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Sociological Versus Theological Pluralism:
Evaluating “A Common Word"

Larry Poston, Nyack College

t has been 25 years since Os Guinness exhorted Evangelicals to become more sophis-
ticated in analyzing and addressing social and cultural issues. “The chances of Christians
developing a feel for the social dimension of belief and acquiring a new tool for cultural anal-
ysis are extremely small,” he noted in 1983. “They have no skill in contemporary cultural com-
ment.”" The situation with Evangelical Christians has not improved during the last quarter of a cen-
tury, as any knowledgeable observer would be able to see when confronted with the confusion
that exists on the part of believers regarding the interface between New Testament faith and the
various cultural and religious patterns of the modern world.

Missionaries, of course, are constant-
ly faced with issues of cultural evalua-
tion, critique, adaptation and contex-
tualization. They are, to be sure, prod-
ucts of their various backgrounds and
upbringings, along with their education
and life experiences. If the combination
of these items has not equipped them to
deal constructively with the sociology of
their respective situations, they will be
just as hard pressed to make Biblical de-
cisions regarding cultural issues as are
regular citizens.

Let me suggest one area in which we
could perhaps begin to make progress
commensurate with Guinness’ sugges-
tions; that of pluralism. In theological—
and, in particular, missiological—con-
texts, “pluralism” in its most common
usage implies that there exist multiple
“paths to God,” each of which is valid
in the sense of providing “salvation” to
a specific group of people. Conservative
Evangelicals almost invariably view the
concept negatively, since their reading
of the New Testament highlights such
passages as Acts 4:12— “salvation is found

in no one else [but Jesus Christ] for there is
no other name under heaven given to men
by which we must be saved”—a passage
that would seem to represent the antith-
esis of pluralism. But if we take to heart
Guinness’ exhortations to attain an in-
creased level of sophistication in our

tant in any given multi-cultural situation
in today’s world. It is recognized that
there are several religions and philoso-
phies circulating among various people
groups in any and all global contexts.
Any attempt to politically or judicially
legislate from “the top downward” a re-

SOCIOLOGICAL PLURALISM involves the

creation and maintanance of an “open
playing field” with respect to the diversity of

religious truth claims...

thinking and judgments, the way of Wis-
dom would require us to distinguish be-
tween two different kinds of pluralism. I
will designate these as “sociological plural-
ism” and “theological pluralism.”

"Sociological Pluralism”

Sociological pluralism involves the cre-
ation and maintenance of an “open
playing field” with respect to the diver-
sity of religious truth-claims that are ex-

quirement that all members of a people-
group adhere to any single option would
meet with explosive resistance.
Protestant Evangelicals are particular-
ly averse to any attempts at limiting reli-
gious expression because of their convic-
tion that the Bible teaches that true con-
version does not consist of an external,
institutionally-oriented change of alle-
giance to an alternative set of religious
beliefs and practices. Such items could
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indeed be forced upon an individual,
but the New Testament concept of con-
version involves an internal and person-
al transformation—a “rebirth of the spir-
it”—that cannot be induced in humans
by any external means.

At least partly as a consequence of
this conviction, democratic political sys-
tems have generally been characterized
by an inbuilt sociological pluralism. In
the West, for instance, the United States
has historically taken the Jeffersonian
position that truth will always stand out
for itself, and consequently any and all
theological, philosophical, or ideologi-
cal proponents are to be allowed to enter
“the open playing field” and make their
claims. In creating the first nation in
history with a constitutionally mandat-
ed separation of Church and State, the

“Theological Pluralism”

Theological pluralism holds that ev-
ery religious system is to be accepted as
a valid means of approaching God in
whatever form one may conceptualize
Him/Her/It. This form of pluralism de-
nies that any one religious system has a
corner on truth and disallows the pref-
erence of any particular religion above
all others.

Theological pluralism, however, en-
counters at least two significant prob-
lems. There is first what may be termed
the revelational problem. Many of the
world's religions are exclusivistic with re-
spect to their truth claims due to the in-
scripturated precepts of their systems of
theology and praxis. Problems with such
systems arise in this manner: if a passage
such as Acts 4:12 (see above) is believed

THEOLOGICAL PLURALISM holds that the

doctrinal beliefs and ritual practices of all
major religions are equally valid. But such a
contention is logically impossible.

founding fathers sought to protect reli-
gious beliefs by “walling them oft” from
governmental interference. Sociological
pluralism, then,may be seen as one of
the greatest advances in human history.

Historically speaking, advocates of so-
ciological pluralism have had to con-
tend with only a single major prob-
lem, that of the moral and ethical lim-
itations inherent in the concept as it
is most often applied. At what point,
for instance, does a civil government
have the responsibility to outlaw spe-
cific religious practices that may be
deemed by the majority to be harm-
ful to individuals? Can a society con-
done an absolute sociological plural-
ism if such would permit the adher-
ents of specific religious systems to in-
dulge, for instance, in incest, temple
prostitution, forced female circumci-
sion, animal abuse, or the disallow-
ance of physicians and/or pharmaceu-
ticals in the event of illnesses, to name
but a few items? On what basis should
limitations be set, and who should de-
termine them?

not to have been revealed by God, then
other exclusivistic passages—and indeed,
all scriptural texts—immediately become
suspect as well. It is impossible to con-
sistently hold the position that one’s
canon is divinely inspired if certain pre-
cepts contained within that canon (i.e.,
exclusivity) are held to be mistaken.
Secondly, there is the problem of con-
flicting truth claims. Theological plural-
ism holds that the doctrinal beliefs and
ritual practices of all the major religions
are equally valid. But such a contention
is logically impossible. One cannot, for
instance, hold that Jesus was the “only
begotten son of God” (John 3:16), and at
the same time contend that “it is not be-
fitting to (the majesty of) Allah that He
should beget a son” (Surah 19:35). It can-
not be that Jesus “himself bore our sins in
his body on the tree...” (1 Peter 2:24), and
at the same time be true that “no bearer
of burdens can bear the burden of another”
(Surah 53:38). It cannot be that “no one
who denies the Son has the Father” (1 John
2:23), and at the same time be true that
the adherents of Islam are able to deny
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the Sonship of Christ and yet be consid-
ered as having a relationship with the
Father. In each of these cases, it is log-
ically possible for one tenet to be true
and the other false, or for both tenets to
be false, but it is not possible for both to
be true.

With the above distinction between
sociological and theological pluralism
in mind, let us examine two contempo-
rary documents that many consider ex-
emplary of religious pluralism.

“A Common Word Between
Us and You”

In September of 2007, 138 Muslim
scholars and clergymen issued a joint
response to Pope Benedict XVI's Regens-
burg address of 2006, a speech which
had angered adherents of Islam the
world over. The Muslim document was
entitled “A Common Word Between Us
and You” and was designed to promote
“open intellectual exchange and mutu-
al understanding” between the world'’s
Christian and Muslim communities.?
Essentially, the document claims that a
basis for peace and understanding be-
tween Christianity and Islam consists in
the fact that “the Unity of God, love of
Him, and love of the Neighbor form a
common ground upon which Islam and
Christianity (and Judaism) are found-
ed.” The authors believe that the Mus-
lim shahadah (“There is no god but Allah,
and Muhammad is His messenger”) to-
gether with one of Islam’s historic tra-
ditions (“None of you has faith until you
love for your neighbor what you love for
yourself”) are the Islamic equivalents of
Christianity’s two greatest command-
ments (“You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, with
all your mind, and with all your strength”
and “[love| your neighbor as yourself”).
On the basis of these alleged common-
alities between the faiths, the Muslim
authors call for a new day in Christian-
Muslim relations: “Let our differences not
cause hatred and strife between us. Let us
vie with each other only in righteousness
and good works. Let us respect each other,
be fair, just, and kind to [one] another and
live in sincere peace, harmony, and mutu-
al goodwill.”

The authors of “A Common Word”
claim that “through inspiration” Mu-
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hammad was actually repeating the Bi-
ble’s first and greatest commandment,
and he thus “brought nothing funda-
mentally or essentially new” to human-
kind. Muslims, Christians and Jews
should all be “free to follow what God
commanded them, and not have to
prostrate before kings and the like.”
Christians are assured that neither the
authors nor the adherents of Islam in
general are against them, as long as the
Christian community does not wage
war against or oppress Muslims. Islam
recognizes Jesus as the Messiah; Mus-
lims are therefore with Christians, not
against them.

Responses to this invitation included
a letter penned by scholars from Yale Di-
vinity School’s Center for Faith and Cul-
ture. “Loving God and Neighbor Togeth-
er” was published in the New York Times
together with the names of 135 Chris-
tians—including several Evangelical
scholars, pastors, and missionary states-
men—who endorsed the sentiments ex-
pressed therein.

“Loving God and Neighbor Together”
begins with an apology for the Crusades
and for “the overzealousness of the pres-
ent war on terror.” The Christian authors
were impressed by the Muslims’ declara-
tions and sentiments as may be inferred

ther of the documents is helpful, since
most of the essentials of Christianity
were sacrificed in order to speak of “the
love of God and neighbor” in the man-
ner that the proponents have done.3
Critiques from other sources have been
forthcoming as well.

Some of these criticisms raise impor-
tant points which should be considered.
At the same time, those who have ex-
perienced the immense frustration of
consistent failure to gain and maintain
contacts with Muslims are understand-
ably optimistic and even excited when
such opportunities present themselves.
It would surely have eliminated a great
deal of the criticism, however, if the sig-
natories of “Loving God and Neighbor”
had been able to declare themselves pro-
ponents and advocates of sociological plu-
ralism in contrast to theological pluralism.

“A Common Word” and “Loving
God and Neighbor”—A Sociological
Evaluation

As sociological pluralists Christians
can legitimately welcome an invitation
from Muslims to discuss what the lat-
ter consider to be commonalities “be-
tween us and them,” just as Jesus ac-
cepted invitations from people as dispa-
rate as prominent Jewish leaders and tax

AS SOCIAL PLURALISTS Christians can

legitimately welcome an invitation from
Muslims to discuss what the latter consider to be
commonalities “between us and them.”

from their statement “that so much com-
mon ground exists—common ground
in some of the fundamentals of faith—
gives hope that undeniable differenc-
es and even the very real external pres-
sures that bear down upon us cannot
overshadow the common ground upon
which we stand together.”

Many of the Christian signatories of
“Loving God and Neighbor Together”
have been criticized for their alleged na-
ivete in endorsing “A Common Word.”
Noted Evangelical pastor and author
John Piper recorded his critique on You-
Tube, speaking of the “dishonesty” of
those who signed. Piper insists that nei-

collectors to dine in their homes (Luke
11:37, 14:1; Matthew 9:10; Luke 19:1-
5). Christians can champion the Mus-
lims’ desire to come out onto “the open
playing field” and declare their beliefs
to others. They can agree that since to-
gether Muslims and Christians make
up more than 55% of the world'’s pop-
ulation, “if [they]| are not at peace, the
world cannot be at peace.” They can ac-
knowledge that the Muslim authors of
“A Common Word” are to be commend-
ed for their desire that the world know
and practice the “love of God” and “the
love of neighbor.”

Seen from the perspective of sociologi-



cal pluralism, then, “A Common Word”
sets the stage for discussion and dia-
logue regarding some very fundamen-
tal aspects of the Christian faith. Who is
this God that we are to love? What exact-
ly do we mean by His Oneness? Where
does the historical figure of Jesus Christ
as understood by Christians fit into the
scheme of things? Once we have dis-
cussed such foundational issues, we can
then proceed to the question of how we
are to love God. While we may agree that
both Christians and Muslims are wor-
shiping the One True God, a more fun-
damental issue is whether our respective
worship is acceptable to Him. The proph-
et Isaiah, for instance, makes it clear that
one can be worshiping the “right” God
in the “right” ways, but this worship may
be completely unacceptable if one’s inner
being is not in conformity with what
God requires of humans who seek to ap-
proach Him (see Isaiah 1:11-17).

“A Common Word"” and “Loving
God and Neighbor”—A Theological
Evaluation

As persons who realize the impos-
sibility of a consistent theological plu-
ralism, however, Christian respondents
should be seeking to communicate at
every level the Biblically-based tenets of
the historic Christian faith. They may, as
the Apostle Paul did so well in his mes-
sage to the Epicurean and Stoic philos-
ophers in Athens, emphasize the appar-
ent “commonalities” between religious
systems as a starting point for discus-
sion: “I see that you are very religious;”
“What you are already worshiping as un-
known;” “The God who made from one
all nations of men;” “He is not far from
any of us;” “In Him we live and move
and have our being;” “We are also His
offspring” (Acts 17:22-23, 28).

But as Paul continued his procla-
mation, it became necessary for him
to make statements that were decided-
ly non-pluralistic: “What you and peo-
ple like you have been doing is ignorance;”
“Overlooked in the past, but no longer; now
you must repent of that ignorance;” “God
has fixed a day for judgment, through a
Man, the authority of which He has attest-
ed by raising that Man from the dead” (Acts
17:30-31). These aspects of the Mars Hill
sermon had no ecumenical “softness”

or pluralistic “niceness.” There is an un-
avoidable “sting” to the Gospel. And
therefore, “when they heard about the res-
urrection, some sneered...” (Acts 17:32).

Christians who speak of Biblical
truths to Muslims can expect a similar
result. We may talk about “a common
word between us and them” as a preface,
as a means of generating a discussion.
But at some point we will find it neces-
sary to introduce the unpalatable parts
of our Gospel in order to be true to the
commandment of Jesus to “teach them
to obey all that I have commanded you...”
(Matthew 28:20).

What are the points of “all that Jesus
commanded us” that make it impossible
for us to accept “A Common Word Be-
tween Us and You” as a credible state-
ment of theological pluralism? There are
several issues that may be raised with re-
spect to this document, three of which
are particularly significant.

1. Concerning “Unity, Love of God,
and Love of Neighbor.” First, does “the

is said by the authors to be indicative of
no more than the need to acknowledge
the Oneness of God. But traditionally
this passage has been used to condemn
shirk, arguably the greatest sin in Islam.
Shirk is a denial of tawhid—the absolute
Oneness of God—and for 1400 years
the Christian doctrine of the Trinity has
been considered to be a form of shirk. In
the eyes of a majority of Muslims, Trin-
itarianism is a limited polytheism, con-
demned by the Qur'an in such passages
as Surah 5:73:“They do blaspheme who say:
Allah is one of three in a Trinity, for there
is no god except One God. If they desist not
from their word (of blasphemy), verily a
grievous penalty will befall the blasphemers
among them.”

“A Common Word” admits that “Mus-
lims recognize Jesus Christ as the Messi-
ah, [though] not in the same way Chris-
tians do...” A small portion of Surah
4:171 is then cited in a very accommo-
dating fashion. But this passage in its en-
tirety is an exhortation to the “People of

AT SOME POINT we will find it necessary
to introduce the unpalatable parts of our
Gospel in order to be true to the commandment
of Jesus to “teach them to obey all that | have

commanded you...”

unity of God, the necessity of love for
Him, and the necessity of love of the
neighbor” truly comprise an essential
“common ground” between Christiani-
ty and Islam? When Christians speak of
“the unity of God,” do they mean what
Muslims historically have meant by this
phrase? Are the Muslim authors of “A
Common Word” reflecting the historic
Muslim view of this concept?

The text of the document states that
“the words: He hath no associate, re-
mind Muslims that they must love God
uniquely, without rivals within their
souls...”* These words are from a ha-
dith—a tradition—and consequently
carry less weight for most Muslims than
would a Quranic citation. But further on
in the same paragraph there is a quota-
tion from Surah 3:64, which forbids the
ascribing of partners to God. This verse

the Book” (i.e., Jews, Christians, and Mus-
lims) to “commit no excesses in your reli-
gion; nor say of Allah aught but the truth.
Christ Jesus the son of Mary was (no more
than) a Messenger of Allah, and His Word,
which He bestowed on Mary...Say not “Trin-
ity:” desist; it will be better for you; for Allah
is One God...(Far Exalted is He) above hav-
ing a son.” Orthodox Christianity can give
no approval whatsoever to this passage,
since it directly denies the doctrines of
the Trinity and the sonship of Jesus, and
by implication rejects His deity and incar-
nation as well.

With respect to “love of God,” the
Muslim document makes it clear that
the adherents of Islam are commanded
to “love God uniquely.” They are forbid-
den to love any “associate” of God, cit-
ing Surah 2:165: “Yet there are men who
take rivals unto God: they love them as they
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should love God.” Traditionally this is yet
another passage which has been inter-
preted as a rejection of Trinitarianism.
The Christian view of Jesus as a member
of the Godhead makes Him an “associ-
ate” of God, about which Surah 5:116
presents the following: “Allah will say, ‘O
Jesus the son of Mary! Didst thou say unto
men, ‘worship me and my mother as gods
in derogation of Allah?’ He will say: ‘Glo-
1y to Thee! Never could I say what I had no
right to say.”

In the New Testament, however, Jesus
accepted the confession of Peter that He
was “the Christ, the Son of the living God”
(Matt. 16:16). He accepted the worship
of the women after His resurrection
(Matthew 28:9), of Thomas who called
Him “Lord” and “God” (John 20:28), and
of his disciples on the Mount of Olives
prior to His ascension (Matthew 28:17).
No orthodox Muslim can give credence
to these accounts, and no orthodox
Christian can deny them.

2. Muhammad'’s “Inspiration.” Was
the text of the Qur'an received by Mu-
hammad “through inspiration,” and
were his words in actuality “re-stating
the Bible's first commandment” as “A
Common Word” claims? Our answer
to the second of these questions would
be in the negative. Since the Muslims
in their document have chosen to stress
the absolute Oneness of the God who is
to be loved to the exclusion of all asso-
ciates, and since they have historically
viewed the Christian belief in the Triune
God as “attributing partners” to Him,
Christians who “love the Lord their God”
cannot be said to be worshiping with the
same mental constructs of the Deity as
Muslims possess.

Followers of Christ have historically
denied that Muhammad spoke “under
inspiration” of God. For the Church, in-
scripturated revelation ended with the
letters and the Revelation of the Apos-
tle John in the closing years of the first
century CE. The Bible in its present
form was ratified by Christendom at the
end of the fourth century. No addition-
al scripture has been revealed, meaning
that Muhammad'’s words may not be
seen as such. Indeed, the historic view
of Christians has been that because Mu-
hammad’s teachings deviate so wide-
ly from the canonical writings of both
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Israel (i.e., the Old Testament) and the
Church (i.e., the New Testament), his
“revelations” must be included in the
genre of teachings about which the
Apostle Paul gave such stern warnings in
Galatians 1:8.

In addition, the commands to “love
God” and “love one’s neighbor” taken by
themselves fall far short of the full range
of New Testament requirements for the
salvation of human beings. The New Tes-
tament requires that one “confess that Jesus
is Lord,” and that one “believe that God has
raised Him from the dead” (Romans 10:9).
This passage is in actuality the true “sha-
hadah” of the New Testament Christian.
But for Muslims, Jesus is neither Lord nor
has He been raised from the dead. Con-

revealed. So while it may be claimed that
Muhammad brought nothing that had
not been revealed before, a Muslim must
hold that what Muhammad taught was
indeed “new” to the people of his time,
since they claim that no one had access
to uncorrupted revelation.

“A Common Word” insists that be-
cause they are all considered “People
of the Book,” “Muslims, Christians,
and Jews should be free to follow what
God commanded them, and not have
to prostrate before kings and the like.”
Here the authors cite the command of
Sura 2:256 that “there is to be no compul-
sion in religion.” They also cite Mark 9:40
and Luke 9:50: “For he who is not against
us is on our side”—and on that basis in-

FOR MUSLIMS, Jesus is neither Lord nor
has He been raised from the dead.

Consequently, they can know nothing of the
salvation that is available in Christ.

sequently, they can know nothing of the
salvation that is available in Christ. It is
admittedly possible in an external sense
to appear to “love God and neighbor” in
ways that may be culturally sanctioned
and even applauded. But Jesus warned
that a person can “preach in His name,”
“cast out demons in His name,” and even
“perform miracles in His name”—and still
be considered an “evildoer” (Matthew
7:22-23).

3. Nothing New? If, as “A Common
Word” claims, “God confirms in the
Qur’an that Muhammad brought noth-
ing fundamentally or essentially new,”
we would ask why Islam ever arose as
a new and competitive world religion.
The Muslim signatories cite Surah 46:9
in support of this contention, a verse
in which Muhammad claimed that he
was “...no bringer of new-fangled doctrine
among the messengers...” But Muslims
have always contended that both the
Old Testament and the New Testament
as they appear in the Biblical canon are
corrupt and untrustworthy.” These books
no longer contain the Tawrah and the In-
jil that the Qur’an speaks of; they do not
express the words of God as previously

vite Christians to “consider Muslims not
against but rather with them...” While
there is much that is laudable in these
sentiments, the statement regarding
“freedom to follow God” is inherently
contradictory, for its literal application
on the part of Christians would com-
pletely undermine the Muslims’ overall
intent. Christians are obligated to ful-
fill the commands of God to “preach the
good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15);
to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit” (i.e., the Trinity; Matthew
28:19); to call upon people to “confess
with their mouths that Jesus is Lord and
believe in their hearts that God has raised
Him from the dead”—and thus be “saved”
(Romans 10:9); and to acknowledge the
truth that “no one who denies the Son has
the Father” (1 John 2:23).

Conclusions

Students of the Bible are aware that
the Christian Scriptures are filled with
seemingly contradictory principles that
in actuality are points that must be held
in a very precise tension. The sovereign-

Continued on page 13



Partnerships in Pauline Perspective

© Christopher R. Little, 2009

o borrow a storyline from Andrew Walls (1996:3ff), if scholarly space travelers
visited this planet in 1910 and witnessed how the Western church was subsidiz-
ing indigenous Christian movements around the world, and then returned again in
2010 only to observe the same, they would rightly conclude that those dedicated to dis-
cipling the nations continue to place unnecessary obstacles in the path of the missio Dei. One is
therefore left wondering whether the academic discipline of missiology has made any substan-
tial difference in this area over the course of a century.

Introducing the IPM

The International Partnership Move-
ment (IPM) has already been well-doc-
umented (cf. Little 2005:171ff). This
designation refers to strategic relation-
ships between Western and non-West-
ern individuals, churches and/or orga-
nizations which involve the one-way
flow of finances and not associations
between Western entities. The IPM has
witnessed an increasing number of or-
ganizations join its ranks over the past
decades. In 1964, there were forty-two
agencies in the United States and Can-
ada supporting nationals and their re-
spective ministries. In 1976, that num-
ber rose to ninety-four. In 1986, it grew
to 107 and in 2000, it climbed to 130
agencies. In 2004, the Mission Handbook
reported 143 agencies specifically sup-
porting ministries overseas (Welliver and
Northcutt 2004:341-42, 506-7). To pro-
vide a monetary picture of this trend,
the total amount of just four key orga-
nizations involved in the IPM for the
year 2004 came to just over $53 million
which among other things went to sup-
port a minimum of 22,093 non-Western
personnel. By any standard of measure-
ment, this is a powerful force operating
in world missions today.

The IPM appeals to at least six axioms
to justify its modus operandi. First, the
dynamic interactions within the Trinity
sanction partnership in mission. Framp-
ton Fox maintains, “This foundation in
the nature of God...is the strongest bib-
lical underpinning yet for the necessi-
ty of seeking partnerships in ministry”

(2001:296-97). Second, the unity of the
body of Christ provides the impetus for
mutual sharing on a global level. Samu-
el Chiang states, “We believe in the prin-
ciple of interdependence (Eph. 2:11-
15; 1 Cor. 12:21-26) and its corollary
that although diversity exists, the uni-
ty of the Body is paramount....The con-
cept of interdependence requires us....to
share financially” (1992:288; cf. Van En-
gen 2000:102). Third, the financial part-
nership between the Apostle Paul and
the Philippian church encourages sim-
ilar arrangements today. According to

Fifth, cultural systems of econom-
ic exchange are legitimate mechanisms
to redistribute wealth among interna-
tional partners (Fox 2007:154-55; cf.
Van Rheenen 2005:294ff). And last, the
success of the IPM supports its agenda.
With reference to partnerships, William
Taylor comments, “For every bad case,
I know of five good ones” (1994:238).

Assessing the IPM

Of course, no one should question
the sincerity of those involved in the
IPM, yet the veracity of their claims

OF COURSE, NO ONE should question

the sincerity of those involved in the IPM,
yet the veracity of their claims must be challenged.

Luis Bush, the “basis of true Christian
partnership is contained in the Apostle
Paul’s letter to the church in Philippi....
[It] reveals the ingredients for successful
partnerships in the twenty-first century”
(1992:4). Fourth, the clear teaching of
Scripture validates the activities of the
IPM. Daniel Rickett asks:

If Christians are to avoid dependency,
what are we to do with the command to car-
ry one another’s burdens and so fulfill the law
of Christ (Galatians 6:2)? What are we to say
when we see our brother in need and have the
means to help (1 John 3:16-20)? And what
are we to make of Paul’s collection of funds
from the churches of Asia Minor for the suffer-
ing church in Jerusalem (1 Corinthians 16:1-
3)? (2000:15).

must be challenged.

First of all, Max Warren has point-
ed out that it is intrinsically problemat-
ic to employ the Trinity as a model for
missional partnerships given the fallen
and sinful state of humanity, including
the redeemed portion of it (1956:39).
Moreover, although the members of the
Godhead eternally co-exist in one di-
vine essence, they clearly have differing
functions in creation and redemption
(Jn. 1:3; 3:5-8, 16; 14:26, 28; 15:26).
As Wayne Grudem notes, “The Son and
Holy Spirit are equal in deity to God the
Father, but they are subordinate in their
roles” (1994:249). Therefore, it is diffi-
cult to see how one can use the Trinity
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as a paradigm for partnership in mission
unless some type of hierarchical arrange-
ment among participants is arranged.

Second, for all the criticism of the
Three-Selfs church model one thing is
certain—New Testament churches were
self-sustaining. As Melvin Hodges ob-
serves, “Paul was certainly aware of the
oneness of the body of Christ, yet there
is no hint of his requiring the church in
one area to undertake the supplying of
the operational expenses of the church-
es in another area” (1972:44-45). And
in relation to expressing unity within
the body of Christ through monetary
sharing, Roland Allen surmises: “uni-
ty so maintained . . . is not Christian
unity at all. It is simply submission to
bondage for the sake of secular advan-
tage and it will fail the moment that any
other stronger motive urges in the di-
rection of separation” (1962:57). Fur-
thermore, one wonders in what ways
the Western church is actually manifest-
ing its dependence upon the non-West-
ern church in accordance with the inter-
dependence model. As Glenn Schwartz
has noted (2007:38), this is not part-
nership but “sponsorship” (contra Lun-
dy 2003:169), since resources are only
flowing in one direction.

Third, the idea that Paul was a hired
worker of the Philippian church dur-
ing his missionary career reflects a se-
lective reading of Scripture. Paul ex-
plicitly stated that while others had the
right to receive support from church-
es (cf. 1 Cor. 9:4-14), he himself had
been placed under a divine “compul-
sion” to preach the gospel without
charge (1 Cor. 9:16). As such, he con-
sidered his “reward” to be converts he
won to Christ apart from payment (1
Cor. 9:18). This was his “boast” and he
would have rather died than to make it
“an empty one” (1 Cor. 9:15; cf. Little
2005:31-32). Once this is recognized,
his relationship with the Philippian
church comes into clear focus. Gerald
Hawthorne explains: “Gifts caused him
problems. It violated his principle of
paying his own way by working with
his hands, so that he might himself be
free of depending on others, and so as
to make the gospel free of charge to ev-
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erybody. Consequently he swings sud-
denly from praising the Philippians [in
4:10ff] to informing them that he did
not need their gift, that he had learned
self-sufficiency” (1983:210). Therefore,
his letter to the Philippians can be best
described as “a careful reply that com-
bined cautious gratitude with a gentle
but firm demand that they not hence-
forth infringe on his own self-reliance”
(Hawthorne 1983:195).

Fourth, what the IPM invokes for
scriptural support, upon closer exam-
ination, is tenuous at best. The Greek
word for “burdens” in Galatians 6:2 re-
fers to temptations of a moral nature,
and as such, is asserting the obliga-
tion within the body of Christ to help

cannot be ignored simply for the sake
of expediency today.

Fifth, mission theologians and prac-
titioners must remind themselves that
not every cultural trait is compatible
with Christian mission. The Apos-
tle Paul recognized this. Although he
adapted his ministry to fulfill the so-
cial category of an itinerant philosopher
in Hellenistic world of his day, there
were limits to his approach (cf. Little
2005:33-35). For example, the Sophists
charged for their teaching services and
by doing so entered into a patron-cli-
ent economic system of exchange. Cyn-
ics, on the other hand, either begged as
a way to survive or worked for a living.
Paul distanced himself for the begging

USING SUCCESS AS A PROOF for the

validity of one’s strategy is a dangerous
affair. Just because something works doesn’t

make it true or right.

one another overcome sin. In addition,
to conclude that mission entails meet-
ing physical needs within the body of
Christ is to repeat the mistake of past
generations. In 1967, R. Pierce Beaver
stated: “The so-called world missionary
enterprise is no longer much of a mis-
sionary operation but an interchurch
aid system involving...the giving of
subsidies” (1967:3). That is, mission
was taken for member care within the
church. This is what John Rowell advo-
cates by calling for the implementation
of “A Missionary Marshall Plan for the
Twenty-First Century” (2007:169ff; cf.
Lundy 2003:172). In order to avoid this
pitfall the church must define and pur-
sue mission as “crossing barriers from
church to nonchurch, faith to nonfaith”
(Van Engen 1996:26). And in reference
to the Gentile collection project for the
Jerusalem church, what is commonly
overlooked is that Paul bore gifts from
receiving churches as a demonstration
of indebtedness for having received the
gospel from the sending church in Je-
rusalem (cf. Rom. 15:27). If the IPM
desires to be biblical, then this pattern

Cynics but identified with those who
supported themselves. He did so be-
cause he did not want to be confused
with others who were “peddling” and
“adulterating” the word of God (2 Cor.
2:17; 4:2). FE. F. Bruce notes that Paul
was motivated to behave in this fash-
ion because Jewish tradition taught
that religious instruction should not be
a means of “personal aggrandizement”
(1977:107; cf. 1 Tim. 3:8; Tit. 1:7, 11;
1 Pet. 5:2). As such, he refused to en-
ter into cultural systems which contra-
dicted higher priorities regarding the
ethical spread of the gospel. Given the
fact that ecclesiastical crime is now es-
timated to be in the range of $27 bil-
lion (Barrett, Johnson, and Crossing
2009:32), his methodology outshines
that of the IPM.

And last, using success as proof for
the validity of one’s strategy is a dan-
gerous affair. Just because something
works does not make it true or right
(cf. Geisler 1999:606). For instance,
there are cases in which churches have
experienced tremendous growth in Af-
rica. Upon further investigation, it was
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discovered that after the worship service
missionaries were actually handing out
money to those present. Thus, “Pragma-
tism cannot be allowed to overrule spir-
itual principles and blind us to the les-
sons of history” (Ott 1993:291). Also,
the question needs to be asked: what
kind of Christianity spreads itself and
then requires foreign money to sustain
it? Surely a sub-biblical and defective
one. Hodges makes the well-taken point:

It seems to me that so long as [indigenous
believers| are not prepared to sacrifice whatev-
er is necessary to support their churches, this
is convincing proof that the church has failed
in its fundamental objective—to convince a
people of the truth of Christianity, for sure-
ly it is true in this, as in all ages of all peoples
in all countries, that the only real test of con-
viction is the desire and willingness to sacri-
fice (1976:75).

Indeed, Christian movements
throughout history, from the early
church, to Ethiopia, to Madagascar, to
China, to Nagaland, have all flourished
through personal sacrifice quite apart
from outside investment.

Additional Concerns

There are other related issues that the
IPM has not satisfactorily considered.
No one involved in the IPM has ever
addressed the reason why the West has
so much to give away in the first place.
For example, Bob Finley, who actually
suggests that the Western church should
cease sending its own sons and daugh-
ters cross-culturally but instead serve as
an endless “supply line” for the non-
Western church, never broaches the is-
sue (2005:245). Also, Paul Hiebert and
Sam Larsen, in their otherwise excel-
lent article, never deal with the subject
(1999). Yet the truth is that the root
cause for global economic disparities is
unjust international trade practices (cf.
Bonk 1993:61). Thus, the disturbing
but unavoidable conclusion is that “the
churches of the West have only been
giving back to the Third World what has
been taken in a context of injustice and
oppression” (WCC 1980:20). So should
the West just keep giving away what has
been siphoned off others? Steve Saint,
for one, answers in the negative since:

1) it is difficult to appreciate something
that costs nothing; 2) it alienates those
who receive from those who don’t; and
3) it creates a need where previously
there was none (2001:102). To grasp the
import of what Saint is saying, all one
has to do is contemplate what would
happen if a foreign donor selectively
started handing out thousands of dol-
lars to people in Western churches.
Then there is the commercialization
of Christianity. According to Gailyn
Van Rheenen, the “Western temptation
is to conceptualize and organize the
missionary task on an economic lev-
el that can only be sustained by West-
ern support and oversight” (2000:1).
This has resulted in the development
of mission strategies which are “mon-
ey intensive” (Bonk 1993:61), signify-
ing that one must have a lot of capi-
tal to do Christianity Western-style. On
this very subject, Robert Speer lament-
ed over a century ago: “It is inexpress-

tunate situation has arisen despite the
fact that no clear “correlation...between
material means and spiritual goals” can
be substantiated in mission (Warren
1956:91-92). Or as Donald McGavran
observed: “There is seldom positive
correlation between degree of aid and
amount of growth” (1959:117).

Furthermore, there is the thorny top-
ic of supporting nationals with for-
eign funds. That there is an abundance
of evidence demonstrating the disas-
trous consequences of such a policy
is beyond question (cf. Wayne Allen
1998:176-81; Lo 1999:14-16; Garrison
2004:249ff). For example, in one Asian
country it was discovered that

people [are] coming...with money and
literally “buying” church leaders. They ask a
church leader how much those other over-
seas people are paying them. “Oh, they give
you only $35 a month. We pay $50!” In one
congregation of 300 members, there were 262
members in foreign pay. One house church

THERE IS THE THORNY TOPIC of supporting

nationals with foreign funds. That
there is an abundance of evidence demon-
strating the disastrous consequences of such a
policy is beyond question.

ibly sad to have the mission work re-
duced to this commercial basis, and to
have all growth and enlargement con-
ditioned on increased appropriations.
This makes Christianity’s appeal infe-
rior to that of Buddhism or Moham-
medanism” (1902:51). Some fifty years
later, Warren added, those “concerned
with the practical task of the Christian
Mission certainly have to take seriously
the embarrassment to partnership pre-
sented by the financial factor” (Warren
1956:91). Part of this embarrassment
relates to what Ajith Fernando reports:
“non-Christians . . . say a new colonial-
ism has dawned: ‘First the Christians
came with the Bible in one hand and
the sword in the other. Now they come
with the Bible in one hand and dollars
in the other’” (1999:442). This unfor-

movement had 80% of their pastors on foreign
support. And what was even more disturbing
is that following the [turnover of the govern-
ment], the church grew rapidly. That growth
slowed considerably when foreign people and
foreign money [later] poured in (Schwartz
2002:2).

Nevertheless, the Western church
continues to plow ahead in supporting
nationals as non-Western leaders plead
for more and more assistance (e.g.
D’Sousa 1999). In doing so, it is ignor-
ing the wisdom which John Nevius ar-
ticulated long ago when he observed
that paying church workers: 1) “tends
to excite a mercenary spirit, and to in-
crease the number of mercenary Chris-
tians”; 2) “tends to stop the voluntary
work of unpaid agents”; and 3) “makes
it difficult to judge between true and
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false, whether as preachers or as church
members” (1958:14-16).

There is also the conundrum of de-
pendency. Rickett has gone on record as
stating: “Let us be done with the debate
over dependency” (2002:35). But many
believe, including Scott Moreau, that
dependency is a “perennial risk in mis-
sions” (Barnes 2006:41). As a case in
point, Robert Reese has confirmed that
the dependency syndrome, which has
more to do with a debilitating state of
mind than income levels (cf. Schwartz
2007:14-15), is alive and well both
in the realm of short-term missions
and theological education (2005:1;
2009:180ff; cf. Little 2005:205). The
plain truth is that no one should under-
estimate the devastating effects of de-
pendency because it creates addicts who
“feel increasingly powerless” (Smith
2000:269); it undermines the recipi-
ents “personal sense of worth” (Keidel
1997:46); it thwarts “local initiative”
(Schwartz 2007:54); it results in “the
ease of others” (2 Cor. 8:13); it robs
national churches of the Lord’s “good
measure” (Lk. 6:38); and it furthers pa-
ternalism since “control inheres in aid”
(McGavran 1959:113). This last point is
indisputable unless one wants to argue
for a denial of donor responsibility as
Finley and Rowell have done by advo-
cating that there should be “no strings
attached” to Western giving (2005:232;
2007:238). Paul would have never gone
along with such a scenario as all things
are to be done honorably “in the sight
of the Lord [and] also in the sight of
men” (2 Cor. 8:21). And because more
monetary wealth is passing from one
portion of the body of Christ to anoth-
er than at any time in history, one is left
to conclude that the global church is
presumably experiencing the most pa-
ternalistic age it has ever known. The
fact is “Money gives power; power re-
sults in domination. [Consequently]
True partnership between unequals,
if not impossible, is extremely unlike-
ly” (Bonk 2006:83). In other words,
“Partnership and interdependence are
not possible when it is assumed that
one side is developed (has already ar-
rived) and is now helping the other
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side to reach the same level” (Ramsey-
er 1980:33). It is therefore difficult to
see how any amount of “fine-tuning”
(Rickett 2002:28) or “giving more, not
less” (Rowell 2007:242) will ever solve
the practical impasses associated with
financial partnerships between Western
and non-Western Christians (e.g. Gup-
ta and Lingenfelter 2006:199-202; Led-
erleitner 2009:282).

And finally, the captivity of Christi-
anity to Western culture cannot be ig-
nored. In my short lifetime, I have wit-
nessed “I Found It” crusades, Evan-
gelism Explosion campaigns, “True
Love Waits” seminars, and now, Pur-
pose Driven Church workshops in var-
ious countries around the world. There
is nothing wrong with these programs
per se, the problem comes when they

has called for “the Western captivity of
all theology [to] be broken” (2001:105)
in hopes that the church in other con-
texts can embark upon the blessed task
of self-theologizing. Accordingly, the
manner in which partnership in mission
is being envisioned today can hardly be
considered “a non-negotiable mandate
by God” (Downey 2006:202).

Pauline Orthopraxy:
A Needed Corrective

Most if not all people dedicated to
fulfilling the Great Commission to-
day would affirm that the sole basis for
Christian faith and practice is the Bible.
Yet for whatever reason there has been
a preoccupation with the former to the
neglect of the latter. That is, the church
has concentrated on “orthodoxy”, right

MOST IF NOT ALL PEOPLE dedicated to

fulfilling the Great Commission today
would affirm that the sole basis for Christian
faith and practice is the Bible.

are transplanted in soil vastly different
than the one in which they were germi-
nated. In relation to this, the anthropol-
ogist William Kornfield notes, there is a

synergistic relationship between Western
funding and the Westernization of the Gos-
pel. By Westernization we mean the tie in be-
tween Western financing and a Westerniza-
tion of the Gospel of Christ. Thus the materi-
alistic and individualistic core value system of
the West tends to override both the two/thirds
world family/community core values as well
as the biblical core value system. The net re-
sult is “another gospel”—not the Gospel of Je-
sus Christ (1997:5).

This is no more apparent than in
theological education. Westerners do-
nate to theological agendas, curricula,
and institutions which make sense to
them and by doing so unwittingly im-
pose a culturally-specific construct of
the Christian faith upon others. In view
of the fact that such efforts are interpret-
ed as tools of “Western cultural imperi-
alism” (Tienou 1990:76), Wilbert Shenk

or correct doctrine and thinking, to the
exclusion of “orthopraxy”, right or cor-
rect practice and action. This predic-
ament is most discernible in the area
of finance since, according to Herbert
Kane, “no other one thing has done
so much harm to the Christian cause”
(1976:91). As such, it is imperative
that the Western church recovers bibli-
cal models regarding the proper use of
money in mission.

Scripture presents no better mod-
el on this subject than the Apostle
Paul. His life merits close scrutiny be-
cause his methods gave birth to local-
ly sustainable movements of Christian-
ity whereas ours have woefully failed.
Some would object at this point by
claiming that Paul’s missionary strategy
should be taken as descriptive and not
prescriptive for all ages. However, Allen
begs to differ:

That however highly we may estimate St
Paul’s personal advantages or the assistance



which the conditions of his age afforded, they
cannot be so great as to rob his example of all
value for us. In no other work do we set the
great masters wholly on one side, and teach
the students of today that whatever they may
copy, they may not copy them, because they
lived in a different age under exceptional cir-
cumstances and were endowed with exception-
al genius. It is just because they were endowed
with exceptional genius that we say their work
is endowed with a universal character...

...it is said that methods must change with
the age. The Apostle’s methods were suited
to his age, our methods are suited to ours....
Unless we are prepared to drag down St Paul
from his high position as the great Apostle of
the Gentiles, we must allow to his methods
a certain character of universality, and now I
venture to urge that, since the Apostle, no oth-
er has discovered or practised methods for the
propagation of the Gospel better than his or
more suitable to the circumstances of our day
(1962:4-5, 147).

What Allen is describing, although
not naming it as such, is the pedagog-
ical paradigm of “Pauline orthopraxy.”
That is, the manner in which Paul went
about spreading Christianity serves as a
trustworthy guide, an educational tool,

sive statement regarding the binding
nature of Paul’s ministry is Philippi-
ans 4:9: “The things you have learned
and received and heard and seen in me,
practice these things.” Notice, it is not
just what people have “heard” from
Paul, namely, his doctrine, that they are
to “practice,” but also what they have
“seen” in Paul, specifically, his entire
ministry. Furthermore, Paul says to Tim-
othy: “you followed my teaching, con-
duct, purpose, faith, patience, love, per-
severance” (2 Tim. 3:10). In doing so,
he places his “teaching” on the same
level as his “conduct” in ministry (cf.
Little 2005:116). Thus, in Paul’s mind
there was no dichotomy between or-
thodoxy and orthopraxy—both served
as a legitimate and necessary means
of instruction to others in mission. It
is therefore undeniable that biblical
imperatives have been placed before
the church to pursue mission in the
way of Paul. Consequently, the Apos-
tle “marked out for all time the lines

THE STARK REALITY IS the “subsidization
of the church has been a mistake from the

beginning.”

and an authoritative standard for the
missionary exploits of the church in
subsequent generations. Although there
are solid theoretical, historical, strate-
gic, theological, and missiological bas-
es for the orthopraxy of Paul (cf. Little
2005:75ff), there is space to only touch
on the biblical basis here.

Paul’s orthopraxy in mission draws
support from the imitatio Pauli theme
presented throughout his epistles: “I ex-
hort you therefore, be imitators of me”
(1 Cor. 4:16); “Be imitators of me, just
as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1);
“Brethren, join in following my exam-
ple, and observe those who walk ac-
cording to the pattern you have in us”
(Phil. 3:17); “You also became imita-
tors of us and of the Lord, having re-
ceived the word in much tribulation
with the joy of the Holy Spirit” (1 Thes.
1:6). However, the most comprehen-

10

and principles of successful mission-
ary work” (Speer as quoted in Sanders
1984:105).

So what were Paul’s methods, par-
ticularly with reference to foreign sub-
sidy of local Christian movements?
Three facts are clear: 1) he gave no in-
ducements to either convert to or serve
Christ (cf. Speer 1902:263); 2) he nev-
er transferred funds from churches in
one area to pay for the ministries of
churches in another (cf. McQuilkin
1999:41); and 3) he expected church-
es to step out in mission using local re-
sources (Ac. 19:9-10; 20:33-35; Rom.
1:8; 16:19; 1 Th. 1:6-8). In light of this,
Dean Gilliland notes that if Paul “were
among us today there is no question...
he would expect new churches to pro-
vide the financial basis for their own
lives” (1983:255). To be more specific,
he would labor resolutely to dismantle

the dependency syndrome which pres-
ently characterizes much of the rela-
tionship between the Western and non-
Western church; he would concentrate
on the development of local resources
to grow the church; and he would em-
phasize localization over globalization
as the means to guarantee a productive
future for indigenous Christianity (cf.
Little 2005:235ff).

Appeal for Local Sustainability

The stark reality is the “subsidiza-
tion of the church has been a mis-
take from the beginning. The damage
which subsidies have done has far out-
weighed any good which they have ac-
complished.... In this situation, not a
moratorium on mission, but a morato-
rium on chronic subsidies...is not only
justified but essential for the respon-
sible maturity on both sides of the re-
lationship” (Ramseyer 1980:38). The
Western church is thus urged to em-
bark “upon an era of planned weaning”
through the implementation of “in-
definitely reproducible” patterns (Mc-
Gavran 1970:310). Indeed, as George
Verwer asserts, “the future does not lie”
with more sums of money going over-
seas (2000:100).

This challenge does not imply the
death blow to struggling Christians in
the non-Western world. Quite the con-
trary. Just as respected economists are
discovering that governments in the ma-
jority world can best grow their econo-
mies through international trade rather
than by foreign aid (Easterly 2006:37-
59, 341-47; Moyo 2009:114ff), nation-
als are expressing confidence that in-
digenous Christian movements can and
should be sustained through local re-
sources. For example, with reference
to the church in Kenya, planted over a
century ago but heavily subsidized to
this day, MacMillan Kiiru feels there is
“great willingness” to pay for its minis-
tries with local funds. “Support is guar-
anteed” if the Kenyan church is simply
taught sound principles of stewardship
so that the sixty percent of Christians
who presently do not tithe will begin to
do so (2002:iii, 17).

The field of missiology, although
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relatively young, has come entirely
too far and learned too much to ac-
cept the status quo of the IPM. Missi-
ologists should join together to spur
on the “Ephesian moment” in which
the Christian faith successfully passes
from one culture to another and there-
by becomes “a progressively richer en-
tity” (Walls 2002:10, 79). Not to do so
would betray the best our discipline has
to offer on behalf of the missio Dei.
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To the editors of Occasional Bulletin, Global Missiology, EMQ, IJFM, IBMR

An Open Letter to David Hesselgrave
about a misunderstanding stated in MissionShift about
Ralph D. Winter: With a Response from David Hesselgrave

Dear Dr. Hesselgrave:

Congratulations to you and Ed
Stetzer for your new book, Mission-
Shift. 1 consider this to be a landmark
volume with three great missiologists
(Van Engen, Hiebert, Winter) giving
past, present and future assessments
of evangelical mission. (Well, Winter
could never resist bringing in history, so
we get a perspective on the past a sec-
ond time, as well as his assignment to
talk about the future!). The responses
and responses to responses are thought
provoking and challenging, giving the
feel of a friendly, enriching dialog.

Thank you for including Ralph Win-
ter’s thinking, some of it controversial,
in your new book. This is a wonderful
way to share his legacy with the mis-
sion world. I have always appreciated
your kindness and fairness in interact-
ing with Dr. Winter even when the two
of you had to agree to disagree. Your
summary of Ralph Winter's meta-scien-
tific narrative is fair and balanced, in all
but one point.

You were writing after his death so
Winter was unable to read your re-
sponse to his article. He would cer-
tainly have corrected your statements
about himself on page 290 related to
Open Theism. Those of us who worked
with him on a daily basis realize it is
not a fair assessment of Winter to state,
“along with undercutting the omni-
science of God, Winter’s open theism
would seem to undermine the full au-
thority of Scripture and emasculate the
biblical gospel.”

Winter agreed wholeheartedly with
Boyd'’s thesis about Satan's activity in
this world, but he disagreed with Boyd'’s
thesis about God’s foreknowledge. I
wrote about this in 2005 in an article
about Winter’s “Wartime Missiology.”
Boyd himself admits that his views on
God'’s foreknowledge are not essential
to understanding the warfare world-
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view that postulates that God’s sover-
eignly chosen self-limitations leave free
choice to creatures to potentially use
their freedom for evil purposes. (Greg-
ory A. Boyd. Satan and the Problem of
Evil [Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
2001], 86, 87.)

In corresponding with a pastor who
objected to the fact that Mission Fron-
tiers had published an excerpt from one
of Boyd’s books, Ralph Winter replied
by email (Nov. 11, 2008):

Hardly any magazine excludes documents
on the basis of what else the author might be-
lieve. If we did that we could not publish any-
thing by Luther, Calvin, Spurgeon, Moody, etc.
I personally have absolutely nothing to do with so-
called Open Theism. I think it is ridiculous. [em-
phasis added|

But I am very eager to see Evangelicals
give up a certain pervasive fatalism which
does without a Satan and allows God to be
blamed for every evil act of every being to
whom God has given freewill, angelic or hu-
man, and who chooses to do wrong, and then
explains the evil as God’s mysterious will.

See, if you believe cancer is sent by God and
is always His mysterious will, then you have
no basis upon which to seek out the causes of
cancer and remove them.

I highly respect you, and appreciate
your willingness to give the academic
missions world a chance to see Ralph
Winter’s position on God'’s foreknowl-
edge and the authority of Scripture.
Winter stated in a lecture to his Sun-
day School class in 2005 (“Growing Up
with the Bible”), that “the Bible’s influ-
ence is probably the most important
single strand in the tapestry of my life.”
His family and I would like for him to
be remembered and written about in
years to come with that in mind.

For the Glory of God,

Beth Snodderly, EMS Southwest
Regional Vice President Provost, Wil-
liam Carey International University

Response by
David Hesselgrave

Dear Dr. Snodderly,

I want to express my sincere thanks
for your generous endorsement of our
new book, MissionShift: Global Mission
Issues in the Third Millennium A compila-
tion of the works of fifteen outstanding
evangelical missiologists, it's publication
is mainly due to the untiring efforts of
my coeditor, Dr. Ed Stetzer, and his ac-
complices of the B&H Publishing Group.

More importantly, however, I thank
you for correcting my misperception
and setting the record straight concern-
ing Dr. Ralph Winter’s position relative
to open theism. I obviously misread his
intentions when, on a number of oc-
casions and in various venues, Winter
commended Dr. Gregory Boyd's theolo-
gy and books. For example, Boyd's writ-
ings are cited no less than seven times
in Winter's Frontiers in Mission: Discover-
ing and Surmounting Barriers to the Missio
Dei (sec. ed., 2005, WCIU Press). Now
while it is certainly true that to applaud
an author and his works does not nec-
essarily imply total agreement with him
as Winter says (see op. cit. p. 200), I do
believe that in this particular case more
was required.. It was well known at the
time that open theism was a major is-
sue in the proceedings of the Evangeli-
cal Theological Society. Boyd's answers
to the question “Is God to blame when
bad things happen to good people”—
namely, that Satan is unusually power-
ful and God's foreknowledge is limit-
ed—was also well known. To make ex-
tensive use of Boyd's argument for Sa-
tan’s power without dealing at all with
his argument for a limitation of divine
foreknowledge was, I think, unwarrant-
ed. Winter himself acknowledged as
much in the letter from the questioning
pastor you quoted in your letter. In that
letter and with reference to Boyd's arti-
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cle “Is God to Blame?” Winter wrote, “I
agree that we would have done well to
put a disclaimer saying, ‘Here is a very
thoughtful article but you should know
that we do not endorse everything he
teaches!” Even that admission is vague.
Nevertheless, though Winter disavowed
Boyd's open theism in private correspon-
dence and conversation, there is no in-
dication that he did so in public ven-
ues. As I say, I think he was obligated to
do so under the circumstances that pre-
vailed at that time..

Ironically, had Ralph Winter not
passed away prior to the time when I
wrote the concluding chapter to Mis-
sionShift, it is very likely that this par-
ticular conversation would not be tak-
ing place at all. Subsequent to introduc-
ing his “radically new interpretation of
the Lord’s Prayer and the Great Commis-
sion” (Winter later observed that “radi-
cally new” was probably an overstate-
ment) and with a deep-seated desire to
understand his kingdom mission, I sub-
mitted almost everything I wrote about
it to my colleague Ralph Winter in or-
der to make sure that I was not misrep-
resenting his new position. Moreover, he
and I carried on an extended and some-
times rather intense dialogue almost
up to the time of his homegoing. (In-
cidentally, I hope to see that dialogue
made public at some point in the fu-
ture.) However, though over time we ex-
changed views on a wide range of relat-
ed topics I cannot find any reference to
open theism as such. It did conflict with
the position of the ETS on inerrancy so |
inquired as to his view on that. He wrote
assuring me that he was a firm believer
in the complete integrity of the Bible au-
tographs and we left it at that.

Dr. Snodderly, as you know, the bond
between Ralph Winter and I was forged
way back in the 1960s when he was as-
sociated with Donald McGavran and his
School of Church Growth. It was fos-
tered during long years of association
with him while serving on the Board of
Directors of William Carey Internation-
al University; and while supporting his
leadership in the A.D 2000 movement
to complete the task of world evangeli-
zation. The bond was actually furthered
during our extended debate as to the
validity of aspects of his new kingdom
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mission. When one day soon I follow
him to the other side of the valley and,
by God’s good grace, see my esteemed
friend and mentor it will be resumed.
With that meeting and the greater good
of the body of Christ in mind and heart,
I want to do whatever I can to set the re-
cord straight. Ralph Winter did not es-
pouse open theism. I reasoned that he
did on the basis of inference from si-
lence rather than solid evidence. That
was inadmissible and even inexcusable.
I can only hope that it was not also un-
forgiveable.

Thank you for bringing the matter to
my attention. And thank you for con-
tinuing fellowship in advancing the
cause of world missions.

In our Lord,
David Hesselgrave, Lindenhurst, Illinois,
August 5, 2010

Social Versus Theological Pluralism
Continued from page 5

ty of God and the responsibility of man,
“free will” and “predestination,” “work-
ing out one’s salvation” and “God'’s
working in one to will and to act,” the
Kingdom in the “here and now” and
the Kingdom “yet to come.” For unbe-
lievers, these matters are maddening in
their paradoxicality and are seen as rep-
resentative of the allegedly human, rath-
er than divine, origin of the Bible. But to
devoted followers, the balancing of these
tension points contributes to the process
of sanctification, as true disciples attain
maturity through mastery of these—and
other—pairs of principles that seem mu-
tually exclusive.

Sociological pluralism and theo-
logical pluralism represent yet anoth-
er of these Biblical tensions. As apos-
tles of Christ entrusted with a “ministry
of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18)
we must “make the most of every oppor-
tunity” (Ephesians 5:15-17) for contact
and dialogue with Muslim individu-
als, families, and groups. We must wel-
come them into our neighborhoods, our
schools, our civic centers, our homes. In
this sense, the sociological pluralism in-
herent in democratic political philoso-
phies holds a tremendous advantage for
the spread of the Gospel. We should do

all we can to champion this side of the
“tension.”

At the same time, as much as we
might like to identify so-called similar-
ities and “points of contact” between
Christianity and Islam, we must lay
aside all hope of ever developing a con-
sistent theological pluralism that would
encompass these two faiths. While there
may indeed be points for discussion
such as “love of God and neighbor,” an
honest examination and thorough dis-
cussion of these points will reveal that
a true pluralism—in the sense of an ac-
ceptance of the validity of the teachings
of both religious systems—is ultimate-
ly impossible to achieve. The differenc-
es between the faiths are irreconcilable.

So, then, let us take to heart the chal-
lenge of Os Guinness to increase our so-
phistication, to become masters of dis-
cernment, and to attain a Biblically sup-
ported balance between the tension
points such as those we have been dis-
cussing. Only in so doing can we meet
the standards and win the approval of
the God of all Truth; only in presenting
the Gospel in its fullness will we truly be
“loving our [Muslim] neighbors as ourselves.”

Endnotes

1. Os Guinness, The Gravedigger File: Papers
on the Subversion of the Modern Church (Down-
ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1983), p. 41.

2. See the official website at www.acommon-
word.com

3. See www.youtube.com/watch?v=rTY-
9FY13kw

4. Sahih al-Bukhari, Kitab Bad’al-Khalq, Bab
Sifat Iblis wa Junudihi, Hadith #3329.

5. “Just as the Tawrah is not the Old Testa-
ment, or the Pentateuch, as now received by
the Jews and Christians, so the Injil mentioned
in the Qur'an is certainly not the New Testa-
ment, and it is not the four Gospels, as now re-
ceived by the Christian Church...” Abdullah
Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an, New
Edition (Beltsville, MD: Amana Publications,
1998), p. 291.
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through
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With the publishing of the Occa-
sional Bulletin electronically, we

now have the luxury of expanding
the number of pages, and the articles
can be more complete or expanded in
content. Such is the case with this edi-
tion. We will be making other chang-
es in the future, changes that will be
exciting and more interactive. More
information will be forthcoming.
Larry Poston helps us to think of
the distinction between sociological
and theological pluralism, with the
main emphasis being that theological
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pluralism is impossible if we believe
in the unique plan of God in bringing
men to salvation through the work of
Christ alone. He uses thorough logic
in presenting his case.

Chris Little does us a great favor
in summarizing the challenges of de-
pendency, and the dangers that it en-
tails for the furtherance of the Gospel.
While this is not a new topic, Chris
concisely points out from Pauline the-
ology as well as past mission thinkers,
the truth that western funds are a hin-
drance to the theology that Paul laid
out in his mission strategy. The bibli-
ography alone is valuable for future
reference.

We conclude with a gracious in-
terchange between Dr. Beth Snodder-
ly, and Dr. David Hesselgrave on the
thinking of Ralph Winter with regard
to open theism. 1

Partnerships in Pauline Perspective
Continued from page 11
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