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CA, June 9, 1974. Ted Ward begins with an examination of biblical precedents (including the 
ministry of Barnabas) important to methodology in mission. He then proceeds to a discussion of 
issues drawn from culture, anthropology, and other social sciences that affect mission strategy. 
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 As you would recognize, this particular topic “Methodology for Missions” presents one 
overwhelming difficulty with a group that is as various as this one, namely, that among the various 
traditions represented here there are various groups that are at various rungs on very similar ladders. 
The rungs that we’re on probably are more different than the ladders that we’re on—and I’m not 
thinking primarily of theological difference there as much as I am developmental difference or 
historical difference. And I suspect that as we stand on any one rung and identify with any particular 
group within this particular body, we can either look down or up and we can say, “Here are people 
who are coming the same road we came and there are people that are going the same road we’re 
going and they’re probably a few years ahead of us.” And the difficulty is trying to fix oneself in time 
so that it’s possible for other people in such a mixture to identify with the particular kinds of 
methodological problems that we’re dealing with. I think this is sometimes the problem when we 
deal in technology admissions because clearly the technological message with reference to, for 
example, communications research, speaks very differently to people that are at different rungs on 
the ladder. I’ll frankly confess that, when there was one moment in preparation for this particular 
lecture, it dawned on me that the way to solve this problem this morning is to go back to my 
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approved 20-minute lecture and to oversimplify the problem and simply point out that there are 
some biblical models of methodology in missions and that some of these, I’m afraid, are not really 
thoroughly examined for what they’re worth. And that was a temptation because I think that in a 
sense it, too, would have this characteristic of peering upward and downward from one rung on that 
ladder and not allowing you to find yourselves. 

 
But I would like to begin, this morning, by observing that there are some biblical precedents 

that are very fascinating if they’re re-examined in contemporary light. Not too terribly long ago, I 
discovered a little shadowed character in the New Testament by the name of Barnabas. Now, for 
me, he had been a shadowed character simply because he’d been eclipsed and I think you’re familiar 
with the problem. It’s always Paul and Barnabas or Saul and Barnabas, there’s somebody and 
Barnabas; and poor Barnabas always sits on the other side of “and.” But, in fact, in the Scripture he 
doesn’t sit on the other side of “and.” In many cases, he sits on the front side of “and” and yet we 
read it in an invert sort of a way or, at least, sometimes perceive it in an invert sort of a way, at least 
so was my experience. And I discovered that there are six facets of Barnabas that make for a very 
interesting little methodological notion of what a missionary is all about and if I had been of a mind 
to oversimplify this this morning, I’d probably have given you a little simple Bible lesson; and simply 
pointed out that there are six aspects of Barnabas that should be examined for their methodological 
implication.  

 
First of all, we find in Acts 4, a man by the name of Barnabas who made a very, very 

fundamental commitment in terms of selling out where he was. The kind of commitment that he 
made perhaps is the basis of what he became ultimately for God. By the time we get to Acts 9, we 
discover Barnabas doing something very crucial for a man who ultimately became the one who 
eclipsed him.  

 
We find that the second function, then, in this little model is we find a missionary or a 

missionary program, if you want to broaden it, befriending men of God in substantial ways that 
make a difference in their own development. 

 
Third, and notice, third: then we find an encouraging new convert in a different place. And 

in Acts 11 we find the next three of these functions: the encouraging of new converts and the 
bringing in of a friend to help. Very interesting. The bringing in of a friend to help. Any of you who 
are fretting for some kind of apologetic for short-term missions, take a good look at Barnabas’ 
behavior.  

 
And then, of course, the fifth function was that of teaching or discipling. And quite often 

we’re quite willing to let our methodological images stop right about there and say, “Well, that’s kind 
of the discipling function.” And if you read on into the book of Acts, you find old Barnabas 
showing up a little more as a servant in terms of serving as a messenger and a carrier of resources.  

 
And the sixth phase of this particular methodology model is basically that of a resource and 

message carrier, not exactly what we think of today as the ultimate stage of missionary enterprise. I 
could sermonize on those six points and probably fill up a good 20 minutes and go away having felt 
that I’d stayed a little more at my level of understanding, but I’m going to get brave and go beyond 
that. I’m going to resist the temptation; I won’t even share that one with you.  
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Yesterday I told you a little bit about what I’m not. I told you that I’m not a missionary in 
the ordinary sense of the classical missionary. With reference to yesterday’s panel, I’m not a 
Brazilianist and I’m certainly not a nationalist. There are other values that operate in my own system 
that are much higher than my own nationalistic values and I think that it comes through. It probably 
comes through loud and clear. I am willing to be respectful, however, of other people’s nationalism. 
However, I think that as they emerge and develop, in the sense of Christian maturity that they have 
to raise questions about their own nationalism. And consequently I’m not altogether bamboozled by 
these arguments that say we have to completely acquiesce to the nationalistic perimeters drawn by 
the national churches in the several sectors. I think that, even if it were true in the New Testament, 
the church is a post-nationalistic concept or, at least, an internationalistic concept. And I think that 
has great implications for methodology. We can spook off awfully easy if we’re not clear on where 
we stand vis à vis nationalism.  

 
But it’s not good enough to tell you what I’m not. I have to tell you today a little bit about 

what I am. I’m a researcher but not primarily a technologist. This, perhaps, is one of the confusion 
points in this particular audience since many of you know that I was called upon in various ways, 
over the past several years, to serve primarily technological kinds of roles. These are the missions 
that I’m always quite glad to do. Technology per se is not my primary bag. I’m primarily a researcher. 
And by that I refer to, not a bookworm so much as a field enquirer. I like to spend a lot of time 
asking people questions in very systematic ways and doing a lot of processing of what I’m getting in 
order to understand them better. I’m a behavioral scientist, but absolutely not a behaviorist. Those 
of you who are not familiar with that distinction should get any decent dictionary at the social 
sciences and you'll see what I’m driving at. A behavioral scientist is a person who is scientifically 
concerned about human behavior whether in psychological functions of the individual or in 
sociological functions of groups or in anthropological functions of a body of man. And the 
behavioral scientist is one who applies scientific methodology to the study of people. And I think, if 
there’s any power in the kinds of things that I had to keep for my students, it is right there; that it is 
in the people-watching and the people-studying and the understanding of the dynamics of this 
magnificent sixth-day creature, man, that we really get to see what it was that God did when he was 
really, you know, really had his creative processes in high gear. And fallen though he may be, he is a 
fantastic testimony to the incredibly incomprehensible creativity of God. 

 
But specifically for those of you who are, at least, in with this language, I’m an organismic 

developmentalist and that ought to scare you; that’s worse than being a fundamentalist. Because an 
organismic developmentalist, from a scientific point of view, is a person who looks at wholes. He's a 
person who looks at things in context. He insists, for example, in looking at all aspects of person. 
He is a person who doesn’t particularly enjoy it when people start splitting up and saying, well now, 
what are we going to do to nourish them spiritually, you know. And, oh, yes, we’d better worry also 
about their physical, too, shouldn’t we, as kind of an afterthought, as if somehow people can arrive 
in given situations in part and that it is possible really to nurture pieces of people. It’s absolutely 
incredible. Now perhaps it’s our trinitarian bias that makes us kind of want to do that, to split man 
up, you know, and see the reflection of the trinitarian function of God. Yes, there are different 
aspects of a person, but the kind of thinking and understanding and planning that is sensible 
methodologically today is to recognize the whole nature of man. I’m referring to the whole of the 
individual person and also the context of the person; what kind of a context does he reside in.  

 
A person such as myself biased in these directions is quite concerned about message and 

methods, not message or methods. Message and methods and how they augment or relate to each 
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other. An organismic developmentalist has no particular trouble with some of the broader axioms of 
McLuhan, for example, when he points out that the medium is the message. And to a certain weird 
extent that is true. Weird, yes, but it’s basically true that you can’t separate. I think that’s the element 
of a McLuhan-ism that’s important.  

 
I’m also concerned about means and ends and I can’t justify the one in the absence of 

examination of the other no matter what. I must ask both means and ends questions at all points. 
And I think this is really the kind of thing that Gordon MacDonald was talking about with reference 
to the man in the pew, not just the scientist. In Peter Wagner’s book, Church Mission Tensions Today, 
Gordon MacDonald has this little line, “Having the title ‘missionary’ no longer entitles one to 
immunity from frank questioning. Those who are ready to give straight answers are gaining new 
friends, fresh support, more involved home-based commitments to their work. Conversely, those 
who tend to veil their answers in clichés or who wish to counter-charge the new church mind as 
being unspiritual and apathetic are losing out.” And I believe this to be true.  

 
You have a right to know where I stand and where the thoughts and the propositions that 

I’m presenting for you today come from in order that you may more clearly judge them. Further, 
many of you, as some of my own collegiate colleagues in the earlier years, are probably primarily 
educated in the skill of labeling. And you have to know where I am so that you can label me so that 
you can get on to thinking. So let me give you a few clues so that you can label me and feel that 
you’ve got me properly pigeon-holed so you’ll start to listen. First, I believe and operate from, as a 
presupposition, that evangelism is inherently and necessarily a key factor in Christianity rightly 
defined. And by “rightly defined” I refer simply to biblically defined. Evangelism is inherent and 
necessarily a key factor. I start from that.  

 
Second, that missions, in terms of evangelism–teaching and sharing–sharing joyfully in the 

work of the Holy Spirit is demonstrated in the apostolic church. And notice I presuppose that 
missions was more than evangelism; that missions was evangelism, teaching, and sharing joyfully. 
And I can give you lots of lovely proof-texts on that. Third, oh, by the way, on that second point–
further in the Scripture, missions are demonstrated in macro model by God’s redemptive work 
through Christ. And further, mission is the continuing privilege of the church until the return of the 
Lord Jesus.  

 
My third proposition that is presuppositional and hence not to be developed in my talk, is 

that cross-cultural communication is an inherent problem in missions requiring extraordinary skills, 
insights, and sensitivity. It’s an inherent problem within missions. And, by the way, I think that this 
is a problem whether we’re talking about linguistic difference or whether we’re simply talking about 
cultural difference and I’m not sure, sometimes, which is greater.  

 
Four: Well-meaning efforts, often based upon partial understanding and sometimes using 

offensive procedures, can bring the gospel into an area yet subsequently inhibits the proper 
development of the church. Now I’m not going to develop that one but I want to state it again 
because it is a presupposition from which I work which allows me to challenge an awful lot of what 
has gone on in various places in the name of missions. Well-meaning efforts, often based upon 
partial understanding and sometimes using offensive procedures, can bring the gospel into an area of 
needs, yet subsequently inhibits the proper development of the church.  
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Fifth: The international aspects of the church provide an excellent source of insight about 
problems in our own domestic situations. So if I am any sort of a missiologist, it is in part so that I 
can better understand the whole of ecclesiology as it relates to a given situation, namely my own. 
Now this kind of a holistic view is no longer quite anathema among some of the brethren that had a 
great deal of difficulty among some folks that we would call “compartmentalizers”; among some of 
the folks that we would call “hyper-spiritualizers.” We’re finding, increasingly, statements 
representing a kind of an awareness of the validity of a holistic view. And I’d like to quote one of 
these, not that I think this organization was in all that bad a shape in past days, but I suspect even 
within this organization this sort of a statement would have raised different sorts of eyebrows and 
raised them a lot higher 15 years ago. I refer to a statement that was made in the release on the new 
alliance–field of theology in missions, and I quote,  

 
We intend a radical change from theological study that focuses on theology for its own sake 
to a theology that is for the sake of understanding and encouraging the growth of God’s 
people in the world. The church, in biblical and theological perspective, is basic to our 
conception. But the church in sociological and anthropological perspective is also essential if 
the church is to exist in the world of men. Team teaching with these disciplines in dialogue 
will characterize the classroom experience of our purpose. The course of study designed for 
those planning on pastoral or missionary service will include 10 months of full-time resident 
study on the campus with a second year in ministry which will include seminars throughout 
the year and will conclude with a practical church-centered research project. 

 
 That sort of statement encourages me.  
 

There are two axioms that underlie the methodology for missions that I propose to develop 
for you. These axioms are, in a sense, self-evident hence they are not hypotheses; they are about 
axioms, but they are basic. First, the world is not all of one piece. And any time we talk about any 
major sector of the world such as the, quote, “Third World,” we get ourselves in a great deal of 
difficulty because not even the Third World or the developing nations, etc., are all of one piece. And 
most of the difficulties we get into with reference to methodological debate relates to the fact that 
we may find that there is truth for one situation and falsehood for another in a given methodological 
approach. Now this is not an argument for relativism, but it is an argument for, in a layman’s term, 
tailor-making our approaches in terms of realities of the situation.  

 
The second axiom also leads us to the same general proposition that mission is not all of one 

piece. And that the minute we start talking about missions or missionaries as if somehow there were 
some standard model that is best. In fact, the minute I start using, for example, my little Barnabas 
sixth function as the model, I’m in trouble. Because even in New Testament precedents there are 
different sorts of models demonstrated. There are different kinds of precedents set. And we need to 
understand that there is no such thing as the model of missionary; the model of missions; the sort of 
program that makes sense, and certainly not the mold in which all missionary standards should be 
poured.  

 
Now these are truisms and hardly need to be brought home to you folks because of your 

particular vantage point, but I suspect that this assumption that the world is all of one piece and that 
missions basically is all of one piece causes us, in one moment, to think that it would be really a great 
idea to organize the international congress on world evangelization to be held in Lausanne this 
summer around a body of Scripture that would become thematic slogans and spell out their 
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implication so obviously to the world that they suggest an approach. Some of you who are going to 
Lausanne I suspect will discover that these particular Scriptures, basic though they are, words as they 
are of Jesus Christ in his own approach to people means very, very different sorts of things in very 
different contexts. And I suspect that it’s good to be reminded of how differently we can hear to 
preach the Gospel to the poor; to preach deliverance to the captives–now if you want to see the fur 
fly, join us about the middle of July–to set at liberty them that are bruised. These are the slogans of 
Lausanne: to heal the broken hearted and recovering of sight to the blind. Beautiful. Every one of us 
would comprehend them, but we would comprehend them in our own terms and with reference to 
the frame of reference in which we are visualizing their application. And I trust that there will be the 
kind of grace and the kind of acceptance among Christian brothers at Lausanne that allows us to 
recognize the validity of the different sorts of applications that we must see with reference to these 
Scriptures otherwise we will have great conflict. I believe that the issue is squarely joined; that these 
issues constitute structures of approach to an ideological problem that is not the same in every place. 
And that, in fact, missions must be responsive to a wide array of differences among the various sorts 
of nations that we have in the world.  

 
Having a primary identification as I do in the so-called “developing nations” –and, by the 

way, those of you who are searching for an alternative to Third World which turns out, as you 
discovered yesterday, to be highly offensive to a number of people who, in fact, are neither first 
world or second world because they know they're what you refer to as “Third World.” And you 
must be aware that, in most of the world, first-class is where the rich people sit; second-class is 
where the poor people sit, and third-class is where you put the pigs and chickens. Okay? And Third 
World connotes pigs and chickens, never mind that some of the people who originated it used it to 
describe themselves. It is it is a rejected term in much of the so-called “Third World” and would do 
us well to remember that it is a rejected term. If you must grab something, grab a positive such as 
“developing nations.” Now the problem there is that some of the developing nations aren’t 
developing.  

 
The thesis for my propositions this morning is as follows: that there is today in the whole of 

missions two major mainstreams of methodological development. Each, in its own way, is being 
used of God to lead toward a more adequate response to the realities of human need. The watch 
words, as we go along from here are the word “strategy” as the word exemplary of one of these 
mainstreams; the word “humanity” as the word exemplary of the other of the mainstreams; and the 
word “liberation” as that great potential for the twirling together of the best that God is doing in 
each of those other two traditions on methodological approaches.  

 
If I were to draw a diagram for you and project it this morning, I would simply say there are 

two parallel movements: the movement of strategy, the movement of humanity–and I will elaborate 
these later. And I don’t see them converging but I see them in the grace of God being pulled 
together, as it were, being wrapped in a great spiral, a great web of concern for the fulfillment of 
liberation in terms of the whole message of Christ. But let’s get on with it. 

 
With reference to the first that I will discuss, and not necessarily the earliest of these, namely 

the concern for “strategy” as a key word, I see today the replacing of folk methodologies with 
strategic methodologies. This particular mainstream is concerned particularly for the technologizing 
of missions. The three major elements are, as you would expect in any of the contemporary 
technologies of social engineering, the clarifying and specifying of objectives first, the mechanization 
of input second, and evaluating of process third.  
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And there are many sorts of things that you can recognize, within operations that you’re 
concerned about, that have those elements. And, by the way, these two mainstreams are not the 
peculiar prerogative of any one of our traditions represented in the group here. However, I suspect 
that most of us can easily recognize that there’s a tremendous amount of the so-called “conservative 
evangelical” involvement in this technologizing of missions. It’s not exclusive, but it’s quite strong: 
the clarifying and specifying of objectives, the mechanization of input, and the evaluating of process.  

 
Let me define folk methodology just a moment. I don’t know whether it was Ethel Merman 

or Mary Martin who sang it, but she sang a little song about “doing what comes naturally.” Now the 
first line in that little couplet is “Folks are dumb where I come from,” and folk methodologies quite 
often are kind of dumb. Now I don’t say that God’s unable to use dumb ideas; God uses 
marvelously dumb ideas. In fact, a lot of this brilliant stuff that wakes us up in the middle of the 
night God gets credit for probably falls in this category.  

 
But the recruitment of “willing hearts,” resulting in a blind interference in the lives and 

cultures of other people–in the fixation on the Macedonian call, “Come over and help us” as if, you 
know, by suddenly arriving here you automatically could is, I think, part of a folk methodology that 
says, “God is so great that no matter how bad I carry out my role, he can bless us.” Now, 
positionally, I believe that that is a credible proposition, in a sense an unfortunate proposition, but I 
have a great confidence in the sovereignty of God and I don’t speak that facetiously. However, in 
this era, it hardly seems reasonable to deliberately keep people dumb in order to make better 
missionaries out of them. Do you follow me? And where there are some things to be known and 
where there are some tactics and strategies that would make a difference, it seems rather absurd not 
to share these. So I’m not really lampooning the past, but simply saying, “We are custodians today of 
some insights that God has given us to surpass insights of the past.” And, therefore, as custodians of 
those sorts of insights, we have a responsibility to exercise them properly; hence, the technologizing 
of missions isn’t necessarily a bad idea. But, let me reject scientism, flatly. Let me reject scientism–
that sort of thing that grabs onto technology and grabs onto the scientific and uses it as a kind of an 
alternate guide. I think this is great danger.  

 
In the first place, since it’s possible to hit targets more precisely in a technological approach, 

you got to be a little more sure than ever that you’re hitting the right targets with the right 
ammunition. It’s a little bit like the inadequacy of weapons in a Napoleon conflict. Had the weapons 
been all that good, you know, the whole thing would have been over a lot faster and the bloodshed 
would have been a lot greater. We can’t help but wonder today what happens when we have much 
more powerful tools if we’re not examining the nature of our targets and the nature of our 
ammunition, to use badly a military analysis.  

 
There are some dangers. First of all, the danger that we buy into a pragmatic value system. I 

feel very strongly about this. I find a little function of four that I’d like you to consider. Good is 
what works. Now that’s very American. Good is what works. If it works, it’s of God and then, of 
course, we have to biblically bless that. God is good. Then we have to be logical. If it works, it’s of 
God. Good is what works and that’s where it goes wrong. Good isn’t necessarily what works. And 
any time we use an ultimate pragmatic value asking, well, if it works, you know, as if that answers it, 
we’re really buying into that little set of four propositions that leads us into, I suspect, serious error. 

 
Second danger is the introduction of Western linear logic and this is one of the functions of 

scientism. Western linear logic is very useful for certain kinds of things, but it’s not so hot in dealing 
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with certain kinds of situations in the developing nations. Because many people in developing 
nations do not use Western logical, rational thought, as we think of it. We can’t help but see them as 
being a little on the dull and dumb side and we have to explain things five times. Now what’s 
actually happening in many situations is people shaking their head seeing all sorts of holes in that 
linear logic and being unwilling to be crass enough to say, “Hey, you know what? You’ve got some 
logical breakdowns in there.” 

 
There are some people who think in very circular sorts of ways and in very global sorts of 

ways and the research in human learning today shows us the tremendous impact of culture on 
learning styles and on thinking styles and on the data-processing styles. And then they build 
computers that are primarily linear and then attribute their characteristics to all of human thinking 
and they make a grave mistake. Again, we bring God down—big enough manage him; and we bring 
the human mind down to manage it. The human mind is but an extension of God in the sense of 
God’s most dramatic creative work and nobody, but nobody understands it. And, frankly, as a 
scientist concerned with human learning, I strongly suspect that the human mind will, if not the last 
thing, will be something never grasped in the same sense that I would say that man will never grasp 
the whole of God. It’s just too big.  

 
The third problem, or the third danger I see in the new scientism or the scientism that I 

reject, is that of leaning too hard on our own understandings. I think the Scriptures warn us lean not 
to our own understandings and I don’t think that excludes or exempts us from the danger of when 
we are leaning to our own scientific or rational understanding. Simply because it’s rational and 
reasonable and technologically feasible doesn’t necessarily mean that it isn’t dangerous to be leaning 
to our own understanding. Now, again, I’m not I'm not trying to abstract the Holy Spirit and say 
that the Holy Spirit works purely from mystical modes and that he has no function in my rational 
processes. I believe that he does have great function in my rational processes because I’m a 
holistically involved person; involved with the person of Jesus Christ and indwelled by the Holy 
Spirit. And consequently there’s no aspect of me that is not affected by the Holy Spirit’s residence in 
my life.  

 
But on the other hand, when I say, in effect, thank you, God, now I’ve got the idea, I’m 

leaning to my own understanding. And I think there’s a tremendous danger in the strategizers 
beginning to be so leaning on their own understandings, so convinced that what they have seen 
through scientific and logical processes is the answer that they promise God to meet him around the 
corner.  

 
But I don’t want to sound negative about this, really, because I’m very excited about it. And 

I think that this whole mainstream of the strategizing, the replacement of folk methodologies, the 
strategic methodologies have a very valuable role to play today. And it’s being blessed of God. I’m 
encouraged because of three things that it produces. It produces a flexibility and openness to 
alternatives and to supplementary methodology, and that’s great. In a sense, it’s liberating. It opens 
us up more flexibly to re-examine and seek alternatives and supplements; the kind of thing that Jim 
was talking about the other night, with his technological emphasis, when he said that this allows us 
to make creative adaptations to a changing environment. Exactly. That’s liberating.  

 
So the strategizing of missions is not necessarily a dead end at all. It’s not necessarily satanic. 

It has its place and it is being blessed of God in part because it has this liberating characteristic. But 
that’s not all. Perhaps most important–I’m not dead sure which of these is, but I would kind of 
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wonder about this–is that it forces a re-examination of the worth of the goal. I don’t know of any 
people who are more apt to ask the question “is it worth it” than the strategizers and that’s one 
reason why I can’t knock it. Because when they invest in a more rational approach to the meeting of 
particular targets with particular kinds of delivery systems, they ask questions that historically we’ve 
not bothered to ask about the worth of the missions, or the worth of the aspects of the missions.   

 
The third encouraging note is that the strategizing mainstream forces missions to gain 

anthropological sophistication. Now having a social anthropology bias myself, I suppose for a 
moment I’m in effect propagandizing. But I think that I’m right so at least it’s honest 
propagandizing. As we gain a better understanding of system, we realize that the place where usually 
we know the least is the preference to the target audience. Man, it’s nice to be forced up against the 
wall on that. Very humbling; sends us back to the field to re-look at the nature of the target 
audience. And here’s where a more sophisticated re-look can result from better training and more 
comprehensive views of the holistic situation in which people reside.  

 
In May 1969, World Vision magazine had a little editorial, “Culture, Christianity, and 

Change.” It's a kind of didactic. “Anthropology, sociology, psychology, linguistics, and other 
academic disciplines relating to study of human relations, may be seen as embryonic movements of a 
more highly developed system of understanding of man’s attitudes and behavior. This emerging 
system may still be difficult to understand, but the fact that it is coming to light is now beyond 
question.” This is in ’69.  

 
To Christians, this has a tremendous meaning. The complex new system of understanding 

human attitudes and behavior within a great variety of cultural settings could become a monster with 
which the body of Christian believers will be locked in mortal combat. Or, it could become an 
extension of the believing body through which Christians will be better able to communicate the 
truth in Jesus Christ. Perhaps it will be some of both. In any case, there will be a relationship that 
much is sure. What Christians do about the problem will have everything to do with that future 
relationship.  

 
Missionary outreach must always be based on understanding of the man to be reached. 

Jesus, himself, was the world’s best demonstration of this fact. He understood God and he 
understood people. He leaped over cultural barriers which others ran into blindly. He was able to 
win the heart of a Samaritan prostitute in the course of a single conversation while others would 
have been bogged down for a lifetime in even saying hello. Jesus’ understanding of culture was 
extraordinary and it is agreed the early church shared this same ability to cut through cultural 
difference and relate to people. It tended to dissipate as the Christian community hardened into its 
own tightly defined cultural laws. Perhaps the technologizing of missions, in a weird way, may be 
releasing us today from our tightly defined cultural forms. God only knows. 

 
Let me move now into the second mainstream which I referred to as the key word 

“humanizing” or humanity. Perhaps we might call this “the humanizing of missions.” Now even as I 
reject scientism I must quickly reject humanism. Humanism, as a philosophical position for this 
scientist, is totally inadequate, for this Christian, virtually unthinkable. It sets people above God in its 
ultimate implication. It sets the creature above the Creator. But, from a scientific point of view, it 
has a more serious flaw than that, namely it doesn’t adequately accommodate some of the empirical 
realities. Any theoretical posture that you’re going to live with, as a scientist, has to be able to 
embrace the empirical realities. And I find an empirical reality called “sin” and I cannot find its place 
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within humanism. In fact, I find that the whole nature of man is far too complex to be embraced 
within the classical models of humanism. But having rejected humanism, let me point out that when 
I say, “humanizing of missions,” I’m talking about something that I can and do identify with. 
Perhaps you can substitute for the word “humanizing”, realizing warmth in that more esoteric sense 
of warmth that talks about the interpersonal transactions that make life real and meaningful.  

 
There’s been a lot of exportation in North American cultural forms of religion in the name 

of missions; the exporting of cultural forms rather than the engaging of people in confrontations 
with God. Now granted it’s very difficult for any of us to truly do that without going through our 
own cultural grid and our own filters, but I don’t know that we’ve tried very hard either. For some 
of us here–and here’s where the rungs on the ladder problem become severe–for some of us this is a 
very old issue. And I think, for example, that the Catholic traditions in many orders have very well 
accommodated this particular problem, come to grips with it, set it at rest, and are operating on very 
different footings from what they were 20, 30, 40 years ago. And they look at some of the rest of us 
wondering why we’re so belatedly waking up to the problem. But if they’ll just for one moment bear 
with us and not assume too much of a superiority, the rest of us will just gently get in line and then 
we’ll go merrily on our way. And I don’t mean to beat a dead horse. Most of us in this audience are 
very well aware of the futility of exportation of cultural forms of religion and, in fact, for the 
dishonesty of recognizing the distinctives of Christianity except in cultural terms. And we recognize 
it and try our very best to do something about it, but there’s the rub: It’s not enough to want to do 
something about it. It’s not enough to be concerned about it. It’s not enough even to be apologetic 
and ask forgiveness about it. We’ve got some prices to pay. Some of these are retributive and I 
strongly suspect that what’s happened to the Presbyterians in several spots; what’s happened to 
several of the missions in several spots are in effect a kind of a of a domination, a fleshly motif of 
retribution that says, we’re going to punish you for what you’ve done in the past and until that 
punishment level is over, that momentary purgatory, you can stay home.  

 
We haven’t really seen any alternative yet to either the anti-building or the cooling off 

approaches to this transition between the dominated imperialistic models in missions and the truly 
shared collaborative models. And it very well may be that in every instance, in every mission field, 
and in every mission board that there has to be some kind of a cooling off period; some kind of a 
stand-off, some kind of a of a separation, even if sometimes when domestic conflicts become so 
very, very heated that ultimately they require some kind of cooling off and separation before the 
attempt to re-build relationship.    

 
I think the most encouraging examples that I’ve seen, and I haven’t studied them all, are the 

things that have been tried in the Latin American missions and have been tried and successfully 
followed through by the Maryknolls. I think these are very exciting because they're they’re really not 
giving in to the necessity for a breaking off, for the necessity of a cooling off, for the necessity of an 
ultimate flash. I see them more as an orderly process of, in effect, the imperialist giving in and 
saying, in this respect, in these particulars, we are willing to concede that this is yours. We are willing 
to accept that it is yours. Implied in that, and it should not be buried so far down in human pride 
that we’re unwilling to admit it, is that we have to be able to say to some extent and in some 
particulars, we were wrong and for this we apologize and we are willing to assume a true brother 
relationship, rather than this thing that Jesus even warned his disciples about, “Don’t go around 
ascribing values to someone else that is not entitled to them. Don’t go around calling each other 
‘father’. By the way, I don’t think that’s a proof-text against the Roman Catholic practice. The 
Roman Catholic practice had just barely gotten off the ground at that point. I strongly suspect that 
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he was speaking to something else: the ascribing of an unreal relationship of superiority to another 
person on the basis purely of some kind of attribute. 

 
Humanizing missions usually begins with dialogue and this is one reason that these people 

talk a lot about dialogue. But dialogue of this sort has a very peculiar characteristic. It’s not just a 
matter of sitting down and talking so that you can clear the air as a father might with a son. But it’s 
sitting down at a peer level, eyeball to eyeball, and conceding mutual dignity. And that doesn’t always 
happen, even at Green Lake. You see, understanding the target audience and understanding the 
nature of people is no guarantee that methods that result will be adequate to meet needs. And here is 
the great shortcoming of this humanizing tradition. 

 
Let me for the moment take a chance on polarizing the audience. And, by the way, I suspect 

we’re more of three than we are of two, so I don’t think this’ll really polarize us. But let me suggest 
that if there is a polarization it would be in terms of two kinds of fallacies: one that I’ll call a 
“conservative fallacy” and the other we’ll call a “liberal fallacy.” The conservative fallacy, in effect, 
there’s nothing changing. The liberal fallacy says, maybe we don’t need to be there. Maybe the era of 
missions is over. Maybe God wants to disengage us. Either of those is a fallacy. The involvement of 
the total church with the total church is the involvement of a body. And until Christ comes, we are 
here fulfilling his statement, “I will build my church.” We need not assume that that building always 
takes an exact form from moment-to-moment, place-to-place, time-to-time, but we must assume 
that the task of building is tried and that we share him. 

 
There’s a little axiom in in communication, it’s kind of a little piece of rule of thumb and I’ll 

share it with you along this line: Message, medium, audience. Just think of those as being connected 
by a straight line. I want to show you something about a straight line. If you move any one point, 
you must move one other point in order to maintain a straight line. Message, medium, audience. If 
you move any one of those points, you must move at least one other. If you argue that the message 
of Christianity is essentially a message that changes not, but if you concede that the target audience 
changes from place-to-place and from time-to-time, you are forced to re-examine any fixation you 
have about the constancy–or, the adequacy of media. Message, medium, audience. If the audience 
moves, the message has to move. If you value your approach, what is going to happen? The message 
is going to shift.    

 
I think this explains an awful lot of the hang-ups in the North American church right now, 

by the way—just to get off missions and get back to message for a moment. Because in some 
respects our audience has shifted, the needs of our people have shifted. The questions that young 
people are asking are “need” questions. We’ve said that the message never changes and that cultural 
forms through which that message comes to you should not change either because they’re but an 
extension of the message itself. And sometimes we’re much more careful upholding those constants 
and so consequently instead of holding the message constant, we’ve held the media constant, we’ve 
held the approach, the communication style constant, and in fact the message has changed. God 
help us.  

 
Yes, these are two mainstreams that are being blessed of God–each with its assets, each with 

its liabilities, each with its hopes, each with its futility. These are the mainstreams of methodological 
development today. And I suspect that we would do well to be aware, to be dipping in to both in 
terms of where we are within our particular mission operation; to be dipping in wisely, not to be 
copying, but to be intelligently, reasonably, rationally, and prayerfully doing those things from these 
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methodological positions that make sense in terms of worthy goals that are being carried forward by 
the church of Jesus Christ.  

 
I think, through the awareness of the common problems of the globe today, that the family 

of man is becoming more aware and more sensitive to his similarities, to his needs, and to his 
feelings. We’re aware, in many ways that we’re really not all that different as individuals. And yet the 
counterpoint of that is that we are yet continually more respectful of cultural difference. Maybe it’s 
ironic that in a time when we begin to say, for example, that the “saving face” phenomenon is not 
purely Oriental, but is in all of us. Yet we understand that it plays a peculiar cultural role within the 
Orient and we have to accept how that works in that particular cultural form.  

 
I suspect that we’re at the twilight of the tradition of international paternalism. At this 

moment of twilight, there’s a prospect, a cross-cultural sharing as the basis for a new era of 
cooperation that’s going to require structural change. It’s going to require, for example, the breaking 
down of barriers between the spiritual on the one side and the physical on the other side as if these 
were ministries in polarity and clashing with one another vying for scarce spots. Structurally, that has 
got to be broken down. We need a holistic view of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We need a 
comprehensive view of God’s own goodness. And we need a comprehensive sensitivity and 
awareness and celebration of the person of Jesus Christ, the expression of that love of God, and we 
need to challenge formalisms that choke the church. Formalisms perpetuate. And the major thing 
perpetuated by formalisms in the church is cultural narrowness. Somebody, should it be 
missionaries? Should it be people trying to help sensitize the rest of the community of Christ in 
North America to take something of a lead here?  

 
You see, in order to respond to this question, how do these two streams relate to one 

another, we have to raise new questions about freedom in Christ and the liberating effect of the 
gospel. I suspect that some of us are already weary of the word “liberation” because in the minds of 
some, the word “liberation” is equivalent to the word “revolution” and we’re afraid of it, never mind 
that Americans are themselves product of a revolution; a revolution that we haven’t really 
internalized in recent years. We haven’t really re-asked ourselves about how do we stand? We fear 
revolutions and we fear the flaming radical who would burn the whole thing down in order to re-
build from scratch. Even if I glibly or easily rejected scientism and rejected humanism, let me reject 
revolutionary-ism. I do not believe that liberation automatically occurs because revolution has 
occurred. History is far too strong in its indictment of revolution. It can, but it doesn’t often lead to 
any sort of liberation. All you have to do is look at Brazil. All you have to do is look at Bolivia to see 
what I mean. 

 
Even in Christianity, to put liberation on one side as the bad guy, however, and 

evangelization on the other side as the good guy, or vice versa, is again to force a false dichotomy. 
And I suspect that it’s very easy for us to do partly because of some of the things that are written 
that we have to respond to. Let me suggest that the sort of liberation that I see as being the way that 
God will integrate mainstream and methodology–although I would use the word “liberation” to 
describe it–can only be understood if I use three other words to explain it. By liberation, I refer to 
acceptance, trust, and reciprocity. Let me define them.  

 
Acceptance is what allows me to affiliate with a brother in Christ without becoming fixated 

on his flaws. It’s what allows us to meet here without fearing that those who have their collars on 
backwards are somehow going to taint the rest of us. It’s acceptance that allows us to talk with the 
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hope that we might be richer for having talked. That’s acceptance. And acceptance theologically is 
allowing God to work in the interior consciousness of a man, allowing God to work in the interior 
consciousness without my feeling obligated somehow to get in there and interpret for him. That’s 
acceptance. It’s allowing ourselves to be warm and genuine and supportive and helpful and human 
with each other without fear that somehow we’re going to be seen in the wrong crowd or by the 
wrong people. Or even as those poor disciples said that day, “What are you doing talking with her 
here, for crying out loud?” Acceptance: the essential nature of the church, the character of the 
church, toward community. You know how I know when a person has acceptance? I watch how he 
listens. Think about it. How do you listen? Do you listen, waiting for the next slot to get your point 
in, or do you listen trying better to understand something of the other person that might nourish 
you and edify you so that, in turn, you might edify him?  

 
The second word, “trust”. This kind of liberation allows us to affirm our dignity. They will 

know we’re Christians by our lives. There’s a little line in one of the verses that talks about dignity. 
Some of my evangelical colleagues will not sing that verse because, to them, dignity somehow flies in 
the face of the theological truth that man is sinful and wicked and has, hence, ergo, no right to 
dignity. How foolish. Trust affirms dignity in people. Yesterday in our conversations I heard very 
clearly a plea for a theology of human dignity. There is a beautiful task for this association. In the 
absence of such a theology or a theological statement about human dignity, we are apt never really 
to build trust either within the association or in our impact on the church in larger form. Trust 
grows, I believe, through a focus on the person of Christ and the implications of God’s great act of 
love. And I suspect that, in various traditions among us here, we have different degrees to which 
we’ve come to realize that that’s what it’s about when you focus on the person of Christ. And maybe 
there we could learn from each other. Trust allows the presupposition that God can quite easily do 
without us if he chooses. And that somehow, if we are asked to leave a certain place, in the 
sovereignty of God, he cares for his church. Trust allows us to accept a secondary role. Trust is what 
allows somebody else to drive the car. Now we’re getting real good at letting different kinds of 
passengers in the back seat, but have we really come to grips with what it means to let somebody 
else drive the car? 

 
The third word that is necessary to explain what we mean by the methodology of liberation 

is the word “reciprocity.” I could give you a whole talk on this but I’m going to condense it very 
rapidly into three points to simply say that there is, if we study the history of international 
development and foreign aid in the 20th century–and there are people who are doing this kind of 
study and it’s really, in in effect, a better studied phenomenon than missions itself; more thoroughly, 
more people at it, and in some respects a more unbiased kind of a study.  

 
There are three periods that have been identified as being almost a kind of an organic 

function of three: that international aid tends to begin, in Phase One, as the phase called “Giving.” 
We have, they don’t have. We share, they get. We give; they receive. We/they. We do this; they do 
that. Now that’s the first function of international aid in the 20th century and a lot of nations have 
come through that fairly rapidly and gone past it; others haven’t quite. The reason that some nations, 
such as our own, have gone past that and given up that particular phase is because it produces a by-
product that makes the whole thing rather counter-productive–tantamount to feeding the birds on 
the snow in the winter-time. Once you begin it in the middle of December, you’d best stay with it or 
you’ll have some dead birds on your hands about the middle of January because we produced 
dependency. Now there are times when humanitarian concerns cause us to move in to that Phase 
One again. Don’t misunderstand. And there are times in our lives when to borrow a cup of sugar is 
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nothing but an asking for someone else to contribute and that’s fine. But when this is the whole of 
the policy, it has to be seen as Phase One and, hence, rather primitive. In our whole view of aid, and 
I think of missions, too, is that of “giving” as primitive. 

 
Second phase is the phase we’ll call “sharing through teaching,” and it’s based on the old 

Oriental proverb that if you give a man a fish to eat today, he eats today and tomorrow again he’s 
hungry. But if you teach the man to fish, today he eats and again tomorrow he eats because always 
he knows to fish. Are you familiar with that? And it’s a reasonable proposition. The odd problem 
about it is that it typically again produces dependency or continues to produce dependency but now 
it’s a dependency for a certain kind of elitist technocracy that says, these people know, we need to 
know. We ask them, they teach us. We keep asking them, they keep teaching others. This tends to 
produce a second problem which is hierarchy. Now I’m kind of death on hierarchy, you’ll pardon 
me–being an evangelical this is unbelievable–but I’m kind of death on it because I suspect that 
anytime we support structures in which human beings talk down to other human beings, right down 
ladders and echelons–and always the relationship was set up that same way–that we’re operating not 
quite in the model of community of the church because I understand that Christ is the head not you 
or me. But nevertheless, so much for the sermon–get on with the point. 

 
The point is that sharing produces hierarchy in the sense that there’s someone who teaches 

the first level then the first level becomes the technocrats over the next level and the next level and 
so on right down to whoever is the last guy and there’s nobody else for him to teach, hence a 
hierarchy–and that’s one of the reasons why we have educational institutions all over the place that 
create in the church the kind of hierarchy where the church tends to pattern itself on the models of 
communication that have been modeled for them. Because after all, in the final analysis, the way we 
live is much more powerful than the way we talk.  

 
The third period, that the United States Agency for International Development, at least, has 

moved into, is the period of reciprocity. Recognizing the futility of the giving model and the 
inadequacy of the sharing through teaching model. Now we’re in the reciprocity model and I’ve 
been operating in it myself for some years and it’s fun. It works like this. Because of the nature of 
human dignity, I don’t want to set up a circumstance in which I am primarily a benefactor because 
then I have other people beholden to me. So any time that you say, you’re going to pay the bill–now 
don’t misunderstand; they still pay the bill–we have a long period of negotiation in which we try to 
find something that I need that they’ve got; something that I’ve got that they need and we work out 
a trade. And this is realistic and this is a temptation for them to phony it up. But if you work at it 
long enough and honestly enough you can find something, believe me, that anybody knows or has, 
that you really would like to get next to, you’d like to learn about it, you’d like to see it, you’d like to 
experience it, you really want it. Now for me right now in the intense relationship I’ve had with a 
particular organization in Brazil that’ll again today go nameless–they are teaching me what they have 
learned about working with the poor which is some of the most fascinating insights that I have really 
ever seen. It’s modeled primarily on, you know who, originally–but they don’t mention the name 
now because that’s verboten, Paulo Freire–and it is a kind of what happens if you use that as a 
starting place and actually begin to operationalize it programmatically. And I’m learning some 
fascinating things. I think I’m probably gaining more out of the experience and every now and then 
I’m selfish about it and they’re learning from me certain technical skills and evaluations and 
evaluation design. It’s a reciprocity.  
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Not the same kind of thing as the old days when I was going there to be the teacher of 
evaluation design. Now we go in there and split our time. Half the time they’re teaching me; half the 
time I’m teaching them. We’re trading off. That’s a beautiful relationship. That’s a beautiful 
relationship because it allows each one of us to maintain our sense of dignity before the other and to 
feel that, in fact, we’re helping each other and we’re learning from each other and we’re truly 
sharing. That’s reciprocity. Now I don’t know what that says to missions but I’ll tell you it’s worth 
looking at. If we could begin negotiating with people in terms of, you know, we’d like to get 
something. You say, well, they’re they're leery of that. They think that’s what we want already. Sure, 
sure. Don’t you, you know? You have to have a place to put our good works to work. Nothing 
inherently wrong with that; just a question of how you go about it and how you deal with people. 
Reciprocity is that kind of relationship, then, that allows us to meet people as peers and to develop, 
in advance, the kinds of designs that allow for a two-way street of communication and a two-way 
street of flow of ideas and benefits. 

 
Let me conclude with a methodological suggestion. Again, to review, I said that there are 

two mainstreams: the mainstream of technologizing or methodology; the mainstream of humanizing 
or humanity. And this integrative processing that I think God is doing through the whole 
proposition about acceptance, liberation, the wholeness of the gospel, the freeing of the whole man. 
And, by the way, it’s fun to read Paul as a person who is trying to wrestle this down within his own 
cultural context; trying to wrestle down what freedom really was all about.  

 
Let me make a methodological suggestion. If I didn’t know better I’d say this is a new 

suggestion. It’s not exactly new because it has been characteristic in a number of student movements 
that have occurred across the years. I’ll call it the idea of multilateral or multinational, choose as you 
will, task forces. It could be that one of the things we need to look at about mission methodology 
next is the idea of truly multilateral task forces in which people from more than one nation together 
attack a given problem that they both think is an important problem to tackle; which is a little 
different from the church in the U.S. moving into Nigeria and saying, we’re here to help you with a 
Nigerian problem. It’s a little different. It allows Nigerians to talk about a problem they want to 
relate to in Ghana. Or a problem they want to relate to with our participation as peers or as 
collaborators in some functions they have within Nigeria. It’s not necessarily the cross-national 
targeting but the idea of the cross-national task force itself. And, again, it’s not a new idea; it has 
precedents in the student movement.  

 
I noticed in the Scriptures, and I think it’s no accident nor is it a meaningless precedent, that 

the earliest evidence of the church’s responses to social needs had cross-cultural elements. I refer 
particularly to the peculiar ethnic mix that was represented in the first deacons. Do you ever notice 
that? A very peculiar ethnic mix. And here’s the first clear-cut case of the church mobilizing to meet 
needs. You say, well, that wasn’t missions. Well, never mind. It’s still the mobilizing to meet needs 
wasn’t it? It had a cross-cultural characteristic, both in terms of the mobilized force and in terms of 
the target, because the problem itself was a sub-cultural problem within the church. Very interesting. 
I suspect that from Pentecost on, God has used cross-cultural phenomena to activate the church. 
What was the, you know, the Pentecost experience all about if it was not related to the problem of 
ethnicity and linguistic difference and all the rest of this in that great mix that was there at 
Pentecost? 

 
I also noticed that the relationship that grew up early between the first two churches that we 

find having any kind of a relationship with each other was a relationship that had a lot of cross-



 16 

cultural element in it. I refer to the church of Jerusalem and the church at Antioch. Very different 
ethnic mix and it was a two-way street. And if you think about it, you recognize that the first sending 
church, then, was the church that was born out of that ethnic mix and sent what amounted to an 
ethnic mix team as a kind of a bi-church team symbolizing a bi-national or a multinational or, at 
least, a multilateral approach to an outside problem. Will we begin to hear a new Macedonian call– 
come over and help us move out for Christ? The methodology of mission today should be geared 
toward that kind of collaboration in the body of Christ. 


