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    INTRODUCTION


    Reframing Evangelism


    

      

        The true meaning of life is to plant trees, under whose shade you do not expect to sit.


        NELSON HENDERSON
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      And with the final “amen” closing the evening devotional, the campers jumped up from their seats on the floor in the meeting hall and rushed toward the door. The timber-framed room swelled with the thud of sneakers on the carpet, shouts about dibs on first showers, and questions on if there would be seconds on dessert. As the campers filtered out, the counselors and I (Jay) picked up the markers from that evening’s activity. One of the counselors approached me and asked to talk. “I’m not sure what to do,” he said. “One of my campers just told me they are practicing Wicca. How do I handle that?”
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      As I (Jay) drove up our gravel driveway, I saw our Airbnb guest sitting on the front porch swing, watching the sunset. He was in his twenties, with long hair and a guitar next to him. I took my work bag out of the car and went up to greet him. As I dropped my heavy bag next to the front door, he asked, “Just come from work?”


      “A church meeting, actually,” I replied.


      “Oh really?” he remarked. The questioning look on his face betrayed his indifference and unfamiliarity with Christianity, but he was curious. “What is that like?”
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      The college lunchroom was busy like bees swarming around a hive eager to get honey. Exiting the lunch line, I (Bud) scanned the eating area to see if there was anyone I knew. One person stood out, sitting alone in the busy room. I meandered through the tables and asked if I could share a table. Kassim, a student from Iraq, immediately brightened as he looked up. I thought to myself, How could I enter into friendly faith discussions with someone from a Muslim country without being offensive, or should I just play it safe and not mention my faith at all?
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      Sitting in the passenger seat of the Uber, I (Bud) began a conversation with the driver by simply asking a bit about his day, his family, and so forth. As if he had been eagerly waiting for someone to talk with, he spilled out his concerns for his spouse and the prolonged sickness she suffered.


      “It’s just not fair, it’s not right! We have young children at home, and my wife is so hardworking and kind—it doesn’t make sense she is so sick,” he exclaimed.


      Obviously, this was weighing on him and was foremost in his mind. Could I offer some hope from God, or would this simply make him more angry at God? I wondered.
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      Not one person in these stories came to Christ that day. I didn’t tell them Jesus died for their sins, and they didn’t ask me to lead them in prayer to accept Christ. The consistent thread in these stories is this: I participated in the conversation God was already having in the person’s life and continued that conversation toward Christ. Each of these conversations had a unique starting point, and Christ offered something unique to each one.


      There is no one-size-fits-all approach to evangelism. Instead, Jesus offers power to the Wiccan who is in fear, honor to the Hindu who is feeling shame, belonging with purpose to the Airbnb guest who is indifferent to Christianity, or justice to those feeling guilt for their sin. If we listen long enough, people will tell us where God is starting a conversation with them. Though these conversations are unique, this book will uncover discernable patterns for evangelism in various cultural contexts.


      “I didn’t evangelize unless I led them to Christ” is a sentiment we hear often. The truth is evangelism is not simply about getting people across a finish line. Evangelism doesn’t just mean they make the final spiritual decision with you; it means you are a chapter in their narrative of their journey to Christ. The question is not, How do I make the salvation sale? The question is, How do I make meaningful contributions to the conversation God is already having with people he brings across my path?


      The Holy Spirit’s job is to move a heart. It is our job to pick up on the conversation in someone’s life when God places us in their path. If you’ve felt the pressure that you are the one who has to move a heart, take that weight off your shoulders. That’s the Holy Spirit’s job. Our job is to just cooperate with God in the conversation and trust he will do what only God can do, whether we are there to see the fruit or not. We may not be there to sit under the shade of the tree we helped to plant.


      This book will discuss the unique challenges we face in a twenty-first-century society where we will encounter various religious worldviews. We need to reframe our definition of evangelism so we can live purposeful, God-honoring lives and fulfill Jesus’ calling to tell the world the good news of the gospel. To help us in this journey, we will discuss how to discern various worldviews and how to continue God conversations that are relevant to each of these worldviews.


      

        WHERE ARE YOU IN THE EVANGELISM JOURNEY?


        Thomas has an evangelist’s heart. He loves to tell his African friends about the power of Jesus to overcome evil spirits. As a result, he led many people in Africa to Jesus, and Thomas was known as a powerful evangelist. When he first arrived in the United States, he was certain that he could share his faith with success. Then his confidence hit a brick wall. Whereas Africans had responded with great enthusiasm, now he was met with indifference as he shared his faith. He confided, “I am frustrated, and I do not know why people are not responding. I am doing the same things I did before in Africa, but these Americans are not interested!”


        William Howell described the levels of cultural awareness that help explain Thomas’s journey.1 Howell notes that people usually start their journey of cultural awareness at level one: unconscious incompetence, as demonstrated in figure 0.1.2 This is the stage of blissful ignorance where Thomas was not aware of the cultural differences that would affect his evangelistic methods. He unconsciously assumed that his previously successful practices were universal. At this level, he had no reason not to trust his cultural reflexes based on his prior experiences.
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            Figure 0.1. Levels of cultural awareness


          


        


        Thomas reached level two as he became aware of these cultural differences. He recognized that they were significant, but he did not know the severity and depth of his misunderstanding. He knew there was a problem, but he did not know where or how to adjust. He could no longer simply trust his reflexes. In short, he was frustrated. He was tempted to simply give up.


        Thomas’s story is not unusual. With widespread travel and globalization, most of us will encounter others from a different faith system at our school, work, neighborhood, or sports venues. Like Thomas, our cultural awareness is likely at level one or two. As a result, it is difficult to know how to move forward in sharing our faith. We have a gospel message or presentation that we are comfortable with but does not connect with our audience. Our prayer is that you will gain new hope for intercultural evangelism. Instead of giving up and abdicating evangelism to a few experts with special gifts, you can learn to increase your competency in intercultural evangelism as you move from level one or two to levels three and four. You will learn about different worldviews and how to adjust your starting point for evangelism. You will discover that you can make a conscious effort to learn and develop new reflexes for faith sharing. Along the way, you will develop more confidence and competence in sharing your faith in intercultural contexts. As you continue to practice over time, you can move to level four, where your cultural awareness is second nature and you can trust the new reflexes you have formed.


        We authors are uniquely suited to guide you in this journey. I (Jay) encountered intercultural evangelism firsthand as I served thirteen years as a missionary with SIM International, largely in Ghana, West Africa, with the Builsa people. I also have fifteen years of seminary teaching experience, presently at Asbury Theological Seminary. In addition to my role as co-vocational teaching pastor in a local church plant, I regularly train international church planters and missionaries to effectively evangelize in the various contexts where they find themselves. As an entrepreneur, my passion for mission in the secular marketplace will also inform the latter chapters of the book.


        I (Bud) served twenty years as an evangelist and church-planting missionary in Brazil with Vineyard Missions. I am presently a United States–based missionary with TMS Global and a PhD candidate at Asbury Theological Seminary (where I first met Jay). As Jay and I compared intercultural evangelism experiences and then trained others, we were encouraged to share our experiences in this book. My passion for understanding and engaging different worldviews will emerge early in this book.


        With over thirty-five years of combined missionary experience in various cultures, we have engaged different worldviews with the gospel and trained others to do so. For the last five years, we have researched and taught more than five hundred students to practice evangelism at Asbury Theological Seminary.3 The confidence of seminar participants increased 107 percent, and their ability to practice evangelism increased 300 percent when measuring their skills before and after the training. Students were often surprised at the openness they experienced with spiritual conversations, and some students have seen their friends and family come to Jesus as a result. We are excited to share how to see fruit in intercultural evangelism! There are new opportunities in the twenty-first century that did not even exist in the twentieth century. Be encouraged that there is hope for your family and friends to come to faith in Jesus Christ!


        This book isn’t a quick-fix diet pill or a miracle hair-growth serum (we’ve all seen those ads and are right to be wary of them). There is no quick fix for evangelism, but we will reframe our approach to evangelism by first identifying the worldviews of the participants so we can engage in meaningful conversations to encourage someone in their conversation with Christ. We will also discuss how your actions and lifestyle can combine with your words to become a powerful witness of Jesus. In the twenty-first century, we will also explore the evangelism opportunities that technology creates. God has already started a conversation with everyone walking the earth—and God brings us in at different moments to participate in the conversation and move that narrative toward Jesus.


      


      

      

        PRACTICE


        This book is written for practitioners in both domestic and overseas contexts. At the end of each chapter, you are invited into practice exercises. These are meant to help you become more confident and competent in intercultural evangelism. Whether you are an international student on a university campus, an overseas missionary about to step into a new mission field, or a neighbor to people of other faiths, you are asking similar questions about the people around you who hold very different religious worldviews. The exercises get you started in intercultural evangelism. These are best done in a small group, but they can also be done alone. Just don’t skip over them. For this chapter:


        

          	

            1. Pick one of the initial scenarios at the beginning of the chapter. What further questions would you like to ask to catch up on God’s conversation with that person? Describe where you would start to share the good news of Jesus with this person.


          


          	

            2. Where would you place yourself in the levels of cultural awareness (from one to four)? Recount your previous experiences of intercultural evangelistic encounters that you felt either did or did not go well. What can you learn about yourself and others from these experiences? What attitudes, skills, or knowledge do you need to move to the next level of intercultural awareness?


          


          	

            3. Where would you identify yourself in your confidence and competence for intercultural evangelism? Take the Faith-Sharing Survey in appendix two. Share and discuss your results with others in your small group.


          


          	

            4. Pray for each other, that God will give you all a bold humility as you take steps in obedience through intercultural evangelism.


          


        


      


      



  









  


  

  CHAPTER ONE


  What Is
Intercultural
Evangelism?


  

    

      Suom dan lang chaala, fi lang yuka.


      If a rabbit changes the way he runs, you change the way you throw.


      BULI PROVERB
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    Sadhu Sundar Singh, a beloved Christian from India, told a story of a high-caste man in India who collapsed from heat exhaustion while waiting on a railway station platform. He explained,


    

      Someone ran to the faucet, filled a cup with water, and brought it to the man in an attempt to revive him. But in spite of his condition, the passenger would not accept the water because it was offered in the cup of a man belonging to another caste.


      Then someone noticed that the high-caste man had a cup on the seat beside him, so he grabbed it, went out and filled it with water, returned, and offered it to the man, who now readily accepted the water with gratitude.


      Then Sundar Singh would say to his audience, “This is what I have been trying to say to you missionaries from abroad. You have been offering the water of life to the people of India in a foreign cup, and we have been slow to receive it. If you will offer it in our own cup, we are much more likely to accept it.”1


    


    Intercultural evangelism strives to find a cup that provides suitable starting points for faith conversations so Jesus will be in the center of their worldview.


    Where do we start in our attempt to catch up on God’s conversations with others? Taking the approach of a new missionary in a foreign culture, we will combine a robust missiology with practical evangelism. The result is intercultural evangelism.


    Intercultural evangelism is “the process of putting Christ at the center of someone’s worldview in order to initiate them into Christian discipleship through culturally relevant starting points.” Let’s clarify these concepts.


    

      CHRIST AT THE CENTER OF ONE’S WORLDVIEW


      Putting Christ at the center of someone’s worldview includes an invitation to place allegiance to Jesus Christ above allegiance to any other power, habit, or preference. Worldview includes the affections and emotions in addition to the cognitive aspects of life. We become what we love, not simply what we think.2 A shift that brings Christ to the center of someone’s worldview means salvation results in changing how people love, feel, and think toward Christ.


      Consider Peter from Ghana, West Africa. When I (Jay) first met him, he forbade his wife and children’s church attendance. He feared this would upset his ancestors, particularly if Peter did not offer sacrifices to their tintueta wen (household idol) as a result of attending church. Gradually, Peter attended evening gatherings at my house. Through the light of a kerosene lantern, he learned the stories of Adam, Noah, Abraham, and eventually Jesus. Somewhere along the way, he entered a Sunday church service alongside his wife and children. One Sunday afternoon a few months later, Peter arrived at my house to ask, “Can you come to my house and help me destroy my tintueta wen?”


      I replied, “This is a big step. I will stand with you as you do this, but it must be your decision and action. Are you sure you are ready?”


      Peter replied with confidence in his voice, “Yes! They talked about putting Jesus in the center of your life at church, and I want to do that. I do not need this tintueta wen anymore, since Jesus is the all-powerful one to protect me and my family.”


      Peter understood that putting Jesus at the center of his worldview meant Jesus would replace any other allegiance, including his tintueta wen. This central decision would affect every other decision in his life. He was confident that Jesus had the power to protect him.


      This book focuses on four overarching worldviews in order to recognize where God starts conversations. Historically, evangelists like Billy Graham often started gospel conversations in a worldview that defined the result of sin as guilt. Jesus’ death and resurrection then offered justice before God by paying the price for our sins, thereby removing our guilt. This can be referred to as a guilt/justice worldview. Three other worldviews can be observed that have very different starting points for how they perceive the result of sin and understand what Jesus offers for salvation. Understanding and recognizing these other worldviews equips intercultural evangelists to better perceive where God is starting conversations with others. These worldviews, as described by missiologist/linguist Eugene Nida, are guilt/justice, shame/honor, and fear/power.3 Recent research identified an emerging worldview of indifference/belonging with purpose. Each of these worldviews (and how to engage them) will be discussed in subsequent chapters.


      Peter’s situation reminds us it takes time to bring Christ to the center of someone’s worldview. It may happen quickly through divine intervention, but it often progresses over a long period of time. In this way, evangelism is more of a process or journey than simply a product of one event. Author George Hunter estimates it often takes thirty encounters for someone to finally make a faith commitment.4 We historically have placed all the emphasis on the thirtieth or last encounter, when the participant accepts Christ, but the truth is the first, ninth, and twenty-ninth encounters are all important and necessary for the thirtieth encounter to take place. In fact, it is most likely that you will plant a tree under whose shade you will never sit. Unfortunately, we rarely see visible results unless we are the thirtieth encounter, so it requires faith to trust we planted a seed that God will grow. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:6-7, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God has been making it grow. So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.”


      Centered set and bounded set. Paul Hiebert, missiologist and educator, recommends we focus our priority in evangelism on the participant’s direction of movement; that is, the focus of evangelism should be to address people who are moving away from Jesus (repentance is actually about changing direction) and then direct them toward Jesus, like moving toward the center of a target.5 Again, this is dynamic, since people often change direction in life. This intercultural perspective on evangelism helps us to critically think about the question, What are we inviting people into? Are we, for example, asking people to step over a particular line whereby they now stop drinking, smoking, and so on? Is there a formula or specific prayer for evangelism that we must use?


      Consider George, a man in his thirties, as he drops into the seat across from us at the rescue mission.6 Disheveled and unshaven, this homeless man freely engages in conversation. As the discussion winds down, he unashamedly asks for prayer: “Pray that Jesus will help me overcome my addiction to shoplifting. I just got out of the state prison for shoplifting, and I want to do the right thing. I am asking for Jesus to help me.” Earnestness is etched in his face like the wrinkles creasing his forehead.


      The seminary students are stunned and confused. Later that night, they discuss George’s situation: “Is this man really a Christian? Isn’t stealing one of the basics? I mean, it is one of the Ten Commandments!”


      Another student protests, “Wait a minute. I think that he is a follower of Jesus. Don’t all of us have issues—it’s just that some of them are more visible than others?”


      What does it really mean to evangelize George? How can we know whether we are on the right track? What process would you recommend for George?


      Bounded-set theory. One perspective of evangelism recognizes two types of sets: bounded sets and centered sets. In bounded-set theory, a boundary line clearly separates who is inside the set. In figure 1.1, people outside the boundary line are outside the set. The two people inside the boundary line (closest to the cross at the center) are inside the set. In bounded-set thinking, it is very important to clearly and sharply define the boundary line so there is no doubt concerning who is inside and who is outside the set.
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          Figure 1.1. Bounded set


        


      


      Christians have often taken this approach to evangelism and discipleship. The line is clearly drawn by someone who explains the gospel, and listeners are invited to step across the line. Once they do so, they are in—they are saved (regardless of the direction they are headed afterward). In this paradigm, it is very important to clearly define the line so people can step across it. This line is fixed. Once you are in, you are in. The need for discipleship, then, is very ambiguous. It is interesting to note different denominations draw different lines to determine who is inside. For some, it is a prayer; for others, it may be baptism, coming to the front of a church, speaking in tongues, catechism/confirmation, or something else.


      Centered-set theory. Let’s look at another way of grouping objects called centered sets. In centered-set theory, the determination of who is inside the set is based on the direction of movement (see fig. 1.2). Each person is really pointed in a specific direction. Instead of focusing on proximity to the center, centered-set theory focuses on who is pointed toward the center. In figure 1.2, the three people pointed toward the center are now inside the set. Note that the left person is far removed from the center, yet he is in the set, since he is pointed toward the center. Also, note how one person close to the center is now out of the set, since he is pointed away from the center. Unlike bounded sets, which are defined by the distance from the center, centered sets are determined by the direction of movement.


      Christian evangelism and discipleship can be regarded in this way. The focus of evangelism is to help someone turn away from sin (biblical repentance) and toward Christ. This results in the person moving toward Christ as the center for his or her life. While people all start at different places with varying degrees of baggage, allegiance to Christ is the central issue (not proximity to the center). Let us return to George’s story.


      When George pleaded, “Pray that Jesus will help me overcome my addiction to shoplifting. I just got out of the state prison for shoplifting, and I want to do the right thing. I am asking for Jesus to help me,” the students asked themselves, “Is this man a Christian?”
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          Figure 1.2. Centered set


        


      


      From a bounded-set approach, the students were doubtful. How can a man claim to follow Christ and still be a thief? From a centered-set approach, though, the issue is not about stealing; rather, it is about allegiance to Christ. Is he giving all he knows of himself to all that he knows of Jesus? If so, he is pointed in the right direction! Overcoming shoplifting will be a discipleship issue, like any other addiction, and it will take time. But this should not prevent him from turning his allegiance to Christ.


      In the centered-set approach, evangelism is a part of the discipleship process. Once people turn from sin and give their allegiance to Jesus, they are in the set. Discipleship is the process of keeping people Christ focused amid the temptations to turn their allegiance elsewhere. While certain markers will be important for the disciple (prayer, confession, committing to a church, and baptism, among others), these do not form the basis for salvation. The basis for salvation is allegiance to Jesus—putting Christ at the center of followers’ lives. Discipleship anticipates the barriers in the path ahead and helps move the disciple in the direction of Christ in order to overcome these barriers. Some of the most obstinate barriers may be intimate issues in which people need the power of Jesus to overcome addictions, such as shoplifting. For others, the largest barrier may be an intimate issue in their home, such as their tintueta wen. A focus on the direction of movement leads to the connection between evangelism and discipleship.


      Initiation into discipleship. Scott Jones describes evangelism as “that set of loving, intentional activities governed by the goal of initiating persons into Christian discipleship in response to the reign of God.”7 This helpful insight recognizes evangelism as a process that initiates people into discipleship. Instead of evangelism and discipleship being two separate categories, evangelism is linked to discipleship as one continuous journey. In terms of Hiebert’s centered-set paradigm, participants will turn away from other allegiances and direct their lives toward Jesus. Evangelism initiates people into a lifelong journey of discipleship by keeping allegiance to Christ at the center.


      If the connection between evangelism and discipleship is not clear from the start, then evangelism can be regarded as simply raising a hand or praying a prayer. Unfortunately, this approach to evangelism often leads to many “decisions” but very few baptisms, new church attendance, and life transformation. The assembly-line approach to evangelism does not often produce robust disciples. On the other hand, a hand-crafted approach to evangelism recognizes that each person’s spiritual journey is unique; therefore, the starting point for evangelism is unique as well. This point is critical if we regard the goal of intercultural evangelism: catch up on the unique conversation God has started with an individual and move that conversation toward Jesus. This culturally sensitive approach to evangelism can also lead to a culturally sensitive and transforming approach to discipleship.8


      Culturally relevant starting points. It has been said that there are as many ways of people coming to Jesus as there are ways of couples falling in love.9 Since there are a multitude of contexts where people find themselves, intercultural evangelism recognizes that the starting points for evangelism will be culturally varied, as well. An understanding of the particular cultural background of the participant is key to knowing where to start the evangelism process. This also implies that good listening is a necessary prerequisite to good talking. In a pluralistic world where you will encounter various spiritual viewpoints, this assumption undergirds the process of intercultural evangelism.


      In order to “scratch where they itch,” an effective conversation will proceed very differently when talking with the camp member who is searching for power in Wicca as opposed to the Airbnb guest who is indifferent to the gospel. Charles Kraft calls this being receptor oriented.10 This means you begin with the listener (receptor) in mind and measure success by how well the listener understood what was said. Beginning with the listener in mind requires care and empathy to identify relevant starting points. Isn’t this how friendships normally start? The difference between being understood and being loved is imperceptible. When we listen for starting points for gospel conversations, we demonstrate love for people and their cultures.


    


    

    

      THE APOSTLE PHILIP DEMONSTRATES INTERCULTURAL EVANGELISM


      Consider the example of the apostle Philip in Acts 8. He is guided by the Holy Spirit in an intercultural encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch. Philip is instructed to “go to that chariot and stay near it” (Acts 8:29). This allows Philip to listen to the Ethiopian in order to catch up on the conversation that God is having with him. It turns out that this man is reading from the book of Isaiah.


      After listening, Philip eventually leads with a question, “Do you understand what you are reading?” (Acts 8:30).


      “ ‘How can I,’ he [the Ethiopian] said, ‘unless someone explains it to me?’ So, he invited Philip to come up and sit with him” (Acts 8:31).


      Philip recognizes that God is already at work in the heart of the Ethiopian, who is a God fearer but not a Christ-follower. Thus, Philip is cooperating with the Holy Spirit to create a worldview change that will initiate the Ethiopian into discipleship. Where does Philip start?


      Acts 8:35 describes, “Then Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus.” Philip had listened long enough to know that this was where the Ethiopian’s heart was most receptive to God. As a result, he started his gospel discussion in Isaiah. Note that Philip had never started his gospel presentation here before. In fact, Philip had just recently finished speaking to the Samaritans (Acts 8:5) about the Christ (Messiah), which is very different terminology than he uses with the Ethiopian. Due to this new context, Philip uses a different starting point for explaining the gospel in this intercultural encounter. The Ethiopian then understands the implications for this change in worldview and desires to become a disciple. As a result, he is initiated in Christian discipleship through baptism (Acts 8:38). In short, Philip’s approach (guided by the Holy Spirit) to intercultural evangelism changes the Ethiopian’s worldview as the Ethiopian is initiated into Christian discipleship through a culturally relevant starting point. This intercultural evangelism is born out of “double listening”—listening to the Holy Spirit with one ear and listening to the person with the other. What does this look like for today?


    


    

    

      GOD AT WORK


      Weaving between market trucks that look as if they will tip any second, my car comes to a halt in the Bolgatanga traffic.11 I (Jay) glance in the rearview mirror; it reveals a wide-eyed and determined Felix chasing me down. I pull to the side of the road just as he reaches my car. As he catches his breath, he vigorously shakes my hand and exclaims, “Thank you, thank you, thank you! You saved the life of my child!”


      Bewildered, I wonder if he is thanking the wrong person. I don’t remember saving the life of his child, and I’m pretty sure an event like that is not something I would forget. Honestly, I barely even know Felix. He is a carpenter who built my children’s bunk beds, but every time I tried to speak to him about Jesus, he seemed disinterested. Today, though, the excitement in his voice and his eagerness to track me down indicate that something unusual has happened.


      Reading my puzzled look, Felix explains, “Two weeks ago, I was sleeping on the mat with my family, like I always do. My wife was on one side and our youngest child on the other side of me. In the middle of the night, I dreamed my house was on fire. Suddenly, you appeared in the dream. You pulled out an electrical fuse and the fire immediately went out. I quickly awoke from my deep sleep. I noticed that the child next to me was cold, and I don’t mean just a little chilled. My child was not breathing. I sprang from the floor, grabbed the child in my arms and rushed him to the nearby hospital where they resuscitated him. If I hadn’t had the dream with you in it, I would have slept through the night and awoke with a dead child next to me. You saved the life of my child!”


      I don’t know what to say.


      “Wait, Felix, what night was this exactly?”


      “Tuesday,” he answers, without hesitation.


      Two weeks ago, on Tuesday at around four in the morning, I was suddenly shaken from my sleep. While this may not sound unusual, this is a very strange occurrence for me. My wife and kids joke that I have the gift of sleep because it takes an army to wake me up. Trust me, Christmas morning is a nightmare in my house. My kids jump and hop all over me at six in the morning, trying to rustle me from my deep sleep.


      This night was different though. As I oddly stirred from my deep sleep, I sensed that someone needed prayer. I didn’t know who or where, but it was overpowering. Was it some family member from home? Was it a church member in the village? Was it more close to home—my own children perhaps? I didn’t know. I just felt the burden to pray for somebody, so I acted on it. I prayed all night, until the sun peeked over the horizon. As rays of morning light danced through the window, I suddenly felt released from this burden. Days passed and I never heard or felt anything more about the instance, so I thought I would never know the reason for this strange occurrence—until now.


      Felix soaks in my side of the story with utter amazement. I ask him, “Would you like to know more about the God who wakes people from sleep in order to save your child?”


      Without hesitation, Felix shouts, “Yes! ”


      I explain to him about God’s loving care for the people he created and his salvation and protection offered through the power of Jesus. Instead of disinterest, Felix now hangs on every word I say. With utter joy and a holy wonder, Felix then prays to receive Jesus and start the path of discipleship.


      What started as an ordinary day trip to the market turned into an amazing intersection of lives orchestrated by God. It is a divine type of calculation where God works through ordinary people and everyday circumstances to bring back his lost sheep.


      This story illustrates a contemporary application of intercultural evangelism as “the process of putting Christ at the center of someone’s worldview in order to initiate them into Christian discipleship through culturally relevant starting points.” Felix’s journey was a process that lasted over several encounters, involving several conversations where it seemed that he was not interested! This is not simply a work of human effort, however. God was having a conversation with both Felix and me. Notice how God provided a culturally relevant starting point through this dream. My role was to listen to Felix’s story in order to catch up on the conversation God was having with him. I could then give Felix the opportunity to place Jesus in the center of his fear/power worldview, and he joyously accepted. As a result, this started his journey of discipleship.


    


    

    

      CHANGING CONTEXTS


      Migration and urbanization produced by globalization have changed the face of the world. In fact, the twenty-first-century American culture is “producing the most pluralist generation in American history.”12 Today’s twentysomething generation in America faces major theological and philosophical distinctions among belief systems such as Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, atheism, agnosticism, Wicca, unaffiliated, and those religiously indifferent. How does intercultural evangelism help faithful Christians begin to fulfill the Great Commission in a pluralist society? Many well-meaning Christians are often overwhelmed by the religious options and the challenge of moving someone from one complex faith system to the other that they back out of evangelistic conversations entirely.


      The twenty-first century has brought religious complexity to the forefront. Once we understand these complexities, we will recognize exciting opportunities for effective evangelism. The gospel is still good news for our friends and family, but when the cultural context changes, the presentation of this good news must change as well.


      The goal of our intercultural evangelism approach is to reframe the question from, How do I move someone from a belief system I don’t understand into a Christian belief system? to the question, How do I cooperate with God’s existing conversation with this person of a different belief system to move them in the direction of Jesus Christ?


      Contextual factors are important for evangelism. Have you ever considered Jesus also lived in a pluralist world and adapted his message to his cultural contexts? In fact, he never shared the gospel in the same manner twice. Talk about adjusting to the context! His approach to the shame felt by the Samaritan woman at the well was drastically different from Zacchaeus, who was indifferent to the religious system of his day. Again, Jesus’ approach to the fear of the man filled with demons was drastically different from the way he spoke with the Samaritan woman and Zacchaeus. Like someone trying to catch a rabbit that keeps changing his direction, Jesus took the time to consider the changes in the local cultural context and adapted his approach accordingly.


    


    

    

      WE NEED TO ADAPT OUR APPROACH


      When we do not adapt, we die—simply look at companies such as Blockbuster, which had VHS movies available for rent in almost every town center. When they were not able (or willing) to adapt from analog to digital movie viewing, eventually Blockbuster went out of business. Likewise, when Bill Bright first created “The Four Spiritual Laws,” D. James Kennedy introduced Evangelism Explosion, and Billy Graham started his crusades in the twentieth century, they lived in a different cultural context than we do today. While these approaches addressed their context, we need to adapt to the pluralist society we find ourselves in today. When we use evangelistic practices that are not suited to the worldviews of our listeners, the encounters are often awkward or unpleasant. My students have said they reject formulaic approaches for several reasons:


      

        	

          “Presenting verses of the Bible is like reading fortune cookies. It won’t make sense to the recipient.”


        


        	

          “It’s an oversimplification of a dynamic story.”


        


        	

          “To people in my age group—millennials—they wouldn’t particularly care.”


        


        	

          “It takes the richness of the Scriptures and flattens it.”


        


        	

          “I have seen it done so poorly so often that I have disregarded it as a practice.”


        


      


      These unfortunate conclusions often lead churches to either abandon evangelism or adopt the common evangelism approach Tim Tennent calls “passive congeniality.” Tennent explains, “We tell our congregations to turn and greet those around them and if they see a visitor, they should be very warm and welcoming. Some churches even give special gift bags to first-time visitors, or staff a ‘welcome center.’”13 While these well-intentioned practices should not be abandoned, the “passive congeniality” approach misses many of the greatest opportunities for evangelism in our places of work and play, as well as our social media networks.


      Adjusting to these cultural shifts has always been the way the gospel has moved within societies. Leonardo Boff explains the importance of recognizing these cultural shifts:


      

        Evangelization cannot occur apart from culture. Evangelization always arrives astride existing cultural worldviews. The gospel is not identified with cultures, but it identified in cultures, unable ever to exist apart from a cultural expression, be it the one articulated by Jesus in the Semitic universe, or by Paul within the parameters of Hellenism and the Judaism of the diaspora, or by the Christians of the first centuries in the matrices of the Greco-Roman, and later, barbarian culture.14


      


      In an increasingly pluralistic society, those who share their faith will greatly benefit from understanding contemporary cultural factors. This is an intercultural approach to evangelism since it takes seriously the local cultural context in order to wisely plant the gospel.


    


    

    


      RENEWED HOPE FOR EVANGELISM


      We would like to renew your hope for evangelism! Paying attention to worldviews can make a tremendous difference in the fruit that is produced. Both tree planting and evangelism are a work of the Holy Spirit—we merely cooperate in this process to remove stumbling blocks that may prevent growth. Both processes deserve our careful understanding and adjustment, so God’s people will become good cultivators of the harvest.


      Sociologist Peter Berger, who spent a lifetime studying the process of secularization, argues that pluralism is the major change resulting from secularization:


      

        Our main mistake was that we misunderstood pluralism as just one factor supporting secularization; in fact, pluralism, the co-existence of different worldviews and value systems in the same society, is the major change brought about by modernity for the place of religion both in the minds of individuals and in the institutional order.15


      


      For intercultural evangelists, the complexity of pluralism is of great importance. As we dig deeper into these various worldviews, we will recover the beauty behind various cultural contexts and see the opportunities for evangelism God has placed inside. These various contexts may range from a high-caste man in India to a poor man in a homeless shelter, and everywhere in between. The common factor for intercultural evangelists is to put a high emphasis on people, be open to learning from them, and be flexible in your approach to engage them in faith discussions.


    


    

    

      PRACTICE


      Interviewing new converts to Christianity can provide real information about how people are responding to Jesus instead of how you think they are responding. As evangelism professor George Hunter explains,


      

        New converts often make good evangelizers for several reasons:

 


        (a) New disciples still have many more contacts with pre-Christian people than long-established members have.


         


        (b) They still remember what it was like to try to make sense of one’s life without Jesus Christ as Lord; many longtime members have forgotten.


         


        (c) Their faces and lives still reflect the contagion of a new discovery; many friends and relatives knew them “BC.”


         


        (d) They have not yet had time to become linguistically corrupted by theologians and preachers; they still understand and speak the language of the secular marketplace.16


      


      Visit with a new Christian, particularly someone who previously had a different faith, and ask questions such as:


      

        	

          1. What influenced you to become a follower of Jesus?


        


        	

          2. What people or events had the biggest influence on your decision to follow Jesus?


        


        	

          3. What kept you away from Christianity in the past?


        


        	

          4. Do you have any advice for people trying to share their Christian faith?


        


      


      Reflect on their answers, and see if they help you remember what it was like before you followed Jesus and why you were excited to do so. Better yet, team up with this new Christian to visit some of their friends, family members, coworkers, or mutual acquaintances. This may lead to additional intercultural evangelistic encounters as you are fascinated enough to listen to the Holy Spirit while at the same time listening to others as you enter their world.
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