Humane and Godly Relationships.” Now notice, Meeting Needs 
leads to Participation; Participation, in Christian perspective, leads to Humane and Godly 
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Relationships. If one has a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, it dictates, it modulates, it 
structures, it defines the relationships that we have with each other. Is that correct? The relationship 
we have with God tells us something of the kind of relationship that we should have with each 
other. So when we say “humane relationships,” we’re thinking primarily of the relationships as 
human treatment of human beings. These grow out of a godly relationship that then becomes the 
pattern for our humane relationship. God does not command us and lead us about as animals. God 
encourages us, God exhorts us, but God leaves us free to choose. As we deal with other human 
beings, we should not treat them as animals to be commanded and forced about. But we should 
exhort one another. We should encourage one another, but leave each other free to choose. A godly 
relationship is then a pattern for a humane relationship.  

 
The motive of all of that is in the voice of the Scripture that we might be liberated hence the 

theme liberation. Now this is one of those words that has caused a great deal of trouble in theology 
in the last few years because of the tendency of some to equate political liberation with spiritual and 
functional human liberation where political liberation sometimes produces its own bondage 
immediately. We are liberation in our orientation to our theology, but we might not call ourselves 
liberation theologists in the same sense that the theologians of certain parts of the world have 
become liberation theology people.  

 
Now, I want to make just a slight distinction here and will come back to this one if you have 

more problems about it. Liberation theology argues correctly that God is concerned with more than 
just a condition of the soul. God is concerned with the whole condition of man. Can you agree with 
liberation theology at that point? I can. Liberation theology argues that God is concerned and is 
able, through his church, to work for the liberation of humankind. Do you believe that or do you 
not? I believe that, but at this point, I take a slight exception, even on that item. I do not believe that 
that liberation is fulfilled until Christ has fulfilled all. But, as Christians, we are in that process in the 
strength of God that is motivated toward liberation. The theologian of liberation might argue that 
God, in our time, is able to provide that complete liberation—physical, emotional, social, and 
political—that creates a new society. At that point, I have to take strong exception and say, I don’t 
believe that because of the nature of sin in humankind. So, at that point, I draw a sharp line between 
liberation, as I view it, and liberation as it is classically written about by Gutiérrez and others of 
liberation theology. But it is perfectly appropriately for me, as an evangelical Christian, to talk about 
liberation as the ultimate of the four goals of development because the apostle Paul talks about 
liberation. It is biblical to talk about liberation. It is biblical to talk about freedom. It is biblical to 
talk about the escape from the bondage of sin that is possible in Jesus Christ and I think that is 
exactly what we’re concerned about in development. We are concerned about the liberation of the 
human spirit. This is both a social and a spiritual issue, but the problem is that we must keep the 
both concerns going. We must keep the spiritual and the social issues before us at the same time. 
But this is not a lecture on liberation as a goal; it is a lecture on the second of these: participation, as 
a goal. 

 
Now let us just look at participation, itself. What do we mean by participation? First of all, 

the origins are in Creation. In Genesis, we see that the human creation, before the entrance of sin, is 
a creation in which there are three principal parties in a participative experience and dialogue: Adam, 
Eve, and God or more precisely God and Adam and then Eve. And it’s interesting to notice why 
God crowns his creation with a creature that is unique. The creature, man, is placed in the Creation 
on the last of the six days. Now regardless of how you read the six days—as periods or as phases or 
as literal days—is beside the point. The point is that the sequence puts the creating of man at the 
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culmination, at the fulfillment of that process. So Adam is created and he is the first creature in that 
whole list of six days of activity with whom God has any conversation. God is not talked about as 
having conversation with the animals on the fifth day, though the rest of the animals were created 
on the fifth day. The book tells us, the Bible tells us, the book of Genesis tells us that the Creation 
ended on the sixth day with the creation of a creature that God participated with. In fact, as God 
evaluated his own work, he recognized that it was not enough for there to be one of these creatures, 
there must be others. So he creates, not only the second, but in the second he creates the potentiality 
for millions. You do understand what I mean by that. The second creature is not an end; the second 
creature is the beginning of many, many more. And God understands this. God created it this way 
so that there would be society. So society is created because God said, “It’s not good for man to be 
alone.” Already, however, God has had conversation with man and God then proceeds to have 
conversation with Adam and Eve. 

 
Now, what is the point of all this? The point is that in God’s perfect creation, before it was 

blighted by sin, that’s what God wanted. He wanted beings who would participate with him in the 
process of dealing with the rest of the Creation. Take a look at what the instructions to Adam and 
Eve were. One of the first tasks placed upon Adam was a task that God could have done himself, 
but God wanted Adam to do it. He shared with Adam a task. What was the task? Naming the animals. 
Naming the animals. How simple. Even a child can grasp it. And I think that’s beautiful that God 
lays it out so that it’s so simple and so obvious. Was God capable of naming the animals himself? 
Certainly. You see this is the heart and soul of participation. It’s the looking for things that can be 
shared with others so that they have a task, too. That’s what God did. He created man and 
immediately shared tasks with man. But God took tremendous satisfaction from those conversations 
with man, through those interactions, through those walks in the garden. Do you remember? Do 
you remember how it was before sin? God was in the habit of walking in the garden, participating, 
sharing, enjoying together.  

 
In development, we should be looking for ways to enjoy together. They say, how do you 

enjoy together when the situation is blighted? And the answer is, fix your eyes on whatever is good. 
Think of these things and share with people. Find whatever is possible to rejoice in and rejoice. As 
we noticed, for example, in this document by Vishal from India, did you see him finding things, 
even in his depraved society, that as a Christian he could say, this is good in our society and we want 
to make it even better. Do you remember what he said about music? “Our people love music, and as 
Christians we want that to be even more a sharing.” He does not come down in total condemnation; 
he comes down in selective judgment. The group of people in India is looking selectively and trying 
to exercise the judgment of God but they want to participate in their society. When Christians 
isolate themselves from their society, they become counter-developmental. Christians must be in 
participation of the society. 

 
Now the nature of that participation was severely blighted by sin. I’ve indicated Cain and 

Abel as two crucial figures here. Of course, you’re familiar with the Cain and Abel story, but are you 
really aware of how crucial the very selective details are in the unfolding of Genesis? God pumps so 
much so fast and he shows us that one of the first big consequences of sin is that the children of 
Adam, Cain and Abel, are not participating in life’s activity. One has become a farmer; the other has 
become a herdsman. One has become a planter. Now we read that so often, say, well, isn’t that nice. 
One is doing this, the other’s doing that, isn’t that nice? No, that’s not nice. And that’s what led to 
the trouble. Think about it. They should both have been participating with each other in both the 
herding and the farming. It was the distinction between these two activities that gave the grasp to 
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Satan to place it within the heart of Cain to come against God who had asked for an offering of 
blood. And he said, I’m not in the animal-raising business. God will have to accept what I’m doing. 
And what you have there is a non-participative condition. Cain is not participating with Abel, and 
Cain is not participating with God. Do you see it? What has broken down in human society in terms 
of that very, very first picture of society outside the garden? What has broken down? Participation. 
What has broken down in many of our countries as we look at the reason that there is antagonism, 
and the reason that there is fear, and that the reason that there is hatred? Participation has broken 
down. 

 
It’s one thing to bring people together and get them to shake hands over a peace table, but 

that is only a symbol. Peace grows out of participation, not out of treaties. I can agree with you not 
to fight with you and the agreement will last as long as we have no tension. But as soon as we have 
tension, the agreement will go to the side and we will again fight. But if day in and day out I am 
participating with you, I am much less likely to fight with you. Participation as a Christian goal of 
development. 

 
Now you see the point here is that many of the symptoms of non-development such as 

prejudice, such as racial hatred—these are symptoms. The root cause of it all is a breakdown of 
participation. And that’s why when we do development planning what is one of the very first things, 
after we get through with the relief task, what’s the very next thing we fix our eyes on? Ways that 
people can become more involved participatively with each other. That’s my point. And I think it 
has its foundations in the nature of Creation. And what I’m arguing is that, even as we see the 
effects of sin in the relationship between Cain and Abel, it is a breakdown of man-to-man 
participation and man-to-God participation. And what is the result? Death.  

 
But it also has its foundation in the gospels. The very idea of “God with us.” “His name 

shall be called Emmanuel” which is translated “God with us.” Notice that. God meeting us at a 
peace table, God shaking hands with us, God signing a treaty with us—none of that. God with us. 
It’s the difference between this relationship where we touch and the relationship where we stand 
side-by-side. God with us is the side-by-side relationship. This is what Jesus Christ came to do, was 
to re-establish that participation between God and man. If you look at the handling of the nation, 
Israel in the Old Testament, you find a constant breakdown time-and-time again in the participative 
relationship between God and his people. What is it that causes Israel to slide away? It’s at the 
moment that participation is broken down, Israel slides away into sin. What is it that Christ came to 
do? Be God with us. Is God in participation with us today in his church? Yes. The presence of the 
Holy Spirit is yet a constant fulfillment of this in our very midst here today. God is with us.  

 
Also in the gospels we see something of the ministry of redemption. We are made one in 

Christ. We are brought into a relationship with God because of that ministry of redemption that 
God has worked through Christ. This is the gospel. But consider that that ministry of redemption is 
not just a status for me, as a person, but it brings me into a relationship with God which is 
participative. What is prayer, but a participative relationship with God. What is the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit, but a participative relationship with God. You can use that word “participation” to 
describe much of what the gospel is. Do you see what I’m saying? The gospel is a participation of 
man with God because of God’s providing of a way, the way Jesus Christ. 

 
What does God want? Does God want emblems on his on his wall so that like trophies he 

can say look at all my trophies. God wants to restore, as it was in the garden, a walking, talking, 
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fellowshipping, enjoying together relationship, even as he had with Adam and Eve in the Garden of 
Eden. It is this that causes Christ as God with us to mean something participative. 

 
Also in the doctrines of the church, we can find the root of participation from a Christian 

perspective. Is the church simply an organization to which we belong or don’t belong? No. Is the 
church simply a place where we can have meetings? No. The church is a fellowship of the redeemed. 
The church is a body. The church is a collective assembly. And how do you know that assembly is 
alive? Only when its people are—again, our magic word—participating with each other in the cause 
and work of Christ. 

 
We can also see the ministry of reconciliation in which, through Christ, the church is being 

reconciled as the bride of Christ made perfect that we might stand in that day of mystical 
relationship with Christ yet to come. That reconciliation, itself, speaks of our continuing to be made 
more participative with God. Are we, as Christians, participative with God? There’s the key 
question. The secondary question: are we participative with each other? The answer in both of those 
should be yes, and when the answer is yes, you have development. Should the church of Jesus Christ 
be participative with the outer community? And there, of course, is the big issue that causes many 
Christian to, I believe, become weak and lame on the road. Should we, as Christians, be participative 
with the outer community that does not know Christ? I will believe, yes. In the light of the Scripture 
and in the model of Jesus Christ who himself was, and in the ministry of the church which is a 
ministry to lost mankind, I will have to say that our participation is not only with God and with each 
other, but it is a participation with the outer community. And there is our theological foundation for 
development project participation, even when projects are being managed by governments, being 
managed by agencies rather than managed by the church. And it’s in that relationship that gives us 
many of the very good illustrations such as I was giving this morning of our brothers in Ecuador 
who are participating in a government project but are doing it with their identity as Christians intact.  

 
The Great Commission can be broken down into three major functions. You may sub-divide 

it into four if you want. It’s the go. It’s the teach/preach. It’s the make disciples. In one way or 
another each of the three facets, each of the three aspects of the Great Commission, speaks to this 
matter of participation. The going involves contacting. It is an involvement and contact. To go into 
all the world puts us into contact with unredeemed mankind. That must be a participative contact. It 
is not enough to simply maintain a physical presence. I’m always a little bit disturbed when people 
say, Well, is ours a message of presence or of proclamation? And the answer is, both. The presence 
needs to be participative presence not just standing presence. I can come silently into the room and 
stand in the corner and have very little influence in that room. I can come into that room and 
participate with what’s going on and have much more humane relationship with people in that 
room.  

 
We need then, in addition, that participation that comes from sharing the message. The 

teach/preach aspect of the Great Commission speaks again to the matter of relating a message to 
people. If you know anything at all about teaching and communication, and I know you do, you’re 
aware that you can’t teach someone something if the person has no relationship with you. The 
relationship of participation is necessary for a message to be communicated effectively. 

 
And third, the making of disciples is a matter of sharing in the life itself. Discipleship is more 

than simply a following behavior, it is a sharing behavior. You might want to reflect on the fact that 
Jesus shared the life with his disciples and the disciples shared the life of Christ. They experienced 
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together. They stood together. They went to dinner together. They went into the cities and 
ministered together. They did things as shared life. Discipleship involves the sharing of life with one 
another and with Christ.  

 
I would conclude all of this by saying that the ultimate basis for evangelism is human 

contact. And only some sort of a wild-eyed dreamer would think of evangelism that does not 
involve human participation. We must establish ourselves as credible human beings if we are to have 
an effective message for Jesus Christ. No one who stands as a strange individual on a street corner 
with a strange-sounding voice making statements, though they be from the gospels, though they may 
be Bible-versed, is going to have anywhere near the impact on a society as does a person who has a 
participative involvement with real needs of people. I am not suggesting that street corner 
evangelism or festival, fair, market proclamation of the gospel should come to an end or is 
worthless. I’m simply saying that it is but one relatively small piece of a process that God has 
ordained to be of a very different sort, for the most part. The way Jesus Christ related to people 
during his own ministry was that of participating in their lives. People invited him to dinner, and he 
was criticized for accepting the invitation. But he had to be there. He knew that was the way to go; 
the participative contact as the basis for evangelism necessary to human contact. 

 
Now we should be wise. We should be careful. We should be, in some cases, cautious. We 

should be, at least, proper. We should avoid the appearance of evil. But we do not find in the 
Scripture that we are commanded to stay away and avoid, as we would avoid the plague or the 
leprosy, the sinner. Jesus touched the sinner. It is our place to interact and participate with the 
sinner. This will not compromise our Christian testimony especially if our community of fellows, if 
the rest of the Christian community is doing the same thing for the same motives. And we come 
together and encourage each other and remind ourselves that we are different. And yet in the name 
of Christ we must touch the dirty things. We must contact the hard realities of life. We cannot be so 
good that we’re above these contacts. We must be in touch with the needs of people. On that 
ground of human relationship, evangelism is possible.  

 
I would argue, then, that we can divide, from a Christian point of view, the goals of 

development into four sets. And notice that this list does not look exactly like the secular list that we 
divide when we say relief, rehabilitation, and development. Those lists quite often don’t really say 
where they’re going. Generally, the secularists don’t talk about what they’re trying to achieve. I see 
meeting needs as an end in itself. I see participation as an end in itself. Each of these four, from a 
Christian perspective, has value. We read this morning, to begin our day, a passage in which God, 
himself stands back and says, [1] meeting needs is an end in itself. It has value. Remember that? 
Matthew chapter 25. And as we understand the gospels and as we understand the ministry of the 
church and the Holy Spirit in the church, [2] participation is an end in itself. It’s a beautiful thing. It’s 
what makes us feel good about being here together.  

 
Third, we’ll talk about next week: [3] the humane and godly relationships of people to each 

other and to God. An end in itself; a beautiful product. And [4] liberation, the greatest of all of these 
gifts as God is working for the redemption of souls, yours and mine. And he continues to work in 
our lives a work of liberation. Is God liberating you today? He’s at work liberating every one of us. 
And as we work in development, we should have no less a goal for those that we work with. Praise 
God. Amen. Let’s bow for a word of prayer: 
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Father, we thank you for Jesus Christ. May we be facilitators of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. May we respect participation. May we work for it. May we design our project 
activity in such a way that it is important and that people are given a chance to 
participate in everything; that they not be frozen out of decision-making; that they 
not be excluded from helping to carry the loads. Help us not to be so good in our 
own eyes, Father, that we believe that we must provide everything for someone else. 
Help us to accept other people and their capability. Help us to lean on them, even as 
we’re trying to help them. Help us to be in a relationship of participation that trusts 
other people; that accepts their worth; that sees them as worthy people, worthy of 
the being the object of your death. We glory in your resurrection. In the name of our 
Lord. Amen.  
 
Thank you. 


