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outcome of development. Development is a process; the outcome is a new society. He tackles the 
misconceptions of community development. 
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All you’re concerned with in development really is changing society. It doesn’t sound like 
very much does it? From a Christian perspective, changing society begins with conversion. But when 
we’re honest about conversion, we know that conversion begins with confrontation. And since that 
confrontation is of “man-to-man on behalf of God,” confrontation usually begins with 
conversation. Thus, without conversion you don’t change society; without confrontation you don’t 
have conversion; without conversation you don’t have confrontation. And beneath it all, if you don’t 
have concern you don’t even have the conversation. And at the final bottom of it all is love which, 
of course, is the great gift of God. I’d like to read the first few verses of the book of Ezra: “In the 
first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the 
LORD moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation throughout his realm and 
also to put it in writing: “This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: ‘The LORD, the God of heaven, has 
given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at 
Jerusalem in Judah. Any of his people among you may go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the 
temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem, and may their God be with 
them. And in any locality where survivors may now be living, the people are to provide them with 
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silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in 
Jerusalem.’” [Ezra 1: 1-4. Transcripted in the New International Version.] 

 
We all know the historical context—the context of great deliverance and great restoration 

and great re-construction. And it would be perhaps only a small use of this particular passage of 
Scripture to compare it with the development problem. But I submit that we live in a time when 
God is working his work of concern and compassion; not only through his church, but through the 
kingdoms even as he visited upon that king to support and encourage those good works that would 
have the effect of changing society. 

 
What is development? We try to ask this through this series of lectures. At the beginning we 

pointed out, almost by evading the question of what is development. That development involves 
redistribution of resources, redistribution of power, and some more of these sorts of concerns. But 
have we ever really answered the question: What is it? I think, from a Christian perspective, 
development not only has to have some kind of a definition, but it has to have some kind of a 
direction. We suggested, of course, that development is in the nature of man (sic) and that the 
processes of unfolding are those that we try to connect with when we do development work. But 
what is the direction of it all?  

 
I believe that God has ordained that man develop in the direction of freedom from the 

many bondages that are a result of sin. Now please don’t misunderstand. One last time, I say, please 
don’t misunderstand. This is not to suggest that somehow man, by his own innate goodness, 
opening up like some kind of a flower ultimately becomes better and better. No, it doesn’t work that 
way because development is prohibited, development is violated, development is stalemated in 
virtually every sector of human life because of sin.  

 
Development, as far as I’m concerned, can best be defined not as technology, not as 

modernization, not as increasing of cash economy, not in any of the materialistic ways; though, 
indeed, it inevitably involves material issues. Development can be seen as the processes of godliness 
showing their power over the powers and processes of evil. Very moralistic terms, perhaps, and 
certainly my secular friends, when I talk that way, think that I’m absolutely out of my mind. But, as a 
matter of fact, when you start taking a real look at the reason why even secular people have concern 
about development; even secular people have the capacity to resonate with need. Most of us 
recognize that when we have these compassions and these concerns and these awarenesses of 
human need, they flow out of an awareness that something is wrong and that wrong is evil.  

 
When we see a person who is physically injured, when we see a person who is ill, when we 

see a person who is hungry there is no way that, within the human compassions that even the non-
Christian has until they’ve been burned away, we can walk away and say, “I really don’t care.” Now, 
indeed, there is something in us that says, “I care about other things more.” But as we help people— 
as we are concerned, whether it be relief or development, what we’re involved with specifically time 
after time is the matter of the forces and power of godliness over the power of evil. 

 
The consequence of changing society is the outcome of development. Development is a 

process; the outcome is a new society. Those of us who believe that these changes in society that 
really are significant in the long run—are those that also have a spiritual power and dimension—are 
aware, then, that we cannot talk about development without including a very serious concern for the 
spiritual dimension.  
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I believe it is safe to say, then, from Christian perspective that changing society must begin 
with conversion. But herein lies one of the basic misunderstandings about development. It is the 
misunderstanding that if the conversion issue is dealt with, all other things will follow in all good 
measure because development begins with conversion. There is a more complex way of 
understanding how conversion figures in development and that is to recognize that conversion is the 
platform, or the foundation, on which development stands. But beneath that conversion are many 
prior pieces of relationship and foundation that connect God to man. As God has ordained to work 
through his church, he has exhibited himself at the base of it all in a love relationship with man most 
specifically exemplified in the giving of his Son, Jesus Christ. Now let us not short-circuit this 
process and say, that, then, of course is the whole foundation for conversion. And then we simply 
take the message at the bottom of this foundational chart and run it into verbal form and make 
sermons and radio speeches out of it and lay it on people so that the conversion issue can be dealt 
with so that development will follow. What has happened in such simple notions is a failure to 
understand that the love of God must not only be verbalized but must be lived in that process that 
exists at the next foundational level above this root in God and love, that is, the lives of concern of 
those who are the expression of God in salvation through Jesus Christ. 

 
Those who live in such processes of concern, however, are in no better position to jump to 

the conversion issue without going through the intermediate steps than we would have if we simply 
packaged the message of love itself. Because those who have concern must involve themselves in 
interaction—a technical word, a simpler word, conversation. Now that conversation is symbolic of 
something a great deal deeper than simply the exchanging of words across a back fence. 
Conversation speaks to the idea of not only saying but listening; not only talking but receiving. 
Conversation represents the interaction of people who are concerned with those for whom they 
have that concern. And this sort of conversation must, indeed, be a two-way process, not simply 
one-way. But that conversation, itself, does not produce the conversion. The conversation, or the 
interaction, or the involvement of the people of God with those who are in need involves inevitably 
a confrontation. And although I am a great believer in the current interest and concern about the 
matter of contextualization of the Scripture, and although I have that kind of background in my own 
training and experience that causes me to be somewhat sensitive and want to be even more sensitive 
to cultural difference, I cannot take a storybook, fable, fairy story kind of soft attitude about any 
human society’s culture—least of all my own.  

 
The gospel of Jesus Christ confronts culture. The gospel of Jesus Christ confronts my 

culture and, at certain points, the gospel of Jesus Christ speaks in condemnation of my culture. 
Therefore, I would expect that the gospel of Jesus Christ would speak in condemnation of any 
culture. And those points of confrontation are the frame of reference within which dynamic 
conversion takes place because conversion, in its most powerful dynamic sense, speaks of a turning 
about; speaks of a reversal with a sense of profound repentance. And I think what happens when 
the gospel is introduced in a society and development does not follow, it is because one or another 
of these steps of this platform have been omitted. And, therefore, I think what we might want to do 
is to recognize the size and the scope and the importance of development work. And recognizing 
the importance of development work, considering the sad state of humankind in every culture 
whether we are working within our own culture or across a culture line, we should ask the question 
of our own work: Are we giving responsible, acting, functional attention to each of these elements in 
this step-wise platform? If we move toward people, for example, with that kind of humanistic 
concern that simply responds to human emotion and do not recognize its base in God, what we do 
will be to build on a hill of sand. But even given that love of God and our awareness of it, if we 
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attempt to bypass the necessity for interactive conversation with people, the confrontations that 
come to conversion will be rare.  

 
There are two concepts of society when we think of transforming society as being the notion 

of development: there’s the rather global one that says that God is working to transform society. 
There is another notion that says, society has to be understood both as a great embracing circle and 
also as a collection of very real people within that society and God is at work changing society by 
changing people. 

 
This whole question about personal salvation versus social reform is probably a bad 

question. God works in the confrontation of people. In some societies he does this in very 
individualistic ways; I know he does so in mine. But I also have seen God work in almost what you 
might call wholesale ways to effect conversion through great massive movements; things called 
“people movements”—sometimes conversions of whole families, sometimes the Christianizing of 
whole tribes. And yet if you have an occasion to talk to a person who is affected by such a working 
of God, that person can talk of the personal meaning of that confrontation with Jesus Christ. God is 
in the business of transforming societies, but as people involved in that process, we need to 
understand society in both its holistic sense and also in its component sense.  

 
One of the things I would leave you as a final caution is not to let development know-how 

and development language sophistication, an awareness of development concepts, produce in you a 
new elitism. We run the risk of seeing developers emerge as the new cast of oppressors. Let me give 
you one specific suggestion along that line: never scold those who are in spiritual ministries. Never 
scold those who are in spiritual ministries. Never scold those who see the spiritual dimension as 
being the most important because I think our Bible teaches that it is. I think, further, that the Bible 
teaches that the work of the church is primarily a spiritual ministry of God. As we’ve tried to 
describe this week, there is no intention to reduce the emphasis on the spiritual ministry of the Holy 
Spirit, none at all. Instead, we’re raising the questions about what is the ecology within which that 
spiritual ministry takes place? 

 
I have several suggestions that will serve as our mutual humbling experience before we 

depart. I’d like to read with you a well-known passage–and we’ve referred to it in remark, but not in 
text this week–I refer to the 10th chapter of Luke the 25th and following verses [NIV], and I’m going 
to continue after that particular story ends and call attention to what Luke saw fit to put next. And 
you may never have looked at this before, and I’m not sure we should read too much into it because 
a lot of things follow other things without any particular meaning, however, this one is rather 
striking:  

 
On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. ‘Teacher,’ he asked, ‘what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?’ ‘What is written in the Law?’ he replied. ‘How do you read it?’ He answered, 
‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and 
with all your mind’; and, Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ‘You have answered correctly,’ Jesus 
replied. ‘Do this and you will live.’ But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, ‘And who is 
my neighbor?’ In reply Jesus said: ‘A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was 
attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half 
dead. A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on 
the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.  
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Implication? His was a spiritual ministry without an awareness of the ecology within which a 
spiritual ministry exists. “And, likewise, a Levite also when he came to the place and saw him, passed 
by on the other side.” 

 
I don’t know what the Levite represents. Perhaps he represents those who say, You know, 

every time you try to help, there’s a danger of doing the wrong thing. I think we all better go home. 
“But a certain Samaritan, who was on a journey, came upon him, and when he saw him he felt 
compassion.” And he came to him and said, I’d like to help, but I’m afraid that anything I might do 
might make things worse. No, I’m not reading correctly. “He came upon him and when he saw him 
he felt compassion. And he came to him and bandaged up his wounds pouring oil and wine on 
them. And he took him on his own beast and brought him to an inn, took care of him. The next 
day he took out . . .” Of course, not money because you can’t really help development with money. 
Oh, no, wait a minute. “He took out two denari and gave them to the innkeeper and said, ‘Take care 
of him. Whatever you spend, when I return I will repay you’.” 

 
Interestingly, he involved the innkeeper as a participant in the development process. “Which 

of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robbers’ hands?” 
Clearly, a relief problem. “And he said, ‘The one who showed mercy toward him.’ And Jesus said, 
‘Go and do the same.’  
 

Let’s not stop there. “Now as they were traveling along a certain village, entered a certain 
village, and a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. And she had a sister called Mary, 
who moreover was listening to the Lord’s words as she was seated at his feet.” But Martha was 
distracted with all of her development work and she came to him and said, Lord, do you not care 
that my sister has left me to do all the development work and all she’s doing is that spiritual 
ministry? Tell her to help me. The Lord answered and said, Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
bothered about flow charts.  

 
No, no, no, that’s not right. “You are worried and bothered about so many things. Only a 

few things are necessary, in fact, really only one, really only one . . .” The text doesn’t tell us which 
one. The big question: What is the center core of development? I believe, as I compare secular with 
Christian development work, that I see the missing core. I think the missing core is the spiritual 
emphasis.  

 
I think the reason a lot of development work breaks down is because that level of human 

compassion that rests on simple humanitarian grounds and simply on the basis of human goodwill is 
ultimately not adequate to drive home what is a very difficult job. As I’ve told you before in the 
lectures, I even have some friends who’ve come out of religious ministries in order to do 
development work without being hampered by the hierarchies within their religious activities, only 
to discover that when they did that they lost something and they’ve gone back to make sure that 
they added it back in again.  

 
Three thoughts summarize the humility that anyone in Christian development should carry: 

(1) developers experience few successes and that shouldn’t make us terribly proud to be developers; 
(2) without spiritual deliverance all else in development is only short-term development; (3) the 
primary mission of the church is inescapably reconciling men with God; essentially a spiritual 
ministry. 
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Whenever we think of the direction of development, the goal of development, let’s think in 
terms of freedom. Let’s think in terms of freedom of the effects and the power and the bondage of 
sin. Let us think in terms of the various kinds of bondage that occur because of these particular 
levels if not confronted.  

 
 Without conversion, there is no freedom from sin. Sin is the ultimate oppressor. Without 

confrontation, there is no freedom from culture. Without freedom—without conversion, yeah, 
without conversion, there is no—I’m sorry, I’m saying this badly. I’m extremely tired this afternoon. 
I was up almost all of last night for various reasons and I’m not thinking too well. The point again: 
without conversion, there is no freedom from sin. Without confrontation, there is no freedom from 
culture. Without conversation, there is not freedom from isolation. Without concern, there is no 
freedom from self.  

 
Bondage to self, bondage to isolation, bondage to culture, and bondage to sin. Those are the 

four big development tasks. Dealing with freedom through concern, freedom through conversation, 
freedom through confrontation, and freedom through conversion. 

 
We’ve tried this week to put a primary emphasis on those aspects of development that 

usually those in spiritual ministries are less cognizant of and we have run the serious risk of putting 
things out of balance. And that was one reason that I asked yesterday how many of you would be 
here today because I wanted some reassurance that when we got to this point, trying at the last to set 
the balance back square again, there would be those here who needed most to hear it.  

 
Let us not be proud in a kind of new technology and, worse yet, proud in a new language; a 

language of development. Jesus said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” 
John 8:32. You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free. Development has to be 
concerned with freedom. Jesus said, “The truth is what is involved.” The Greeks, at that period of 
time, were trying to say, “The truth is a body of ideas.” Jesus, on another occasion, defined truth 
very differently. He said, “I am the truth, I am the way, the truth, and the light.” This is far more 
than allegory. If you really understand it; if you really understand the basic point at which spiritual 
conversion makes the difference between continued development, or no; between freedom, 
therefore, or no; what Jesus says is far more than allegory, it becomes function.  

 
What makes a Christian in development work different or, at least, potentially different from 

his secular counterpart? Whether working within a church-sponsored and related development 
project or another, I think there are three factors:  

 
First, the Christian has within the Spirit of God, a pure heart of compassion. Secular scholars 

are increasingly arguing that there really is no such thing as altruism; that anything done for someone 
else is, in the final analysis, done out of some sort of a selfish motive. I love others only that I can be 
loved in return goes the humanistic psychological proposition. If that is true, then nothing is 
important. If it is not true, it is not true because God does explain love in the world. The Christian, 
then, has a pure heart of compassion from which he works.  

 
Second, the Christian has spiritual resources to make the needed sacrifices. And you can say 

what you will about some of our Roman Catholic friends, men and women, who have so obviously 
and so specifically buried themselves in acts of goodness and kindness toward others; losing 
themselves in complete lives of sacrifice without even concern for those kinds of trappings of the 
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Western world that quite often we, within the Protestant and evangelical frame of reference, assume 
are part of our right. The spiritual resources to make the needed sacrifices is what potentially makes 
the Christian in development different.  

 
Third is the freedom to see the wholeness of human development and the varieties of 

human need. I think development work can often be seriously faulted when people are blind to 
certain sectors of need. And even more surely than those who are blind to the ecology within which 
spiritual need exists. Even more surely those who fail to see the reality of spiritual need are blind to 
the center core of development. 

 
The work of the developer is an important task. We are called to the service of our Lord on 

behalf of a needy world. We have been elected to live in a time when the world is in dire 
catastrophe. We live in a period of time where the contrast between the rich and the poor is 
becoming more dramatic. We live in a time and we have been called to serve in a time when the 
resources really are adequate, but the means to relate those resources to the needs of people are 
seriously flawed. 

 
All of this has been laid upon us at this moment in the history of the church. It doesn’t 

surprise me a bit that the church has not deeply involved itself with development before. But it 
would disappoint me far more deeply to discover that, in the decades ahead should the Lord tarry, 
that the church loses this important part of the ministry of God in redemption in this world.  


