
 
 

 
 

 

Individualism vs Community in  
Community Development 

Ted Ward 

Annotation: Wheaton Summer Institute of Mission, Wheaton, IL, October 24, 1978. Ted Ward describes a 
series of problems that he has discovered in missions internationally. One of the biggest problems is 
one that Americans in particular seem to take with them–individualism.  
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For the last 22, going into 23 years, I have been at Michigan State University and during that 

period of time I have been increasingly involved in international development as a professional 
application of my particular field and my particular work. I’m concerned with human development, 
human behavior research, and the whole matter of learning and the task of teaching. And I’m 
located in the College of Education, not in a theological seminary. However, our office, where our 
secretary is a pastor’s wife, is referred to as the as the “Theology Center” right across from the 
Dean’s office. The Dean is a Jewish gentleman, and he keeps a good eye on us. At any rate, we get 
along happily and have a lot of fun.  

But in my work overseas, I’ve had a number of occasions to be traveling on somebody else’s 
budget like Ford Foundation or Carnegie and carry on a little missionary-related activity on the side. 
I’ve done a number of missionary-related workshops and conferences that way and that’s kind of 
like my moonlighting and I usually manage to do that on my weekends or my evenings out or 
whatever when I’m overseas. So I’ve had a privilege, really, of being in a lot more situations than the 
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mission organizations would have ever liked to support directly; and I seem to end up doing a lot of 
troubleshooting from place-to-place, time-to-time. People will, in the presence of an outsider, 
especially an outsider who’s done a little bit of writing in this field of missions and mission 
development, quite often reveal problems and situations and circumstances. But I think they’re not 
quite so willing to acknowledge and face up to among insiders, so I end up with great loads 
sometimes of accumulated problems and try to sort them through.  

I’ve made something of a study of the nature of misfit, malfunction kinds of problems that 
occur in in missions. I wouldn’t claim anything like a thorough-going catalogue of these and they 
obviously come out of limited experience of one person. But I’ve noticed that a high percentage of 
these can be tracked to an outlook that is very American and the American, among all the outlooks 
in the world, is the most unique. And yet it’s an outlook, or a frame of reference, that the American 
seems to take with him and do the least about as he proceeds in international work or, particularly, 
in missionary work. It is the whole orientation toward community. By and large, the American 
society is built around some cornerstones of individualism. We are a basically individualistic people. 
We are not really a communal people. We are not tightly interlocked on a community level even 
among families, quite often; and we might say, even with more regret, not even in our church 
communities. We take ourselves to church, even, as a bunch of individuals, and we sit as a bunch of 
individuals, and we experience things individualistically, and we walk out as individuals. Now, I’ll 
grant you that that same church behavior can be seen in the Third World, as well. It’s quite 
interesting, though, that many other collective events that occur in those same communities in the 
Third World don’t look like that. I think this individualism thing and the individualistic character of 
our own outlook even transports and transfers onto churches that emerge out of mission activity.  

I think there are several reasons why this characteristic is true of us and it may be peculiarly 
true of evangelical Christians. In other words, even over and above the rest of the American society. 
And if I were listing all the major societies of the world, I’d have to put the American at a very 
strong extreme one end of that continuum—in terms of this individualism trait on the continuum—
with communalism over at the other end.  

And maybe the evangelical Christians are even farther than the rest of the Americans 
because of a couple of pieces out of our doctrinal heritage. I don’t know of any other group of 
people in the world that are as preoccupied about crucial personal decisions. Get it? Much of our 
Christianity is evolved, developed around the notion of personal decisions. And I’ve put a lot of 
emphasis on personal decisions; your personal decisions for Christ.  

There is another part of it that may come out of our preoccupation with the separation issue 
and the feeling that, unless we pull away, we may become contaminated. Therefore, there are certain 
kinds of social settings in which we aren’t very comfortable and we tend to pull back. Then, too, 
there’s the whole matter of the 20th century battle that’s been going on for so long–and, thank 
goodness, is largely coming to rest–the whole issue of the social gospel. And the notion that 
somehow Christians don’t dare think in terms of social configurations and social needs and 
collective concern because somehow the modernists have hold of that end of the ladder; and if we 
got a hold of the other end of the ladder, then they’d pull us right to hell. We’re not able, I think 
sometimes, to see the whole human being even as an individual; to say nothing of not able to see the 
whole collective of people that exist in communities in the real world. And most of that real world is 
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in pretty startling contrast with the kind of social configuration that we’ve come to accept and 
understand in ourselves.  

I find in some of the writings, missiological writings a great mysticism about people 
movements as if people movements, which were only recently labeled really in terms of the writings 
of the church, are something we just hardly understand; and we certainly could never imagine a 
people movement in our own situation. People movements always occur somewhere else. I suspect 
that’s true because people movements inherently are a community process decision-making and 
community decision for Christ. We don’t even know what to do with that sometimes in our own 
theology.  

Now, as a person concerned with methods in mission and methods of the various kinds of 
functions that we think of as missionary activity, including such things as, for example, literacy, we’re 
pre-occupied about what methods to use and what methods will work and what methods won’t 
work and all of this, and I’ve been interested in this; I’ve looked at it, and I’ve got a couple of related 
observations to make about methods. By and large, the methods that work the best are those that 
are the best tuned to the culture in which they’re going to be used. Boy, what’s new? Say, everybody 
knows that. Yeah, but now let’s take a look at it. Many of the methods that come out of our 
traditions of technological methodology tend to be individualistic. A lot of literacy methods come 
out of that individualistic, everybody has to learn his own literacy, you know. There’s no such thing 
as collective learning. Everybody learns, you know, as if in little isolated cells of human experience. 
The interesting thing is that those methods don’t work nearly so well as collective methods.  

One of the things that you may have looked at is the whole history of the Laubach method. 
I’ll share a couple of observations there; they may be similar to yours. The Laubach method of 
literacy was originated and primarily used in reference to the church and its need for literacy in 
relatively simple, or you might say even relatively primitive, situations, in order that people could use 
the Word of God. And one of the things that typically went along with the Laubach method’s 
application was the characteristic of a community where a group of people collectively had come to 
a point of needing to read the Word of God. The Laubach method among literacy experts the world 
over was regarded as phenomenal because it had such very high success rates and most literacy 
methods have not had good track records.  

Now, finally a number of agencies in the secular world picked up the Laubach method and 
they said, “Okay, if it’s working over there for those Christians, it certainly ought to work just as well 
for us,” and it doesn’t work at all. In fact, if you look at it closely it turns out to be a rather poor 
method. There are much better methods than the Laubach method in terms of methodological 
approach. What’s the issue? What’s the problem? Ah, hah! The community of need that exists where 
a group of people collectively feel a need to learn and develop a skill, and, yes, in many of those 
situations the Laubach method was used. You could have used some other method and it would 
have probably had a very similar success rate. The success rate, in other words, is probably far less 
related to the particular method than it is to the community orientation of need.  

Now, some of us are concerned about Theological Education by Extension and we’re aware 
that this is a methodology. Now it’s not a distinct methodology in the sense of being a particular way 
to do things; it’s only a way to look at the general problem. But let’s face it. If it has some degree of 
contrast with what you typically do methodologically with a classroom full of students in a 
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theological seminary, it tends to be a lot more related to people’s real life. It tends to be a lot more 
related to things that are close to the everyday world of a developing pastor. It tends to be related 
more to the applicational. It tends not to be so esoteric, not so abstract, not so removed, and the 
method has a difference. 

Now, when that method has been applied, it has been applied in two families of ways and 
one of these has been very successful; the other’s been very unsuccessful. Where Theological 
Education by Extension has taken its cue from the individual learning notion, it has not been very 
successful. When it’s taken its cue from the collective learning and the group experience–learning 
together with others–it’s been much more successful. Now the irony of this is that the more 
powerful instructional techniques usually have been used in that first. For example, programmed 
instruction has been usually used in that first model. Now, those of us that have tried to help people 
learn how to use programmed instruction have no control on how they then deliver that system. 
And the fact is that when that technology of programmed instruction allows you, then, to go at the 
theological education bit on a highly individualistic level, you’re probably going to come to very little 
good because rarely will you be working with people that are that individualistic. You’re working 
with people are much more accustomed to working and functioning in communities.  

Now, let me just back away from the theological for a moment and relate this to some other 
questions outside the church development and then come back toward the church–another step. At 
Michigan State University, since about 1970, we’ve been among about a half a dozen institutions in 
the United States developing a whole new orientation–not new methodology but orientation to the 
matter of learning out of school, especially focused on the developing nation, so-called “Third 
World situations,” and particularly concerned with those sectors of the population who are not really 
retrievable for schooling. Much of adult education historically has focused on getting people 
schooled who didn’t get schooled when they were the right age. Nonformal education tends not to 
think of a late delivery of schooling so much as a functional learning at whatever stage of life the 
person is at the time. For example, a lot of nonformal education is focused on very functional tasks 
such as better farming, here, now, within the next week. It tends to focus on things like literacy 
when there is a group of people in a community that are saying, “We need to learn to read, like, 
within a month.” This notion of highly developed sense of need in community to which a resource 
can be brought to bear at a very timely moment. This is much of what nonformal education’s all 
about. 

And one of the things that we’ve had to pay a special attention to is–and I think that among 
the secular folks that I’m working with, it’s easier for them to do this–is the way the community 
becomes the unit of the learning, not the individual. So we tend not to be concerned about such 
things as individual testing. We tend to be not so concerned about individual learning activity. We 
tend to think in terms of collective activity, group experiences, things that people do together. Very 
different from what is typically done when you herd people together in schools and then have them 
work as individuals. Hypothesis: It may be that much of the work of the church could be made 
more effective in many parts of the world if we were somewhat less individualistic about it. 

Now let’s just take a look at why we have a problem along this line. Much of the interface 
between missions and a local population tends to be on a one-to-one self-selective basis. For 
example, let’s take health. Quite often we’re not dealing with communities in missionary medicine, 
we’re dealing with individuals. And that doesn’t strike us as being anything out of the ordinary. Of 
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course, that’s what you do. But in working with individuals out of their community context, we’re 
working with individuals who, in some cases, have no way to take back into their community 
context anything, even if it’s something that they’ve learned or come to feel and come to know 
outside that community context.  

Now there’s an anthropological reality here and that is that if you take people who are 
accustomed to gaining certain kinds of understandings and doing certain kinds of growing in a 
collective and you bring them out of that collective, even if it’s to treat them for health, they’re not 
apt to be very appropriate messengers to take back a health message into their community. Do you 
follow me? Because it’s learned out of context and it is, in effect, rejected even by the person. He 
sees it not appropriate to carry back in again. We do the same thing when we start working in 
evangelization, quite often, and we have one convert. That convert comes out of context and is 
helped along by the missionary and then we wonder why that person doesn’t take that back into 
context. Again, hypothesis: methodologically, we would probably be much better off to work more 
with community groups and much less with individuals in terms of impact in communities. 

And you say, “Well, I don’t think we can do that.” Well, maybe not, but that would really 
show the distinctiveness of Christians because community development workers from the secular 
side, whether Western or national, do it that way increasingly. They work less with individuals and 
more with groups. 

Now sometimes working with groups is extremely slow and that’s one reason that I think, 
again, the North American missionary with a tremendous time fetish doesn’t want to take that kind 
of time because actually as we’ve been hearing since we were children, the train may hit you before 
you get home tonight, and if you haven’t made your personal decision for Jesus you’re in trouble. So 
you’ve got to have this time fetish. So we do a lot of short-haul kinds of things and then wonder 
why they spin the wheels. 

Community development workers that are really successful take much longer timeframes. 
Let me give you one illustration. I’ve a Brazilian friend, who’s a crackerjack development worker, 
who was assigned in to work in a village in northeast where the particular community was an 
outskirts kind of so-called “suburb” of a capital-type government center. This little scruffy group of 
people in this little scruffy suburb had no sense of their own destiny. They were just almost at a 
stage that we would properly call “peasants” and sometimes call “animals” with no sense of their 
own potential; really downtrodden people. And this is one reason that the particular organization–it 
happened to be a private organization; a very good organization that I’ve worked with in in Brazil 
off and on for a number of years–decided to send this agent, one of their crackerjack agents, in there 
and work with these people. Now the organization works largely toward self-help, not bringing 
people what they need so they can get out of poverty; but helping people find themselves, helping 
people find their voices, helping people find their capacity to come to understand what they’re into.  

By the way, if you don’t understand that process, there’s a beautiful, beautiful man by the 
name of Paulo Freire who has written a very good book, not terribly well translated into English, 
entitled The Pedagogy of the Oppressed. It’s an absolute must, as far as I’m concerned, in missionary 
reading. Paulo Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
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At any rate, this village worker was in there for months after month after month meeting 
with little groups of people, little neighborhood groups, just talking about that village with no 
agenda, no motive, no intention to convert them to anything, no intention to change them; just 
simply wanting to help them find ways to talk about their own situation. Only one purpose and that 
was to help people learn to talk about their own situation. After time, this group of people began to 
realize that there were other people around who were better off than they were and somehow, in 
life, they had been short-changed. And this was a kind of a collective understanding, that finally 
people began saying, “Hey, you know what? There’s got to be a better way. There’s got to be a way 
that we can get a hold of some of the things that we need that we don’t have.” Very unhealthy 
condition. It was a situation where periodically, as in much of the northeast, when they do get the 
rains, everything swamps out. And the better suburbs of this community had managed to set up all 
the drainage systems so they came right into this poor little scruffy place. So every time they’d have a 
real whopper, they would end up floating. And they couldn’t understand–well, first of all, it never 
occurred to them that wasn’t the way life was supposed to be. But then they finally began talking 
about their situation and couldn’t understand how it could be that the government would let all 
these other communities do this to them. So finally the development worker felt that he was really 
beginning to see some action in this community. They were beginning to find ways to talk about 
their situation. And sure enough, one night they came to some kind of an action point in a large 
meeting under a gasoline lantern. And as he tells the story, there must have been about sixty of the 
of the more dominant people in that community there that night. And they finally said, “You know 
what we’re going do to improve our condition.” And the community development worker felt, as he 
allows himself to, in minor sorts of ways, felt kind of good about it, but you don’t smile much. So 
they decided that what they really ought to do is to put up lights on their soccer field so they could 
play after dark.  

Now you know the feeling; you’ve seen this. And sometimes it’s so easy for us, with our own 
agenda of what’s wrong in that community, to say, “Oh, give up! They’ve absolutely blown it. 
There’s just no way that people that are this stupid could possibly ever get into the 20th century, you 
know; of all dumb things, lights on the soccer field.” So, sure enough, they got together and they 
managed to put up two poles, and they managed to wangle some electricity out of somewhere–they 
didn’t have any electricity in their in their in their village–they wangled an electric line from a nearby 
suburb and they managed to put themselves two rather scruffy bulbs, one on each end of the thing. 
And you know Brazilians; you don’t have to have an awful lot of light to play soccer if you’re 
Brazilian. They do it by candles sometimes. So this was a suddenly better community in which to 
live. 

But the community development worker–the experience that he had–knew that when a 
community begins to do things as a community for its own betterment, you can’t stop them. They 
had tackled, in subsequent weeks, several other “let’s do it” projects–not because the development 
agent had told them to. His role had been helping these people learn to talk and learn to share. And 
then once they did get into the “let’s do it” business, he’d give them little hints about where they 
might find resources. And that community, within a year after the soccer field was lit, had made 
appropriate petitions and had brought political pressure to bear; and those drain sewers were re-
routed and their own drainage problem was acted upon by government. That is one of those happy 
ending stories. But the beautiful thing about it is that that story isn’t ended. Those people are still a 
different community because they’re still tackling “let’s do it” projects. And you say, “What has that 
got to do with the gospel of Jesus Christ?” A lot, a lot. And the organization that I have described is 
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an organization that knows that that’s where you want to start–in their values, not an American 
organization. That’s where you want to start with people if you want to reveal the gospel of Jesus 
Christ to them. And today, that community has been evangelized. 

We do it the other way around because we start with individuals and hope that that’ll accrete 
into communities. This organization with a Brazilian frame of reference and no substantial North 
American involvement or support or anything else–in fact, very little support from anywhere–just 
goes at it the other way around and works with communities so that communities will come to see 
that they are people important enough to each other and important enough to God that they could 
be the objects of somebody’s love. So much of the Gospel message makes more sense when people 
have a sense of community and when we accept that sense of community as a vehicle in which to 
deal with people.  

Now I’m thankful to have lived at what I think is a great juncture, a great turning point in 
evangelical missions when many, if not most, of evangelical missions have finally decided that if you 
if you recognize the whole human being you’re more apt to deal successfully with the spiritual 
dimension of the human being. But I think where we haven’t quite turned the corner is in reference 
to whole communities. I think we’re much more willing today to talk about “whole people,” but we 
still have a mental image of “person”, individual. And I note in John 3:16 that when God so loved, 
he loved a collective—the world.  

And in much of the Old Testament–would that we were deeper in the Old Testament as 
Christians–God’s relationship was one in which God took great satisfaction out of saying, “You will 
be my people, and I will be your God.” 

I think we need to re-examine individualism as our own cultural blind spot and orient 
ourselves more appropriately to God’s work in communities of people.  


