
process of evangelization has been defective and 
incomplete, leaving the pre-Christian animistic 
belief-system and practices virtually intact but 
fused with some Christian elements. 

The Australian anthropologist-missiologist 
ALAN TIpPETT has vividly described his own care
ful observation of the phenomenon in parts of 
Mexico and Guatemala. In these nominally 
Christian communities Tippett saw stark evi
dence of the old animistic belief-system and as
sociated practices in the devotion of Catholic In
dians of Mayan descent. He watched them on 
their knees approaching shrines "more Aztec 
than Christian," and "others putting paper or 
cloth under their bloodstained [sic] knees get 
charged with power for magical or healing pur
poses," all being done as Christian ceremony. 

Tippett also discovered "Christian strands of 
thought" in the "dominantly animistic context," 
which he found to be typically portrayed in the 
native Mexican autobiography, Juan the Chamula. 
Juan, who saw himself as a faithful Catholic, be
lieved, among other things, 

that the Savior watches over people on the 
road. He died on a cross to save the wayfarer 
from the Jews, whom he equates with devils, 
and who were supposedly cannibalistic. 

Originally the sun was cold as the moon, 
but it grew warmer when the Holy Child was 
born. He was the son of a virgin among the 
Jews, who sent her away because they knew 
the child would bring light. st. Joseph took 
her to Bethlehem, where the Child was born. 
The sun grew warmer and the day brighter. 
The demons ran away and hid in the moun
tain ravines . (pp. 21-22) 

Christo-paganism may manifest a variety of el
ements: the survival of discrete cultural com
plexes; the persistence of the old mythical belief
system; the demand for a therapeutic system; 
and a vivid notion of the living dead. Many cases 
could be cited from various parts of the world, 
both Protestant and Catholic. Many Catholics are 
intensely aware of the problem; not all instances 
are as extreme as those mentioned above, but re
semble more what DAVID HESSELGRAVE calls "mul
tireligion." For example, some Batak Protestant 
Christians in Indonesia visit the gravesites of im
portant ancestors at Easter; they make food and 
other offerings to them and seek their blessing on 
the temporal affairs of their descendants. Those 
Bataks from the more profoundly converted re
gions shun such things. Tippett observed a vivid 
example of Christo-paganism in Australia: abo
riginal dream time paintings displayed behind the 
Communion Table. 

Such phenomena are the very antithesis of pos
sessio, which is the investing of an existing prac
tice with specifically and exclusively Christian 
significance. They represent an ANIMISM merely 

Christological Controversies 

submerged, not replaced. The indigenous pagan 
culture has been suppressed by an external cul
tural power, not converted. The pagan worldview 
has been neither adequately critiqued nor dis
placed by a Christian one; the old associated 
practices have been neither converted to authen
tically Christian use nor supplanted by appropri
ate functional substitutes. 

JOHN McINTOSH 

Bibliography. J. Bavinck, Introduction to the Science 
of Missions; D. Hesselgrave, Communicating Christ 
Cross-Culturally; P. Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for 
Missionaries; L. Luzbetak, The Church and Cultures; W. 
Madsen, Christopaganism: A Study of Mexican Syn
cretisms; A. Tippett, Christopaganismor Indigenous 
Christianity?, pp. 13-34. 

Christological Controversies. Owing to the cen
tral place of Christ in Christian thought (quite 
different from, say, the place of Buddha in Bud
dhist thought), there has always been controversy 
over his person and work. The early centuries 
witnessed the rise and virtual demise of several 
Christological heresies which in their day threat
ened the developing stream of orthodoxy. The 
Ebionites thought of Jesus Christ as a human, 
Jewish Messiah, to the neglect of his divinity. The 
Gnostics argued that the "incarnation" was a 
temporary donning of human flesh, for appear
ance's sake, by some deity less than the high God. 
The Arians conceived of the Son of God as a 
lesser deity. Denying the two natures, they argued 
that the nature of the Son took the place of the 
human soul in the historical Jesus Christ. By 
contrast, Apollinarius, while agreeing with the 
Arians that Christ had but one nature, held that 
nature to be thoroughly divine, displacing any 
human soul, such that the "human" properties of 
Christ were nothing more than the animal ele
ments found in human nature. Monarchianism, 
in both its forms, preserved the unity of the God
head by embracing merely functional distinc
tions between the Father and the Son, effectively 
denying the Son's subsistence as God. The Nesto
rians, eager to preserve Christ's human experi
ence, effectively divided his humanity and divin
ity so sharply that it was difficult to see how they 
avoided embracing two persons. 

Some of these heresies have resurfaced in new 
forms during the last one hundred years or so. 
Arianism, for instance, lies at the heart of the 
Christological convictions of the Jehovah's Wit
nesses; some forms of New Age thought seem re
markably similar to some features of ancient 
Gnosticism. The reason for the chasms that di
vide people with one set of Christological convic
tions from those with a quite different set is that 
all sides have insisted that Christology matters. It 
matters, finally, for how one understands Chris
tianity, and thus salvation itself-and therefore 
the church's mission. The same sorts of things 
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Christological Controversies 

could be said about the more radical of the as
sorted Christologies generated by skeptical appli
cation of the historical-critical method during the 
last two centuries (cf. Henry; Runia) . 

But the most recent Christological controver
sies have been generated not so much by alterna
tive interpretations of the sacred text, as by con
structions that simultaneously recognize the 
validity of many elements of orthodox Christol
ogy while setting it in a framework that rela
tivizes it. Thus Panikkar argues that, while Christ 
is incarnated in Jesus, Christ cannot be identified 
with Jesus: Christ is always more than Jesus. 
Christianity may have a monopoly on"'Jesus, but 
not on Christ. God has disclosed himself in 
Christ, and doubtless for Christians the historical 
connection is Jesus. But for Hindus, Christ has 
manifested himself in a different form appropri
ate to that religious structure. Thus there is a 
"cosmic Christ." Rahner would add that this 
means there are "anonymous Christians," people 
who are Christians without ever having heard of 
Christ, or even in some cases who have repudi
ated Christianity as they have experienced it 
while accepting the (unrecognized) "Christ" in 
their own religious heritage. 

Something similar is done with some forms of 
Logos-Christologies. If the "Word" is the light that 
enlightens every person (John 1 :9), then it would 
be wrong to insist that Christianity has some de
cisive advantage. In an alternative construction, 
Hick argues that the only way genuine pluralism 
can prevail among the religions is to postulate 
that there is an ultimate Reality (not even "God," 
since some religions have more to do with ritual 
and veneration of ancestors than with any deity) 
that stands more or less equivalently behind all 
religions . Thus it is entirely appropriate for 
Christians to worship within the framework of 
Christian theology; it is inappropriate for them to 
tell others that they ought to do so too. 

In this way, some positions espoused in the 
most recent Christological controversies wipe out 
the sense of mission, classically conceived, in 
which Christian believers share and proclaim the 
g06d news that in Christ God is reconciling to 
himself a people from every tongue and people 
and tribe and nation. That is now likely to be dis
missed as cultural imposition or, worse, colonial 
manipulation. The only Christological heresy left 
is the view that there is such a thing as Christo
logical heresy. You may believe what you will. but 
you must never say that the eternal salvation of 
anyone is in any way tied to belief in a particular 
Jesus Christ. 

The issues at stake are extraordinarily com
plex. Here it is enough to say that the exclusive 
claims advanced by and in behalf of Christ can
not be so easily dismissed. Despite protests, 
Christians who ostensibly believe in the Christian 
Christ while adhering to the views of Panikkar or 
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Hick are not believing the Christian Christ at all. 
Some of the erroneous views are deeply rooted in 
demonstrably false exegesis. More importantly, 
"Christ" is not a cipher or an abstract notion that 
can be dropped into any religious structure. 
Jesus Christ belongs to the pattern of redemptive 
history that is reflected in the Bible's plot-line. 
Within the meta-narrative of Scripture the bibli
cal Christ has a coherent place. Remove him 
from this plotline, and it is not the same Christ. 
To put it another way, one cannot properly ap
preciate the biblical Christ (whether to accept or 
reject hjm) apart from a firm .grasp of the Bible's 
story-line in which he is embedded. In that case 
the urgency of mission is retained. 

One must also say that many Christological 
controversies around the world at first glance 
seem less traumatic, since they have to do with 
the attempt to anchor gospel presentation of 
Christ in the Scriptures while finding lines of 
burning relevance to local hearers. If the appeal 
for relevance is primary, however, the Christ we 
present may become domesticated to the culture. 
On the other hand, every generation, every cul
ture, needs to continually ask the foundational 
questions regarding who Christ is, as the Bible 
portrays him. It is not surprising that poor be
lievers in forsaken barrios fasten on Jesus' sensi
tivity to the poor and his striking calls for justice. 
It is not surprising that African believers note the 
emphasis on the corporate nature of the people 
of God. It is not surprising that zealous believers 
in the Western tradition are struck by Jesus' ur
gent calls to active mission. This may be all to the 
good. The test in every case is whether some ele
ments of biblical Christology are being blown out 
of proportion while others are ignored. The final 
synthesis needs to be recognizably the Christ of 
the Bible. Alternatively, even if the emphases are 
different, there must be a humble pursuit of bib
lical balance in the efforts of every generation 
and culture of believers to articulate who Jesus 
Christ is, as he is disclosed in Scripture. Christo
logical controversy that is seeking to recover the 
holism of biblical Christology in a world that 
constantly veers toward assorted reductionisms 
is a healthy thing. 

DONALD A. CARSON 

SEE ALSO Uniqueness of Christ . 
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Christology . Every facet of biblical Christology 
could be tied to mission, in that the biblical plot
line that sets out God's mission to redeem from a 
lost race a vast number from every tongue and 
tribe and people and nation is focused on Jesus 
Christ, without whom the missionary plotline 
would be incoherent. 

On the basis of John 20:21, a substantial 
amount of contemporary mission literature con
ceives of the task of mission in terms of incarna
tion (see INCARNATIONAL MISSION). The Gospel of 
John is perhaps the clearest in enunciating the 
doctrine of incarnation, and here too the resur
rected Jesus tells his disciples, "As the Father has 
sent me, I am sending you." 

In general terms (i.e., apart from the meaning 
of this verse), a link between the incarnation and 
mission is valuable on two fronts. Christologi
cally, it focuses on the unique humility of the 
eternal Son in becoming a human being in order 
to perform his Father's will, accomplish his mis
sion, and rescue God's guilty image bearers from 
sin and death. Metaphorically, it is a suggestive 
model of our mission: as the eternal Son entered 
our world to accomplish his mission, so Christ's 
disciples in mission must, as it were, "incarnate" 
themselves into the worlds they are called to 
serve and evangelize. 

On the other hand, it is doubtful that John 
20:21 can responsibly be called on to support this 
emphasis. As Kostenberger has shown in exhaus
tive exegesis, the analogical argument in that 
verse draws in a major theme in the Fourth 
Gospel: the sencling of the Son, the sen cling of the 
disciples, with entailments in the authority of the 
"sender" and the obedience of the one sent. 
John's Gospel does not set forth our going as an 
"incarnation." The observation is more than a 
narrow point of picky exegesis: under the guise of 
the "incarnation" model of Christian mission 
some now so focus -on '.'presenCe" and identifica
tion with those being served that the proclama
tory, kerygmatic, "good news" elements are 
largely suppressed. 

More broadly, the biblical Christology that de
picts Christ as both divine and human develops 
an awareness of the wholeness of Christian mis
sion. This mission is God's initiative; it is under
taken with God's sovereign authority. Yet this 
mission signals more than divine presence, more 
than information graciously provided about this 
God; it signals the Son's costly adoption of our 
nature, living our life and dying our death. In this 
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light, the many chapters of the canonical Gospels 
that describe Jesus' ministry during the days of 
his flesh betray a daunting concern for the whole 
human being. Addressed are questions of health, 
justice, integrity, marriage, generosity, family, 
priorities, humility, truth-telling, death, compas
sion, and much more. Nor is this the exclusive 
preserve of the Gospels. Elsewhere, for instance, 
Jesus' identity with the human race not only 
qualifies him to be our priest and our substitute, 
but ensures that his own strong cries and tears 
make him uniquely fitted to empathize with ours, 
and thus also to save to the uttermost all who 
come to God by him (Hebrews). 

Nevertheless, the wide embrace of Jesus' con
cerns for broken human beings must never ob
scure the fact that such concerns are set within a 
plotline that takes him to the cross. His social 
and humanitarian passions cannot legitimately 
be given independent standing. They are tied to 
the dawning of the kingdom, whose consumma
tion awaits his return, and entry into which is fi
nally secured by the new birth (John 3:3, 5), itself 
predicated on the cross. The Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give his 
life a ransom for many (Mark 10:45). Moreover, 
substantial elements in the ethics of Jesus turn 
on the critical importance of living with eternity's 
values in view. Thus Christian mission, while 
properly being wholistic, must focus on the 
promulgation of the good news that men and 
women can be accepted by God, both now and 
forever, because of what God has done in Christ 
Jesus. 

Genuine Christian mission is impossible apart 
from genuine Christian love, and genuine Chris
tian love is both modeled and impelled by the Fa
ther's sending of the Son out of love for this lost 
world, and by the Son's willing sacrifice on our 
behalf. If we are all by nature children of wrath 
(Eph. 2:3), God's love for us is not a function of 
how lovable we are, but of how loving he is. In
sofar as Christians learn to receive that love, and 
learn to measure their poor love by his great love, 
so also they begin to learn that the love that im
pels Christian mission grows from within (cf. 
2 Cor. 5:14-15). That is precisely the reason why 
Paul thought of himself as a debtor to all (Rom. 
1: 14~: always- there is the de~f love to .be paid, 
for Christ has paid it for us. 

This elementary but fundamental Christology 
has a cllrect bearing on Christian mission. This is 
not sentimentalism, as if the cross of Christ were 
a symbol of love and nothing more. If Jesus' sac
rifice did not in fact aim to achieve something, 
then far from being an effective example of self
sacrificial love, it reduces to sheer insanity. But in 
fact it did achieve something: the reconciliation 
to God their Maker and Redeemer of a vast num
ber of God's image bearers, otherwise lost in pa
thetic and evil rebellion. In that framework, 
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