


ABSTRACT
A CULTURAL ANALYSIS OF
CAMBODIAN METHODIST CHURCH WORSHIP SERVICES
AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR EVANGELISM
by
Kevin Lowe Joo Oon

Cambodia has been identified as one of Methodism’s fastest growing fields of
mission today. It is also unique in a sense that Methodist mission agencies from five
different countries began missions there separately at different times (the earliest being
eighteen years ago), not knowing of the other’s existence and work. Since then, close to
two hundred churches have been planted, as well as, many other social ministries. Having
served over six years as a missionary sent by the Methodist Church in Singapore, |
believe that I am strategically placed at a point in time in the life of the Methodist
mission and church in Cambodia to make an assessment of the apparent growth. I am
inclined to think that cultural factors played an important part.

The assessment will take on a cultural tack. However, I also believe that cultural
factors are currently used as expressions of worship only and not consciously exploited in
evangelism. Therefore, a study of cultural factors to uncover core beliefs and underlying
worldviews of Cambodians found in their culture was made. An ethnographical study of
the many cultural expressions found in Cambodian Methodist churches” worship,
wedding, funeral services was conducted. The study was done by participating and
observing in the three types of worship services, personal and group interviews with

pastors and leaders of the churches observed.



Findings yielded worldviews that presented many bridges where the gospel can be
effectively presented and correctly understood. As a result I hope that findings will be
pertinent and instrumental to further evangelism, discipleship and church growth.
Otherwise the inability to contextualize the gospel message in Cambodian thought would
also mean an uncertain future for Christianity in Cambodia. Faith comes from hearing (as
in understanding) and contextualization is imperative for understanding. The Cambodian
church is not too much in its infancy, and the political and spiritual climate of the country
of Cambodia remains tolerant and open. One must therefore take advantage of these
privileges to further God’s kingdom in Cambodia but in a manner that will endure by

eriabling Cambodians to speak to their own people and culture with the gospel.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM

[ have often wondered how the gospel of Jesus Christ has become such a
worldwide phenomenon. Someone once said that finally the Christian faith can now be
called a world faith or a world religion for it can be found in all continents. A faith that
was once borne from an ancient Hebraic background and Jewish culture has managed to
travel concentrically outwards across the Roman and Grecian societies to other countries
over time and space coming finally at the doorsteps and backyards of all people. Its
relevance and universality is fascinating and intriguing. The gospel must have been able
to enter and adapt to different cultures yet at the same time retain its pure and
uncompromising message and power. Dr. E. Stanley Jones claims that the message and
power of the gospel can withstand the shock of transplantation (33). People respond, lives
are changed, and finally communities transformed without necessarily sacrificing or
forfeiting local cultural distinctives.

Cambodia is steeped in ancient culture. Its people have a history, some people
believe, dating as far back as two millennia from the Funon Empire. Cultural heritages
have been passed down over the centuries incorporating influences of Indian-Chinese
origins in the country’s history as well as the not too distant colonial history of the
French. The Christian faith, however, is a relative latecomer, the earliest witness being in
the sixteenth century. The gospel needed to penetrate the established mind-set and
worldview of the people of the land. Although conversion saw some measure of success,
it was never to such an extent that the entire country was Christianized. One must not

forget that on top of cultural and religious influences ingrained in Cambodia in the past,
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its more contemporary political instabilities and recent tragic history (Khmer Rouge
Holocaust) also stifled Christianity’s expansion. Nevertheless, Cambodia has seen a
reentry and resurgence of the Christian faith especially in the last decade and a half. The
growth of the church has since been remarkable. The gospel is not just seen and heard but
understood to be relevant to Cambodians’ lives and culture. The faith has been received,
embraced, and promptly assimilated so that the church can move towards indigenousness.
This wide acceptance has come about, I believe, as a result of observing cultural
sensitivities and understanding culture. Cambodians converted because they were able to
understand, experience, and embrace the reality of the faith (and Jesus) for themselves in
their own language and experience.

Cambodia is one of the fastest growing fields in Methodist missions today
(Kimbrough). Church growth has been positive within the Methodist churches and its
missions in Cambodia. I have been serving in Cambodia since 1998. Cambodia has, in
the wake of a postwar era, opened itself to the international, and, more so, to the regional
community which fosters an openness towards the gospel. Needs and opportunities to
share the gospel abound. From a period of extreme suffering, the country, government,
and people pine for a betterment of life that their recent past was unable to provide. Their
openness to embrace new things is an unprecedented window of opportunity even for the
church. The growth of the church is an indication of this openness. This growth of the
Cambodian churches is, to a great extent different from the age of missionary expansion
of the past. The growth, I believe, is more consistent with the cultural sensitivities
required of missions. Cambodian churches planted are seen to be largely indigenous.

They are expressed outwardly and distinctly by Cambodians and the Cambodian way.
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The cultural factors and dimensions inherent in the Cambodian national culture warrant a
closer look and study in order to understand and deploy these factors and dimensions
extensively for evangelistic purposes.

The Purpose Stated

The subject of culture is vast and wide in any cultural context and can never be
fully nor comprehensively unearthed. This dissertation sought to understand how culture
and gospel can play an integral part in evangelism in Cambodia. Attempting to
understand all of Cambodian culture is foolhardy, may take more than a lifetime, or may
not even be possible. Still, such research was vitally important. Because Cambodia is a
traditional society bound deeply by culture, not surprisingly, worship services are
wrapped or expressed in Cambodian cultural forms. However, I strongly contend that the
inherent cultural factors employed are currently and mainly used for worship purposes
and not explicitly nor consciously utilized for evangelism. Cambodian Christians
themselves may not be overtly aware or conscious that culture plays as important a part
in evangelism as in worship. Cultural forms are mainly employed because of
nationalistic, identity, and traditionalistic purposes. The need to understand, employ, and
show Cambodian Christians how to utilize and capitalize further on culture as strategies
for evangelism is the very purpose this research was undertaken.

This study, therefore, examined typical Cambodian Methodist worshipping
congregations in order to understand how the cultural aspects of worship they have
employed in their worship services have positively aided in Cambodians’ openness
toward the Christian faith. It sought to discover and describe the cultural aspects of

Cambodian culture, how they interplay and interact with the communication of the gospel
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in the Cambodian context, and how they may contribute to and be capitalized for
evangelism to the people of this land. The desire and intent of this research was to extract
and localize the worldviews of the cultural forms found in their worship services, to
explicate, teach, and make these worldviews known explicitly to local Christians and,
more so, missionaries, and deploy these worldviews intentionally as strategies for
evangelism.

This study was descriptive rather than prescriptive with the goal of assessing the
importance and correlation of cultural factors to evangelism. The need to discern as much
of the Cambodian culture as possible and construct as many viable bridges for the gospel
to travel to the Cambodian people cannot be overemphasized. The importance of this
subject of research is further underscored as it falls within the pivotal areas of Christian
missions where contextualization and indigenousness determine authentic success of
planted churches. I hope this research will thus help to increase the effectiveness of
evangelism for both missionaries and local Christians as they understand and adopt
cultural sensitivities as bridges for outreach. The research also aimed to safeguard the
future of the Cambodian church in ensuring that the way missions are done by local
churches to their own people will know the imperative nature of embracing and, at the
same time, the peril of discarding or ignoring culture, so that it will lead to proper
indigenousness, continuity, and healthy growth of the future Methodist Church in
Cambodia. Otherwise, much like a rifle where small misaims will always lead to distant
strays, wrong approaches will also inevitably produce weak Christians and churches in

the distant future.
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The Research Questions

The growth of the Cambodian Methodist churches over a short period of time
warrants closer observation and analysis of how this increase has come about. Apart from
the Holy Spirit’s anointing and empowerment, I am inclined to believe that missions
undertaken by the respective agencies have sought to be sensitive to cultural issues. My
leaning is that Cambodians were able to relate to Christian worship because it was
expressed using Cambodian culture. For example, not even a single Methodist Church in
Cambodia is bilingual. All churches planted use vernacular Khmer. Discerning what
cultural factors are expressed in Cambodian Methodist churches and how they can be
employed and exploited in evangelism was the aim of my research.

The three central research questions for the study were

1 What are the practices of Cambodian worshipping congregations presently

found in the Methodist churches?

2. What do the observed practices mean to Cambodians and their
congregations?
3. What are the underlying worldviews expressed in the observed practices

of Cambodian Methodist churches, and how can they be deployed for evangelism?
Definition of Terms
Several terms used in this research need to be defined for readers who may either
be unfamiliar with them or to those whose understanding may differ from the meanings I

intended.
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Culture

Culture refers to the total way of life of particular groups of people. Louis J.
Luzbetak says that culture is a social design for living (60). Culture is an integrated
system of learned behavior patterns that are characteristic of the members of any given
society and encapsulates everything about which an individual is concerned and involved
in a society (Mayers 98). Culture is also learned and transmitted from generation to
generation. It is the superglue that binds people together and gives them a sense of

identity and continuity (Kwast, Origins and Nineteenth Century 362), which includes

everything that a group of people thinks, says, does, and makes—its customs, language,

material artifacts, and shared system of attitudes and feelings. Culture would thus consist

minimally of the following: manners, customs, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, laws, ideas

and thought patterns, language, arts and artifacts, tools, social institutions, religious

beliefs, myths and legends, knowledge, values, concept of self, morals, ideals, and

accepted ways of behavior (Kohls 17).

Worldview

Worldview is the sum of ideas that an individual within a group and/or a group

has of the universe in and around them. Clifford Geertz defines it as “the picture of the

way things in sheer reality are” (127). Mendelson explains it more clearly:
Every worldview has a part of the self from another part, establishing a
dialogue within the self: human nature from that which is not human;
classes and categories of the human that is (sic) social persons; an entity
called nature and another called God; orientation in time and space by
reference to major natural or other phenomena; similar orientation to life
crises in human existence. (qtd. in Medjuhon)

In other words, worldview deals with and tries to make sense of the ultimate issues of life

and beyond. Worldview is a view of reality by which its members live. It is at the heart of
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a culture and from it comes beliefs and values of a culture, which, in turn, influence its
behavior. Worldview determines a person’s view of God, of oneself, and of one’s
meaning in life. Helping to understand how a society makes decisions and ultimately
manifests itself in its peculiar behavior is best seen as a diagram of concentric circles
illustrated by Lloyd Emerson Kwast (see Figure 1). It demonstrates the classic “black
box” problem—continual reductionism. Values cause behavior. Beliefs cause values.

Worldview causes beliefs. People are motivated by what is inside the black box.

BEHAVIOR

BELIEFS

WORLDVIEW

What is real?

What is true?

What is good or best?

What is done?

Source: Kwast, “Understanding Cultures” C-6.

Figure 1. Cultural dimensions framework.
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In Kwast’s diagram, the core of all cultures is the worldview or what is real,
which affects beliefs or what is true, which, in turn, determines values or what is good,
and eventually expresses itself in behavior or what is done (“Understanding Cultures” C-
6).

Evangelism

Good witnessing is a process that moves nonbelievers to progress closer to truth,

righteousness, and Christ by helping them cross the borders of their beliefs towards

conversion (Hiebert, Anthropological Reflections 14). A nonbeliever’s understanding of

Christ is colored by one’s worldview and set of beliefs. The Holy Spirit’s work of
conviction is often not a sudden matter but a process of the Word of God taking root. The
process of evangelism involves bringing people who initially have little or no awareness
of the person and work of Christ to a situation in which they understand the meaning and
implications of the truth of the gospel in a way that will be understood by the hearers in
their own cultural context. Conversion takes place when one’s blindness is ultimately
dispelled, a realization of Jesus Christ as the only true God and a submission to him as
one’s Lord and Savior (Chew 38).
Context of the Study

The focus of this study is on the Cambodian people and its culture. Many factors
affect and subsequently attribute to a people’s culture. The historical factor is definitely
one of them. A brief account of the history of Cambodia may help shed light in
understanding the Cambodian culture and context.

The country came into the international spotlight from its now infamous genocide,

“the Killing Fields,” under the dictator and Maoist Pol Pot. Preceding this episode, the
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country had a colorful history and a glorious past stretching as far back as the ninth
century (before that Hinduism and Buddhism played such an integral part of their culture
dating Christianity). Its roots originated with the Angkor Empire. Cambodia then
experienced Javanese invasion and influence, was colonized by the French, and
succumbed to communist rule under the Vietnamese in the late twentieth century. In
1993, through the United Nations’ assisted election, and subsequent elections in 1998 and
2004, the country stabilized. Though still a kingdom with a monarchy, Cambodia is fully
democratic with an elected government today. The country is predominantly Buddhist,
which is the state or national religion with a majority of ethnic Cambodians called
Khmer. Its people are mainly agrarian and mostly living subsistent off the land and/or are
day wagers. Still, they somehow manage not just to survive but occasionally to break into
a smile with the little they have. Perhaps what has held the country and the identity of a
people called the Khmer together is the steep cultural heritage passed down over the
centuries.

Christian missions to Cambodia began with the Roman Catholics by Portuguese
Dominican priests as early as the sixteenth century (Goh 181). The first Catholic mission
to Cambodia in 1517 was not very successful; however, a Catholic presence was finally
established in the year 1570, first by the Portuguese and then by the Spanish. Catholic
success in Vietnam kept the focus there. French Catholics had the most success. Over
four hundred years the Catholics merely produced a Cambodian prayer book. Only
beginning in the late 1960s did they start to translate other Christian literature. The
Catholic Church did not experience the numerical expansion that the evangelical church

was enjoying. Converting Buddhists to Catholicism was not aggressively pursued by the
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Catholic Church. Notwithstanding, the Nestorians had some form of success in passing
Christianity to the Cambodians. In the Cambodian culture, for example, one finds the
cross (Taylor 56-60) used to ward off evil spirits over the centuries, oral tradition of the
creation, the Fall, and flood epics among minority groups, and the Cham people (ethnic
minority in Cambodia) having ancient terms for Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Maher).

One can learn vital lessons from and for church history from the extent and effects
of Nestorian missions. Christianity had no lasting presence because only the form of
Christianity was passed on. Somehow the message was not assimilated into the
Cambodian life as the Nestorians failed to make the faith indigenous. The Scripture was
not translated and indigenous leaders not trained. Not understanding the culture and
worldview of people would inevitably result in a misfire of passing on the Christian faith.
They did not know to whom or how they were communicating, nor did they discover how
the message was being received.

Evangelical missions, on the other hand, entered the Cambodian scene later.
Cambodia’s recent history has been characterized by wars, coups, civil conflicts, and
other spates of violence that have crippled the country’s economy, resulted in millions of
deaths, and hampered gospel work (Goh 181). The first Protestant missionaries arrived in
1923, translated the New Testament in 1933, and published the whole Bible in 1953. Its
message was not welcomed and few believed or followed it. The history of the
Cambodian church is a story of periods of growth alternating with periods of persecution
culminating in a near annihilation of the church under the Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge
regime. Also, Cambodians who have turned to Jesus Christ from Buddhism or animism

have been accused of betraying their country.
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The aftermath of the war and oppression saw many people open to the gospel, but
the infant church needs much support and prayer. All the leaders are young, and most
lack adequate biblical training. The church lacks unity with many divisions among
congregations (‘“Cambodia Profile”). A major problem inherited then in Cambodian
Christianity and the church has been the influx of many Christian organizations,
churches, and denominations passing on their doctrines and practices wholesale. Again
one sees a total disregard for culture and gospel. Only the forms of Christianity were
passed down.

The ignorance between gospel and culture, however, is addressed more
increasingly with Christian groups, mission agencies, and missionaries employing
sensitivity to local culture and seeking consensus on Christian expression. The mission of
the church must always seek to build mature, self-governing, self-supporting, self-
propagating, and, in more recent mission theological thought, self-theologizing
congregations. The principle of self-theologizing believes that the presence of God has
been in culture even before Christianity’s arrival. Culture then can and should serve as a
tool to explain, understand, reveal, and express Christianity (Bevans and Schroeder 60).

Description of the Project

This project sought to discover how culture has been effectively used in and
through the life of the Christians and the church in their worship, and the potential of how
much more of their culture can be exploited to make the gospel relevant to Cambodians
especially in the spread of Christianity in this window of unprecedented opportunities. I
gathered data about cultural practices and customs from Methodist congregations in their

various worship services. The data was collected through the qualitative research
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instruments of ethnography, namely participant and observation, semi-structured one-on-
one interviews, and focus group interview. Worship services that included Sunday
worship, weddings, and funeral services were easily observable and accessible.
Arranging for pastors and lay leaders from churches for semi-structured, one-on-one
interviews and focus group interview on what were observed were straightforward as
good relationships granted easy access to the many pastors and lay leaders of the
Methodist churches in Cambodia. Qualitative data analysis using the process of coding
was employed to categorize and infer plausible deductions. Thereafter, a careful study of
possible applications and implications for evangelism within the Cambodian cultural
context was made.
Methodology

This qualitative research presented an ethnographic study of cultural norms and
forms in the Cambodian contexts. It sought to understand the perspectives and practices
of Cambodian life by studying the various worship services conducted in the Methodist
churches and, by way of a cultural analysis, examine what these norms imbued by the
national culture mean. The methodologies involved included observation and description,
semi-structured one-on-one interviews, and focus group interview for data collection.
Data analysis employed the use of qualitative research analysis, beginning with a coding
process. Thereafter, evaluations of the findings against biblical literature and theological
understanding on the subject were made, conclusions drawn, cultural bridges identified,
and relevant evangelistic themes, approaches, or methodologies from Scripture

suggested. The fieldwork was conducted in Cambodia in the Khmer vernacular language.
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Subjects

In this project, analyzing data to shed light on Cambodian culture towards
deployment in evangelism was researched within the church by detecting what and how
culture is employed in Christian worship. In order to objectify findings from data that
reflected more accurately and realistically cultural forms and norms in Cambodia, an
adequately wide enough cross section and sampling size of subjects of study was
included. They consisted of Cambodian Methodist churches, pastors, and lay leaders.
The subjects for the study chosen were ten churches from the ten provinces through an
ethnographical study from direct observation, description, and analysis of worshipping
congregations, on Sunday worship, wedding, and funeral services; reflections and
explanations from personal one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with ten Cambodian
pastors and ten other lay leaders; and, finally, a focus group interview of ten people
comprised of five pastors and five lay leaders.

As churches are littered all over the vast country, [ restricted the number of
churches visited to ten owing to time and distance. The criterion for selection of churches
was that they represented a good and valid cross section of churches in Cambodia in
terms of geographical (different provinces) and sociological (urban and rural)
demography. The selection consisted of more than half of the provinces of Cambodia
where churches exist. With the various instrumentations of research, collected data
resulted in findings that confirmed and affirmed aspects of culture inherent of
Cambodians. Ascertaining their worldviews from these cultural norms granted insight on
their perception from which the gospel was accurately disseminated, so that whatever the

gospel means for Christians is also received with the same meaning for Cambodians.
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Variables

The goal of this research was not just to determine what cultural forms are used
and practiced as it was to understand and eventually know what their behavior, action,
symbols, and varied expressions mean. The aim was to peel the surface of superficiality
in order to uncover values and most of all to expose the core of their belief—worldview.
The independent variables for the study were the perspectives of the Cambodian churches
in their worship which may include cultural dimensions such as behavior, symbols,
forms, expressions, reasons, meanings, values, and, beliefs and worldviews (see Figure 1
p-#7). I further looked for data with cultural significance that according to Walter
Goldschmidt, touches-on the biological, psychological, spiritual, and sociocultural
aspects of the human experience (134). The dependent variables for the study included
the practices of the Cambodian churches in their worship. These characteristics include
the following (Kohls 17; Medjuhon):

1. Religion—sacred, life, rituals, myths/legends, system of purity, sacred time,
color, and place are all important pointers.

2. Tradition—beliefs, ideals, customs, symbols, arts/artifacts, tools, language,
festivals, and ceremonies are key indicators.

3. Social norms—personality, concept of self, morals, laws, orientation,
manners, knowledge, social institution, and acceptable behavior are all indispensable
clues.

Instrumentation
The needed data was collected through the qualitative research methods of

ethnographical research—observation, description, and analysis, semi-structured one-on-
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one interviews, and focus group interview. Traditional ethnography involves a blend of
observation and interviewing. Bringing focus group into this combination uses group as
well as individual interviews. Focus group supplemented or served as follow-up data to
either complement or contrast the findings of earlier methods of ethnography (Morgan 3).
A sample of ten congregations, ten pastors, and ten laypersons were selected from
Cambodian Methodist churches for observation and interviews respectively. The church,
its pastors, and lay leaders were observed in their worshipping contexts and interviewed
individually and as a group. A worship observation schedule, based on a working
framework of worship services (see Figure 2) such as Sunday worship, wedding, and

funeral services, was designed for the purpose of this study.

Wedding

Cambodian
Methodist
Worship
Services

Funeral

Figure 2. A working framework of worship services.
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The one-on-one semi-structured interview schedule, using the same working
framework, aimed to understand pastors’ and lay leaders’ thinking, meanings, and values
undergirding the worship symbols, forms, and actions. The focus group interview sought
pastors’ and lay leaders’ consensual perceptions on culture, based on the cultural
dimensions framework. The data was analysed by employing the process of coding.
Data Collection

I visited ten Cambodian churches, observed and recorded the cultural forms
Cambodia congregations are already using in their worship. Subsequently, I conducted
personal interviews of ten pastors and as many church lay leaders individually, and some
of these people were gathered together in a focus group interview of the topics at hand.
Prior the interviews and focus group interview, I had to prepare and translate interview
questions into Khmer. After the interviews were done, recorded and transcribed, I
analyzed the data collected by coding them into different categories and finally
identifying their behavior, values, beliefs, and worldviews.

Delimitations and Generalizability

One of the most obvious delimitations is that this entire research was done
through foreign eyes and minds no matter how colloquial I aspire to be in my
interpretation of facts and figures. Constant safeguards against any form of bias,
prejudice, presuppositions, and perceptions must be adopted. Fortunately, explanations
derived directly from local Cambodians gave objectivity, balance, and accuracy as
against mere observation and interpretation on my part.

The other delimitation present was that only two other qualitative research-type

instruments were used in finding data other than sheer observation, interpretation, and
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comparison, that is, via individual and focus group interviews. Nevertheless, the
advantage of the painstaking case involved is that it allowed me to spend time with
interviewees and enabled better clarification and greater insights.

Yet another delimitation to note is the recognition that human behavior is a very
highly complex phenomenon. Many factors such as motivation, attitudes, and perceptions
are not always immediately seen from overt actions or forms. The prospect of
misinterpretation leading to misunderstanding and judgmentalism is always present.

Perhaps the last delimitation of which to be aware is the fact that the study of
cultural anthropology in the quest to be more effective in cross-cultural missions is not a
magical formula or a sure guarantee of evangelism’s success. It also does not in any way
substitute for the importance, imperativeness, or indispensability of the role that the Holy
Spirit plays. Devasayagam S. Ponraj highlights this precaution clearly: “The study of
cultural anthropology has its own limitations, and only the Holy Spirit has all the answers
to solve all the problems which are faced by the missionaries on the field” (15). Marvin
K. Mayers recognizes the indispensable role of the Holy Spirit but in no way diminishes
the importance cultural anthropology plays:

Cultural anthropology is not a cure-all for missions. It is just one tool of a
well-prepared missionary. Neither does anthropology replace the Holy
Spirit. No real missionary work takes place apart from the Holy Spirit.
How many Christians misunderstand the role and place cultural
anthropology can have in effective ministry. (21)

The role of the Holy Spirit must be recognized and must not be displaced under any

circumstances.
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Theological Reflections
Culture and evangelism are inseparable. When one thinks of evangelism,
immediately, three Great Commission passages spring to mind. They can be found in the
commonly quoted verses in Matthew 28:19-20, “Make disciples of all nations” (NIV),
Luke 24:47, “Repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name to all
nations”, and Acts 1:8, “And you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” The word “nations” (ethne in Greek) from the first
two passages is implicit of all ethnicities (cultural groups). The last verse actually spells
out explicitly and comprehensively the differing cultural people groups that evangelism
entails. Lesslie Newbigin emphasizes the need for cross-cultural mission:
But there are vast numbers of situations ... not only areas which are
geographically distant from any Christian congregation, but also human
communities which (even if there are Christian congregations in the
vicinity) are effectively out of reach of Christian influence for reasons
ethnic, cultural or political. (“Context™ 309)

Cultural differences or distances cannot be ignored in evangelism.

Ralph Winter echoes this concept of cultural and not just geographical distance
essential for evangelism with his explanation of E1-E3 types of evangelism which he
popularized taken from Acts 1:8. The majority of non-Christians live at a cultural
distance from the Christians. Winter adds, “In evangelism, cultural distance is always
more important than geographical distance whether it consists of linguistic difference or
structural prejudice barriers, obstructs effective communication no matter how close the
evangelist is geographically”(#109).

One of the greatest challenges Christianity and the Church face in evangelism 1s

how effectively and meaningfully to communicate the gospel to the many people of the
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world, not only by missionaries but also by the local Christians to their own people.
Cambodia is no different. John Stott and Robert I. Coote rightly say that “our failure of

communication is a failure of contextualization” (Gospel and Culture 1). This failure of

contextualization is very evident from the fact that in the process of establishing churches
in non-Western nations, the culture of the Western church is more often than not
transferred. Missionaries who think they are planting biblically founded indigenous
churches are often, in fact, transferring their culture of Christianity to every nation of the
world instead. From Eastern Europe, to Latin America, to Asia, trying to locate in the
two-thirds world a truly indigenous church is difficult. Most churches reflect more the
culture of the missionaries who planted them than they do the culture of the new
believers.

A case in point is from my personal observation and experience. Having spent a
year serving with the Methodist Church in Lower Myanmar (Burma), I find that being an
autonomous/independent church is not synonymous with being an indigenous one. To
illustrate, a comparison between the two sister Methodist churches/conferences of Lower
Myanmar and my native land of Singapore was made. I arrived in Yangon, Myanmar
(Rangoon, Burma) in October 2004 to participate in their one hundredth and twenty-fifth
anniversary, the Methodist Church in Lower Myanmar having been founded in 1879. The
Methodist Church in Singapore incidentally also celebrated its one hundredth and
twentieth anniversary this year (2005), being younger by six years. The two churches
were, however, founded by the same missionary pastor Bishop Thoburn who was the
presiding bishop of the region. Presently, the Lower Myanmar and Singapore

Conferences consist of about thirty and in excess of fifty churches Methodist churches
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respectively. Both were born out of a missionary era coinciding with the colonial
conquest by European powers, namely the British. Both conferences were endowed with
plentiful funds, missionaries, properties, and church buildings, the form and architecture
of which were reflective of the then glorious day and age.

The similarities, however, stop there. While Singapore became a democratic,
progressive, and industrializing society and nation, Myanmar reverted to martial rule and
dictatorship in the 1960s. While the Methodist Church grew from strength to strength in
Singapore, with over 35,000 members today, the Methodist Church in Lower Myanmar is
struggling with less than three thousand with an ongoing rate of decline. Consequentially,
the church in Singapore prospered to the point of truly being independent, but the church
in Lower Myanmar, though autonomous in status, continues to be dependent on handouts
and donations from external benefactors.

Culturally, Singaporeans are generally Westernized stemming from education,
media, and work, having adopted English as its language of commerce and Western laws
and system as its modus operandi for public administration. Christianity that continues to
be imported from the West still finds an audience who understands, relates to, and
responds to Christianity wrapped in Western packaging. Myanmar, on the other hand,
apart from using its /ingua franca for ministry, sees the Christian expression no
differently from Singapore. The great tragedy is that Myanmar has been in cultural
isolation for the past thirty to forty years. Christians in Myanmar have difficulty
comprehending Western interpretation, concepts, and expression of Scripture fully, let
alone an unbeliever. For example, the only English church there uses the Psalms from the

King James Version for responsive liturgical reading in church worship service. Two-
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thirds of the congregation does not have a standard of English competent or capable
enough to understand it, yet the form is practiced when even English-speaking countries
like America, Britain, and Singapore have consistently revised liturgies to contemporary
English. The chances of revivals are remote as faith comes from hearing (as in
understanding).

In addition, the Methodist Church prides itself on being a connectional church,
connectionalism being a forte or pillar of distinction. The Methodist churches around the
world are bound by doctrine and discipline, and churches established are of similar
texture and culture. The Methodist Church in Lower Myanmar upholds this church
culture to the hilt when they continue to govern themselves with The Book of Discipline

1960 edition (Discipline of the Evangelical Methodist Church), where other conferences

have already had several revisions and updates to remain contemporary with their own
cultural changes. Furthermore, in upholding the form (culture), much focus and resources
are set aside for the maintenance of buildings, impeding the growth of the church (even
though God says he does not live in buildings made of stones). For these reasons, I fear
and speculate what the indigenous Methodist Church in Cambodia may look like whose
culture and history is nothing similar to the West. Whatever the church may become, it
must not be Western in theology, expression, and structure. Finding its own Christian
expression contextualized to its culture is crucial for the future of missions and the
relevance of the gospel for the people of the land.

What John Wesley personified and what Methodism truly stood for, [ believe, was
in its indomitable spirit of scriptural holiness and reaching out to the masses. Wesley’s

motto, “The world is my parish,” exemplifies his desire to bring the gospel to those
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outside the church. Today, as in his time, most Christians lived by a reverse motto bound
by its culture: “The parish is my world.” For the purposes of bringing the gospel to the
masses, Wesley resisted the church system or culture of his day to bring the gospel to
people of another culture (as against the aristocrats or church leaders of his day). The
crucial and imperative question one has to ask in this day and age is whether the gospel
preached is one of transforming power or only one of transferring culture.
Effective communication of the gospel can only occur if contextualization takes
place, that is, biblical in content and culturally relevant in its interpretation and
expression. Sherwood Lingenfelter elaborates about this concept:
The idea of contextualization is to frame the gospel message in language
and communication forms appropriate and meaningful to the local culture,
and to focus the message upon crucial issues in the lives of the people.
The contextualized indigenous church is built upon culturally appropriate
methods of evangelism; the process of discipling draws upon methods of
instruction that are familiar and part of local traditions of learning. The
structural and political aspects of leadership are adapted from patterns
inherent in national cultures rather than imported from denominational
organizations in the home countries of missionaries. (15)

Without contextualization, churches planted rarely have any possibility of becoming truly

indigenous.

Another feature of culture important to recognize is its morphing ability. In fact,
culture constantly changes. The indigenous church makes or breaks solely on the
principle of its ability to speak, and transform within one’s culture, constantly and
consistently, to its own generation. Otherwise, indigenization may also lead to dead
churches in the third and fourth generation of believers. Such a phenomenon also

happened to the New Testament Christians who had begun to define the parameters of

Christianity within the limits of their own cultural understanding. Other similar instances



Lowe 23

can be seen in Acts 11:1-3 where Peter was chided by Jewish converts for eating with
uncircumecised Gentiles; in Acts 15:1, where Jewish Christians demanded Peter to do
what they do in Jerusalem, else salvation be denied; and, in Acts 21:20, where Paul
discovered many Jewish converts reverting back to the law. Indigenized Gentile churches
also fell prey to the same problem where they too lost their vision and vitality as recorded
in Revelation 2-3. The universal vision of evangelism was lost because the gospel
became conditional once again on Jewish or specific Gentile culture and customs of the
churches of their time.

To counter this loss of vision and vitality for evangelism, Andrew F. Walls
suggests that the only way to preserve the indigenizing principle is to observe the pilgrim
principle, which draws the church towards the universals of faith, rooted in obedience to
Christ and the Scriptures. Jesus did warn and pray that his followers be not of, but in, this
evil world (John 17:13-19). Walls believes that pilgrim churches can only arise when
believers receive faithful instruction in the Word of God and respond with obedience as
followers of Jesus Christ to their world (“Gospel as the Prisoner” 97-99).

Overview of the Dissertation

The remaining chapters explain the process taken for the completion of the
research. Chapter 2 aims at understanding prevailing major issues of cross-cultural
missions and evangelism through a literature review, in order to help frame the pertinent
research questions as well as for theological reflection against findings that prove vital
for eventual recommendations from the research. Chapter 3 describes in detail the
methodology used for the research and it ensured that findings from data acquired were

accurate, justifiable, tenable, and essential for credible conclusions. Chapter 4 delves into
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the actual presentation and analysis of data or findings through the methods prescribed
earlier. Chapter 5 discusses the findings, evaluates, and interprets the data through the
lenses of literature reviewed and theological/biblical understanding on the subject.
Plausible recommendations were then proposed for possible applications for ministry in

relevant contexts in the concluding chapter.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE
Cultural Anthropology in Evangelism

The study of anthropology has been around for some time. According to Eugene
A. Nida, “Anthropology is essentially the science of learned human behavior or human
culture” (15). Alfred Louis Kroeber says that anthropology is “the science of groups of
men, and their behavior and productions” (1). Though anthropology has primarily two
main categories, the physical and cultural, the latter has particular relevance to the
application for missions and evangelism. The former is concerned with the biological
aspects of humans (Fuchs 12) or the relationship of human biological variation to
environmental factors (Kottak 11).

Cultural anthropology, on the other hand, is the study of human culture or the
study of the works of humans whose application can range from archaeology to
ethnology, linguistics, and folklore. Anthropologists have long recognized that
knowledge of culture is a valuable tool for anyone who is interested in the welfare of
those with whom they are called to serve. Surely then, no one would profit more from the
use of anthropology than missionaries who work in cross-cultural contexts. Over the last
few decades Christian leaders have increasingly been aware of the relevance of the study
of cultural anthropology.

This development is constructive and should be used for effective evangelization
and church planting. Alan R. Tippet writes about the need for the subject: “The study of
anthropology is not a luxury, but a vital necessity for a viable cross-cultural ministry. The

missionary’s knowledge, attitudes, emphases and methods will determine the
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effectiveness of communication” (78). To be serious in evangelism (besides Scripture and
Spirit), cultural anthropology must be taken seriously because cultural anthropology is
the road map for evangelism. One must remember that missiology is the integration of
anthropology and Scripture, evangelism, and social justice.

Most missionaries have been sincere and faithful to Jesus’ bidding. Some have
been more successful than others in winning souls and making disciples for Christ. In the
study of missions and evangelism, much has been deliberated, taught, and debated about
methods. Nevertheless, in the spreading of the gospel, understanding people and their
culture must precede missionary method for the latter is derived from and designed for
the former; otherwise, no effective communication of the gospel can take place, making
evangelism impossible. Jesus and Paul were great masters in understanding the different
people whom they met and to whom they spoke. Jesus’ Incarnation and Paul’s cultural
identification, especially seen in 1 Cor. 9:20 where he would become all things to all
people, so that by some possible means he might save some, epitomized that mastery
(Sider 177). Their approach and methodology were determined by knowing their
audience. Those who listened understood the message clearly and that knowledge
accounted much for their successes in evangelization and discipling.

Similarly, learning about the people targeted for outreach is an imperative for
effective evangelization in this generation. Vinay Samuel and Chris Sugden contend that
one can only be a faithful evangelist when the gospel challenges men and women within
the whole context in which they live (12). The study of people and their culture 1s thus

crucial in the effective communication of the gospel.
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Gospel Traversing Culture

In evangelism, learning about culture is imperative because culture is God’s
design (Gen. 10-11; Acts 17:26-27; Rev. 5:9; 7:9; 21:3). Crossing cultures is very much a
part of fulfilling the Great Commission. Charles Colson says that we actually fulfill a
cultural commission (140). Culture should not be viewed as a barrier but as a carrier of
the gospel (Chew 17). Donald McGavran states that God accepts world cultures, and
crossing cultures is a necessity for evangelism (“Dimensions” 97). God does not merely
work against, simply reside in, or stand above culture but chooses to work in and through

culture (Kraft, Christianity in Culture 103; see Figure 3).

Gospel —_—l Culture S People

Gospel Traversing Culture

People E— Gospel — | Transformed Culture

Gospel Transcending Culture

Figure 3. Understanding gospel and culture.

All theology, Scripture, gospel, lifestyle, and Christianity are culture bound. God
and his word are alive among people. He does not communicate with people in a vacuum
but always in the context of social relationships and their cultural setting (Hiebert,

Anthropological Insights 227). In culture, God connects and becomes real to humans. A
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human being does not merely consist of the physical body but with a “moreness” that
allows one to create, communicate, and behave. This is one definition of a person’s
culture (45-46). Culture is the nonbiologically transmitted heritage of humans (Tylor 1), a

people’s design for living (Kluckhohn 17), and a system of conduct. Every person

belongs to a culture without exception (Kraft, Christianity in Culture 48). Alfred Kroeber
and Clyde Kluckhohn explain further:
Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, or and for behavior
acquired and transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive
achievement of human groups, including their embodiments in artifacts;
the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e. historically derived
and selected) ideas and especially their attached values; culture systems
may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on the other as
conditioning elements of further action (357)
In other words, culture defines a people.
Culture is where people derive their worldviews, forms, meanings, and actions.
Any particular culture will have a view of reality by which its members live, called their
worldview. It is their reality (Kearney 247-70). Worldview determines beliefs and values,
which, in turn, influence behavior. Behavior manifests in language, habits, customs,
social organization, identity, relationships, food, dressing, art, architecture, and other
ways. If the gospel is to be communicated, one must understand a society’s beliefs,
values, and behavioral patterns; otherwise, the message will not be intelligible. David J.
Hesselgrave proposes that one must temporarily adopt the worldview of others and adapt

the gospel in the light of their worldview so as to make the message intelligible and

meaningful (C-44).
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Gospel Transcending Culture

The nature of the interaction between gospel and cultures has been one of the
great contemporary debates in missiology. It has always been a critical issue for the early
churches, such as the church in Jerusalem to the Gentiles, for the Corinthian church with
a basically Jewish gospel to the Greeks, for the Christian apologists who had to translate
Hebrew ideas and concepts in the Hellenistic period, for the schism between East and
West, and for missionaries engaging with other cultures until today (Castle 46). At one
point in the history of modern Christian missions, however, the issue of engaging culture
and gospel has been widely condemned as incompatible and thus downplayed or ignored
entirely, but the recognition and importance of culture’s relevance to the gospel has
rejuvenated interest in Christian missions especially over the last fifty years.

Studying people and culture (cultural anthropology) is a useful tool in separating
culture from the gospel and putting it in terms of the new culture. Nida says, “When
cultural anthropology is applied, people are more likely to understand the gospel message
when communicated” (qtd. in Grunlan and Mayers 28). Understanding the worldviews of
other cultures are powerful contact points or bridges to share the gospel (Burnett, Clash
of Worlds 33). Cultivating cross-cultural theological perspectives is, therefore, a must

(Kraft, Christianity in Culture 48) for this will enable deciphering what core Christian

truths are, what true conversion is, and what kingdom values are expressed indigenously
by different cultures. The truth will look different from different parts of the world

(Soskice 51). The authentic gospel is culturally relevant to all peoples and issues of their

day.
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Interestingly, one of the authenticating and enduring properties of the gospel is its
universality across cultures. Robert H. Glover says that nothing is more deeply embedded
in Christianity than its universality (25). It can live indigenously particular to any cultural
form (Walls, “Gospel as the Prisoner” 93-105). The Lausanne Covenant in its section on
Evangelism and Culture states, “Because man is God’s creature, some of his culture is
rich in beauty and goodness” (“Willowbank Report: Lausanne Committee” C-162). John
Stott describes that “culture may be likened to a tapestry, intricate and often very
beautiful, which is woven by a given society to express its corporate identity. Common
beliefs and customs are part of this tapestry” (26).

Nevertheless, when the gospel is embraced within cultures, it inevitably
transforms cultures because contained within every culture too is its fallen nature. A new
allegiance to Christ through the gospel itself becomes the standard that leads to a cultural
transformation reflecting God’s kingdom (Bryant 118). Unapologetically and inevitably,
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