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Dr. Paul Pennington has done the global Christian community a great
service by writing Christian Barriers to Jesus. Dr. Pennington points out
an essential and clarifying truth, and he does so beginning with the
title. Christians have erected barriers between the peoples of the earth
and Jesus. Dr. Pennington has situated his book in the Hindu context.
His experiences interviewing Indian people led him to further explore
the reasons why Hindus and Christians know that traditional Christian
assumptions stifle the growth of the gospel within Hindu communities
in India and around the world. Throughout the book, Dr. Pennington
points them out and then explains why they have become barriers. The
greatest strength of the book is the grace and humility with which he

deals with the problems and the solutions.
TiMoTHY SHULTZ
teacher and author, Making Disciples among Hindus

Christian Barriers . . . is a path-breaking work which examines system-
atically the obvious, and, the more subtle, factors that keep most Indian
people from becoming disciples of Jesus Christ. It is an honest inventory
of the legacy that “Christendom” has bequeathed on the Hindu people,
and carefully documents why they reject the claims of Jesus Christ, our
Savior and Lord. Ata time when many Christians and mission agencies
in India are being forced to discover (and re-discover) their true raison
d’etre, Paul Pennington invites scholars and practitioners to get back to
the “original fact of Jesus.” Making this shift will not be painless, but
is essential if Hindus are to hear—and see—the Good News, without
the elaborate (and unnecessary) socio-religio-cultural stumbling blocks
that have been unwittingly erected by Christians down the ages. Thank
you, Paul Pennington, for calling us to return to our eternal, original

foundations.
PeTER IeNATIUS
President, Lakeview Bible College & Seminary
Chennai, India




The religious world of the Hindu and its labyrinth of unreached peoples
has long presented the Christian movement with inscrutable barriers.
But any radical incarnational witness to reduce these barriers will be
sure to threaten the more conventional church life in India. Paul Pen-
nington has chosen to journey alongside these churches and dialogue
with them on their Christian responsibility for these barriers. The bibli-
cally reasoned curricula that has emerged, so long overdue, promises to
free the log jam of misunderstanding surrounding incarnational witness

among Hindus today.
Brap GiLL
editor, International Journal of Frontier Missiology (IJFM)

This is a paradigm-altering study. Standard paradigms of Christianity
and church are part of the core problems addressed in this analysis of
Christian barriers to Jesus. It hurts to break from long-accepted patterns
of thought and practice, but this is part of the pruning that produces
more fruit (John 15:1-10) and of the discipline that is painful for a sea-
son (Heb 12:11). Always Pennington is a faithful physician seeking to

heal and restore, even when he deals with painful realities.
H.L. RicHARD
researcher and author of
Following Jesus in the Hindu Context and Hinduism

This book is a commentary on Living Water and Indian Bowl. The
prayashchitta (atoning, reconciling offering) done by Paul Pennington
will put the healing balm on the wounds of every Hindu Yesu bhakta
and will encourage them to press forward, without minding what others
say or think about them, to live with their birth right, to be a Hindu and
a bhakta of the Nara-Hari Bhagavan Muktinath (the Man-God, the
Blessed One, Jesus).

DavyananDp BHARATI

Yesu bhakta leader in India
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FOREWORD

The explosion of Christianity as a truly world religion over the course of the
twentieth century has brought new challenges to the mission endeavor of the
twenty-first century. There are so many varieties of Christianity that many of
us are getting familiar with the initially uncomfortable term “Christianities.”

The many Christianities of the world still face a massive challenge in
adequately representing Jesus Christ to the majority of the world which
lives without a vital relationship with him. This book is focused on that
challenge, and particularly that challenge in India among Hindus.

Author Dr. J. Paul Pennington is on an interesting pilgrimage. He
has been a missionary in Africa, a teacher of missions in the USA, and
in recent years has become familiar with the Indian scene. In all places,
he has observed how Christians and churches are often their own worst
enemy when it comes to representing Christ before others.

This book grows out of deep interaction with many Indian Christians.
The problems it presents (the many Christian barriers to Jesus) have been
identified and affirmed by Indian Christians, and the penetrating analysis
presented here will stimulate readers in all contexts, not just Hindu contexts.

How Indian Christians can shed the baggage introduced to them by
Western Christianity is a great challenge. Many of the voiceless Chris-
tians whose contributions are present in these pages would perhaps not
have been able to face the radical ramifications of this situation without
the biblical and existential probing of Dr. J. Paul Pennington.

Pennington has also kept his ears open to voices outside Christianity.
He quotes with remarkable respect and humility some of the bitterest critics
of Christ-church-gospel in India. This is commendable, as modern media
makes even the most fringe voices altogether accessible to masses of people,
and few can discern what is slanted and what is factual. And listening to
and learning from even harsh and unfair critics is commanded by our Lord

(“make peace quickly with your adversary on the way to court,” Matt 5:25).
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Yet there are also many voices beyond Christianity who hold Jesus in the
highest esteem; people who are well-wishers towards the ideals of Christi-
anity even if at times critics of Christianity in current practice. Pennington
has particularly been heedful of these voices, and has found Indian Chris-
tians who are sufficiently humble and concerned with the glory of Christ
to acknowledge the sometimes painful truths pointed out by these friends.

The end product, with historical and particularly biblical analysis, is
this insightful study of Christian barriers to Jesus. Surely there is not a
single sincere Christian who does not lament that at some point (for most
of us, many points) their own person and their own church or Christianity
proved a stumbling block that kept others away from Christ. We mourn
(“blessed are those who mourn,” Matt 5:4) and try to learn and improve.

But this book takes on deeper systemic problems that transcend the
failings of individual Christians and churches and denominations. It is
often addressing worldview issues, although thankfully it is intensely
practical and never strays into philosophical ramblings. But it is worth
asking, just how biblical is the standard “Christian” worldview? There
is no simple answer here, and much depends even on one’s definition of
“worldview.” But, as David Naugle said in his brilliant analysis of the his-
tory of the concept of worldview, “worldviews, in one way or another, are
always works in progress” (Naugle 2005). Expect some shaking and refin-
ing of your Christian/biblical worldview as you read this book.

This is also a paradigm-altering study. Standard paradigms of Chris-
tianity and church are part of the core problems addressed in this analysis
of Christian barriers to Jesus. It hurts to break from long-accepted pat-
terns of thought and practice, but this is part of the pruning that produces
more fruit (John 15:1-10) and of the discipline that is painful for a season
(Heb 12:11). Always Pennington is a faithful physician seeking to heal
and restore, even when he deals with painful realities.

May this book find a wide readership, and may it contribute to the
development of new patterns of discipleship to Jesus that will break down
barriers and reveal the Savior of the world who came to seek and save the
lost, Jesus who still now on his throne appears “like a lamb that has been
slain” (Rev 5:6). To him be all glory.

H. L. Richard
June, 2016



PREFACE

How did I end up writing a book about how Christianity keeps people
from Jesus? It all began with a trip to India and many conversations over a
great deal of tea and coffee. Christians and Hindus told me similar stories.
When they described India’s resistance to Jesus, the obstacles they de-
scribed often shared a common thread. Indians did not seem to be turned
oft so much by Jesus or his teaching. More often they seemed to be alien-
ated and offended by human traditions and practices that Jesus neither
initiated nor condoned.

My Indian friends had been aware of and troubled by these issues for
decades. They were actively pursuing alternative solutions in their sem-
inary and churches. They knew of other changes they wanted to make,
but sometimes felt hindered by the expectations of other missions and
churches, foreign and Indian.

The more we explored the challenges, the more complicated the issues
appeared. The questions became so complex that I recently suggested we
may be a decade away from just adequately understanding the questions
and barriers. We keep peeling layers of the challenge, only to uncov-
er deeper, more complicated issues that still must be addressed. India’s
rich diversity and ancient traditions resist quick, simplistic analyses and
solutions.

Unexpectedly, I found myself drawn into this surprising and challeng-
ing journey with our Indian colleagues. Together we continue to explore
and address what we increasingly recognize as a multidimensional, com-
plex network of Christian barriers to Jesus, hence the title.

What you hold in your hands is a first attempt at unpacking those
conversations and questions, together with their implications. In the
pages that follow I try to reflect what Indians have told me, and what
our research has elaborated, about ways that Christianity keeps people

from Jesus, sometimes actively alienates them from him. My colleagues
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(Christians and Yesu bhaktas' alike) who recognized these barriers felt
that these issues needed to be articulated and addressed scripturally for a
broader audience.

I offer, then, this initial fruit of our efforts to identify these barriers
and begin to understand them. We need much more conversation and
field resecarch to flesh out details; of that I am keenly aware. Where my
recollection or representation of conversations is not completely accurate, 1
plead forgiveness. In the early days, I had no idea this challenge would be-
come my focus. I was engaged in friendly conversations and did not always
take notes. Only three years along did it become clear that what I was
hearing required more intensive listening and more careful examination. I
now have eight notebooks filled with reflections about these conversations

and challenges, with significantly more material recorded electronically.

“THE OPPOSITE IS TRUE™

India is an incredibly complex nation. “Whatever you can rightly say about
India, the opposite is also true” (Sen 2005). Amartya Sen’s quote burdens
me with nearly every paragraph I have written. While I am confident
that I have described realities that are prevalent in too much of India,
Christians and Hindus alike can and have pointed out contradictory ex-
periences. I hope I have represented the situation fairly, but Sen’s dictum
will apply in specific places and contexts. Everything I say is both true,
and in some cases, untrue simultaneously. In India, they have a way of
answering some questions with what’s called the Indian head wobble.?
Your head does a small figure eight several times. It’s not always a full yes
or no. So ask me at any point, “Is that really true of India?” I may just do
the head wobble.

[ will reference the viewpoints of various Hindu critics of Christianity
and its foreign nature and influence—Gandhi, Savarkar, Niyogi, Goel,
Frawley, Malhotra, to name a few. Some would like to dismiss their views

1. Believers in Jesus who stay in their Hindu culture and community and
fellowship together in a satsang or mandali (Indian expressions of ekklésia). The book
will explain their choice in greater detail. Yesu is often pronounced “Yeshu.”

2. Ifyou've seen it, you recognize it. If not, here’s an Indian explanation: http:/

goindia.about.com/od/greetingscommunication/a/head-wobble.htm
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as biased, unfair, and inaccurate. They do, however, voice concerns that
often occur in discussions of Christian activity in India, whether in person
or in the media. The perceptions they articulate are widespread enough
that Christians should at least consider how to mitigate those sensitivities,
where appropriate. At the same time, Sen’s observation also holds true
about these authors. What they say may be accurate in some situations and
misrepresentation in others. We cannot adequately consider the barriers,
though, if we ignore their voices entirely.

PERSONAL LIMITATIONS

'This book is admittedly bound by my own geographical, cultural, and
temporal limitations. My wife and 1 have had the incredible privilege of
traveling to very different parts of India. We have experienced only a por-
tion of India’s rich and varied cultures over several years. What I share is
primarily informed by where we have traveled and those we have encoun-
tered so far on this journey.

A friend of mine in India works in a place I have yet to visit exten-
sively. He once told me, “You must visit our place before you finish the
book. We have many examples of what you are talking about.” Due to my
schedule I have yet to visit him or so many others. We must publish what
we know so far, though. Further trips and reader responses will, I am
sure, lead to revised editions, as we refine and expand our understanding
of these barriers. They will not, I am confident, undermine the premise of
what I have written: Christian tradition is unnecessarily keeping people
from Jesus and we must address the reality and causes of these Christian
barriers.

We do not live in India so we are dependent on what our Indian
acquaintances tell us and explain. To the extent that I have accurately
represented these Christian barriers to Jesus, I am indebted to my Indian
friends for describing and explaining them to me. They have expressed, at
times, that our outside status helped approach these barriers from a fresh
perspective. Our questions and conversations, along with our eyes and
ears as visitors, allowed us to explore their familiar challenges from fresh
vantage points.

Where we listened to them and improved our understanding, this
book is a far better reflection of the challenges than my early drafts.



XVi Preface

Where we have failed to hear, or understand properly, I apologize for any
remaining misrepresentation or confusion and welcome correction and
clarification. This version of the book is necessarily finalized. Its ideas and

implications are a Continuing work in progress.

DANGER OF 0VERGENERALIZATION

'This book describes barriers that certain Christian traditions can present
to those who might be otherwise interested in Jesus. I do not mean to im-
ply that all Christians in all places exhibit all the barrier-producing issues
described in what follows. Some of the barriers are more prevalent than
others. Some, where they do exist, are more problematic to Hindu society
than others.

I also do not mean to imply that all Hindus are troubled by all the
barriers I present. Some, in fact, have specifically told me that they do not
see certain practices as confusing or offensive. They just recognize them as
something Christians do.

These barriers seem to be common enough, however. Believers must
at least consider whether they exist, how problematic they might be for
their context, and how they should address them if they are identified.

It is impossible, I must add, to address every qualification, caveat, and
alternate viewpoint. To do so would require a much larger volume. I am
under no illusion that my presentation of these issues is complete, fully

balanced, or the final word.

FOCUS ON HINDU CONCERNS

The reader will detect at points that I emphasize Hindu concerns and
perspectives over Christian ones. I am aware that some Christians may
perceive this as an insurmountable limitation. I readily acknowledge that
possibility. Paul’s policy, though, of “becoming all things to all people” re-
quires us to step outside our comfort zone and look at how others perceive
our faith and practice. Paul models this in the beginning of 1 Corin-
thians 9 (see detail in Chapter 8, p. 199). I have intentionally done that
throughout this book for the sake of those Hindus who might want to
tollow Jesus but are prevented by the existing barriers. Given a choice be-

tween understanding Hindu concerns or preserving Christian tradition,
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I am convinced that Jesus (friend of “sinners”) and Paul (“all things to all
people”) would choose to understand and identify, rather than to preserve
human traditions that alienated. If that is a limitation, I embrace it for
the sake of Hindus who might otherwise never hear or consider the good

news of Jesus.

HINDU AND HINDUISM

I have referred to Hindus several times now. Before I proceed let me brief-
ly comment on my use of “Hindu” and “Hinduism.” It is difficult, if not
impossible, to fully define either because they are foreign-invented terms
for India’s very diverse cultural complexity. I have provided more detailed
definitions of “Hindu” and “Hinduism” in Appendix A.

What is Hinduism? I like Timothy Paul’s approach:

A good starting place, perhaps, is to ask Hindu people to
tell the world who they are and what they believe in their
own terms. What Hindu people emphasize is that Hin-
duism is not a religion or a philosophy. It is a culture, or a
way of life, that evolved over time in India. Furthermore,
it is a uniquely Hindu culture, defining itself according to

Hindu cultural dynamics; it is culture as Hindus define

culture. (Paul 2011, 11)

It is unhelpful and unfair to equate Hindu or Hinduism purely with
religion and then throw everything “Hindu” away (Pani 2001a, 24-25).
Some Christians do this, but it creates unnecessary barriers to Jesus.
Christians would not consider doing this with their own cultures even
though those cultures contain many pagan elements from pre-Christian
religions and cultures (e.g., Christmas, Easter, wedding customs, etc.).

In the New Testament, Greeks or Romans did not reject and leave their
socioreligious communities when they followed Jesus. They navigated the
challenges of living for him within their communities (see Chapter 1).
In the same way, Hindus need not reject and leave their socioreligious
communities to follow Jesus. They too, with the Lord’s leading, can nav-
igate what it means to be incarnational believers who remain with their
people and live out their faith in Jesus within their own society as much
as possible.
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When 1 speak of Christian barriers that keep “Hindus” from Jesus
I refer to members of Hindu socioreligious communities who do not know
or do not follow Jesus. “Yesu bhaktas” are followers of Jesus who remain
within their Hindu socioreligious community and culture. By culture they
are Hindu, by faith they are disciples of Jesus. This book will explain how
that choice is scriptural and possible, preferable even, for the majority

of Hindus.

AWORD TO HINDU READERS

If you are a Hindu reading these words, I do not intend the descriptions
or numbers in this book to target you in any way. I have used evangelical
terminology and numbers to open Christians’ eyes to how their traditions
keep people from meeting Jesus who might be interested in him. I know
Hindus who have deep interest in Jesus. In this book, I argue for Chris-
tians to stop treating Hindus as statistics and targets for their conversion
and salvation agendas, or to increase their fundraising targets and efforts.
[ find these attitudes and practices offensive and actively condemn the
harsh, disrespectful way Christians sometimes speak about and to Hindus
in pursuing their evangelistic goals.

I do, however, fully believe that the Marg (Way) of Jesus, not the
Christian religion, speaks to deep longings and needs in Hindu society
and culture. My heart’s prayer is that this book will open the door for
interested Hindus to seriously consider his unique person, teaching, and
claims, once they realize that these barriers do not come from him. I be-
lieve that Jesus is as troubled by these barriers as your Hindu community
has been.

Having grown up in a Christian home and culture, I must acknowl-
edge that it is an indelible part of my heritage. But I also offer this book
as repentance (prayaschitta) for unnecessary offenses that Christianity has
imposed on Hindus. I am sorry for ways that “my community” has at
times treated and disregarded the Hindu community in its desire to evan-
gelize and convert India.

Every time I have worked on this book, I have done so with a deep
burden and prayer that it will remove these barriers for Hindus who want
to follow Jesus. I pray that it helps Hindus realize that they do not need
to follow Christian traditions to follow Jesus, and I pray that it helps
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Christians remove these barriers so that Hindus who want to are able
to meet and follow Jesus without abandoning their rich heritage of their

Indian sanskriti (“culture”).

FOCUS ON BARRIERS

If my focus on the barriers seems one-sided and unbalanced, the subject
necessitated that focus. If I explored all the provisos, qualifications, and
Indian nuances of these issues, it would take decades to compile the neces-
sary encyclopedia. This book is not intended to provide in-depth analyses
of the issue, but a shorter, introductory overview of the barriers and the
hindrances they can present.

If readers are encouraged to dig, research, challenge, and explore
more deeply on their own, this work will have succeeded. I will provide
additional material in blog form that was cut from this book. Others have
explored some of the concerns and I have referenced them where appro-
priate. My own ongoing research will, in the coming years, add nuance, as
well as articulate solutions the Indian believers have developed.

The lack of solutions for each barrier may trouble some readers. These
reflections, however, require careful and deep examination before we
quickly pursue solutions based on a cursory review of the issues. In addi-
tion, my own recommendations as an outsider would often be detrimental
for India. Frankly, Indians must develop the appropriate alternatives
in their context after considering the barriers. In fact, they are already
doing so.

ECCLESIASTES AND THE NEGATIVE FOCUS

A friend who read my first draft, recently commented on this version,
“You really have softened the tone of these chapters now!” I'm glad he
noticed, because I have endeavored to scale back my idealistic, at times
pessimistic, evaluations of the barriers and the damage they can cause.
My readers will not see the tears that I have wept, the continuing sorrow
I feel, regarding much I have felt compelled to write and its implications
for Christians and Hindus alike.

Ultimately barriers get in the way, they hinder, they impede. Before we

can proceed, barriers must be removed or somehow overcome or bypassed.
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Where these barriers, centuries of Christian tradition, keep Jesus from
doing his will today and keep people from him, the time has come to
remove them. We can’t be content to polish the barriers, “redecorate” the
barriers, “contemporize” the barriers, or “contextualize” the barriers. We
can’t even “reform” the barriers to remove some of their stigma, while
keeping them primarily intact. We must recognize the barriers for what
they truly are and get them out of the way.

Ecclesiastes says that “There is a time to plant and a time to uproot
what is planted” (Eccl 3:2). Many are focused on planting more churches
and more Christianity in India, and the more they do the more resis-
tant India seems to grow. Susan B. Harper has noted, “Most cultural
systems in South Asia have been influenced by Christianity, but South
Asians have, on the whole, remained stubbornly hostile to evangeliza-
tion” (Harper 1995, 14). My conversations and observations, along with
my study of Scripture, lead me to wonder whether it’s not actually time to
“uproot what is planted.” To take a painful look at what we are reaping and
ask whether we are sowing what Jesus wants sown in Indian soil.

The next verse (Eccl 3:3) speaks of “A time to tear down and a time
to build up.” This book reflects the time to tear down. As will become ap-
parent, the Christian assumptions about these barriers run deep, often less
scriptural than we’d like to think. We cannot overcome these barriers by
simply putting Indian wallpaper over Western walls that are both foreign
and structurally flawed. Having spent my life in the church and Christi-
anity, | have had to wrestle with myself and my own tradition with every
sentence and paragraph of every chapter. It is deeply unsettling to realize
that so much of what we do has nothing to do with Jesus or Scripture and
everything to do with our own Western cultural preferences and concerns.
Hindus find much of that foreign building confusing and off-putting. In
some places, I'm convinced, we must completely tear down the old tra-
ditional models, and let the Lord build his ¢44/ésia as he wants in more
culturally appropriate ways.

One more line of Ecclesiastes 3:2—8 is critical for our consideration:
“A time to keep and a time to throw away” (Eccl 3:6). There is a time to
keep and hold on to traditions that are meaningful to a particular culture
in order to reach that society, but there is a time to throw those human
inventions away when they are not appropriate for another time, anoth-
er place, another culture, or another people. India’s challenging context
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requires believers who will throw away what is no longer appropriate and
necessary so that people can develop new traditions that are appropriate to
keep in the Indian context.

Jesus and Scripture do not change. His good news is eternal. His ek-
klésia is always his fellowship, his body, his family. Those we cannot, must
not, throw away. But the ways we have packaged, explained, expressed,
and embodied those for given cultures? Those are dispensable, despite cen-
turies of Christian tradition to the contrary. If the findings of this book
are at all realistic, we are going to have to throw away some dearly beloved
traditions, if we truly want Hindus to meet and follow Jesus. That’s what
it took for Paul to “become all things to all people” (1 Cor 9:22). It will be
the same for Christians today.
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A Hindu once told the missionary statesman, E. Stanley Jones, “We have
been unwilling to receive Christ into our hearts, but we alone are not
responsible for this. Christian missionaries have held out Christ completely
covered by their Christianity” (Jones 1926, 31; emphasis mine). This book
will demonstrate that today’s Hindus can say much the same about Indi-
an Christianity. The barrier has not significantly changed in the century
since those words were spoken. Substantial obstacles to Jesus remain de-
spite significant contextualization, indigenization, and Indianization.

Today around 5 percent of India has any connection to Jesus (Center
for the Study of Global Christianity 2013; Joshua Project 2016b). The
percentage of Indians who identified themselves as Christian stayed at
2.3 percent between the 2001 and 2011 India censuses, unchanged, in
fact, from the 1961 census (India Census 2001, 2011). According to Josh-
ua Project, India’s 2,013 “unreached people groups” represent four times
as many as the next country on the list, China with 456 (Joshua Project
2016b; Joshua Project 2016a).

I was somewhat aware of these issues when we made our first visit to
India in 2010. Our conversations about these challenges covered a wide
range of causes. Few seem to have asked, however, whether Christianity
itself might represent a significant factor in India’s resistance.

Harold Netland concluded a discussion of world religions with this

telling observation:

It is significant that in spite of centuries of mission-
ary cffort, with a few notable exceptions, the Christian
church has experienced little growth in cultures domi-
nated by Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism. Peoples shaped
by the worldviews of these three religions have proven fo

be remarkably resistant to the gospel. Perhaps part of what
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is needed in the coming decades is a much more serious
engagement with the sophisticated worldviews underlying
these religious traditions and more creative ways of ex-

pressing the gospel in these challenging contexts. (Netland
2000, 1031)

Christian Barriers to Jesus proposes that Netland’s suggestion does not
begin to address what is keeping these peoples from Jesus. We have not
addressed India’s resistance at a deep enough level. Fundamental assump-
tions about cultural separatism, Christian identity, and church present
significant barriers that arise from cultural inventions rather than scrip-
tural teaching. Other barriers, built on this foundation, compound the

issues that alienate and offend too many Hindus in India today.

CHRISTIANITY, SOURCE OF RESISTANCE

[s it possible that Christianity itself is a significant factor in India’s resis-
tance and rejection? Over the past few years, I have frequently discussed
with Christians and Hindus some of the dynamics that keep many Hindus
trom meeting and considering Jesus. Rarely has anyone identified Jesus as
the direct cause for opposition. Instead, Hindus appear to be turned oft
more often by Christian and church traditions. These can at times actively
alienate them from Jesus before they can meet or consider him. I have
come to refer to these traditions as the “Christian barriers to Jesus.”

What are these barriers that lead Hindus to reject Jesus before they
really encounter him? In this book, we will focus on nine barriers that my
Christian and Hindu friends have commonly identified. Each chapter will
explain how that Christian practice can present an obstacle to Hindus.
We will examine the Christian traditions and assumptions that contribute
to that barrier. Then we will review these barrier-producing traditions by
considering what Scripture teaches.

Christians follow these practices and traditions because they believe
that God requires them or that Scripture teaches them; that’s what the
missionaries or early leaders told them. I know many Christians, though,
who sense that these barriers are not what the Lord wants. I have found
that the only way to help them address the barriers is for us to consider
them in the light of Scripture.
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FIVE COMMON THEMES

As my Indian colleagues and I have explored the Christian barriers to
Jesus, five common themes have helped to examine the problems and

solutions.

1. Search the Scriptures (Acts I7:11)

In examining the Christian barriers, we have often found that the root
of the barrier lies in human Christian traditions. Sometimes these repre-
sent misinterpretations of Scripture, but often they represent non-biblical
human inventions. So, we will look repeatedly at the traditions that seem
problematic to Hindus and will examine what God’s word says about
them. The Berean believers were called “more noble” because they que-
ried Paul’s teaching, “examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these
things were so” (Acts 17:11 NASB). They were commended, in other
words, because they did not simply accept the word of the missionary or
evangelist, even though he was an apostle. They examined the Scriptures
to see whether his teaching agreed with God’s revealed word.

If missionaries or evangelists or pastors asserted, “The Bible says . . .”
many Indian believers simply accepted that teaching as permanent
tradition. As we will see, that unquestioning allegiance to human inter-
pretation and tradition drives many of the Christian barriers to Jesus. The
people of Jesus in India and elsewhere need to be encouraged to “examine
the Scriptures” and see if what their leaders and traditions say are true
to God’s word. Every chapter seeks to model this reexamination of what
Scripture says in relation to common Christian traditions. I am deeply
aware that my own interpretations may be flawed or inadequate. I hope,
however, that believers will “examine the Scriptures” regarding my own
analyses and come to conclusions that may be more faithful to Scripture
than my own understanding.

I believe that the Scriptures are the inspired word of God, not simply
human opinion and invention. They are, as Paul says to Timothy, “God-
breathed” (2 Tim 3:16), not merely man-made. God used men, their
temperaments, personalities, idiosyncrasies to write and did not override

their uniqueness in doing so. However, at the end of the day, “men moved

by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:19-21). In this verse, and
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what precedes, Peter includes his own experience and writing as part of
the “prophetic word.”

'The commands and principles of Scripture provide divine guidance
for the questions and challenges all believers face. We must be sure that
our faith and practice is rooted in his Word, not simply human opinion,

invention, or tradition.

2.Jesus, Friend of Sinners (Matt 9:9—I7: 11:19)

Many of the Christian barriers have arisen from subtle or overt expressions
of extraction and separation from the surrounding culture. Jesus, faced
with the separatist spirit of the Pharisees, repeatedly rejected their model
of cultural extraction and disengagement. He engaged and associated so
often that he became known as a “friend of tax collectors and sinners.” The
incarnation of Jesus required a fundamental perspective of identification
not isolation, redemption rather than rejection. Where Christians man-
ifest a spirit of extraction and separation from the culture around them,
where they portray Jesus as primarily “enemy of sinners and culture,” they
misrepresent his fundamental relationship to the world (John 3:16-17),
love and non-condemnation. Knowing Jesus’ anti-separatist spirit, we are
convinced that Jesus wants to be “friend of Hindus” today, not their en-
emy. Since the followers of Jesus are the only visible expression of Jesus
to Hindus, does this not have direct implications about how we ought to
view, relate to, and interact with Hindus?

3. Become All Things to All People (1 Cor 9:19—23: 11D

Paul followed Jesus’ model of engagement rather than extraction. A for-
mer Pharisee himself, he abandoned that separatist culture and spirit. He
engaged with the pagan, idolatrous culture of the Greeks and Romans so
he could introduce them to Jesus. He did not adopt all their practices, in
fact, he challenged certain ones. However, Paul articulated his principle of
cultural engagement in 1 Corinthians 9:22: “I have become all things to
all men in order that I by all means might save some.” Paul, in other words,
followed Jesus’ model of incarnation and identification, not isolation.
When we examine the Christian traditions that present barriers to Hin-
dus, we repeatedly observe violations of this principle. Outside believers
(whether cultural, social, or geographical outsiders) can bring their cul-
tural traditions and assumptions about evangelism, preaching, worship, or
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benevolence and impose them on local believers without following Paul’s
principle. All too often, Christians have reversed the scriptural order and
insisted that “all men become as us culturally to be saved.”

4. Incarnational Believers (John L:14; Phil 2:1-12)

This book arose from encounters with believers, Christians and Yesu
bhaktas both, who know that Jesus wants them to live his life in respectful
relationships with their majority culture around them, rather than extract
and isolate from it. Some are Christians who recognized that certain atti-
tudes and practices they once were taught are not reflected in the teaching
or example of Jesus. They have been seeking the Scripture and the LLord
for ways to better reflect his Way to the Hindus around them. Others are
Yesu bhaktas who follow only Jesus but do so within their Hindu family,
community, and society. I have come to term all these, “incarnational be-
lievers,” believers who seek, to varying extents, to model and live out the
life of Jesus among the culture in which they find themselves.

This does not denigrate or take away from the unique work Christ did
in his incarnation, but since Paul tells us to have Christ’s incarnational
mind in us (Phil 2:3), I use it in that sense. What Christ has done must
be fleshed out naturally within a given community, if the people are to

genuinely meet and follow Jesus.

. Gentleness and Respect (1 Pet 3:15)

As I talked with Christians and Hindus alike, I heard repeated accounts
of Christians who spoke to or about Hindus with harshness and disre-
spect. In a challenging context of persecution, Peter instructed believers
to explain their faith “with gentleness and respect” (1 Pet 3:15). A great
deal of Hindu resentment toward Christianity would likely be alleviated if
Christians would just apply Peter’s injunction in the Indian context. In the
pages that follow we will see specific instances where this principle could
make a significant difference in Hindu-Christian relationships.

With those themes in mind, come join me as we explore some of the

Christian barriers to Jesus.
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BIBLICAL ABBREVIATIONS

Old Testament

Gen Genesis Eccl Ecclesiastes
Ex Exodus Song Song of Solomon
Lev Leviticus Isa Isaiah

Num Numbers Jer Jeremiah
Deut Deuteronomy Lam Lamentations
Josh Joshua Ezek Ezekiel

Judg Judges Dan Daniel

Ruth Ruth Hos Hosea

1Sam 1 Samuel Joel Joel

2Sam 2 Samuel Amos  Amos

1 Kgs 1 Kings Obad Obadiah

2 Kgs 2 Kings Jonah  Jonah

1 Chr 1 Chronicles Mic Micah

2 Chr 2 Chronicles Nah Nahum

Ezra Ezra Hab Habakkuk
Neh Nehemiah Zeph Zephaniah
Esth Esther Haggai Haggai

Job Job Zech Zechariah

K Psalms Mal Malachi

Prov Proverbs
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New Testament

Matt Matthew 1Tim 1 Timothy
Mark Mark 2Tim 2 Timothy
Luke Luke Titus Titus
John John Phlm Philemon
Acts Acts Heb Hebrews
Rom Romans Jas James

1 Cor 1 Corinthians 1 Pet 1 Peter

2 Cor 2 Corinthians 2 Pet 2 Peter
Gal Galatians 1John 1 John .
Eph Ephesians 2John 2 John
Phil Philippians 3John 3 John

Col Colossians Jude Jude

1 Thess 1 Thessalonians Rev Revelation

2 'Thess 2 Thessalonians

COMMON ABBREVIATIONS

ESV English Standard Version
0 And the following verse, in Scripture references.
HYHE Hindu Yesu bhakta (Incarnational follower of Jesus within .

Hindu community)
IBMR  International Bulletin of Missionary Research
IJFEM  International Journal of Frontier Missiology
KJV King James Version
NASB New American Standard Bible

NBBC “Non-baptized believers in Christ” (Hoefer 2001b)—
See Chapters 5-6

UK United Kingdom
s United States
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[NDIAN ABBREVIATIONS

SC Scheduled Castes (official, respectful term for Dalit, Out-
caste, Untouchable castes)
May only be Hindu, Sikh, Jain, or Buddhist according to

Indian law

ST Scheduled Tribes (tribals who were not within the original
religious communities)

May be any religion by conversion from former animistic

beliefs

OBC Other Backward Castes/Classes (Disadvantaged castes
and classes that are not SC or ST)

NOTES ON BIBLICAL LANGUAGES

This book often references what the original Scriptures say and how they
apply to current cultural contexts particularly in India. Because of this, I
reference Greek words together with words from various Indian languages.

Primarily I have chosen to transliterate as they are commonly rep-
resented using English letters. The following conventions are used for
pronunciation of Greek words.

g ckklésia (assembly) like ay in say; the initial e, in contrast is like
“ »
eh
) anthropos (man, person) like long o in bone; the second o is pronounced

like short o in not

u sunagogé like long u in tune (or oo in soon), not short u
like rut
z baptizo (immerse, baptize) pronounced like dz in adze

ch  Christos (Christ, anointed) Not ch like church, but like ch in Scottish
loch
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CHAPTER]

THE BARRIER OF
CULTURAL SEPARATISM

Everywhere we looked, we saw colorful symbols of clay pots boiling over,
smiling suns, and cows with brightly painted horns. My wife and I were
on our first visit to India and had arrived in Chennai during Pongal, the
Tamil harvest festival. Chennai traffic is challenging under normal cir-
cumstances; the evening streets were packed with vehicles and people
coming and going for the festivities. We wanted to learn a little about
what this festival and these symbols meant, so as we rode with an Indian
couple, we inquired about what we were seeing.

After several questions, the wife suddenly responded from the back
seat, “This is a Hindu festival. The Bible says, ‘Come out from among
them, and be separate. Touch no unclean thing.” We are Christians, so we
have nothing to do with such things.” With that, the conversation about
Pongal ended.

That abrupt stop nagged at me. I sensed I had touched a nerve. The
teeling with which she expressed herself conveyed a deep uneasiness. Our
inquiries, it seemed, had pushed beyond her comfort zone.

ENCOUNTERING CHRISTIANITY'S CULTURAL SEPARATISM

Later I reflected with seminary professors and church leaders about the
conversation and the uncomfortable conclusion. They indicated, in various
conversations, that Isaiah 52:11, “Come out from among them . . .,” has
at times defined how many Christians believe they should relate to the

Hindu culture around them.

Described by Indian Friends

Indian friends described attitudes and behaviors from some Christians
which cause levels of confusion, discomfort, or even oftense to some Hin-

dus. The following were a few examples:
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» Say “Hindu” with a wrinkled nose and a tone of disdain

* Reject local cultural music as “the devil’s music.” Accept
“Christian” music only (often foreign music in some form)

* Cheer against Indian sports teams or the Indian military

» Avoid Republic Day or Independence Day and refuse to
sing the national anthem

» Forbid or discourage wives from wearing bindi (forehead
dot), mangalsutra (wedding necklace), sindoor (red paste in
hair part), and other jewelry

* Reject Hindu hospitality or offers of prasad (food offered at
temple), pongal (rice), or laddoo (temple sweets) in impolite,
offensive ways that foster resentment

 Refuse to carry a single piece of Hindu literature for study
in colleges and seminary libraries

* Parents forbid children to enter a Hindu person’s home be-
cause demons live there

» Engagement parties, weddings, and other social gatherings
where Christian pastors learned they had Hindus in the au-
dience and launched anti-Hindu diatribes that shamed and
turned off Hindus

The spirit I experienced for the first time that night became more
apparent in these diverse reports and observations. We now term it “cul-
tural separatism.” We have seen or heard its subtle or overt manifestations
during every trip to India. Its effects play out at times in news reports of
the tensions between Christians and Hindus in India. As I researched and
explored the barriers examined in later chapters, this cultural separatism
psyche intersected in various ways with each one. It sometimes appeared
as a more understated disconnect or disregard for Hindu concerns. Some
Christians, though, described overt disrespect or even disdain for the

Hindu communities and traditions around them.

Confirmed by Other Indian Yoices

These recurring oral accounts of cultural separatism were further con-
firmed from other Indian sources. In late 2012, an Indian missionary I
have long known and respected asked me to read a short paper he had
written about why India is so resistant to Jesus. He reiterated several of
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the items in the list above, but in greater detail. He articulated how these
issues have prevented Hindu people from considering or following Jesus.

He confirmed what my Christian friends had observed. Many Indians
admire Jesus and respect the Bible. Yet, despite this interest, Christian
practices like those above actively keep people from considering Jesus.
Sadly, he observed, the spirit of cultural separatism sometimes prevents
Christians from even caring that these things might present a barrier. My
friends shared his concern, but knew of many who seemed untroubled by
the damage their separatist traditions could cause.

In early 2013, the reality of the Christian cultural separatism unex-
pectedly gripped and broke my heart. I picked up a small volume, Living
Water and Indian Bow! by Dayanand Bharati. Ten or so pages into his
book, Bharati had me in tears as he described the same cultural separatism
and Christian barriers that my Christian friends had been identifying for
some time. Bharati, though, wrote from Hindu experience. I heard and
sensed from a cultural Hindu some of the hurt Hindus feel when exposed
to Christians’ cultural disregard and disdain. I repeatedly had to put the
book down while I wept over further examples of how some Christians
actively keep Hindus from Jesus by insensitive and unscriptural traditions.

I finished Living Water deeply burdened that cultural separatism
was a far deeper barrier than originally suspected, so I purchased several
copies and began sharing them with my Indian friends who had already
expressed so much concern about these issues. They too began to wrestle
at deeper levels with the sources and implications of this all-too-common
separatist spirit.

Further research uncovered additional examples of how cultural sep-
aratism could keep Hindus from even meeting Jesus. A Christian leader
interviewed his father, who had followed Jesus for much of sixty-five years.
He asked his father in retrospect, “Would you still take the same course?”
Yisu Das Tiwari replied “Christ is my ‘ishta’ [chosen God], he has never
left me, I will never leave him, but I would not have joined the Christian
community. 1 would have lived with my people and my community and
been a witness to them” (Petersen 2007, 87—88; emphasis mine).
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In a second example, D. D. Pani told of a young BraAmin' man who
was studying in another Indian state. He met a Christian missionary there
and decided to become a Christian. The missionary, wanting a quick con-
version, encouraged him to make the choice without discussing with his
parents. Afterwards, when he called to inform his parents of his unilateral
decision, they told him never to come home. The missionary recommend-
ed that he should just leave his family and have nothing more to do with
them. Several decades later, he has never returned to visit his family or
village, even after marrying and having children. Pani concludes, “Many
would call my friend’s life a success story; I consider it a great tragedy”
(Pani 2001b, 35).

The spirit of cultural separatism assumed that the family’s view should
be completely disregarded in a culture where family is intimately involved
in every decision. The young man’s decision to follow Jesus might have
been mediated and discussed in respectful ways. The Christian separatist
spirit ignored those possibilities. The missionary’s disregard for family led
to such insult and offense that the young man had no opportunity to even
interact with his family about his desire to become a Christ-follower.

The separatist spirit also contributed to graver social consequences.
Pani concludes, “Because he abandoned his people, his tamily and the peo-
ple of his home locale have become further polarized against the gospel. They
view him as a ¢traitor” (ibid., 36; emphasis mine).

This is a sadly repeated tragedy in India. When Christians do practice
such cultural separatism, Hindus rarely view it as an individual’s neutral,
harmless decision. To some Hindus, as Dayananda Saraswati once put it,

conversion is an act of violence against family and community (Saraswati

1999) (detailed in Chapter 5, p. 112).

EXPLORING CHRISTIANITY'S CULTURAL SEPARATISM

In discussing the cultural separatism issues with my Indian friends, sev-
eral factors became apparent. Believers who followed this spirit honestly

1. Iwilluse Brakhmin to refer to the highest caste in the Hindu system. Technically,
some scholars now prefer Brahman as more in line with Sanskrit tradition. Brahmin,
though, is more commonly used in the literature, even among Hindus, when referring
to these communities.

.i
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believed they were serving and honoring the Lord in doing so. These atti-
tudes and perspectives had been inculcated from generation to generation
as the Lord’s will for believers.

At the same time, though, a growing number of Indian Christians
inherently sense that this cultural separatism is not what Jesus asks or
Scripture teaches. The LLord seems to be challenging them to reexamine
this long-held tradition with a closer look at God’s word.

Ultimately, no matter how it is expressed, cultural separatism arises
from a seemingly simple, yet incredibly complex question:

What should be the attitude of the followers of Jesus towards
those who do not follow Him? 'There is a wide variety of
possible attitudes, all of which have been adopted by
Christian people at different times. Do we despise them,
fear them, shun them, tolerate them, condemn them, or
seek to serve them? What is the true responsibility of the
church to the world? (Stott 1976, 173, emphasis mine)

John Stott’s question lies at the heart of this chapter and, in fact, the
heart of this book. How should followers relate to those who do not fol-
low Jesus? What is their responsibility, if any, to the majority culture that
surrounds them? Out of Stott’s list of responses, all but one, “serve,” reflect

some aspect of the separatist spirit.

SCRIPTURAL REFLECTIONS ON CULTURAL SEPARATISM

For some Indian Christians, like our friends at the beginning of this chap-
ter, [saiah 52:11 seems to provide the definitive answer to Stott’s question.
For them the church’s true responsibility is to “come out from among them
and be separate.” They primarily fear, shun, or condemn Hindus, although
some grant a level of suspicious tolerance (see Stott above). Cultural
separatism provides the reference point for any discussion of how these
believers relate to the Hindu culture around them.

As we examined Scripture, though, we discovered that the word of

God raised serious questions about the separatist tradition.
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[saiah 52:11—Foundational Verse for Cultural Separatism

Let’s look first at that defining verse, “Come out from among them and be
separate, says the Lord, and touch no unclean thing” (Isa 52:11). For many
believers in Asia and the Middle East, this verse is interpreted to say that
Jesus expects his followers to separate from the socioreligious community
around them into a distinct Christian community (and often culture).

If Jesus understood this to be God’s will, then we should see clear
evidence of such cultural separatism in his own teaching and practice. We
should also sce this separatist understanding reflected in the lives of those

who followed him.

Jesus AND CULTURAL SEPARATISM

On the contrary, Jesus clearly and repeatedly rejected the common sepa-
ratist interpretation of Isaiah 52:11. The Pharisees personified the cultural
separatism view of Isaiah 52:11. In fact, their name meant “Separatists”
(Bromiley 1986, 1246; Bauer, et al. 1979, 853). Their traditions expected
righteous people to avoid tax collectors, “sinners,” > Samaritans, lepers,
and Gentiles.

Jesus, however, ignored their separatist interpretation. He associat-
ed with all these people and more. When the Pharisees questioned him
about violating the separatist tradition, Jesus indicated that they neither
knew God’s mercy nor his will (Matt 9; Luke 15).

He ate and drank with the “wrong” people so often that by Matthew
11 he was labeled a “ friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Matt 9; Matt 11;
emphasis mine). He stayed and ate with Samaritans on at least two oc-
casions (John 4:39—-43; Luke 9:51-56). He touched unclean lepers to heal
them (Matt 8:3). Women touched him publicly, and he did not shame
them or reject their calls for help. At every opportunity, Jesus, by his prac-
tice, challenged the separatist hermeneutic (interpretive framework) of the

2. 'The term “sinners” in these passages was a derogatory term used by the
Pharisees for people who did not follow their restrictive laws and traditions. To the
Pharisces they were the “wrong” kind of people. Their touch or shadow would defile
you and require rituals and baths for purification. Eating with them was out of the
question if you wanted to be a holy, righteous person. So, when Jesus is called a
“friend of tax-collectors and sinners” He chooses to be a friend to those the separatist

spirit said to avoid.




The Barrier of Cultural Separatism 74

Pharisees. According to Jesus, their separatist understanding of Scripture
was not God’s will.

When Jesus associated with tax collectors and sinners, he was mod-
eling the genuine separated and holy life that God intended. He did not
exemplify extraction, isolation, separation, and self-protection. He instead
modeled engagement, incarnation, and selfless service.

Today, I believe, he would live the same way in India among Hindus.
Based on Jesus’ life and example, I am convinced that Jesus would associ-
ate with Hindus so often and so well that he would be known as a “friend
of Hindus.” That is his starting point for the question, Aow should believers
relate to the culture around them? It should also be the starting point for
those who follow him today.

Jesus replaced the isolationist, separatist hermeneutic of the Old
Covenant with an incarnational servant hermeneutic in the New Cove-
nant. As Paul says in Ephesians 2:14f. Jesus destroyed the dividing wall
that kept Jews and Gentiles separated by the Old Testament’s law and
commandments. The separatist hermeneutic and assumption of the Old
Covenant died with Jesus.

In the New Testament, then, these Old Testament verses should be
read from an incarnational perspective, not assuming the cultural ex-
traction and separation of the Old Covenant. This hermeneutical challenge
lies at the heart of the barrier of cultural separatism. Even Old Testament
separatist passages like Isaiah 52:11 must now be viewed through the New
Testament’s incarnational lens (more on this below when we look at Paul).

As Jesus was finishing his time on earth, he specifically told his
followers that they would disciple a// nations (Matt 28), proclaim good
news to a// creation (Mark 16), announce forgiveness of sins to a// na-
tions (Luke 24), and be his witnesses not only to Jerusalem and Judea,
but even to Samaria and the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). In other words, he
specifically commanded them to go to the very people the Jewish law and
tradition had told them to avoid for centuries. Let’s explore some exam-
ples of how that incarnational shift happened.

Unvoing Jewist CULTURAL SEPARATISM

In Acts 1-7 the followers of Jesus only came from the Jews living in and
visiting Jerusalem. In Acts 8, however, a deacon named Philip decided to
evangelize the Samaritans. We are not told why he was the one to do this.
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No apostles initiated this outreach, even though Jesus had modeled com-
passion for Samaritans on several occasions. Jesus was moving his people
to break down the old cultural separatism and fulfill Acts 1:8.

Then came Peter’s turn. He initially lived by the Jewish separation
rules: “No orthodox Jew would ever enter the home of a Gentile, even a
God-fearer, or invite such into his home. On the contrary . . . ‘no pious
Jew would . . . have sat down at the table of a Gentile’” (Stott 1990, 185).
God, however, did not allow Peter to persist in this cultural separatism.

In Acts 10 God used a sheet with “unclean” animals to first tell Peter
that the old rules about unclean foods no longer applied: “What God has
cleansed no longer consider unholy” (Acts 10:15 NASB). This happened
three times (divine number) to make sure that Peter clearly understood
that God meant business. The Old Testament food laws had partly been
designed to keep Jews from eating with, thus associating with, Gentiles.
They were part of the Old Covenant’s separatist hermeneutic. Jesus had
already taught that this law was obsolete (Mark 7:19). Now God dra-
matically reiterated that in the New Covenant the dietary exclusions that
separated Jews from Gentiles were indeed gone.

The sheet was God’s way of telling Peter and all believers, those sepa-
ratist rules were finished, the separatist hermeneutic no longer applied. God
knew he had to first challenge the hermeneutic, the separatist under-
standing of Scripture, before he could challenge Peter’s separatist practice.
Once God cleared up the obsolete interpretation, he then could direct
Peter in a new, incarnational practice.

The next thing Peter knew, he had been invited by some strangers to
come to the house of a Roman Centurion in Caesarea. Cornelius was a
Gentile, an officer of the occupying imperial army. Upon entering this
Gentile home, Peter realized the full implications of God’s lesson from
the sheet. He said, “You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a man
who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner or to visit him; and yet God has
shown me that T should not call any man unholy or unclean” (Acts 10:28
NASB). The sheet wasn't about food; it was about relationships with those
outside the faith; it was how Jews were to relate with Gentiles. Cultural
separatism was no longer God’s will, cultural identification and incarna-

tion was the new normal.
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Paur AND JEwisH CULTURAL SEPARATISM

So, what about Paul’s experience with cultural separatism? Before he came
to Jesus, Paul was himself a Pharisee, a separatist. He was raised and
trained in the cultural separatism of that Jewish sect. Yet, when the Lord
called him to be an apostle to the Gentiles (Gal 1:15f; Rom 11:13), he
embraced that call and engaged with the Gentile culture. We can'’t ful-
ly appreciate how much of a personal change Paul experienced to work
among the people he had once despised and avoided at all costs.

Paul’s Foundational Ministry Principle

In his ministry, Paul clearly followed a path of engagement with Gentiles,
not extraction. his foundational ministry principle was, “I have become
all things to all people, that by all means I might save some” (1 Cor 9:22
ESV). Paul specifically mentioned becoming as “one without the Law to
those without the Law,” a reference to Gentiles who did not have the Law
of Moses.

Paul had to let go of his former Jewish separatism to “become all
things” to the different Gentile groups where he worked. When he spoke
with Gentiles, he used Greek (Acts 21:37), but he shifted to fluent Iebrew
when speaking to Jews (Acts 21:40-22:2). He used his Roman citizenship
at critical moments, rather than rejecting and denying it (Acts 16:37-39;
22:25-29). He engaged with the Gentile world. He stayed in their homes,
he ate their food, he went to their bath houses. He adopted their way of
life, as much as possible, so that they could see Jesus in his (Paul’s) life
within their context.

In “becoming all things to all people,” Paul followed in the steps of his
Master. Just as Jesus ate and drank with those who had once been consid-
ered unclean and untouchable, so did Paul.

“Come Qut from Among Them and Be Separate”

(2 Cor 6:17)—Paul’s Perspective

When Paul quoted Isaiah 52:11 in 2 Corinthians 6:17, was he telling the
Corinthians to abandon, forsake, and reject their culture in its entirety?
Was he instructing them to leave their family and community to join a
separatist Christian cultural enclave (or “Christian colony” as some places
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in India have)? Absolutely not! That was the farthest thing from his mind.
How do I know that? He explains what he meant in 1 Corinthians 5:9f.:

I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually
immoral people—not at all meaning the sexually immor-
al of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters,
since then you would need to go out of the world. (ESV)

Paul told the Corinthians that they should nos avoid the people of
this world, including even idolaters. To do so would require leaving the
world. This passage specifically says that believers are to associate with
such people in the world (culture), not disassociate from them. Paul’s
discussion of a variety of cultural challenges in 1 Corinthians 8-10 only
makes sense if the believers were engaged with their culture, rather than
extracted from it.

2 Corinthians 6:17 clearly warns believers against joining too tightly
with unbelievers and being influenced by them to turn from the Lord.
“There were entangling alliances,” Witherington comments, “from which
the Corinthians needed to disengage themselves . . . These alliances
involved 4oinonia (participation, fellowship) with nonbelievers in pagan
temples, and, worse, involvement with false believers” (Witherington II1
1995, 406).

As with many Scriptures that seem to advocate opposite extremes, the
will of the Lord is found in a Spirit-led balance between 1 Corinthians
5:9—-10 and 2 Corinthians 6:17. Neither is the final word on how believers
relate to the culture around them. We are called to engage and interact
with the culture, not separate from it, but we are also called not to engage
so closely with the culture that it draws us away from Jesus.

We have seen, then, that Isaiah 52:11 must not be used in the sepa-
ratist spirit of the Old Covenant. Jesus rejected that spirit and called his
followers to become incarnational rather than isolationist. That is not the
only verse, though, that Christians use to inculcate a separatist spirit in
believers. Let’s look at one more example of how we must rightly interpret
Scriptures commonly used for separatist teachings.

Leave Father and Mother (Matt 19

A critique of insider movements uses Matthew 19:29 and other verses to
assert, “Jesus was clear in his call that when we come to him we abandon
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everything including family and possessions” (Houssney 2010; emphasis
mine). Some Christians in certain global contexts insist that Jesus taught
such absolute abandonment or cultural separatism. It seems to have been
standard teaching in Asia and the Middle East since the dawn of Protes-
tant missions.

An early Indian convert, Dewan Appasamy, describes this family
separation in his own testimony: “In those days missionaries did their
best to prevent all social intercourse between Christians and the Hindus
related to them, for fear that these Christians might relapse . . . The result
was that they kept exclusively to themselves . . . and were cut off from all
opportunity of influencing their Hindu relatives” (D. A. Appasamy 1924,
48). Notice how he admits (50 years after his conversion) that cutting oft
relationships kept Hindu relatives from meeting Jesus. This is the barrier
of cultural separatism to the extreme.

Did Jesus really teach his followers to abandon their parents, their fam-
ily, and their culture? You do not have to leave Matthew 19 to demonstrate
that Jesus did not understand “leave” to mean abandon. In a discussion of
divorce, Jesus quoted Genesis 2:24, “For this reason, a man shall leave Ais
father and mother, . . .” (Matt 19:5; emphasis mine).

Do Christians anywhere in the world tell a husband that when he
marries, he must abandon, forsake, and reject his father and mother before
he can marry his bride? No one teaches that! Why? Because all Christians
understand that Jesus did not, in fact could not, understand “leave” to
mean “abandon” in Matthew 19:5. The new relationship must take prior-
ity over the parental relationship, yes, but abandon and forsake parents?
Every believer knows that Jesus did not understand “leave” in that way!

If a man does not abandon his parents to marry his wife (verse 5),
then he should not abandon his parents to follow Jesus either (verse 29).°
Christians who teach cultural separatism from this verse misrepresent

3. Ifyou checked your Greek, good for you! There are two words (4ataleips—19:5,
aphiemi—19:29). An Indian friend pointed out to me, though, that the two are used
interchangeably as synonyms in Mark 12:18-22, both mean “leave,” that’s why they
are both translated that way. Jesus likely had the same idea in mind in both places. If
anything, Zataleips in verse 5 is the stronger word, so if it cannot mean abandon, then
the weaker aphiemi cannot mean abandon in verse 29 (no dictionary gives “abandon”

as a meaning of that word).
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what Jesus understood by leave. He understood the same idea of relative
relational priority, not absolute abandonment. The “abandon” interpre-
tation does not come from Jesus (verse 5), but represents a return to the
Old Covenant separatist hermeneutic that Jesus rejected and nailed to
the cross.

Reread Scriptures with Incarnational Assumptions

Space does not allow exhaustive treatment of every scripture used to jus-
tify cultural separatism. Those above are the most commonly cited and
provide representative examples. In these and most others, if you begin
with a tradition of cultural separatism, you can read that into every pas-
sage. We call that method of Bible study eisegesis (reading into the text
what we already assume that it says). This use of the Bible does not seck
what Scripture says, but uses Scripture to bolster and proof-text existing
tradition.

Jesus’ engagement as “friend of sinners” and Paul’s principle of “be-
come all things to all people” both challenge the cultural separatism
tradition. Read Scripture with the incarnational principle of Jesus and
Paul in mind, and we see that cultural separatism has been imposed on
numerous passages.

When Christians assert, “The Bible says . . .” to justify cultural sep-
aratism, they may quote the words of the Bible, but they make it mean
what human tradition teaches. As with “come out from among them,”
their teaching may actually contradict the plain example and teaching of
Jesus. Their teaching misuses Scripture to support human anti-cultural
tradition.

What should be the fundamental relationship between followers
and those who do not yet know Jesus? Between believers and the culture
around them? The Old Covenant separatist spirit teaches people their pri-
mary responsibility is to

Abandon or avoid,
Extract,
Forsake,
[solate,
Reject,
Separate.
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In contrast, the New Covenant’s incarnational spirit, the spirit of

Jesus, calls believers to

Associate not avoid;
Engage not extract;
Befriend not forsake;
Identify and incarnate not isolate;
Restore, reconcile, and redeem not reject;
Serve among, not separate from.

We have seen, then, that Jesus did not follow the spirit of cultural
separatism. Peter and Paul were challenged to reject that spirit also. What

about believers in general?

Did New Testament Believers Extract and Separate?

If New Testament believers were called to cultural separatism, then we
should see them extract into a separate Christian culture just as Christians
have been told to do in much of the world today, but did that happen? Jews
did not extract into a separate Christian community on the day of Pen-
tecost or later. Yes, Acts 5:13 says “None of the rest dared associate with
them” (in the temple gatherings), but it also says that those same outsiders
“held them in high esteem”™ not that they despised and hated them. They
did not leave, abandon, and reject their culture and community. In fact,
the next verse speaks of multitudes who constantly joined their number.
The “separation” here, if any existed, was more psychological, clearly not
social or communal.

When they began to follow Jesus, they spoke the same language, wore
the same Jewish clothes, mostly kept their same names,* ate the same
Jewish food, followed the same Jewish laws, attended the same Jewish
festivals, participated in the same Jewish times of prayer, and attended the
same Jewish synagogues. How did Jews know they were different the day
after Acts 2? Not by any of these common cultural markers. They were

Jewish followers of Jesus, not extracted, separatist followers of Jesus.

4. Paul did switch from his Jewish Bible name to his Roman cultural name to
build a bridge to his Gentile audience. He did not change names to separate himself

from the culture and he did not change names at conversion.
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Donald McGavran accurately portrays the early situation in his pivot-
al work, The Bridges of God:

The early Church grew within Judaism. For at least a de-
cade the Jews who were becoming Christians were not
conscious at all of joining a non-Jewish religion. Had
they dreamed that this was a possibility many of them
would never have become Christians. Even after they
were changed by fellowship with the Living Christ, they
refused to accept Gentile Christians as full members of

the Jewish Christian people. (McGavran 1961, 22-23)

No cultural extraction and separation took place. As Jewish believers
in Jesus walked down the street, went to the market, or entered the temple
at the hours of prayer, you could not visibly distinguish them from Jews
who did not believe in Jesus. Any attitudes and behaviors that changed
because of Jesus were expressed within Jewish cultural forms. Their al-
legiance to Jesus did not essentially separate them from their culture.
Eventually, some Jews rejected them because they claimed Jesus as Messi-
ah, but they did not separate and reject their culture and community as an
inherent part of coming to Jesus. They continued to be socioreligious Jews
who followed Jesus even when some Jews rejected them.

So, what about Greeks or Romans when they came to Jesus? Did they
leave their culture and community and join a separate “Christian cul-
ture”? We have absolutely no evidence for that. Some Jewish believers
insisted that Gentiles should separate from their culture and adopt Jewish
culture (circumcision, food laws) to follow Jesus (Acts 15; Gal). The Jeru-
salem Council responded, though, with a resounding “No!” Greeks and
Romans were to follow Jesus within their culture, not extract to someone
else’s culture. In other words, the Holy Spirit led the Jerusalem Council
to choose cultural incarnation (within culture), #of cultural separation (to
a separate culture).

The New Testament, then, provides no evidence that the apostles
taught cultural separatism for Jews, Greeks, or Romans to follow Jesus.
They engaged with the non-believers in their culture, associated with
them, socialized with them, and ate with them, even running the risk
of food sacrificed to idols (1 Cor 10:25-27). We cannot derive cultural
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separatism from the examples of New Testament believers any more than
we can from Jesus, Peter, or Paul.
In summary, then, the New Testament does not reflect the cultural

separatism tradition that Indian Christians have been commonly taught.

PRACTICAL AND PASTORAL REFLECTIONS ON CULTURAL SEPARATISM

If the tradition of cultural separatism is not required of believers, how do
we respond? What are the implications for those who follow and represent
Jesus in places where separatism has been taught and has become a defin-

ing feature of what it means to be a Christian?

Undo the Mindset of Cultural Separatism

David Bosch, a South African missiologist, observed: “The Christian
faith is intrinsically incarnational; therefore, unless the church chooses
to remain a foreign entity, it will always enter into the context in which it
happens to find itself” (Bosch 1996, 190-191). The tradition of cultural
separatism, rather than being faithful to the Christian faith, counters this
intrinsic incarnational impetus that Jesus both modeled and taught.

One implication of our study should be clear. Since Jesus actively op-
posed cultural separatism and chose engagement, we should follow his
lead, not Christian tradition. The Way of Jesus is the way of engagement
and incarnation, not a way of extraction and isolation.

Yes, we must teach people to love Jesus more than family and culture.
However, we should also teach them that this does not require them to
abandon, reject, and separate from their loved ones, or to initiate contro-
versial stances that will antagonize and ensure that a break occurs. Jesus
did not teach this, and neither should Christians.

“One of the hardest things in the world to unlearn is exclusiveness,”
observed William Barclay in discussing John 10:16 (Barclay 1972, 73).
This chapter has illustrated that reality. When people decide to follow
Jesus, whether Christians or Yesu bhaktas, we must specifically teach
them not to be separatist and exclusivist. Given the human propensity
to separation, this requires intentional and intensive coaching in how to
incarnate the way and life of Jesus within culture, not extract to a separate,
foreign culture. We must encourage believers, as much as possible, to live
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at peace with family and community (Rom 12:18), not to create tension

and conflict whether inadvertently or intentionally.

Believers in the Workplace

The workplace provides a critical connection point where cultural sepa-
ratism could be naturally overcome and engagement principles be worked
out instead. I have Christian friends who once decried having to work in
a “Hindu” company, who prayed and hoped for a position in a “Christian”
company.

After wrestling with these considerations, they now recount how their
workplace is their primary place of seva (service) to the Lord. As they go
about their work in ways that honor Jesus, Hindus see their diligence,
their integrity, and their selfless service to others inside and outside the
company. As they interact and converse, instead of avoiding and isolating,
they are seeing doors open for respectful conversation with those around
them.

Believers in the workplace can naturally cross caste and commu-
nal barriers professional clergy often cannot (see Chapter 8, p. 203). If
equipped with a non-separatist spirit, and a genuine relationship with
Jesus, workplace believers can naturally introduce people to Jesus in India.

[ncarnational Believers

Today, many Christians debate the legitimacy of what they term “insider”
believers. This very terminology, however, betrays a separatist, extraction-
ist psyche—a spirit, we have seen, that is counter to that of Jesus and the
New Testament believers. By calling them “insiders,” this term implies
that “Christians” are, by nature “outsiders.” For some Christians, being
a true believer requires one to be an “outsider” believer; in other words, a
separatist. Believers who stay “inside” the culture or community, or who
retain respectful, close relationships, can be questioned for their lack of
“separation.”

The term “insider” has long use, but it is often used in disparaging
ways by those who oppose respectful engagement with Muslim, Hindu,
or other socioreligious cultures. Because of the separatist assumptions that
underlie the term, I prefer “incarnational believers.” They are following
Jesus’ call to incarnate his life within their culture, rather than to extract

and isolate from it in an unscriptural way.
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The issues around insider or incarnational paradigms are complex.
For a positive articulation of why believers should be incarnational, see
Understanding Insider Movements (Talman and Travis 2015), a compilation
by the foremost practitioners and scholars in the field. This explanation of
the incarnational paradigm was written to articulate the sound biblical
and missiological grounds for such approaches in the face of charges that
these are unfaithful departures from the way of Jesus.

Had Jesus chosen an “outsider” path, there might be no incarnation,
no identification. By incarnating within human society and Jewish cul-
ture, Jesus became an “insider,” not an outsider, yet he clearly challenged
aspects of the culture that were not in agreement with God’s will. Paul’s
principle of “all things to all men” calls cross-cultural workers, similar-
ly, to become as incarnational as possible, rather than as separated and
disengaged as possible. The Jerusalem Council rejected separatism and
mandated that believers should follow Jesus within their cultural context

and community, not extract to someone else’s culture.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

If Jesus calls his people to imitate his incarnational spirit, not the Old
Covenant’s extractional one, all believers must consider the implications
for their walk with the Lord and their relationship with the socioreligious
community around them. The insider-outsider terminology is rooted in
the Old Covenant separatist paradigm. It has also been used, in disobedi-
ence to Scripture, to label and judge believers who hold a different view of
how they should live incarnationally (Rom 14-15).

We should instead view the incarnational paradigm as a spectrum.
Christians who remain in their Christian community and identity will
need to examine their stances in light of this scriptural understanding.
This incarnational perspective has led some to address separatist attitudes
and behaviors in order to better reflect the spirit of Jesus to those around
them. At the same time, Yesu bhaktas lie further along the incarnational
spectrum by remaining within their Hindu community and society to fol-
low Jesus. They must navigate how Jesus wants them to live faithfully for
him within that context.

In each chapter, then, I will suggest some implications of the incarna-

tional paradigm/spectrum for Christians and bhaktas.
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Christians

Just as the Apostle Paul “became all things to all men,” followers of Jesus
in India should continue to adopt that incarnational principle, not cul-
tural separatism, as the starting point for their relationship to the culture
around them. Paul faced a culture that had many issues. It had idolatry,
religious practices, and many immoral and unjust elements. He did not
avoid and extract from that world. He “became all things to all people,”
entered those cultures and communities, and incarnated the life of Jesus
within those towns and cities.

My Indian Christian colleagues had recognized and been troubled
for decades by the cultural separatism they had seen and experienced,
sometimes in their own lives, more often in the practice of other Chris-
tians. They were working hard to remove the negative, anti-cultural spirit,
where it existed, from their thoughts and speech. They actively pursued
more meaningful ways to engage respectfully with Hindu people in their
neighborhoods and workplaces.

They continue to dig deeper into these issues, to study and learn Hin-
du beliefs and practices, to seek bridges and openings to share Jesus in
respectful ways. They more intentionally talk with Hindus to hear their
diverse beliefs, to understand their diverse perspectives, rather than just
give their “gospel” with no consideration of those with whom they speak
(see Chapter 4).

They continue to courageously explore the implications of these ques-
tions regarding how they live, how they worship, and how they witness.
This conversation is an ongoing, repeatedly disruptive process for all on
this journey. At times, it has brought tears; at others, intense discussion.
But all are committed to following the incarnational way of Jesus more
carefully, rather than perpetuating Christian separatist traditions.

Because of the incredibly complex relationships between castes and
communities in India, those considerations often lie near the surface of
any discussion regarding interreligious relationships, even among Chris-
tians (see Chapter 3, p. 53). There are no quick and easy answers to these
questions that have vexed Indian believers for generations. My friends
continue to graciously and patiently walk with each other through com-
plex discussions about what it means to live out the grace and good news
of Jesus instead of the cultural separation and extraction of Christianity.
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In some segments of Indian society, the best choice may be for followers
to join a Christian community, but where this happens, they should be
taught to do so in as incarnational a way as possible, rather than as sep-
aratist as possible. “As far as possible, be at peace with all men” (Rom
12:18) ought to guide discussions with family and community, rather than
an antagonistic assumption of alienation and extraction.

Those concerns cannot be addressed overnight. They may take as long
to overcome as some Christians and society at large took to create them in
the first place. Where it exists, though, Christians must address and relin-
quish the separatist spirit first, before approaching Hindus. If Christians
don’t deal with that underlying spirit, Hindus will quickly detect it and

continue to resent it.

Yesu Bhakias

Bhaktas have made a more radical incarnational choice to follow Jesus
as their ishta devata (chosen God)® within their Hindu family, culture,
and community. For believers who have followed Jesus without separating
from their culture, this chapter presents good news. It helps to show how
this choice can be both scriptural and faithful to Jesus.

Even when they follow the incarnational path and follow Jesus within
their community, this does not negate Jesus’ warnings about the cost of
following him. Some family or community members may find their choice
to follow Jesus offensive. Their decision may not prevent family conflict
that Jesus said could occur (Matt 10:21f.; Luke 12:51f.). I have a bhakta
friend who lives with and cares for his aged Hindu mother. Despite his
devotion to her, she finds ways to criticize him regularly for his choice
to be a bhakta. The division often pains his heart. The choice to remain
within their culture is not intended to nor will it avoid all opposition or
persecution. They have made a scriptural decision, though, to live out their
faith, whatever the cost, among their people, not away from them.

Just because they do not follow Christian tradition does not make
bhaktas disloyal to the Lord or his word. Christian tradition is not the

5. Hindu term for one’s “God of personal preference” (Bharati 2005, 66) or “deity
of choice” (Klostermaier 2003, 86). They can also have a 4u/ devata/devam (family or
clan god) along with village and more regional gods.
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norm by which devotion to the Lord is measured. Only Scripture provides
the standard for what the l.ord finds faithful or unfaithful.

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

The separatist spirit of the couple at the start of this chapter kept them
from exploring the significance of Pongal and the ubiquitous pot that
symbolizes it. I had to ask Hindus and research Hindu writing to discover
what that overflowing pot meant. Come to find out, the Pongal clay pot
(Pongal paanai) represents a fragile human life. The overflowing, boiling
rice signifies the blessing of God that the pot both contains and shares.

For believers, that calls to mind 2 Corinthians 4:7, “We have this
treasure [God’s glory and light] in earthen vessels (clay pots).” Had I ig-
nored the festival as the couple implied, I would have missed that parallel
entirely. An incarnational, respectful spirit, though, can see the pot as a
conversational bridge from Hindu experience to the way of Jesus. Hindus
and believers are speaking the same “clay pot” language here.

May the Lord help all his people, bhaktas and Christians alike, to

be incarnational clay pots (paanai) of his glory and blessing to the people
of India.



CHAPTER?

THE BARRIER OF “CHRISTIAN

I was flying back to the US from a visit to India when I struck up a con-
versation with the Indian woman sitting next to me. She disclosed that
she was a Christian converted from a Hindu family with her mother and
brother some fifteen years ago. Her father, however, remained staunchly
opposed to Jesus because of many inconsistencies he saw in Christians and
churches. “I just keep telling him,” she stated, “don’t look at Christians or
churches, just look at Jesus.”

I gently replied, “But what can your father do when he cannot see
Jesus because of Christians and churches?” If her father, and millions of
Hindus like him, are ever to meet Jesus, we must honestly examine the
barrier presented by “Christian” and “Christianity” (we’ll save churches

for the next chapter).

“CHRISTIAN" IDENTITY CAN KEEP HINDUS FROM JESUS

Over the years several Indian friends have asked Hindus what they think
about Christians, churches, and Jesus. What have they found? Hindus
often express a positive view of Jesus’ character and teaching, when they
know about him. Some Hindus reject Jesus outright, but a considerable
number have appreciated, even revered him and continue to do so today.
“Though we are Hindus, we cannot help admiring the superior and exalt-
ed ethics which Christ brings to us,” could still describe the sentiments of
many Hindus (Sen 1884, 93).

Even when they admire Jesus, though, they may still identify negative
perceptions about Christians or Christianity. Wherever I discuss this with
Christian groups, they commonly acknowledge the pattern—respect for
Jesus, but disrespect or disdain for Christians and Christianity.

This phenomenon is not unique to India or Hindus by any means.

I know Western Christians who have faced anger or abuse when they
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mentioned the name of Jesus. Upon further investigation, though, the an-
ger rarely derived from Jesus himself. They too recount instances where
the person’s antagonism arose from something Christians or churches had
done, not from Jesus himself. We should not be completely surprised, then,

if Christians and churches present a similar barrier to Jesus among Indians.

Jesus [s Not the Barrier

Many Hindus find aspects of the life and teaching of Jesus that resonate
with their own spiritual aspirations, though their knowledge of Jesus is
not complete. Gandhi and Vivekananda, for example, represent Hindus
who speak highly of the character and teachings of Jesus, while not fully
accepting his claims. They start, though, from a positive view of Jesus,
rather than negative perceptions. Jesus himself, in other words, is not the
primary barrier.

Nearly a century ago E. Stanley Jones, missionary statesman to India,
reflected, “I have dropped out the term ‘Christianity’ from my announce-
ments (it isn’t found in the Scriptures, is it?), for it had connotations that
confused” (Jones 1926, 26—27; emphasis mine). When he did, substantial-
ly more Hindus attended his roundtable discussions to learn about Jesus.
Based on years of work with Hindus, the Kannans observed more recent-
ly, “Though high-caste people often have a high regard for Christ and the
Bible, they do not want to identify with Christianity” (Kannan and Kannan
2001, 166; emphasis mine).

A long-term researcher into India’s resistance to Christianity, H. L.
Richard once observed, “The problem is . . . a default in every Hindu
understanding that blends Christ, Christianity, church, and Western
civilization. It is a package, and that is why they are so slow to come
. . . there is this whole Christian package” (Gill 2009, 184; emphasis mine).
Menezes and Menon, in an exposé of conversion practices, interviewed
a theologian from Mumbai who said, “In the eyes of both militant and
non-militant Hindus, a// Christians are the same” (Menezes and Menon
1999; emphasis mine). From India’s collectivist cultural perspective, the
actions of a few Christians can be considered the responsibility of all.
There is a tendency to ascribe communal guilt, rather than individual
responsibility as in the West.

These examples indicate that Hindus will not consider following Je-
sus, if Christian and Christianity are required, no matter how much
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they admire him. Given India’s challenge, I'm not sure that Jones went
far enough. He dropped “Christianity” from his announcements because
the name kept Hindus from hearing about Jesus, yet his book reflected
his agenda to Christianize India. In his initial conversation with Gandhi
about missionary strategy, he specified, “I am very anxious to see Chris-
tianity naturalized in India” (Jones 1926, 126). Not Jesus naturalized, but
Christianity naturalized! He found it impossible to separate Jesus from
Christianity’s traditions and assumptions. Christianity, for Jones, was ulti-
mately essential; he only temporarily removed the label to reduce confusion.

If India is ever to truly meet Jesus, we must address this assumption
that Christianity is a proxy for Jesus and his teaching, and Christian an
essential identity for his followers. Several aspects of India’s resistance re-
quire us to fundamentally reexamine these associations. I believe we need
to honestly ask and wrestle with what may seem an unsettling question
at first:

Do you have to become a Christian to genuinely follow Jesus?

Christ Covered by “Their Christianity”

A Hindu man once told Jones, “We have been unwilling to receive Christ
into our hearts, but we alone are not responsible for this. Christian mis-
sionaries have held out Christ completely covered by their Christianity” (ibid.,
31; emphasis mine).

The man who originally said that referred specifically to foreign
missionaries and “their Christianity.” The foreign traditions, the de-
nominations, the alien expressions, practices, and architecture of “their
Christianity” hindered many Hindus from considering or following Jesus.

Some missionaries, Ziegenbalg and Carey for example, expended
great effort to learn and understand Indian languages, cultures and re-
ligious beliefs, sometimes facing criticism from European supporters for
doing so. Yet despite their efforts, they all taught that following Jesus
required one to become a Christian, to adopt a Christianity that still
reflected traditions from the missionaries’ home cultures and communi-
ties. In effect, missionaries often answered our question, “Yes, you have to
become a Western-flavored Christian to genuinely follow Jesus.”

In the last century, most foreign missionaries have gone home.
In India today, Christianity presents a vibrant mix of foreign and
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desi (local) influences. Indian Christians have made Christianity their
own, and flavored it with their local and regional masalas (spices). In the
face of charges that Christianity is foreign, believers have worked hard to
establish that they follow an “Indian Christianity,” a Christianity deeply
rooted and indigenized in their own context. It is genuinely “their Chris-
tianity,” not just that of someone’s foreign culture.

Despite these eftorts, though, H. L. Richard rightly observes that
most Christian attempts at cultural adaptation in the twentieth centu-
ry aimed for believers “to become both fully Indian and fully Christian”
(Richard 1998, 106). Even with all this Indianization or indigenization or
contextualization, the fundamental “Christian” barrier remains. A Hindu
today could easily say, “Indian Christians have held out Christ complete-
ly covered by their Christianity.” These Indian Christians seem to answer
our question, “Yes, you have to become an Indian Christian to genuinely
follow Jesus.”

An Indian Christian himself, N. V. Tilak, once wrote, “India needs
Christ, not so much Christianity” (ibid., 87). He dedicated his life to deep-
ly contextualizing Christianity in Indian forms and expressions and still
faced significant resistance. He ended up realizing that Christian identity
itself could present a barrier, no matter how adapted to the culture one

tried to make it.

StaTisTical EVIDENCE FOR THE BARRIER OF “CHRIsTIAN”

Segments of Hindu society today still seem troubled by Indians who
practice “their Christianity,” no matter how Indianized it might be. They
continue to evidence a deep reticence toward the name or identity of
“Christian” in any form. How do we know that the name “Christian”
is a barrier in India? According to the 2011 Indian census, 2.3 percent
of Indians were identified as “Christians” (India Census 2011).¢ A re-
cent estimate indicates that 5.1 percent of India’s population is somehow
connected to Jesus (Joshua Project 2016b). If that number is at all reli-
able, then more than half of Indian followers of Jesus (2.8 percent) do
not identify themselves as “Christians” for various reasons. In raw num-
bers, that represents about 30 million Indians who identify as Christians,

6. 'The 2001 Census also returned 2.3 percent Christian (India Census 2001).
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while 35 million follow Jesus without Christian identity. We must con-

sider what drives this significant hesitation to assume a Christian identity.

Christians
2.3%

Believers

2.8%
Unreached

94.9%

Figure 1. Christians, Believers, and Others in India

Several factors contribute to this significant avoidance of “Christian”
identity in India. Christians have occasionally told me that they declared
as “Christians,” but saw the census-taker mark “Hindu” on the form.
Conversations and research indicate that significant numbers keep their
“Hindu” identity to preserve their access to government quotas for edu-
cation and jobs. These positions are lost immediately upon conversion to
Christianity or Islam (Government of India 2014, 62). Some likely do not
declare as Christians to avoid persecution or family conflict. They may see
themselves, or be labeled as, “Crypto-Christians” (Sharma, S. 2014).

A significant number of these believers, though, choose to follow
Jesus only, yet remain within their Hindu cultures and communities as
Yesu bhaktas. They will never take a “Christian” identity; in fact, they
refuse to do so. Culturally and socially they are Hindus, but spiritually
they follow Jesus alone. This is not the same as Hindus who put images
of Jesus on their god shelf along with their Hindu gods, demonstrating
India’s prevalent pluralism.

The Yesu bhaktas, though, follow and worship Jesus alone, using Hin-
du cultural forms within their Hindu social and cultural communities. A
bhakta leader pointed out to me, “If any Yesu-bhakta worshiped Mukti-
nath (Jesus) along with other deities then it could be termed as ‘syncretism,’

and the mandali [ekklésia, fellowship] would deal with it” (private email).
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These believers are not practicing syncretism, despite some Christian
claims; they are following Jesus within their cultural setting.

No matter the cause, all these options indicate that “Christian” is a
problematic identity in India. This is India’s ground reality. Right now,
today, over half the believers in India answer our question: “No, you do
not have to become a ‘Christian’ to genuinely follow Jesus.” Are they being

unfaithful to Jesus in making this choice, by not adopting the name or
label of Christian?

[nitial Definitions of Christian and Christianity

Later in this chapter, we will discuss scriptural definitions of “Christian”
and “Christianity” and their contribution to the barriers. For now, let me
provide initial working definitions in terms of common perception.

“Christianity” as I will use it in the next sections, represents wha#
Christians both believe and practice. As such, it is not just the teaching of
Jesus, but accumulated systems and expressions that have developed
around that teaching since the end of the New Testament era. When
most people think of Christianity, they do not just think of Jesus and his
way; they also picture the forms, expressions, and institutions by which
global believers have chosen to represent him. The systems of Christian-
ity seem inseparable from the Savior they claim to represent. Different
believers invest the institution and system with varying levels of authority
and essentiality, further complicating our understanding of what consti-
tutes “Christianity.” Is it just what the New Testament teaches or is it
also everything Christians have created since then—denominations and
hierarchies, organizations, creeds and faith statements, doctrinal systems,
liturgies and rituals, customs and expressions, rules and regulations?

I'will use “Christian” initially for one who follows Christianity. Chris-
tians assert that the name “Christian” simply means “Christ-follower.”
Despite their assertions, though, few use it in this way. For many denom-
inations, for instance, a true “Christian” is one who subscribes to their
particular creedal requirements, or institutional expectations, or doctri-
nal formulations. Simply following Jesus is not enough; a believer must
also associate with the right kind of church or churches to be a “genuine
Christian.”

For people outside Christianity, in addition, the name “Christian” can
represent a conglomeration of connotations: church members, cultural
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traitors, Europeans and Americans in general, plus other considerations.
Christians can argue against these associations, but, as we will see, this

confusion about “Christian” presents a substantial barrier.

[NADEQUATE RESPONSES T0 THE “CHRISTIAN" BARRIER

Christians themselves recognize that this barrier of Christian identity
requires some cultural and scriptural consideration. Let’s first look at

some ways believers have sought to address the Christian barrier in India.

[gnore the Barrier

Some Christians ignore the barrier altogether. They simply perpetuate
their Christian traditions, assuming they are being faithful to Jesus in
doing so. They might assert something like, “We are Christians and will
continue to practice our Christianity as we always have. That is our Chris-
tian tradition.”

Such Christians insisted that they need not adapt their expression to
the culture around them, primarily ignoring Paul’s principle of “becom-
ing all things to all people.” Some preserved specific languages (Syriac,
Greek, Latin, English) while others maintained liturgical or architectural
forms familiar to their own Christian culture.

Such cultural expressions of Christianity reached and will continue
to serve certain segments and social groupings within India. At the same
time, a substantial number of Hindus,” kept from Christ for centuries,
may remain largely alienated from Jesus because the fundamental barrier
of “Christian” remains unaddressed.

Like the Jewish believers in Jerusalem (Acts 15) who expected Gen-
tiles to adopt their traditions, Christians can expect new believers to adapt
to their cultural expression of faith in Jesus. Followers are expected to
become “Christians” and to express their faith using the cultural forms of

the Christians who convert them.

7.  According to the 2011 census, there were 960 million Hindus (India
Census 2011). The Dalit populations of Hindus (200 million), are the originating
communities for 75 percent of Christians (IDSN 2013). The remaining 760 million
Hindus are primarily unresponsive to Christian approaches and expressions.
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This issue of cultural forms, in other words, is not just a matter of
Western forms. Indian Christians may be equally responsible for locking
their Christianity into local cultural forms, then requiring new believers
elsewhere in India to only follow “their Christianity” from another region
or state.

Reform Christianity’s Packaging

Some Christians, though, recognized that their cultural accretions kept
people from Jesus. They addressed these at different levels both in India
and elsewhere. Reformation, restoration, and even contextualization ef-
forts attempted to remove layers of human tradition, to introduce people
to a purer “Christianity.” Recent movements to rethink, retool, reset, and
re-church all reflect similar attempts to address Christianity’s cultural
baggage. They generally assume, though, that “Christian” is an essential
core that must be preserved. In this view, some elements might need to be
somewhat adjusted. Christian, though, remains an unquestioned core of
what it means to belong to and follow Jesus.

In India, diverse groups have developed forms of “Indian Chris-
tianity,” “Indian theology,” or “Dalit theology” (Sumithra 1990). These
movements identified and sought to address and remove, to some extent,
Western, Euro-American assumptions inherent in traditional Christian
forms and theologies. They too sought to identify and remove unnecessary
cultural accretions from Christianity so that Indians might follow a more
Indianized Christianity. However, they still assumed “Christian” as the

essential identity for those who want to follow Jesus.

“Hindu-Christian” Responses

A few believers, like Sadhu Sundar Singh (Sharpe 2003), N. V. Tilak
(Richard 1998), Brahmabandhab Upadhyay (Rao 2001), R. C. Das (Rich-
ard 1999), or Appasamy (Appasamy, A. J. 1927) sought to develop more
Hindu-sensitive expressions of Christianity. Their contextualization to
Hindu cultural forms and expressions crossed boundaries that many In-
dian and foreign Christians found uncomfortable, yet even they remained
devoted to Christianity and certain Christian traditions.

Singh wore Indian clothing and spoke in Indian forms and language.
“But,” says Sharpe, “he was simply and patently Christian, using words
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and images and appealing to values which friends of missions could im-
mediately appreciate and accept” (Sharpe 2003, 176).

“Das considered himself a ‘Hindu Christian’ and had great hopes for
the Hindu Christian movement,” summarizes Richard (Richard 1999, 16).
But he remained tied to “traditional Christian orthodoxy” (ibid., 14). For
Das, simply following the way and teaching of Jesus was not sufficient.
These had to be “systematized, harmonized, . . . interpreted, and cultivat-
ed.” The result of this process constitutes “the religion of Christianity or the
Christian religion” to which all believers ought to belong (ibid., 141). He
envisioned a time when Hindus, introduced to Jesus in indigenous ways,
“will awake to find that they are #ruly Christian in faith though Hindu
in religion (culture and life)” (ibid., 218; emphasis mine).

Rao’s critique of Upadhyay could apply equally to all these attempts
at “Hindu-Christianity.” He suggests that they “should have been Hindu,
no hyphen needed.” Rao points us in a more radical direction when he
concludes, “The main lesson of his [Upadhyay’s] life is that discipleship
to Jesus must be brought entirely into the Hindu ambient, without any
‘Christianizing” (Rao 2001, 199). Rao proposes that Upadhyay did not
go far enough, rather than too far. From Rao’s perspective, Upadhyay re-
tained too much “Christian” identity, instead of relinquishing it to follow
Jesus within his own Hindu culture.

These revolutionary Christ-followers still assumed Christianity at
fundamental levels, and this prevented them from truly becoming incar-
national disciples of Jesus within their own Hindu culture and community.
While they followed differing approaches and levels of adaptation, all
seem to answer our earlier key question: “Yes, but you should become a
Hindu-Christian (or Christian-Hindu) to genuinely follow Jesus.”

Even these attempts at deeply contextualizing Christianity did not
significantly open the door for Hindus to consider and follow Jesus. The
“Christian” barrier seems to have persisted. India’s response to these Hindu-
Christian approaches remains, “If Christian identity and Christianity are
required, even if ‘Hinduized, we will not follow Jesus.”

Hindus Resist All Forms of Christianity

So today, whether Christianity remains highly foreign, deeply Indianized,
or somewhere between, Hindus continue to resist Christianity and Chris-
tian identity. A friend of mine in India demonstrates the Christian barrier
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like this. Beginning with his little finger, he enumerates several levels of
Hindu interest in Jesus, from admiration for his teaching (dharma) up to
recognizing that Jesus is God (index finger). “But from there,” he says,
pointing to the wide gap between his index finger and thumb, “the gap is
too wide for most to become Christians.” He illustrates what various Indian
Christians, past and present, have observed. The finger exercise assumes,
though, that Hindus must become Christians to follow Jesus. Christians
commonly assume that if Hindus refuse to cross that insurmountable gap,
they lack commitment to Jesus.

In some situations, no doubt, Hindus truly hear the call to follow
Jesus and respond, like the rich young ruler, by walking away from him
(Matt 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-22). From my exploration of India’s resis-
tance, though, this does not always seem to be the case. Some Hindus do
not primarily reject Jesus and his Way. They instead reject the identity of
“Christian” and “Christianity” that has been inherently associated with
him. They also reject the spirit with which Christians hold to and advo-
cate their faith.

The advance of the Gospel is significantly threatened
by those who have been preconditioned to believe in
the superiority (and universality) of the Western form
of Christianity and in the relative inferiority of Indian
culture. Unfortunately, this includes not only most of
India’s missionary forces (both Western and Indian) but
also the bulk of the Indian Church. By listening to those
who advocate such demeaning views, the West continues
in its cultural bias. Tragically, most of these spokesmen
were then—and are now—unable to distinguish between
Hindu culture and Hindu religion. As a result, Hindu
culture is viewed as evil, because the Hindu religion does

not bring salvation. (Pani 2001a, 24-25)

Address the “Christian” Barrier in a More Scriptural Way

So, if “Christian” identity can present an obstacle, let’s return to our ke
y P ¥
question: Do you have to become a Christian to genuinely follow Jesus?
Many Christians assert, “Yes, you must become a Christian.” Yet the

majority of Indian believers (our earlier statistics), answer “No, we cannot
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accept that identity.” For all those who follow Jesus, the answer to this
question should be firmly rooted in Scripture. Remarkably, we face a chal-
lenge precisely at this point.

Countless ministers, missionaries, evangelists, and witnesses have, for
centuries, taught people something along the lines of, “The Bible says that
you must become a Christian to genuinely follow Jesus.” The church has
taught this for so long, that both Christians and Hindus unquestioningly
assume this is what the Bible says.

But does the Bible teach this? Are Hindus staying away from Jesus in
disobedience to a clear requirement of Scripture—a command of Jesus or
his apostles? Or are interested Hindus alienated from Jesus by a human
invention? Uncomfortable as these questions might be, we need to consid-
er carefully how Scripture answers this question.

What does the Scripture say about our key question: Do you have
to become a Christian to genuinely follow Jesus? Surprisingly little. It does
say enough, though, to provide a clear answer to whether Christian and

Christianity are required identities for those who genuinely follow Jesus.

SCRIPTURAL REVIEW OF “CHRISTIAN" AND “CHRISTIANITY"

When I first had these conversations with my Indian friends, I had been
teaching the Book of Acts for many years at a Christian university. Ev-
ery semester we would reach Acts 11:26, where the label “Christian” was
coined. I always pointed out that “Christian” was not used nearly as often
in the New Testament as we use it today, only three times in fact (Acts
11:26; 26:28; 1 Pet 4:16). At the time that seemed like merely an inter-
esting observation in my strongly Christian context. Today, though, I see
Acts 11:26 as a critical key to addressing India’s reluctance to follow Jesus.

Finding the word “Christian” in the New Testament is not easy. The
three occurrences present an immediate contrast to the widespread use of
the word today. These verses, while limited, do provide six details about
the name “Christian” and how it was used in the New Testament era.

With those in mind, we can better evaluate the modern prevalent use of
“Christian.”
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Six New Testament Observations About “Christian”

Initially, the Jack of New Testament usage, raises an immediate question,
“Why does the name appear so infrequently?” If believers understood
“Christian” as their essential identity, like Christians do today, we would
expect them to use it widely in the New Testament. Compared to their use
of other names (see Table 2, p. 37), “Christian” was clearly not significant
to them.

Next, all we know about the origin of “Christian” is summarized in
one phrase, “The disciples were first called Christians at Antioch” (Acts 11:26).
This occurred some 17 years (AD 30—AD 47) after the momentous events
of Acts 2 on the day of Pentecost (Witherington 111 1998, 78). Prior to
Acts 11:26, no believer used “Christian” because the name did not exist.
They were “disciples” for years, and continued to use that designation for
some time (Breen 2013). Significantly, though, even after “Christian” was
coined, no New Testament believers ever used the name “Christian” for
themselves in the rest of the New Testament. They continued to avoid the
name.

Furthermore, all three verses involve outsiders labeling disciples or be-
lievers “Christians.” Bruce observes, “In the N'T it is applied to them &y
non-Christians (by Agrippa II in Acts 26:28 and by their prosecutors in
1 Pet 4:16)” (Bruce 1990, 274; emphasis mine). Marshall adds that the
second two uses suggest “an element of ridicule” and that the believers
“preferred to use other names for themselves” (Marshall 1980, 203).

In other words, Christ’s followers never used “Christian” to refer to
themselves or fellow believers (Wilken 1984, 33). This was true even of
1 Peter 4:16, where he instructed believers how to respond when Romans
(under or before Nero’s persecution) accused them of the crime of being
“Christians” (Bruce 1990, 274; Robinson 1976, 150). Robinson, in fact,
later explains Peter’s injunction to mean, “Let commission of #Ais ‘crime’
[being Christian] be all that they can find against you” (ibid., 157; empha-
sis original).

In addition, if “Christian” was an essential identity, the apostles, of all
people, should have modeled its use as they do freely with other names for be-
lievers. Paul, though, never used it. Peter referred to it once as an outsiders’
label (1 Pet 4:16). Even John, writing near the end of the first century, nev-
er used “Christian.” He would surely have used the term if it had become
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a common self-designation by the close of the New Testament era.
No apostle used “Christian” to refer to themselves or to fellow believers. Paul was
at Antioch when the name was given in Acts 11:26 (see verse 25), so Paul’s
non-use of “Christian,” particularly indicates that he did not see it as an
essential identity for those who followed Jesus.

The New T1estament, moreover, provides no definition for “Christian. i
Such is not the case for the names that were used by the followers of Jesus
(brothers, disciples, believers, saints [holy people], etc.). Those descriptors
are defined, and we see numerous examples of how believers lived out
those essential identities. The fact that Jesus and his apostles felt no com-

pulsion to do this with “Christian” further indicates that they did not see

. it as their essential identity.
Table 1. Six Contrasts between New Testament and Modern Use of “Christian”
New Testament Contemporary
1. Rarely used (3 times only) 1. Most common identity

Often claimed to be essential
identity

Never essential identity

2. Disciples first, “Christian” label 2.
only late_r
(Acts 11:26; AD 47)

Believers typically “Christians” first,

maybe become disciples later, if ever

3. Coined and used only by outsiders 3. Believers use label prevalently
Never used by believers of Outsiders also use it for believers
themselves

4. Apostles never use “Christian” 4. Leaders often insist on “Christian”
for essential identity of believers and “Christianity” as essential

identity

5. No definition for Christian in NT 5. Make up many definitions for

“Christian” based on cultural,
denominational, and other human
traditions

6. “Christian” is a human invention, 6. Christians commonly act as if

not a God-given name,

hence not required

“Christian” is God-given and

required
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The sixth observation arises from the first five. Some Christians
claim that God or Jesus gave the name;® others assume this to be the case.
However, the lack of use, the late invention, the outsider source, and par-
ticularly the lack of apostolic precedent all falsify this assumption. 7he
name “Christian” is a human fabrication, not a divine requirement. Today’s
common usage, moreover, is also a human invention from after the close
of the New Testament. The name “Christian,” in other words, was not and

is not an essential, divinely required identity for those who follow Jesus.

Are Believers Required to Use “Christian™?

“Christian” did not gain the prevalent usage it has today until the second
century and after (Bruce 1990, 274; Witherington III 1998, 371). Later
believers made it an essential element of their cultural packaging of Jesus,
even though it was never New Testament practice.

The name “Christian,” then, is as much a human invention as church
buildings, pews, stained glass windows, Latin liturgies, European hymns,
or American contemporary worship music. Like these, it is not an essen-
tial element of the Way or Faith of Jesus. Like these cultural inventions,
it might carry deep sentimental value for believers in certain cultural
contexts. At the same time, it represents an unnecessary and expendable
impediment for believers and non-believers in other cultural settings.

How would the apostles and New Testament believers answer our
key question: Do you have to become a Christian to genuinely follow Jesus?
Scripture’s answer is clear: “No, New Testament believers did not become
Christians to genuinely follow Jesus.” They avoided the name even after it
was coined. That is what Scripture says, regardless of centuries of Chris-
tian claims to the contrary, and that remains Scripture’s answer to this
Christian barrier in India. If Jesus and his apostles did not require it, no

believer should require it today.

8. “The name was given by divine inspiration (through Barnabas and Saul)”
(G. Reese 1971, 331f); “Christian” is the one “God-given name by the apostles
in the New Testament. The use of any other name is sinful, because it divides or

denominates” (Nash n.d., 2).
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What About “Christianity”?

If the New Testament, then, does not require Christian identity, what
does it say about “Christianity”? Even less! That term never occurs in the
New Testament. It was only coined in the second century by Ignatius
(Christianismos = Christianism), in his Epistle to the Magnesians. After in-
venting it, he added, “He who is called by any other name besides this is
not of God” (Srawley 1910, 68). Where did Ignatius get this? Not from
Scripture, not from Jesus, not from the apostles. He made it up. As we
have already demonstrated, the Bible does not teach that you must use
Christian or Christianity.

Some might argue that Ignatius simply invented an alternative term
for the Way of Jesus. Christianity, they allege, is convenient shorthand for
“the faith once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). I know Christians
who want to simply use “Christianity” in this way, as a description for
their faith in Jesus. After all, the Oxford Dictionary defines Christianity
as “The religion based on the person and teachings of Jesus Christ, or its
beliefs and practices” (OED 2016). How could that be problematic?

Other Christians have responded, “We have used it for so long, why
does it matter? It doesn’t hurt anyone if we use it. And it would be uncom-
fortable for us to stop using it.”

However, when an identity without scriptural basis alienates nearly
1 billion Hindus—not to mention 1.5 billion Muslims—from Jesus, it
is not a neutral, innocuous term. This “harmless” identity was, after all,
a driving force behind Christendom and crusades, conquistadors and
colonialism, apartheid and US slavery. India’s resistance to this identity
arises partly from its own painful encounters with some of those “Chris-
tian” associations.

Farrururl CONTINUATION OR UUNSCRIPTURAL DEPARTURE?

If “Christianity” was just a neutral substitute for the Way or Faith of
Jesus, perhaps we could justify using this non-scriptural term. In sig-
nificant ways, though, Christianity carries traditions, connotations, and
divisions that inherently convey negative perceptions to many Hindus.
When Christians insist that believers accept “Christianity,” they are not
requiring a neutral identity, but an unscriptural identity encrusted with

adverse baggage.




36 CHRISTIANBARRIERS T0 JESUS

Some scholars even suggest that Ignatius did not simply invent a neu-
tral substitute term for the Way of Jesus. David Bosch and philosopher
Jacques Ellul both argue that the invention of “Christianity” represented
a fundamental departure from or subversion of the Way that Jesus estab-
lished (Bosch 1996, 50; Ellul 2011, 13). While they differ in details, both
assert that the invention of “Christianity” signaled a departure from the
informal, incarnational movement of Jesus to a formal, institutional reli-
gion (Bosch, 50; Ellul, 17).

Bosch and Ellul, T believe, are correct in their analyses. If they are,
then Christianity has a deeper problem than simply negative or cultur-
al baggage. The religion that Christianity has become is ultimately an
unscriptural replacement for the movement Jesus intended. Instead of cre-
ating an alternate term, Ignatius helped replace the Way of Jesus with a
separatist religious system Jesus never envisioned.

If this is true, then Indians who refuse to identify with Christianity
are not being unfaithful to Jesus. They may be rejecting not only a human
term, but an unscriptural religious system. As this chapter has illustrated,
some Indians seem to have an aversion to “Christianity” while maintain-
ing an interest in Jesus.

How, then, do we respond to the barrier of Christianity in India? We
must answer our key question from the Scripture. Did Jesus ask followers to
adopt Christianity? Did his apostles? Does Scripture anywhere ask this of
believers? No. Therefore, we are not required to ask anyone to do so today.
What would happen, though, if we simply introduced them to Jesus and his
Way as revealed in Scripture, no Christianity required? India has been ask-
ing for this for centuries. How much longer will India have to wait for Jesus

while Christians insist on a human “Christianity” that Jesus did not initiate?

NEW TESTAMENT ALTERNATIVES FOR “CHRISTIAN" AND “CHRISTIANITY

When [ discuss this barrier of Christian and Christianity, invariably the
conversation leads to the question, “Then what should we call ourselves?
Or what should we be?” Christians share an all-too-human desire to dis-
tinguish themselves from those around them. Without “Christian” and
“Christianity” to serve that purpose, they find it hard to conceive of other
legitimate identities. Yet the Scripture utilizes numerous terms that de-

scribe different aspects of what it means to belong to Jesus. Unfortunately,
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believers can sometimes emphasize a name for themselves with little
scriptural support, rather than the numerous identities New Testament

believers commonly emphasized.

What Names Should Believers Use?

In the New Testament, “when early Christians described themselves they
spoke of being disciples, believers, saints, brothers and sisters, or followers
of ‘the Way” (Witherington I1I 1998, 371).

The Book of Acts alone uses over thirty distinct descriptors for those
who followed Jesus. Table 2 lists the four most common identifiers believ-
ers used in Acts (brothers/brethren, disciples, believers, saints) compared
to the infrequent “Christian” (2 times by outsiders only). Paul never used
“Christian,” but he commonly used “in Christ” in various ways to describe
the identity and character of believers. In fact, six times he refers to spe-
cific believers who are “in Christ” (Rom 16:7, 22; 1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 12:2;
Gal 1:22; 1 Thess 3:8).

Table 2. Usage of Common Terms for Believers in Acts

Term/ldentity FrequencyinActs  Frequency
for Believers in Acts for
Non-believers

Brother/Brethren 32 P
Disciple 28 1
Believer 9 0
Saint - 0
Christian (used by outsiders only) 2 0

New Testament believers did not feel obligated to limit themselves
to one separatist term. Believers in India should not be required to do so
either. In fact, these New Testament identities provide helpful guidelines

for selecting scriptural and viable alternatives for believers in India.

Two GUIDELINES FOR SCRIPTURAL IDENTITIES

First, choose a variety of terms that arve readily understandable and translat-
able. The top four scriptural names (Table 2) all made cultural sense to the
broader community as well as to believers. This variety of terms highlight-

ed different essential identities for those who followed Jesus. Rather than
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pick one, they used them all to call attention to those different aspects
of their walk with the Lord. India would more likely resonate with that
variety, than with one restrictive label.

Furthermore, we should emphasize culturally neutral terms, rather than
separatist terms. 'The most common term for fellow believers in Acts was
“brother” or “brethren” (32 total), but the believers used this same term
seventeen times when addressing fellow Jews or God-fearers (Acts 13) who
were not followers of Jesus. They avoided separatist terms (like Christian)
and instead emphasized terms that built bridges to those around them.

Deissmann notes that brothers (adelphoi) commonly meant “members
of a community” in the Greek world (Deissmann 1980, 107). My Indian
readers may catch an implication of Deissmann’s definition more readily
than most of my Western readers. They live in a country where caste and
religious divisions are euphemistically called “communities.” Community
disharmony and conflict, and community considerations provide a con-
stant challenge in India (Richard 2007a). “Community” can be a very
divisive, separatist concept.

It is instructive, then, that the New Testament uses “members of a
community” (adelphoi) in very inclusive ways, rather than exclusive. Apos-
tles frequently use the term to maintain identity as part of the Jewish
community. In Paul’s sermon in Acts 13, he broadens its inclusiveness to
include the Gentile God-fearers at the back of the room (vs 26). Jews would
not technically call them “brethren,” because they had not taken circumci-
sion and converted to the Jewish faith. Paul wants them to know that Jesus
loves and wants them, so he calls them “brethren” also. Paul, I believe, is
signaling here that God’s incarnational community was getting bigger, no

longer limited to the separatist confines of the Jewish “community.”

Wnar Asour Buuakras»

Some of my incarnational believer friends in India refer to themselves as
Yesu bhaktas, devotees of Jesus, Christ-followers, or some similar term.
They also use common terms for disciple (shishya, chela) or servant (dasa,
doss) of the Lord. The Bible does not have the Sanskrit term bbakta, ob-
viously, so Christians might reject this name out of hand. But, as we've
demonstrated, Christianity isn’t in the Bible and we use it. Let me suggest
a closer look at the word and its relationship to some possible New Testa-

ment connections.
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A bhakta is a loving worshiper of God or follower of a teacher (guru).
The word is impossible to define in a single English word, but conveys
devotion, love, emotion, dedication, worship, and obedience among other
ideas. Worshipers of Jesus should certainly exhibit these nuances in their
relationship with him.

A bhakta is a person who practices bhakti toward God. Hawley
provides a great definition for bhakti in his history of the Hindu bhaks:

movements:

“Bhakti,” as usually translated, is devotion, but if that
word connotes something entirely private and quiet, we
are in need of other words. Bhakti is heart religion, some-
times cool and quiescent but sometimes hot—the religion
of participation, community, enthusiasm, song, and of-
ten of personal challenge, the sort of thing that coursed
through the . . . Great Awakenings in the early history of
the United States. It evokes the idea of a widely shared
religiosity for which institutional superstructures weren't
all that relevant, and which, once activated, could be his-
torically contagious—a glorious disease of the collective
heart. It implies direct divine encounter, experienced in

the lives of individual people. (Hawley 2015, 2)

A bhakta, in other words, is devoted to God—defined by devotion. In-
terestingly, the English word “saint” intersects with bhakta at this very
point. You can’t see it at first (remember those church words that hide
what the Bible says?). Christians usually hear “saint” and think of special
holy people with halos, images in churches, or a special piety that is unat-
tainable by ordinary believers.

'The New Testament, though, calls all believers “saints” (bagioi). That
word simply means “holy people.” “Holy” still doesn’t help us much,
because even that word can sound unattainable or only for special believ-
ers. Many people probably think of “Holier than thou”! But what does
“holy” (bagios) mean? Trench defines it as “consecration and devotion to
the service of Deity [God]” (Trench 1978, 331; emphasis mine). Its first
definition in the standard lexicon of biblical Greek is “dedicated to God”
(Bauer, et al. 1979, 9; emphasis mine). A “saint,” in other words, is some-
one dedicated and devoted to God. In this sense, the New Testament
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“saint” and Hindu “bhakta” intersect closely—both describe a person
dedicated and devoted to God.

In suggesting these possibilities, I am not implying a one-to-one cor-
relation between bhakta and “saint” (bagios). Jesus-followers would need
to prayerfully examine Hindu religious connections related to bhakza.
Rather than rejecting the term outright, though, believers should at least
explore functional equivalents between Scripture and culture (de Waard
and Nida 1986). This would be preferable to adopting supposedly “bibli-
cal” terms that simply preserve traditional church terminology.

What should believers call themselves? How should new Indian be-
lievers refer to themselves? They should examine the rich choices provided
by Scripture and prayerfully select those that best explain what it means
to follow and belong to Jesus in their context. If they follow the example
of Acts, though, they will find the most culturally neutral names, rather
than identities that separate them from the culture around them. They
won’t use “Christian” typically because it’s scripturally unnecessary and

culturally problematic.

[{ Not Christianity, to What Do We Belong?

In the same way, if we remove “Christianity” from our vocabulary, prac-
tice, and consideration, what would we call this thing that we follow?
Since no New Testament believers used “Christianity,” we again should
investigate and utilize the terms they used. Scripture should guide us, not
Christian tradition—the two are far from equivalent.

I will deal in the next chapter with the traditions and barriers around
two common options, church (ekklésia) and kingdom (basileia). The New
Testament believers, though, did use faizh (Acts 6:7; 14:22; 16:5; 24:24;
Gal 1:23; Eph 4:5; Jude 3) and way (John 14:6; Acts 9:2; 18:25f.; 19:9,23;
22:4,14; 24:22) to describe what they followed and to what they belonged.

Christians might say that these terms are unclear, they do not make
their Christian identity distinct, but that’s exactly the New Testament’s
point. In contexts that were challenging and resistant, it was not wise to
wave their difference like a banner, or more like a red cape before an angry
bull. A neutral term, like “the faith” or “the way,” allowed believers to
know what they were talking about.

In using Way (bodos), Jesus and his followers used a common cultural
term to identify “the faith.” Jesus became their “Way” in the face of many
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competing ways in the first century. This language was natural to both
Jewish and Greco-Roman culture to explain Jesus and what it means to
follow him.

The same idea that Christ and his teaching is the Way or Path provides
a similar bridge for understanding Jesus in the Hindu world. “Tradition-
ally,” H. L. Richard observes, “three paths to salvation are considered
valid” (Richard, 2007b, 10; emphasis mine). They are called the Trimarga
(Three Paths) in Sanskrit: “karmamarga, the path of works; jaananmarga,
the path of knowledge; and bhaktimarga, the path of loving devotion”
(Klostermaier 1989, 145). Hindus themselves, in other words, seek God
through several paths.

So, when Indian believers refer to their life in Jesus as the Yesu Marg
or Panth (Jesus Way or Path), they are using language familiar to Hindus.
Their Bibles use these words already as one culturally understandable form
to explain what it means to follow the “Way” of Jesus.

The collective terms “the Faith” or “the Way” are preferable to “Chris-
tianity” because 1) they are scriptural terms (“Christianity” is not), and
2) they build a neutral, understandable bridge to the culture, instead of
reflecting Christianity’s separatism.

THE KEY QUESTION

We have seen that Christian identity is problematic for many Hindus,
even for many believers in the Indian context, so let us revisit our key
question one more time: Do you have to become a Christian to genuinely
follow Jesus?

Jesus did not teach it. Neither did his apostles. All evidence for the
widespread use of Christian identity comes after the end of the New Tes-
tament. Scripture does not require anyone to become a “Christian” or
adopt “Christianity” to live for Jesus.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

Look at Christian identity from the incarnational paradigm of Chapter
1. We must question the necessity for believers to adopt “Christian” or
“Christianity” of any kind as their separatist identity. The New Tes-
tament does not require this, and the Indian context indicates many
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people reject it already for various reasons. Only Christian tradition

claims it is essential.

Christians

Some communities in India, however, may choose to identify with
“Christian” and “Christianity.” Communities that have been culturally
“Christian” for generations, for instance, present an interesting challenge.
Some may be culturally Christians, but may not have a relationship with
Jesus. Those who do truly learn to follow Jesus from Christian commu-
nities, will likely follow him in overtly “Christian” ways, since that is the
only form they know. Like Jews who became followers of Jesus, the form
of religion they once knew would take on new meaning as they encoun-
tered and followed the living Jesus within that.

This might hold true also for tribal groups who are primarily “Chris-
tianized” already. To follow Jesus in a way other than “Christian” would
isolate the remaining believers from most of the culture which does follow
Jesus. There may be segments of India’s diverse communities for whom the
Christian path might be more appropriate than a bhakta path. Believers in
India would need to determine that for themselves; my suggestions from
the outside would be completely inappropriate and ignorant of ground
realities in specific contexts.

Some argue that the Dalits have no other option except to leave their
community entirely and join the Christian community. As we will see
shortly (Chapter 3—Church), this choice has not always led to greater
freedom or equality for too many of their number. Where significant
groups of Dalits have become Christian and more would follow them,
this again may be an appropriate path. For many, though, the most incar-
national option may still be the bhakta path.

If a Hindu expresses interest in following Jesus, or comes to visit your
church, what should you do? Don’t look at the Hindu as a target for Chris-
tian evangelism and conversion. Don'’t look at them as another potential
Christian to add to the numbers.

From the last chapter and this one, we assume that people should
stay with their family and community under normal circumstances, rath-
er than making extraction essential. Based on that, our initial response
would be to help them connect with a fellowship (mandali) of bhaktas who
could disciple and encourage them from the start. We should start there,
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and prayerfully consider where on the incarnational spectrum the Lord

wants them to follow him.

Yesu Bhakias

Those who come to Jesus primarily from Hindu communities will usually
be better directed to a mandali of Yesu bhaktas as soon as they develop in-
terest in Jesus. Let bhaktas disciple and coach them in how to follow Jesus
appropriately within their own culture and community. These followers
would be, and indeed are, taught to set aside caste prejudices and discrim-
ination as followers of the Lord. They know how to interact and relate
appropriately across caste lines. They are encouraged to see all followers of
Jesus as brothers and sisters in the Lord, part of his family, no matter the
level of society from which they originate.

For readers who are Yesu bhaktas, I have prayed that this chapter
helps set them free from anyone who tells them that they are not being
faithful to Jesus if they do not become “Christians” and accept Christi-
anity. I hope that this study will help them settle in their own hearts that
they are being truly faithful to the Lord, that it will provide them with
answers for those who challenge their choice to follow Jesus within their

own culture and community.

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

An Indian friend of mine is a Christian who works gently and respect-
fully with Indians of various faiths. He does not push Jesus on people
and does not engage in large, flashy evangelistic campaigns, but he and
his colleagues work in creative ways to introduce Indians to Jesus. Some
evangelists came to him one day and rebuked him for not aggressively
making more Christians. He replied, “Let’s say you have an audience of
one thousand Hindus—pukka (real, genuine) Hindus, not Christians pad-
ding the audience. When you have preached, how many Christians will
you make?”

They discussed among themselves and replied, “Maybe twenty!” He
told me that in his mind he thought that estimate was high, but he gave
them the benefit of the doubt.
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“You take your twenty converts and make them Christians,” he re-
plied, “then I will work to undo the damage you have done to the 980, and
will try to help some of them meet Jesus.”

E. Stanley Jones once observed that Indians seemed to have made “an
amazing and remarkable discovery, namely, that Christianity and Jesus
are not the same—that they may have Jesus without the system that has
been built up around him in the West” (Jones 1926, 13).

Sadly, in the last century Christianity has primarily rejected and shut
the door on that discovery, insisting that India must become Christian
to follow Jesus. The New Testament, though, has actually sided with the
Indians’ discovery all along. The original followers of Jesus had no “Chris-
tianity” to identify with Jesus, they just followed him. None of them saw
Christian as an essential part of who they were.

Today we have an opportunity to set the record straight. Based on
Scripture we can tell India, “You do not have to become a Christian or adopt
Christianity. Christianity and Jesus are not the same! Just follow Jesus.”




CHAPTERS

THE BARRIER OF CHURCH

Arun and Sushimita converted to Christianity while working in the Unit-
ed States. The Christians there taught them to take strong stances against
their Hindu family and community (cultural separatism). After a few
years, they returned to India and initially followed the separatist practices
with her family. The wife’s family, consequently, had been antagonistic
toward her and her husband.

Eventually, though, they began to wrestle with the barriers raised in
the previous chapters. They recognized that part of the tension arose from
how they had related to and communicated with her family. They sought
to connect with her family in more respectful ways instead of offending
them or staying away.

One day they invited me to their home for lunch. Their new engage-
ment with her family had reduced the tension somewhat. Her father,
though, remained resistant to their faith, although recently he had re-
quested a study Bible in the local Tamil language. Eventually, the lady
declared, “My father is a leader in his temple community. Nearly three
hundred people follow his lead. If he were even to attend a church, much
less join one, he would lose his influence with much of the community.
But,” she added, “if he could follow Jesus without church, many of them
would take his lead. They might also follow Jesus.”

Would that even be possible? Why would church attendance ever be a
concern? Herbert Hoefer, from his research into Hindu views of Christi-

anity and church, confirmed her sentiments:

It’s membership in a church that is so contrary to Hindu pi-
ety, so upsetting to Hindu families, and so threatening
to Hindu politicians. If we can clearly state that one can
convert to faith in Jesus and one can even be baptized,
without ever joining a church, most of our difficulties with
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the Hindu community and the political parties will be
over. It’s conversion into a new culture, it’s baptism into
a new community, that is the problem. (Hoefer 2001b,
223—4; emphasis mine)

Following Jesus without church? I know it’s a major question and chal-
lenge. We will examine that issue shortly. Set that glaring question aside
for a moment, though, and consider the implication of those statements.
They raise a more foundational question? Why is church such a problem that
people would even consider avoiding it in the Indian context (and elsewbhere)?
Some Christians may not like Hoefer’s research,’ or a more recent attempt
by Dasan Jayaraj to update understanding of this phenomenon (Jayaraj
2010). We must still wrestle, however, with what causes so many Indian
people to see church as problematic in some way.

Some Christians may quickly answer, “Hindus don’t want to follow
Jesus, so they don’t want his church. Church is just their excuse.” In their
minds, the resistance to church is simply resistance to Jesus. Others have
said, “They just wish to avoid persecution for Jesus’ sake, so they avoid
joining a church and identifying with Christians.”

Other Indian Christians may point to situations where church was
not a barrier. Chennai has several mega-churches that number in the
thousands, occasionally tens of thousands. Those churches are not a barri-
er to at least some people. Christian friends can point to instances where
Hindus came to church and met Jesus there. One told recently of a Hindu
woman who asked to pray in the church building on her way to work. The
building obviously was not a barrier for her, although he also tells of many
Hindus who would not enter the same building, especially when services
were being conducted. Other friends tell of Hindus who attended spe-
cial occasions or Christian festivals at a church building, just not regular

9.  Churchless Christianity. Bhakta friends and those who work alongside them are
troubled by that title. They are not, and will never be, Christians, but they are genuine
disciples of Jesus. While there are believers who do not associate with “church” as
traditionally understood, they may very well find alternative, home-based forms of
ekklésia and fellowship both within a city and more regionally. They have a group
of believers that gathers regularly; they just do not call it church. Christians don’t
like his title because it implies you can be a Christian without church, an idea they
typically find unacceptable.




The Barrier of Church 47

worship services. All these observations and qualifications demonstrate
that this barrier is complex, not simplistic.

From my conversations, observations, and investigations, though,
those Christian answers can be used to dismiss a reality that my friends
regularly articulated. Church, as it is often known and expressed in India,
is keeping a significant majority of Hindus away from Jesus, even when
they might have an interest in him, so let’s start there. What might Hin-
dus find problematic about church and should we be at all concerned?

[S CHURCH A BARRIER FOR HINDUS?

A century ago, E. Stanley Jones avoided Christian churches as venues
for his roundtable discussions to introduce Hindus and Muslims to Je-
sus. Why? Even then he noted, “There is a real prejudice against them
[the churches]” (Jones 1926, 83). Jones’ observation seems to hold true for
many Indians even today. They still find church problematic, and demon-
strate their concern in various ways.

Hindu attacks on church buildings and gatherings have represented
a more violent reaction to church. I do not want to dismiss these issues,
and originally included reflections about them. The more I investigated
and researched, though, the more I realized that the reports of violence
require much deeper research and reflection on that aspect of how Hindus
perceive Christians and churches, and how some Christians portray these
situations (see for instance, Bauman 2013). That will be a later project
beyond the scope of this one.

Consequently, I have focused this chapter on more prevalent, non-

violent Hindu concerns about churches.

AVOIDING CHURCHES

When Christians invite Hindus to church or talk about church, they
receive a range of responses: “I can’t go to church,” “I find church uncom-
fortable,” or “I don’t want anything to do with church.” Hindus, it seems,
just avoid church far more frequently than any other response.

When asked politely, Hindus can identify a variety of traditions that
contribute to the barrier of church. Hoefer’s research, for instance, elicited

the following:
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« “Bad moral reputation of Christians

« “Dislike to join socially with Harijans [or caste Hindus, de-
pending on caste origin]

* “Discomfort with patterns of Sunday worship

«  “Feel sitting [in chairs] at worship is disrespectful . . . more
comfortable to sit on floor

*  “Feel inappropriate to wear shoes inside sanctuary

« “Cannot understand old Christian language

» “Dislike Western-style music—preferring bbajans (Indian-
style worship songs)

« “Dislike changes in women’s dress [e.g., Remove tilak/bindi,
gold or jewelry, wear white sari—all signs of widowhood,
insulting husband and his family while he is alive]

» “Dislike change of name [to Christian names—see Chapter 5
for this issue]

« “Loss of life-cycle rituals [up to sixteen such rituals, in
Hindu traditions]

» “Reputation of Christians as unpatriotic” [anti-national]
(Hoefer 2001b, 217-18; brackets identify my elaborations)

This is a rather short list that could be expanded significantly with ad-
ditional interviews. I must point out that Hoefer did this research among
cultural Hindus who believed in Jesus, loved Jesus, and wanted to follow
Jesus at some level. They just could not or would not bring themselves to
join a church to do so.

One Christian recounted that some of his own Hindu family mem-
bers avoided his church wedding because of how the pastor and Christians
would treat them. A pastor friend recounted instances where Hindus would
not come to the church building during church services. They would only
come to talk at times when services were not meeting, because they did
not want to be seen by the community as attending or joining a church.

An Indian friend of mine tried for several years to start a more tra-
ditional church using school rooms and store fronts as meeting places.
The people he worked with finally told him that they were turned off by
rows, pulpits, and traditional worship. Formal church was a problem for
them and their families. Today his ministry involves multiple house fel-
lowships. One gathering is sometimes hosted by a Hindu family who want
to learn more about Jesus, but who told my friend they could never come
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to a church. Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs all come to learn in a neutral,
non-threatening setting in homes.

Even some Christians have been hurt or turned off by one or more
traditional churches. They want to follow Jesus, but church traditions and
institutions get in their way. Repeatedly these people have told my friend
that church is not an option for them. The barriers associated with church
can affect Christians, not just Hindus.

As we saw in the previous chapter on Christians, a significant popula-
tion of believers in India refuses to identify with Christianity and church.
Both represent a powerful, barrier-building combination to Hindus. We
must ask, then, why does church present such a challenge to Hindus?

WHY DO HINDUS AVOID CHURCH?

Embodies Other Barriers

Church is partly problematic because it embodies and inculcates so many
of the other barriers to Jesus. Some churches emphasize the cultural sep-
aratism and Christian identity that we already saw can present barriers.
Hoefer’s comment at the start of this chapter illustrates the deep intercon-
nection between the church and other Christian barriers: “It’s conversion
into a new culture, it’s baptism into a new community, that is the problem”
(ibid., 223—4; emphasis mine). The barriers in that one highlighted sen-
tence are unpacked in Chapters 1, 2, 5, and 6. Church, in Hindus’ minds,
can reflect and represent all the barriers this book will explore. After all,
it is the institution that fosters and inculcates them.

Set the other barriers aside for a moment. Let’s focus on some deep-
er, unique challenges that church poses to Hindus. These barriers appear
inherent in what church has become not only in the Indian context, but

everywhere it exists today.

Embodies Division

Part of the barrier that church presents involves a set of divisive traditions
that seem inherent in its DNA. I'm not referring to the “division” Jesus
alluded to in Luke 12:51f. We can’t evade the social division Jesus himself

can cause. However, other divisive aspects of Indian church life neither
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originate from Jesus nor are they condoned by him. They can significantly
contribute to Hindu resistance to Jesus.

EmBonies Foreien DENOMINATIONAL [DIivisiON

Much of the denominational division is fully attributable to the West,
to the foreign church. Jesus indicated that the unity of his believers was
necessary for the world to believe and know that God had sent him (John
17:20-23). Earlier that same evening he indicated that all would recognize
his disciples when they had love for one another (John 13:35). Yet a recent
estimate claims that there are 42,000 Christian denominations globally
(Johnson, ct al. 2016). This denominational division can present problems
for Hindus in several ways.

Confusion of Denominations

Jonathan Bonk once asked, “Can there be genuine Christianity without
a gathered church?” He then reflected, “Answers to this question hinge
on what we mean by ‘church’ and ‘Christian.” For two thousand years,
these deceptively simple terms have defied consensus as global estimates
of 37,000 [now 42,000] Christian denominations and nearly 300 confes-
sional councils worldwide attest” (Bonk 2005, 169).

When the Dalit champion Ambedkar was seeking a religious alterna-
tive for non-caste communities, he asked Bishop Azariah, “If we become
Christians can we all be united in one Church wherever we live?” 'The
bewildering denominational divisions caused Azariah shame because
he could not promise unity within the church (Harper 2000, 313). If
Ambedkar wanted to join the church, he would have had to choose one of
many Indian denominations, and would have then belonged to a church
divided within itself.

With India’s strong sense of communal identity, church membership
and denominational affiliation can present a barrier far more confusing
than in Western contexts. How do Hindus begin to decide which church
community is the right one to attend or join?

When Indian Christians, then, insist that a convert must join zbe
church, they typically mean their church, as opposed to someone else’s.
An Indian seminary president recently told me of villages that had five
different churches each with around ten members. The level of church and

denominational division within India can be bewildering.
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Foreignness ofDenomz’mzz‘iom

The foreign nature of church denominations, even the “Indian” ones, is
also troubling. Most denominational differences originated in foreign de-
bates and cultural distinctives, not at all relevant to India. “As we have
seen,” suggests Darrell Guder, “mission” had basically meant the Western
expansion of izs own culturally conformed Christianity, carried out in a com-
plex relationship with colonialism. Implicit in mission was the formation
of the institutional church, an extension of the territory of Christendom”
(Guder 2000, 18).

For Catholics, it was “the plantatio ecclesiae, the planting of the church,
under the pope and his bishops. . . . Protestant mission took a variety of
stances regarding the institutional church, but the necessary result of their
activity was invariably the formation of an institution, normally modeled on
the church tradition of the missionaries” (ibid.). The denominations assumed
that church, their version of the ekklésia, should be the one that all believ-
ers in India followed. This assumption almost ensured that IHindus would
perceive the church as a foreign entity.

Once churches become established, we don’t often recognize how
much cultural adaptation led to their original development. My daughter
shared a blog post with me that highlighted how Western culture has
imprinted itself on major denominational branches. The writer reflected,
“[Jesus] wants to situate us in a larger life, which he calls the ‘Reign of
God. But instead we make him into a Scholastic philosopher if we are
Roman Catholic, into a moralist if we are mainline Protestant, or into a
successful and imperialistic American if we are Evangelical” (Rohr 2016).

Traditions and denominations can embody fundamental cultural as-
sumptions that are then imposed on believers in other parts of the world
unwittingly, or sometimes intentionally. This subtle stamp of division and
foreignness has maintained its imprint on Indian churches long after the
foreigners left.

Along these lines, Brian McLaren suggests, “What we call Christi-
anity today has a history, and this history reveals it as a Roman, imperial
version of Christianity.” He elaborates, “In this sense, we could refer to
Roman Catholic and Roman Protestant Christianity—two wings of a
project shaped in part by Jesus and the apostles and in part by Rome and
its emperors” (McLaren 2012, 84). Church, as we will see, may reflect
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more of the Roman emperor Constantine than the scriptural concept of
ekklésia. When we dig deeper, church may be more essentially foreign
than just the external trappings on which people usually focus.

Furthermore, when a church has headquarters or decision-making
leadership in foreign countries, this exacerbates Hindu concerns about a
foreign church operated to serve foreign interests and agendas. When the
first churches came to India, they interacted with and remained answer-
able to church leaders and traditions from their originating countries. This
was true with the Syrian churches in the fourth and fifth centuries. It was
also true of the Catholics who arrived in Goa in the 1500s and who still
owe allegiance to a Pope and hierarchy in Rome. The various Protestant
groups also answered to foreign church bodies that had sent them from
Europe and later America.

Even when the foreign churches handed leadership over to Indians,
the “indigenized” structures maintained elements of the foreign flavor
from the original denominations. Indian churches, even when indigenous
for generations, can still be perceived by Hindus as alien, hence suspect.
Consequently, denominations, as the foreign infrastructure of church, can
present obstacles to Hindus. Even India’s united churches reflect regional
differences in the North and South that can appear foreign in different
areas of the country.

Hindu “Denominations” (Sampradayas)

To be honest, Hindus have their own complex of sampradayas (tradi-
tions) that divide them—over three hundred and constantly expanding
(Klostermaier 1989, 329). 'The debates between followers of Shiva and
Vishnu, for instance, could be acrimonious, at times deadly (ibid., 333).
The idea of church denominations, then, does not necessarily have to con-
fuse Hindus if explained with such familiar examples. Different churches
have followed, explained, and worshiped Jesus in different ways that
were more natural to their culture and community. While they can be
explained, though, church divisions along denominational lines still can
pose a confusing barrier to Hindus. And when they embody foreign tradi-
tions, they are almost certain to raise concerns for many Hindus.
Denominational church challenges, then, can hamper Hindus
from considering or following Jesus. From what I have heard and seen,

though, a significant barrier arises from church divisions that reflect caste
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considerations. Some Christians will deny that this exists, but most I
have talked with and read indicate that this is a very present reality in the
church, one that creates challenges for Hindus.

PerreTUuAaTES CASTE™ DIvIisiON

Donald McGavran, once remarked with India in mind, “The structures of
the Church and its modes of growth are heavily conditioned by sociology
... The church always grows in a society” (McGavran 1979, 11). Caste is
a major feature of Indian sociology, so it is not surprising that the Indian
church has had, and continues to wrestle with, the challenge of caste.
In an ideal world, caste would simply cease to exist in the church. Some
Christian leaders assert that this has indeed been the case. Generally,
though, Christians tell a very different story. Caste is an all-too-common
reality within India’s churches and presents a significant barrier to Hindus

who might be interested in Jesus.

In 1984 the Evangelical Fellowship of India and the Asia Theological As-
sociation held a joint Consultation on Caste and Church. Three statements

within this document tacitly acknowledged caste to be a problem wizhin
the church:

Declaration 9: We confess and repent that on occasions and in places
we have permitted the evils of caste to influence the church and to mar the

beauty and unity of the body of Christ

Declaration 10d: That local churches, theological institutions, orga-
nizations, leaders, families and individuals presently and periodically
evaluate the influence of casteism in their lives and take corrective mea-

sures to eradicate this evil.

10. Since my Indian sources use “caste” regularly in the quotes, I am addressing
this as a “caste” issue. More commonly Indians would use “community” as a less
offensive term for the other “c” word. I am aware, from numerous conversations, that
“caste” can be a sensitive and emotional topic. While I do not intend to unnecessarily
offend, the “caste” language does illustrate the serious, offensive nature of “caste”
consideration in the church. Where this causes hurt, I pray that it also causes soul-

searching and healing.
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Declaration 10e: That wherever the evil of the caste system has permeat-

ed the church’s worship and witness, we seek corrective measures in the

light of biblical teaching through the empowering of the Holy Spirit.

Where guilty we must seek to humbly confess our sins and to accept

and take disciplinary action.

(Editorial 1985; emphasis mine)

Robert Eric Frykenberg, long-time scholar of Indian Christianity and
Hindu traditions, observed, “It is difficult to find any time in the history
of Christians in India when caste has not been a burning issue. No prob-
lem has remained more persistent or enduring. No group of Christians in
India seems to have been immune” (Frykenberg, Introduction 2003, 10).

Caste considerations are prevalent enough within the church that
Encyclopedia Britannica even has an entry regarding “Christian caste.” Its
opening statement reflects what many Indian Christians have confessed to
me, “Christian caste, in India, [is] the social stratification that persists among
Christians, based upon caste membership at the time of an individual’s
own or of an ancestor’s conversion. Indian Christian society is divided into
groups geographically and according to denomination, but ke overriding
factor is one of caste” (Encyclopedia Britannica 2016b; emphasis mine). Note
particularly that last phrase. It refers to Christians, not Hindus; “the over-
riding factor is one of caste.”

“Has caste left the church? Unfortunately, such is far from the truth,”
concurs N. J. Gnaniah.

Whenever a bishop’s election happens in some mainline
churches, caste emerges. Whenever a marriage happens,
it comes out. Whenever an appointment is made by an
institution, it comes out. Whenever a promotion to a job
in a Christian institution is made, it comes out. Some
people would rather marry a Hindu who belongs to the
same caste than a Christian of another caste. It is sad, but
true. (Gnaniah 2011, 165)

Unfortunately, it’s not just an internal church problem. Caste distinc-
tions within the church have directly impeded Hindus from considering
or coming to Jesus.



The Barrier of Church 55

Church Caste Considerations Keep Hindus from Jesus

In Gnaniah’s experience—coming from a caste Hindu family himself—
Hindus are interested in following Jesus, “when you explain the gospel
in an understandable way.” But, he adds, “the hesitation comes in joining
the church, for any adherence to Christianity aligns one with a church

mwm

made up of ‘other caste people’ (ibid., 166). Some of my colleagues have
corroborated Gnaniah’s assessment. One of my Christian colleagues often
points out that there are around three thousand jatis (castes) and twenty-
five thousand gotras (subcastes). These revolve around deeply known rules
regarding who you may or may not associate with, eat with, or marry.
Indian believers face a formidable challenge in addressing these social dis-
tinctions as they impact church life and relationships.

If new believers are not the same caste as the church, they can feel
uncomfortable associating with “another caste.” I have also heard stories
of the reverse. A church of one caste can make it clear that a person from
another caste is not welcome (for instance predominantly Dalit churches
toward higher caste converts).

A friend of mine told of a Brahmin couple who were interested in
Jesus and began attending their fellowship. Several traditional Christians
in the group, though, were not pleased with the presence of Brahmins in
their midst. By ignoring them or subtly shaming them, the couple were
eventually made to feel so unwelcome that they left the church. Such caste
discrimination had nothing to do with Jesus, in fact it contravened his
spirit of grace and engagement (Chapter 1).

Other Christians describe situations where a church accepted the
person as a believer. However, the “wrong caste” convert would be dis-
criminated against when seeking a spouse from among the Christians
either for self or for a child (depending on age). Christian friends who
married across caste have recounted the opposition they faced from their
Christian families for doing so. They also point to the numerous Christian
matrimonial (shaadi) sites where Christians include caste as one consider-
ation, unless they specify “caste no bar” (caste not a consideration). Caste
considerations for Christian marriages are a present reality.

Ironically, Christians might pay close attention to caste within
the church, yet often display a level of disregard for caste sensitivities

among Hindus, providing another source of offense. Gnaniah provides
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two examples. Couples were encouraged by Christian pastors to marry
across caste, but without any discussion with or consideration shown to-
ward their Hindu families. In both instances, because of this disrespect,
the Hindu families refused to ever hear of Jesus. Many Indian Christians
would simply claim victory for Jesus in the face of “unfortunate” opposi-

tion and persecution. Gnaniah’s assessment, though, seems more realistic:

In my opinion these young converts were not taught
properly. The church and many pastors do not know or
understand how to operate within the cultural realities
of caste. Most evangelicals or those who do evangelism
do not know enough about the social structures of Tamil
Nadu . . . So they preach the gospel, win one or two, and
rejoice. But if we don’t teach and train new converts prop-
erly, we lose the whole caste group. It is a tragedy to win one
or two, only to lose thousands. (ibid.)

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar was the foremost champion for Dalit rights and
emancipation (Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar 2016). He once asked the first
Indian Anglican bishop, V. S. Azariah, “If we become Christians can we
all be united in one Church wherever we live? And will we be entirely free
from all Caste prejudice?” Azariah could not affirm either possibility, and
reflected later, “I have never felt so ashamed in my life because I couldn’t
say YES to either question—I could only come away in disgrace” (Harper
2000, 313). This conversation occurred in 1936. Twenty years later, out
of increasing disappointment with his people’s options, Ambedkar led
200,000 Dalits to convert to Buddhism. The church’s caste considerations
and realities prevented hundreds of thousands of Dalits from considering
Jesus as a path to freedom and reconciliation.

To be honest, most of today’s church members originated from Dalit
backgrounds (est. 75 percent). This represents around 10 percent of today’s
Dalit population. Church, then, has certainly not been a barrier to Dalits.
Yet this Dalit influx has itself raised questions for Hindus.

Sandhya Jain, political researcher and columnist, illustrates Hin-
du awareness of the caste issues within the church. She points out that
churches and missions have targeted Dalits (technically Scheduled
Castes—SCs), promising them “equality and economic advancement.”
More recently, though, churches have been petitioning the government to
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provide educational and job benefits to Christian SCs because they con-
tinue to be disadvantaged.! This leads her to remark, “There must be a
deep rot in the church if it cannot grant social equality and dignity to
those whom it has pulled out of their traditional civilizational matrix [see
Chapter 1], socially isolated by conversion [see Chapter 5], and then aban-
doned to wallow in fresh discrimination!” (Jain 2008).

Jain’s recommendations may seem extreme, but they do indicate Hin-

du concern about caste prejudice within churches:

There is no excuse for SC discrimination in the church,
and it is high time the Government of India invoked ex-
isting laws against church clergy and laity for persisting
abuse. An immediate crackdown should be made against
exclusively dalit churches, followed by an action against
churches with segregated pews for sitting, separate water
for communion,'? and separate burial spaces. (ibid.)

To the extent that she describes church caste realities, believers them-
selves ought to consider how Jesus would have them address such problems
from within. I began this section with the 1984 Christian call to address
caste challenges in the church. Twenty-four years later, Jain described the
same caste-based discrimination, still not addressed. Jain articulates it,
but Hindus like her can see what she has observed. Church discrimina-
tion, where it exists, can present an obstacle to Jesus.

These representative examples of caste barriers within the church
should trouble true believers deeply. The ckklésia, the body of Christ,
breaks down dividing walls (Eph 2:14) and brings divided people together
(Eph 2:15-19). Church, instead, can sometimes perpetuate social divi-
sions that keep believers from fellowship with one another and that keep
countless more from Jesus.

Please don’t think I am singling out the Indian church here. This “caste”
reality is one expression of a pervasive problem with the church construct.

11. The issue of government “reservation” (benefits) for Dalits is an ongoing debate
that I cannot address here. Google “Christian Dalit reservation” for some sense of
the intense feeling this issue arouses within India on multiple sides.

12. Refers to some churches that require separate vessels and juice (“water” is her

confusion) for different castes when they take communion.
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It’s notjustin India. At times, the Western church justified and legitimized
slavery, anti-Semitism, apartheid, genocide, imperialism, colonialism, and
segregation. These practices, sometimes even originated by church sanc-
tion, were justified by misuse of Scripture, and were only later corrected
by concerned believers.

These considerations about denomination and caste ofter representa-
tive examples of what could be a full book’s worth of barriers related to
church. Even if we dealt with these issues, however, my conversations and
explorations have indicated that resistance to church lies deeper than any

of these issues.

WHY IS THE WEST ABANDONING CHURCH?

Anyone familiar with Western Christianity is aware that the church has
barriers of its own in the West. Indian critics note this fact, and point
to the decline in church attendance and adherence. “To replenish these
negative trends,” says Malhotra, “the Churches have looked for the export
market.” As he sees it, India is the largest open market in the world for
the church conversion business to make up for what the Western church is
losing at home (IMalhotra 2000).

We may not like such criticism, but look at it from a Hindu perspec-
tive for a moment. Why would they be attracted to a church that is being
abandoned significantly in its home cultures (Europe and America)?

The Pew study of Religion and Public life in the US indicated that
those who have no religious affiliation and never or rarely attend church
rose from 15 percent to 20 percent just between 2007 and 2012 (Pew
Research Center 2012). A US social survey, in addition, reported that
people who changed to “No Religion” increased “from 8 percent in 1990
to 21 percent in 2014,” including a 3 percent rise just between 2010 to
2014 (Hout and Smith 2015, 1). Another indicator of this shift away from
church is the concurrent reduction in church attendance—24 percent of
Americans attended weekly services in 2014, a decline from 30 percent in
1991 (ibid., 2). The West, in other words, increasingly finds church prob-
lematic and stays away.

Larry Kinnaman, of Barna Research, extensively researched reasons
Christian young people are leaving and staying away from church in the
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US (Kinnaman 2011) as well as what about church kept non-Christians
away (Kinnaman and Lyons 2007).

A video publicizing You Lost Me asserted that the “leavers” must come
back to church to connect with Jesus and “find what they are missing”
(Baker Publishing Group 2012). In a similar vein a popular Christian
speaker was asked whether a person could let go of church, but hold on to
Jesus. His first sentence in response? “If you do that, you are walking away
from Jesus” (Piper 2015).

Based on my India reflections about the church barrier, these responses
are both short-sighted and ultimately unscriptural—despite the verses
quoted to proof-text those answers (stay with me and I'll explain). The
above studies (Kinnaman), and several others, suggest that if the current
church is a required vehicle for Jesus, the “No Religion” respondents and
many more are going to stay away in increasing numbers. They just don’t
want anything to do with church. Hindus and Muslims, who are com-
pletely outside the church, will continue to avoid it.

A more challenging alternative exists instead of the simplistic “come
back to church” answers above. Whether people avoid or abandon church,
this global resistance to church is not, and should not be automatically
equated with resistance to Jesus or to his body or fellowship. I'm not sure
all these people want to walk away or stay away from Jesus. What if they
are walking away from churches and their associated institutional forms
that keep them from Jesus, from his fellowship, from his ekklésia? Cur-
rently they are afforded no alternative forms of ekklésia. It’s church or
nothing. We need to reconsider that either-or option with a more scrip-
tural alternative.

The church (no matter its origin) insists that it alone is the container
for Jesus and his ekklésia. Reject church, they say, and you cannot have
Jesus either. Given no alternative, these people walk away from it all, un-
aware that the church may have given them a false, unscriptural choice.

If we truly desire to help Hindus, and many others, get past the
“church barrier” and find Jesus, we must understand at a deeper level
where the real barrier lies. It’s not just external cultural forms, foreign
worship styles, even denominational or caste divisions. At its heart, this
barrier arises because common assumptions about church represent a hu-
man cultural tradition as foreign to the New Testament as it often seems
to India (or many other places). The real barrier originated in the West.
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Unless we recognize and address the church barrier at this level, church

may just keep pushing more people away from Jesus, unnecessarily.

THE BARRIER OF THE TERM “CHURCH"

We must first understand the Greek word ekklésia which is typical-
ly rendered “church” in English Bibles (except Acts 7:38; 19:32, 39, 41).
Only then can we understand why church is a problem. The real barrier
of church arises because the ideas inherent in that word are completely

unrelated, and sometimes opposite, to the essence of ekklésia.

DEFINING EKKLESIA

The word ekklésia, interestingly, points us in an incarnational direction.
In common Greek, it referred to a gathering, assembly, or meeting of
people (Schmidt 1985, 397; Bauer, et al. 1979, 240-241; Liddell, Scott,
and Jones 1940). The main idea of ekklésia was a “convened assembly”
(Deissmann 1980, 112), people gathered or meeting for some purpose.

Other words were readily available for religious gatherings, of which
synagogue was a popular Jewish one. In describing his fellowship, though,
Jesus and his followers avoided religious, separatist terms and used a neu-
tral, widely used cultural term for the society of believers. Based on this
reality, Schmidt suggests that we should ask “why the NT community
avoids a cultic term for itself and selects a more secular one” (Schmidt
1985, 397). When believers used ekklésia it did not flag them immediately
as a separate and separatist religious “community.” As a culturally neutral
term for “assembly,” it was not as likely to raise alarms.

'The believers sought, as much as possible, to incarnate the way and life
of Jesus within their culture and community. Using ekklésia to describe
their gatherings provided a neutral term, rather than a distinctive one. In
The Christians as the Romans Saw Them, Wilken suggests that for the early
Romans, ekklésia suggested the political gathering of a city’s citizenry to
conduct city business (Wilken 1984, 33). Wilken further demonstrates
that ekklésia seemed situated among a variety of early clubs, associations,
and societies, whether occupational, social, or occasionally religious (ibid.,
35-47). These societies did not separate from the culture at large, but were
subgroups, special-interest groups, within the broader culture.
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Wilken observes that when the gatherings of believers were perceived
as associations or societies, “such a characterization helped people to place
the Christian groups within a familiar frame of reference and gave outsid-
ers a sense of what went on in its meetings . . .” (ibid., 45). Because of this
situation of ekklésia within the broader culture, it was an incarnational
not isolationist word term for Christ’s followers.

The apologist Tertullian “uses the language of the association as a ve-
hicle to present a portrait of the Christian movement to outsiders” (ibid.,
45-46). In one chapter, in fact (Apology 39, cited in Wilken 1984, 46),
Tertullian uses words for associations and societies commonly understood
by the Romans, but not even ekklésia. Rather than separating and iso-
lating believers from the culture around them with separatist language,
Tertullian intentionally chose “social and nontheological” language (ibid.)
to situate the people of Jesus within their cultural milieu, to help others
understand what the believers were about.

India today desperately needs believers who will grasp this incarna-
tional language and approach in how they relate the fellowship of believers
to Hindu society at large. The original choice of ekklésia built a bridge to
the Greco-Roman culture. “Church” is a bad translation, partly, because
it does exactly the opposite today.

WorkiInG DEFINITION OF EXKLESIA

When the followers used it, ekklésia was the association, meeting, and
fellowship of believers, and it came to include the idea that it was a meet-
ing of people associated with Jesus. I use it in this sense through the book,
so let me provide my working definition of ekklésia: an incarnational fel-
lowship of disciples of Jesus. 1 choose these key words carefully, and need to
explain why I have done so.

Incarnational

The word ekklésia was not a separatist word in the first century. It afford-
ed an incarnational bridge to the culture, not a barrier. It had familiar
connotations and associations for people in the broader society. In addi-
tion, it was comprised of the New Covenant people of Jesus, who were
to be recognized for their identification and incarnation as much as the

Old Covenant people were for their isolation and separation. The body of
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Christ should be incarnated within a socioreligious community as much

as possible, rather than as separated from it as possible.

Fellowship

Almost anywhere else in the world, a good translation for ekklésia would
be “community,” a group of people who share a common purpose or qual-
ities. In India, however, we cannot use that word to render ekklésia. See
Richard’s “Community Dynamics” for a summary of some of the prob-
lematic issues and terminology related to “community” (Richard 2007a).
In India “community” is often the code word for “caste” or “religion.” Ask
someone about their “community” in India and you may offend them for
insensitive prying. So, calling the ekklésia the “community” of Jesus cre-
ates a separatist identity immediately, the opposite of what happened with
ekklésia in the New Testament.

I intentionally choose “fellowship,” then, to emphasize an interactive
gathering of people who share a common interest (Jesus). “Fellowship”
also involves mutual concern and participation, rather than simply atten-
dance at a meeting.

I also use “fellowship” because it allows the range of meanings that
ekklésia has in the New Testament. When believers gathered in one home,
“the ekklésia that meets in their house” (e.g., Rom 16:5), it was a house
fellowship. Paul addressed the ekklésia in a city also, implying that all the
house fellowships were considered part of one city-wide fellowship. Other
passages speak of all believers in every place as the ekklésia. We can speak
of a global fellowship or worldwide fellowship of believers and capture the
essence of what ekklésia conveys.

Disciples of Jesus

Part of the church’s problem arises from the “Christian” issues in the pre-
vious chapter. I was talking with a business man one day and mentioned
some people I know who do “church-planting.” He immediately reacted,
“Chennai does not need more church-planting; we have too many churches
already. We really need disciple-making and equipping.”

The ekklésia of Jesus is only made up of disciples of Jesus. That’s it.
He doesn’t look to see if a person has Christian on a census card, or is on
a church roster, or was born into a Christian family. The disciples were

not called Christians until nearly two decades after the Pentecost event
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(Acts 11:26), but the ekklésia was made up of disciples before “Christian”
ever existed. It continued to consist of disciples after that point, because
they still did not call themselves Christians.

Today churches make Christians and hope some eventually become
disciples. Not so the New Testament ekklésia. Our emphasis should be
where Jesus put it in his commission (IMatt 28:19f.), to “make disciples,”
not to “make Christians,” or to make “church members.” Those who be-
come disciples become active parts of the incarnational fellowship. The
ckklésia was an incarnational movement of people, not a religious institu-

tion. That came later, as we will now discover.

Defining “Church”

As a child, I was taught a poem with hand motions:

Here is the church. Here is the steeple.
Open the doors. See all the people.

This poem explicitly inculcated the basic Western understanding of
church. Church was a location (usually a church building with special
architecture) to which people came. The steeple indicated that it was, in
common parlance, a “house of worship.”

Ministers have tried to counter this notion: “It’s not the building;
church is the people. You don’t come to church; you are the church.” For
generations, though, their own Sunday school teachers have taught that
poem, with endearing hand gestures to accompany it. The pastor’s ineffec-
tive corrective just sounds like an adult talking in the Peanuts cartoons,
“Mwah mwah, mwah mwah mwah mwah!” Thanks, pastor, but we know
better! We learned it in Sunday school. No competition!

What is the problem with church then? That poem just hints at the
real church barrier. We must examine common cultural understandings
of church. To do so I consulted two standard dictionaries of the English
language. The following chart compares the two sets of definitions (using
the Oxford Dictionary’s order).
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Dictionary DerinrTions or “CHURCH”

Table 3. Oxford and Merriam-Webster Definitions of “Church”

Oxford English Dictionary

Merriam-Webster Dictionary

“A émla’mg used for puéu’zc Christian
wonb:p

g "H}cy came to Church w1th mc”)

“A particular Christian organization,
typically one with its own clergy,

buildings, and distinctive doctrines”
(e.g., The Church of England)

:“The /’Jzemrcby of cfergy of a Chrlstlan

orgamzanon espccmlly the Roman

Catholic Church or the Church of
England

“Institutionalized religion as a political
or social force”

(e.g., Separation of church and state)

“A bmla’mg for pubhc and especmlly
Christian worship” -
ALSO

“Pui)izc, divine fworsbzp (c g Go to

| church)

“A body or w‘ganfzatfon qfre!z'giom
believers”

(e.g., All Christians, a particular
denomination, a congregation, or local

gathering of believers)

i c/ergy or gﬁaaia’om of a rel1g10us
 body”
. ALSO RELATED

_“The der:ca! prqﬂ’sszon L

5(e 2. He considered the church asa

possible occupatlon)

(Church, OED 2014)

[Emphases mine]

(Church, MWD 2014)
[Emphases mine]

These definitions illustrate six rather common assumptions about

church. Let’s first examine those assumptions, and then compare them to

the New Testament understanding of ekklésia.

* A Building or Location

+ Public Christian Worship

* Hierarchical Clergy Who Preside over the Church
* Clergy Provide Ministry to the Church

* Institution and Denomination

» Specifically Christian Term (rather than culturally neutral term)

The first definition (shaded) is the one most commonly understood

when the word is used. That’s the idea that most readily comes to mind

when people hear “church”™—a building or location to which believers go.
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Just what the poem taught! So, “church” is first and foremost a location
(preferably a church building) for public Christian worship.

The other definitions provide additional nuances as to how “church”
is often used, not only in English, but often when translated into other
languages also. Christianity has certainly established a common global
understanding regarding what it means by “church.”

The dictionary definitions, though, only tell part of the story. Much
of what we see above arose because of the history of the word itself. There-
fore, it is helpful to take a quick historical journey to see where the word
“church” and its associated ideas originated.

[lisTory oF “Crurcr”

Early English Bibles, like those of Wycliffe and Tyndale, translated ek-
klésia as “congregation” prior to the Geneva Bible of 1560 (Hort 1914, 2).
This emphasized the “people” idea of ekkleésia. In fact, Tyndale, in his
preface, clearly indicated his view that the “congregation” was composed
equally of all believers, not primarily the hierarchy of the clergy sepa-
rate from the laity (Daniell 1994, 122). This was considered “damnable
heresy” by the English church authorities on two counts: “the implied
equality [of all believers] and the pernicious word ‘congregation’ instead
of ‘church’ (ibid.).

Tyndale was targeted as a heretic because he substituted under-
standable terms instead of “accepted ecclesiastical terms (‘congregation’
instead of ‘church’, ‘elder’ instead of ‘priest’, ‘love’ instead of ‘charity’).”
For such unacceptable departures from church tradition, the English
church had Tyndale “kidnapped and imprisoned, then garroted and
burnt at the stake” (Wansborough 2015, 35). Tyndale presents a cau-
tionary tale. He challenged the church’s insistence that ekklésia must be
translated “church” and the church authorities killed him for doing so.
Christians do not always take kindly to having their church traditions
challenged with Scripture.

From the Geneva Bible forward, English Bibles typically have hidden
ekklésia behind “church.” The church hierarchy (clergy) wanted to preserve
its institutional and locational traditions against any attempt to return the
ekklésia to the people (congregation). The choice of word, seemingly so
innocuous today, was an incredibly challenging and threatening cultural
choice in 1536. Tyndale died for not using “church.”
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Why the big deal about church? Why was the church so insistent
on its “church” tradition? That requires a little journey farther back in
time. In the first two centuries of Christianity, ekklésias met in homes
or in available gathering places, whether public or private (school—
Acts 19:10; mostly homes—Acts 2:46; 12:12; 16:40; 18:7; Rom 16:4f;
16:23; 1 Cor 16:19; Col 4:15; Phlm 2). Early disciples had no dedicated
churchbuildings (Schaft 1870, 372); in fact, they seem to have avoided spe-
cial buildings altogether for two hundred years. We never read of people
going fo church or 70 “the LLord’s house.” The believers were the ekklésia.
They understood that they were “the Lord’s house” (2 Cor 5:1; Eph 2:19;
1 Pet 2:5). They were not constrained by a physical location or building
(John 4:20-24).

All that rapidly changed in the middle of the third century. Both
physical buildings and church assumptions rapidly replaced New Tes-
tament ideas of ekklésia. Church historian Everett Ferguson provides a
synopsis of the history of church structures prior to and into the reign

of Constantine:

We have archaeological evidence of halls being built for
church meetings at the end of the third and beginning of
the fourth century. The great era of church buildings be-
gan with Constantine’s patronage of the church in the
fourth century. He commissioned basilicas to signal his
support of the new religion and to advertise his reign.
(Ferguson 2008; emphasis mine)

With and after Constantine (AD 313) the Roman and Greek
Christians increasingly emphasized dedicated “church buildings” (North
1991, 83). This change to location-based church also involved a change
from ekklésia itself. Rutz, in 7he Open Church, describes the rapid tran-
sition in Constantine’s era: “The church became less of a revolutionary
band, and more of a static establishment. Eloquent preachers began to at-
tract large followings . . . After this first flurry of church buildings in 327,
we ceased being an interactive family and turned into an audience” (Rutz
1992, 9-10; emphasis mine).

'These buildings, which became the center of Christian life and wor-
ship, were called kuriakon (“the Lord’s place,” “the l.ord’s house”). The
Lord did not institute this tradition for the ekklésia, and neither did his
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apostles. Church as a physical “Lord’s house” was a Western cultural in-
vention unknown for the first two hundred years of the ekklésia.

Once it was invented, the clergy insisted that you had to go to the “zbe
Lord’s house” and receive ministry from the Lord’s clergy, if you wanted to
have a relationship with the Lord. They traded the informal, participato-
ry house fellowships (1 Cor 14:26; Eph 5:19f.) for attendance at rhetorical
presentations and liturgies performed by clergy, who increasingly sepa-
rated themselves from the common believers in ways unknown in the
New Testament.

The same dictionaries I cited before, provide the etymology (word
history) of “church.” The English word originated, after several language
changes, from that old Greek word 4uriakon, not from ekklésia. The
same path led to the Scottish Kirk, German Kirche, and Dutch Kerk
(OED 2014; MWD 2014). This provides the backstory to our English
word church and the powerful anti-ekklésia connotations that it as-
sumed. “Church” originated, in other words, from the time when the
Western church turned the people-centered ekklésia into a building-
and ritual-centered religion, when the priesthood of all believers was
unscripturally replaced by a hierarchical priesthood of the clergy (a con-

tradiction of Matt 20:20-28).

The Sairt FrROM Exkresia 1o “CHurcnH”

We can look at this shift from ekklésia to church in several ways. It’s
possible to suggest that church inherently reflects the departure from the
New Testament faith noted by Bosch and Ellul (see Chapter 2, p. 36).
Some days, in a more despairing mood, I lean toward that option. From
that perspective, the West replaced the ekklésia with its own church, bor-
rowing what it wanted from the New Testament, but incorporating much
pagan tradition and human invention into an institution Jesus never ini-
tiated or intended.

However, we can also make a case that the church was partly the re-
sult of believers “becoming all things to all people” in their own cultural
context. They adapted the ekklésia in various ways to their cultures and
communities, and, in the process, it accumulated layers of cultural accre-
tions over centuries. Faced with new cultural contexts, they developed
fresh expressions of the ekklésia, or more often modified their previous

adaptations to fit those new situations.
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Some of their adaptations were faithful and legitimate. Others de-
parted from New Testament principles. Most days, I'm more gracious and
give it the benefit of the doubt. Unfortunately, once the initial adaptations
were made, believers often assumed that the adaptations were normative
for all believers. The resulting church, in future cultural encounters, often
imposed their previous adaptations on new cultures, rather than starting
with ekklésia again.

Either way, the bottom line is the same. The “church” is actually a
human cultural construct that attempts, with varying levels of success, to
manifest the ekklésia of Jesus. Some claim that their church is the ekklésia
of Jesus. They believe that what they practice now is what Jesus instituted
and the apostles initiated. Every church that makes this claim, though,
has so many additions beyond the New Testament that such claims are
dubious. They have still added layers of cultural tradition and baggage to
the original practice of Jesus and his ekklésia.

This is, in fact, unavoidable. The New Testament specifies certain
ordinances and practices, without providing the details of how they
should be conducted in different contexts. Believers are forced to create
expressions for a given location if they want to obey Scripture. Every
church, then, is a unique mix of scriptural elements in varying degrees
mixed with a significant portion of human invention and tradition. It
is essential that they do this in a specific context. It’s problematic when
they impose their inventions and traditions on other believers in difter-
ent contexts.

However we got from ekklésia to church, we must stop and examine
how different the two have become. Part of India’s resistance may result

from too much church and too little ekklésia.

Comparing Church and Ekklesia

Let me set some of the key assumptions about church alongside some
New Testament features of the ekklésia of Jesus. This chart suggests that
the West has taken some creative liberties with its church version of the
ekklésia. In fact, some of the standard features of church depart substan-
tially from what Jesus and the apostles taught and practiced.
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Table 4. Comparing Ekklésia and Church Assumptions

Ekklésia Church

People (e.g., Rom 16 e e Locatlo '/‘B‘ulldmg e
Believer is Sanctuary (1 Cor 6 19) S Building is Sanctuary (Lord s Housc)
Live Life of Worship (Col 3:17) Focus on Coming to Public Worship
Participation & Interaction (1 Cor Performance & Presentation

14:26)

Prcesthood of All Believers (1 Pet 2: 9) Clergy and chrarchy are the anary
Sharcd Scrvant Lcadershlp (Matt 5 Prlests e
20: 20-28) : s ' EfO]‘:"cu'an Monarchlcai Hlerarchlcal :

;Equxpped to Do Mlmstry (Eph 4 11f) Leadersh1p | L
_ Come to Recelvc Mm1stry

Non—re!igious Wordfor Assembly Exclusively “Christian” Word
(Acts 19) (separatist)

The ekklésia was focused on people, not buildings, programs, or events.
As we will see in Chapter 7, the early ekklésia emphasized a personal life
of worship, not just attending a weekly worship event. The early ekklésia
gatherings were informal, participatory, and equipped all believers to be
ministers and priests. Finally, ekkleésia in the first century was a common
cultural word with little or no religious significance. The Holy Spirit had
words available for specific religious gatherings, but led the writers to use
a neutral, non-religious term that had multiple senses in the surrounding
culture. Using ekklésia fit with several cultural patterns of association and
did not flag the believers as some separatist group.

Church, as it exists today, cannot necessarily be considered an ade-
quate—definitely not the best—expression of ekklésia. It seems that there
is room for improvement here, room to reexamine and rebuild from the
foundation of the apostles and the prophets, instead of the foundations of

Rome or Europe or America.

Fresh Expressions of Ekklesia

The Eastern and Western churches felt free to adjust the ekklésia to
their cultural likings. A long line of reformers and restorers have repeat-
edly sought to develop fresh expressions of the ekklésia for their time

and culture.
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Where church particularly presents a barrier to Jesus because of its
foreign nature, contextualizing church may be the wrong approach. We
may need to let go of our church assumptions entirely. We need to instead
encourage believers to start with only the essentials of ekklésia as revealed
in the New Testament. Then we should teach them to seck the leading
of the Head of the ekklésia, his Spirit, and his Word to develop a fresh
expression of ekklésia appropriate for their culture and community. We
should not bind them to any church tradition or requirement. They are
part of the ekklésia of Jesus, his body, his family. That should be sufficient.
They should not have to be part of a church, provided they become part of
a scriptural and culturally appropriate form of ekklésia.

“Church-planting” is also not a great idea in contexts that are rightly
resistant to the foreign church construct. Some ministries don’t call it
“church-planting,” but the groups they reproduce look, smell, and act
like church more than ekklésia. Whatever we call it, we need to focus
on fellowships of believers that reflect the core values of ekklésia, not the
assumptions of Euro-American church.

Darren Duerksen has explored some of what this looks like in his work
on ecclesial communities (Duerksen 2012; Duerksen 2015). The ways that
these believers work out their fellowship, worship, witness, and instruction
should be a natural interaction between the scriptural functions of ekklé-
sia and their own culture. Church expectations should not be imposed on
them as normative. No matter how dear the practice might be to Christians
in existing churches, much church tradition originated from Christian
adoption of Euro-American cultural forms (Viola and Barna 2012).
None of that tradition is essential.

Christian scholar and linguist, F. J. A. Hort, pointed to the same
solution at the conclusion of 7he Christian Ecclesia:

The Apostolic age is full of embodiments of purposes
and principles of the most instructive kind: but the re-
sponsibility of choosing the means was left forever to the
Ecclesia itself, and to each Ecclesia, guided by ancient

precedent on the one hand and adaptation to present and
future needs on the other. (Hort 1914, 233)
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The European or American ekklésia, should not presume to be the arbiter
for how the ekklésia should look in India. That’s for Indian believers to
decide with the Lord’s leading.

My bhakta friends in different parts of the country also seek the Lord
and Scripture in developing healthy expressions of the ekklésia for their
context and culture. Contrary to some accusations leveled against “insid-
ers,” the bhaktas I know meet regularly for fellowship in house gatherings
(satsangs) but the whole mandali also meets regularly for larger encour-
agement, fellowship, and in-depth Scripture study. They have a regular,
functioning ekklésia, it just does not look like what Western Christians

typically recognize as church.

How Does Ekklesia Address the Church Barriers?

How would fresh expressions of ekklésia address the church barrier? Most
obviously, it would remove the foreign, Western assumptions from church
that Hindus (and others too) find so unappealing. If my analysis is correct,
then believers have no obligation to maintain the cultural accretions of
Western church tradition, any more than they are obligated to maintain,
say English or Latin, as a church language.

Regarding denominational division, a fresh expression of ekklesia re-
moves much of the necessity for denominations, especially foreign ones. If
a believer simply becomes a follower of Jesus in India, why does she have
to owe allegiance to some organization that originated halfway around
the world? Even if new denominations started in India as a result, at least
they would be Indian, and, one hopes, closer to the New Testament ek-
klésia. Since Christians elsewhere have felt free to create new churches
for their contexts, why would it be inherently wrong for Indians to do the
same in a much more diverse situation?

How would such an approach help resolve the caste divisions in
the current church? The New Testament ekklésia placed a high prior-
ity on fellowship and social reconciliation. The ekklésia found ways to
bring together and unify people from widely diverse backgrounds. This
will take some incredible risk and creativity by Indians who know their
own context. It will also require an incredibly delicate balance between
maintaining respectful relationships with one’s caste of origin, while also

building new relationships across caste lines.
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By not adopting “Christian” separatist identity, but emphasiz-
ing respectful, friendly relationships with the surrounding community,
incarnational fellowships could lead to less suspicion, judgment, and con-
demnation. By not being pressured to “convert” out of community (Chapter
5), believers would have greater freedom to navigate and negotiate the still
complex relationships with their Hindu family and broader community
and society.

[s the Western “Church” Construct Normative?

Let me explicitly state what I hope has been clearly hinted at so far. 'The
Western church paradigm is not, and should not be considered, normative
for all believers in all contexts. Certainly not in India. The ekklésia does
not have to be expressed and propagated in forms the West has defined as
church. The West created an institutional, building-based, meeting-based
system as its expression. Indian believers are not obligated to start with
those church assumptions and then wrap that in Indian garb (contextu-
alization). They should, instead, be free to incarnate the ekklésia of Jesus
as faithfully to Scripture as possible, but in forms that reflect the values,
traditions, and customs of their own heritage.

Neill, in his History of Christian Missions, points us in this direction.
He speaks of a “disastrous theological error” in which global Christians
assumed that the church was an amalgamation of “Anglicans and Meth-
odists and Baptists, instead of the other way round, the body of Christ being
the great reality of which Anglicans and Methodists and Baptists were rec-
ognized to be fragmentary and very imperfect incorporations” (Neill 1990,
383; emphasis mine).

Millions are abandoning the church in the West and rejecting the
church in the East. That global resistance to church may have nothing to
do with Jesus or his ekklésia. They may just be alienated from Jesus by the
“fragmentary and very imperfect incorporations” the church has retained
from other times and contexts. Those incorporations are not essential.
Only the ekklésia is.

Incarnational paradigms in the Middle East and Asia, rather than
being unfaithful to Jesus, may represent Jesus’ call for his people to return
to his ekklésia. So many of those who might have followed him have been
kept away or driven away because of the West’s insistence that church

is the only way to Jesus. We may actually be facing a new Reformation,
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hopefully more radical and scriptural than that initiated in Europe five
hundred years ago.

Some will need to relinquish the familiar “old wineskins” of church.
They will instead be led by the Lord to explore and develop fresh expres-
sions and incorporations of ekklésia in places where the church construct

today keeps countless people away from Jesus.

Church Isn't the Only Term

In our discussion of church to this point, we have ignored another scrip-
tural alternative. The New Testament uses nearly one hundred different
metaphors and descriptors for the people of Jesus (Minear 2004, 268f).
Minear’s extensive discussion of these alternatives suggests that we aren’t
limited to ekklésia to begin with. The West gravitated to “church” and
created deeply seated traditions around that word. That does not mean
that all believers in all places must follow that cultural emphasis.

Incarnational believers in other contexts are not obligated to adopt the
West’s emphasis on its one term of choice. Do you have to have “church”
at the end of the name to make it legitimate? I don’t think so. It would
be just as scriptural to select one or more of the other descriptives for
the fellowship or assembly—ones that resonate with Hindu culture—and
then translate, explain, and utilize those. To “become all things to all
people,” Indian believers will need to consider these scriptural alterna-
tives to church. They should be the ones to make the choice, though, and
not Western churches or Westernized believers intent on preserving the
church status quo.

CAN SOMEONE FOLLOW JESUS WITHOUT CHURCH?

Now, having addressed this church and ekklésia concern, let us return
to the question at the beginning of this chapter. Given the barrier that
church can pose for various reasons, can someone follow Jesus without church?
If you have stayed with me this far, you already have some idea of how I
will answer.

People can follow Jesus without church, just not without a legiti-
mate and appropriate form of ckklésia. Who decides what that form will
be? Jesus, his Spirit, and his people in that context. Not Westerners, not
missiologists, not theologians, not even Westernized Christians from
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that location. Some Christians insist on aspects of church they deem es-
sential, even though those features end up creating cultural barriers for
incarnational believers.

These believers should follow Jesus without church. In fact, in many
contexts believers may be more faithful to Jesus if they are encouraged and
taught to follow Jesus without church. If Jesus is ever to incarnate within
their culture and community, then the ekklésia, the body of Jesus, must
incarnate within their culture and community from the beginning.

I've written this chapter, in fact, out of multiple conversations with
Christians and Yesu bhaktas. I know of Christians who try to tell bhaktas
that they are not being faithful to Jesus if they do not join a church. I've
been told of Christian evangelists whose “conversion” of bhaktas drove
many more entirely away from Jesus. On the other hand, I know Chris-
tians who have encouraged believers to leave the church and return to
their Hindu community where they really belong as bhaktas of Jesus. They
are part of a mandali of believers, but not a “church.”

If you choose to be part of a church, that is your prerogative, but no
believer is obligated to belong to a church. They must participate in an
appropriate expression of ekklésia. For those who come to Jesus directly
from a Hindu background, we want to encourage them to find a mandali
and develop fellowship opportunities with like-minded believers. Under
normal circumstances, they should not be brought into churches, even
temporarily. That would unnecessarily compromise their relationships
with their community and potentially damage their incarnational walk
with the Lord.

So, based on these considerations, my friend at the start of this chap-
ter was really thinking in the right direction. It would take time, prayer,
and study, but if her father could follow Jesus without “church,” if he could
become a follower of Jesus and develop a fellowship of believers, they
could become a faithful expression of ekklésia without joining a church or

adopting church traditions.

Ekklesia of One

What happens if only one person becomes a believer? We should see them
as the seed of a new expression of ekklésia. The Christian impulse to get
them into a church, can be damaging. Do they need fellowship? Yes, but



The Barrier of Church 75

they need incarnational fellowship, not an extracting community. We
should not force church membership to artificially create fellowship.

Instead, we should follow the New Testament pattern that the
Holy Spirit used with a single new believer from a new cultural group
(Acts 8:26—39). The Lord could have arranged a meeting in Jerusalem
with one of the apostles there. He did not. In that instance, the man
would have been made a Jewish believer, no doubt. Why did the Lord
choose a deserted road instead? When Philip introduced the Ethiopian
eunuch to Jesus, an amazing thing happened from the Western church
perspective. The Holy Spirit took Philip out of there immediately after the
eunuch’s baptism. He had no chance to put him into a church fellowship
or to coach him on “proper” worship and church practices.

The eunuch went on his way rejoicing as an ekklésia of one with Jesus
in his heart. It was up to him, led by the Lord and his Spirit, to live his
faith and share his faith back home. Whatever form that ekklésia took, it
likely did not follow patterns that the Jerusalem church had established, or
even those of the Pauline churches. However, I would contend, whatever
form that fellowship took, it would be Ethiopian, not Jewish. It would be
as much an ekklésia as any Western church. It just would not look any-
thing like what we think of as church. It didn’t have to.

JUSTTO BE CLEAR

In advocating for believers to follow Jesus without church but with
ekklésia:

* We are not saying that people should just be individual
believers (just Jesus and me) with no fellowship (all believ-
ers should be part of an expression of ekklésia as soon as
possible).

* We are saying that people should be connected to a fel-
lowship (they just do not have to join a church form of
tellowship).

*  We are saying that a believer can be in the body of Christ,
the kingdom of God, the family of God, and his fellowship
without being in a church.

* We are saying that such believers can and should follow
Jesus in a culturally appropriate expression of the ekklésia.
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CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

Christians

The church model has resonated with some Indians and drawn them to
Jesus in very meaningful ways. In my travels, I have worshiped with vari-
ous churches who deeply love Jesus and who will never follow him in any
other way.

Yet the issues inherent in church, and the Western traditions it rep-
resents (whatever word you use), continue to present significant barriers to
billions of people globally, and to significant numbers of Indians. We can-
not simply address the church barriers cosmetically, and ignore the deeper
issues that create them. The Reformation kept church as its paradigm,
Restoration Movements did so too. Renewal, re-church, rethinking, or
reset attempts all perpetuate the same barriers, if they fail to question the
deeper cultural assumptions around church itself.

Some of the church barrier can be removed by addressing its emphases
and forms. Christians know these get in the way of too many people. Peter
Ignatius, an Indian seminary president, has observed, “Astute students of
Christian missions in India” have come to the opinion that “the Church
today is not showing the original fact of Jesus, but it is showing itself with
all its accumulated traditions and customs” (Ignatius 2016). He works
with numbers of people who are seeking to make church incarnational in
creative ways, in ways that emphasize the way and life of Jesus, rather than
these “accumulated traditions and customs.” Their creative exploration of
various forms of ekklésia is both refreshing and exciting to observe.

For those of you who are followers of Jesus, but know church is a
barrier, I hope this chapter encourages you to consider fresh expressions
of ekklésia in your context. So many people are alienated by church that
we must follow Jesus in prayerfully exploring and developing appropriate

alternatives.

Yesu Bhaklas

Bhaktas have chosen to follow Jesus, but not join a traditional church.
That decision may be more faithful to Scripture than some believers ac-
knowledge. Jesus expects his followers to belong to an ekklésia of some

kind. They may use a variety of locally equivalent terms: mandali, sangam,
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sabha, satsang, or darbar. Hebrews 10:25 says that believers should not
forsake gathering together. It does not say that the gathering must be a
church. When believers are devoted to God’s word, fellowship, Lord’s
Supper, and mutual prayer (Acts 2:42), the form of the gathering is ir-
relevant. When they meet in homes for satsangs focused on Jesus and his
word, they have all that Jesus requires (IMatt 18:20).

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

I am honestly of two minds as I close this chapter. I've spent sixty years in
the church, over half of that in some form of church ministry. Sometimes,
as | reflect on this chapter’s contents, I can tell myself, the church is just
the West’s version of “becoming all things to all people.” It was a perfectly
valid contextual expression of ekklésia for Western culture. It’s just not
necessary for the rest of the world to follow our model.

Yet, the more I look at the scriptural and historical evidence in this
chapter, I can’t shake a nagging concern. The West’s church model has
departed fundamentally from the ckklésia that Jesus instituted and that
the apostles established in his name. I continue to be haunted by Bosch
and Ellul’s very real concerns related in the previous chapter (see p. 36).

The global rejection of church—abandonment in the West, avoid-
ance among close to one billion Hindus—suggests that we who claim to
follow Jesus must examine ourselves. Are we so committed to our church
that we would keep millions away from Jesus in order to preserve
church traditions and familiarity? Or will we love Jesus and his ekklésia
so much that we will listen to this global challenge? Will we allow him to
initiate fresh expressions of his ekklésia (“new wineskins”) in places where
church forms are not and maybe never were appropriate?

Did you catch that? “//ow him”2 Who are we to think that we a/low
our Lord, the only Head of his ekklésia, to do anything? In fact, through
“non-Christian believers,” “insider movements,” “incarnational believers,’
and “missional communities” among others, Jesus seems to be challeng-
ing his ekklésia to step away from traditional church models as the only
forms. Christians are just having to catch up to his vision for the ekklésia,
instead of their church-focused understanding. The future will be both
unsettling and incredibly freeing.







INTERLUDE
THREE FOUNDATIONAL BARRIERS

'These first three barriers, cultural separatism, Christian identity, and church,
form what I call the foundational barriers. The other barriers arise from
and build off them, or contribute to them in various ways. Before we pro-
ceed, we need to review these foundational barriers from two perspectives.
Let’s briefly examine some common responses to the foundational barri-
ers. Then we will briefly introduce the remaining barriers as they relate to

these three.

RESPONSES TO THE THREE FOUNDATIONAL BARRIERS

Christians and Churches Adjust Their Separation Mentality

Some Christians and churches continue to maintain these identities. They
try, however, in as many ways as possible to build respectful relationships
to the culture around them. They intentionally seek to demonstrate that
they are not against the culture or community in which they reside. They
wrestle with how to appropriately associate with the predominantly Hin-
du community around them, rather than extracting from it. They will,

though, always be Christians who associate with churches.

Churches Minimize Separation and Christian [dentity, but Retain Church Identity

Other believers continue to worship and serve in a local church. They see
themselves as active church members and identify with that expression of
community and worship. When someone asks them about their relation-
ship with Jesus, however, they avoid using “Christian” as a self-designation.
That term is too polarizing in their context. Instead, they commonly call
themselves Christ-followers, believers, disciples, or some other culturally

neutral term.
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Depending on the context, this may work. It does raise questions,
though, from people who expect that the followers of Jesus must call
themselves Christians. In some contexts, and India is one, such believers
can be viewed with skepticism by the community at large.

As an example, various news sites reported in early 2016 that a group
of believers were fined by their village council for disturbing commu-
nal harmony. When some of these believers were interviewed, they all
asserted that they “were not Christians,” but regularly went to church be-
cause they found the prayers helpful. Their frequent attendance at church
gatherings and prayer meetings created the impression that they were
Christians, even though they denied this (Ghatwai 2016). In one report, a
US sponsoring pastor’s inquiry into their welfare (see Chapter 8—Finan-
cial Dependency) raised suspicions about their claim to “not be Christian”
(Williams 2016). This group had gathered to celebrate the Hindu harvest
festival Makara Sankranti. Even this cultural affirmation was not enough

to eliminate local Hindu questions about their identity.

Believers Change Terms, hut Keep Christian and Church Forms

In some Indian languages, church is translated as sazsang. "lhe idea of
“spiritual gathering” is closer to ekklésia than “church.” The things done
in those satsangs, though, can clearly represent features of a typical church
service—sitting in rows, leader up front, preaching. In other words, they
change the labels to Indian terms, but use them to describe overtly Chris-
tian church forms and expressions. This can represent contextualization of
church and its assumed essentials, but not necessarily incarnation of the
ckklésia for their context.

Some believers go further in their engagement with culture. They
recognize that church is also a problem, so they instead meet in homes
or neutral settings and call the gathering a satsang (or another Indian
term for gathering). Some Christians though, co-opt even this form for
more church-centered purposes. They do “satsang ministry,” but this sim-
ply means developing both evangelism and worship based primarily on
meetings. They also change the name, but still teach a discipleship that
is primarily meeting-centered and attendance-based like Western church
traditions. We will discuss why this is problematic for Hindus in the later
chapter on worship (see p. 178).
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Scriptural Alternatives to Separation, Christian, and Church

The above alternatives provide some possible ways believers have addressed
the combined barriers of separatism, Christian identity, and church in India.
Any of the above options may be perfectly legitimate, depending on the
context, to reduce or remove the significant barriers.

India needs believers, though, who step completely away from the
traditions of separatism, Christian identity, and church institutions. For
many places and communities in India today, any version of the above
responses will still present an insurmountable barrier to Jesus. Much of
India will require the followers of Jesus to make a fundamental shift away
from these Christian traditions. Believers need to begin with the Scrip-
ture studies in these chapters, then develop alternatives that are faithful
to the Lord, but rooted deeply in the cultures and communities of India.

Instead of starting with Western Christian and church traditions,
and then creating Indian modifications, I advocate for the more radical
starting point. We should assume that the Christian tradition is a human
invention, unless the Scriptures clearly teach it. No human invention from
someone else’s culture, no matter how old or hallowed, should be required
or bound on Indian believers.

Believers should be encouraged, instead, to start with only Scripture,
prayer to the Lord, the guidance of his Holy Spirit, and their knowl-
edge of their culture. Looking to these, they should then ask him, and
him only, how to incarnate the way and life of Jesus within their own
culture and community. These believers will maintain as respectful and
peaceful relationships as possible with their family and community.
Instead of Christian identity, they will be genuine disciples and followers
of the Lord: they will fellowship and worship with a scriptural and cultural
expression of the ekklésia.

OTHER BARRIERS BUILT ON THE THREE FOUNDATIONAL BARRIERS

Given these considerations of the foundational barriers, where do we go
from here? Over the centuries, Christians have developed numerous tra-
ditions about proclamation, conversion, worship, and resourcing. These
add additional barrier-producing layers to the first three. It is important
to get the first three clearly in mind before you continue with the rest.
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These additional barriers build on the separatist, Christian, church
foundation in complex ways. They both draw from the three and foster
increased expression of the three.

"The six barriers discussed in the rest of the book fall into four main

categories.

Proclamation Barriers

As my Indian friends and I explored the challenge of Christianity in
India, a great deal of antagonism revolved around how the church pro-
claims its message. We will first examine how Christian understanding
and explanation of the “gospel” induces confusion and rejection. Preach-
ing traditions additionally reflect foreign cultural values and practices that
are sometimes offensive and alienating in the Indian context. India needs
believers who will proclaim the good news of Jesus in culturally appro-
priate ways, rather than mimicking the West’s cultural forms as the only
legitimate way to present God’s word.

Conversion Barriers

Probably the greatest flashpoint for Hindu nationalists in India is the
question of conversion. Do a Google search for “India religious conver-
sion” and you will encounter a cross-section of perspectives on Christian
and Muslim conversion, Hindu ghar wapsi (home coming, reconversion),
and an incredible array of perspectives on these issues. When instances of
communal conflict are reported in the Indian news, articles often indicate
that conversion was a contributing factor to the tension. We will examine
both how Hindus view conversion and what Scripture says about it. The
results of that analysis will raise important questions about common con-
version practices and rhetoric today.

The conversion issue also has led to confusion and tension around
baptism. We will discover that human church traditions about baptism
unnecessarily offend and alienate many Hindus. It is critical that believers
properly examine conversion and baptism assumptions in order to address
the barriers they often create.

Worship Barriers

'The issue of foreign worship expressions could be a book itself. A great deal

of Hindu resistance to Jesus revolves around common worship customs
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and traditions that often are human inventions, not scriptural essentials.
The forms, in too many instances, arise from Western church cultures,
and are sometimes inappropriate for the Indian context. This chapter calls
for much greater attention to Indian forms and expressions rather than
slavish conformity to foreign traditions as the essential norms for worship-
ing the Lord. In the process, it also highlights a deeper cultural problem
where churches may emphasize public, corporate worship almost to the
exclusion of private, personal worship. This unscriptural emphasis con-

tributes to India’s resistance to the good news of Jesus.

Resource Barriers

When Hindu critics are not reacting directly to conversion issues, their
other common target is the foreign funding and benevolence enterprise
of Christianity and its churches. In the concluding two chapters we will
explore how the West’s money imposes its own values and traditions on
Indian believers in ways that enforce the previous barriers. These funds,
from a skeptical perspective, are driving the Western agenda to convert
Indians into members of a separatist, Christian, church community—a
community both anti-Hindu and, in many ways, anti-Indian.

Believers in India and supporters in the West need to wrestle with
the deep concerns that Western funds present to the Indian heart. In
these chapters, we explore a biblical approach that encourages believers to
fundamentally change their funding model when it presents a significant
barrier to the society they claim they want to introduce to Jesus.

As you read, keep looking for ways that the foundational barriers of
separatism, Christian identity, and church institutions, weave their way
into these remaining barriers. Only then can we make the necessary ad-

justments to remove these Christian barriers to Jesus.







CHAPTER 4

THE BARRIER OF “EVANGELISM,
"GOSPEL,” AND “PREACHING”

Aaditya is the only believer in his Hindu family. The congregation where
he attends has encouraged him, though, to maintain respectful and polite
relationship with his family. While the family does not fully understand
his decision to follow Jesus, they have not completely rejected him and he
has not taken stances to intentionally alienate them.

The family had hoped to marry him to a Hindu girl, but Aaditya at
least wanted to explore the possibility of finding a wife who shared his
faith in Jesus. His mother respectfully conceded to his desire, searched for,
and found, a young Christian woman from their same caste community.
The families agreed to an engagement, as did the couple, so Aaditya and
his family traveled to the girl’s town for an engagement celebration.

The girl’s family, being Christian, invited their pastor to bless the en-
gagement celebration. This pastor realized that he had a captive Hindu
audience and took the opportunity to confront them with the “gospel.”
He preached a sermon in which he attacked their Hindu beliefs, customs,
and traditions in the name of Jesus. One phrase stood out to me from the
groom’s account: “Hindu gods kill; but Jesus gives life.” The whole mes-
sage was presented in a demeaning, condemning, negative tone, and with
an arrogant spirit of Christian superiority.

When the celebration was finished, Aaditya later told me, the pastor
approached him and said, “I am so happy I could give them the gospel
tonight!” Sadly, the family heard no good news in his presentation of his
“gospel.” When Aaditya was alone again with his family, they surrounded
him. They were embarrassed, shamed, confused, angered, and hurt. “Is
this how all Christians talk? Is this how you see us? Is this what your
Christian friends think of us?”

Because of the pastor’s rude preaching, several of Aaditya’s relatives
told him they could not attend his wedding in a church setting, a painful
choice given typical family closeness and support in India. They explained,
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“If the pastor shamed us this way in a neutral place, how much worse will
he speak to us in his own church?” In one evening, the pastor had damaged
Aaditya’s efforts at building bridges with his family by his inconsiderate
and inappropriate “preaching” of a judgmental and inconsiderate “gospel.”

EVANGELISM AS A BARRIER TO JESUS

It’s a sad reality, but some forms of evangelism (spreading the good news)
can alienate people from Jesus before they have a chance to meet or consider
him. Consider the following examples I've learned from the Indian context.

Attacking Gods and Culture

Evangelism can pose a barrier to Hindus when Christians, like the pastor
above, resort to attacking and condemning many aspects of Hindu cul-
ture and tradition. Some admittedly negative voices illustrate how staunch
Hindus criticize Christian evangelism. T. R. Vedantham, an associate
of Sita Ram Goel, once wrote, “The motivation for Christian evange-
lism is simple. Disrupt and destroy. The missions make no secret of it”
(Vedantham, Swarup, and Goel 1983, 11). This concern with evangelism
as “attack” repeatedly arises in Hindu criticisms of Christianity.

In 1999, an Indian magazine, Ouflook, published an article, “The
Zealots Who Would Inherit.” Saira Menezes explored the “evangelical
hardsell” that was intensifying anger among Hindu nationalists. She
cited, as an example, a statement by Ralph Winter in Mission Frontiers
Bulletin (Nov—Dec, 1994), “The Hindu World is the most perverted, most
monstrous, most implacable, demonic-invaded part of this planet. . . . The
perversion of Satan in this part of the world is just absolutely legendary . . .”
(Menezes and Menon 1999). This quote was later added to Hindu ac-
tivists’ websites as an example of negative Christian publicity, even from
widely recognized Christian voices (Frykenberg 2004, 108).

In 2014 scores of village councils in Chhattisgarh enacted bans on
non-Hindu gatherings “to stop the forced conversion by some outsider
religious campaigners and fo prevent them from using derogatory language
against Hindu deities and customs” (Dahat 2014).

Certain Hindus actively expose Christian evangelism practices. They
track evangelistic activity and marketing through a number of sites: Ain-
duismtoday.com, crusadewatch.org, indiafacts.org. The IndiaFacts site, for




LAY

The Barrier of “Evangelism,” “Gospel,” and “Preaching” 87

instance, posted a summary of its 2014 analyses of a number of evange-
listic organizations (IndiaFacts Staff 2014)."> That one link demonstrates
the remarkable detail of Hindu research and monitoring in relation to
Christian evangelistic activity.

Tracking Evangelism is a Hindu group that monitors Christian evange-
listic activity in India. It has a Twitter account and a YouTube channel. Its
Blogspot site includes the post, “Fundamentalism, Hatred, and Aggres-
sion” (Tracking Evangelism 2014a). It provides a representative sample
of the sense of attack Hindus feel from certain Christian evangelistic at-
tempts. In recounting a Christian mission team’s India visit, for instance,

they use such phrases as:
“Spread hatred that Hinduism is a false religion . . .”
“Go to USA and brag about how many accepted Christ . . .”

“See how he is condemning Hindus and Hinduism” [after his unin-
formed description of a first visit to a temple] (ibid.)

Near the end, the blog post observes: “Their hatred and fundamen-
talism is astounding. If you try to raise objections to their hatred, they cry
persecution, they say their religious freedom is being violated.” The clos-
ing criticism should trouble Christians, not please them, “Damning other
people’s religions, traditions and spreading this hatred is their definition
of religious freedom” (ibid.). That sometimes appears to be the operating
definition of evangelism for too many Christians.

It is not difficult to locate similar Hindu reports and exposés regard-
ing Christian attacks against their faith. Westerners who engage in this
anti-Hindu rhetoric might be excused for not understanding how cultur-
ally demeaning such direct, antagonistic confrontations appear. Indians
who have allowed Westerners to coach them and fund them to carry out
such attacks, however, know much better how insulting such presenta-
tions are in the communally sensitive Indian context.

Christians sometimes complain about Hindus attacking their religion,
but they have no right to complain if they attack and condemn Hindu
religion. Too many Christians, in pursuing their urgent evangelistic
(confrontational) agenda, have blatantly disobeyed three teachings of
Jesus, all found in Matthew 7.

13. Link at http://indiafacts.org/exposing-evangelism-indiafacts-impact-stories/
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“The judgment you give is the judgment you will receive.” (verse 2)

“Take the log out of your own eye, before taking the splinter from
your brother’s.” (verse 5)

“What you want others to do for you, do also for them.” (verse 12)

An Indian missionary I once met told me that he fires any worker
who attacks Hindu gods. Others I have met certainly decry such offen-
sive, confrontational approaches. Their stances, though, reflect awareness
that confrontation can be a problematic, too common practice. They
understand that evangelism does not require and should not be defined by
anti-Hindu rhetoric and vitriol. That spirit misrepresents Jesus and instead
manifests a judgmental, separatist spirit that Jesus clearly rejected
(Chapter 1). He specifically says that he was not sent into the world to
condemn the world (John 3:17). From my conversations and research,
though, the non-confrontation policy of a few may not be common enough
to minimize Hindu concerns.

Presenting Jesus in Confusing Ways

Sometimes the evangelism barrier originates in other Christian traditions
about presenting the gospel. An evangelist, for instance, recounted how
his invitation to gospel meetings commonly met with rejection in villages
he visited. He told me, though, that when he sat under a tree in his dhozi
(traditional wrap-around cloth men wear), he could carry on long,
respectful conversations about Jesus even with members of the RSS
or VHP (Hindu nationalist groups). Time and place, even attire, can
affect how Hindus respond to believers’ attempts to share their faith.
Some Christians, as we will see, have not always paid enough attention to
such considerations. Consequently, the very believers who were trying to
introduce him have hindered Hindus from meeting Jesus.

Sometimes gospel presentations are done in ways that just make no
sense to the hearers. Christians may attribute this to hard hearts or spir-
itual blindness. We need to explore, though, whether Christians jump to
that explanation too quickly. What if Christian conceptions of evangelism
and gospel are themselves confusing Hindus, even misrepresenting Jesus
to them?
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Rajiv Malhotra provides an intriguing, somewhat humorous, look at
this possibility in a Huffington Post article, “Dharma’s Good News: You
Are Not a Sinner!” (Malhotra 2011b)."

The author describes repeated visits to his US home by Christian
evangelists in training. As you read the article, it becomes apparent that
Malhotra has been the subject of various evangelistic methods and presen-
tations of the gospel over time. In the face of these continual approaches,
his skepticism is fed by the witnesses’ disregard for his own belief system
(they only want to push theirs), their repeated pattern of approach, and
their focus on sin, guilt, and “getting saved.” After multiple encounters
with evangelism, Malhotra still does not have a clear understanding of
who Jesus is in terms he might understand. He seems to reject a Christian
caricature of Jesus, not the real person.

I recently watched a video by a pastor who bragged that he just went
up to Hindus in a Caribbean nation and presented the “gospel” the way he
always does, with great success. People may have smiled and been polite,
but I guarantee he did not help anyone follow Jesus that day. The following
blog post describes the more likely result when well-meaning Christian

evangelists use Western, one-size-fits-all methods for witness:

A missionary friend of mine here in Nepal had a visi-
tor from the States. This visitor was excited to witness
to Nepalis. He went through the plan of salvation we all
normally use in the States with a taxi driver who spoke
English. He was about to lead him through the sinner’s
prayer when my missionary friend stopped him. He asked
the taxi driver, “Do you believe Jesus is the only God?”
“No,” was the quick reply. This revealed the inadequacy of
the plan he was using. (McTague 2013)

Canned presentations of the gospel, designed with Christian under-
standing and experience in mind, can, as with Malhotra or McTague,
leave Hindus confused. Instead, we want to ensure that if they do re-
ject Jesus, they actually met and considered him in the first place.

14. A separate video presentation expands on the evangclistic encounters
that he describes in the article (Malhotra 2015): https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=gtyW Ue-MjzY.
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As we will see shortly, Christian evangelistic practices and gospel presen-
tations, sometimes mimicked from the West, can get in the way of this
understanding. The result? Evangelism and gospel presentations can keep
Hindus from Jesus instead of introducing them to him.

“GOSPEL" AS A BARRIER T0 JESUS

Sadly, if they are not aware, Christians may simply present their under-
standing of the “gospel” in a way that makes no connection to the hearer’s
worldview or situation. Why do Hindus reject Christianity as foreign?
Gailyn Van Rheenen highlights at least part of the problem: “Too often
we come with a good message, but little understanding of the people.
Consequently, the Gospel, as we present it, makes little sense to the peo-
ple, or they see it as foreign.” (Van Rheenen 2006, 31-32). Since Hindus
at times call Christianity a foreign religion, we must at least consider
whether this foreign communication might not be partly to blame for the
perception. Let me suggest two ways this can happen: hiding the good
news, and explaining the good news using primarily “guilt” terminology.

Christians Forget Their Gospel Should Be Good News

At a fundamental level, the “gospel” Christians give has sometimes lost its
essence. The definition of “gospel” in the Oxford English dictionary reflects
this. Of its three key meanings, not one mentions good news: 1) “The teach-
ing or revelation of Christ,” 2) “The record of Jesus’ life and teaching in the
first four books of the New Testament,” and 3) An adjective as in “gospel
music” (OED 2015a). Dictionaries provide the common understanding of
words. The church has so lost the core idea of gospel that many Christians,
and the world at large, have no idea that the word means “good news.”
Sometimes Christians seem to forget that they are supposed to be
announcing incredible, joyful, wonderful good news. The English Bible
words “evangelize” (euangelizomai), “evangelist” (euangelistés), and “gospel”
(ewangelion) all relate to how we give, tell, or share good news. You can’t
see it in English, but the idea of “good news” (euange/-) underlies all three
Greek words (Liddell, Scott, and Jones 1940; Bauer, et al. 1979, 317).
This root usually included a sense of “joy” (Deissmann 1980, 366-367),
of “good news, especially of a victory or some other joyous event” (Fried-

rich 1985, 267).
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Jesus didn’t preach an insipid, theological “gospel”; he announced
joyous good news or glad tidings. So did Peter, so did Paul. Yes, they
spoke of sin and judgment, but they emphasized the glad news that Jesus
defeated sin, removed its guilt, took its shame, and broke its power. The
sermons in Acts focus far more on the person and authority of Jesus than
specifically on sin. References to him as Savior and Judge, though, clearly
portray him as the One who deals with sin and frees humanity from its
power and consequences.

In India, when Christians “give them the gospel,” Hindus may have
little sense that someone is offering incredible good news. Instead, Chris-
tians are known, too often, for attacking and condemning Hindus and
Hindu traditions. The animosity engendered almost guarantees that many
Hindus perceive Christians as purveyors of bad news.

Globally, one can read of Christians being defined by their judgment
and condemnation, by what and whom they are against, rather than pri-
marily by the One they are for. If the Hindus and Christians I have heard
and read are any indication, this message of judgmental “bad news” is too

prevalent in India.

Resroring THE Goon NEws

Three correctives are needed to address the “missing” good news. We must
not allow the obscuring practice of translators to hide this foundational
essence of who Jesus is. All leaders and believers should learn to see and
think “good news” every time they read gospe/, evangelize, evangelist, or
evangelism. However, simply thinking this is not sufficient.

Rather than “give them the gospel” in traditional Christian ways, be-
lievers must also stop and consider. How is good news conveyed in their
culture and community? For those who have been Christians for a long
time, they must “become all things to all men,” and ask how the Hindu
communities around them would convey good news. The way Christians
choose for “giving” the good news should be culturally appropriate for
sharing good news, rather than bad.

Eugene Nida provides an example of a creative alternative from the
Sumbanese of Indonesia. In their culture, people hold banquets to an-

nounce good news. The believers among this group
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have adapted their manner of evangelizing so as to fit the
patterns of social life. It is quite in order for a person to
give a feast and then to spend most of the night telling
the people just why the feast has been given. Here in the
leisure of evening hours and at the happy occasion of a
banquet, people can listen to the plain, simple words of
their host and ask questions. Furthermore, the guests
are impressed that this new faith must mean something,
or the host would not have spent so much in making it

possible to tell his guests about his spiritual experience.

(Nida 1954, 13-14)

This calls to mind a meal that Jesus attended, hosted by his new
disciple Matthew Levi (Matt 9:9-17). Here too, Matthew took the op-
portunity to introduce Jesus to his friends. Jesus also became good news
to many of those attending that feast. The good news of Jesus became
especially meaningful for them when he specifically defended eating with
them and confronted the Pharisees who avoided and regularly judged
them as unworthy, undesirable “tax collectors and sinners.”

Hindus can face a barrier when Christians forget the “good news” at
the heart of their gospel, whether from Westerners or those who come to
Christ and learn the “gospel” from them. This barrier can be compounded,
though, when their presentation emphasizes foreign understanding of
what the good news is all about, what really makes it good news.

Christians Focus Their Gospel on Guill-Based Presentations

An evangelist in India recently asked me, “What is the most important el-
ement of the gospel?” He only asked so that he could give his own answer.
He was not actually interested in hearing mine. Pursuing his agenda, he
continued, “Isn’t it that Christ came into the world #o save sinners?” (1
Tim 1:15). This man was intent on “saving people from sin” as urgently
as possible.

When he finally gave me a chance to reply, I asked in return whether
Christ’s primary purpose for coming was only to save sinners? Forgive-
ness of sins is not an end in itself. It is only part of a larger redemptive,
restorative story: “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself,
not counting their wrongs against them” (2 Cor 5:19, my translation).
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God deals with our sins so that we can be reconciled (reunited) to him,
restored to fellowship with our Creator and Lord.

My friend’s insistence on “saved from sins,” illustrates a cultural myo-
pia inherent in many Western explanations of the “gospel.” The Christian
anthropologist, Eugene Nida observed that different cultures respond
to wrongdoing in three fundamentally different ways: “fear, shame, and
guilt” (ibid., Nida 1954, 150). He added that Westerners tend to experience
a guilt response, while shame and fear tend to be more prevalent responses
in many other cultures. This insight, has tremendous significance for how

we explain the good news of Jesus and what he has done for us.

3D Gosper: MinisTry 18 Guivt, SHAME, AND FEar CULTURES

Jayson Georges developed this perspective in 7he 3D Gospel: Ministry in
Guilt, Shame, and Fear Cultures. He demonstrated that the Bible equally
applies the work of Christ, the good news, to resolve issues of guilt,
shame, and fear. According to Georges, a full understanding recognizes
“three components of salvation™ Guilt-Innocence, Shame—Honor, and
Fear—Power (Georges 2014, 12). The book explores how different cultures
resonate more closely with one or two of these components and tend to
experience “the good news” in those terms.

Guilt-oriented cultures emphasize personal responsibility and liability
for wrongdoing. Guilt cultures say, “I did wrong.” These cultures tend to
be more individualistic. Forgiveness and justification are meaningful met-
aphors for Christ’s work in guilt-oriented cultures.

Shame-oriented cultures tend to be more collectivist in nature and
the consequences of a person’s wrongdoing reflect poorly on the group.
Shame says, “I am wrong” or “I have wronged the group.” In such con-
texts, issues of reconciliation, restoring honor and whole relationships, are
important. The ideas of propitiation (a payment to restore honor), with its
Hindu equivalent prayaschitta, can resonate more with an Indian shame-
based society. The shame perspective is further explored and illustrated
in “Have You No Shame?,” a chapter in Misreading Scripture with Western
Eyes (Richards and O’Brien 2012, 113).

Fear-oriented cultures tend to see wrongdoing as an offense against
some person or spirit that then brings bad influences into a family or com-
munity. Fear cultures say, “I caused wrong” or “Wrong happened.” These
cultures seek power to overcome the source of the fear and can also use
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acts of propitiation to appease living or dead community members or spir-

its who were wronged.

WaesTteErN Guirt ORIENTATION

Western Christians, following the lead of Augustine and Luther,
among others, highly emphasize the guilt—innocence dimension (Georges
2014, 13). Georges observes, “While theology from Western contexts
addresses guilt and innocence, people in most Majority World cultures
desire honor to cover shame and power to mitigate fear” (ibid.). All three
are scriptural aspects of Christ’s salvation. Different cultures, though,
usually find one more salient than the others, based upon their culture’s
own primary guilt-shame—fear orientation.

My evangelist friend above (p. 92), along with too many Indian wit-
nesses, follow the Western guilt preference in a country that is shamed
and alienated by that emphasis. The Western guilt-centered presentation
of the “gospel” focuses on one and only one dimension of the good news
of Jesus.

Enoch Wan provides the most eloquent expression of this barrier I

have encountered:

Of course, the “whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27)
should be taught eventually in a discipleship program.
But nobody should be alienated from the Kingdom of
God because they are culturally unable to grasp the over-
emphasized “forensic” aspect of the gospel and therefore,
unprepared to accept the “penal substitution of Christ” as
presented by Anglophone Caucasian Christians in evan-

gelism. (Wan 2004)

When witnesses and evangelists focus on “beating people up” for their
degradation and sinfulness, they cease to tell the good news and become
bad news bearers instead. Think “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”
or “ .. for such a worm as I.” Unfortunately, when Westerners teach Indi-
ans guilt-based “gospel” methodologies, they can inadvertently coach their
disciples to shame and offend people before those people have a chance to
hear the glad news of Jesus.
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. “Hinpus Do Nor Know Sin™»

How much of India’s resistance lies simply in this aspect of how we define
“gospel”? I find a clue in the way several Indian Christians have told me,
“Hindus do not know sin.” When we explore this further, my Christian
friends mean that Hindus do not “feel guilty” for sins the way Christians
have been taught. I know of Indian gospel presentations that begin by
emphasizing sin and guilt, so that they inculcate these “essential” senses
into Hindus. Without guilt, the West’s gospel presentations are common-
ly ineffective. They need to get sinners to feel guilty so that their “gospel”
can work.

I was recently discussing this with a Hindu-background Christian.
. “That explains my experience,” he suddenly exclaimed. “The Christians
seemed so intent that we ‘confess our sins, that we found something to
say to make them happy. Inside, though, I and my friends did not feel
what they wanted. Now I understand why they wanted this from us, even
though we felt no guilt.”

Hinduism Has Deep Traditions of Sin

Hindus in fact have a deep-seated sense of sin. In his comparison of for-
giveness in Christian and Hindu traditions, Hunter rightly observes,
“Hinduism has concepts of sin (paap) and freedom from sin dating back
to Vedic times. Indeed, the Vedic hymns are most likely the earliest texts in
the world documenting the human yearning for release from sins’” (Hunter

2007; emphasis mine). Hunter then describes various ways Hindus seek
. cleansing from sins: yatra (pilgrimage), mela (mass gathering), and snanam
(ritual bathing), among others.

Let me attempt a broad generalization of an incredibly complex
subject. Hindus tend to respond to wrongs in two ways simultaneously:
shame and separation. If I do something wrong, the main consideration
is how it shames my family and community, not just my personal cul-
pability (guilt). In fact, my wrong can bring shame to all of them in the
eyes of their larger community. For some wrongs, Hindus may ostracize
individuals and “shame” them if a wrongdoing becomes public. The major
concern, though, does not seem to be the wrongdoing itself, but the family
or community shame and disruption that it causes. I am wrong because I

have caused shame. Relieving the shame requires some act or payment of

[
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restitution to remove the shame and restore harmony and honor. In Hindu
contexts, this reconciling payment is termed a prayaschitta (atonement). It
removes the shame and allows reconciliation after separation.

Sin Causes Separation

On a deeper level, as Hunter notes, Hindus do have a sense of sin, and a
“yearning for release from sins.” From their worldview, they are separated
from the divine because of the consequences of wrong they have inherited
from past lives (karma) and wrong they continue to practice in this one.
Life is a constant attempt from sunrise to sunset to undo this sense that
“I am wrong,” to undo the wrongness in me so that I might somehow be
reunited with God. Ultimately, this sense aligns more with shame orien-
tation (“something is wrong with me”) rather than guilt orientation (I did
something wrong”).

The answer for both shame and separation is reconciliation and re-
union—with God and with the wronged community. The good news of
Jesus has an incredible amount to say about reconciliation, reunion, and
restoration. It does not just address sin and guilt issues. I do not advocate
that we water down the good news to focus on these equally biblical em-
phases. I only suggest that India needs a more scriptural and appropriate
presentation of the good news. Those who limit the “gospel” to primarily
sin and guilt are themselves misrepresenting the manifold grace of God by
focusing on one dimension as their only starting point.

When Christians present Western expressions of the “gospel” that
emphasize guilt and condemnation, Hindus may find such language con-
fusing at best, repulsive and immoral at worst. Discussions of the good
news of Jesus (how he removes the reality and effect of sin) would be just
as scriptural if they began with shame concerns, rather than guilt. Since
shame and separation are the salient cultural senses for Hindus, India
needs believers to understand and take to heart the significant passag-
es that address shame—honor issues. Then Jesus will more likely become

good news to many Hindu hearts.

Jesus’ Approach to Shame-Based Culture

What might a more shame-based approach look like? We need only ex-
amine Jesus’ way with people to sce this clearly in action. The Jews had

God’s law and a sense of sin and guilt. As Easterners, they also shared a
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common shame-based culture. So, how did Jesus relate to and speak with
the people of his day and culture? With the common, ordinary folk, He
rarely confronted and attacked their sin, guilt, and depravity. Instead, he
ate and drank with them. When presenting his good news, he often used
parables, proverbs, metaphors, and similes. He introduced spiritual truth
in oblique, non-confrontational ways (shame-aware), rather than in direct,
confrontational ways (guilt-focused).

With whom was Jesus direct and confrontational? With the
scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees. Those who practiced a condemning,
law-centered, guilt-based righteousness were addressed directly with con-
demnation and guilt-based rhetoric.

When we limit the “gospel” to a Western guilt orientation, we may
fail to address the heart and soul of people who are more in tune to shame
or fear orientations. We are not presenting the full good news of Jesus. I
wonder how much of India’s resistance might be attributed to this mis-
placed emphasis on aspects of Christ’s work salient to some in the West,
but more problematic for many in the East?

Enoch Wan articulates the intersection of Western guilt orientation
and legal explanation as an issue in communicating to the Chinese par-
ticularly. His perspective, though, applies as much to India as elsewhere
in the East:

Western culture has a Greco-Roman, politico-legal base
and Judeo-Christian ethical foundation. The Greek social
system of city-state, the Roman law, etc. have been well
developed for “millennia” in the West. The influence of
the Judeo-Christian value system and moral code has left
its mark in the mind and heart of people in the context
of western civilization, so much so that anthropologists
who have conducted cross-cultural comparative studies
have classified the western culture as a “guilt culture” in
contrast to the “shame” culture of the East. (Wan 2000)

Only Indian believers can navigate the shame tendencies of their
culture and find the appropriate scriptures that apply the work of Christ
to that part of their experience. This will require believers to take off the
Western guilt-based glasses with which they have been taught to read
so much Scripture. They will first have to intentionally read Scripture
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from shame-based considerations until they begin to see the wealth of
material there.

Interestingly, thereis notasingle reference to “guilt” in Romans 3:21-30,
though it has been used to emphasize guilt since Augustine and his
Augustinian heir Martin Luther. Every word used there might, just pos-
sibly, fit a shame/restoration understanding better than the common guilt/
forgiveness framework.

We have seen, then, that Hindus may be alienated when Christians
evangelize with an attacking spirit, when they hide the good news behind
Christian jargon, or when they explain the good news in foreign, confus-

ing ways. Sometimes, though, preaching itself gets in their way.

“PREACHING"™ AS A BARRIER TO JESUS

“When we preach the gospel, they do not listen. What can we do?” That
deceptively simple question arose after a presentation to a Bible college au-
dience in India about some of the Christian barriers. That phrase, “preach
the gospel,” can carry layers of Christian assumptions, church traditions,
and cultural baggage accumulated over centuries.

When we begin to examine those layers, we come face-to-face with
a set of challenges that can, too frequently, keep people from hearing the
good news of Jesus. Come dig through some layers with me. Let’s see
what we find.

A friend recently described a church wedding where the pastor rec-
ognized there were Hindu guests in the audience. Like the engagement
party incident (start of chapter), this pastor also attacked and shamed them
publicly. My friend had to restrain his Hindu brother-in-law who wanted
to go and berate the pastor for his unwarranted, disrespectful “fanaticism.”

It is not hard to imagine such pastors going home at night feeling
pleased with themselves for having “made the most of the opportunity”
and for having “preached the gospel,” but all they preached was anti-
Hindu bad news. It is hard for me not to see Jesus weeping for their crass
disobedience to the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them
do unto you” (Matt 7:23). Their preaching tradition taught them to violate
Peter’s explicit instruction to speak “with gentleness and respect” (1 Pet
3:15). Would Jesus be pleased at the preacher proclaiming him as an ene-
my of Hindus, instead of one who longs to be #heir Friend and Savior too?
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Jesus isn’t responsible when such preaching drives people from Jesus before
they have a chance to meet him for who he is. These encounters provide

sad examples of the barrier of preaching in India.

Western Preaching Assumptions

Preaching may also present an obstacle, though, for a deeper reason.
Christianity in India seems to derive its understanding of preaching sig-
nificantly from Western traditions. Certain adaptations may be made for
Indian cultural values and audiences, yet the underlying assumptions that
drive preaching may prioritize Western traditions more than Eastern.

WESTERN ASsUMPTIONS ABoUT THE MEANING OF PREACHING

The word “preach” in English is primarily defined as “deliver a sermon
or religious address to an assembled group of people, typically in church”
or to “publicly proclaim or teach (a religious message or belief)” (OED
2015b). In other words, English church tradition primarily limits “preach”
to religious messages and exhortations, whether in church or in other set-
tings. It usually assumes a religious context and/or content.

On the contrary, the New Testament words that are translated
“preach” made no religious assumptions about either the context, the
content, or the presentation. The words carried no idea at all of pulpits,
robes, sermons, pews, or even churches. Two Greek words are commonly
translated “to preach” in English Bibles (k¢russo, euangelizomai). The first,
kerusso, had a wide variety of meanings: 1) to be a herald or auctioneer,
to proclaim a message as a herald; 2) to issue a summons by a herald,
to proclaim an announcement or declaration; 3) proclaim or announce a
message (such as a sale, a new colony, a crime), to declare or tell news, or
to proclaim or announce publicly (Liddell, Scott, and Jones 1940). The
main idea was the act of communicating a message by a herald (or repre-
sentative). Both words are widely used in the culture and heritage of the
Greco-Roman world, not isolated in the religious jargon of a separated
religious community.

Notice that the third definition includes to declare or tell news. Kérusseo,
in other words, could refer to the work of a news reporter. Several Indian
friends, upon hearing this, made an instant connection to their own cul-
tural past. Before newspapers, radios, or television, they tell me, certain
men would walk through the streets beating a special drum and reporting
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announcements and news. This was like a European “town crier” who
carried a bell and performed the same reporting function. These cultural
reporting models are both closer to the original idea of £érusso, than the
religious specialization that Christians have defined as “preaching.”

Christian tradition has taken a word with broad cultural meaning
and limited it to religious, church-based speaking. To remove this barrier,
Indian believers need to examine how the functions of 4é7usso might best
be expressed and practiced in their own cultural setting,

WEeSTERN ASSUMPTIONS ABoUT PREACHING BEHAVIORS

The meaning of preaching is not the only source of barrier, though. Chris-
tian tradition has, for centuries, added layers of rules and expectations for
how “good preaching” must be done. An entire field of study, homiletics,
is dedicated to training preachers how to “preach properly.” Often Indian
Seminaries use Western homiletics texts to teach preaching, ensuring that
old Western cultural forms will be perpetuated in a radically different
cultural context.

Unfortunately, almost all these rules and expectations are rooted
in Western, Greco-Roman, Euro-American cultural traditions of what
constitutes good rhetoric and oratory and what comprises acceptable ser-
mon creation and sermon delivery. These traditions were created over the
centuries as believers “became all things to all people” in Greco-Roman,
Euro-American contexts. They came from human culture, not from God
or Scripture.

Sadly, some Christians in India feel they must adhere to these rules
and expectations for preaching in Indian churches. These norms, devel-
oped in a very different rhetorical and oratorical context, are somehow
assumed to be still essential for proclaiming the good news in India.

The cultural separatism of Christians can lead some to disregard and
dismiss communication forms and styles they judge to be “not Christian.”
For example, Indian teachers usually deliver a spiritual message sitting
down. Most Christian preachers ignore this and seem to assume that
they must stand to deliver their messages. They ignore the fact that Jesus
himself delivered his major messages sitting down (Matt 5, 13; Luke 5;
John 8). How much more would Hindus listen to the good news, if believ-

ers simply followed Jesus’” example and normally sat down to teach?
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Such questions about preaching beg to be considered and explored
in the Indian context. Numerous foreign layers of preaching can declare
that Indian Christians are committed to foreign styles and assumptions
in the way they communicate their message. When Indians see and hear
this foreign proclamation, at times conducted in harsh and angry tones,
they have little hope of learning of the love and salvation of Jesus. Foreign
styles of preaching may shout too loudly for them to hear the good news.

So, when that student said, “We preach the gospel, but they don’t
listen,” he answered his question. Sometimes “we” are the problem. How
“we” preach. What “we” mean by gospel. How “we” view the people to
whom we speak. “We” must, I believe, examine ourselves (take the log
out of our own eye, Jesus said), before pointing a finger of blame at our
audience.

Hindus may not be listening precisely because Christians are preach-
ing in Western ways when Jesus wants to speak in Indian styles, Indian
tones, and Indian postures, as well as Indian languages. Christians may
need to stop “preaching” (Western word) and start heralding, announcing,
proclaiming, and presenting in ways that are faithful to Scripture and to
their own culture, rather than to the West’s preaching culture.

ADDRESSING THE BARRIER OF EVANGELISM, GOSPEL, AND PREACHING

Given the potential barriers presented by Christian traditions about evan-
gelism, gospel, and preaching, I close with two considerations.

The Good News of Cultural Freedom

We sometimes miss a key element of what made Jesus good news to Gen-
tiles (non-Jews) in the New Testament. The God-fearers, like Cornelius
or Lydia, attended Jewish worship and loved the God of Israel. They did
not want to convert to Judaism, though. They seemed to know intuitively
that they could remain within their culture, community, and society. They
sensed that they did not have to extract and join the foreign, isolationist
culture of the Jews.

When he sent Peter to Cornelius (Acts 10), God affirmed this Gentile
desire to follow God within their own community, not within Jewish cul-
ture. The message that they did not have to accept the culture and religion
of the Jews was itself good news. When Paul adapted his message to the
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God-fearers in the synagogue at Antioch (Acts 13), they too recognized
the good news that God wanted them to follow him directly, not through
the Jewish culture and religion. They invited the whole city to come hear
the same liberating good news. When the Jerusalem Council determined
that Gentile believers did not have to become Jews to follow Jesus, Gen-
tiles again received that good news with joy (Acts 15:31).

If our “gospel” is truly good news, it will, as in the New Testament,
free believers to follow Jesus within their own culture, rather than adopt
the foreign, alien ways of someone else’s religious culture. We must “be-
come all things to all people” so that this freedom to follow, worship, and
share Jesus within one’s own culture is an inherent and essential part of
the good news of Jesus.

We have already observed that the barriers of separatism, Christian
identity, and church can arise from unnecessary and unscriptural tradi-
tions. One application of the good news of Jesus in India is that Hindus
should not have to identify with these foreign-created expressions of faith.
They, like the first century God-fearers, should hear the good news that
they can incarnate Jesus, and Jesus only, within their culture and commu-
nity. If they face shame because of Jesus himself, they must be ready and
willing to do so. 'They do not, though, ever need to adopt a “Christian”
identity, or join a church. I am convinced that this is an essential impli-
cation of the good news in India today, at least for many segments of the
population. My ministry now focuses on encouraging and advocating for

those who desire to follow Jesus in incarnational ways.

Peter’s Advice to Believers in Challenging Contexts

To hear many Christians today, especially those from America, it seems
that evangelism requires believers to “Go loud, and go proud!” They tout
a form of gospel boldness that is more a product of American cultur-
al brashness and pushiness. Listen to Indian evangelists, watch Indian
Christian T'V, observe Indian Christian publicity videos, and you can see
repeated examples of an evangelistic fervor and urgency intent on “giving
them the gospel.” Such presentations of Jesus do not resonate well with
India’s spiritual psyche. They can sound harsh, angry, and disrespectful.
In contrast to this Western din, Peter points believers in a different
direction. Peter’s first letter provided guidance to believers who faced a
challenging context. Around the time of Nero’s persecution of Christians
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(AD 64), Peter wrote a letter of encouragement to believers who faced
increasing opposition by the culture around them (Barclay 1965, 164-171;
Robinson 1976, 140—169). The increased cultural skepticism and rejection
led to questions about how believers should live in relation to the sur-
rounding society.

While Peter addressed them as “aliens” in the beginning, this did
not imply a separatist, extracted community (see Chapter 1—Cultural
Separatism). His instructions implied continued connection with their
community and culture.

Rather than calling people to a loud, proud, confrontational lifestyle,
Peter advocates the opposite. He instructs them to pay attention to their
own lifestyle, to /ive lives of moral excellence among the non-believers so
that their accusers would have no real grounds to condemn them (1 Pet
2:11-20; 3:13-15). They were to honor their government (1 Pet 2:13-15),
honor their fellow citizens (1 Pet 2:17), and honor their ruler (1 Pet 2:17),
Notice that Peter wrote this specifically to people who were under Roman
Imperial rule and under Nero as the emperor. 'They were to be known for
their respect, not disrespect, no matter who the government or ruler was,
so that they would not appear subversive or treasonous (1 Pet 2:16). They
were told to /ive their lives with mouths primarily shut, not open. While this
instruction was specifically addressed to women (1 Pet 3:1), its principle
could apply equally to anyone under someone’s authority (slaves, children,
citizens). Their witness (testimony) was mostly by their example. Faced
with rejection and insults, they were specifically instructed to follow
Christ’s example of quietness and refurning only blessing (1 Pet 3:10).

All this instruction—/ive quietly, work honestly, honor all men, set an
example, not talk—eventually led to questions by those around the be-
lievers. Then, and only then, Peter tells believers, “Set apart Christ as
Lord in your hearts, always ready to answer everyone who asks you to give
an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and respect”
(1 Pet 3:15). The key phrase there is “everyone who asks you.” Peter says,
don’t push, don’t force, don’t confront, don’t even talk. Just live and incar-
nate the life of Jesus intentionally. But when they ask, be ready to explain
the difference that he makes in you, the hope that he has given you.

The final words of his instruction are critical in addressing the Chris-
tian barrier to Jesus in India. I have heard so many tales of harshness
and disrespect in the way that Christians “give the gospel” to Hindus.
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All such presentations are a direct violation of Peter’s clear instructions in
a challenging context, to speak “with gentleness and respect.”

India today needs far more believers who follow Peter’s quiet, gen-
tle, respectful model, rather than the West’s loud, proud, confrontational
model. Peter’s model of living, then sharing, the good news provides a
powerful antidote to the Christian barrier to Jesus represented by too
many models of evangelism and gospel in India today.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

Before Jesus ascended to heaven, his last words were, “You shall be my
witnesses” (Acts 1:8). The New Testament clearly expects that those who
follow Jesus will share his good news. So how will the good news of Jesus
come to Hindus in incarnational, culturally natural ways?

Christians

From our discussion above, Christians must examine common assump-
tions about sharing the good news in light of Scripture. To “become
all things to all people,” they must consider how evangelism has often
modeled Western cultural assumptions with too little concern for and
adaptation to the Hindu contexts of India. The issues raised in this chap-
ter are merely suggestive of the kinds of considerations Christians should
make to help Hindus truly encounter the good news of Jesus.

Another Christian challenge arises from church scheduling. I recall
many conversations with Christians who said, “Church keeps us so busy
during our weekends that we have no time for relationships with non-
believers.” As I write, I'm looking in my journal at a conversation with
one pastor who described long Sunday morning services, Sunday evening
prayers, Tuesday evening prayers, Wednesday evening “cottage prayers,”
and Thursday evening “deliverance prayers for Hindus.” This tendency
to keep Christians occupied with gatherings and meetings poses a real
barrier to the good news. It keeps believers primarily separated from the
community around them, and less available for relationships and eventual
conversation about Jesus. Wise congregations need to equip believers for
more intentional relationships and reduce programming in order to free

believers to be friends to those around them in meaningful ways.
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ANSWERING THE STUDENT’S QUESTION

Let me return one more time to the student’s question, “When we preach
the gospel they do not listen. What can we do?” Based on the consider-
ations in this chapter, here is how I answered. As I stood on the stage,
I suggested they picture the stage as the Christian community. I asked
them to consider the back of the chapel as a Hindu community.

Typical evangelism, I suggested, sees Christians standing in their
community shouting and yelling to Hindus, “Come here! Leave your
community and come to meet Jesus in ours!” Recently my wife saw a
church sign in the US with a similar perspective: “If you want to meet Je-
sus, come to church.” If that is our primary message, few will ever consider
listening, much less coming to Jesus. If they have to come to church to
come to Jesus, thatisn’t an option for them. When, in addition, Christians
shout the “invitation” in condemning, accusing tones, they just compound
the barrier.

“But,” I continued, “if we were to leave our place [I jumped off the
stage], and instead went to where they are culturally, what might happen?
If we took Jesus there so that he could eat with them, stay with them, live
among them, befriend them, what might happen?” Then they might see
Jesus as a friend of Hindus, one who loves them, rather than as an enemy
who despises and hates them. My questioner responded, “We never thought
of that!”

He summarized the barrier of evangelism in five words. Why had they
never thought of that? Christian traditions of cultural separatism taught
them to disregard the culture, concerns, and sensitivities of the people to
whom they preached the gospel. They thought that if they “preached” to
Hindus they had fulfilled their responsibility.

My heart breaks for Christians who have been so enculturated to such
models that they have not even considered Jesus’ own model of gentle,
respectful engagement. For believers who have never been taught that
“becoming all things to all people” applies, as much as anything, to how
they proclaim the good news of Jesus to others.

PROSELYTISM OR EKVANGELISM:

In talking with Christians about this barrier, I have often encountered an
understanding more in line with Stott’s description of proselytism.
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Proselytism and evangelism are not the same thing. To
proselytize is to convert somebody else to our opinions
and culture, and to squeeze him into our mould; to evan-
gelize [in the biblical sense] is to proclaim God’s good
news about Jesus Christ to the end that people will be-
lieve in Him, find life in Him and ultimately be conformed

to His image, not ours. (Stott 1976, 173; emphasis mine)

I would add, based on our previous discussions, that when believers
are conformed to the image and spirit of Jesus, they will incarnate that
image within their cultural context (Phil 2), not extract from it. The good

news is, at heart, a call to incarnation, not isolation or extraction.

Yesu Bhaklas

When believers stay within their Hindu communities of origin, some
contend, they will be better able to relate the good news of Jesus to their
family and fellow Hindus. In theory, this sounds good. In practice, this
does not always happen.

The Hindu family is often sensitive both to the Christian separatist
spirit and evangelism agendas. Yesu bhaktas, in trying to remove suspi-
cion that they are hidden Christians, must carefully navigate their genuine
identity among their family. This can lead to reticence in witnessing about
Christ so that they do not appear to judge and condemn their family.

In addition, at least some Yesu bhaktas were originally in Christian
churches for a time. They experienced and heard the Christian evangelism
and conversion agenda. In reaction to overly pushy, and culturally insen-
sitive versions of Christian evangelism, they can take a path of extreme
caution that leads to little or no witness.

Since “Christianity” emphasizes overt evangelism and conversion
as the common model, they rarely received training or awareness of less
confrontational, more incarnational forms of witness in Scripture. Jesus
is good news, and believers who have found that good news will want
to share it with those around them. Alternative approaches must be de-
veloped and taught for doing that in culturally appropriate and sensitive
ways, “with gentleness and respect” (1 Pet 3:15).

Bhaktas themselves will need to seek the Lord’s direction and develop

their own ways to tell the good news. They do need to find natural ways to
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explain their experience with Jesus that are not “triumphalistic” (a com-
mon concern 1 have heard), confrontational (common Christian model),

or foreign (many current explanations).

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

F. F. Bruce rightly observed that “the disciples of Christ are his witnesses,
called to spread to the ends of the earth the joyfu/ news of God’s salvation
which they have received through their Master’s death and resurrection”
(Bruce 1987, 60—61; emphasis mine). At the same time,

If the Good News of the Bible means anything to peo-
ple, it should enter into their lives in such a way that its
proclamation becomes a natural matter, rather than a for-
eigner’s noisy propaganda. (Nida 1954, 14)

I offer this chapter in the hope that in India, Hindus will have greater
opportunity to hear the good news of Jesus in just these ways, not as a “for-

eigner’s noisy propaganda,” but as a natural expression of his “joyful news.”






CHAPTER 6

THE BARRIER OF CONVERSION

The late Bishop Azariah asserted, “We (i.e. many missionaries, Indian
Christians, and myself) are convinced that Christianity has always stood
for conversion, and for changing people from one society to another. . . . This in-
evitably means breaking with the old fellowship and joining a new fellowship”
(cited in Kim 2013, 18; emphasis mine). With those words, he articulated a
common understanding that cultural conversion is a Christian obligation.

Contrast that, though, with the following from Christian leader and
thinker, Ralph Winter:

First, let’s be done with the word “conversion.” In Stan-
dard English that word usually means merely an outward
change, a change of culture, clothing, diet—it means to
proselytize. Well the N'T very clearly opposes any prose-
lytizing as essential to salvation. Logically, then, if I were
asked at the border of “Are you here to con-

vert ?” the most accurate answer I could give

would be, “The Bible instructs me not to proselytize any-
one at any time” . . . Conversion is part of our Evangelical

dialect, but we ought to lay it aside if we want to make
sense to outsiders. (Winter 2008, 38)

How do we explain the stark discrepancy between these two Chris-
tian statements? Is one right and the other wrong? How would we decide?
Or does India’s complexity demand a both/and perspective, instead of
either/or?

Let’s start with a basic definition of what we are talking about. Since
Azariah was an Indian church leader, I’ll let his definition above provide
the benchmark for what conversion means: “changing people from one
society to another . . . breaking with the old fellowship and joining a
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new fellowship.” Conversion, from this perspective, meant extracting
people from one community and joining them to a different, separate one.

Pradip Ayer, in his contrast of conversion and regeneration adds a
further perspective on common Christian practice, ““Conversion’ is about
outward conformity, whereas regeneration is about an inner change that
begins a transformation process centered on the heart and attitudes” (Ayer
2001, 184).

Bringing those two together, we find that conversion, as commonly
practiced in India today, first extracts new converts from their sociore-
ligious community to a separate Christian community—the separatism
of Chapter 1. It then requires conformity primarily to external church
rules rather than inner conformity to Christ. The external rules are often
markers that reject the former socioreligious community and demonstrate
allegiance to the new. As such, this conversion practice has led to consid-
erable debate in India for decades.

CONVERSION IS DEEPLY OFFENSIVE TO HINDUS

Hindus Attest to Its Offensiveness

The issue of conversion has historically antagonized many Hindus. It
continues to rouse passionate opposition today. Bridges and Barriers to
Hindu-Christian Relations notes, “Recent violence reacting to Christian
strategies of conversion in India has emphasized the potential for intense
conflict between Hindu and Christian communities globally. In many
cases tensions are created within previously peaceful communities as their
shared identity is fragmented by allegiance to these apparently conflicting
groups” (Frazier 2011, 4). Here are some Hindu voices who have expressed

concern about conversion.

SAVARKAR

An ardent opponent of conversion, V. D. Savarkar articulated the “FEssen-
tials of Hindutva” (Hindu-ness) in the early 1920s. His thinking on what
it means to truly be Indian has laid the foundation for much of the Hindu
nationalist movement. Savarkar reasoned that Christians and Muslims,
who shared the Indian fatherland and Indian blood, could not be truly
Indian because in “their adoption of the new cult they had ceased to own
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Hindu civilization (sanskriti) as a whole. They belong, or feel they belong,
to a cultural unit altogether different from the Hindu one” (Savarkar 1921-22,
37; emphasis mine). In other words, conversion made them disown Hindu
culture, and in so doing, their Indian-ness. As Savarkar and those follow-
ing his lead see it, to convert means to fundamentally deny the cultural
heritage of India, and in so doing, to disown one’s Indian-ness.

N
(GANDHI

To the Christians who interacted with him, Gandhi repeatedly expressed
concern about conversion. In an interview with the missionary statesman,
John R. Mott, he said, “I disbelieve in the conversion of one person by an-
other. My effort should never be to undermine another’s faith but to make
him a better follower of his own faith” (Gandhi 1929, 145).

In a 1931 interview, Gandhi was asked about foreign missionaries in
[ndia after independence. He responded, “If instead of confining them-
selves purely to humanitarian work and material service to the poor, they
do proselytizing by means of medical aid, education, etc., then I would
certainly ask them to withdraw. . . . We need no converting spiritually”
(Gandhi 1931, 277).

Gandhi’s concerns about conversion were as much political as spiritual.
Kim observes, “As he opposed the British Raj so he opposed conversion
because he saw it as another form of aggression against the rights of the
Indian people” (Kim 2013, 19).

Nivoct CoMMISSION

In the 1950s the Niyogi Commission investigated and reported on con-
version activity primarily in the state of Madhya Pradesh (Niyogi, et al.
1958). Their report highlighted numerous concerns about fraudulent and
manipulative conversion practices. This report was partly responsible for
the religion laws in certain states today aimed at curbing illicit conversion
practices (see State Laws section, p. 120).

FrawLeYy

'The article “A Fraudulent Mission” provides one of the most concise and
clearly articulated Hindu summaries of Christian missions and conver-
sion activity (Frawley 2008). Anyone concerned about Hindu contexts can
get a good synopsis of Hindu views of the issues and challenges, even
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though they will not agree with much of what he says. Christians have, he
charges, “set aside billions of dollars to convert non-Christians to Chris-
tianity. . . . They have trained thousands of workers, formed various plans
of evangelism and conversion, and targeted certain communities for this
express purpose” (ibid., 35).

The entire article is permeated with deep feeling against mission ac-
tivity and conversion, but toward the end Frawley issues a call to Hindus:
“Let us expose and put an end to this missionary business, and let us not
think that this missionary business is tolerant. The missionary business
is not about freedom of religion. It is about the triumph of one religion.
It is not about secularism. The missionary business is based on the idea
that one religion is true. It is a religious war aimed at religious control”
(ibid., 36). What is the missionary business? Conversion! What is its aim?
Religious control!

These representative statements and perspectives help frame today’s
Hindu resentment. Given these deep Hindu sensitivities about conver-
sion, just introducing a conversation about Jesus can immediately sound
to some like a conversion attempt. In such a context, the reaction can be
instantaneous and intense.

If believers ignore these concerns, and just push Jesus on people, pur-
suing Christian conquest or conversion agendas, they increase barriers
and perpetuate Hindu stereotypes of Christians. On the other hand, if
they stop and listen to the concerns of the other, Indian believers might
find ways to faithfully represent Jesus (Chapter 4), while reducing negative
perceptions of believers that unnecessarily feed Hindu animosity.

Conversion as Violence

Hindus sometimes characterize conversion as “violence” or as a denial of
fundamental human rights. Any attempt at witness (“propagation”) can be
defined in this way, and then attacked as anti-Hindu violence and “force.”
The most eloquent articulation of this view was made in a 1999 speech by
Swami Dayananda Saraswati. In his message, “Conversion is Violence,” he
asserted that when a person converts from his former religion and culture,
he, his family, and his community are all hurt. Saraswati then elaborated,
“T call it violence. It is not ordinary violence. It is violence to the deepest
person, the core person, in the human being” (Saraswati 1999).

Saraswati concluded,
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It is not that they preach their own religion. They preach
against other religions. And I consider that kind of
preaching is violence . . . I am hurt and many others like
me are hurt. Millions are hurt. There are so many other
issues to be discussed with reference to conversion. But
I have only one to discuss here. If is the violence that is
allowed to be perpetrated against humanity, against cultures,
against religions. That is the only issue here; there is no

other issue. (ibid.; emphasis mine)

Hindus regularly observe the negative, denigrating comments about
Hinduism and Indian society on mission websites and reports. For
example,

Grand Rapids-based [mission name withheld] argues
that in India “superstition and idol worship have an iron
grip—there is no forgiveness or joy.” Such denigration of
one’s faith has a long-term impact on the psyche. It cuts
families apart . . . Moreover, the claim is false—kshama

(forgiveness) and ananda (joy) are alive and well in India.

(Kuppa 2012)

I won'’t post links, but you do not have to look hard on Google or
Facebook to find Indian mission sites with negative rhetoric about Hindu
religious traditions, idolatry, caste system, persecution, and other items
of their concern. Many of these are written by Indian Christians, which
simply intensifies Indians’ sense of betrayal and attack.

Conversion strategies that focus on attacking and tearing down other
religions (Hinduism included) can alienate people before they even meet
Jesus. Fronting such approaches and attitudes on public web sites and
social media unnecessarily irritates and alienates Hindus as a form of vio-
lence. It drives them further away from Jesus before they have a chance to
hear or consider the good news.

Unfortunately, that published information on conversion numbers
and anti-Hindu sentiment attracts Western donors. The more Indian
Christians can vilify Hindus, it seems, the more money they can make in
certain circles, so ministries that say they want to reach Hindus publicly
market themselves to donors in anti-Hindu ways. In the process, they
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offend and alienate many of the people they claim they want to reach.
Would those who truly care about Hindus in the spirit of Jesus consider
talking this way to or about them?

Conversion as Anti-Community Treachery

Concerned believers must also wrestle with the collective mindset of
India, rather than assuming a Western, individualistic one. Craig Storti,
consultant in cross-cultural business communication and interaction,
maintains, “Zhe one aspect of culture that accounts for more miscom-
munication between Indians and Westerners than any other is what
is usually called the concept of identity. Simply stated, Indians are more
group-oriented (collectivist) and Westerners, especially Americans, are more
individual-oriented (individualist)” (Storti 2007, 19; emphasis mine).

In “Evangelization of Whole Families,” Chua Wee Hian has also al-
luded to Western Christians’ difficulty with collective thinking: “At times
it is difficult for individualistic Westerners to realize that in many ‘face-
to-face’ societies, religious decisions are made corporately. The individual
in that particular society would be branded as a ‘traitor’ and treated as an
outcast if he were to embrace a new religious belief” (Hian 1999, 614).

In his introductory case studies, Hian provides one example of two
missionary women who ignored the communal and family orientation of
Chinese society. They reported on the “hardness of heart” among the men
and parental resistance when teenagers wanted to receive baptism. Much
of the resistance these missionary women faced had nothing to do with
Jesus. It instead resulted from their conversion strategies that bypassed
communal and familial decision-making. Jesus was not the problem.
Individualist and non-community assumptions made by these Western
missionaries created an unnecessary barrier to Jesus. They were, in effect,
asking people to become “traitors,” an act of violence from the view of
their family and community.

Donald McGavran expanded on this issue in his influential study,
The Bridges of God. In “The Group Mind and Group Decision,” he noted

decades ago:

To understand the psychology of the innumerable sub-
societies which make up the non-Christians nations, it
is essential that the leaders of the churches and missions
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strive to see life from the point of view of a people, fo whom
individual action is treachery. Among those who think
corporately, only a rebel would strike out alone, without
consultation and without companions. The individual
does not think of himself as a self-sufficient unit, but as a

part of the group. (McGavran 1961, 11; emphasis mine)

McGavran wrote this reflection out of his experience with the Indi-
an context. Indian Christians are deeply aware that decision-making is
more collective in their society. Yet they may insist on following Western,
individualist conversion models because that is how Western Christian-
ity does it, that is the methodology they are taught, or that is what the
donors expect. Too often, they seem intent on ignoring and violating this
fundamental feature of their own culture. In the process, countless fami-
lies and communities end up hurt, shamed, alienated, and offended when
conversions are pursued in such culturally inconsiderate ways. This too

contributes to the barrier of conversion.

Hindus Track Conversion Practices

Another indicator of Hindu concern involves the detailed way in which
Hindus track and comment on Christian conversion practices. In its first
issue, Tehelka published an exposé entitled “Preparing for the Harvest.” The
author, V. K. Shashikumar, described a “worldwide conversion movement”
that after its initiation as “AD 2000 and Beyond” transformed into the

Joshua Project. He described this evangelistic initiative as “a sledgeham-

mer—a breathtaking, decade-long steamroller of a campaign” to harvest
[ndia. The AD 2000 “plan was based on a military model with the intent
to invade, occupy, control, or subjugate its population” (Shashikumar 2004,
1; emphasis mine). I am not saying that this article is factual or unbiased.
However, the writer read and referenced publicly posted evangelical plans
to evangelize India, plans that often used militaristic and triumphalistic
language. He may have misunderstood some of the statements. Overall,
he did not misunderstand Christian intentions to strategically go after
India with the gospel. He illustrates how much Hindus read and react
to Christian publicity about conversion plans and intentions for India.
Chad Bauman’s insightful analysis of Hindu-Christian Conflict in India

concurs that such concerns were partly “a response to well-publicized—and,




116 CHRISTIAN BARRIERS T0 JESUS

to many, offensively strategic—Western, Christian evangelical efforts,
such as AD2000 and Beyond, or the Joshua Project, which set ambitious
goals to reach the whole world with the Christian message by the end of
the millennium” (Bauman 2013, 635).

Hinduism Tvday at times publicizes Christian conversion activity (see
Frawley 2008, for example). The tollowing sites post regular reports on
various Christian conversion activities and strategies:

»  Christian Aggression
(http://www.christianaggression.org)

*  Christian Waitch India
(https://christianwatchindia.wordpress.com/)

*  Tracking Evangelism
(http://trackingevangelism.blogspot.com/)

*  Hindu Existence
This site has a section devoted to Christianity in India
with exposés of conversion tactics and approaches
(http://hinduexistence.org)

* Christian Aggression Facebook Page
“Stop Converting Hindus to Christianity in India”
(https://www.facebook.com/ChristianAggression)

*  Tracking Evangelism (YouTube channel)
(https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCfsFDP30OV-AZYx-_8k8Xnjw)

In “Predatory Proselytism” (even the title reflects Hindu sensitivities),
Padma Kuppa addressed several Hindu critiques of common Christian
conversion practices. She cited examples where missions used disasters
and poverty to further their conversion agenda. As she put it, “This in-
timidation and exploitation of the most vulnerable segments of society is
primarily rooted today in a surge of international conversion campaigns”
(Kuppa 2012).

Stories of poverty and disaster provide powerful appeals for more mis-
sion funding in India (and elsewhere). Mission websites, Facebook groups,
and other public communication provide abundant examples for Hindus
of how Christians are targeting India for conversion. A significant amount
of this material relates to benevolence outreaches as an avenue to “reach

people” (see Chapter 9).




The Barrier of Conversion 117

Recently a ministry in Chennai had its operations significantly cur-
tailed after the government investigated its use of funds. Publicly in India
they portrayed themselves as a social relief agency helping poor fami-
lies and children. In the US, their material advertises their evangelistic,
church-planting purpose. When Indian investigators examined the fi-
nances, they discovered that significant money was going to churches,
even evangelists’ salaries, rather than sponsoring children and helping
families as declared. This did not constitute government persecution. The
authorities can legitimately ask whether an organization is doing what it
declares it is doing with its money.

Those who are working in India (and their supporters) should be
aware that Hindus monitor their publicity materials, their public funding
reports (Indian FCRA and US 990 filings)", and their websites. They
should assume that what they write and report about India and Hindus
will be monitored. If they want to “become all things to all people,” be-
lievers should consider how even their reporting and fundraising messages
can actively influence Hindus for or against Jesus.

Historical influences, legal rulings, community considerations,
Christian anti-Hindu rhetoric, and even Christian marketing materials all
interact in India’s complex resistance to conversion. Instead of just coming
in and “preaching the gospel,” genuinely concerned believers should take
a step back and assess how best to approach such a charged context. We
should not obliviously or intentionally pour gasoline on the fire of resent-
ment while claiming to serve Jesus in India. We just might be working

against Jesus instead of for him.

Christians Confirm Hindu Concerns About Conversion

'The issue is not a recent development, and Christians have demonstrated

awareness of its pervasive concern among Hindus. Sharpe, in his biography

15. The Indian Foreign Contributions Regulation Act (FCRA), requires entities
that receive foreign contributions to provide annual reports of funds received and
how they were used. In the same way, the US IRS requires an annual 990 report
for certain non-profit organizations to maintain their non-profit status. In both
instances, the reports are a matter of public record and can be reviewed by anyone
interested in the financial activities of entities in either India or the US.
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of Sadhu Sundar Singh, describes the Hindu disquiet even in the early
1900s:

To express respect and even admiration for Jesus Christ
was common enough in India in the late nineteenth
century; for a Hindu or a Sikh actually to announce a
desire to become a Christian by baptism [see next chap-
ter for Baptism concerns] was another matter altogether.
Conwversion was a social and political, as well as a religious
matter: a blow directed at the heart of the social unit. This was
something that Evangelical Christians could never fully
understand, still less accept, since in their view, only “reli-
gious” motives counted as worth taking seriously. (Sharpe
2003, 36; comment and emphasis mine)

Sharpe’s observation highlights not only the Indian concern about
conversion, but also Christians’ common disregard for its broader cultural
implications. In addition, Christian conversion practices represent a tan-
gible expression of the cultural separatism already discussed in Chapter 1.
In Christ’s Way to India’s Heart, ]. Waskom Pickett noted, “IThe process of
extracting individuals from their setting in Hindu and Moslem commu-
nities does not build a Church. On the contrary it rouses antagonism against
Christianity and builds barriers against the spread of the Gospel” (Pickett
1938, 27; emphasis mine).

Kim, in an analysis of relationships between Hindutva, secular India,
and Christianity, remarks that Hindus in the 1950s considered conversion
to “foreign” Christianity “not only as a religious intrusion . . . but also as
a political scandal—the continuation of foreign influence and dominance
even after independence” (Kim 2005, 109; emphasis mine). The same
author later elaborates: “They regarded conversion as a denial of Hindu
identity and therefore a rejection of being Indian, and the missionary as an
instrument of foreign oppression” (ibid., 115; emphasis mine).

Christian anthropologist Eugene Nida, writing in the 1950s, summa-
rizes the Hindu view of conversion in rather stark terms, “The crucial issue
which Christian missions face in India today involves precisely this matter
of exclusivism. In brief, Hinduism says that all religions are good and lead
to the same God. Hence, [from their perspective] i# is immoral to convert a
person from one religion to another” (Nida 1954, 139).
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Hindus, and at least some Christians, agree on one thing. Hindus are
) ) g
deeply troubled by Christian conversion and the cultural separatism that

it represents.

[NDIAN LAWS RELATED T0 CONVERSION

The Constitution of India guarantees, “all persons are equally entitled
to freedom of conscience and the right freely to profess, practice, and
propagate religion” (Government of India 2007). The Constitution adds,
though, that freedom of religion is subject to concerns for “public order.”
In general, Hindus usually have less problem with Christians who profess
or practice their faith. They more often raise concerns about Christians
propagating their beliefs in a way that overtly seeks conversion and creates
communal disturbance (a public order issue to them).

Freedom of Propagation and Indian Law

The Indian Penal Code contains several sections intended to prevent or
minimize conflict or tension between religious communities (Govern-
ment of India 1860, 153a, 295, 295a, 298). Conversions can be construed
as promoting enmity by advocating Christianity against Hinduism
(Section 153a), insulting other religions (Section 295), or outraging the
religious feelings of others (Sections 295a, 298). When Christians require
converts to denounce Hinduism, reject family, break pictures or images,
or to perform other overtly anti-Hindu acts, Hindus can perceive this as
a violation of one or more of the above laws. Some preachers’ attacks on
Hinduism and its various traditions, could, from what I've heard, “wound
the religious feelings” of Hindus (Section 298) or “insult other religions”
(Section 295). In such instances, conversion certainly can become a barrier
to Hindus.

When some Christians blatantly and intentionally demean, denigrate,
and denounce Hindus in harsh, disrespectful ways, they directly disobey
the laws of their own country. They also violate Peter’s injunction to speak
with gentleness and respect (1 Pet 3:15), instruction given during a time

of intense persecution under Nero.
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State Laws Regarding Conversion

In addition to the national laws, six states in India have enacted Religious
Freedom laws (Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Arunachal Pradesh, Chhattis-
garh, Gujarat, and Himachal Pradesh). These seek to prevent conversions
through “force, inducement (allurement), or fraudulent means” (1. Arora
2012, 5). Contrary to Christian assertions, these are not “Hindu” laws.
Similar laws existed in some of these states under the “Christian” British
Raj to prevent conversions through inappropriate means (see further de-
tails in Chapter 9, p. 209).

Furthermore, none of these laws are “anti-conversion laws” as often
misrepresented by Christians to Western donors. No state prohibits con-
version. The laws prohibit people from using dishonest means to pursue
conversions (something Christians themselves should oppose). They do
require some reporting mechanism to ensure that deception or manipula-
tion was not used in a given case.

Some Christians adamantly attack the laws publicly, especially to
Western audiences. For example, “These bills are weapons in the hands of
the state governments, local officials to browbeat the Christian missionar-
ies in particular” (Puniyani 2013, 29; emphasis mine). Or more recently, a
national Christian spokesman asserted, “The situation for Christians has
been aggravated because six Indian states have laws that criminalize evan-
gelism and put extraordinary restrictions on conversions” (Ali 2016). This
is a common Christian misrepresentation, but none of these laws “crimi-
nalize evangelism” or directly forbid conversion. As written, every state’s
law restricts predatory conversion practices (force, inducement, fraud).

We must acknowledge that antagonism toward conversion is deeply
seated in certain Hindu communities. Any attempt to encourage Hindus
to know and follow Jesus can be labeled as forceful, induced, or fraudulent
“conversion.” Believers indicate that sometimes local definitions of “force,”
“inducement,” or “fraud” can be so narrowly applied that any witness or
benevolence at all is reported as a violation of the law. Christians find that
where this is the case, local officials may side with the community rather
than fairly investigate the legitimacy of accusations. Believers must con-
sider these concerns, while faithfully encouraging people to consider and
follow Jesus.
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In a discussion of these laws, though, Vishal Arora acknowledged an
interesting fact. Even though some have existed since 1960, no Christian
has ever been convicted under these laws in any state (V. Arora 2015). If
these state laws were such a threat, one would expect multiple trials and
convictions for violating them.

When Christians complain about “anti-conversion laws,” this serves
to confirm their conversion agenda to Hindus, and intensifies the resent-
ment Hindus feel toward them. They also appear to misrepresent and
disrespect India’s laws to Christians overseas, confirming to Hindus their
anti-national spirit as well.

I have heard of Christians who ignore or condemn the state laws as
a violation of their Christian rights. Christians, though, have no right to
convert people by “force, deception, or inducement.” They should them-
selves reject and oppose such dishonest practices. In opposing these laws,
they may appear to advocate for the very activities that Christians them-
selves should oppose. They should instead make it clear that their only
concern lies in cases where the laws are used in restrictive ways that hinder
legitimate Christian worship or witness.

These discussions of conversion law in India are an important touch-
stone as we examine the conversion issue. They reflect Hindu concerns
about conversion and, at the same time, provide some of the language
used to commonly condemn conversion. While national and state laws
have some impact, local governments often provide more immediate re-

sponse to conversion concerns.

Local Restrictions on Conversion

In July 2014, an order was passed by fifty gram panchayats (village
administrative councils) in the Bastar district of Chhattisgarh. It banned
all “non-Hindu religious propaganda, prayers and speeches in the villages.”
This prohibition of non-Hindu expression was enacted “to stop the forced
conversion by some outsider religious campaigners and to prevent them
from using derogatory language against Hindu deities and customs”
(Dahat 2014).

Three issues are raised in this one sentence. We have an allegation
of “forced conversion” which is a commonly cited Hindu concern—the
article identifies economic inducement, guilt manipulation, even fear of

hell as some of the force used. Secondly, they perceived that “outsider




122 CHRISTIAN BARRIERS T0 JESUS

religious campaigners” were doing this work—missionaries or evange-
lists from elsewhere in the country were creating the conversion trouble.
Finally, these campaigners for Jesus were “using derogatory language
against Hindu deities and customs.” Their evangelistic strategy was ap-
parently one of attack and condemnation.

Each issue is deeply problematic for Hindus. Together, they represent
a Christian campaign against the local community and culture. If Hindus
target Christians for reconversion, Christians complain of a “Hindu
campaign” against them. When Christians target Hindus, how is it any
different, especially when Christians refer to such conversion outreaches
as “campaigns” and even “crusades” in their own literature and meetings?
Why is it wrong for Hindus, but desirable for Christians? Christians must
deeply examine this inconsistency and address it, before they ask for re-
spect and acceptance from Hindus. Neither “campaign” nor “crusade” is
a scriptural term for Christian witness, and both carry serious negative,
militaristic connotations.

Honestly, Hindu concerns in this Bastar district are difficult to under-
stand from a numerical standpoint. An analysis of Joshua Project’s district
level data (Spring 2014 JP Dataset) indicates that only 1.4 percent of the
district were identifiably Christian. Hindus, on the other hand, made up
97 percent of the district. Of 310 people groups in Bastar only thirty had
any identified Christians at all. Only seven of those groups had over one
hundred Christians. The Christian “threat,” in other words, appeared
more perceived than real. However, the strong response here indicated
that a limited Christian presence had created substantial barriers in this
district far beyond their numbers.

Several months after the ban, Supriya Sharma interviewed various
participants in the Bastar events and reported on some of the contributing
factors. From what Hindus and Christians told her, fwo 4ey issues led to
the current unrest. First, she noted, “Villagers are known to take unkindly
to those who decline to participate in community festivals and ceremo-
nies after they start going to church” (S. Sharma 2014). Later, though,
she described how some Christians regularly made contributions to the
festivals and participated in some community events as far as they could,
while not worshiping idols or making sacrifices. Some believers, in other

words, have found respectful ways to interact with their Hindu neighbors
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even though they follow Jesus. Others, coached at conversion to take more
negative stands, have created communal tension.

Sharma’s interviews also determined a second source of Hindu frus-
tration. Some Christ-followers do not identify themselves as Christians,
yet they go to church, follow Christian traditions, and separate from other

community members (act in every way as Christians):

It is true that those flocking to the churches in the vil-
lages have neither formally converted to Christianity, nor
do they identify themselves as Christians. But they are
keenly aware that their change in faith sets them apart from
other villagers. (ibid.)

To the local and regional Hindus this represents dishonesty and ille-
gal activity. The Chhattisgarh conversion law requires that a conversion be
recorded with the district collector (chief district officer) within thirty days.
The Bastar district collector said that neither he nor his two predecessors
have received a single notice of conversion. As Sharma reported, local pas-
tors told her that they do not file the affidavits because people who attend
services do not usually stay very long (ibid.). This duplicity angers Hindus
and contributes further to the conversion barrier to Jesus for many Hindus.

For the record, in October of 2014, the Chhattisgarh Christian
Forum filed a court case to challenge the restrictions on constitutional
grounds. The Bilaspur High Court struck down the panchayat restrictions
on October 16th, 2015 as contrary to believers’ constitutional freedom to
preach and propagate (All India People’s Forum 2016, 4). Evidence sug-
gests, though, that the court ruling has not significantly resolved tensions
in the area.

While the Hindu concerns in Bastar have been publicized, they il-
lustrate common Hindu concerns across India regarding conversion.
Knowing this is such an issue, believers should at least examine what the
Bible says about conversion and how they might faithfully follow and rep-
resent Jesus in contexts where Hindus are deeply suspicious.

When Christians push a conversion agenda with conversion language,
they can drive Hindus away from Jesus before they ever have a chance to
meet him.

Considering this deep resistance to conversion, let’s examine some

Christian conversion traditions, practices commonly assumed essential to
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become a follower of Jesus. We will then be able to examine both Hin-
du perceptions and Christian traditions regarding conversion in light of

Scripture.

CHRISTIAN CONVERSION TRADITIONS

When Christians teach converts to reject their family, change names,
change dress, eat forbidden foods, avoid community activities, and nu-
merous other demands, these external requirements force them to change
community. These and numerous other Christian conversion traditions
raise barriers to Hindu society often through non-biblical requirements.
When converts are taught to reject all aspects of their culture and to be-
come demeaning, condemning, and disrespectful to Hindu communities,
these enculturated attitudes add further barriers that we have already

demonstrated are not biblical.

Troubling Conversion Practices

Dayanand Bharati’s Living Water and Indian Bowl details many Christian
conversion practices that alienate Hindus and present obstacles to Jesus
(Bharati 2004). The following is a list of some of the issues he explores,
many of which I have seen, heard of, or personally experienced in various
Indian settings:

« Teach special Christian language no one else understands,
or Bible study in English or trade languages, that separates
them from their own heart language (ibid., 82-92)

- Utilize Western theological constructs and explanations
that do not help Indians understand God and his word in
relation to Hindu contexts (92-102)

» Coach believers to ignore or misuse Hindu scriptures in
talking with Hindus (102-110)

* Invent Western or foreign birth, marriage, and death cere-
monies that Christians now perpetuate, with maybe some
Indianization (110-111)

* Require or encourage women to remove the bindi/pottu (dot
on forehead), sindur (red paste at hair part of married wom-

an), and thali/mangalsutra (wedding chain around neck)
(111-116, 167-168)




The Barrier of Conversion 125

* Inculcate a very negative, condemning view of Hindu
worship practices and images, instead of helping people
respectfully and politely to consider Jesus and his worship
(116—-119). This sometimes includes coaching converts to
reject the prasad (food offered at temple) in an offensive, in-
sulting way, rather than a polite, respectful way (119-123).

* Impose legalistic rules regarding marriage partners and fu-
neral participation (123-130)

* Require believers to take a new “Christian” name upon
conversion (see Renaming Converts next, p. 126) to clearly
indicate their rejection of their old culture and adoption of
a new one (130-132)

* Impart anti-Indian attitudes, including not honoring the
country, not singing the national anthem, not saluting the

flag, and other negative views toward India (132-143)

[mposing Personal Convictions on All Believers

Many of the issues on this list are matters of divergent convictions by
different believers. Paul teaches in Romans 14:5-6 that people can hold
opposite views of how they honor the Lord, whether in celebrating days,
eating foods, or other choices. They are to find and follow what they be-
lieve is the Lord’s will for themselves. They are not, however, supposed to
bind their conviction on others or judge them for different conclusions.
Christian conversion practice does exactly the opposite. Christians often
pre-determine how converts should see many surface aspects of their cul-
ture and bind legalistic expectations on them, some explicitly, others by
implication over time. New believers never know they are free in Christ
and may never learn how to live and walk in that freedom (Gal 5).

This freedom to hold differing convictions highlights an essential el-
ement of how we disciple people to follow Jesus. The common Christian
approach mandates certain external behaviors and customs that sepa-
rate people from their culture and community in the name of Jesus, even
though they are matters of opinion, not direct biblical teaching.

The fundamental attitude of many Christians has been the “cul-
tural separatism” we identified in Chapter 1. As a result, these choices
Christians made about the above issues all tended to be highly separat-

ist. Converts were coached in all these areas to “come out from among
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them and be separate,” to adopt a suspicious view of their former culture
and community. In order to resolve these issues, we cannot just do Bible
studies on them. We first must remove the separatist root that creates
the barriers. Then believers can explore incarnational and bridge-building

alternatives to the barriers Christians have created in each of these areas.

Renaming Converts as a Sign of Conversion

Some churches require Hindu converts to reject their old Hindu name
and take a new name upon conversion. One day I was talking about this
practice with some Indians. I made a comment about new believers being
given Bible names when they adopted Christianity. My Christian friend
laughed and replied, “Not Bible names. Christian names! George and
Vincent are very popular.”

A light went on at that moment. The new believers were not being
asked to identify with biblical characters in their new walk with Jesus.
They were being asked to identify with English culture, “Christian” cul-
ture, colonial culture. The naming had nothing to do with the Bible or
Jesus, but with separating them from their own culture into a foreign,
Christian one. Even those who adopt “Bible” names, are made to do so

out of an anti-cultural bias that rejects their own name for a foreign one.

Renaming CREATES BARRIERS TO JESUS

Dayanand Bharati shares his own experience of the damage renaming
did to his own family and community relationships when Christians re-

named him.

When T received a letter addressed to S. Christopher
Kumar (my previous name, wrongly given to me by
Christians), ¢/o Sambamurthy Iyer, my parents faced sev-
eral problems in the locality in which they lived. They
were mocked and joked at by the other Brahmins, which
finally forced them to move their residence. I know that
some might jump and shout, “Praise the Lord for such a
witness for Christ.” On the contrary, this is not a witness as
1t never gave any opportunity to share the gospel to anyone
there. (ibid., 119; emphasis mine)




The Barrier of Conversion 127

Later he adds, “My parents faced a lot of problems because of my
‘Christian’ name of Christopher. Do not say that it was a witness for
Christ when in fact it was a stumbling block to my parents, who began to
hate even the word ‘Christian’ because of that” (ibid., 132).

Making converts take a new Christian name can, in other words,
create incredible relational barriers that effectively keep their family and
community from Jesus. Why do Christians do it, if the practice can be so
problematic? I'm glad you asked. The answer may surprise you.

Bisricar JusTiFicaTioNs For RENAMING

Christians who practice renaming typically assert, “The Bible says . . .” to
justify this practice. Two reasons are often given for requiring the name
change. As a new person in Christ, you should take a new name like
Abraham, Peter, or Paul. The other common reason is anti-Hindu. If your
name is a Hindu god-name or sometimes any Hindu name, they assert,

you must change it so that you don’t have a god-name, or a “Hindu” name.

Wihat THE BisLe Says AsouT RENAMING

Do people change their names in the Bible? Yes. Do they change to a cul-
turally foreign name that separates them from the society around them?
Never. Of thirteen key name changes in the Bible none of them changed
away from their cultural name to a foreign, separatist name. In fact, in the
cases of Joseph (Gen 41), Gideon (Judg 6), Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael,
Azariah (Dan 1), Hadassah (Esther), Simon (Peter), and Saul (Paul) their
new names connected them to the broader culture around them, rather
than separated them from the culture.

Even more telling, Joseph, Gideon, Daniel, Azariah, and likely
Esther all took foreign god-names by which they were known in their
host cultures. In addition, some New Testament believers had names that
originated with Greco-Roman religion or mythology: Apollos, Phoebe,
Aquila, Narcissus, Hermes, Hermas, Olympas, Jason, and Nympha.
None of these believers changed their god-name to a “Christian” name.
The Bible did not teach this and the early believers did not practice or
require this.
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What About Peter and Paul’s Renaming?

Since Peter and Paul are most commonly used to enforce this teaching,
let me briefly address their situations. Both contradict common Christian
teaching about renaming.

Simon was Greek for the Jewish name Simeon (indicated in Acts
15:14). He had a Bible name already. When Jesus changed his name to
Stone (Cephas in Hebrew, Petros in Greek), he gave him a name no one
else ever had in Scripture. Peter’s name change is not from a cultural name
to a Bible name. It’s the other way around.

What about Paul then? His original name, Saul, was also a Bible
name, that of the first king of Israel. Robert Priest, in his discussion of
Christian renaming in other contexts, addresses this misapplication of
Scripture:

When asked to justify the requirement of a name change
at conversion, nineteenth-century missionaries pointed
to the switch from Saul to Paul in the New Testament.
But while missionaries sometimes claimed that this name
change marked Saul’s conversion, the narrative of Acts con-
tinues to refer to ‘Saul’ for years after his conversion and only
switches from Saul to Paul in the middle of Paul’s first
missionary journey. (Priest 2012, 179)

The change to Paul, in other words, was a switch from his Bible name,
his Jewish name. That was a foreign name to the Gentile world in which
he now served. Paul, on the other hand was already his cultural name as a
Roman citizen from birth. It identified him as part of the Greco-Roman
world, rather than separating him from it. Paul was not renamed; he sim-
ply switched his birth names in appropriate contexts.

When scriptural evidence is examined, then, we have no evidence for
a name change that separated believers from their culture, not even when
the name had a god component. Not a single example!

Is it wrong to take a different name? Maybe not. But if you want to
follow the Bible, choose a cultural name that builds a bridge #o the culture,
not a barrier against it. Every instance of renaming in Scripture involved
engagement with culture, not extraction from it.
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So, we see that the Christian practice of renaming converts, even
though it claims scriptural warrant, is contradicted by Scripture. This
conversion practice, then, creates an unnecessary and unscriptural barrier
to Hindus.

Urgency and Success Syndrome Fuel Conversion Concerns

Hindu concerns about conversion are intensified because of the success
mentality of some Christians. Ramachandran, himself a Christian, as-
serts that this has clearly happened since the 1990s. The overt Hindu
reconversion program, he argues, was sparked by “the ‘numbers game’
of Christian mission agencies” (Ramachandran 2013, 41). He elaborates
several features of this “numbers game” that fueled Hindu skepticism and
resentment. Churches and missions sometimes used “biblically unethi-
cal methods” to reach desired numbers. Donor-driven concerns led to a
mentality of “more numbers = more dollars.” To get these dollars, min-
istries would present “unnecessary and unwise propaganda” of their work
for “donor expansion” (ibid.).’* This would, at times, include anti-Hindu
rhetoric, manipulated and mislabeled photographs, and other communi-
cations designed to elicit additional funding.

Ramachandran further asserts that the “numbers game” encouraged
what he calls “instant church growth” which caused Indian ministries to
“focus on conversion at the cost of disciple making.” The resulting “shallow
adherents” were particularly susceptible to reconversion efforts (ibid.). In
my earlier Bastar discussion (“Troubling Conversion Practices,” p. 124),
pastors never filed the required conversion affidavits because people did
not stay long enough in their churches to warrant the effort. The quicker
they “converted,” the quicker they “reconverted” or faded away.

My own conversations with Christians in India corroborate Ra-
machandran’s sense that Western desire for numbers and success have
contributed substantially to India’s resistance to conversion since 1990.
Hindus have discussed the AD 2000 India targets and they exhibit
awareness of Joshua Project’s and other agencies’ ongoing India advocacy.
To them, these numbers and targets confirm that Christianity intends to

“convert” (= “conquer”?) all of India.

16. Chapters 9 and 10 of this book will elaborate on why these financial concerns
are troubling to Hindus.
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We have seen both from Hindu and Christian perspectives that con-
version is troubling to the Hindu community. We turn now to examine
what Scripture says. We need to at least ask whether conversion is an
essential element of following Jesus as Azariah indicated at the start? Or
is it, in fact, a problematic tradition that, like Winter, we would be well
advised to abandon? Our study will clearly provide needed guidance for

these questions, and some surprising answers.

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY ABOUT CONVERSION?

For all the concern about conversion among Hindus and Christians, you
would expect to find it everywhere in Scripture. You would anticipate nu-
merous commands, instructions, and examples. Open the Bible, though,
and we find a very different story. The following chart summarizes where

different English versions have “convert” or “conversion.”

Table 5. Convert and Conversion

Reference KJV ESV (2001) NIV (2011)
Verb— Conwvert

Isa 6:10 Convert, Turn Turn
(quotations n converted

Matt 13:15; Mark
4:12; John 12:40;

Acts 28:27)

Matt 18:3 “be converted and  Turn Change
become as little '
children” _ :

Luke 22:32 (Jesus’ “...when thou Turned again Turned back

prayer for Peter) art converted,
strengthen thy
brethren”

Acts 3:19 Repent ye, ~ Turn back  Turn to God
therefore, and be e :
converted . . .

Jas5:19¢1. Convert (a Brings him back Bring that person
wandering brother back

back to the way)
X2
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Reference KJV ESV (2001) NIV (2011)
Noun—Convert 7
Matt 23:15 Proselyte Proselyte Convert

Acts 2:10 or 11

Proselytes (2:10)

- Proselytes (2:11)

Converts to
Judaism (2:11)

Acts 6:5 Proselyte Proselyte Convert to
Judaism
Acts 13:43 Prc):écljfte:s' oo Converts to Converts to
Judaism Judaism
Rom 16:5 Epaenetus, the First convert First convert
“fArst fruits” of
Asia
1 Cor16:15 “First fruits” of  First converts First converts
Achaia
1 Tim 3:6 Not a novice Not a recent Not a recent
convert convert
1 L L
Turning

Where King James uses “convert” as a verb, it renders common Hebrew
or Greek words for “turn.” There is no specific verb for “convert” in either
language. 'The more modern versions give the accurate sense of turn or
turn back. Isaiah 6 and the citations based on it refer to the Jewish people
who were already God’s people. They were being called to return to God,
to “turn back” to him. Both Luke 22 and James 5 refer to believers who
needed to be restored in their faith. None of these verses support any sense
of cultural, communal conversion as Christians commonly assert.

The Greek verb, epistrepho occurs thirty-five times in the New Testa-
ment. It is rarely translated “convert” because that is not what it meant. It
meant to turn, to return, or turn attention to or from something (Liddell,
Scott, and Jones 1940; Bauer, et al. 1979, 301).

In the New Testament, it often means physical turning and returning.
Occasionally, it has a figurative sense of furning away from God or turning
toward God. In this last sense, for instance, believers furned to God from
idols (1 Thess 1:9). They turned to God, though, within their culture, not
entirely away from their culture.
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Proselyte—Never Used for New Believers in Jesus

The noun usage is even more challenging. Both King James and ESV
properly render the original Greek word as proselyte (Matt 23:15; Acts
2:10; 6:5; 13:43). Why ESV breaks from this in Acts 13:43 is not clear.

These verses show that the writers of the New Testament had a Greek
word available for “convert.” The Jews used it for centuries to describe
those who left their Gentile culture to join the culture and religion of Ju-
daism. This term for Jewish “converts” was proselyte (prosé/utos), and was
only used in this sense. It occurs nowhere else in Greek literature. Among
the Jews it referred to “the relatively few” Gentiles “who fully accept Ju-
daism and are circumcised” (Kuhn 1985, 944). ‘The proselytes gave up their
own culture and fully identified with the Jewish beliefs, culture, and com-
munity (Neill 1990, 25). They were religious and cultural “converts” in
line with Azariah’s understanding at the start of this chapter.

To become a proselyfe meant to reject one’s own culture, commu-
nity, and religion to take on the Jewish one (the cultural separatism of
Chapter 1). This is, in fact, what some Jewish believers were asking Gentile
believers to do (Acts 15:1,5)—to become, in effect “Christian proselytes,”
cultural converts. The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) said, “Absolutely not!”

Proselyte only occurs four times in the entire New Testament and is
never used of Christian “converts.” If “conversion” to Jesus required the
radical cultural rejection and extraction practiced by Jewish proselytes,
then it would have been a natural term to use for such Christian cultural
separatism, but the New Testament never uses the term for believers. In-
stead it indicates that new believers remained within their own cultural
communities.

Jesus, in fact, strongly denounced proselytizing (cultural converting):
“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel across sea
and land to make a single proselyte [convert], and when he becomes a pros-
elyte [convert], you make him twice as much a child of hell as yourselves”
(Matt 23:15). Proselytizing (converting) operationalizes the extractionist,
separatist spirit of the Old Covenant. Jesus rejected this aspect of that
spirit along with all the others. This is diametrically opposed to the incar-
national spirit of Jesus in the New Covenant. Jesus’ condemnation should
give pause to all Christians who pursue proselytizing, converting agendas.

They might find themselves on the wrong end of Jesus” denunciation.
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New Testament believers avoided proselyte as a term for new believers
in Jesus. They knew they were not called to extract and isolate as Jewish

proselytes (converts) were expected to do. Neither are believers today.

No “Convert”

What about the remaining three verses? Some English translations insert
“convert” in Romans 16:5, 1 Corinthians 16:15, and 1 Timothy 3:6. The
original Greek has no word for convert in any of these verses. If your
version has “convert” there, the translators added it, it’s not in the text.
Romans and Corinthians speak of “first fruits” and 1 Timothy of a new
believer.

What does the New Testament say about “convert”? The noun “con-
vert” (a person who has converted to Christianity) does not exist anywhere
in the New Testament for the followers of Jesus. The verb “to convert” in
the sense of evangelists converting people to Jesus never occurs in the New
Testament. All the talk about converting and converts is not found in the
Bible itself. It’s human tradition, not Bible teaching.

“Conversion” Once, but Not Azariah’s

What about “conversion” then? As much as that is used, surely the Bible
has a great deal to say about it! Wrong again! “Conversion” only occurs
in some versions in Acts 15:3, where Paul and Barnabas described the
“conversion of the Gentiles” (ESV, KJV, NASB). The Greek word, epis-
trophe, only occurs here in the entire New Testament (Moulton, Geden,
and Moulton 1978, 372). This is rather strange, because it was commonly
used in secular Greek with a wide range of meanings related to its root
idea from epistrepho of “turning” or “turning around” (Liddell, Scott, and
Jones 1940). In other words, Paul and Barnabas reported the “turning” of
the Gentiles. This is the only time, though, that “conversion” occurs in
some translations of the New Testament.

That one use of “conversion” in Acts 15:3 is very instructive. It im-
mediately argues against Azariah’s definition of conversion, which is
a common model for India (and elsewhere). In reporting the “conver-
sion” of the Gentiles, what were Barnabas and Paul reporting? Did the
Gentiles convert from their Gentile people and join a separate Chris-
tian people and society? No! They remained Gentiles. Some Jewish
believers demanded that the new believers leave their Gentile culture
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and community and “convert” to the Jewish way of following Jesus.
The Jerusalem Council specifically rejected this separatist “conversion”
requirement. They established the decree that Gentiles did no# have to
“convert” to a foreign form of faith in Jesus. Gentiles (Greeks, Romans,
and others) were to remain within their Gentile cultures and follow Jesus
incarnationally within their culture.

As with “Christian,” we must then ask, “Why does the church today
talk so much about ‘conversion” with all of its traditional assumptions
and accumulations?” That noun only occurs once in the entire New Tes-
tament. Today’s “conversion” tradition does not originate from Scripture,
because Scripture says nothing about it. The prevalent use of “conver-
sion,” as we saw with “Christian,” originates from human tradition not

clear scriptural teaching.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA REFLECTIONS

Christians

We have examined India’s deep concern about conversion, the problems
with Christian conversion traditions, and the paucity of scriptural sup-
port. The choice between Azariah’s path and Winter’s becomes clear. Why
would the followers of Jesus insist on requirements and practices that are
scripturally unfounded and that are guaranteed to oftend much of India?

Let’s be done not only with the word “conversion,” but with the
numerous offensive, separatist practices with which Christians have
encrusted it. This chapter only scratches the surface of much deeper prob-
lems with conversion.

Believers who care about Hindus and want to “become all things to
all people” among them, must take the time, dig deeply into Scripture,
and reexamine conversion traditions in light of God’s word. In doing so,
they will find new freedom in Jesus, instead of a yoke of slavery to Chris-

tian conversion.

Yesu Bhakfas

‘The choice to not become Christians, to not separate from their com-

munity, to not follow the “conversion” path, is supported by Scripture.
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Bhaktas do not need to change people, change community, or change
society to follow Jesus.

This chapter, though, has illustrated Hindu concerns about followers
of Jesus who say they are not Christians, but who are actually pseudo-
or crypto-Christians. The choice to not identify as a Christian raises
questions even among some Hindus. Some of them may portray the
bhakta choice as the same duplicity. Yesu bhaktas must ensure they have
solid, practical answers to these questions about their identity and place
within the Hindu community. Why is it appropriate to follow Mukti-
nath (Jesus) without converting to Christianity? How is their choice not
the same as these secretive Christians? Most importantly, how can they
be genuine bhaktas of Muktinath, and stay fully in their Hindu family,
culture, and community?

Only bhaktas can address and answer these questions appropriately,
but answer them they must. The community of bhaktas I know has devel-
oped solid scriptural answers to address these questions when they arise.

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

If we want to represent Jesus faithfully, Winter’s advice provides the reso-
lution. Stop defending conversion. Stop pursuing conversion. Stop talking
conversion language. For some Christians that will sound like heresy, but
we just read every specific reference to conversion in the New Testament.
There aren’t that many.

What if believers could honestly say to Hindus, “We don’t want to
change anyone from a Hindu community to a Christian one. The Bible
doesn’t ask anyone to become Christians. The Bible doesn’t ask anyone
to change their community. The Bible doesn’t ask anyone to convert. The
Bible doesn’t demand the conversion markers that Christians have made
up. We will not demand them either.”

If “the N'T very clearly opposes any proselytizing [converting] as es-
sential to salvation” (Winter 2008, 38), we should follow Scripture and
oppose it too. Taking conversion traditions out of the way would remove
one of the biggest hindrances Hindus face in considering Jesus. Scripture

sides with Winter here. Let’s get conversion out of the way!






- CHAPTER 6

THE BARRIER OF BAPTISM

Recently, some Indian friends recounted several baptism stories. In each
instance a couple was getting married and one was a Hindu. The church
required the Hindu spouse to be baptized in order for the wedding to take
place. In these three instances the churches did no teaching about Jesus or
about the meaning of baptism. The ministers simply insisted that the Hin-
du be baptized to “become a Christian” and fulfill church membership
and marriage requirements. From the church’s perspective, their baptism
signified that they had “converted.”

In one instance, the baptized woman said, “I did not know what it
meant, they just told me I must do it. Now I attend church with my hus-
band, but I understand nothing. I look around and many other people
seem to sleep or not know what is happening.”

For some Hindus, baptism itself is not a barrier. They may submit
to baptism so they can marry someone they love, but it can simply be a
meaningless church requirement that they never understand. These Hin-
dus still don’t really know Jesus and may only learn from their experience
that Christianity is a hollow, empty religion devoid of real meaning. If
that’s their only experience, then the church’s ritual use of baptism can
keep Hindus from truly knowing and following Jesus, even if they “con-
vert” and join a church.

While some Hindus don’t react negatively to baptism, this is not al-
ways the case. Another couple we know faced the similar situation. In
their case the husband was Hindu and the church required that he get
baptized. This time, though, his family was offended by the choice. He
and his wife faced years of family estrangement and misunderstanding."”

17. 1 tell the story of their eventual reconciliation with their family in ‘Christian
Encouragement to Follow Jesus in Non-Christian Ways’ (Pennington 2015).
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You do not have to dig far to discover that baptism can be troubling
for portions of Hindu society. Out of their survey of Hindu Christ-

followers in Chennai, one couple observed,

Baptism is often a point of offense to Hindu families. . . .
Baptism is seen not only as an initiation ceremony relat-
ed to religious faith, but also as initiation to enter a new
community, leaving one’s birth religion and community
behind. A baptized person is thus not fully accepted in
the Hindu community and they sometimes have been
excommunicated from society and are not allowed to par-

ticipate in important events or functions. (Kannan and
p P

Kannan 2001, 166)

As commonly practiced, baptism represents the visible point at which
a convert adopts the barriers we have discussed so far: cultural extraction,
Christian identity, church membership, and numerous conversion tradi-
tions and rules. Hindu concerns about baptism raise legitimate questions
that believers need to address. These questions challenge some fundamen-
tal assumptions about the meaning and purpose of baptism. They require
us to carefully reexamine what Scripture says about this spiritual experi-
ence, and in the process, could help address some of the confusion around

baptism in both Christian and Hindu circles.

[SBAPTISM A BARRIER TO HINDUS?

So how do Hindus view baptism? Is it a problem for them, and if so why?

Let’s survey the evidence for the barrier that baptism can present.

Unnecessary Social Offense and Displacement

Several decades ago, Herbert Hoefer became aware of how deeply trou-
bling Christian baptism could be for Hindus. He began to meet and
interview people he eventually described as “non-baptized believers in
Christ” (NBBCs). His book, Churchless Christianity, described his re-
search and findings (Hoefer 2001b, 5).

‘The people he interviewed and studied believed in and followed
Christ, a few for generations. Yet for various reasons, they had not taken

the socially stigmatizing step of baptism:
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In our survey of the rural non-baptised believers in Christ
we found that baptism was a problem not because of a lack
of faith-commitment but because of consequent social and
cultural implications. Baptism for these non-baptised believ-
ers did not mean the uplifting, freeing Gospel. . . . It meant
a self-removal from social, family and cultural ties about
which they are justly proud and happy. (ibid., 151-152;

emphasis mine)

Several respondents avoided baptism because of family challenges,
spouse resistance, or concerns about marrying their children to appro-
priate spouses (ibid., 10, 13). The family tensions, however, represent a
challenging issue. Baptism can provide a visible marker of the new be-
liever’s rejection of prior social relationships and entry into a separate
Christian community.

Petersen, for instance, describes the sociological disruption that
baptism presents to the broader culture: “From the perspective of Hin-
du attitudes in general and that of Indian civil law, baptism, in whatever
particular form it is practiced by the churches, primarily signifies birth
community change. It is not merely the usually public profession of a
believer in declaring his spiritual allegiance to Jesus Christ. It is indeed
more sociological than merely spiritual” (Petersen 2007, 93). Baptism, in
other words, primarily entails not a faith commitment, but radical social
extraction.

Similarly, the Kannans reported,

Though the high-caste people often have a high regard
for Christ and the Bible they do not want to identify with
Christianity. Some people still feel that an Indian who
is patriotic should be a Hindu. These things contribute to
the offense of baptism to the family members. (Kannan and
Kannan 2001, 166; emphasis mine)

The Kannan’s survey of upper caste believers in Chennai found that
all but four were baptized Christians and church members. Only seven of
the fifty-one had introduced any family members to Jesus. Why such little

influence? “Rather than the gospel spreading as a leaven in Hindu socicty,
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the common pattern is the extraction of disciples and the negating of any
hope for positive influence in the family and community.” (ibid., 169).

Furthermore, most of these baptized believers were so separated from
their Hindu family and community by the church that they eventually
had no more Hindu associates. Their entire life revolved around Chris-
tians and church, eftectively sealing them off from those they could most
likely have introduced to Jesus without the cultural extraction (ibid.).

Baptism, then, initiates believers into a Christian identity that alien-
ates them from their own family and community. The emotional pain of
that extraction and the resulting social isolation keeps millions of Hindus
away from Jesus by isolating them from the very family members who
could have been their bridge to Jesus.

Christians don’t always consider how their conversion and baptism
traditions affect the abandoned families. H. L. Richard describes the con-
version of an early Christian contextual leader, N. V. Tilak. That account
provides two windows into the emotional feeling that baptism and con-
version can raise among those left behind. “Hindu society, and especially
Tilak’s own family, reacted with anguish and outrage on learning of his
baptism. Lakshmibai [his wife] especially suffered immensely and was
near suicide a few times” (Richard 2001a, 192). In fact, they remained
separated for four and a half years due to his baptism. During that time,
Christians tried to convince Tilak to find a Christian woman and remarry
(directly contradicting Paul’s instructions about such situations in 1 Cor
7:12-16, I would add).

Richard, in his biography of Tilak, quotes a particularly painful scene
recorded by Lakshmibai. Two of her relatives went to visit her husband to
learn the truth about his baptism and conversion. “As he left,” she wrote,
“Keshav saw that the sacred lock of hair on Tilak’s head had been cut, and
he sobbed aloud. However angry he had tried to appear, his eyes had been
brimming over from the beginning; now the very last tear was drained out
of his heart” (Richard 1998, 26).

Based on these considerations, Richard rightly asks:

[s it not time for evangelicals to seriously listen to and
empathize with the honest expressions of pain from
Hindu society at the conversion of one of their friends?

Are the true roots and reasons for such distress properly
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understood and accounted for? Does not the love of Christ
demand that strong steps be taken to mitigate this an-

guish that is inevitably felt when a Hindu confesses faith
in Christ? (Richard 2001a, 192).

Much of this pain could be avoided were Christians to stop using bap-
tism to simply enforce their separatist community and spirit (Chapter 1).
A Yesu bhakta leader recently demonstrated an alternative way to present
“baptism” respectfully and incarnationally. He called it guru diksha. It’s the
water bath their fellowship uses to initiate a believer into Guru Yesu. The
new believer is first helped to discuss their decision with the family politely
and respectfully. The bhaktas explain that the person is nof being asked
to leave family, culture, or society. She is and will remain a sociocultural
Hindu. She is, however, publicly declaring that Yesu is now her ishta devata
(chosen God), the only God she will worship. If possible, the diksha ceremo-
ny is conducted at the family home, not in a “religious” setting, so that the
family witnesses the commitment in their environment. Presenting baptism

in such a way addresses layers of family conflict, separation, and extraction.

DEEPER HINDU CONCERNS ABOUT BAPTISM

A deeper exploration of Hindu resistance to baptism, though, uncovers
an ironic reality. Some of the confusion surrounding baptism practices
exposes how far Christian traditions depart from New Testament teach-
ing. If they listened to Hindu concerns and addressed them, Christians
could simultaneously find themselves closer to New Testament teaching
and able to build bridges rather than barriers through appropriate baptism
practices. Three additional questions expose these possibilities.

Why Baptism?

Indians commonly use online matrimonial sites to find prospective
spouses, whether parents arranging marriages for their offspring or adults
seeking “love marriages.” A Hindu girl asked one Indian matrimonial site
(InterfaithShaadi.org) whether she should accept the church’s require-
ment to get baptized in order to marry a Christian man. The administrator
replied, “Baptism is not as much about Jesus but for the church” (InterFaith-
Shaadi Admin 2014b; emphasis mine).
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That succinct reply from a non-Christian articulates the heart of
baptism’s barrier to Hindus in India. Much Christian tradition identifies
baptism with church membership, conversion, and separatist Christian
identity. Hindus perceive that baptism is primarily “for the church” be-
cause Christians seem to believe and practice this.

The administrator provided several examples of Christian traditions
around baptism to support her opening assertion. Even if couples want to
marry between denominations (both “Christ-followers”), churches may
require them to be rebaptized. They also named Indian churches that re-
quire rebaptism if a believer transferred from another congregation. To the
extent that different Christian groups require rebaptism to even change
Christian communities, this confirms to Hindu minds that baptism is
not about Jesus (common faith), but about denominational or institutional
association (church affiliation).

The administrator further pointed out that baptism is not just about
church membership. As we already saw, it also entails a change of commu-
nity. In fact, they noted, it changes one’s legal identity in India: “Baptism
is not a hollow ritual devoid of meaning. We recommend not to ‘fake-
convert.’ . . . After the Baptism dip and marriage in their church, you are
legally a Christian” (ibid.). They correctly mention that when a person
ofhicially adopts Christianity, she even changes from being under Hindu
personal law to Christian personal law (Petersen 2007, 91-92). India
has difterent personal laws for different religious groups (Government of

India 2011).

Conviersion Or RegeNeraTioON (CHRISTIAN REFLECTION)

Pradip Ayer, in his discussion of “Conversion or Regeneration,” demon-
strates the extent to which Christians link baptism to church, not Jesus.
In two family situations, non-believing spouses were pressured to accept
baptism just to satisfy church rules. In neither instance was any attempt
made to introduce the person to Jesus, only to baptize them. The one
spouse was baptized with no change of heart or commitment to Jesus
(Ayer 2001, 183). In the other case, the pastor told the Christian spouse,
“Just let your husband be baptized and become a member of the church
and then let him follow whatever he likes afterwards” (ibid., 184).

These representative reflections, one Hindu and one Christian, expose

how baptism is too often presented and practiced by Christians. Jesus may
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be mentioned, but ultimately, baptism is mostly about church. Sometimes
it can be a meaningless ritual that just keeps Hindus from understanding
Jesus. For others, baptism can symbolize deeper connotations that create
confusion or conflict, and these often have nothing to do with its scrip-

tural significance.

Whose Baptism?

Christian disagreement over baptism, for instance, can contribute to
the barrier of baptism for Hindus. How can Hindus have any idea what
baptism entails, when churches are so divided themselves? Hoefer sum-

marizes the confusion:

[An] issue about which everybody is unclear is the rela-
tionship of Baptism to conversion. As mentioned above,
some say Baptism is the very act of conversion. Others say
Baptism is a public testimony of one’s conversion decision.
Others say “Baptism in the Spirit” is the only baptism
that matters. Some say Baptism in water is essential for
salvation; others say it’s necessary but not essential; others
say it’s not even necessary. In the debate about conversion
and Baptism in India, what are we Christians going to say
that we can all agree on and others can understand? (Hoefer

2001a, 47; emphasis mine)

The barrier that this division creates was referenced in the InterFaith
Shaadi comments about baptism. They noted that even some churches
require rebaptism because one church’s baptism is not recognized by an-
other church. Such division within Christianity increases confusion and
misunderstanding on the part of Hindus. Even if one wanted to become
a follower of Jesus, this fundamental difference about initiation presents a
barrier. Which church should I join and whose baptism should I receive?

Forms of baptism are also confusing. Is it sprinkling, pouring, im-
mersion? If immersion, should it be forward, backward, or straight down
and up? Is it done once or three times? Christians have created multiple
traditions to answer these questions, but how is a Hindu to decide which
tradition is the right one?

Hoefer’s ending question above is critical to this conversation. How

should we resolve baptism differences? One way to remove the barrier of
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baptism would be to find expressions and forms that are most in line with
Scripture and most appropriate for the Hindu culture. Instead of assum-
ing that baptism is a “Christian” possession to enforce Christian identity
and tradition, is it possible to liberate it from centuries of Western encrus-
tation and division?

We need to “become all things to all people,” even in how we under-
stand, explain, and practice baptism. If we do, we might find that baptism
isn’t such a barrier to Hindus after all. In fact, it’s just possible that it could

present a significant bridge to Hindus instead.

[s Baptism Really a Barrier to Hindus?

My third consideration may appear to unravel all the preceding dis-
cussion. Hindus may react strongly when a member of their family or
community receives baptism. The reaction, though, may not be directed
at the act of baptism itself. They are angered at what that baptism rep-
resents: the cultural separatism, Christian and church communal identity,
and conversion.

B. V. Subbamma, a Kamma woman who became a Christian, testi-
fies, “It is often said that in discipling Hindus the crux of the problem lies
in baptism. But this is not true for the rite of baptism itself. The water, the
complete dedication to a special deity, the words—a// of these are common in
Hinduism. The crux of the problem lies in one significant detail only—that
baptism is believed to entail leaving one community and joining another”
(Subbamma 2011, 116; emphasis mine).

Baptism, in other words, could be a familiar bridge to Hindus, if we
eliminated the extracting, extreme separatism of Christian church tradi-
tion. Can we do this? We will examine Scripture shortly to explore just
this question.

Subbamma, though, provides a tantalizing hint of the possibilities.
Some of her Kamma family had long been interested in Jesus, but would
not begin to consider following him because they assumed they had to get
baptized and join a church. “This is the case,” she says, “with thousands
of Hindus. In view of the supposed necessity of becoming a Christian by
way of joining the church [through baptism], they deny themselves the
privilege of knowing the gospel at all” (ibid., 117).

Through careful, respectful bridge-building, she demonstrated to her

family that she had not abandoned or forsaken them, that she was one of
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them. In time, many of her family came to faith in Jesus and, through
them, hundreds more followed Christ from their Kamma community
(ibid.). Baptism presented no barrier to Hindus following Jesus . . . when
separatism and conversion were removed and Jesus lived incarnationally
through her with her people.

In Churchless Christianity, Hoefer describes a discussion group with
Yesu bhaktas where they articulated “twenty reservations and objections
to structured churches.” They did not mention baptism. Hoefer concluded,

Once again, the issue is not baptism. Baptism within cul-
tural forms would be quite acceptable. In fact, the group
discussed the pros and cons of adapting baptism into a
family ritual as most of the Hindu religious customs of
initiation are traditionally practiced” (Hoefer 2001b, 218;

emphasis mine).

So, is baptism really a barrier? Only when it imposes communal sepa-
ration or denominational division, when it’s more about church than about
Jesus. Our way forward is best expressed at this point by Hoefer’s summa-
ry of his findings: “These believers in Christ are convinced that baptism is
obscuring, not conveying, the Gospel in the way it [baptism] is now popularly
understood and used by the church” (ibid., 157; emphasis mine).

ADDRESSING THE BARRIER OF BAPTISM

If, however, baptism is obscuring the good news currently, how can we
address this barrier? Based on what we have seen, five challenges require
our attention. If we could address these, much of the barrier of baptism
could be removed. Let’s summarize the key challenges.
* We need to find common ground to reduce baptism divi-
sions and questions. The only common ground we have
is what Scripture says. If we start from denomination-
al traditions, we face a hopeless quagmire. Assuming
inspired Scripture as our source of authority, decisions
about baptism should derive from what Jesus and his
apostles taught and practiced. If that sounds too sim-

plistic or naive, I have nothing else to offer. Maintaining
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human baptism traditions will only perpetuate the barrier.
Solution: Start with Scripture only. Seek common ground
from there.

Current baptism traditions seem to obscure or even ignore Jesus
and the gospel (the good news). In contrast, the New Tes-
tament makes baptism all about Jesus and his good news,
not church or communal identity. A return to those scrip-
tural emphases could build significant bridges to Hindus.
Solution: Restore N'T" emphasis on Jesus and the core of the
good news.

Baptism is primarily associated with separation, conversion,
becoming a Christian, and often joining a particular church.
It has been encrusted with all the separationist barri-
ers addressed in Chapters 1-3 and 5. To recover New
Testament baptism, we must disassociate it from these
unscriptural and unnecessary Christian traditions and re-
store the emphasis on embodying the good news of Jesus.
Solution: Remove conversion, Christianity, and church as
the focus of baptism.

Hindus are not turned off by the rite or form of baptism. Care-
ful attention to Scriptural forms and culturally appropriate
expressions of those forms could build powerful bridges in-
stead of current barriers. Scripture gives little detail about
how baptism was performed, except that it was by immer-
sion. Hindu-background believers should develop their own
forms that emphasize the New Testament focus on Jesus, and
that represent the good news clearly to their own culture.
Solution: Restore N'T' forms using culturally appropriate
expressions.

Since baptism presents such a barrier, should we treat it, as
Hoefer suggests, as an adiaphoron, a non-essential prac-
tice (ibid., 154-163)? Hoefer is careful to suggest this as a
possibility, not to advocate it as a final solution. We must
ask whether to minimize baptism is advisable, desirable,
or scriptural just to remove the barrier that it might pres-
ent for Hindus. If we can address the first four challenges,

the “adiaphora principle” might become unnecessary.
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Solution: Baptism is not an adiaphoron in Scripture, but
addressing the other four challenges makes this choice

unnecessary.

SCRIPTURAL ANSWERS TO THE BAPTISM CHALLENGES

Before I proceed, I am keenly aware that Christians and churches ap-
proach baptism from widely disparate perspectives and traditions. I cannot
adequately address all the challenges and questions regarding baptism in
the limited space of this chapter.

Let’s begin, then, with Hoefer’s call for “common ground.” How we
deal with that determines whether we might find workable solutions to

the other four challenges.

Challenge I: Finding Common Ground Regarding Baptism

I cannot think of a better starting point in addressing these challenges
than Paul’s appeal for unity among believers (Eph 4:1-6). If we cannot
find common ground here, we have no hope of resolving the baptism bar-

rier and the issues that surround it.

One Barrisv (Epnesians 413—6)

When he enumerated the foundational elements of the “unity of the Spirit”
(Eph 4:4—6) Paul included “one baptism” in his list. Christians generally
agree with the other six items (one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord,
one faith, one God and Father), although they differ in the details.

Baptism on the other hand, presents a divisive challenge for Chris-
tians, as we noted earlier (see p. 141). Some traditions accept that it should
be there as an identifying and unifying mark of those who belong to Jesus.
Other groups, who see baptism as non-essential or optional, ignore or
gloss over its presence in the list.

If baptism was not an essential element for unity, Paul should not have
included it. Since all the other elements are essential, Paul implies that the
“one baptism” (whatever he understands by that), is equally essential. By
including baptism in this list, Paul is telling us something about its signif-
icance in relation to the other elements of unity.

This, I suggest, is where we should begin in our search after “common
ground” regarding baptism and the barriers it poses. Baptism’s presence
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in this list, along with its placement, actually provides a starting point for
addressing the other four challenges.

Challenge 2: Baptism’s Relationship to Jesus and the Good News

As we noted earlier, common Christian baptism practice can hide Jesus
and the good news behind layers of Christian traditions about conversion,
social extraction, Christian identity, and church membership. These in-
stitutional customs and purposes obscure the essential meaning of New
Testament baptism, the “one baptism” to which Paul refers.

Barrism Is AsouT Tesus

o

Who is baptism for? Paul directly links the “one baptism” with “one Lord”
and “one faith” (Eph 4:5). This is not accidental. It reflects consistent New
Testament teaching and practice. Baptism is commonly modified by “in
the name of Jesus” or “into Christ Jesus” (Matt 28:19; Acts 2:38; 8:16;
10:48; 19:3-5; Rom 6:1-5; Gal 3:27).

David Bosch reflects this understanding:

The unity that prevails among believers has its basis in the
fact that they are all, through baptism, incorporated into
Christ. I have indicated that Paul’s preaching, indeed his
entire theology, centers in the death and resurrection of
Christ. 'This also explains his understanding of baptism.
The believers—not as so many individuals but as a cor-
porate body—are baptized into the death of Christ and
are likewise raised from the dead; they are crucified with
Christ, have died with him, but now live with him and
are alive to God (Rom 6:3—11). They have “put on” Christ,
crucified and risen, and have been adopted as children of
God (Gal 3:26f; cf Col 3:10). (Bosch 1996, 167)

Leon Morris, likewise, in his commentary on Romans, emphasizes

this Jesus-centered view of baptism:

Paul goes on to characterize baptism as info Christ Jesus
(“into union with Christ Jesus”, GNB, NEB) . . . Bap-
tism, so to speak, incorporates the baptized into Christ;
they are baptized “into one body” (1 Cor. 12:13), made
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part of that body which is the body of Christ . . . The act

of baptism was an act of incorporation into Christ. (Morris
1988, 247)

Beasley-Murray also articulates this connection from Paul’s own
testimony:

From Acts 22:16 it would seem that the name of Jesus
was invoked by the baptismal candidate [“calling on his
name”]; it is also likely that the name of Jesus was also
called over the candidate by the baptizer [“in the name of
Jesus”]. Leenhardt not unreasonably concluded from this
that we have to do with a rite which draws its whole mean-
ing from the person of Christ and the relationship established
with Him. (Beasley-Murray 1962, 100; emphasis mine)

Baptism is supposed to be about Jesus. In fact, the New Testament
focuses it almost entirely on his person and work and believers’ identifi-
cation with him.

Barrism Is Asour tHE Goon NEws

Paul, in Ephesians 4:5, also links the “one baptism” to “one faith.” The
faith to which Paul refers here is “the faith of the gospel” (Phil 1:27) or
what Jude terms “the faith once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).
That faith is the good news of Jesus, described by Paul in 1 Corinthians
15:1-4: “That Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and
that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day according to
the Scriptures.”

The one faith, the good news, is, at its core, the death, burial, and
resurrection of Jesus. As the above quotes by Bosch and Morris illustrate,
the New Testament clearly links baptism to Christ’s death, burial, and
resurrection (Rom 6:3-11; Gal 3:26f; 1 Pet 3:21). New Testament bap-
tism somehow symbolized and connected believers to the core of the good
news of Jesus. It had no power in itself.

So, when Paul places “one baptism” next to “one Lord” and “one
faith,” he addresses the second challenge presented by the baptism barrier.
When this New Testament emphasis is correctly recognized, it enables

believers to clearly answer Hoefer’s concern, “Where ninety-seven percent
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of the population is looking at baptism from the outside, we must be sure
that baptism clearly presents the Gospel-gift of God’s uplifting, freeing,
redeeming love in Christ” (Hoefer 2001b, 158).

Challenge 3: Baptism and Conversion, Community, Christianity, or Church

Then what about our third baptism challenge? All the conversion, com-
munity, and church baggage Christians have attached to baptism? What
does the New Testament say about that?

Nothing! Absolutely nothing.

[Look at all the New Testament says about baptism and you will find
little basis for common Christian teaching and practice regarding bap-
tism. Conversion, as we already observed, is not a New Testament word.
Early believers did not identify themselves as Christians, so baptism had
nothing to do with conversion or Christian identity.

Hoefer’s research with non-baptized believers led him to ask, “Should
they be uprooted from their home society in order to be baptized and thus
cut off totally from all they know and love—and from those to whom they
might naturally witness?” (ibid., 49). This far into the book, I hope the
reader can readily answer that question. Hoefer himself, in reviewing the
scriptural significance of baptism, rightly concluded, “Baptism was clearly
not intended by Paul to separate people from their homes and societies”
(ibid., 148-149). Believers should refrain from using baptism in ways that
are incongruent with the teaching of Scripture.

One verse might suggest church-centered baptism: “For by one Spirit
we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves
or free; and we were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1 Cor 12:13; em-
phasis mine). This refers to one element of the Spirit’s role in baptism in
passages like John 3:5, Acts 2:38, and Titus 3:5. It does indicate, though,
that you don'’t get to Jesus through the church, you get into the ekklésia when his
Spirit adds you at baptism.

Having addressed the first three baptism challenges, we find that the
Hindu marriage site administrator (InterFaithShaadi Admin 2014b) cor-
rectly identified the discrepancy between common Christian practice (“for
the church”) and the true focus of baptism (“about Jesus”). Interestingly,

an earlier post on the same site advised, “Follow Jesus, not the Church”
(InterFaithShaadi Admin 2014a).
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If we want to “become all things to all people,” regarding baptism,
then we must wrestle scripturally with these first three challenges. Cor-
rectly address these challenges, and we would significantly reduce the

baptism barriers in Hindus’ eyes.

Challenge 4: Hindus Not Offended by the Rite of Baptism

Earlier, we observed that Hindus are not necessarily offended by the rite of
baptism itself, only by the unscriptural associations Christians have attached
to it. Having dealt with those, let me briefly suggest at least three possible
connecting points between New Testament baptism and Hindu practice.

Ivnersron Iy Warer Is Faminiar

Hindus are familiar with immersion in water as a religious practice. |
have watched them immerse themselves at the bathing ghats (steps) of the
Ganges River in the holy city of Varanasi. I have also often seen them do
so at the bathing tanks near or within temples. Devout Hindus, in fact,
bathe every morning before their time of worship.

These regular acts of washing, bathing, or immersing, are not un-
like the repeated cleansing practices of the Jews. They too were required
to regularly bathe themselves when ceremonially unclean or on certain
special occasions. John’s baptism, Edersheim suggests, may well have re-
flected the same preparatory cleansing that Moses commanded before the
giving of the first covenant at Sinai (Edersheim 1980, 273-274).

In both Hindu and Jewish practice, then, there are both initiatory and
repeated immersions with spiritual significance.

Christians have certainly developed various forms of baptism. Most
believers acknowledge, however, that bapsizo originally meant immerse or
submerge, and that New Testament baptism was originally performed by
immersion. This is reflected in Acts 8:28f. where Philip goes down into
the pool with the treasurer, immerses him, and then they both come back
up out of the water.

Original New Testament practice, then, could provide a familiar
bridge to Hindus, if believers were to use immersion. In Romans 6, in fact,
Paul indicates that immersion portrayed a believer’s identification with the
death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus (the good news). Immersion is, in
fact, the only form of baptism that does so. As such it addresses our second

challenge above by visibly tying immersion to Jesus and his work.
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Water Inrriarion (Jan Diksua) Is Faminiar

Local believers would also need to be encouraged to develop culturally
appropriate specifics for what this immersion rite might be called and how
it might be performed. For example, Petersen has described practices of
Yesu bhaktas in North India who call it “ja/ sanskar (water ritual or sac-
rament) and guru diksha (initiation into the absolute authority of a master
and teacher).” In addition, he is “aware of many Hindus who have tak-
en this form of ja/ sanskar (called guru diksha) by means of immersion in
a nearby river. The possibilities of linking the biblical meanings to this
event have appeared to be intact, in addition to the disassociation from the
negative meaning of ‘community change’ that is inherent in Christian
baptism in India” (Petersen 2007, 94).

Hoefer earlier noted that Indian believers want to and should develop ap-
propriate cultural expressions of baptism. Since the New Testament provides
little specific detail about how the immersions were carried out (forward,
backward, up, and down), local believers should develop natural forms for
their culture, rather than adopting those cultural forms imposed by Western
Christianity and church tradition, along the lines of Petersen’s observations.

Even the words used—"“in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit” (Matt 28) or “in the name of Jesus” (Acts)—will need to be se-
lectively chosen for local appropriateness. Acts uses the shorter phrasing
instead of the fuller Matthean triune formula. Based on Acts, the apostles
do not seem to have been as insistent on the triune formula as modern
Christians can be. We should not impose one tradition on believers where
the New Testament reflects a variety. Local believers should be made

aware and then allowed to choose the best expression for their situation.

RemMoving Sins anD Seexing Gobp 1s FAMILIAR

Hindus also see immersion as a means of removing sins, as a contributing
means of salvation and reconciliation with their god. These concepts pro-
vide a potential starting point for conversation about the meaning of New
Testament baptism into Jesus.

Some Christians are uncomfortable with New Testament language
about baptism’s connection to forgiveness and salvation. They find numer-
ous ways to avoid or explain away this language. But if what we observed

about Jesus and the good news is true, then this language is not so surprising.
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“Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,” asserts Paul
(1 Cor 15:3). He also teaches that baptism somehow connects us to Christ’s
death (Rom 6:1-5; Col 2:12). Given these two realities, Peter’s assertion
that baptism in the name of Jesus leads to forgiveness of sins and the gift
of the Spirit (Acts 2:38) is not so difficult. The water is not magical. Jesus
simply ordained it as the place (Matt 28:19; Mark 16:15f.) where believers
demonstrate their faith in and connection to him and his good news. That
expression of faith is certainly more scriptural than praying a “sinner’s
prayer” (found nowhere in the New Testament).

Paul himself connected his own baptism with “washing away your
sins, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16). He made this statement in Jeru-
salem only three to four months after penning his letter to the Romans
from Corinth (Acts 20:1-6; Rom 16). In fact, Paul’s own testimony here
should tell us how he understood Romans 10:13, which he wrote so re-
cently. Rather than excluding baptism from any role in salvation, Paul says
that he called on the name of the Lord at his baptism. Beasley-Murray is
correct, I believe, when he says, “Here is an aspect of baptism to which
justice has not been done in the Church since its early days: baptism as a
means of prayer for acceptance with God and for full salvation from God
.. .7 (Beasley-Murray 1962, 102). This is exactly what Peter means when
he asserts, “It is baptism that now saves you, not the putting off of the filth
of the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the res-
urrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 3:21). Peter and Paul are both describing
the same baptismal experience as an appeal to the Lord or a prayer to him
(“calling on his name”).

Wayne Meeks, in his insightful analysis of 7he First Urban Christians,
clearly relates Romans 10:9-13 with the baptism experience:

Baptism is the most likely setting for the simple confes-
sion mentioned by Paul in Rom. 10:9, “The Lord is Jesus!”
(kyrios Iesous). . . . Such a declaration was at least one ref-
erent of early Christian interpretation of the Joel passage,
“Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be
saved” (as, for example, in Rom. 10:13). Paul’s biogra-

pher still associates this with baptism in his description
of Paul’s conversion (Acts 22:16). (Meeks 1983, 152)
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New Testament baptism, then, as far as Peter and Paul were con-
cerned, connected believers to the Lord Jesus, and was the place where
they called on his name (sought salvation). It was also the place where, by
faith and the Spirit, their sins were forgiven and washed away. Christian
tradition, as Beasley-Murray noted, has obscured or denied these truths.

These New Testament views of baptism (immersion in water and
spirit, forgiveness), when properly explained and taught, could provide a
powerful bridge between Hindu longing for forgiveness of sin and the
forgiveness provided by Christ. Rather than having to bathe repeatedly
to remove sin, we can introduce them to a once-for-all identification with
Jesus. That relationship permanently connects us with both his forgiveness

and his indwelling presence by his Spirit to overcome sin.

Challenge 5: Does the Adiaphora Principle Apply to Baptism?

Having considered the other four challenges, we are now able to examine
Hoefer’s suggestion that baptism be considered an adiaphoron (optional or
non-essential practice). My starting point is again Ephesians 4:5 and the
“one baptism” there (see One Baptism, p. 147).

Table 6 summarizes the essential elements for unity that Paul de-
scribed there. We must consider why baptism was included in the list and

the significance of that inclusion.

Table 6. Essential Elements of Unity

Essential Peripheral
Optional
Adiaphora
One Body x
One Spirit

One Hope (heaven)
One Lord (Jesus)
One Faith (the good news)

One Baptism

NENENE NN NN
X X X X X X

One God and Father
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First, since Paul included it in the list, we must assume it is as essen-
tial as the other elements in that list. Whatever our church tradition or
doctrine says about baptism, it was important enough for Paul to include
it in the seven (not six) essentials for “the unity of the Spirit.” None of the
other items in that list is optional.

While an intriguing proposal, Hoefer’s suggestion of the adiaphora
possibility (Hoefer 2001b, 154-163), cannot be the way forward in resolv-
ing the barrier of baptism. Paul’s placement of baptism precludes it being
dispensable any more than Jesus or faith could be. We would not consider
removing any other item from that list. I don't see, then, how we can be
taithful to Scripture and do so with the “one baptism” either.

If, however, we adopted the solutions to the prior four challenges, the
baptism barrier could be primarily resolved. We know that some Hin-
dus are interested in Jesus, just not Christianity and church. Addressing
Challenges 1 and 2 opens a scriptural door for them. We also know that
the Christian communal and conversion baggage around baptism keeps
Hindus from Jesus, and we have also addressed those through Challenges
1-3. Remove those barriers, and Hindus are open to a rite that signifies
forgiveness and identification with God, connections already familiar to
them. Indian solutions to Challenge 4 can provide scriptural and culturally
meaningful bridges to Hindus in place of the numerous current barriers.

If we take care of the first four, we do not need to remove or avoid
baptism. Instead, it could present a powerful witness and bridge to Hindu
communities about the love, grace, and forgiveness of Christ. It becomes,
in fact, a perfect entry point for Christians or Yesu bhaktas to dedicate
themselves to love, worship, and serve Jesus.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

Christians

'There is no way around this. Christians who care about these issues will
need to carefully consider what the New Testament actually says about
baptism. When they do, they, like me, will likely discover that a great
deal of what their church or denomination says is nowhere to be found
in Scripture. We are only obligated to obey Jesus and his word, not the
traditions of men.
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It we care about Hindus, and want to “become all things to all
men” to help them meet Jesus, then we must carefully reexamine our
baptism traditions. We must ensure that the baptism we teach and prac-
tice is clearly Jesus-centered and good news-centered, not church- or

conversion-centered.

Yesu Bhaklas

Bhaktas know that they should not convert to separatist Christian iden-
tity or church, as we have already observed. When they avoid Christian
baptism practices with church-centered associations, they have made the
right choice.

The New Testament, though, does portray an immersion in water
and the Spirit (John 3:3-5; Acts 10:44-48) that significantly connects
believers to Jesus and his good news. To the extent that Christians have
hidden that reality behind church-centered traditions, 1 apologize for
those unscriptural barriers that have pushed some bhaktas away from this
significant experience.

I pray that Yesu bhaktas, through the reflections in this chapter, will
find freedom to develop and use forms of ja/ sanskar (guru diksha) that are
taithful to Scripture, clearly reflect Jesus and the good news, and commu-
nicate Jesus to their fellow Hindus. May the Lord lead them to develop
torms and expressions of this experience in their culture just as Western
Christians have developed their own cultural versions for centuries. They
are under no obligation to follow someone else’s models, only to follow
Scripture and “become all things to all people” among their own commu-

nities, even with this sanskar.

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

Sadly, a scriptural experience that was intended to symbolize the freeing
good news of Jesus, has become a symbol of many of the barriers we have
already encountered. Centuries of Christian tradition have encumbered
baptism with practices and beliefs that come, not from Jesus or his word,
but from human opinion, tradition, and invention. An item of New Tes-
tament faith and practice intended to unify believers (Eph 4:6) has instead
become a source of incredible disagreement and even division.




The Barrier of Baptism 157

These baptism issues are not an academic, theological family disagree-
ment between Christians. If the evidence in this chapter is at all reflective
of Indian reality, baptism traditions can serve to keep millions of Hindus
from meeting or considering Jesus.

I am under no illusion that we have addressed all the issues, much
less resolved all the challenges in this brief space. We have skimmed the
surface of issues that each deserve much fuller treatment. I do pray, how-
ever, that the suggestions presented here will challenge Christians and
Yesu bhaktas alike to reexamine their own practices regarding baptism
and diksha in light of Scripture and the Hindu concerns about current
baptism practices.

Just possibly, if we address these challenges, we might see a day when
many Hindus see di4sha into Jesus as a positive, culturally natural witness
to his good news. May that diksha help many find a genuine relationship

with him.







CHAPTERT

THE BARRIER OF WORNHIP

Some Indian church leaders once initiated an interesting discussion.
They had recently been visited by some ethnomusicology students who
expressed interest in learning about their culture’s traditional music. A
university professor taught the students some of the local instruments and
music. Then, with his help and accompaniment, these students composed
and sang a worship song using local language, instruments, and music.

That recent affirmation of their local cultural music, though, had
raised questions for these leaders. They had appreciated what they heard.
Was their local music really the “devil’s music,” as they had been taught
for so long? Could they worship the Lord with their own culture’s music?
Did they even want to do so?

Generations of Christian tradition had taught that their local music
was “the devil’s music,” something evil they should reject in preference for
good “Christian” music. In their situation, the missionaries had translated
hymns and choruses from the West, sung to slightly adapted Western
tunes. They used “Christian” instruments to accompany this music.

More recently, some had moved from hymns to the most current
Western worship songs. They began to sing Hillsong or Chris Tomlin
songs nearly as soon as they were released. Some of the worship leaders
even sang the English lyrics with the American or Australian accents of
the original singers, further highlighting the foreign nature of the songs
in their context. This Western music, translated into their own language,
was their heartfelt music of worship. They sang deeply and passionately to
the Lord in these Western forms.

This conversation made me keenly aware of one critical dimension of
the barrier of worship. Christian worship can present a significant obsta-
cle to people when it emphasizes foreign forms over indigenous forms. I
will focus primarily on music in this chapter, but foreign worship forms

also include the buildings used for worship (architecture), the visual arts
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used to accompany or foster worship (painting, sculpture, photogra-
phy, symbolism), the clothing and accessories associated with worship,
and what kind of body movement (dance, rhythm) may be permitted.

EMPHASIZES FOREIGN FORMS OVER LOCAL FORMS

As a guitar player myself, I know first-hand that music forms, genres,
and styles can represent a minefield for believers. Churches have divided
over their convictions about what music is the “Lord’s music” and what
is the “Devil’s music,” even in the West. Different Western denomina-
tions follow diverse liturgies, musical preferences, and worship settings.
Numerous American congregations have different services that cater to
more traditional tastes or more contemporary ones. Try mixing the music
between those services and you will quickly discover how deeply people
feel about what form of music honors the Lord.

Western Forms over Indian Forms

Believers will likely never all agree on what music or worship forms are pref-
erable. They should not have to. We should be concerned, however, when

Western forms are privileged as “Christian” by default over Indian forms.

Devanping WesTERN Forms

Jacob Joseph observed, “Today most mainline denominations in India still
follow a completely Westernized liturgy and use Western music in wor-
ship” (Joseph 2013, 137). I have worshiped in Indian churches where 1
did not know the language, but could sing along to every song in English,
because the tune and rhythm were well-known Western church hymns
or choruses. In others, the songs weren’t familiar, but the worship band
up front used only the accoutrements of Western worship, and imitat-
ed Western-style Hallelujahs, Amens, and “Check, Check, Check” (mic
check before each song).

Indian believers were originally taught to sing the songs of Western
Christianity either in the Euro-American languages, or translated into
the local vernacular. The tunes, rhythms, and lyrics, however, still bore
the stamp of the Western Christian culture of origin. This “Christian mu-
sic” was the only acceptable expression of worship to the Lord. In other
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instances, they translated lyrics into local languages, then used more local
music to accompany the songs. 'The wording and phrasing, though, could
be unnatural to local ears, even when music sounded somewhat familiar.

The following missionary account from the nineteenth century was
rather telling:

The missionaries of the American Board at an early day
prepared translations of standard hymns, with the Psalms
in paraphrase, to be sung to our good old tunes. With
the native Christians, Western song was heavy work, but
undertaken as a Christian duty. (Hauser 1884)

Western missions, all too often, assumed that whatever the preferred
style was at home, that should be the preferred style for Indian believ-
crs also. They or their initial converts condemned the local music as the
“devil’s music,” thus ensuring that their “Christian music” was adopted.
Where this happened, it fostered varying levels of disregard among local
believers toward their own culture’s music.

Dispainineg L.ocal Forwms

'The music barrier does not stop at choosing and preferring foreign music.
Generations of Christians, raised only with “Christian music” specifically
or Western cultural music in general, can sometimes disdain or dislike
traditional forms of Indian music.

Some conversations with Christians about worship have paralleled
Bharati’s testimony: “When I ask the Christians why we should use
hymns with Western music rather than compose and use bAgjans, their re-
action generally is, ‘Oh, we don’t want to sing bhajans like the Hindus, we
want to have our own Christian music.” For them, Western music itself is
Christian music, and they do not even know that the so-called Christian
(Western) music has heathen ancestry” (Bharati 2004, 76).

If, as occasionally happens, they ignore or denigrate India’s rich
musical heritage in preference for Western music (even if translated or

Indianized), this too can offend some Hindus. Bharati elaborates,

Music is an integral part of worship in the Hindu com-
munity. Several times they have naadopasana (music

worship) alone. But even living in this country with
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rich classical music (both Carnatic and Hindustani), the
churches have sadly preferred to adopt Western music for
their worship. By saying this, I am not degrading West-
ern music. Let the Westerners have their own music, but
why should we abandon God’s rich gift to us in Indian music?
(ibid., 75; emphasis mine)

Bharati’s question, I believe, requires a considered answer in today’s
India. With 95 percent of India alienated in various ways from Jesus, it is
vital that we ask how our music choices might contribute to this barrier.

Susan Harper has detailed ways in which significant portions of In-
dian communities have moved to Jesus wholeheartedly and embraced
Western forms and expressions in doing so (Harper 2000). Western mu-
sic and worship forms have become their heart music and their worship
expressions of choice. I have dear Christian friends for whom Western

music—varying styles from country to rock—touch their soul deeply
and resonate with them. For generations, that music has become zheir
cultural music.

Fusions of Indian and Western are an ongoing musical reality in India
today as evidenced by numerous music channels broadcasting incredibly
diverse musical mixes on television. Some younger people may not res-
onate at all with Indian traditional music, while others are dedicating
themselves to master classical art forms.

When, however, Christians specifically demand that Western forms
of music or lyric are the only acceptable “Christian” music, this can create
a cultural barrier. The lyrics, the music, or both combined can communi-
cate to the surrounding culture that this is a foreign religion that worships
with foreign music.

Chris Hale, a trained sitar player and advocate for using Hindu mu-
sic, provides an insightful analysis of the many different cultural music
influences in India (Hale 2011). He notes, though, despite their many mu-
sical preferences, Hindus, especially in the North, resonate with bhajans.
Hale’s explanation of this music form might be helpful at this point:

These songs have Indian lyrics, Indian tunes, and an In-
dian worship format. Historically, they are taken from
Hindu devotional practice, but there is nothing un-

scriptural about these forms. The forms are conducive to
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biblical meditation. First, there is the exposition of the
passage by the preacher which enlightens the understand-
ing through the Holy Spirit. Then there is the repetition
of the biblical thought through the singing of the bhajan
and the thought goes from the mind into the heart and
touches the emotions and the will. (Hale 2011, 121)

Several Christian friends of mine came to Jesus directly from Hindu
backgrounds. They have shared at times that the Christian music does
not resonate at all with them, even after years of church worship. They
sing the songs because Christians do so, but their hearts are not really
touched in worship. To this day, though, certain bhajans (Hindu worship
songs) still stir their souls deeply; they wish there was a way to worship
Jesus in that style, but their Christian communities say, “Bhajans are only
for Hindus; and many Hindus don’t even like them anymore.” Christian
disregard can be a barrier to genuine heart worship even for Hindu-
background Christians. If they feel this disconnect years after following
Jesus, they find it difficult to invite others from their family and commu-
nity to experience the same disconnect.

Just to illustrate how complicated these issues can be, let me recount
another story. A man came to Christ from a Hindu shaman’s family. They
separated from everything they had known and embraced Christianity.
Later, this man was introduced to some bhajans written to worship Jesus.
Initially he completely rejected this music because it reminded him of his
Hindu past that he had renounced and abandoned for Jesus; it made him
too uncomfortable. Over time, however, he has come to realize that this
music can help Hindu-background believers express their love and wor-
ship for Jesus in more natural ways. The music wasn’t the problem; it was
more the cultural separatism that controlled his mind. When he found a
more scriptural balance, he reconsidered his rejection and instead afirmed
his culture’s musical heritage more freely.

When Christians are taught to disdain or demonize local music forms,
they reject and condemn the culture that produces and uses that art. This
reflects the “cultural separatism” spirit of believers and ensures that they
will not utilize local music to build a bridge to the community around
them. Where this spirit is strongest, it prevents believers from “becoming
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all things to all people,” from incarnating the life and way of Jesus within
the musical forms of their own people who need to meet Jesus.

Disrecarming Locar Forms

One day some Indian seminary students treated my wife and me to a song
accompanied by fabla (type of Indian drum) and tambourine. When they
had finished, my wife asked what the song was about. It was a traditional
love song. She then asked, “Do you ever use such music to worship Jesus?”
They responded, “Oh, no! 'This is traditional, not Christian music. We
don’t use this music in church.”

They did not use the “devil’s music” argument, maybe they had never
heard it. They were aware, however, that their church did not use local in-
struments or music forms for “worship.” I find Christians who don’t know
why this is the case, it’s just clear that Christians don't utilize traditional
music for some reason—that’s the church tradition.

The global export of Christian music seems to assume that one form of
music is universal. Robin Harris has rightly observed, “music is 707 a uni-
versal language” (Harris 2013, 83; emphasis mine). The same music can
convey different senses and feelings across cultures, in subgroups within
one culture, and even within the same congregation. Western missionar-
ies, though, followed the false assumption of “universal music,” branding
local music as “primitive and heathen” and “encouraging the translation
of Western Christian songs into indigenous languages. . . .” (ibid., 85).
“Even today,” Harris adds, “one can find cross-cultural workers who fail
miserably at valuing the God-given musical and artistic resources of the
host cultures in which they minister” (ibid.).

Some Christians may not demonize local arts. For one reason or an-
other, though, they may have learned to simply disregard them as inferior,
undesirable, or “unchristian” in some way. They are not always sure why or
what the rationale is. It’s just not done.

I attended an intensive ethnoarts seminar in India a while back. The
leaders divided us into groups and asked us to list a variety of musical
forms from the group’s dominant culture. They then asked each group
to take those forms and classify them under three headings: Can Use in
Church, Can’t Use in Church, Can be Redeemed. The ensuing discussion
was intriguing. Initially, each group identified many forms that have been
used or could be used in church worship. Each group also listed several
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that were not used, but that could be redeemed and used. Several groups
had one or two items in the Can’t Use category.

The leaders explored those Can’t Use items carefully. Why could they
not be used? Were they demonic? Were they offensive to people? Did they
hinder worship? As the groups discussed their reasons for rejecting these
forms, it became apparent that we had primarily disallowed them out of
personal taste more than objective reasons. In every instance, the groups
ended up shifting these items to the Could Be Redeemed category.

Where Christians disregard the local musical culture in preference for
a more Western Christian music this can present a barrier that needs to
be addressed. I must not leave this section, though, giving the impression
that all Christians do so. Many have, in fact, sought to address these chal-
lenges in a variety of ways.

I have worshiped in gatherings where the only instruments were In-
dian drums (dholak, mridangam, tabla) and hand cymbals (karatalas). The
people sang, clapped, and even danced to songs of their own composition
in words and tunes that resonated with their own culture. In some urban
churches, believers sing songs with their own lyrics and tunes accom-
panied by a fusion of Indian instruments and Western keyboard, guitar,
and drums. Some congregations, in urban or mixed culture environments,
create a blend of cultural forms and expressions so that believers from dif-
ferent communities learn to worship in and appreciate a variety of styles.

Believers must consider whether their music of preference might
provide a barrier to Jesus or a musical bridge. In some settings, where
Christian music has been traditionally foreign for generations, some be-
lievers will likely need to “become all things to all people” musically. They
will need to step out of their musical comfort zone and learn to appreciate,
affirm, and adopt the music of the cultural community around them as a
new music of choice. Instead of disregarding or disdaining that music,
they will need to intentionally and actively embrace local arts that are
initially strange and unfamiliar, until these actually touch their heart and
become a new part of their life. They don’t have to reject their formerly
favorite music. They will need to honestly expand their musical love to
entirely new genres.

Recently this came home to me at a speaking engagement in the US.
Just before my presentation, the music team led a bhajan called Bhaj Pava-

natam Yesu Naam (Praise the Holy Name of Jesus). Just three years earlier,
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that song and its Indian musical genre were completely unknown to me.
That night I sang to the Lord from my heart through a song Indian be-
lievers have made dear to me. We can learn to appreciate, understand, and
affirm new musical styles. I believe Jesus is calling his people to do so in
India today.

In the West, Christians do not just listen to “Christian” music or
attend “Christian” concerts. Many Christians attend classical music con-
certs, operas, and ballets. They also attend country music concerts, rap
concerts, rock concerts, concerts of all styles and genres. I know there are
some Christians in the West who assert that believers should only listen to
“Christian” music, but they are in a small minority. Most Christians have
an eclectic taste of some Christian and much cultural music also. If more
Indian believers honored, patronized, and enjoyed the music of their own
culture, they might find fewer Hindus criticizing them for being anti-
cultural and anti-national. They would also find that Jesus is not nearly
so offended at the local culture’s music and its beauty as some Christians

have portrayed him.

“Crristian” Music Is Curroran Music

Remember those leaders at the start of the chapter and their struggle over
using their culture’s music for worship? As we discussed these questions,
the Lord drew my attention to the platform behind me. Sitting in plain
view were two of their Christian instruments of choice: an electric guitar
and a Western drum kit. The irony of the conversation hit me, and I start-
ed to laugh. I turned back to my friends and asked, “Do you see those two
instruments on the platform? Did you know that they were both called
‘the devil’s music’ by churches in the West just sixty years ago?”

That came as a surprise to these leaders. I went through a little Chris-
tian musical history, not only about guitars and drums, but earlier debates
over pianos, choruses, hymns, and chants. Unfortunately, the Western
Christians only gave them the forms. They were not taught the princi-
ples of cultural adaptation (incarnation) that had led to those forms. My
Indian friends felt compelled to adopt every new Western expression as
“Christian” music, and the West never divulged its secret. All “Christian”
music was first cultural music.

In every instance, Western believers “became all things to all people”

musically, and adapted cultural musical forms to help different cultures
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meet and worship Jesus, even though some of those forms had been ini-
tially labeled “devil’s music” by Christians in the West. They rarely taught
this fundamental Christian practice to believers in India. Indian believers
were taught that their local music was the “devil’s music,” that it should
never be used under any circumstances. Had Western Christians followed
this same “devil’s music” spirit in their own churches, Indian Christians
would have little of the “Christian” music they sing so dearly today.

If they wanted their culture to meet and follow Jesus, I suggested,
Indian believers should be free to do with their own cultural music what
Western Christians have been doing for centuries. It’s time to let Jesus do
the same in India that he has done in the West for generations. Believers
need greater freedom to “become all things to all people” musically in
their own culture and context.

Indian Forms from One Culture over Indian Forms in Another

Several years ago, an evangelist worked to help a new tribal group meet
Jesus. He did not know their language, and they knew some of the local
Telugu state language, so he preached in Telugu and taught them to sing
and pray in Telugu. They worshiped for some time using the trade lan-
guage, but it never felt completely natural and few people were drawn to
their fellowship.

'This evangelist, to be fair, had never taught them that they could only
use Telugu. He actually knew better himself. However, a subtle cultural
disregard led him to not even consider how to help them worship and
pray in their own tongue. As a result, they assumed they should just use
Telugu. Since he was the evangelist, the teacher, cultural precedent de-
termined that he should not be questioned, so no one asked about the
language issue, they simply assumed they should use the language he did.

I share this to illustrate that cultural forms sometimes are not overtly,
explicitly imposed on other believers. They are sometimes simply caught
by a cultural osmosis. Unless the teachers are aware of this dynamic, and
specifically address it, they can unintentionally foster traditions that dis-
regard local culture.

One day a Bible translator spent some time with these believers. He
asked what led them to not worship and pray in their tribal, heart lan-
guage. They replied that they had only been taught in Telugu, so that was
all they knew. He explained that they could use their heart language and
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that God hears and understands regardless of language. I'll let the trans-
lator tell what happened in his own words:

Shortly after that, the oldest believer surprised me by
praying in her own language at church. Her daughter and
niece sang a song in their language. This church is usually
a noisy place. But on that day, as the sound of their lan-
guage filled the room, everyone else was so moved that
they fell silent. It was absolutely amazing.

Afterwards my heart nearly broke when the woman
who had prayed came to me and said, “I wish we had known
that we could talk to God and sing in our own language.

So many more of us would be here if we had known.”

(Anonymous 2013)

The barrier of foreign worship culture, then, is not just an issue of
Western music, styles, or forms. My Indian colleagues have talked about
the Malayalization and Tamilization of churches in the North. They de-
tail ways that Christians from Kerala and Tamil Nadu in the south take
their worship forms and styles to the Hindi states in the North and im-
pose them on new believers there.

A Hindi-speaking Indian missionary told an ethnoarts workshop
about preaching to a tribal group for ten years. Early in his work a tribal
man came and asked if he could sing a song he had written in his own
music and language. The missionary recounted, “I told him he could not.
We only use Hindi in church.” A decade later, at the ethnoarts training,
he had learned that you could afhirm and value local cultural arts to help
people meet and worship Jesus in their heart language and music. He told
the group, “[My rejection] was a big blunder. If I had known and given
permission, we could now have many cultural songs to the Lord” (Sound-
araj 2016).

Let me close this section with a vision of the alternative. A friend of
mine, a Christian dentist, worked for several years at a hospital in a highly
resistant area of the North. For a century, they had tried to evangelize the
people around them with no tangible results. The medical staff and the
evangelists were all Indians, but the approaches they used and the music
they used communicated that their religion was foreign.
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One of the evangelists felt led to “become all things to all people” in
this context instead of perpetuating the cultural disregard that had driven
so much work. He dedicated himself to mastering a local instrument and
music of the people. He learned their own songs and learned to sing them
well. They had a tradition of telling stories through music, so he learned
to tell their stories in their musical style. Eventually, when he became
proficient enough at their forms, he created a few stories of his own from
the Old Testament. Then he added a few more, still in their style, but now
about Jesus.

Having prepared himself over considerable time, he went to a village
and began playing and singing their own story songs. The villagers were
intrigued by an Indian from another place who honored their own musical
tradition this way. A number gathered to listen, and they invited more to
come and hear. After several familiar songs to open the door, he then in-
troduced one of his new songs from the Old Testament. The villagers were
intrigued by a story they had not heard that used their own musical form
to tell it. They invited more people to hear and asked if he had more songs.
He sang a few more and the crowd continued to grow. He would always
stop before singing too many songs, and they would ask him for more. He
made sure to sing at their invitation, not his imposition.

When he had an active, interested audience, eventually he moved to
the new songs about Jesus. For the first time in their lives, these people
heard of Jesus in tones, words, and rhythms that incarnated him within
their culture and context. Over time these musical gatherings touched
numerous people’s hearts and they began to consider Jesus as their friend,
not an alien, foreign god. In early 2014, the chief of this group decided
he wanted to follow Jesus. Since then, hundreds have joined him in that
decision.

What removed the barrier to Jesus for these people? One man who
decided to abandon cultural separatism and its disregard for the musical
culture of the people. One man who “became all things to all people” by
taking the time to learn their music and instruments proficiently. One
man who affirmed and adapted that cultural music to tell the story of Jesus
in a way that was natural for those people to hear. One man who forsook
the barrier of foreign music and built a bridge to Jesus using their own
musical forms and styles.
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India needs a generation of believers who will catch a similar vision.
Believers who will step away from cultural separatism and embrace, learn,
and use local musical forms to honor and share Jesus in creative ways. In a
country that is far more diverse than the US, this will require openness to
widely varied expressions, styles, and forms.

Seeking Appropriate Forms

Ultimately, when a new culture is first introduced to Jesus, we should not
impose external traditions, derived from our human choices, for how to
conduct various aspects of worship. We should, rather, introduce them to
the appropriate scriptures and encourage them to determine what local
expressions would be best. We should encourage them to

» Search the Scriptures (Acts 17:11),

» Ask the Lord for wisdom (Jas 1:5),

 Discuss the options together (Acts 15), then

* Follow what seems good to the body and the Holy Spirit

(Acts 15:28).

This process can take time initially. It will, however, lead to more
authentic, incarnational expressions of worship, music, prayer, Lord’s
Supper, baptism, proclamation, and other aspects of life and practice.
Believers from one culture are too ready to interject and model their own
familiar tradition as “the way” to express these aspects of following the
Lord, but when they do, they shortcut the process of allowing Jesus to
incarnate within the culture as he wants so that as many as possible can
meet and follow him. Cultural short cuts can create long-term barriers.

Cultural forms can contribute to worship barriers and must be
addressed. We must, however, consider a deeper worship issue that pres-
ents another barrier. Western Christianity has often taught believers to
prioritize public worship over personal life and worship. My Indian
conversations suggest that the issues arising from this assumption can

contribute to serious misunderstanding and disconnect.

EMPHASIZES PUBLIC WORSHIP OVER PERSONAL DEVOTION

On several occasions, Indian Christians have asserted to me, “Hindus
do not really participate in corporate worship.” This initially confused




The Barrier of Worship 171

me, since | have observed Hindus engaged in group worship in various
settings.

One evening, 1 stood on the ghass (bathing steps) on the banks of
the Ganges River in the ancient city of Varanasi. Thousands of people
were gathered to watch the Ganga Aarti (evening fire ceremony). Some sat
on the stone steps leading down from the city to the ceremony platform.
Others sat on the bathing steps and the docks by the water. Many more
sat in numerous boats pulled up to the water’s edge. For most of the service
everyone just watched the rituals as the pujaris (priests) performed them,
not unlike some Christians who mainly observe the more formal rituals of
certain liturgical church services.

Late in the ceremony, though, a certain drumbeat and tune began to
play. Spontaneously, almost as if choreographed, everyone began to sing
loudly and passionately. Some sang with hands folded and eyes closed,
apparently immersed in the words. Others clapped and sang with joy on
their faces. It clearly appeared to be a corporate worship experience for
those who participated.

Our local temple has a video of a large group of Hindus jointly re-
citing the Hanuman Chalisa. Different participants took turns singing
the verses of this popular forty-verse hymn, not once but 108 times, to
show their devotion to the god Hanuman. This participatory experience
demonstrated another expression of Hindu corporate worship.

We visited a Brahmin family one evening at their apartment. As we
sat down, the man apologized for the weena (large stringed instrument)
on the floor in the middle of the living room. It was still there from the
previous night’s family puja (worship service).

From what I understand, much Hindu worship can be individual
and more personal. Yet for many Hindus, their spiritual experience does
involve corporate elements. Satsangs, festivals, melas (large events), and
other gatherings provide regular opportunity for shared, corporate ex-
pressions of their faith. These corporate experiences just don’t resemble a

church service.

Christian Concerns About Hindu Corporate Worship

Christian descriptions of Hindu worship provide hints at what they

perceive as essential.
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MinivaL INTERACTION

Richard, in his book Hinduism, observed “While the Hindu home must be
counted more significant than the temple, temple worship is nevertheless a
vital aspect of Hindu life. It has often been pointed out that temple wor-
ship is not usually congregational in the way that Christian worship is, but
rather individual in a central location” (Richard 2007b, 40).

Some Christians have criticized Hindu temple worship to me because
it is “individualistic” and lacks fellowship. Is this only a Hindu phenom-
enon, though? A while back, an Indian Christian woman told me of
going to her home church in another Indian state. She was deeply disap-
pointed because all the Christians came, went through the service, then
returned home without fellowship or interaction. She had hoped to visit
with people, but no one stayed to even chat. Christians in other words
can sometimes display spiritual individualism themselves, even when they
“attend church.”

Recently, a friend and I attended a megachurch service in Chica-
go. Apart from the obligatory handshake and nervous smile during the
“oreeting” time, no one interacted or expressed any interest in us at all.
We were anonymous attendees, not active, fellowshipping participants.
Churches too can foster a disconnected, individualistic “worship,” even
when hundreds gather in the building at one time.

When Christians criticize Hindus for individualistic, “disconnect-
ed” worship, they must consider how this comes across to Hindus. Before
leveling such criticism, they must be sure that their own fellowship and

interaction is more tangible and compelling,.

MeaningLess RepeTIiTION

Some Indian friends of mine have been asking Hindus about their use of
the well-known Gayatri Mantra in daily life and worship. Hindus have
commonly reported that they may recite this and similar mantras in the
original Sanskrit without knowing what the words mean. From their
perspective, the original language recited in the proper way produces the
needed spiritual effect.

A Brahmin friend of mine recounted an experience from his child-
hood. Every day, after he alighted from the school bus, he had to pass a
cemetery to reach his home. As he passed that frightening spot, he would
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recite the Gayatri Mantra. Picture a ten-year-old running down the road
as he repeats “Tat Savitr varenyam, bhargo devasya dhimahi, dhiyo yo nah
prachodayar”™® as fast as possible. Why? For protection from danger. This
ancient Hindu prayer can be used, I've been told, in just this way—to ward
oft evil, to prevent or remove sickness, or to bring some blessing or favor
the person desires.

I have heard and read Christians who decry Hindus for mindlessly
repeating mantras and s/okas (verses). Those features of Hindu meditation
and worship can be private or corporate. But before being overly judgmen-
tal, let’s stop and consider Christian practice for a moment.

Is this that different from many recitations that Christians use (Our
Father, Ave Maria, etc.), also in rote fashion? Some Christians seem to
recite them for the same superstitious, protective purposes that Hindus re-
peat their mantras. Believers once recited creeds and verses in Latin with
little idea of what they meant. My Christian readers have likely attend-
ed at least some church services where believers sang hymns or choruses
mindlessly without thinking about the words.

When Christians repeat “Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah” or
“Stotram, Stotram, Stotram” (roughly Praise, Praise, Praise) or anything
else, is that qualitatively different from Hindu practice? The sounds are
different, but the mindless repetition in both instances can disobey Je-
sus’ specific command in Matthew 6:7 to avoid meaningless repetition in
prayer and worship. If that meaningless repetition confuses and alienates
Hindus, makes them say “you are mad” (1 Cor 14:23), it’s doubly disobe-
dient to the teaching of Scripture.

Some Christians have characterized Hindu worship, public and
private, as primarily concerned with gaining social or material benefits.
From their perspective, Hindus go through the motions of worship, but
are more concerned about themselves and their interests, not actually in-
teracting with god.

I suspect that these same Christians, though, could recognize church
worship gatherings where members and believers attended the public
worship, but mostly went through the motions and then returned home.
Isaiah and Jesus speak of people who draw near to God “with their lips,

18. Rough translation: That most excellent Savitr (Giver and Sustainer of Life),
may we attain your divine glory, may he guide our thoughts. From Rig Veda 3.62.10.
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but their hearts are far from me” (Isa 29:13; Matt 15:8). Isaiah 58 provides
a detailed criticism of people who fast for their own benefit, not out of
submission to God or compassion for others.

In some churches, believers may go through the standard rituals,
kneeling, standing, sitting, and saying the appropriate words at the right
time. While this can be a meaningful experience for some, others simply
perform the rites without thinking about them or engaging their hearts.
I have even known pastors who admitted to sometimes leading services
without really engaging with what they were saying.

We must be sure that we do not condemn Hindus with excessive
harshness for practices of which Christians themselves are guilty. We
must first clean our own house before presuming to clean someone else’s.
These Christian concerns about Hindu worship, though, do raise ques-

tions about corporate worship and the barriers it presents.

Hindu Concerns About Christian Corporate Worship

Hindus, at the same time, express concerns about Christians and their
worship. These reveal other corporate worship tendencies among Chris-

tians that can represent obstacles to Hindus.

Disconneer Berween Pusric WorsHIr AND PrivaTe LIFesTYLE

One of the greatest criticisms that Hindus have leveled against Christians
concerns their devotion to public proclamation and worship of Jesus while
their lives may reflect too little of the character and teaching of Jesus.
Gandhi has been incorrectly credited with the commonly cited quote, “I
like your Christ. I do not like your Christians” (Snopes 2010). The quote
appears to be someone else’s summary of several statements in Zhe Christ
of the Indian Road.

Gandhi replied to Jones’ request for advice, “I would suggest, first,
that all of you Christians . . . must begin to live more like Jesus Christ”
(Jones 1926, 126). According to Jones, Bara Dada (brother of the poet
Rabindranath Tagore) remarked, “Jesus is ideal and wonderful, but you
Christians—you are not like him” (ibid., 121).

When the day-to-day life of Christians reflects little of the character
and teaching of the Jesus they claim to worship on Sunday, this worship
disconnect can create skepticism among Hindus who are looking for spir-

ituality among Christians. The New Testament actual]y says a great deal
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about how believers live out worship in everyday life. Jesus questions those
who perform their righteousness “to be seen by men” (Matt 6:1-18) and
who say, “Lord, Lord” but do not do what he says (Matt 7:21-23).

In light of this commonly asserted disconnect between Christian
worship and everyday behavior, I must raise the biggest concern regarding
Christian corporate worship and its potential barrier to Hindus. Christian
tradition seems to have developed an unhealthy emphasis on believers’
corporate worship over their private worship and personal lifestyle. Part of
India’s resistance to Jesus may arise from unfortunate Christian assump-

tions about corporate worship that must be reexamined and adjusted.

The Big Issue—Imbalance Between Corporate and Personal Worship

If we are not careful, churches can tend to emphasize the corporate, pub-
lic worship event over a personal lifestyle of worship for believers. Philip
Schaft, in his work on church history, describes early worship as “the public
adoration of God in the name of Christ; the celebration of the communion
of believers as a congregation with their heavenly head, for the promotion of
the glory of the Lord, and for the growth and enjoyment of spiritual life”
(Schaff 1870, 118). Look back also to the English definitions of “church”
(Chapter 3) and the first thing that comes to people’s minds is a building
or location for “public Christian worship.”

'This same assumption is reflected in the old, but at one time widely
popular, Halley’s Bible Handbook. Near the back, Halley says, in poetic

form,

The Churches are

The Most Important institutions
In any community.

The Sunday Services are

The church’s Principal Way of doing its work;
Itis THE EVENT of the community life.

Nothing ever happens in any community

As important to the life of the community

As the regular Sunday Worship Services.

Every community ought to love its churches,
And, at this appointed time, turn out, en masse,
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To honor HIM in whose name the church exists.

(Halley 1965, 819; emphasis in original)

Later he refers to this worship attendance as “one Fundamental Chris-
tian Duty” (ibid., 820). Schaff and Halley reflect Western assumptions
about church-based worship. However, they are cultural assumptions, not
New Testament teaching about how the early ekklésia viewed public and
personal worship.

We must ask, though, “If ‘church’ is a location for public Christian
worship, what is the ekklésia (Chapter 3) doing when it is not at ‘church’?”
This assumption of meeting-based worship compartmentalizes “worship”
into an activity that believers attend occasionally (“go to worship”). When
believers overemphasize corporate worship, it contributes to the barrier
Hindus feel toward Jesus.

FOSTERING SPIRITUAL IMMATURITY

A Yesu bhakta leader observed, “I never understood how Christians can
limit worship to one or two hours a week” (Bharati, 2015). From an Indi-
an bhakta perspective, one should worship and love the Lord all the time,
in every aspect of life. True believers in Jesus would share this desire for a
lifestyle of worship, rather than just occasional worship events.

I know many Christians who do practice daily personal worship—
their lifestyle is one of devotion to Jesus. My comments here are not meant
to question their genuine faith in any way. Yet on my travels and obser-
vations in India I have encountered many situations where the missions
and ministers seemed to define spirituality and maturity by attendance
at church services and prayer meetings. They gave the impression that
one’s spiritual health was primarily determined by the meetings attended
to keep you “stirred up.” Believers were made permanently dependent on
meetings, rather than equipped to develop and express their personal wor-
ship within their family, occupation, and community.

Believers seem to depend on the services and programs for their pri-
mary nurture and relationship with God. Rather than equip believers
for authentic personal worship, churches create and multiply events to
artificially prop up spiritual life. Believers who are dependent on corpo-

rate worship events for their spiritual feeding and experience can remain
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spiritual infants, always in need of someone else to spoon feed and lead
them in worship.

Kerr Busy wrrit CaHurcr SERVICES

Some of my earliest exposure in India to the Christian barriers to Jesus, in
fact, revolved around a second issue related to this overemphasis on cor-
porate worship. Christian friends described a church schedule that kept
them so occupied all weekend they had no time for relationships with
family, neighbors, friends, or coworkers who did not know Jesus. Every
moment was taken up with Christian activities and meetings.

Frankly, Hindus will never meet Jesus or want to meet him, if
churches keep Christians so busy they have no time for interaction,
friendship, and relationships. I can’t imagine a more effective way to keep
people from Jesus in India than the packed church schedules Christians
have described and evidenced in different parts of the country. India needs
much less “going to church” and much more of the ekklésia (the people of
Jesus) being involved regularly and meaningfully, incarnationally in fact,
with family, coworkers, and neighbors.

Many Indians, particularly in India’s cities (over 50 percent of pop-
ulation) work long hours six and a half days a week. They then face long
commutes on both ends of the workday. Their only time for interaction
and relationships can sometimes be half of Saturday and all Sunday, so
when churches teach that you must attend every service and devote all
free weekend time to the church and “worship,” they embody the “cultural
separatism” that is keeping India from Jesus.

I know that Hebrews 10:25 says that believers should not forsake gath-
ering together. I'm not sure that means attending hours of worship and
meetings on Sunday plus other meetings to take up all of one’s available
time during the week. Such a schedule intentionally or unintentionally
keeps believers from Hindus. It thus keeps Hindus from the only Jesus
they might ever meet, his followers. Those gatherings in Hebrews 10:25
were, more often than not, informal house gatherings. We know from
many Indian conversations that non-believers are far more likely to come
to homes than to church gatherings. Excessive church meetings ensure

that they won’t come.
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RESTORING NEW | RSTAMENT BALANCE

The New Testament, in contrast, expected the ekklésia, the people of Je-
sus (n0f a location), to always worship Jesus, at home, at work, and when
gathered. Their public worship was not the focus of their lives. The public
gathering was instead their mutual expression of the worship they lived all
week. The epistles say much more about the private lifestyle and personal
worship of believers than they do about public worship gatherings.

Hindu ideas of worship, in this regard, may be more in line with the
New Testament in some areas than Christians understand. As Bharati has
noted, “Worship is the pivot on which the entire spiritual life revolves, par-
ticularly for Hindus. They never worship just three hours in a week plus

. . one house prayer meeting” (Bharati 2004, 74). When believers live a
life of personal worship, this would resonate more with Hindus who, at
least in this regard, can be deeply devout in their own practice, trying to
incorporate god into all of life.

The carly ekklésia, according to Paul, was more participatory (1 Cor
14:26; Eph 5:19; Col 3:16). Believers encouraged and admonished one
another with their singing and worship. They most likely looked at and
talked with each other in a circle, rather than staring at a screen or leader
at the front of the room.

Public worship that is not grounded in private, personal worship can
become superficial. Public gatherings of believers should focus first on
equipping believers to live lives of worship and obedience all week long.
They should also allow believers to celebrate and share what God has been
doing during the week in participatory ways. The more that the body of
Christ focuses on personal worship, the more like the New Testament ek-
klésia it will be. When and where that happens, Hindus will more likely

see Jesus incarnated in believers’ lives and be drawn to him.

DON'T MISAPPROPRIATE WORSHIP FOR CONVERSION

One danger I see involves a common misappropriation of worship for
evangelism and conversion (see Chapters 4 and 5). For some Christians,
adapting worship to the culture is a means to their evangelistic end.

In adapting worship to Indian forms, we must not assume that all

Hindus will immediately be pleased. Some Hindus actually are offended
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by any efforts toward cultural adaptation by believers. Sita Ram Goel, an
ardent critic of Christian attempts to subjugate India, expressed deep con-
cern about what he called, “Indigenisation: A Predatory Enterprise.” As
he saw it, Christians first changed their tune from attacking Hinduism to
appreciation and respect. From his and others’ views, this amounted to a

ruse with ultimately sinister, anti-Hindu intent:

It should not be a matter of surprise, therefore, that the
mission has started singing hymns of praise to Hindu cul-
ture. That is the mission casting covetous glances before
mounting a marauding expedition. What causes concern
is the future of Hindu culture once it falls into the hands
of the Church. The fate of Greek culture after it was tak-
en over by the Church is a grim reminder. (Goel 1989)

Rajiv. Malhotra, more picturesquely, uses the metaphor of a tiger

(Western Christianity) digesting a deer (Hinduism):

Just as the tiger, a predator, would, the West, a dominant
and aggressive culture dismembers the weaker one—the
deer—into parts from which it picks and chooses pieces
that it wants to appropriate; the appropriated elements get
mapped onto the language and social structures of the
dominant civilization’s own history and paradigms, leav-
ing little if any trace of the links to the source tradition.

(Malhotra 2012)

Hindus who are deeply sensitive to conversion agendas will be skep-
tical of Christians who co-opt Hindu culture for the primary purpose
of converting Hindus. Their concerns are not completely unwarranted. I
have observed sessions where Christians, both Indian and Western, were
trained to use safsangs and Indian worship forms to evangelize Hindus.
Indian friends of mine, who once used this methodology, have expressed
concern to me about how artificial and forced these attempts could be.

When “worship” (even sazsang style) becomes a cover or scheme for
“evangelism” (Chapter 4) or “conversion” (Chapter 5), most Hindus will
quickly see through it. This will not be indigenous worship. Those lead-
ing may say words of worship, but the “worship” experience, however
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“indigenized,” can represent a manipulative attempt by the leader(s) to
hook Hindus.

When “worship” of any kind (Western-style service or Indian-style
satsang) is conducted primarily for proselytizing purposes, Hindus will
recognize the attempts. They may be turned off by such overt abuse of
worship, with the primary motivation being conversion (our aggrandize-
ment), not God’s glory (His adoration).

There is a fine line here that I find incredibly difficult to articulate. It’s
likely different for different churches and different contexts. Our worship,
though, should be focused on Jesus, not conversions. We should be wor-
shiping and lifting him up for who he is, not with an eye for how many
converts we might make.

Contextualizing worship should not be a strategy for converting more
Hindus. That agenda will only do more damage and drive more Hindus
away from Christ. If that is the Christian motive, then Goel’s and Malho-
tra’s criticism is an accurate portrayal of Christian intentions.

Contextualizing worship should only be about one thing: Indians’
right to worship Jesus in culturally appropriate ways, not in foreign ways.
Setting Indian believers free from foreign shackles so that their Indian
hearts can rise in worship to Jesus in Indian forms, Indian accompani-
ment, Indian rhythms, and Indian expressions. Jesus wants to incarnate
within the worship forms of India, not reside as an alien in the forms of a
foreign religion.

Do I want Hindus to meet and consider Jesus? Absolutely! Should

believers co-opt and manipulate worship to do so? Absolutely not!

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

So how do we address the worship barriers? India needs believers whose
personal life exudes personal devotion and love for the Lord (bhakti) not
just public worship attendance. This applies equally to Christians or Yesu
bhaktas, so I will address both as we conclude. The following verses clearly
call all believers to a personal lifestyle of worship, not primarily to corpo-

rate worship events.

Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your
good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven. (Matt 5:16)
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Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present
your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, pleasing to God, which is your

spiritual service of worship. (Rom 12:1)

Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the
glory of God. (1 Cor 10:31)

Whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord
Jesus, giving thanks through him to God the Father. (Col 3:17)

Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than
for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of
the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve. (Col 3:23-24)

Rejoice always; pray without ceasing; in everything give thanks; for
this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.
(1 Thess 5:16—18) (NASB)

Believers should mainly worship the Lord like this in their homes, in
their neighborhoods, in their occupations, and in their broader commu-
nities, not just in church services or satsangs. As they live lives of worship
in these locations, they will “display the sweet aroma of knowing him in
every place” (2 Cor 2:14). When they do this, Hindus will be either drawn
to or repelled by Jesus in them, not by foreign, artificial worship practices.

When believers, whether Christians or Yesu bhaktas, have developed
a deeply personal relationship with Jesus, this will reflect in the way they
live their lives. Their prayers, devotions, and private service (seva) for Je-
sus, together with their love and integrity, are all parts of their personal
worship to the Lord. Hindus see their quiet, gentle lives and are often
impressed. Hindus have expressed to me their respect for such believers,
even if they do not agree with their faith. My Christian and Yesu bhakta
friends have recounted similar examples.

Hindus seem drawn when they see personal devotion in the life of
believers. They long for connection with the divine and they are attracted
when someone has truly found this in Jesus. Private and personal worship
of Jesus, rather than presenting an obstacle to Jesus, can overcome the

worship barriers and open doors for the good news of Jesus.
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CLOSING REFLECTIONS

I sat on the stage of a Bible college chapel in the US along with some
instrumentalists. We had rehearsed three Indian-style bhajans and used
a mix of Indian and Western instruments to play them. When students
came in that morning for worship, the chairs had been moved to the back
of the room, and participants were encouraged to sit on the floor as Indi-
ans would at a satsang.

The songs were on the screen in Hindi with a transcription and the
meaning translated. We sang in Hindi to expose the students to the dif-
ferent language and sounds of worship in another culture. The call and
response format of bhajans lends itself to such an experience.

Atter the songs, I briefly commented that their discomfort at the un-
familiar words and tunes was not unlike what many Hindus experience
with Christian worship in India. When Christians only use Western mu-
sic (whether words, tunes, instruments) it can feel as uncomfortable for
many Indians as Hindi bhajans feel for Westerners.

When the singing was finished, I sat down, Indian-style, on a carpet
at the front of the stage and placed my Bible in a wooden book stand on
the floor (not on a pulpit). I began with an ancient Hindu prayer recited
daily by millions of Hindus. I then showed how that prayer provides sev-
eral powerful bridges to understand and appreciate what Scripture says
about the uniqueness of Jesus, but through Indian eyes.

We worshiped Jesus. I proclaimed the word of God and the unique-
ness of Jesus. But the service was done using more Hindu cultural forms
rather than traditional Western Christian forms. When the president and
faculty of the college joined the students on the floor and sang bhajans
along with them, it conveyed a powerful message. We can learn to “be-
come all things to all people” even in worship, to get out of our comfort
zone and embrace the unfamiliar, so that people in different cultures can
naturally love and worship Jesus.

When we all gather around the throne in worship (Rev 7:9), God will
be just as pleased and honored by the bhajans of the Yesu bhaktas as by the
choruses or hymns of the Christians.




CHAPTER 8

THE BARRIER OF FINANCIAL
DEPENDENCY

We were traveling with some Indian friends who were encouraging a new
church plant. They wanted to examine a property the congregation was
purchasing with its own resources. At lunch, the leader politely asked,
“Could we go without you and leave you here in town? If you go to the
property with us, the surrounding people will assume that we have donors
from the West. Hindus will increase their scrutiny and possibly make
things difficult for the church. Believers will also stop taking responsibil-
ity for the church, assuming Westerners will donate the needed funds for
the building.”

Our host recognized and articulated a dual challenge that foreign
funding presents in the Indian context. He understood that Western re-
sources raise Hindu concerns about foreign subversion and interference in
independent India. Those external funds may also suggest to some Hindu
minds that Christianity is a foreign religion dependent for its survival on
foreign resources.

He also recognized that the mere possibility of foreign resources could
cripple a congregation that was growing in responsibility. Just the appear-
ance of Western funds could exert subtle influences in Indian believers to
keep them dependent on Western donations rather than responsible for

their own congregations.

FINANCIAL DEPENDENCY—A BRIEF DEFINITION AND SOME QUALIFICATIONS

The issues around finances in Christianity can present a highly sensitive
topic. I am deeply aware that some Christians will find what follows a
welcome exploration of issues that often remain undiscussed. For others,
this discussion may sound like direct confrontation. Glenn Schwartz has
been speaking and writing on dependency issues for decades. Near the
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beginning of When Charity Destroys Dignity, he articulates what I would
say to my readers:

There is no intention to cause hurt or do harm to anyone in
the Christian movement. However, it is clear that if prog-
ress is to be made regarding the dependency syndrome,
serious attention will need to be given to root causes.
Otherwise the problem will be perpetuated into future
generations. The author apologizes in advance for any state-
ment that should have been made in a more helpful and less
disconcerting way. (Schwartz 2007, xxxvii; emphasis mine)

What do I mean by financial dependency? Let me begin with what
I do not mean. Receiving resources from the West does not in itself con-
stitute “financial dependency.” I know of healthy, respectful partnerships
where Indians are fully responsible for their own ministry, but funding
from the West enables them to serve in ways they might not otherwise be
able. Receiving outside funds does not automatically and necessarily imply
financial dependency.

Financial dependency, as I use it, occurs when believers in one con-
text feel obligated to follow the expectations, the agendas, the priorities,
sometimes the explicit directions of donors, even when those might not
be appropriate for their context. Financial dependency also occurs where
local believers, in order to maintain or increase foreign funding, shade the
truth, misrepresent what is happening, or market their activities in ways
that contradict Scripture or reality.

Financial dependency can also occur when foreign funding prevents
local believers from exploring local funding options by God’s provision.
When believers think that God can only provide for ministry from West-
ern sources, this can stifle local creativity and generosity, and can tempt
them to put their trust in donors, rather than God.

Financial dependency is not an isolated, separate issue. It is deeply
enmeshed with the barriers of cultural separatism, Christian identi-
ty, church, evangelism and preaching, conversion, and worship. At
times, donors contribute in ways that ensure that their agendas, targets,
and expectations are met regarding these barrier-producing features of
Christianity. When this happens, foreign funding contributes to In-

. . . I IR T
dia’s significant resistance to Jesus, even when given to reach India.
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Hindus are deeply aware of this foreign funding, and believers need to

consider the negative effect it can produce.

FINANCIAL DEPENDENCY FROM A HINDU PERSPECTIVE

Christian funding certainly seems to antagonize many Hindus and turn
them away from Jesus. So how do Hindus view Christianity’s dependen-
cy on foreign funds? Let me provide a brief overview of three common
themes in Hindu critiques. Christians are often tempted to dismiss these
perspectives as persecution or misrepresentation. But it is important that
we at least consider their viewpoint.

Subversion
Rajiv Malhotra, in a Huffington Post Religion blog, for instance, asserts:

“Most liberal Americans are simply unaware of the international polit-
ical machinations of evangelicals. Funded and supported by the American
Christian right, they promote a literal and extreme version of Christiani-
ty abroad and attempt to further a fundamentalist Christian political agenda
using unscrupulous methods” (Malhotra 2011c; emphasis mine). From this
Hindu perspective, there is “a huge enterprise—a ‘network’ of organiza-
tions, individuals, and churches—that seems intensely devoted to the task
of creating a separate identity, history and even religion for the vulnerable
sections of India” (Malhotra 2011a).

Sandhya Jain has called attention to the “backing by Western-
Christian governments for this imperialist project and its special
focus on India” (Jain 2007). She cites several instances of missions, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), and governmental agencies
collaborating on projects that seem to target India. This conflation of
evangelical and governmental involvement may be overstated, but is not
an uncommon Hindu perception of Christian intentions.

Some websites and social media sites specifically monitor and follow
Christian funding models. Crusadewatch has posted articles exposing
Christian funding of “conversion” efforts. More radically, they claim that
Christian funds are aiding separatist movements in several Indian states
(“Christian Terrorism” section). Bharata Bharati gathered articles from
News Bharati reporting on foreign finances and their influence in India.

In their view, foreign funding supports activities “against the nation’s
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interest,” including conversion (Bharata Bharati Admin 2013). They also
call attention to the large sums of money received from foreign sources by
Indian non-governmental organizations (NGQs). Their conclusion: These
large sums all fund activities counter to India’s national interests.

One repeated critique involves a common Christian practice. When
ministries file for government permission to receive foreign currency, they
typically list their purposes as economic, social, or educational. Hindus
look at these filings and see what they have reported to the government.
They then look at the publicity such ministries provide to their Western
donors (see Tracking Evangelism footnote, next section). There they find
clearly articulated fundraising for evangelism and conversion. Christians
have had to rationalize this double speak in order to function in India,
but they cannot avoid the Hindu perception that they are misrepresenting
their intentions to the government and Indian society at large.

One Hindu perspective, then, entails the concern that Western funds
are actively being used to fund separatist, anti-national movements within
the country. They perceive from many online and social media posts that
the West is targeting India for un-Indian goals and agendas. This is not
the only theme that raises Hindu concerns, though.

Soul Harvesting Business

Because of the incredible amounts of money involved, Hindus also use a
metaphor of the “Christian enterprise” as missionary or conversion business.
To them much Christian presence in India could not survive if not for
Western funding. They assume, with some justification, that Western-
ers continue investing to perpetuate their interests and activities in India.
‘These charges against Christian mission practice may trouble you, but it
is again important to see how they are viewed by those outside looking in.

In “A Fraudulent Mission,” David Frawley, a convert to Hindu faith,
frames his critique in business terms. First, he observes, “The global
missionary business is huge, perhaps the largest business in the world”
(Frawley 2008, 35). Further, “The conversion business is especially big
in India, because India is the largest non-Christian country in the world
where missionaries have the freedom to act and proselytize” (ibid.).
Frawley seeks to expose the anti-cultural and destructive purposes of this
Western-funded “business.” To the Hindu mind, this business is about
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tearing down all their culture and heritage and replacing it with a purely
Christian (Western) one.

Sites such as Hinduism Today, Christianaggression.org, Crusadewatch.
org and YouTube channels like Save India from Missionaries and Tracking
Ewangelism post exposés on Western funding and the agendas that drive
much of this Indian “conversion business.”

One exposé of evangelistic methods calls it the “Onsite-Offshore
Model of Soul-Harvesting Business” (Tracking Evangelism 2014b). After
reviewing the outsourcing model for I'T services, they summarize their

understanding of the Christian version of this model:

Christian missionaries also have a similar onsite-oftshore
model. The clients are countless Churches, Ministries
and evangelistic Christian communities in the US, UK,
Germany, etc. The vendors are evangelical NGOs in In-
dia. . . . The “saved” souls are the profit of the collective

efforts of the clients and their offshore vendors/counter-

parts. (ibid.)

They call attention to the money flow (where it comes from),
the amounts contributed, and the ultimate “profit” or purpose of the
“business.” Having developed this framework, they then examine the
business model (“funding model”) by detailing a specific ministry. View
the links in the footnote'” and observe how carefully these Hindus peruse
a variety of information sources. For each ministry, they examine annu-
al foreign contribution filings submitted to the Indian government. They
glean details and claims from mission websites, YouTube channels, and
social media accounts. They are familiar with Joshua Project statistics and
how ministries use this data to support their “subversive” business agendas
in India.

The level of scrutiny and the rhetoric used on these research sites is
evidence that Hindus are deeply concerned about foreign financing of

Christian work in India—financial dependency. I do not want to imply

19. See the Tracking Evangelism site at http://trackingevangelism.blogspot
.com/2014/08/onsite-offshore-model-of-soul.html to view the level of detail
they have gathered in their analysis. And see https://www.youtube.com/watch
*v=100DS09GP24 for their analysis of another Indian client/donor relationship.




188 CHRISTIAN BARRIERS TO JESUS

that all the above claims are accurate representations of Christian attitude
or practice. They often are not. The reports and exposés, however, express
the perceptions and understanding at least some Hindus feel toward the
foreign funding of Christianity in their country. Christians should at least
be aware of and consider how these issues can be perceived.

An additional, unmistakable assumption permeates the conversion
outsourcing metaphor. Indians are the outsourcing vendors, providing
their evangelistic services to the foreign clients who hire them to further
their Western goals and purposes. From Hindu perspective, Indians who
participate in this model are subservient to Western interests and control.
'The clients set the values, standards, schedules, and goals for the business.
They hire Indians to do their bidding and to conduct their subversive ac-
tivity. No matter how much local autonomy Indians may have, Hindus
assume they answer to those who pay the bills. Sadly, that assumption
may not always be groundless. It is possible, like it or not, that those who
accept Western funds will be suspected of being under foreign control.

Perceptions of Pastors

Before I proceed, I do not want to appear to attack or condemn Indian
ministers themselves. I have dear friends in India who are dedicated min-
isters, who love the Lord, and who serve their people as faithful servants
of Jesus Christ. I do not mean to question their devotion to Jesus, their
calling, or their ministry. In fact, some of what follows comes from their
own reports of how Hindus sometimes perceive their ministries.

‘The disturbing reality remains, though, and some of them attest to
it. Hindus seem deeply suspicious of professional pastors and ministers

(proselytizers, they sometimes call them).

Paip Pastors as THE FronT Ling

One common feature of the traditional funding model involves the wide-
spread practice of paying pastors or “indigenous missionaries” through
missions and Western sourced funds. To Hindus, paid pastors are the
West’s front line in the conversion business. That’s because Western
Christian tradition insists that a “real church” (see Chapter 3) must have a
pastor, preferably a paid one. Western funds have been raised and donated
for generations to artificially supply this “essential” that some Indian

Christian communities can’t afford.
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Some missions have reasoned, “Why send a Western missionary,
when you could send multiple local missionaries for the same amount
cach year?” 'This sounds good theoretically, but the reality in India can
be highly problematic. These “missionaries,” as they have been termed,
mostly serve as “pastors” over one or more churches. Foreign support, then
can simply mask perpetual funding for the colonial model of churches
run by individual pastors (Schwartz 2007, xvi). Jesus sent his disciples out
two-by-two, but Western missions long ago abandoned that accountabili-
ty model for a more monarchical leadership style that creates problems in
many parts of the world.

Other ministries solicit funds for “barefoot pastors” since this image
capitalizes on Western sympathies for “poor natives.” How many of these
pastors were “barefoot” before this funding? Few if any! Indians have
ready access to shoes, when they want to wear them. The only time pastors
are typically barefoot is when they take off their shoes to enter a church
building (a common cultural practice). Such appeals serve to perpetuate
unhealthy paternalism and dependency associated with colonial-era mis-
sions, not necessarily respect for local believers and their real situation.

Glenn Schwartz highlights another popular form of dependency:

There is a significant move away from self-supporting in-
digenous churches toward what are called “international
partnerships.” I usually refrain from using the term “part-
nership” because of the current usage. I feel that it is often

used when the term sponsorship would be better. (ibid.)

These appeals use new terminology, but it’s the same colonial depen-
dency model packaged under different names (ibid.). Foreigners sponsor
local pastors’ salaries and livelihoods, regardless of the marketing label.
Hindus recognize this system when they see it, no matter what Christians
call it.

If Christians don't solicit salaries for ministers they may request funds
for bicycles, motorcycles, or other “essential” pastoral paraphernalia. Or
they request funding for trainers at another level of organization who will
then “equip” local leaders to serve. Typically, this “equipping” ensures that
Western donors’ expectations around church, evangelism, preaching, and

worship are maintained. In other words, the training may guarantee that
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Christians will continue the practices that have already presented barriers

to Hindus. The funding ensures it.

How Do FHinpus See Parp PasTors:

Why should we care about how Hindus view this system? Because Scrip-
ture indicates that we ought to. I will shortly examine how Paul radically
changed his own funding model because of the way outsiders would have
viewed that model (1 Cor 9:22). Given that scriptural example, India’s
resistance suggests that Christians—Indian and Western alike—consid-
er how Indian society at large views ministers and the Western funding
models that sponsor them.

One Indian mission organization (unnamed to protect privacy) states
on their website, “In the eyes of the people, national missionaries do not
represent a foreign country or a strange religion.” Abundant evidence from
Christian and Hindu sources indicates that this claim is not entirely accu-
rate. 'The mission that funds them receives its funds from foreign donors,
and as much of this book has illustrated, Christianity and church, all too
often, are clearly perceived as foreign.

So, how do Hindus see paid ministers in India? The Niyogi Committee
Report on mission activity in Madhya Pradesh called them “a class of pro-
fessional proselytisers” (Niyogi, et al. 1958, 103). Sita Ram Goel, a critic
of Christianity, noted the widely unequal salary scales for missionaries
compared to “their native mercenaries” (Goel 1996, Ch. 17). These are
representative examples of the derogatory terms one can find in conversa-
tion and Hindu literature regarding professional ministers.

Indians commonly tell me that paid ministers can be viewed as “pro-
fessional proselytizers”—attacking Hindu culture and heritage in the
name of their God and dividing families and communities. Their fund-
ing from foreign sources ties into the issues already raised about “foreign
subversion” and “soul harvesting.” They are perceived as foreign agents,
“native mercenaries” actively complicit in the West’s subversion plans. To
some extent, this can also make them appear as traitors (sellouts) because
of their Western allegiance and funding—after all, Christianity is the
religion of the West.

Not too long ago I sat in a seminary faculty meeting in India. Two of
the faculty described conversations they recently had with rural Indians.

These people asked them why Christian pastors mostly come to rural areas
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to do their work among uneducated people. They asked, “Why don’t the
pastors go to the urban professionals? They are educated and informed.
Instead they only go to villages for easy converts.” Some pastors have de-
veloped a reputation of going to the gullible and uneducated who cannot
or will not check or question what they say or do.

Hindus are also aware of preachers who shift from mission to mission
for the sake of better pay, or who secretly work for three or four separate
agencies to make more money. Some, I'm told, even file false reports of
non-existent or inflated ministry activities to keep mission income flowing.

When funds run out from one mission, pastors have been known to
jump to other missions who have money, taking the believers and churches
with them. Their allegiance to a particular ministry or denomination was
only as strong as the funding they received.

Other ministers openly charge for every service they perform to en-
hance their income. At the end of a prayer to dedicate a new house or baby,
for instance, some will hold out their opened Bible, like an oftering plate,
a recognized request for compensation. When the gift is given, they close

the Bible and the transaction is complete.

Darayp

As a result of perceived and real dishonesty among paid ministers, Hindus
in North India sometimes call them da/al. The word refers to someone
who exploits or profits from someone else. The term is commonly used for
touts, brokers, pimps, panderers, or carnival barkers (Hinkhoj 2015). 'The
word can include pushy and disreputable practices along with ill-gotten
gain. English equivalents to da/a/ might include shyster, or huckster.

Indians are not as hesitant as Westerners to ask about someone’s occu-
pation and income. Minister friends have been directly asked (without it
being considered rude, I must add), “How do you manage your funding?”
Another common question is, “What do you get from this?” After reading
this material one Indian friend added, “When [the Hindus] come to know
that ministers are paid workers, then their respect for them completely
goes away.” Hindus, then, seem to have an innate problem with profes-
sional religious practitioners who serve their God for hire, especially when
the funding originates from the West.

Sadly, believers who seek to represent Jesus may keep Hindus from
mecting him simply because of how they are funded. Those who serve the
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Lord in areas where this perception is prevalent should be sensitive to how
they go about their life and service. Some are careful to follow culturally
appropriate ways to ensure they live above reproach while still receiving
funds. Others develop livelihoods in order to not take money for ministry
and to also live above reproach.

From a Hindu perspective, then, financial dependency becomes a bar-
rier when Western funding appears to sponsor cultural subversion and
soul harvesting, and when it seems to hire Indian agents who conduct
these activities, sometimes in questionable ways.

Ultimately, Hindus seem concerned that Western funding can ex-
ert levels of control over local believers. Indian Christians may, at times,
be directed and managed by foreign donors’ expectations. In too many
instances, this foreign control looks like colonial influence decades after
Indian independence. Hindus may resent Indians who seem to maintain
religious subservience to foreign masters.

Some Christians, on the other hand, seem relatively unconcerned
with the significant barrier that financial dependency can present to Hin-
dus. Unlike my wise friend at the start of this chapter, some don’t even
consider the barrier that foreign funding may present. Indian and Western
believers alike may perpetuate foreign funding models with little regard
for how much they might keep Hindus from Jesus.

FINANCIAL DEPENDENCY FROM A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE

A few Christians have been concerned by this financial dependency for
some time. Call it what you like, dependency (R. Reese 2010) or finan-
cial paternalism (Kornfeld 1997), foreign funding can create barriers that
Christians themselves identify.

Financial Dependency Can [mpede Local Responsibility

Our friend at the start of this chapter certainly knew this. Just our pres-
ence at the church site could have easily led the fledgling congregation
to stop giving, to wait instead for Western largesse. Other Indians have
described the same phenomenon elsewhere in the country.

I have been told of occasions where foreign donors told Indian minis-
tries that they needed a certain service—a school, hospital, or development

scheme of some kind. Sometimes these foreign initiatives, intended to
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“bless” the Indian ministry, had a detrimental effect instead. They took
attention, personnel, and finances away from more effective ministry, to
serve the project the foreigners wanted to fund.

Some Western churches demand that their Indian recipients pro-
vide “bang for their (US) buck” (actually heard from Western leaders).
Common measures for this “bang” include churches, buildings, pastors,
converts (Christians), rescues, handouts, or other quantifiable measures.

A friend from the North lives in a town with a substantial Chris-
tian population. A significant number of Christian orphanages have been
established there. Recently, she said, someone conducted a survey of
these “orphanages” and discovered that few, if any, of the children were
orphans. Almost all had parents (usually both). In most instances, they
lived within an hour of the orphanage. Parents were sending their three-
to five-year-old and older children to these orphanages to give them
opportunities they could not give at home. As my friend put it, “Why are
Christians in the West funding this pervasive breakup of families, just to
make Western donors feel good about themselves?” No one seems to have
investigated the deeper issues and bothered to explore local solutions that
might keep families together. Western donors feel good about helping
children in “need” and the “orphanages” will gladly take their money to
provide the opportunity.

I know of situations where Indian missions, funded by the West, rule
over local congregations and ministers through perpetual funding. These
funds exert overt control over believers to ensure that they remain tied to
the mission and maintain allegiance to mission and denominational afhli-
ation. Mission leaders have told me as much on different occasions. Some
foreign donors would not dream of telling Indian missions what to do
directly, yet they willingly fund missions that usurp local congregational
responsibility in the name of supporting pastors and churches.

Financial Dependency Can Perpetuate the Christian Barriers

Financial dependency, once in place, can perpetuate the foreign traditions
and barriers, even when Indians know that these offend and alienate Hin-
dus around them. They don’t feel free to creatively and innovatively seek
the Lord’s leading for how he wants to engage with and incarnate within
Indian society. In fact, they don’t always feel free to explore what God’s
word says about the foreign expressions and the barriers these create.
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Dependency can bind them to traditions and practices long after those

should have been discarded.

Inmrosing Criorerr on Inprany BeLievers

Let me take the barrier of church as an example. Mark Johnson, in “Church
in a Box,” describes how a well-meaning Christian couple on a visit to
Nepal decided that local, indigenous believers needed a church building.
They told the local minister where to buy land, provided a quarter million
dollars for the building, and sent the church a “pop-up cardboard model
of the church building they were to build. Church in a box” (M. Johnson
2002).

Not all donors provide a physical model, yet mental models (assump-
tions) can be just as powerfully imposed on those who receive Western
“ogenerosity.” "The believers know that what they build or plant must meet
donor expectations. Sometimes foreigners even come and build it for them
to make sure it is done “right.” Such expectations exhibit a colonial as-
sumption that Western church models and expectations are superior to
local ones.

Why do Indians keep planting churches that perpetuate church tradi-
tions instead of scriptural ekklésias? Often because Western donors expect
this. Why do Indian churches so often look like the churches that sponsor
them? Follow the money. Donor assumptions influence Indians to meet
those expectations (spoken or unspoken). In Church Multiplication Guide,
Patterson and Scoggins identify some of these fundamental assumptions
and their ultimate source:

A common Western assumption is that the lack of a
lot of people in one building means failure. This is not
from Scripture. The early church in Jerusalem, like that
of Ephesus and other cities, was a cluster of tiny house
churches. So where do the assumptions come from, that
we must have a building, a large crowd in one place, that
we must pay at least one professional pastor full time or that
he must be trained in an institution outside the church?
These are culturally based traditions. The assumption that
the Spirit of God needs these things is contrary to faith; it

often damages the Church and frequently stifles growth
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and reproduction in Christ’s body. (Patterson and Scog-
gins 2002, 167; emphasis mine)

Let me first note that Patterson and Scoggins, in identifying “West-
ern assumptions,” do not address the most fundamental assumption of all.
Their “church” terminology reflects the Western assumption that church
is the normative expression of Christ’s ekklésia. Based on our consider-
ations in Chapter 3, we must, I believe, reconsider those assumptions.

I know of many US churches that would not consider supporting an
Indian ministry unless “church-planting” was part of its objective. Their
funds will ensure that the entities planted meet those Western expec-
tations articulated by Patterson and Scoggins (emphasized above), even
when few, if any, of them originate from Scripture.

Imrosing OrHeER BARRIERS

I contend that these foreign assumptions—both about the nature of
church and its cultural expressions—are significantly imposed on Indian
believers through the funding that foreign donors provide. Funding that
obligates Indians to follow foreign Christian traditions, rather than the
Lord’s leading for their own context, can exert a subtle colonial control
over their decisions and choices. Sometimes they are not free to address
the barriers we have identified in this book. Financial dependency obli-
gates them to observe Christian traditions and practices, even when they
recognize that these keep millions of Hindus from meeting Jesus.

Why do Indian Christians evangelize and preach using foreign forms
and explanations? Because the donors need to see that they are “evangeliz-
ing” and “preaching” so that they will continue to support the work. Why
do churches so often follow Western worship models and avoid forms
connected with the local culture? Because Western Christians fund wor-
ship that looks familiar enough to them. If Indians were to adopt too
many local worship expressions, donors might label them “syncretistic.”
That is, all too often, Western Christian code for “uncomfortable to us”
and, ultimately, “unworthy of support.”

Ultimately every foreign, unscriptural barrier we have explored in this
book was or is partly enforced by the funds of Western donors. Indian
believers will only be free to address these barriers when one of two things
happen: either donors will realize the issues and free Indians to address
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these concerns appropriately, or Indian believers will free themselves from
Western dependency so that they can follow the Lord’s solutions to these
barriers without Western restriction.

Financial Dependency Can Foster Deception

One uncomfortable aspect of financial dependency also poses a significant
barrier to Jesus in India. Foreign financing has led to a substantial amount
of misrepresentation and misappropriation of donated funds.

Every trip to India, Christians tell me new stories about the dishon-
esty that foreign funding breeds. If even a portion of what I have heard
is true, Western donors must seriously examine the damaging effect their
funds have had on Indian believers and the good news in India.

Indians are not the only ones aware of and concerned about the ethi-
cal barriers Western funds have created in India. I know of major donors
and churches that have ceased supporting Indian ministries due to iden-
tified misrepresentation—after they poured substantial sums into what
they initially believed were reputable ministries. An acquaintance of mine
investigates ministries that receive major US funding. His exposure of
disreputable practices has led to foundations and donors cutting oft mil-
lions of dollars from ministries they discovered had misled them.

Two dynamics lead to this “discovery” of dishonesty. Sometimes the
ministry starts out honestly, but over time, Indian friends tell me, minis-
tries may shade the truth to maintain and increase support for their work.
As they add ministry areas to satisfy donor demands, this adds pressure
to report success, to present a positive “spin” on the ministry, and to raise
funding levels for the growing system and stafl that develops. At some
point, honest reporting can begin to shade into exaggeration, then into
misrepresentation for the sake of the dollars needed to maintain the enter-
prise. Donors want success, “bang for their buck,” and the recipients don’t
want to disappoint them.

Others, my Indian friends tell me, were disreputable all along, but
convinced Western donors to trust them. If the Western donors had done
more careful homework, had asked other Indians, had learned to read
cultural cues, they would have seen the telltale signs. Unfortunately, their
desire to engage the Indian “market,” to make an evangelistic “splash,”
led them to be less thorough than they should have been. The dishonesty
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was there all along in these cases; they just didn’t recognize it until it was
too late.

A friend of mine met a man who told of a fantastic house church
movement. In three years, he said, he had a network of twenty cells across
and ten down in places. My friend kept asking how he had done this, what
- was his secret, could he come visit and learn? Finally, when pressed, the
man confided, “America has unlimited funds if you can document suc-
cess.” He put a chart on the wall some ten feet across with his cell church
map and said, “This is my documentation.” The entire system was sim-
ply a fabrication. That was his secret to success, not “church-planting” or
“disciple-making” success, but money-making success.

Some of these schemes siphon significant Western funds from legiti-
mate ministries to ones that may be more underhanded. Precious resources
are thus wasted on corruption, mismanagement, and misuse. This is un-
fortunate, because India represents a place where wise, careful investment
could genuinely meet significant needs. Diversion of funds keeps help
from reaching people who desperately need assistance.

When financial dependency breeds misrepresentation and misappro-
priation, then, it can further dissuade Hindus from considering Jesus. It
can also divert and dry up resources that might have provided a witness for
Jesus if used in honest, culturally appropriate ways.

Western funds, appropriately given and utilized, could alleviate in-
credible suffering and build positive bridges to Jesus in India. This can
only be done, though, in respectful, collaborative ways that significantly

address the barrier issues related to financial dependency.

The Funding Models Themselves Can Be Foreign, Colonial Models

Many funding models for Christian missions today are not derived from
scriptural teaching or practice. Western Christians invented them to
artificially initiate and maintain “growth” in places where spontaneous
expansion and growth did not happen naturally (Allen 1962, 107).
Webster describes an early Indian church leader who “saw foreign support
and control as ‘narcotics’ checking ‘the spontaneous development of Indi-
an Christianity” (Webster 2007, 259). Several leaders, he adds, called for
a “Swadeshi Church” (self-supporting and self-governing) as far back as
the 1910s and 20s (ibid.). These calls, though, primarily went unheeded.
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Early mission leaders like Rufus Anderson, Henry Venn, John
Nevius, and Roland Allen repeatedly urged more scriptural funding mod-
els (Anderson 1869, 109-11; Allen 1962; Allen 1972; Nevius 1899; Knight
1880, 305—-21). Their analyses of the financial concerns a century or more
ago describe situations that can still be found within Indian churches and
missions today.

More recent calls to better address the issues of “financial paternal-
ism” (Kornfeld 1997) or dependency (R. Reese 2010; Schwartz 2007;
Fikkert and Mask 2015) indicate that these problems are still widespread.
Moves toward more sustainable and holistic funding models (Corbett and
Fikkert 2012) seek to address the problems of traditional funding, a tacit
acknowledgment that the problems are still too prevalent.

Despite these voices, traditional funding models continue to domi-
nate. Why do Indians have to fund ministry this way? Because that is how
Western Christians set up the system and Indian Christians are obligated
to play along if they desire funding!

What is so wrong with the prevalent models of Western subsidy for so
much Christianity in India? Ironically, Hindus may again be more correct
than we’d like to admit. They allege that without Western funding Chris-
tianity would not survive.

Despite Christian denials, we simply need to ask one question to un-
cover the “irony of apparent success” as an Indian colleague terms it. What
would happen if Western funds were not given? We do not have to guess,
because recent economic events provided the answer.

A friend of mine from South India worked for a church-planting min-
istry in the North for a time. During the economic downturn after 2008,
he told me, hundreds of churches shut down because the funds dried up
to support them. They desperately tried to find other funding sources,
but could not, leading to closure of numerous churches. Another Indian
missionary described how a financial downturn had forced them to stop
paying pastors and to shut several churches that were as old as thirty years.

Similar stories are troublingly common in India. Without Western
funds, the apparent growth proves to be ephemeral, at least for the agency
that loses funds. Some of these churches, as I observed earlier, might shift
to another mission or denomination that takes up funding. Many actually
close—sad testimony to the weakness of the colonial model to truly make

lasting, genuine disciples and ekklésias.
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I hope, after this review of financial dependency, you have a better
idea of some of my host’s concerns at the beginning of this chapter. Just
the possibility of Western funds could have presented challenges to the
good news of Jesus both among Hindus and Christians alike in his area.
Why? Because considerations of financial dependency are a very present
reality in India.

Western Christian funding models have created substantial barriers
to Jesus in India. These negative perceptions are deeply rooted and we
cannot ignore them or argue them away. If we want to “become all things
to all people” in Hindu contexts, we must honestly face and address this
barrier of financial dependency and its foreign funding model.

The Apostle Paul, interestingly enough, faced a culture that was skep-
tical about his own traditional funding model. He provides an instructive
example for how we might respond when local perceptions of our financ-

ing present a barrier to Jesus.

SCRIPTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON FINANCIAL DEPENDENCY

When Funding Models Create a Barrier

In 1 Corinthians 9:1-18, Paul discussed his funding model choices with
the Corinthians. He first articulated the traditional model—preachers ac-
cepting financial support from those to whom they preached. In verses
3—11 he provided a series of scriptural and practical supports for this mod-
el. He concluded this section by asking, “If we sowed spiritual things
among you, is it too much if we reap material things from you?” (v. 11).

At this point in his argument, we expect Paul to tell the Corinthi-
ans, “So please pay me what you owe me.” But he does not! Instead, Paul
completely changes direction in verse 12: “Nevertheless, we did not use
this right, but we endure all things so that we will cause no hindrance to
the gospel of Christ.” He adds in verse 15, “But I have used none of these
things [support rights]. And I am not writing these things so that it will
be done in my case” (NASB). In verse 18 he again reiterates that he did
not use the model of taking money from his hearers.

In verse 12, Paul indicated that if he had followed the traditional
funding model—to take money or support from his hearers—this would
have presented a “hindrance” to the good news of Jesus. Rather than allow
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that to happen, Paul intentionally adopted a different funding model to

remove the potential barrier.

AnNALYzE FunpDine MopeLs FroM OursipDERS PERSPECTIVE

Why was the traditional funding model a hindrance to the gospel? In
verses 3—11 Paul makes it clear that the model of receiving support from
those who were taught had scriptural and practical justification. That
model was a legitimate, scriptural model under the right circumstances.

Paul, though, looked at the traditional funding model through the
eyes of those he wanted to reach. He considered their view of the funding
model, rather than his own rights or convenience.

When Paul considered the perspective of his hearers, what did he find?
“It was not uncommon for itinerant lecturers to enjoy an evil reputation”
(Barnett 1993, 926). Plato had expressed disdain for philosophers and
teachers who made a living “selling their teaching” (Euthydemus 304 b,c;
Hippias Major 282 b—e). He accused them of “trafficking and merchan-
dising knowledge,” “soul-merchandising” (trading in souls), and “trading
in virtue” (Sophist 222d-224e). Socrates compared a traveling philosopher
or teacher to “an itinerant huckster who touts his wares regardless of their
value” (Wolfsdorf 2015). Philostratus later asserted that Apollonius had
a bad reputation because of “doing everything for money,” for “his love of
filthy lucre” (i.e., sordid gain), and for “huckstering his wisdom.” He com-
monly sold his teaching to the highest paying client (Philostratus 1912).
Notice how many of these ideas are related to the Hindi term da/a/: huck-
ster, tout, soul harvesting, etc.

Can our funding models affect those we want to reach? Paul clearly
thought so. Roland Allen understood this principle nearly a century ago:

'The primary importance of missionary finance lies in the
fact that financial arrangements [funding models] very
seriously affect the relations between the missionary and
those whom he approaches. . . . what is of supreme impor-
tance is how these arrangements, whatever they may be,
affect the minds of the people, and so promote, or hinder,

the spread of the Gospel. (Allen 1972, 49)
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ADOPT AN ALTERNATIVE FUNDING MODEL

THAT REMOVES THE BARRIER

Paul considered the traditional funding model in light of these Greco-
Roman concerns. From the non-believers’ cultural perspective, financing
his ministry in the traditional way would be deeply suspect.

Paul could have defended his right to receive funding from his
hearers. He could have argued that he was not dishonest or greedy like
those other teachers. He could have ignored the common cultural per-
ceptions and just asked for local contributions anyway. Instead, he took
their concerns so seriously that he radically changed his funding model.
He “became all things to all people” financially (1 Corinthians 9:22) to
address their concerns.

Ruth Siemens suggests, “Self-support was Paul’s deliberate policy,
part of his well-designed strategy” (Siemens 1999, 737). Rather than oc-
casionally working with his hands, the New Testament evidence indicates
that Paul made this his practice on all three of his missionary journeys
(ibid.). He also called other believers to follow this example of working
with his own hands (1 Thess 2:5f.; 2 Thess 3:7-9; Acts 20:33-35).

Applying the Scriptural Perspective

So, Paul analyzed the traditional funding model from the perspective of
his potential hearers. If he took money from his hearers, the Greeks and
Romans would view that as disreputable—greedy and dishonest (a da/a/
in Indian terms). Because of this consideration, Paul adopted a different
funding model, one that would not allow them to accuse him of peddling
the word of God for gain (1 Thess 2:3,5; 2 Cor 2:17).

I believe Paul would take the same approach in India today. He would
first analyze the traditional funding models (Western funding, paid pas-
tors, church dependency, benevolence) for how the Hindu majority views
them. In conversations with Christians or Hindus, or in reading Indian
media and Christian reports, he would observe the barrier-inducing con-
cerns we have articulated in this chapter: Western subversion, professional
proselytizers as disreputable dalals (peddlers, hucksters), Christian mis-
representation and misappropriation, along with benevolence as material

inducement to conversion (see next chapter).
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How would he respond to these concerns? He could argue for each
one, providing examples where Christians did not warrant the percep-
tions, then justify the continued use of traditional funding models. He
could use Scriptures and common sense to defend traditional funding
models. He could ignore or disregard the perceptions entirely, and persist
in following traditional funding models regardless of the barriers they
present. All these approaches, though, would likely perpetuate, even in-
tensify, the majority culture’s skepticism.

Paul knew that the traditional model was defensible from Scripture
and common sense (1 Cor 9:3-11). That did not make it appropriate for
the challenging context in which he found himself. When it came to fi-
nances, perception was and still is reality.

Paul’s approach is equally valid for India today. 'The traditional fund-
ing model seems to present obstacles to Jesus. India desperately needs
believers who will courageously follow Paul’s example instead of perpet-
uating the colonial models of a bygone era. Until they do, Hindus will
remain distanced from the good news of Jesus because of Western money
and funding models. We can’t afford to keep following those models.

ADDRESSING THE BARRIER OF FINANCIAL DEPENDENCY

Adopting Viable Funding Alternatives

Given the deep-seated concerns about Western funding for Christian ac-
tivity, how should Indian believers respond? Paul chose a rather drastic,
inconvenient alternative to the traditional funding model. He worked
with his own hands to remove the barrier in his hearers’ minds. In many
Indian contexts, Indian believers will need to do the same. They will de-
velop viable, sustainable livelihoods for their own situations, rather than
perpetuate the colonial funding model that keeps so many from Jesus.
Unfortunately, some Indian Christians reject this solution out of
hand. Missionaries taught them that it was unspiritual for a “pastor” to
do secular work, to dirty his hands, or to engage in any kind of business.
This patently false teaching is clearly contradicted by Paul’s own exam-
ple. 'm not sure any human could claim to be a more spiritual, godly
man than he was, or a more devoted servant of Jesus, yet he worked with
his own hands to support himself on all three journeys as noted above.
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He also encouraged other believers to follow his example (p. 199). Any-
one who teaches otherwise ignores both Paul’s example and his inspired
instruction to Christ’s followers. Such teaching is rooted more in the
unscriptural clergy-laity traditions of Western churches, than in the
teaching of God’s word.

Rather than seeking Western funding, believers might seek support
from Indians themselves who have been blessed with lucrative jobs in var-
ious parts of the world. They could provide both Indian accountability
and Indian support that might foster more India-friendly solutions to the
barriers in India today.

I heard of a situation in India where a minister led two business
men to Jesus. They wanted to see him devote his time to helping others
also meet and grow in Jesus, so they started a business and used some of
their proceeds to support his full-time efforts at witnessing and disciple-
making. No foreign funds were needed for this Indian solution.

A friend recently told me of a group of Brahmin men who came to
Christ a few years ago in the North. They too are business people. Togeth-
er they now use their business to provide funds to help people in need and
to support some of their number who are gifted in teaching and making
disciples. They are committed to take no foreign funds; they want every-
one to know that they are Indian followers of Jesus, not followers of a
Western religion.

It would be beneficial to remember early Western congregations two
hundred years ago. Most American churches then did not have a resi-
dent “pastor” or a fancy building. They used what they had to provide an
adequate shelter (sometimes with open walls). The believers themselves
organized and ran the services because an evangelist only came once
every few weeks or months. Lay people preached, led worship, witnessed,
even administered the ordinances in less hierarchical churches. Such
models required little to no resources to start or sustain, instead of the
millions of dollars invested in “church-planting” and “disciple-making”
movements today.

'This book cannot fully explore the options Indian believers might pur-
sue to remove the barrier of financial dependency. Let me briefly suggest
a few possibilities concerned believers in the West and India are pursuing,.
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Equip Employed Believers, Not Professional Ministers

Instead of pulling believers from their occupations to make them artificial
proselytizers (dalals), we might encourage them to stay in their workplaces
and occupations. Training would shift from full-time mission workers,
to equipping believers to live and share their faith in the workplace and
community. They are already employed, so they do not need salaries. They
have a natural presence in their work and community. They interact every
day with people from various walks of life and communities. Their place-
ment allows them to live and share their faith in natural ways rather than
as professional evangelistic agents (see Chapter 4). India’s future relation-
ship with Jesus might depend on whether his people shift to Paul’s model
from the colonial model.

One seminary I know has, for several years, offered an extension
master’s program for urban professionals who work in I'T, medicine, ed-
ucation, and other fields. They learn Bible, theology, and ministry, not to
become professional “ministers,” but so that they can serve the Lord com-
petently and faithfully from their own occupation. By doing this, they are
intentionally challenging the unscriptural assumption that only ordained
clergy are qualified to serve the LLord and that ministry only takes place in
church-related vocations and settings (practicing Eph 4:11f.).

Livelihood and Entrepreneurship Training

Some believers do not have jobs or livelihoods, or they need to develop
new skills. Believers first need to be taught that employment, business, and
economics are not inherently opposed to faith and spirituality. Paul ran a
profitable business that let him meet his needs, meet colleagues’ needs,
and share with the needy around him, as did Priscilla and Aquila and
Lydia. India needs more believers in Jesus who use their gifts in business
and management to help meet needs around them. India is an amazing-
ly entrepreneurial country with incredibly creative people. Through these
human resources, Jesus wants to bless those who live there without re-
quiring Western donations that keep them subject to Euro-American
standards and expectations.

Such believers can also provide livelihoods and entrepreneurial op-
portunities for others. This helps alleviate generational poverty and debit.
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It also sets people free, giving them meaningful employment and a re-
sponsible, sustainable lifestyle.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

Christians

Christians in India and those who fund them in the West face an incredi-
bly complex challenge if they want to truly address the barrier of financial
dependency. Those who ignore the issues will continue to face the same
skepticism and criticism from Hindus.

Those who, like Paul, want to reduce the barriers, will develop cre-
ative alternatives that simultaneously remove the traditional funding
model barrier and build respectful bridges instead. The workplace is and
will increasingly be one of the most important places where they make
this transition.

Western Christians must more deeply consider the cultural and rela-
tional implications of this chapter and the barriers their money can create.
This entire book has been written to encourage Christians to step away
from traditions and models that keep Hindus from Jesus. My Indian
colleagues and I fully recognize that while Westerners keep funding the
barriers, those barriers will continue to keep most Hindus away from Je-
sus. Our prayer is for a growing number of Christians in India and in the
West to wrestle with these questions and resolve to follow and encourage

more scriptural alternatives.

Yesu Bhaktas

For Yesu bhaktas, their incarnational ways of following Jesus do not re-
quire extensive funding or institutions. They reject Western traditions and
forms for what they are—foreign cultural inventions that are not bind-
ing on believers in other parts of the world. By incarnating the way and
life of Jesus within their culture, they remove the accusation of Western
subversion and dependency. They are as much opposed to those Christian
features as religious Hindus are.

As one Yesu bhakta friend told me, “We do not want any Western
funds for what we do. That way we avoid the corruption those funds seem



206 CHRISTIAN BARRIERSTO JESUS

to bring to Indian hearts.” Yesu bhaktas represent a scriptural and cultural
solution to the issues raised both in this chapter and in those that precede it.

However, 1 know parts of India where Yesu bhaktas have some-
times been connected in unhealthy ways to missions or Western funding.
In several cases, this has eventually compromised their desire to be fol-
lowers of Jesus within their Hindu communities. Eventually, at least in
appearance, they can become tools to further Christians’ agendas. Their
close association with Christians and Christian funding also leads Hindus
to see them as “Christians in Hindus’ clothing.” Their witness for Jesus

may be compromised by their apparent duplicity.

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

Why has this chapter focused on the negative perceptions of Western
funding? On Hindu concerns about Western subversion, dependency,
dalals, and dishonesty? Because these widespread concerns represent pre-
vailing perceptions about traditional Western funding models. Christians
may do incredible good in some areas of society, but they recognize that
the issues I have raised make Hindus skeptical of Christian funding and
benevolence (next chapter).

A Christian friend of mine works at a hospital in India that is pre-
dominantly Hindu. He has donated his time and energy for years to meet
various medical needs in different parts of India. His medical supervisor,
a Hindu, has repeatedly asked him, “What are you getting from this?”
He sought to find any remuneration or material gain my friend receives
for these labors. Only recently, after long skepticism, this Hindu man fi-
nally accepted that my friend offers his seva (service) for no charge and no
remuneration. He is seeing a Christian who selflessly serves Jesus alone.
If Western Christians began to contribute to his work to “help” him, his
testimony would be finished immediately.

Believers face this incredible skepticism daily because of centuries of
Western funding models. My friend is living out the alternative, working
at his job in a gentle, quiet way. He finds ways to use the gifts and resources
God has given him to bless others in Jesus’ name. When Hindus meet
such believers, followers who serve without Western funding baggage,
only then will the financial barriers begin to come down and allow Hin-
dus to see Jesus instead of Western money and the dependency it fosters.



CHAPTER

THE BARRIER OF BENEVOLENCE

In early 2015 a leader of the RSS (Hindu nationalist group) declared in
a speech, “Mother Teresa’s service would have been good. But it used
to have one objective, to convert the person who was being served into
a Christian” (Dhar 2015 Feb 24). What might appear to be an innocu-
ous comment outside India led to an eruption of public debate within the
country. Parliament had to be temporarily adjourned when confrontation
over this statement became too heated (National Bureau 2015). Both the
comment and the ensuing public controversy highlighted the level of scru-

tiny and skepticism some Indians feel toward Christian charitable and
social work (Singh 2015; Staff Reporter 2015).

HINDUS AND INDUCEMENT—A LONG-STANDING CONCERN

Hindus respect those who give and serve selflessly. From the Rig Veda
(earliest Hindu scripture) forward, Hindus have been encouraged to pursue
charity and generosity (e.g., Rig Veda, Book 10, Hymn 117). Accord-
ing to Klostermaier, one early Hindu scholar asserted that “righteousness
[dharma) connected with the body consists in dana (charity), paritrana
(succor of the distressed), and paricarana (rendering service)” (Klostermaier
1989, 49)—all three clearly aspects of benevolence.

Hindu concerns about benevolence, then, do not arise from Christian
service itself. They are troubled, instead, by why and how that service is
rendered. The motives and methods of Christian benevolence have raised,

and continue to raise, substantial questions in Hindu minds.

Gandhi and Inducement

Gandhi, as we saw in Chapter 5, was troubled by the issue of conversion
in general, although he allowed that personal conversion was possible. He
was adamantly opposed, though, to benevolence as a means to proselytize.
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When misrepresented about his views on missionaries and benevolence,
Gandhi clarified, “If instead of confining themselves purely to humani-
tarian work such as education, medical services to the poor and the like,
they would use these activities of theirs for the purpose of proselytizing,
I would certainly like them to withdraw” (Gandhi 1961, 84; emphasis
mine). A further comment articulated the continued concern of many
Hindus today, “I hold that proselytization under the cloak of humanitarian
work is unhealthy to say the least. It is most resented by people here” (ibid.;
emphasis mine).

Gandhi once advised Harijans (Dalits): “The missionaries have
of course the right to preach the Gospel of Christ and to invite non-
Christians to embrace Christianity. But every attempt to press material
benefits or attractions in the aid of conversion should be freely exposed, and
the Harijans should be educated to resist these temptations” (Mehta 2002,
18; emphasis mine).

When Christians used benevolence as a cloak, as a material induce-
ment, then Gandhi saw it as unhealthy, a cause for Hindu resentment.
These same sentiments repeatedly arise in current Hindu critiques of
Christian humanitarian work ninety plus years after Gandhi expressed
his concern.

Niyogi Committee on Missionary Activity (1958)

Christians primarily ignored Gandhi’s and others’ concerns and simply
increased their efforts at benevolence for conversion after India’s indepen-
dence (1947). The practice of inducement became so pronounced that the
government of Madhya Pradesh ordered an investigation into missionary
activity, particularly into benevolence and conversion activity. The 1958
Niyogi Commission Report on missionary activity demonstrated a mix of

commendation and concern:

In all the places visited by the Committee there was una-
nimity as regards the excellent service rendered by the
Missionaries, in the fields of education and medical re-
lief. But on the other hand there was a general complaint
from the non-Christian side that the schools and hospi-
tals were being used as means of securing converts. Zhere

was no disparagement of Christianity or of Jesus Christ, and
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no objection to the preaching of Christianity and even to con-
versions to Christianity. The objection was fo the illegitimate
methods alleged to be adopted by the Missionaries for this
purpose, such as offering allurements of free education
and other facilities to children attending their schools,
adding some Christian names to their original Indian
names, marriages with Christian girls, money-lending,
distributing Christian literature in hospitals and offering
prayers in the [wards] of in-door patients. (Niyogi 1958,
Volume I, Part I, Chapter 1, Paragraph 6; emphasis mine)

Later in their report, the Niyogi Commission read Christian mis-
sion writings extensively. They cited specific examples where Christians
declared benevolent activity as their predominant means of evangelism.
The Commission summary of the evidence was succinct, but clear: “The
media through which the Gospel is propagated are primarily the schools,
hospitals and orphanages” (Niyogi 1958, Volume I, Part III, Chapter 3,
Paragraph 28). These institutions were an “instrument in their task of
Christianizing the whole land.” Schools were more for “religious con-
versions than intellectual improvement” and were primarily “the means
for expansion of the kingdom” (paragraphs 28-33). These and numerous
other quotes from this influential report pointed clearly to a conversion
agenda (see Chapter 5 of this book) among many Christians.

In all fairness, many Christian schools are now careful to not pursue a
conversion agenda at the expense of a quality education. Numerous Hin-
dus, in fact, send their children to Christian schools because of the high
academic standards and testify to the quality education they received, so
the accusation of conversion at the expense of intellectual improvement is
talsified by many Hindu people today.

Hindus Weren't the Only Ones Concerned by Benevolence and Inducement

It is also important to note that the desire to minimize or eliminate induce-
ments has not only been a Hindu concern in India. In the 1930s, according
to the Niyogi report, the Government of India (British at the time) chas-
tised missions for improper benevolence and inducements in Udaipur State.
The problem was so pronounced that the British government required

missions “to maintain a register showing in the case of each new convert,
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his name, his father’s name and other particulars including any kind of ma-
terial benefit given fo the converts at the time of their conversion” (Niyogi 1958,
Volume I, Part I1, Chapter 2, Paragraph 33; emphasis mine).

Today’s anti-inducement laws exist primarily in states where these
issues had already been identified as problematic under the British Raj.
Colonial administrators passed and enforced similar laws in some of these
areas because of the tension raised by conversion practices.

Requirements to register conversions preceded Indian self-rule by over
a decade. They were initiated by the “Christian” British government at the
time. Modern Christian chargesthatthese lawsare Hindu “anti-conversion”
laws, ignore the history of these concerns and the laws enacted to address
them. When Christians criticize or ignore these laws today, they can ap-
pear to Hindus to condone and support the very inducement practices
that Hindus find so abhorrent. Their protests can serve to confirm Hindu
suspicions that Christians are intent on pursuing dishonest means of buy-
ing converts.

In all fairness, it is not anti-Christian to ask believers to examine the
motives and agendas that underlie their benevolence efforts. Regrettably,
Christian exploitation of benevolence may have been so egregious that the
government had to enact accountability measures to restrict the abuses.
Surely honest Christians want to do everything possible to demonstrate
that they are not using underhanded inducement (allurement) as they seek
to introduce people to Jesus.

Religious Freedom Laws Revisited
Chapter 5 briefly discussed the Freedom of Religion laws enacted by sev-

eral Indian states. Christians often misrepresent these as “anti-conversion
laws,” but none of the acts forbids conversion. They provide mechanisms
to prevent conversions through force, inducement (allurement), or decep-
tion. Due to space limitations, this chapter will focus only on the concern
for “inducement” to conversion, the issue most commonly raised regard-
ing benevolence.

We must ask why the British, and later the Indians, felt a need to pass
such laws in the first place. What social dynamics made them think that
these laws were necessary? Is it possible that Indians have wholly misun-
derstood and misrepresented Christian compassionate benevolence in the
name of Jesus? Have Hindus simply misjudged the altruistic motivations
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of believers to help those in need, no strings attached? If that is the case,
then some Christians seem to have substantially failed to demonstrate
that their care is offered in such selfless ways. If it is simply a case of
misunderstanding, this chapter will suggest some possible alternatives
Christians might pursue to address the misperceptions.

We must consider another possibility, though. Christians, in mo-
ments of candor, have acknowledged to me that Christian benevolence
has not always been purely altruistic and focused only on aiding people.
The term “rice Christians” is a well-known concept in Christian circles—
some Tamil friends tell me they are called “wheat Christians” in their
part of the country. The issues surrounding benevolence with evangelistic
agendas have been debated across the Christian world with many dif-
ferent conclusions. Arguments over the “social gospel,” “social justice,”
and Christian social engagement have divided Christians over appropriate
responses to the world’s challenging needs and how evangelism and con-
version relate to those responses.

The Indian religious freedom laws, with their prohibition of induce-
ment, just might be a response to actual Christian misuses of benevolence
in manipulative ways. Believers in India and supporters in the US must
seriously consider how common benevolence models may unnecessarily
perpetuate and aggravate Hindu resistance to Jesus. Believers intend to
do these acts of mercy to witness for Christ, but what if their benevolence
drives people away from Jesus instead?

HELPING PEOPLE WITH ULTERIOR MOTIVES

Hindus accuse Christians of giving benevolence for ulterior motives, to in-
duce and manipulate people to convert. Sadly, Christians present Hindus
with ample evidence, as the following representative examples illustrate.

Praying for “Needy” People or Preying on “Needy” People

We have a Hindu friend who has been very successful in her career. Her
family is well-off materially. A Christian woman, who did not know
her well, once approached her and asked if she could come to her house
and pray. As our friend tells the story, the Christian came into her large,
well-appointed home, looked around, and then said, “I cannot pray for

you. You have no needs.”
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“Of course, I have needs,” replied our friend. “Please pray for me.”

The Christian woman insisted that she could not. After further re-
quests for prayer, the visitor excused herself and left our friend without
ever praying.

Why would a Christian not pray in such a situation? Some Christians
had coached her in this style of “benevolence” evangelism. In this model,
Christians tell me, they identify a target for evangelism. They offer to pray
for them to get into their home and assess the situation. Christians then
look around for material, medical, or physical needs they can “pray” for
and then meet. “Helping” someone is then the gateway for evangelism.
Christians may offer to pray, in other words, to prey on people for their
conversion agenda.

Given this coaching, the Christian woman’s response was natural, even
if not Christ-like. Our Hindu friend had no tangible material or physical
needs that Christians could capitalize on for their conversion strategy.

Our friend was astonished: “I had family and emotional needs that
needed prayer. I would have welcomed being prayed for.”

However, a Christian sense of “benevolence” (with an agenda) blind-
ed the Christian woman to the possibility of serving our friend through
prayer. Our friend is not the only person who has told us about Christians
who offer to pray for people in order to prey on them and spy out “needs”
in the name of Jesus. Genuine prayer for the needs and concerns of Hin-
dus can have a powerful influence for good. When Christians are trained,
though, to use prayer as an evangelistic gimmick, this simply becomes a
barrier to Hindus. They recognize manipulation when they see it. They
want nothing to do with a Jesus who is associated with such behavior.

A Christian bias toward only serving the needs of the poor can cause
them to focus on visible, material or physical “needs.” These are a sure
ticket to evangelistic opportunities. This bias is reflected in a book on the
conversion debate in India. The author asserts, “All Christian service in-
stitutions that serve the upper class and upper middle class are structures
without a Christian cause. They have no scriptural warrant to exist” (Raj
2001, 50).

This ignores the example of Jesus and his apostles who clearly served
people in all classes and strata of society. Jesus ministered to people
with homes and occupations and varying levels of income—people like
Matthew, Zacchaeus, Nicodemus, Joseph of Arimathea. He spent time
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repeatedly at the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. Cornelius was not
a pauper when Peter served him (Acts 10). Mary, mother of John Mark,
owned a large house and even had servants (Acts 12). Paul served Lydia
(a cloth merchant) and stayed with his companions in her home. He
worked and probably stayed with Priscilla and Aquila (fellow tentmak-
ers). Paul references others with livelihoods and property like Gaius and
Erastus of Corinth (Rom 16:23).

Neither Jesus nor his apostles practiced or taught the anti-wealth
bias demonstrated toward our Hindu friend or expressed in the above as-
sertion. Such a spirit confirms to Hindus that Christians are intent on
targeting only the “down and out” with their conversion tactics. It’s hard
not to see inducement, when some Christians practice it so blatantly. An
ulterior motive that discriminates against the wealthy and only targets
the poor is just as unfaithful to Jesus as one that discriminates against the
poor and needy.

Perpetual Benevolence (Rice Christians)

In the US, there is an old ministry truism, “What you win them with, you
win them to.” That applies equally to benevolence practices in India. One
Indian friend, who read this chapter, noted, “At the end of any kind of
preaching or teaching, those who receive benefits will continue to expect
those benefits . . . Every time any non-Indian evangelist or even an Indian
visits local converts or contacts, there is an expectation of some kind of
charity at the end. If it is not there, they get disappointed.”

My friend further noted that the hearers’ desire for more gifts can
also seduce those who use benevolence in their preaching. “Every act of
charity,” he observed, “gives a personal satisfaction and subtle pride . . . to
the donors.” They seem to get greater results when something is distrib-
uted, than when they just preach. In order to “keep a door open for them
in the future,” Christians continue to go back and give more. This gives
the donors a sense of satisfaction, and appears to maintain interest in their
preaching by those who keep coming to receive the material benefit.

Some of my Indian friends have described the complications that this
can create. If they hand out blankets, they must all be the same size, col-
or, and shape. Otherwise, some of the recipients will feel they have been
slighted because they received the wrong size, the wrong color, or the
wrong shape compared to someone else. One Indian told me that they
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made the mistake of getting a certain color of blanket that was offensive
to the group they wanted to help. The blankets were rejected and the locals
offended by this violation of their sensitivities.

Another Indian friend observed that his own father had “converted”
several times before he truly met Jesus. He made the first few “decisions”
to get food for his impoverished family.

Perpetual benevolence can feel good to the Christians providing the
benevolence and those who financially sponsor their charity work. It can
lead, all too easily, to perpetual dependency. This ongoing material sup-
port, though, appears to be perpetual inducement in the eyes of Hindu
onlookers. Christians, from this perspective, first buy, then continue to
support converts who otherwise would not be Christians. For Hindus,
permanent inducement not only takes the form of handouts, but even em-
ployment by the mission or church can represent inducement (a livelihood
the convert would otherwise not have received). When the employment
involves hiring as a minister, issues around da/a/s from the last chapter can
compound with accusations of inducement (both the hired pastor, and his
own financing of new converts).

Believers who truly want to help the needy must examine their own
motives in giving and the relationship between benevolence, inducement,
and dependency in fundamental ways. Three books in the Bibliography can

guide concerned believers to address and avoid the damage of perpetual
benevolence (Corbett and Fikkert 2012; R. Reese 2010, Schwartz 2007).

Advertising Benevolence for Further Support

On a regular basis, missions engaged in India report their benevolence
activities to donors in the West. They take photographs of donations,
medical camps, relief efforts, and trafficking interventions. Sponsors want
to know that their contributions are being used to actually help people.
Banners may be printed and displayed behind such efforts. These serve a
dual purpose. They advertise to the local people those responsible for pro-
viding the benevolence, usually a mission name. The banners also provide
a great backdrop for Indian missions to show their donors what they are
doing. The mission name is front and center in their activity.

The interplay of local desire to help people and Western desire to make

a “meaningtful difference” can become fertile ground for ulterior motives
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on either or both sides of the equation—pride, greed, envy, more is better,
bigger is better, competition, to mention a few.

The more benevolence becomes marked by marketing glitz and media
campaigns, though, the more it resembles what Hindus identify as the
“conversion business” (Tracking Evangelism 2014b; Frawley 2008). As in
the last chapter, the “Indian conversion agents” report their activities to
the clients in the West who fund their benevolence in order to further the
conversion services.

Examine the web sites of many Indian ministries. They openly
advertise their social service programs: orphanages, schools, poverty al-
leviation, fresh water, medical care, or trafficking interventions. On many
evangelical sites, though, one also finds indications that these activities
are a means to a conversion end. Some state it overtly, others only hint
at the connection. Many evangelicals have an aversion to the “social gos-
pel” (helping people without evangelism). Consequently, they insist that
evangelism must accompany benevolence. Mission websites and infor-
mational brochures are expected to clearly articulate this connection for
many churches to even consider supporting them.

This mission marketing creates two simultaneous barriers from Hindu
perspectives. First, the missions’ marketing schemes articulate that their
methodologies involve what appears to be inducement in various forms.
The message ultimately boils down to some version of, “We help people
specifically to evangelize them.” How could Hindus who monitor mission
publicity not conclude that inducement is fundamental to many missions’
strategies? Missions state it in their promotional materials.

Furthermore, the banners, photographs, and constant write-ups of
benevolence for Western consumption, can convey another ulterior motive.
This publicity appears to solicit greater funding to increase such activities.
For many missions, the message seems to be, “See how we helped people.
Please give us more money so that we can help more people. Give today!”
From the outside looking in, one wonders where the line is crossed
from genuinely helping people, to manipulating and stage-managing
benevolence to increase contributions.

The benevolence machine can present a barrier, then, when driven by
what appear to be self-serving motives. The lines are sometimes blurred

between genuine concern to help more people, and a self-centered spirit
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of aggrandizement disguised under a veneer of benevolence. David Hes-

selgrave identifies one key indicator, though:

The people are ready to listen to Christian witnesses who
understand and love them. But missionary opportunists
who simply preach, take pictures, and write articles for
publications in the West will do more harm than good.

(Hesselgrave 1991, 634)

'The motive of love (genuine concern for the other) must clearly distin-
guish itself from that of opportunism (using others for institutional gain).
In the years since Hesselgrave wrote those words, the opportunists have
changed, but the danger has not. Christian opportunists of all kinds (no
longer just Western missionaries) may use a variety of schemes, with pic-
tures, letters, websites, and blogs, to get a piece of the benevolence action.

A friend of mine works for a child sponsorship agency in India that is
undergoing government scrutiny of its financial dealings. He recently told
me of a church they work with that arranged a mass baptism of sponsored
children with photographs for donors. Six months later, he visited the
same church, and they again held a mass baptism of children. He noticed
one child who had been in the previous group and pulled him aside. “You
were just baptized,” he inquired, “why are you here again?” The child re-
plied, “Pastor told me to get baptized again, so here I am.” My friend
knew that if he had looked more closely the first time, he would have
recognized more “rebaptisms” for the new “photo opportunity.”

Indian government clampdowns on non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) are a direct response to numerous organizations set up to
make money from benevolence opportunities in dishonest ways (Bharata
Bharati Admin 2013). Several Christian friends have told me that they
see the former and current government crackdowns on NGOs as God’s
intervention. He is using the Indian governments to clean the Christian
house since Christians would not address the issue of ulterior motives and
dishonesty in benevolence directly.

Indians, then, are not simply concerned about the prevalence of in-
ducement in Christian benevolence, they are also troubled by the /ack of
integrity. Combined, those factors hinder millions of Hindus from even
considering the Jesus whose followers condone and follow these ways.
'Those who serve selflessly and honestly face an uphill battle against the
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prevailing perceptions such ulterior motives and practices have created in
Indian society at large.

Ultimately, Hindu concerns about giving with ulterior motives agree
with Jesus’ own teaching. After all, he himself taught, “Loove your ene-
mies, and do good [benevolence], and lend, expecting nothing in return, and
your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he

is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is

merciful” (Luke 6:35f., ESV; emphasis mine).

ADDRESSING THE BARRIER OF BENEVOLENCE

Christians themselves know that benevolence can be problematic. So how
should believers address the significant concerns Hindus raise about be-
nevolence and the possible inducement that it represents? There are no
easy answers to this question. The resentment and suspicion aroused by
this issue are particularly deep and pervasive. Based on my conversations
and research, though, let me suggest several considerations that might

help reduce this barrier over time.

“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”

In 2011, a consultation between three major Christian groups issued a
joint declaration entitled Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World:
Recommendations for Conduct. Crafted over a period of five years, their
recommendations include two statements that directly apply to concerns
about the misuse of benevolence.

Item 6 under “A basis for Christian witness” states, “If Christians
engage in inappropriate methods of exercising mission by resorting to
deception and coercive means, they betray the gospel and may cause suf-
fering to others. Such departures call for repentance and remind us of
our need for God’s continuing grace (cf. Rom 3:23)” (World Council of
Churches; Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue; World Evan-
gelical Alliance 2011, 4). To the extent that benevolence has been used
in deceptive or coercive ways (blatantly or subtly), it would be wise for
Christians to corporately acknowledge and repent of the harm caused to
the good news, to the surrounding community, and even to believers.

Principle 4 (‘Acts of Service’) again alludes to harmful benevolence

practices: “The exploitation of situations of poverty and need has no place
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in Christian outreach. Christians should denounce and refrain from offer-
ing all forms of allurements, including financial incentives and rewards, in
their acts of service” (ibid., 4). The fact that they included this statement
provides tacit admission that some Christians have resorted to exploita-
tion through benevolence. The call to repentance would apply here also.

A great deal of Hindu resistance to Jesus would subside if Christians
seriously addressed and truly repented of benevolence practices related to
these two declarations.

Positive Perspectives on “Rice Christians”

D. T. Niles, a Sri Lankan minister and mission executive, has suggested
a positive consideration of the common concern about “rice Christians™—
people who convert to Christ because of material or social considerations,

rather than allegiance to Jesus. He observes,

These people had not accepted Jesus as Way. They did
not know anything about his claim over their lives. But,
in their predicament, Jesus had approached them as the only
way open to them. He had set the Church within reach of
their dwellings and they had found in the ministry of the
Church a ministry to their need. When we speak about
rice-Christians we think that we are speaking about the
motives of people: we forget that we are speaking about

the methods of Jesus. (Niles 1958, 22; emphasis mine)

Niles provides examples: Dalit Indians who came to the church to
find recognition that Brahmins refused them. A widow came and found
employment, and education for her children. His own grandfather was
taken in as an orphan and raised by a mission in Sri Lanka.

Every day, similar encounters occur, where people seek and find
material and social blessings from the followers of Jesus with only the
faintest sense initially of who he really is. Yet they come because his peo-
ple do provide tangible expressions of his compassion and mercy for those
who are hurting or helpless. Through his people, his body, they end up
meeting him.

No matter how Christians respond to such needs, some skeptics will
accuse them of “inducement.” They cannot avoid responding to needs,
though, just because their motives might be misunderstood. Jesus himself
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was falsely accused of helping people by the power of Beelzebul, the
prince of demons (Matt 12:23)." Some levels of misunderstanding may
simply be unavoidable.

Christian Benevolence Has Done Significant Good 1n India

Where possible, believers can also articulate the good that their benevo-
lence has accomplished in India. For instance, Christianity Today posted
an interview with an Indian doctor entitled “How White Missionaries
Helped Birth Modern-Day India” (Gnidovic 2014). The interviewee, Dr.
M. A. Raju, called for Indians to recognize the contributions that Western
missionaries and Christianity made to Indian society. These benevolent
influences included resistance to “widow burning (safi), infanticide, and
temple prostitution.” They called attention to caste discrimination and
even led to low-caste people being treated with greater dignity and respect.
Hindu groups like the Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj initiated
Hindu internal reforms in response to Christian calls for justice and
equality in various realms. Raju summarizes, “Indian Christians have
forgotten the impact their missionary forefathers had, on language,
education, Indian identity, health, and the treatment of women, outcasts,
the poor” (ibid.). These benefits were made possible by the generosity of
Western Christians.

The Niyogi Commission affirmed this positive view of the influence of
Christian benevolence at one level, “In all the places visited by the Com-
mittee there was unanimity as regards the excellent service rendered by
the Missionaries, in the fields of education and medical relief” (Niyogi, et
al. 1958, Volume 1, Part I, Chapter 1, Paragraph 6). I personally have met
Hindus who gratefully testify to the quality of education they received in
Christian schools.

Similarly, in a study of “Religious Philanthropy in India,” scholar
Amit Kumar Sharma acknowledges that “Christian missionaries have
been active in India for nearly two centuries and have contributed greatly
in the spheres of education, health delivery, and tribal development, espe-
cially in remote areas” (A. K. Sharma 2011, 164).

Believers face a difficult challenge when it comes to benevolence. If
they spend too much time touting their record of “selfless” service, they
will appear to be self-serving and interested in getting credit. If, however,
they say nothing, they run the risk of more skeptical Hindus dominating
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the conversation and portraying them as always intent on inducement. In
addition, if they persist in benevolence practices that overtly appear ma-
nipulative, any claims to benefit Indian society will ring hollow in Hindu
ears. Only Indians can determine the appropriate balance needed between
these alternatives.

Intersecting Barriers

For Hindus, the issue of Christian benevolence is complicated because
it intersects with many of the barriers we have already discussed. Many
Christians insist that benevolence must be accompanied by evangelism
and preaching (Chapter 4). Unless the issues around these two barriers
are addressed, their association with benevolence will simply exacerbate
Hindu resistance.

Hindu concerns about inducement focus particularly on conversion
(Chapter 5). That barrier too provides another lightning rod for Hindu
critiques of Christian ministries, especially when they appear to buy or
manipulate potential converts. In addition, the foreign financing issues
of the last chapter, since they fund much benevolence, compound Hindu
concerns about benevolence itself.

Ultimately, benevolence as inducement troubles Hindus because it
pays people to separate from and reject their community, culture, and
family. In other words, it buys cultural separatism and Christian identity
(Chapters 1 and 2). When issues of Hindu “reconversion” ( ghar wapsi) are
discussed, the conversation commonly turns to the material benefits the
Christians received or were promised at their “conversion.”

More than any other, the barrier of benevolence cannot be addressed
in isolation. We must work through solutions for all the barriers previously
identified and work them out of consideration for how we serve and help
people in the name of Jesus. We must, though, also consider how to best
address the benevolence issues themselves.

SCRIPTURAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE BARRIER OF BENEVOLENCE

As in earlier chapters, this barrier too is partly the product of human
traditions, traditions that ignore or disobey some clear teaching by Jesus
concerning giving and benevolence. So, at the close of this chapter let me




The Barrier of Benevolence 221

suggest four scriptural principles that could alleviate various aspects of the

barrier of benevolence.

Paul’s Concern About Funding Models

As we saw in the previous chapter, Paul looked at the traditional ministry
funding model through the eyes and concerns of those with whom he
wanted to share Jesus (1 Cor 9:1-18). Their negative view of taking money
for teaching led him to adopt a completely different funding model at
great personal inconvenience.

As believers, we should follow Paul’s approach and examine our fund-
ing models for benevolence. We must first ask, “How do Hindus perceive
the existing ways that Christians give and fund compassionate care? How
seriously do these considerations present an obstacle to the good news of
Jesus in India?” To do that we must first consider what troubles Hindus
about inducement. We cannot remove the obstacles unless we have a clear
idea of how they appear from that outside perspective.

If, as it appears, benevolence is such a significant lightning rod for
Hindu opposition, believers must also do as Paul did by developing al-
ternative models. We must ask how we could fundamentally change the
ways in which benevolence is offered so that people can see the care and
compassion of Jesus, not Western manipulation and inducement.

Some Christians seem to think they have a right to give help in any
way they want, but should they insist on that right when it actively keeps
a significant proportion of Hindu communities away from Jesus? Instead
they should, like Paul, “become all things to all people” even in the way
they practice charity and benevolence (1 Cor 9:19-23).

Jesus and Benevolence

After all, Jesus did not say, “Let your light so shine before men that they
may see your foreign works and despise your Father in heaven.” Nei-
ther did he say, “Let your light so shine before men that they may see
your good works and be converted.” He also did not say, “Let your light
so shine before donors that they may see your good works and give you
more money.”

Believers know what Jesus actually said: “Let your light so shine be-
fore men that they may see your good works and glorify your Father who
is in heaven” (Matt 5:16). We must therefore prayerfully seek ways of
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helping that get missions and money and inducement out of the way. This
might encourage Hindus instead to clearly see the compassion of Jesus and
the glory of God.

How do we do that? By following the teaching of Jesus regarding our
benevolence.

NoT 1o B SN By MEn—“1)0 Your CHARITY IN SECRET”

When Christians do benevolence, one can often see signs, banners, or
obvious Christian symbols. They want to advertise that they are Chris-
tians so that the Hindus know it. In addition, these props provide photo
opportunities for publicity to sponsors in the West.

This can be a vicious cycle. Western donors want to see results, to get
“bang for their buck.” Photos provide evidence of that effectiveness, espe-
cially if banners identify the ministry giving the benevolence. Such photos
and communications ensure continued and sometimes increased support,
so recipients must use these publicity tools to communicate “effectiveness”
to donors.

And yet, the Jesus we serve specifically instructs his followers, “When
you give to the poor, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites
do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be honored by
men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full” (Matt 6:2, NASB;
emphasis mine). He instead instructs his disciples to give in a way that
keeps their benevolence secret, and then their Father who sees in secret
will reward them.

In a context where Christians often publicize their generosity and
benevolence, both for the sake of converts and for donors, does Jesus’
instruction have any application? Given Hindus’ deep concern about be-
nevolence being done for show and public display, Jesus actually sides with
the Hindus’ concerns here. He specifically forbids his followers from ad-
vertising their generosity and benevolence. How much Hindu resistance
would be reduced, if Christians were more careful about following Mat-
thew 6:1-18 instead of publicly advertising their piety and benevolence to
be noticed both by Hindus and supporting Christians?

Nor1 Exrecting ANyTHING IN RETURN

Jesus also addresses Hindu concerns about believers who give with an ex-

pected return. He taught, “But love your enemies, and do good, and lend,
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expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will
be sons of the Most High; for he himself is kind to ungrateful and evil
men. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:35f., NASB).
Hendricksen comments that this reaffirms what Jesus just said previously,
that “one should lend for the sheer joy of helping the person in need and
not for any selfish reason” (Hendricksen 1978, 353; emphasis mine).

BeNnevoLENCE As CommoN (GRACE

It was January 14, 2012, the first day of the Tamil harvest festival, Pongal.
Early in the morning, I stood at our hotel window looking out over the
city of Chennai, praying. Across the city, and across the entire state, mil-
lions of Hindus boiled clay pots of rice and offered a portion to the rising
Surya, the sun god. This festival is a three-day thanksgiving festival for
past sunshine, rain, and harvests.

As I prayed, the sun rose over the eastern horizon and a new day be-
gan. The Lord did not withhold the sun because Hindus offered prayers
of thanks to it instead of to him. In the years that have followed the Lord
continues to bless them with sunshine, rain, and harvests. The words of
Jesus in Matthew 5:45 came to mind that morning as the sun’s rays shone
into the morning’s smoky haze: “Be sons of your Father who is in heaven;
for he causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the
righteous and the unrighteous” (NASB).

God does not preach a sermon every time he sends the sun or rain.
He does not pass out gospel tracts at the time of every harvest. He simply
gives the blessing of sunshine, rain, and harvest as a testimony of his love
and care. As Paul observes, “rains and fruitful seasons” have been God’s
long-term testimony to the nations (Acts 14:17).

God, in other words, blesses people—gives them his benevolence—in
an indiscriminate manner. He gently and patiently invites people to know
him without forcing himself upon them. He lets the blessing of sunshine,
rain, and harvest invite people to recognize his care and provision, wheth-
er they acknowledge it or not. Furthermore, Jesus specifically tells us in
Matthew 5:45 that we are to follow the example of our heavenly Father
in the way we treat those who do not yet know him and who even reject
him or us.

I know that this may sound almost heretical to some Christians,
but consider the outcome if believers followed Jesus’ instruction and the
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Father’s example. If the followers of Jesus simply gave assistance with no
agenda, no forced evangelistic presentation, no imposed message, observ-
ing Hindus would be rather surprised and taken aback. If they saw this
selfless seva simply given out of love for Jesus, but with no overt pressure
for evangelism or conversion, it would contrast with what they normally

see. They would likely stop and take notice.

CHRISTIAN AND BHAKTA CONSIDERATIONS

Christians

When considering their benevolence practices, Christians need to revisit
Paul’s approach to funding models. Hindus are deeply concerned about
Christian benevolent activity as an inducement to “conversion.” Their ac-
cusations are not unfounded, since Christians often speak of benevolence
for the purpose of evangelism and conversion. In the current political
climate, traditional Christian models for benevolence are increasingly
scrutinized and questioned. Christian institutions that insist on following
the standard benevolence models will likely face increasing suspicion, in-
vestigation, and resistance.

What would Paul do, given that the funding model presents such a
significant obstacle to the good news of Jesus? He would take whatever
steps were necessary to remove the models that present such considerable
barriers to the good news of Jesus in the Indian context. He would replace
them with scripturally faithful and culturally appropriate alternatives that
allowed Hindus to meet and consider Jesus.

Yesu Bhaklas

Yesu bhaktas have several distinct advantages regarding benevolence and
the inducement associations. Since they don’t extract believers from cul-
ture and community, they cannot be accused of inducement or conversion.
They encourage Hindus to remain Hindus socially and culturally while
following Jesus spiritually.

Additionally, they take no foreign funds, so any charity they give is
their own selfless seva, not a foreign-funded means to a conversion end.
They can honestly say to their fellow Hindus that they do not solicit or use
Christian funds for any purpose.
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Furthermore, since they are incarnated within the culture, they are
more likely aware of the appropriate giving and receiving behaviors of
their own people. They can naturally give in appropriate ways that max-
imize respect and minimize insult, ways that reflect both the Hindu and
scriptural ideal of “give expecting nothing in return.”

CLOSING REFLECTIONS

Jesus tells his followers not to give benevolence to be seen by men. He
tells his followers to give without expecting anything in return, and he
specifically tells his followers to give and bless in the way that God gives
sunshine and rain—indiscriminately to all, not conditional on the attitude
or response of the recipients.

In the aftermath of the 2015 Chennai floods, a church decided to pro-
vide needed support for a nearby devastated community. They collected
resources, surveyed the community for legitimate needs, then set about
collecting and packaging the needed supplies. Some Brahmin families in
the neighborhood, who had opposed the church for years, took notice of
the selfless way in which they went about serving these people in need.
Within a short time, some of the Brahmin family came and even partic-
ipated in packing relief supplies. The pastor of the church told me that
the husband of one of these families waited at the church window until
services were finished on Christmas morning. He then handed the pastor
twenty thousand rupees, a little over $300, to use in their ongoing com-
munity assistance.

This turnaround in spirit was not simply the result of the benevolence.
For several years, they had been actively addressing engagement instead
of extraction, respect instead of rejection in relation to the surrounding
community. They sought to give help in ways that were sensitive to the
community around them, instead of just giving in an unconsidered way.
The recipients knew the donors were Christians.

They did not create an evangelistic campaign to coincide with the
benevolence or do it with publicity banners, as some might have done. By
addressing several of the barriers simultaneously, their compassionate care
built bridges to more than just the flooded community. It has turned for-
mer opponents into friends, built relational bridges where barriers existed

just a year earlier.
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Hindus have a deep sense that giving should be done selflessly. When
they see believers give in a way that reflects that ideal, they will be far
more drawn to Jesus. His teaching may resonate more deeply with Hindu
giving values than with the publicity-minded benevolence approaches de-
veloped and followed by some Christian missions.

May the day come when Indians see our good works, and instead of
questioning and challenging believers, they “glorify our Father who is in
heaven.” I'm thankful for my friends who are following that path!




CHAPTER10

FINAL OBSERVATIONY

Over my travels in India, I have met a significant number of Hindu-
background believers, who wrestle with the disconnect they feel between
their Christian identity and their Hindu family and heritage. Some have
told of Christians who discriminated against them because they were
still considered “Hindus,” and not “good” multigenerational Christians.
Others described the emotional and relational pain they have experienced,
not because of Jesus, but because of their association with the separat-
ist Christian community. Still others recount how they try to worship
in Christian ways, but years after their “conversion” the music and ex-
pressions still are unnatural and foreign to them. Several have told me,
“Following the Christian traditions makes me feel like I am trying to wear
someone else’s clothes. They don’t fit me.”

These believers deeply love Jesus and are committed to follow him.
Yet the Christian package and culture they are forced to adopt creates
deep personal and social dissonance they can’t escape. Earlier in the
book, I referenced Yesu Das Tiwari, an elderly Christian leader who
had followed Jesus for nearly 65 years. His son asked whether he would
change anything if he could go back and start over. Tiwari’s reply echoes
the painful stories I have repeatedly heard and read: “Christ is my ‘ishta’
[chosen God], he has never left me, I will never leave him, buz I would not
hawve joined the Christian community. 1 would have lived with my people
and my community and been a witness to them” (Petersen 2007, 87—-88;
emphasis mine).

I have written this book, in part, because my heart is burdened for
so many like Tiwari. They converted and joined the Christian commu-
nity because they were taught this was the only way to follow Jesus. It is
my heartfelt prayer that some Hindu-background “Christians,” in reading
the preceding, will find the freedom to walk away from unnecessary
Christian forms and traditions and follow Jesus as their ish#a within their
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Hindu culture and community. I hope that because of what I have written
fewer believers will look back with regret on years of unnecessary separa-
tion and conflict with their Hindu family. If this book helps one believer
avoid Tiwari’s regret, it will have been worth the time and toil.

This book has also clearly articulated my concern for Yesu bhaktas,
Hindus who follow only Jesus but within their Hindu culture and com-
munity. This book intentionally explains why that incarnational choice is
scriptural and faithful to Jesus, despite common Christian claims to the
contrary. Most of what is written about following Jesus, worshiping Jesus,
and sharing Jesus comes from the pens of Christians who assume many
of the traditions I have challenged. Yesu bhaktas, and other incarnational
believers, do not often have access to Scripture studies that do not push a
Christian agenda of some kind or that do not begin with Western Chris-
tian assumptions for their interpretive framework.

My bhakta friends have told me that this book has encouraged them
because a Christian has passionately and caringly advocated for the valid-
ity of their choices in the face of Christian criticism. My understanding
of Scripture and my walk with Jesus has been deeply enriched by my re-
lationship with bhaktas and my consideration of their perspectives and
experience. They are not second-class believers or outside the body of
Christ, as some Christians seem to imply. I count them as dear brothers
and sisters in Jesus.

When all believers gather around the throne to worship the Lord
(Rev 7:9), the bhajans of the bhaktas and their worship will be as dear to
God’s heart as the hymns and choruses of Western Christendom.

For the rest of my readers, I have prayed that this book will help you
look more deeply at what it means to follow Jesus and to be a part of
his body. If you have made it this far, you have wrestled with significant
emotional and spiritual challenges. These ideas are not easy to process and
digest. My own life and faith have been both shaken and deepened by
these reflections.

So where do we go from here? The analyses in the previous chap-
ters lead me to one troubling conclusion: We as believers have not always
examined, at a deep enough level, some fundamental assumptions about
what is essential to follow and belong to Jesus. This book is only an open-
ing attempt to model what that deeper analysis needs to entail.




Final Observations 229

[T'SNOT JUST ABOUT INDIA

When I talk about these barriers with leaders in the US, it doesn’t take
long before someone says, “This is what we're facing! We need this here.”

Out of those conversations, let me make two brief observations.

We Created and Perpetuate the Barriers

The barriers we have discussed were often created in the West, are funded
by the West, and are often perpetuated by Western church expectations.
Increasingly, the assumptions behind some of these barriers (Christian,
church institutions, evangelism, worship) present problems for churches
in the West and they don’t know what to do about them.

Let me summarize the core idea of this book: If we keep holding on
to “Christian” and “church” as essential, we aren’t really dealing with the
root of the problems the Western church faces today. The incarnational
believers challenge us to reexamine what is essential for following and
belonging to Jesus.

Much of the rest of the world has been left alienated and discon-
nected from Jesus by the choices and forms that arose from Christian
assumptions. In all humility and love, I contend that the time has come
to radically reconsider and even relinquish time-worn Christian contain-
ers and institutions with which Jesus and his Way have been encased for
1900 years. They are not part of the original Way and Faith of Jesus. They
continue to actively stand in the way of his Way for several billion people.

[ncarnational Believers in the S

'This book has often explored the sometimes-strained relationship between
Christians and Hindus. The concerns raised in these pages require US
believers to examine their view of the Hindus who live and work around
them as neighbors. A 2014 Pew research study asked people of other faiths
in the US how many of them had a Christian friend. Only 22 percent of
Hindus replied in the affirmative (Pew Research Center 2014; Stocker
2013). It is my prayer that this book will help some believers address that
friendship vacuum and learn to address the barriers that contribute to
such deep alienation even in the US.

The day is coming when at least some believers in the US will need to
step away from Christian identity and church entirely. Many have already
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left, disillusioned, abused, alienated by the noise, institutionalism, or overt
political agendas. They will never return to church. Does that mean they
don’t or can’t love and follow Jesus? I believe the incarnational paradigm
offers a non-institutional, less formal alternative (new wineskins). From
a shepherding perspective, the possibility intrigues me. The resulting
tellowships would likely look much more like the informal network of
home groups in the New Testament, without the West’s institutional as-
sumptions. These will not be “house churches™—we’ll completely work
“church” out of our psyche and vocabulary.

The incarnational principles, I believe, also apply to our relationships
as believers with people of other cultures and other socioreligious com-
munities. Even in the West we should not start by assuming that all must
become Christians and join a church. This forces them into foreign ways
of worship and faith that compromise their ability to introduce their own
tamily and society to Jesus in the future.

Take Hindus for example. Based on the New Covenant’s incarna-
tional principle, we should encourage new believers to remain as close to
their socioreligious community as possible, not extract from it. Western
Christians need to understand 1) how much of a barrier Christianity can
present to Hindus, and 2) what bridge-building options exist to respect-
tully introduce them to Jesus on their terms, not ours.

Some believers must wrestle with and address what discipleship and
ckklésia might look like for cultural Hindus who should never join tra-
ditional churches. In addition, they need to encourage these culturally
appropriate expressions for Hindus as much as they have encouraged tra-
ditional or contemporary expressions within their congregations. Those
different styles resonate with different cultures. In the same way, Yesu
bhaktas should be encouraged to develop expressions of faith, worship,
and witness that are biblically faithful and culturally appropriate for their
community. These bhaktas already exist and worship in India, in other
parts of the world, even in the US. Where they are scattered, they meet in
an e-satsang’® every week to encourage one another. Where a number are
close by, they gather together to worship and grow.

20. E-satsang is an electronic worship and study gathering using Skype or another
interactive online tool. This allows believers in various locations to share in worship

and study together with fellow believers, a virtual ekklésia.
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A recent volume by Timothy Shultz, Disciple Making among Hindus:
Making Authentic Relationships Grow provides respectful, wise counsel
from years of living among and serving Hindus in the US (Shultz 2016).
It is essential reading for anyone interested in incarnational alternatives
to traditional, extractive conversion. The resources at Margnetwork.org
(MARGNetwork 2016) also provide a growing set of resources for those
interested in respectful relationships with the Indian diaspora.

Where Are the Solutions?

This book has introduced several Christian barriers that keep Hindus (and
others) from Jesus. It is not an exhaustive treatment of all the barriers.
Neither is it a complete treatment of any one of the barriers. Some of my
readers have found it frustrating that this book focuses on the barriers and
does not provide more specific solutions.

That has been intentional for two fundamental reasons. Unless we
own and address the barriers at a deep level, our solutions will perpetuate
the barrier-producing traditions and assumptions about Christian “essen-
tials” that are not essentials from the Lord and Scripture. We must spend
enough time recognizing and wrestling with these issues that we truly
can discern the difference between human invention and scriptural es-
sentials. After eight years, my friends and I are still wrestling with these
barriers and their implications. Quickly devised “solutions” will not solve
anything. They will only perpetuate or cosmetically change the barriers.

Any solution I might propose for a Hindu context would be laden
with my own cultural and unaddressed Christian assumptions. It would,
more likely than not, be wrong for believers in that context. I regularly tell
those who ask me for solutions, “If I created a solution that felt right to
me, it would likely be wrong for them.” Whether it’s styles of worship or
preaching, exact form and words at baptism, prayer traditions, or any oth-
er practice, the next section, “Finding the Right Alternatives,” provides
my primary solution.

FINDING THE RIGHT ALTERNATIVES

How do believers find the most appropriate expressions for their situation?
I suggested some key steps in the chapter on worship barriers (see p. 170).
Let me reiterate them in closing:
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. Search the Scriptures (Acts [71D

If the “Bible is our only rule of faith and practice,” then it should be the
starting point for any discussion of what believers should do. If it is an
essential practice, the Scriptures will describe it. If it’s a necessary part of
a believer’s life, the Scriptures will speak to that.

In Acts 17, these people did not take the Apostle Paul’s word for
anything he taught. They checked the word of God to see whether his
teaching was in line with God’s revealed truth. This should be the starting
point. Wise leaders will teach their people to read and study God’s word
and to check whether their teaching agrees with Scripture.

At the same time, Scripture usually does not provide details of prac-
tice. It commands the Lord’s Supper and baptism, but gives little detail
as to who did it, how they did it, when they did it, and more. When the
details are not provided, believers must determine how they might best
practice this in their context.

Our response to this critical decision point determines whether we
perpetuate Christian barriers to Jesus or whether believers build scriptur-
al, cultural bridges to their own socioreligious community. The decisions
of other believers in other locations are of little importance in new con-
texts. Their traditions developed from a different culture, context, and
situation.

As familiar as traditions from one culture might be, we must actively
and intentionally avoid bringing them and recommending or imposing
them on believers in a different culture, context, and situation. Those
believers must be as free to develop their own traditions directly from
Scripture and their cultural milieu, the way countless other believers have
for centuries.

Let me suggest that Jesus is essential (not our packaging of him), Scrip-
ture is essential (but not our cultural emphases and interpretations), and
the body of Christ is essential (but not “church” forms). We must humbly
relinquish anything else and encourage a process whereby new believers
in a new town, new city, new community, or new tribe are encouraged to
start with these essentials, then build their own appropriate and relevant
traditions of faithfulness to the Lord, his Word, and his Body.
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2. Ask the Lord for Wisdom (James 1:5)

So, where the Scripture is not clear on an issue, or where it does not
address it at all, we don’t suggest or provide answers. Instead, believers
must, from the very beginning, also be taught to seek the Lord’s leading
in prayer. This verse in James, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of
God,” is not written to missionaries or pastors as the directors of missions
and churches. It is written to all of God’s people. God listens and still
gives his wisdom and guidance today when his people ask.

Leaders, from the beginning of a new group, must teach all believ-
ers to ask the Lord for wisdom and direction. They should not simply
be mindless sheep dependent on a minster to tell them what to do and
how to live. Believers are responsible to seek the Lord’s leading for their
situations.

Some of the foreign traditions in the barriers arose because this step
was ignored or missed. Someone imposed a solution from another culture
or location without asking the Loord what he wanted in this situation.

In one sense, this step really should come before, during, and after the
Scripture step. Before seeking answers (wisdom) in God’s word, believers

should ask the I.ord to help them find his guidancc in the Scriptures.
3. Discuss the Options Together (Acts 15)

In Acts 6 a conflict arose in the congregation that could have led to divi-
sion. The apostles provided some guidance, but gave responsibility to the
congregation to discuss who they wanted to select as new leaders to solve
the problem.

In Acts 15 (Jerusalem Council), the fellowships of Jews and Gentiles
faced another conflict. The believers examined Scripture and what God
had been doing. They talked together for a long time about different as-
pects of the issue (must Gentiles adopt Jewish culture to follow Jesus?).

When believers have sought the word of God, and sought God’s wis-
dom in prayer, then they can share the ideas they are receiving and find a
solution together. This is especially essential in societies where collective
decision-making is important. By encouraging participation in these de-
cisions, the fellowship of believers owns the decision together and is better
able to follow it.
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4 Follow What Seems Good to the Local Ekklesia and the Holy Spirit (Acts 15:28)

Once the group has examined Scripture, prayed, and talked together, they
are in a place where the Holy Spirit can lead them to a workable, appro-
priate solution. This may not look like any solution any Christians have
imagined or implemented. It does not have to. As long as these believers
have honestly sought and followed the Lord’s leading, their solution will
be as acceptable to the Lord as anything Christians elsewhere have de-
vised for their contexts.

All of this takes time to process and assimilate. Don’t rush it and
seek quick fixes and solutions. You'll only perpetuate the barriers or cre-
ate new ones. I am working alongside Indian colleagues, both Christians
and bhaktas, adjusting to their sense of their culture and context, as we
continue to explore the barriers and solutions. I'm honestly envisioning
at least a decade to work through the deeper issues and find appropriate
alternatives. It’s a slow process in any culture. On Indian Stretch Time, as
my friends call it, things go at a measured, not a hurried pace. We're go-
ing a step at a time as the Lord directs. “He is not slow . . . as some count
slowness” (2 Pet 3:9).

You now have been introduced to a few of the Christian barriers to
Jesus. Now that you know, what will you do?



APPENDIX
"HINDUS” AND “HINDUISM™

Since I refer to Hindus regularly, it is important to define “Hindu” and
“Hinduism,” to clarify how I use those terms. Both defy simple definition.
They are foreign-created labels that cannot adequately describe Indian re-
alities, yet they are now utilized by Hindus themselves in diverse ways.

“HINDU"

In one sense, I use “Hindu” as broadly as India’s usage allows. I'm tempted
to just go with Arvind Sharma’s observation, “Fundamentally, a Hindu
may be identified as one who does not deny being one” (A. Sharma 1993,
5). The corollary would be “one who claims to be a Hindu,” and that is my
practical starting point. When a person says, “I am a Hindu,” I have a ge-
neric understanding of their socioreligious identity, but little details as to
what that entails. It would be wrong of me, based on just that statement,
to assume what that “Hindu” identity involves, or how much “religion”
the individual includes in that understanding. It is not uncommon, for
instance, to meet “Hindus” who are agnostic or atheists.

Dayanand Bharati, a follower of Jesus within his Hindu culture and
community, has observed, “A Hindu is one who belongs to a particular
community, not related to his personal faith in his religious systems. He
is more a ‘social animal’ aiming for personal spirituality rather than one
concerned about a religious system” (Bharati 2004, 47). This perspective
is important. When a Christian hears “Hindu,” they tend to immediately
focus on religion and define the person by their understanding of that
“religious system.” But when “Hindus” self-identify, their primary focus
is their sociocultural relationships and communities, which may include
widely varying levels of religious observance and practice.

Based on the perspective of Bharati and some others, Dasan Jayaraj

suggests, “The word ‘Hindu’ represents a social system and its cultural
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practices rather than a religious system. It is only in the recent past that
the word has come to mean a religion rather than a social and cultural
system” (Jayaraj 2010, 344). This definition makes Hindu simply a socio-
cultural identity, with little or no reference to spiritual dimensions of that
identity. It certainly makes it easy to understand someone who maintains
their social and cultural heritage, while adopting faith in Jesus. It is usu-
ally more complex, though, than this would suggest.

Hindu identity is a complex mix of social and religious features, and
that must be the starting assumption for understanding. Through conver-
sation and observation, I must determine what that person understands by
his or her Hindu identity: this will include aspects of ethnicity, language,
geography, socioeconomic status, caste and communal identity, and phil-
osophical orientation. Then mixed in with those identifiers we must add
their religious sampradaya (traditions or school of belief) if any, and the
gods of their village, clan, and personal choice (ishta devata). Added to
this will be questions of how observant they are to the religious aspects
(daily, occasionally, rarely). Some are deeply pious, others have rejected
much of the religious faith, even if they go through the motions for family
harmony (social identity and obligations can trump religious devotion).
Only at this point do you begin to understand, still at a surface level, what
“Hindu” means to that individual.

The challenge of definition is highlighted by Hindu scholar, Klaus

Klostermaier,

Hindus are quite often diametrically opposed to one an-
other on very basic issues. But in an almost indefinable
way they remain Hindus, in spite of the complexity of
their peculiarities and prejudices, which as a people they
will hardly be able to shed or to radically alter. Much of
Hinduism may be mere tradition and many Hindus may
disown conventions they have been brought up with,

yet Hinduism as a whole shows amazing life and vigor.

(Klostermaier 1989, 42)

I use the term primarily to refer to anyone who identifies with any
Hindu socioreligious group or community. Some “Hindus” are deeply
religious while others see it as primarily a sociocultural identity. Some
are devout and observant, others pay scant attention to the rituals and
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requirements of the religious aspects of their heritage. Every Hindu can
choose preferred gods, paths, and disciplines to some extent. So, in one
sense there are as many “Hinduisms” as there are Hindus. Frykenberg re-
flects this somewhat nebulous sense of Hindu, “There is no single or proper
sense of the term Hindu . . . What one worshiped or how one worshiped,
or did not worship, did not make one more or less Hindu” (Frykenberg
1993, 532).

Recently, Timothy Shultz explored why the higher castes and socio-
cconomic strata of Hindu society have not responded significantly to the

good news of Jesus:

This raises a question that we must all take at least a mo-
ment to ponder. Do higher caste Hindu people fail to
respond to the gospel and therefore receive little or no
ministry, or do higher caste Hindu people receive very
little ministry and therefore fail to respond? Regardless
how one answers this question, higher caste Hindus are at
the epicenter of the least reached peoples of the earth, and
they may number as many as 400 million. That’s a truly
staggering figure. (Shultz 2016, 7)

I share with Shultz a particular concern for this segment of Hindu
society. The barriers explored in my book have especially served to keep
these Hindu communities alienated from Jesus in significant ways. That
will likely not change unless the fundamental issues this book raises are
addressed deeply, so when I refer to Hindus, often I have these mostly
distanced Hindus expressly in mind.

“HINDUISM”

In this book, I usually refer to “Hindu traditions,” because Hinduism is
not one monolithic religious system. It is, rather, an outsiders’ label for a
widely diverse and complex accumulation of social, cultural, philosophi-
cal, and religious traditions rooted in Indian soil and life. H. L. Richard
has suggested that we should refer to this complex of beliefs and practices
as “Hindu traditions” (private conversations).

At the same time, even Hindus refer to Hinduism, so I will not be

overly pedantic. Where I speak of Christians or Muslims criticizing or
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condemning Hinduism, I will use the term, since that is how they speak,
and how Hindus report it. Where Hindu websites and publicity use Hin-
duism (e.g., Hinduism Today), they themselves use the term to identify
what they believe and practice.

Klaus Klostermaier additionally suggests,

One is tempted to see not so much a parallel between
Hinduism and other religions but between Hinduism
and what one could call, for the moment, Europeanism
or Americanism. . . Hinduism has always been more than
mere religion in the modern Western sense, and it aims
at being a comprehensive way of life as well today, a tra-
dition by which people can live. (Klostermaier 1989, 1, 3)

Shultz, who works incarnationally with Hindus in the United States,
has summarized the issues succinctly, “Since there are one billion Hindus
in the world, we also need to understand Hinduism as it is experienced in
the lives of contemporary Hindus. 7his approach will reveal that Hinduism
is actually a comprebensive way of life within which the gospel may be trans-
lated, rather than a rveligion that people need to reject in order to confess Christ”
(Shultz 2016, 7-8; emphasis mine).

“Hinduism,” then, refers to a socioreligious way of life, one that
means very different things to different communities and societies, even
individuals, within its ambit. Spiritual, cultural, and social elements are
intricately mixed and cannot be artificially separated.

In the New Testament, believers did not reject and abandon their
Roman or Greek way of life just because there were elements of religion
mixed with the social, cultural, and political components. They too incar-
nated the Way of Jesus within their socioreligious milieu. Jesus led them
to change and reject aspects of their culture that did not conform to his
Way, but they did not abandon and forsake their entire way of life to do
so. Neither should Hindus today.

Christians, Indian and foreign, create unnecessary misunderstanding
when they identify the entire Hindu way of life as religion, then demand
that Hindus abandon this way of life and heritage to follow Jesus.

My Yesu bhakta friends, devout followers of Jesus, remain as members
of their Hindu socioreligious community. Like many modern, urban Hin-

dus, they do not allow caste prejudice and discrimination to interfere with
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friendship and other human relationships. They own their Hindu cultural
and social identity, and acknowledge there are religious elements woven
in with which they must wrestle. By faith, though, they worship and share
Jesus as their only God (ishta devata), but in culturally Hindu ways.

“In the end,” writes Klostermaier, “it is Hindus alone who determine
what Hinduism is and what it is not. The Hindu community is large
and diverse and has room for many different individuals and schools of
thought” (Klostermaier 2003, 14). Bhaktas are part of that community.

When I speak of Christian barriers that keep “Hindus” from Jesus, I
am referring to those members of Hindu socioreligious communities who
do not know or do not follow Jesus. When I refer to Yesu bhaktas, I mean
followers of Jesus who remain within their Hindu socioreligious commu-
nity and culture. This book will explain how that is possible, scriptural,
and preferable for many, probably the majority, of Hindus.






GLOSSARY

Biblical Terms

Adelphoi Plural of adelphos (brother). Commonly meant “brothers and
sisters” when used of mixed groups. Used of the “members of a commu-
nity” (Deissmann 1980, 107). Early believers used this of themselves and

of fellow Jews.

Aphiémi Release, leave, forgive. Used synonymously with karaleips in
Matthew 19 and Mark 12.

Baptizo Greek word for immerse, submerge, dip, plunge. From which
churches created the word baptize. Done in the New Testament “in the
name of Jesus,” and in water, to indicate a believer’s faith and participa-
tion in the core of the good news, the death, burial, and resurrection of
Jesus. Baptism carries the same ideas. These words, however, are deeply
encrusted with Western church and conversion baggage that makes them
lightning rods for Hindu resistance. Using accurate translation and care-
tul exegesis can free these words to mean what they meant in the New
Testament and to build an understandable bridge to Hindus instead of

turning them away.

Basileia Kingdom. Can mean geographical territory of a king, but usu-
ally in the New Testament it refers to the reign of God and Jesus within
human hearts, the reign of heaven or the reign of God. When “kingdom”
is used in the Middle East or India it suggests imperial power and co-
lonial intentions, something Jesus wants nothing to do with. We must
clearly explain God’s rule in men’s hearts versus Euro-American imperial

intentions.

Christianos Christian. A Latin (Roman) derived label for those associated
with “Christ,” first coined in Antioch of Syria around AD 47 (Acts 11:26).
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Does not mean “Christ-follower” any more than Asian means Asia fol-
lower, Indian means India follower. It simply implied association.

Ekklésia The Greek word usually translated “church.” It did not have a
sense of institution or building in the Greek world, but of people assem-
bled or gathered for a purpose.

Epistrophé Turning around. Only used in the New Testament in
Acts 15:3 to describe the Gentiles turning to God. Translated “conver-

sion” in some Bibles. The only occurrence of “conversion” in Scripture.

Euangelion Good news. Often translated “gospel” in English, which now
hides its original meaning. I always read “good news” when I see gospel for
this reason, both to myself and in public reading of Scripture.

Euangelistés One who brings good news, messenger of good news.
Translated “evangelist” in the Bible, which carries all kinds of Western
assumptions not assumed in this word at all. Timothy and Titus were
“evangelists” not pastors (2 Tim 4:5). This role (Eph 4:11) seems to include
bringing the good news and helping set fledgling ekklésias in order with
healthy, responsible local leadership (1 Tim 3; Titus 1).

Euangelizomai Bring, tell, announce good news. Often translated “evan-
gelize” or “preach the gospel”; but preach is not in this word.

Hagioi Plural of Aagios meaning holy, dedicated, consecrated, devoted
people who have been made holy by Jesus, not by their own piety. All
believers are called this in the New Testament. English Bibles use “saint”
which has unscriptural, confusing ideas of especially holy people, often
based on their extraordinary piety.

Hodos Road, way, path. The Way is one common designation for the
person and teaching of Jesus. The Faith (see Pistis) is also used this way.

Kataleipo Leave. Used synonymously with aphiemi in Matthew 19 and
Mark 12.

Kérussé Proclaim, report, announce an authoritative message. Some-
times used in Greek of a news reporter. Translated commonly in English
as “preach,” but the Western church has layered “preach” with many tradi-
tions, expectations, and postures that the original has nothing to do with.
'This forces believers to follow Western “preaching” instead of appropriate,

natural expressions of %4érussé in their own context.
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Koinonia Greek word usually translated “fellowship,” but also partnership
(Phil 1:5). Signifies sharing, togetherness, and comradeship on multiple
levels, not just sharing food (e.g., fellowship dinner).

Matheétes Disciple, student. Shishya or chela commonly in India.
Mathéteuo “Make disciples” as in Matthew 28:19

Petros/Kephas Greek (Peter) and Aramaic (Cephas) respectively for
stone. Used by Jesus to name Peter (stone). He then said, “Upon this rock
(petra),” speaking of Peter’s confession as the bedrock on which he would
build his ekklésia. Some churches misread this and say that Peter was the

foundation. Jesus, however, distinguishes the two clearly.

Pistis Faith, the Faith. A common term for the Way and Faith of Jesus
used in the New Testament. “Christianity” did not exist as a term until
invented by Ignatius after the New Testament (see Christianismos, next

section).
Pistoi Plural of pistos, believer, one who believes (typically in Jesus).

Prosélutos Proselyte. A convert from the Gentile world to Judaism. The
only actual “convert” word in the New Testament and newver used of the
followers of Jesus. Only those who changed culture to Judaism. The re-
lated proselytize refers to converting people from one culture to another,

rather than just to discipleship in Jesus within one’s own culture.

Extra-Biblical Christian Terms

Adiaphoran Optional, not necessarily required.

Christianismos Literally Christianism. Separatist term Ignatius termed
that is now commonly called Christianity. Jacques Ellul’s Subversion of
Christianity, in the original French, makes much of the divisive sense that

-ism carries.

Cultural Separatism My term for the Christian spirit of extraction and
separation from one’s birth culture, rejection of that culture, and adoption
of a separate, isolated Christian culture. Contradicts the incarnational
way of Jesus.

Ecclesia Latin form of Greek ekklésia because Latin had no equivalent
term. Used in the sense of political gatherings long before the New Testa-
ment or “church.” The Latin church, though, invested ecclesia with all the
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institutional and hierarchical sense that church has in English today. It is
not equivalent to the original Greek ekklésia.

Kuriakon Greek for “of the Lord” or “the Lord’s.” Used in Constantin-
ian era and after for “The Lord’s house.” Word from which “church” is

derived.

Plantatio Ecclesiae Latin for planting churches in the Catholic sense.

Indian Terms

Aarti Hindu fire ritual performed by waving a plate with burning oil or
camphor in a clockwise motion in front of the murti (god-image) at cer-
tain pujas (worship rituals).

Aryan (Pronounced Ar-yawn, not Aree-an). Sometimes used by older
Europeans for Indians in general (as with Rudyard Kipling). Sometimes
figures into caste and regional distinctions where some north Indians of
Hindu roots are considered Aryans as opposed to south Indians who come
from Dravidian cultures instead. The North—South division between
Hindi and Dravidian languages is rooted in this distinction (one more

layer of challenge).
Bhagavata/Bhagawan One term for the supreme God.

Bhagavatars Story-tellers of God (Rowe 2013, 61).

Bhajan Worship song sung by groups in which a leader usually sings a line
and then the worshipers repeat or respond. This Hindu style of worship

song is used with Jesus-focused lyrics by some Indian believers also, both
Christian and bhakta.

Bhakta One who follows God through the path of bhakti (devotion). A
person who deeply loves, worships, and follows God. Incarnational be-
lievers in India commonly call themselves Yesu bhaktas, devoted followers
exclusively of Jesus. Since the Bible word Aagios (saint) means someone
devoted to God, bhakta provides a possible understandable alternative to
the misunderstood “saint.”

Bhakti Deep religious devotion, heart religion, seeking for direct, per-
sonal connection and experience with the divine. This devotion can be

exclusive to one sampradaya (tradition) and God.
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Bindi/Pottu Dot Indian women commonly wear on their forehead.
Often a sign of a married woman, but now also worn by married and sin-
gle as decoration. This is seen by some Christians as a Hindu symbol that
women must remove to show their devotion to Jesus. Doing so is more
offensive, however, than a Western woman removing her wedding ring.

Brahma The Creator. One of the three main gods of the Hindus, but

rarely worshiped in comparison to Shiva and Vishnu.
Brahman The ultimate divine reality behind and permeating all things.

Caste This is not the Indian term, but provides a helpful location to ex-
plain related terms. Hindu society is divided into four main castes (varnas):
Brahmin (priests), Kshatriya (soldier-ruler), Vaisya (merchant-traders),
Sudra (workers). Below this are the Dalits (considered outcastes by Hin-
dus, called Harijans by Gandhi), officially termed Scheduled Castes today
(Richard 2007b, 53). Within each of these warnas exist numerous sub-
castes (jatis lineage or birth-group). These are further divided into several

thousand gozras or clans (Klostermaier 2003, 77, 90).
Chela Student, disciple.

Dalal Tout, broker, pimp, panderer, carnival bar ker, shyster, huckster.
A pejorative term used by Hindus sometimes to refer to Christian pas-
tors who purvey spiritual things for monetary gain from foreign-funded

missions.
Dasa/Dass/Doss Servant, slave.
Desi/Deshi Culturally or naturally from India, belonging to India.

Dharma Teaching. “Duty, righteousness, order, that which sustains soci-
ety, etc.” (Richard 2007b, 54). While used in various senses, Kane in his
compendious History of Dharmasastra, concludes that “ultimately its most

prominent significance came to be ‘the privileges, duties and obligations

of aman ...” (Kane 1930, 2).

Dhoti Picture Gandhi’s cloth wrap-around, and you have the dhoti.
Sometimes worn short like his, and sometimes, on formal occasions,
it’s worn long. Traditional Indian dress forsaken by many Indian Chris-
tians for pants. Some Christians do not even know how to wear their
own national dress, don’t even want to. A symbol of “cultural separatism.”
Rejecting the dhoti led to south Indians calling Christianity “the pants
religion.” Jesus and his followers wore robes (more like dhotis) than pants.
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Diksha Initiation or dedication rite, often into relationship to a guru (spir-
itual teacher), as in guru diksha. When understood from New Testament,
immersion (baptism) is diksha into Jesus as Lord and Teacher (Guru).

Gayatri Mantra A verse from the Rig Veda (3.62.10) recited by many
Hindus at least at sunrise and often at other times of the day. Called the
Veda Mata or “Mother of the Vedas” it is said to encapsulate all Hindu
scripture somewhat like “Love the Lord your God . . .” does for “all the
Law and Prophets” according to Jesus. It is a prayer to experience God’s
glory and for him to guide the petitioner’s thoughts (guidance).

Ghar Wapsi Literally “home coming.” Emotionally charged term (for
Hindus and Christians) used for reconverting Christians and Muslims to
Hinduism. From a Hindu perspective it involves bringing them back to

their Hindu faith and home.
Ghats Bathing steps along the banks of holy rivers in India, as the Asi

Ghat in Varanasi. A place, usually considered holy, where people can come

to bathe to remove their sins.

Gram Panchayat Village-level administrative councils. Lowest level of
decision-making in India’s multi-tiered political system.
Guru Religious teacher or leader. Highest ones are often revered as a god.

Yesu bhaktas consider Jesus their Maha Guru (great or supreme Teacher),
among other terms.

Harmonium Small hand-pumped musical instrument with organ key-
board and sound.

Hindutva Hindu-ness. Used to advocate for a Hindu nation where one
must honor India as a holy land (Hindu rash#ra) and participate in Hindu
culture (sanskriti) to be truly Indian.

Ishta/Ishta Devata One’s chosen deity. Hindu tradition allows individ-
uals and families to select the particular god or gods they most identify
with. Yesu bhaktas explain to Hindus that Jesus is their ishta devata—their
one and only chosen God. [Note: Please don’t do false etymology and
relate the Sanskrit ishza (chosen) to Ishtar the Middle Eastern fertility
goddess. The two are not related in any way.]

Jal Sanskar Water ritual or sacrament into relationship with a guru or
God. Exactly what New Testament baptism symbolized connection to the
person of Jesus, not into an institution.
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Karatala/Karatalam Small hand cymbals commonly used in sa#sangs and

various Indian music forms.

Karma “1. In the general sense, good works; religious, moral, and caste
duties. (One of the three traditional ways to attain salvation.) 2. The prin-
ciple that reward or punishment infallibly follows every deed. At times the
recompense comes in the present life; always the situation and fate of the
coming life are determined by one’s 2arma” (Richard 2007b, 35). Some-
times viewed as inescapable consequence, but Hindu tradition has many
ways to adjust levels of good and bad karma.

Kurta Indian shirt of varying lengths (hem can be from waist down to

ankles depending on how formal).
Lok Sabha ILLower Assembly or House of the Indian parliament system.

Mandali Fellowship, circle, group. A worship meeting of a mandali is
often called a safsang. Sometimes used by Yesu bhaktas of their Indian

expression of ekklésia.
Marg/Panth Way, path.
Masala Indian spice mix.

Mangalsutra/Mangalyam/Thali Wedding chain placed around bride’s
neck at a wedding. Some Christians require women to remove this as a
Hindu symbol, again offending family in a worse way than removing a
wedding ring. Other Christians practice this as the Indian alternative to
Western wedding rings.

Mela Mass gathering, festival.
Mridangam Two ended drum held and played horizontally.

Muktinath Sanskrit for “Salvation Lord.” This captures the original
meaning of Jesus or the Hebrew original Yeshua/Joshua, which meant
“the Lord saves.” This explains why the angel told Joseph to call Jesus by
this name, “because he will save his people from their sins.”

Murti Image. Hindu term for the images they use for worship.

Paap Hindu word for sin, wrongdoing. Much of Hindu ritual and prac-
tices seeks to remove sin and its consequences from one’s life. A deeply
significant concept in Hindu traditions, unlike what many Christians
claim (“Hindus don’t know sin”).
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Pongal A three-day harvest festival celebrated by Indians of Tamil cul-
ture and background in January each year. It expresses thanks to the gods,
especially Surya, the sun, for the previous harvest, and seeks divine bless-
ings for the coming year. Tamil version of Makar Sankranti celebrated
around the same time by Hindus in other parts of India.

Prasad/Prasadam Sanskrit word for grace. Food that has been offered
to a deity, then eaten or shared with others later. How to deal with this
arises from Paul’s discussions of “food sacrificed to idols” (Rom 14-15;
1 Cor 8-10). This term, though, is also used by some believers, Christian
and Hindu, to refer to the Lord’s Supper a meal or ordinance that shares
in the Lord’s grace and blessing with his followers.

Prayaschitta Act of penance or expiation done to remove the offense and
shame caused by offensive acts. These acts can also serve an atoning effect,
because paying for the cause of shame and offense allows reconciliation
and restoration to God or the community.

Puja Worship ritual.

Pujari Priest, one who presides over or performs a puja on behalf of ob-

serving devotees.

Pukka Genuine, real.

Qaum Urdu word for a nation or community.

Rajya Sabha Upper Assembly or House of the Indian parliament system.

Roti, Chapatti, Naan Types of Indian flat breads baked and eaten in
different parts of the country.

Sabha Assembly, meeting, sometimes political as Lok Sabha or Rajya
Sabha. One legitimate alternative for ekklésia. Some Indian translations
use sabha for ekklésia, which is much better than church if we explain it
and don’t turn sabha into “church.”

Sadguru Truth-teacher. Term used by some Christians and many bhakzas

for Jesus, a term of respect and submission to his ultimate authority.

Sampradaya Literally means “tradition,” as we would say, for example,
“in the Methodist tradition.” Used for the sects and orders of Hinduism,
equivalent to religious schools or denominations.

Samsara Cycle of birth, death, rebirth, commonly known as reincarna-

tion. One is repeatedly reborn (“born again” confusion) until all bad karma
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is eliminated and one can attain deliverance (moksha) from the cycle. Dis-

agreement over what happens then is the source of different mmpmdayas.

Sanatana Dharma “Eternal way of life.” This is their term. They believe

they belong to the eternal way of life, or “the eternal ordinances” (Kane
1930, 1). Hinduism is an outsiders’ word for the beliefs of Hindus.

Sanskrit Language of the Hindu scriptures, spoken and read by some
religious scholars.

Sanskriti Sanskrit and Hindi word for culture and civilization. Generic
word for culture, not just Indian culture.

Sati Widow burning. Voluntarily going onto the funeral pyre of her hus-
band to be burned with him and stay with him. A highly-valued practice
at one time among caste Hindus.

Satsang/Satsangh Literally “truth gathering or fellowship.” Common
Indian word, used by Hindus and Christians, for spiritual or religious
gatherings.

Seva Service, as in the act of serving people or God.

Shaadi Marriage.

Shiva The Destroyer, one of the three main gods of the Hindus (along
with Brahma and Vishnu). His worshipers are called Shaivizes.

Sisya/Shishya Student, disciple.

Sindoor/Sindur Red strip of paste worn by a woman in the middle part
of her hair as a sign of marriage. Some Christians call this Hindu and
require women to remove it. See bindi for the same offensive issues.

Sitar, Veena Indian stringed instruments.

Sloka Verse of scripture.

Snan/Snanam Ritual bathing, often to remove spiritual impurity and sin.
Surya One name for the sun god.

Swadeshi “One’s own nation, local” (Bharati 2005, 319; Gandhi 2003).

Swami A spiritual religious leader, sometimes used as term of respect for

one’s guru.

Tabla Two headed, side-by-side percussive instrument that looks some-
thing like bongos.



250 Glossary

Tilak/Tilaka Mark on forehead that indicates one’s sampradaya. Vertical
strokes generally indicate Shaivite (worshipers of Shiva), while horizontal

indicate Vaishnavite (worshipers of Vishnuy).

Trimarga Three paths considered the ways to salvation in Hindu tradi-
tions: Karma (works), Jiana (knowledge), Bhakti (devotion, worship).

Upanishad One of a set of Hindu scriptures that provides commentary
and added insight from the original Vedas.

Veda Scripture, writing. The earliest Hindu scriptures are called the Vedas.
More generally, Hindu scriptures are also called Shastras. Some bhaktas
refer to the Bible as Muktiveda (salvation Scripture). They call the Old
Testament, Purva Veda (Old Scripture) and the New Testament, Urzara
Veda (New Scripture).

Villu Pattu Literally bow song. A Tamil folk art that uses a large bow
shaped, one-string instrument, along with other accompanying instru-
ments. The player sings and tells stories in a highly interactive way, using
give and take with the fellow players and the audience.

Vishnu The Sustainer. One of the three main gods of Hindu religions.
Vishnu has taken multiple avatars (incarnations) to help humanity in

times of crisis. The two most popular in which he is often worshiped are

Ram and Krishna.

Yatra Pilgrimage, religious journey.
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Expect some shaking and refining of your

biblical worldview as vou read this book.
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