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One of the most obvious changes in American society over the past generation has been
the rise of pluralism, the co-existence of diverse constituencies, ethnic groups, cultures, religions,
and worldviews within a shared environment. While cultural diversity has always characterized
the largely emigrant society of America, the new pluralism is different in several respects. In the
past, there was at least a perception of a clear mainstream tinged at times by currents of diversity.
Today there is a perception of society as deeply fragmented, with countless constituencies vying
for influence or, in some cases, opting for a militant counter-culture posture. This perception of
society as fragmented is related to the shift in America from an integrated to a segmented society.!
Another feature of the new pluralism involves a mind set. Often expressed in terms of acceptance
or tolerance, pluralism in America also tends toward a kind of comprehensive relativism in which
all perspectives are seen as equally valid, though this view is seldom applied consistently.
Increasingly, claims of exclusive or ultimate truth are viewed negatively as narrow and bigoted. A
further difference in the new pluralism is the reinforcing role of the media. While overt ethnic
diversity on television once was confined to a Cuban on / Love Lucy or comic portrayal of blacks

on Amos ‘n Andy, the advent of cable has meant entire channels devoted to specific constituencies

formed around ethnicity, religion, gender, age, and special interests. Changes in television

'See Douglas Alan Walrath, Frameworks (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1987) for a
discussion of this phenomenon.
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marketing have been mirrored in other media. Pluralism also has been fueled by American
urbanization which, in turn, has been related to global urbanization. Today’s world class cities
bring diverse peoples and cultures together while at the same time weakening the power of family
ties and traditions.

Southern Baptists seem pooﬂy prepared for this new environment. To begin with, the old
and rather monolithic social and religious setting fostered a blurring of gospel and culture which
seldom was challenged. Common responses to the new pluralism have included merely lamenting
the erosion of traditional values, redoubling efforts toward a Constantinian synthesis, and simply
cloistering. Since Southern Baptists have been defined rather narrowly both geographically and
socially such negative responses are understandable. The challenges posed for Southern Baptists
by a pluralistic society are further complicated by two temptations which must be resisted as
Mthateb incompatible with the gospel. The first is the temptation of ethnocentrism, the natural
tendency to evaluate the beliefs, attitudes, and behavior of other cultures by those of our own.
The second, sometimes labeled as cultural relativism, is the temptation to regard every cultural
perspective as equally valid. These two temptations will be addressed more fully later in the
paper. Pluralism, however, may not be all bad news. After all, the Christian faith, birthed and
incubated in a highly pluralistic setting, survived and even flourished in competition with a host of
Jewish sects as well as pagan mystery cults, incipient gnosticism, the traditional Greco-Roman
pantheon, and state-imposed emperor worship. Further, in a free and open exchange of ideas and
perspectives, the trustworthiness of the biblical record and the authenticity of the gospel should
bode well for the church. Unlike other traditions, Christianity can afford to welcome scrutiny of

its roots and faith. Finally, pluralism affords the church an opportunity to forge an identity
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distinct from, though responsive to, the surrounding cultures and even to permeate those cultures
with a contextualized expression of the Christian faith. This paper represents an effort to
understand pluralism and identify ways in which Christians, and especially Christian leaders, can
interact positively within a pluralistic environment in order to communicate and nurture Christian
faith. In pursuit of this agenda, attention has been given to understanding worldview as an
essential component of ministry in a pluralistic setting. Based on the understanding of worldview
set forth, several challenges to the Christian community will be examined. First is the challenge of
working through the cognitive processes common to other worldviews but different from our own
in order to communicate and nurture Christian faith. Second is the challenge of identifying the
critical life-issues presented within other worldviews and addressing these from a truly Christian
rather than a merely Western cultural perspective. Finally, there is the challenge of
contextualizing the disciplines of the Christian Community in ways that facilitate a holistic rather
than superficial embracing of Christ and the Christian faith. In large part, the material in this
lecture has been drawn from the fields of missiology and anthropology routinely used in
transcultural ministries abroad. My interest here is to apply these insights in the American cultural
setting, which has increasingly become a mission field in its own right, and to extend the
discussion to dimensions, or disciplines, of the Christian community often omitted in such

discussions.

Understanding Cultures Through Worldview
One avenue for understanding culture and facilitating transcultural understanding is

through what cultural anthropologists have labeled worldview, the way in which people look at
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reality. Understanding worldview is foundational for identifying the cognitive processes and
recognizing the critical life-issues of other cultures. A leading exponent of worldview theory is
Michael Kearney, whose ground-breaking 1984 work simply entitled World View has done much
to shape present discussions. Kearney maintained that worldview “consists of basic assumptions
and images that provide a more or less coherent, though not necessarily accurate, way of thinking
about the world.” He goes on to argue that worldview provides “structures (schemata, cognitive
maps, images, assumptions, etc.) that determine how much information can be received and how
it is to be organized, and are themselves altered by the received information.”® Hence, there is a
dialectical relationship between knowledge, action, and environment. This same dynamic of
worldview is presented by Jack Mezirow in terms of meaning perspectives which filter, interpret,
and are occasionally transformed by, experience.* Missionary anthropologist Paul Hiebert made
the same point, diagraming a process in which all potential experiences are narrowed to those
which can be experienced through the senses, then further narrowed to those of which people are
conscious, to be narrowed finally to those which can be compartmentalized through a system of
mental organization, a worldview.” Several important aspects of worldview are discernable from

these descriptions. First, as Charles Kraft has noted, people never view naked reality but rather

*Michael Kearney, World View (Novato, CA: Chandler & Sharp Publishers, 1984), 41.
3bid., 47.

*Jack Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Publishers, 1991), 38.

’Paul G. Hiebert, Cultural Anthropology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1983), 6.
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always see reality from ‘inside their heads,” or through a particular worldview lens.® Second, as
has already been noted, worldview provides not only a lens for viewing but also categories for
experiencing and interpreting reality.

These two assertions have enormous significance for Christians seeking to communicate
and nurture Christian faith. To begin with, they demand that Christians recognize the limitations,
or cultural distortions, of their particular perspectives. This limitation, however, is not easily
acknowledged for, as Kearney points out, “humans tend to regard their world-view images and
assumptions about time, space, causality, etc., as absolute and true knowledge of reality.”” This
relates to the problem, referred to earlier in the paper, of ethnocentrism. Operating from an
ethnocentric perspective, the Christian takes for granted that his or her interpretation of Scripture
(or moral judgement, or homilectic method, or value system) is correct. If the worldview
theorists are right, however, everything we do is conditioned by a limited worldview. As
concerns Scripture, we do not approach the text with a blank page or purely open mind, but
rather with presuppositions and predetermined questions; that is, through a particular cultural
lens.® T have seen this illustrated by the response of groups to specific texts both in my own
culture and in other cultures. In one American setting several years ago, a group of college
students expressed concern over the peculiar behavior of the ‘beloved apostle’ in leaning on

Jesus’ breast during the upper room meal of John 13, a behavior they candidly associated with

®Charles H. Kraft, Christianity in Culture (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1979), 29.

"Kearney, 46.

8For a detailed discussion of hermeneutics in relation to cultural factors see Brian K.
Blount, Cultural Interpretation: Reorienting New Testament Criticism (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1995).
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homosexuality. On another occasion, this time in West Africa, another group of Christians
expressed concern over Mary’s remonstrance to Jesus after the death of Lazarus. Her behavior,
they insisted, could only make sense if Mary and Jesus had been involved with each other
sexually. In both cases, of course, the passages were being viewed through and distorted by a
particular cultural lens. Scholars are not immune to such distortions, as evidenced by the rarity of
any significant treatment by Western scholars of the ‘firstborn’ Christology of the New
Testament, even though it appears in the Pauline and Johannine writings as well as Hebrews. The
insignificance of the firstborn in Western society has led to a scholarly devaluation of a concept
which was of great importance in the early church. This paper is not long enough to catalogue
the extent to which extreme Western individualism and materialism have clouded our reading of
Scripture. One benefit of pluralism, then, is what Darrell Whiteman has called the hermeneutic
challenge, the opportunity to expand “our understanding of the Gospel because we now see the
Gospel through a different cultural lens.” Differing worldview perspectives enable us to
approach the text with new sets of questions not provided by our own cultural experience.'®

But worldview also provides a filter through which sensory experience is received and by
which it is interpreted. This presents a different problem, that of communicating to a person of
another worldview. Concerning the missionary engaged in transcultural communication, David
Hesselgrave identifies three possible approaches. Missionaries must either invite their non-

Christian respondents to step over into their own ‘Christian’ worldview in order to understand the

*Darrell L. Whiteman, “Contextualization: The Theory, the Gap, the Challenge.”
International Bulletin of Missionary Research (Vol. 21, No. 7, January 1997), 6.

9See also Blount, viii.
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Christian message, temporarily adopt the worldview of the respondent, or invite their respondents
to ‘meet halfway.” Hesselgrave contends that the secbnd approach is not only the most feasible
but also the most missiologically correct.!' Put another way, the Christian communicator must
bear in mind that the only categories which a respondent possesses for processing information are
- those provided by his worldview. What Hesselgrave, Kraft, Hiebert and other missionary
anthropologists advocate, then, is that Christians adopt as much as possible the categories
provided by respondent’s worldview, an approach often referred to as receptor-oriented
communication.

There is solid biblical precedent for such an approach. Paul, for example, was willing to
adopt categories of reality from the worldviews of his respondents, as evidenced by a comparison
of the predominantly cosmic Christology of Colossians with the predominantly salvation history
Christology of Galatians and Romans. In addressing the former, Paul adopted their own cosmic
perspective, feferring to Christ as the one in whom the fullness of deity dwelled in bodily form and
through whom all things (including thrones, powers, rulers, and authorities) were created, and by
whom all things consist. In the latter instance, his Christology is expressed primarily within the
framework of covenant and salvation history imagery associated with categories such as
Abraham’s seed, law and grace, Mt. Sinai, promise and blessing, sacrifice, and curse. While Paul
did not proclaim two different gospels, he certainly proclaimed the gospel in at least two different
ways. Christian communicators today must be willing to step into the worldview of their

respondents in order to adopt categories which are understandable and significant.

"David Hesselgrave, Communicating Christ Cross-Culturally, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1991), 210-11.
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It should be noted that adopting a respondent’s worldview framework or categories does
not imply blanket endorsement of that worldview. This certainly was not the case for Paul, who
used the categories of the Colossians and others both as a bridge and as a way of challenging their
assumptions. Neither is the view that every cultural perspective is equally valid a corollary of
cultural anthropology. To return to an earlier quote from Kearney, who did not write as a
Christian or missionary, worldview “consists of basic assumptions and images that provide a more
or less coherent, though not necessarily accurate [emphasis mine], way of thinking about the
world.”> Michael C. Howard, also a secular anthropologist, argues that “cultural relativism does
not mean that we should approve or accept without criticism anything a particular people does or
thinks.” Instead, he contends, cultural relativism requires that we evaluate cultural patterns
“within the context of the history, environment, and social circumstances of the people.”* What
such an approach does require is the recognition that worldviews make sense or, as Kearney
noted above, provide a ‘coherent’ way of thinking. Hesselgrave, quoting Donald McGavran,
made a similar point, insisting that culture is “reasonable given the specific circumstances in
which it has developed.” Further, worldview provides a holistic framework, what Robert A.
LeVine referred to as ‘cultural coherence.” This framework, he argued, “is an organized set of
contexts from which customary beliefs and practices derive their meaning.” Consequently,
specific beliefs, values, etc. are not like interchangeable pieces of a puzzle but are very much

integrated into the whole fabric of life. LeVine illustrated this truth by citing the Gusii

2K earney, 41.

“Michael C. Howard, Contemporary Cultural Anthropology (New York: HarperCollins
Publishers, 1996), 8.
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(Northwestern Kenya) people’s belief in witchcraft, which research revealed was connected to at
least three different ‘contexts.” These involved kinship, social, and economic settings which
generated envy; belief in religious figures, living and dead, who could cause or eliminate
afflictions; and beliefs about human nature and bodily processes which involved vulnerability to
spiritual powers."* Thus, while any worldview will not be accurate in every respect, it does
provide its constituents with an integrated and coherent system for experiencing and interpreting
reality, and one that can be a platform for presenting Christian faltlL This understanding of
worldview is foundational for meeting at least three challenges which confront Christians as they
seek to communicate and nurture Christian faith in a pluralistic society.
The Challenge of Adapting to Cognitive Processes
of Other Cultures

Much has been written about Western thinking in contrast to other cognitive approaches.
Hiebert, in characterizing Western thought, identified a number of features including, among
others, the following: Western thought is posited on the assumption that the world is ‘real’ and
that it makes sense; has been shaped by Cartesian dualism; emphasizes a sharp contrast between
humans and nature; focuses on materialism, property, and the right of private ownership; reflects
an analytical approach characterized by either-or thinking, planning, and pragmatism; is
mechanistic and thus preoccupied with production, profit, and quantification; is individualistic and
thus concerned with a search for identity and with self-reliance; elevates time over space; holds a

linear view of time; is future-oriented and emphasizes youth; and values abstract knowledge and

“Robert A. LeVine, “Properties of Culture: An Ethonographic View,” in Richard A.
Shweder and Robert A. LeVine, eds., Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, Self, and Emotion
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 72-3.
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written storage of information.”” These conclusions were reinforced by the description of
Western theology developed by a group of evangelical leaders from the Third World who met in
Seoul in 1982. According to Hesselgrave, their critique of Western thinking identified Western
theology as largely “rationalistic” and “preoccupied with intellectual concerns, especially those
having to do with faith and reason.” They further asserted that Western theology is “molded by
Western philosophies™ and “has consciously been conformed to the secularistic worldview
associated with the Enlightenment.” In addition, they maintained that Western theology has been
captured by the individualism characteristic of Western culture.®  Hesselgrave, drawing upon
the work of Edmund Perry and F. H. Smith, presented a trisystemic understanding of cognitive
approaches in which concepts, concrete relationships, and psychical experience are interrelated.
Using this approach, Western thinking was presented as relying most heavily upon concepts,
followed in importance by concrete relationships, with psychical experience having the least
significance. In contrast, Chinese thought was described as being most influenced by concrete
relationships, followed in importance by concepts, and then psychical experience. Psychical
experience was viewed as the dominant factor in Indian thought, with concrete relationships
occupying a secondary role and concepts providing the least influence. Hence, Western thinking
was described as rational or abstract while Chinese thinking was described as concrete-relational

and Indian thinking as intuitive or mystical.'"” While there are dangers in over-stereotyping a

BPaul G. Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1985), 112-37.

*Hesselgrave,

"Hesselgrave, 297-340.
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particular culture, there is broad agreement among anthropologists that cultures can be depicted
in terms of general worldview, core values, and modal personalities (the general tendencies or
personality characteristics found within the population).'®

Differences such as those noted in the trisystemic system outlined above have tremendous
significance for how the Christian faith is understood and practiced from the three different
perspectives, and these differences affect every discipline of the Christian community. Persons
from a Western perspective are likely to view Christianity primarily as a belief system, while those
coming from a concrete-relational culture are more likely to view the faith as a system of ethics
and those from an intuitional culture are likely to view and experience Christian faith from a more
mystical perspective as mystery. The possible implications of these differences will be considered
later with the challenge of contextualizing the disciplines of the church, but it is important to note
at this point that the kinds of thinking outlined above are becoming more and more common in
American society. Not only are there an increasing number of representatives of other cognitive
approaches sharing the American cultural landscape, these other ways of thinking are actually
permeating traditional Western thought, and with a great deal of assistance from print, film, and
other media. American Christians must learn to think in new ways. Actually, this should not be
too difficult since much of the biblical material is cast in forms that are certainly more concrete
relational and probably as intuitive as they are rational in the Western sense.

Concrete relational thinking, according the Hesselgrave, is characterized by the tendency
“to express, inform, and persuade by referring to symbols, stories, events, objects, and so forth,

rather than to general propositions and principles.” He classified most tribal peoples, as well as

BHoward, 145-47.











































































