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I marvel at the optimism of Arthur Johnston and his colleagues. 
who suppose that someone of my limited training and experience 
may be in a position to respond tellingly to two papers written by 
veteran scholars. Buttressed by such optimism. however. I shall 
plunge ahead; but I must first insist that my response offers the 
musings of an amateur rather than the trenchant critique of an ex
pert. 

Tbe paper by D.! : Hiebert fQ9! ntifm Qll one particular 
prohl m, a uestion which belongs to theJu:oader debate concern
in contextuaLization. and seeks to define the problem by appealing 
to a rnathemaru:aC analogy. The paper is a model of clarity and 
good sense. Its basic thesis-that problems between missionaries 
and nationals must be better understood. ~tter analyzeda to the 
basic a um tions of missionaries and nationals. and better as
sessed in the light of Script -befo~nuine rog ess CilIL.L1C 

made -is ~ely one from w9ich no thoughthU beUeyer would 
demu.r. In the hope that I qualify as a thoughtful believer. I concur 
enthu.siasticaJly with this general conclusion. However, several 
minor criticisms of the paper come to mind, criticisms which in no 
way invalidate the general thrust nor dismiss the diversity of opin
ions regarding the boundaries'of the church, but which might en-
courage still greater precision. _ 

(1 ) In the closing paragraph. Hiebert points out that the partic
ipants in the debate would need to agree "whether the church in 
God' view is a bound d body or whether it is a centered one." 
Th n he adds: "But this raises some deep theological questions that 
have so far remained unanswered." In my view. that i not the 
real ~roble~. To frame it that way makes it sound like a problem 
in th physical sciences where all the scientists concerned agree 
th t he problem i as yet unanswered. In theological debates, in-
luding the debate about the boundary/center of the church. the 

probl m is more subtle: either (a) the opposing sides reach different 
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(and perhaps even mutually exclusive) conclusions from the same 
theological evidence. It is not that there is no answer, but that there 
is no universally accepted answ~r. despite massive tomes by emi
nent men; for these men adopt opposing conclusions. Or else (b) the 
two sides adopt opposing positions because of tradition or because 
of copying from non-Christian models, without reaUy considering 
the biblical evidence; or yet again, (c) there may be some theologiz
ing on the nature of the church by one party or by both parties. but 
without adequate distancing of the theologian from his cultural 
heritage, thus rendering his conclusions premature and not le
gitimately normative. These three possibilities represent three quite 
distinct degrees of dealing with the concerns of contextualization, 
and with the concerns of theology proper. But to analyze them 
would require another paper. 

(2) Hiebert's mathematical model does not adequately account 
for the diversity of ecclesiastical structure in the West. The model 
of the church as a bounded set can best be applied to churches with 
fixed membership and congregational government; it applies only 
with considerable strain to certain Brethren assemblies, Presby
terian government, and large numbers of evangelical local 
churches with a national and hierarchical ecclesiastical structure 
(e.g., the Church of England). On the other side. even if being "in" 
in the Indian church really represents moving toward the center. 
and being "out" represents moving away from the center, a dis
tinct differentiation between the "in" and the "out" has been 
achieved. In other words, the mathematical model notwithstand
ing, Hiebert at times seems to be differentiating between, not 
bounded versus centered sets. but between bounded sets with cri
teria ABC for the boundary versus bounded sets with criteria XYZ 
for the boundary. 

(3) The ~est p,roblemin..Hkbe ' ~pm:.jn.m~judgm~t".l!. 
one which seems to aepear with increasing freque y' the writ-
ings of certain Western missiologi ts. · aricatllrizing of 
Western model and th idealizLn..&.of the ir.d WQdd.model I do 
not mJ:!.D to.suggest. that W tern believers have lL co er on all 
truth. But accurate scholarshie is not seryed by overcom nsatiQ!) 
which appe3rSto suggest that Third World believers now enjoy 
that hold on the truth which Westerners confess to have aban
doned.I have neither the time-northe space to catalogue this tilt in 
Hiebert's paper; but I note. in passing, that the section on bounded 
sets contains references to "heretic games," depicts mutually ex
clusive circles (e.g., there is emphasis on organization rather than 
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on interpersonal relationships), makes sweeping generalizations 
(e.g., because the sense of the presence of God at the center may be 
lost. the structure may become self-reliant and secular). and so 
forth. When Hiebert describes the centered set, by contrast. the en
tire presentation is enthusiastic and optimistic. The sole exception 
is a short cautionary paragraph about one possible evil. Such a 
presentation, I submit, will not encourage critical readers to think 
the study is dispassionate; and therefore the paper loses some of its 
value. 

The paper by Dr. Archer raises so many issues that a brief re-
sponse seems impudent. His a r' oc ars-el on the da ge 
of s cretism that attends~textllaliz.ation . The attempt to ad
dress such dangers from a biblical perspective must be roundly ap
pla-uded. Readers of, ~nter alia, certain articles in Gospel i!l Context 
are painfully aware that some modem attempts at cont.extuaHza
tion appeal to what is viewed as biblical precedent to justify prac
tices which come into clashing dissonance with the Scriptures 
elsewhere. Archer seeks to avoid this by painting a large canvas in 
broad strokes, and his warnings are timely. The foUowing observa
tions are therefore not offered as demurrals, but as an attempt to 
sba::rpen the discussion. 

(I) It is important to distinguish more adequately between a be
,liever who maintains his faith while livi~.g in an alien culture, an~ 
a m.issionary who propagates his faith within an alien culture. Both 
mwst beware of the danger of syncretism, but the second has by far 
the more difficult task. Joseph and Daniel, taken as major para
digwns in Archer's paper, belong to the fonner category: it is not ob
vious that they were missionaries. Principles that we learn from 
thei.r heroic stance are important in their own right. but the chal
lenges confronting the missionary demand sharper refinements. 

:By way of modern analogy, we may think of the Christian busi
nessman who lives in certain moderate Islamic countries. He will 
no doubt be faced with important decisions as to how best to pre
serve the integrity of his faith. But the Christian who is committed 
to vangelizing the Muslim will confront a second vast range of 
questions, personal and even governmental. It is no answer to point 
out that every Christian must be a "mis ionary" in some sense, as a 
fun dion of the genius of Christianity; for my point is that Old Tes
tament saints like Joseph and Daniel are not "missionaries" in any 
cas . Rather Joseph and Daniel are models of believers in every age 
who retaiD their personal piety and spiritual commitment despite 
tetaptations, inducements, and threats to compromise. Archer has 
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helped us see a common danger lurking behind both the mission
ary's program of contextualization and the separation of believers; 
but better marking of the distinctions between the two is bound to 
expose ambiguities in the task of contextualization. In the mission
ary's situation, one is forced to a k what aspects of religious 
behavior may be legitimately altered in order to facilitate the com
munication of the me age. It is not obvious that JoSeph and Daniel 
faced that sort of question. 

This may be put another way. "Contextualization" in the 
modern debate concerns the communication and propagation of 
truth, with a view to conversion, in a cross-<::u1tural setting. When 
Archer says, "It is perhaps questionable whether [Abraham's1 re
sort to subterfuge in Egypt ... really amounted to contextualiza
tion," I readily concur. But 1 do so, not only because Abraham's 
conduct was a "craven resort to expediency," but also because 
there is no evidence he was trying to WiD others to the true faith by 
this means. One still detects in this revised draft of Archer's paper 
something of the ambiguity surrounding the term contextualiza
tion found in an earlier draft, where he interpreted the entrance of 
the people of Israel into Canaan. and the command to blot out the 
inhabitants, as an example of "no contextualization at any level." 
Of course, in one sense, such an assessm nt is correct; but that his
torical event is not really an example of missionary work or of 
evangelizing on any level. One wonder~ if in the current debate the 
term contextualization is being pressed so far outside its normal 
usage as to promote conceptual confusion. 

(2) Archer's final lines are of fundamental importance. The es
sential gospel must not be compromised, undermined, or prosti
tuted in any way. But if I understand the nature of the current 
debate. I would say that much of it turns on just what the essential 
gospel truly is. "Never drink, smoke. swear, or cheW/And never go 
out with girls that do," I was advised as a child; but the question 
returns, Do any of uch elements constitute either neceSS4rlj or suf
ficient criteria of true Christianity? How do we deal with the ques
tion of Sunday versus Friday observance in Muslim countries? Or 
with New Guinea tribesmen who celebrate the Lord's table with 
goat's milk and roots? Are we justified, because of the Muslim an
tipathy to baptism. in substituting nonwater rite? If not. why not? 
Just what i the essential gospel? Archer's paper provides us with a 
general principle of real validity. but the worst problems are aris
ing in connection with the interpretatjon of that principle. 

I conclud wjth two personal reflections. First missionary 
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training must include substantive courses in biblical theology; for, 
although the study of contextualization may help the missionary 
free himself from the cultural accretions of his own society, there is 
a growing danger that contextualization will be used as a new tool 
to pervert the gospel into something unrecognizable. Nothing will 
provide a better safeguard than the constant study of the Word of 
God. Second, when we appeal to the freedom of the apostle Paul in 
his evangelistic endeavors, we must not overlook his real continuity 
with salvation history, nor his special authority as one who wrote 
from a revelatory stance which we cannot share. But to explore 
such questions carefully would require two more papers. 

RESPONSE 
• David J. Hesselgrave 

I am reminded of the story of a boy who never uttered a word. 
From his early childhood his parents had left no stone unturned in 
an effort to help their son. Medical doctors, psychiatrists, speech 
therapists-all had been consulted to no avail. They could neither 
locate the cause of the speechlessness, nor induce the boy to speak. 
But the parents-especially the mother-never gave up hope. 
Healthy and normal in every other way, the boy reached those 
years sometimes known as the "terrible teens." One morning, his 
mother served breakfast and, with no expectation of response, in
quired, "Is everything all right?" Imagine her profound surprise 
when the boy answered, "Toast burned, cereal stale." Shocked, she 
disregarded the complaint, threw her arms around her son, and ex
claimed, "Johnny, you can talk! Why haven't you spoken until 
now? Why? Why?" 

The boy reluctantly lifted his gaze and, with a shrug, replied, 
"Till now, everything O.K." 

For almost two thousand years the church has been carrying on 
a missionary enterprise to claim peoples of different countries, col
ors, and cultures for Christ. Now in the last few years, her sons 
have spoken about contextualization for the first time. Why? 
Because "Till now, everything O.K."? No. The problems occa
sioned by the fact that missionaries and nationals often hail from 
very different cultures have always attended the missionary enter
prise. Accommodations to culture have been made. 

Recently, however, we have been made increasingly aware of 
how critical the role of culture really is. To mitigate the impinge
ments of cultural differences on mission we have given new empha
sis to cultural accommodation and have coined the term contextu
alization. 

In an enlightening Master's thesis soon to be published by Wil
liam Carey Library, Trinity graduate Bruce Fleming traces the 
evolution of the concept of contextualization which the Theo-
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