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Editorial
The year 2018 witnessed the bicentenary celebration of the
founding of the Serampore College in India. The hard work of
missionaries, especially William Carey was remembered. This edition
has three articles based on this event of celebration. Before we take a
look at the articles in this combined edition, we would like to apologize
for not bringing out this combined edition on time.
Simon Samuel reflects on the vision/goal of theological
education under the Senate of Serampore in the light of the Biblical
message. He applauds the Senate for allowing a wide range of churches
and denominations to work and learn together. He opines that
theological institutions in India under the Senate can effectively train
young people only by overcoming the deep rift that can be found in
theological institutions because of narrow minded divisive and intolerant
spirit. Two more articles are included that are written remembering
the great work that Serampore missionaries have done. Wilson Paluri
focuses on the contributions of William Carey toward the reform of
Indian society. He burlesques the misrepresentation of the work of
missionaries like William Carey that they promoted their Western
religion; used coercion to convert; they were intolerant and engaged
in anti-national activities. Rebutting such criticisms, Wilson affirms the
contributions of missionaries through educational institutions; social
reforms; and local language development programs. Babu K.
Verghese, in the same vein, attempts to defend the works of William
Carey in his article, especially focusing on his role in transforming
society through education. He emphasizes Carey’s concern for the
Dalits and the marginalized in society.
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Timothy C. Tennent examines the writings of Justin and
Tertullian of the patristic period; Calvin and Wesley from the 16th and
18th centuries to Christian thinkers in the 19th century in order to
examine their views on universal revelation; general revelation; and
prevenient grace that is operative in the context of other religious
traditions. He concludes by saying that general revelation in other
religions is possible if it is consistent with the Biblical revelation. Robert
E. Coleman, a great name among evangelical theologians, in his article
puts forth “A Theology of Missions.” He insists on making the good
news known to all. The content of the good news is that God loves
the world and has given the Son so that no one should perish. Making
this known is, according to Coleman, world evangelism. He criticizes
theological liberalism that fails to acknowledge and recognize the
Lordship of Christ, but instead focuses on knowing oneself. He
concludes by asserting that only with the help of the Holy Spirit can
the aspirations of the world missions become a reality.
Samuel P. Rajan takes a look at the work of Thomas C. Oden,
a pastoral theologian, who has persisted in paving the way for a dialogue
between theology and psychology. In spite of his analysis of Oden’s
contributions to Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis, Rajan is quite
critical of Oden’s theology and asserts that Oden’s theology can be
problematic in a religiously and culturally plural context. Joel Joseph
investigates Haggai 1: 1-15, which points to the rebuilding of the temple
during the Persian Empire. His intention is to analyze the text from a
postcolonial perspective and bring out the significance of why the
people were reluctant to undertake the rebuilding project, while the
Judean elites rebuilt the temple during the rule of the Persian Empire.
Amar Pandey takes a closer look at the Book of Ruth and raises the
question as to why the kinsman-redeemer did not carry out his duty
and get married to Ruth. He rejected the proposal because marrying
4

meant that the heir would inherit the land and also because it would
result in his economic sacrifice.
Santhosh J. Sahayadoss takes up the challenge to study the
reality of migration from Biblical, theological and missional
perspectives. He first undertakes a contextual analysis of the reality of
migration in the present world. Then he draws insights from the Old
Testament and the New Testament with regard to the topic of migration.
He concludes by reflecting theologically and ethically on the issues of
migration and marginality. He stresses the importance of the churches
to be communities that welcome strangers and foreigners.
Managing Editor
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Transformative Theological Education and the
Curriculum of the Senate of Serampore College (University)
Simon Samuel, Ph. D
Education must be problem-posing where men and women develop their
power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which
and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a
static reality but as a reality in the process of transformation. (Macedo,
2012: 12).
We are surrounded by a pragmatic discourse that would have us adapt
to the fact of reality. … [But] I do not understand human existence, and
the struggle needed to improve it, apart from hope and dream. Hope is
an ontological need. Hopelessness is a distortion to that ontological
need. Hope as an ontological need demands an anchoring in practice in
order to become historical concreteness. (Freire, 1994: 1-2).
When we develop the right story, and learn how to tell it, it will infect the
minds of people across the political spectrum. Those who tell the stories
run the world (Monbiot, 2017: 1).

Introduction
This paper examines the teleios (end/ goal/ vision) of theological
education of the Senate of Serampore College (SSC) in the light of the
biblical teleios of life at the macro (grand narrative/story) level. We are
drawn into these teleioi (‘eschateloned’ into them) by the tale of God in
Christ, and by the vision and mission of the pioneers and long line of
leaders and teachers of the SSC and its affiliated colleges. I am focusing
on the macro level because I consider retaining the biblical teleios at
this level, and retelling the grand narrative (story) of the Bible, and
reiterating and rendering it through theological education and ministerial
training at the micro level are vital ontological needs. If we do not tell
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that story or distort it, we do it at the distortion of our very identity and
existence as followers of Christ.
At the micro level we spell out our goals through the syllabi of
various subjects and the objectives of different degree, diploma programs
from time to time. Therefore, I do not dwell on them here now. Instead
my focus is to challenge us to translate the micro level goals from class
rooms to our communities and to the wider society at a macro level.
After stating the teleios of theological education at the macro
level, the paper goes on to show how the teleioi of various disciplinary
discourses like history, sociology, political economy and cultural studies
(and even natural science studies) relate with and distance from the
teleios of theological education. This is to show that Christian Theology
too is an important discipline, the intent of which is akin to and above
the other human (and natural) sciences. Perhaps the one thing that
marks out this discipline, in comparison with other disciplines, is that it
teaches the past-present-future (the eternal) aspiration/ hope of a group
of people (ancient Israel and the eschatological Israel/Christians) to
live in accordance with the poetics and politics of the biblical God.
The adjective ‘transformative’ in the title qualifies the theological
education and curriculum of the SSC. By this we admit that the
theological education and curriculum of the SSC are ‘transformative’.
If they are not, we would be talking now about ‘transforming theological
education and curriculum’. We have undertaken that task from time to
time. We transformed theological education and curriculum, and Christian
Theology itself from its classical, western, imported moorings to
contextual/ provincial, experiential moorings; from abstract, ahistorical
to concrete historical, liberationist mode; from the dominant center to
the margins; from ‘given-ness’ to ‘construct’; from ‘above’ to ‘below’;
from head (conceptual) to heart (experiential) and hand (praxis). In
pedagogical method too we tilted from a purely banking model to a
problem- posing model of education.
So the adjective, ‘transformative’ suggests that the theological
education and curriculum of the SSC is designed, directed and destined
to transform those who undertake it; and through them and by them,
transform the churches, Christian institutions and communities; and finally
such transformed churches, institutions and communities, transform the
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society at large. Hence, transformation is expected to take place at the
personal, spiritual, ministerial and cognitive levels of students, which in
turn will be translated and transmitted to the communities and institutions,
and those communities and institutions in their turn will ultimately
transform the wider society into what God designed it to be.

I
We reflect on this topic now as we celebrate the bicentenary of
the founding of the Serampore College (1818-2018) and the centenary
of its Senate (1918-2018) to examine how far we have traversed on
this river of transformation. Much water has flowed through the Hooghly
ever since the College was built on its banks. But the immediate vicinities
of the College and the living conditions of the people around seem to be
more or less the same as one walks through the narrow, curly, muddy,
crowded by-lanes of Serampore. If the physical layouts and the
surroundings of Serampore are so today, one can imagine what were
they like at the time of the founders of the College.
The College was founded by three British missionaries: William
Carey, Marshman and William Ward in 1818. It gained legal standing by
the Danish Royal Charter in 1827. The Senate was constituted by the
Serampore College Act, 1918 by the British colonial government when
the British purchased the Danish colony of Frederiknagore and renamed
it from its original name ‘Sri Rampur’ to ‘Serampore’, a name which is
neither English nor Indian! So the College has a western colonial origin
and its locale has a colonial make-up with a postcolonial twist. By its
name, the College was destined towards something ‘beyond’ the colonial
and the native. Though colonial, both the Charter and the Act mandated
the College and the Senate to promote “instruction to youth in Eastern
Literature and European Science” and “piety and learning particularly
among the native Christian population.” (Regulations and Syllabus,
2014: 9).
Thus, the modern western education in general and Christian
theological education in particular began with the western colonists and
missionaries in India/ south Asia. Education in general was introduced
in India by the British to fulfill the Macaulay’s mandate to colonize and
rule India with the consent and cooperation of the natives. But it initiated
a postcolonial process of accommodation and disruption, of both the
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colonial and the native almost simultaneously, at the social and religiocultural fronts leading to the great Indian Renaissance; and at the political
front this process equipped Indians to dismantle the colonial masters’
house with the masters’ tools. During this process, the colonized natives
have undergone transformations which probably would not have
happened otherwise in the way it unfolded in India.
In its two-hundred-year history, Christians of India adapted and
modified the Serampore Senate system to make it uniquely their own
even though the Arts, Science, Commerce segments are handed over
to the Calcutta University. It is perhaps the only College (University) in
India where Theology students mingle with students of other disciplines
on the same campus. At present we can say that we have made the
Senate system our own with a strong emphasis on contextual,
experiential, liberative interests. As we celebrate the bicentenary of the
College and the centenary of the Senate, in many respects we who are
of the Eastern Orthodox, reformed Mar Thoma, Protestant and
Pentecostal ecclesiastical traits of India/ south Asia can be proud of the
SSC. The Senate plays a prominent role in creating a platform for a
wide range of churches (denominations), institutions and associations
to come and learn together by retaining their distinct ecclesiastical ethos.
It enriches the spirit of ecumenism in India. It creates an academic
avenue and atmosphere for the Church to speak with one voice and be
the salt and light in Indian society, economy and polity.
Are we playing that role vocally, visibly, courageously and
engagingly is the question we need to ask at this time? What is the
transformation we aspire, propose and practice through theological
education and curriculum? Yes, we are attaining professionalism in
ministry, proficiency in theological articulation, efficiency in administration
and accountability in the academic matters through a system of affiliation,
regulation, evaluation, examination, and grading under the Senate system.
These micro level goals are met to a large extent satisfactorily and
credibly. All of us constituent members (affiliated colleges, institutions
and churches) of the Senate and the Board (BTESSC) seem to be
satisfied with the functioning of the Senate and its varied structures
(boards of studies and committees, etc.) at the micro levels. Now we
framed a national structure too to function unitedly. We are aware of
the teleology of our pedagogy. We spell that out too in our syllabi and
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course objectives and now in this consultation too as ‘transformative.’
II
But what is the kind of transformation we aspire for through
theological education? On this point there are diverse views. Some would
say transformation is a private and personal affair which must take
place in the areas of religious belief, confession, personal piety and
purity, learning and knowing God, proficiency in the puja (ritual) practices,
etc. But others would say that these individual, inward, spiritual, private
transformations must permeate to transform our community and the
wider society.
Yet others would say that we must limit the goal of theological
education to train capable church leaders who would lead the church
and Christian institutions in such a way that they may be revitalized, and
that more and more people may be added to our churches and thus
India may become a Christian nation one day. But this point of view is
questioned by others saying: why do we do it? What would we accomplish
by turning India into a Christian nation? There were many nations that
turned to Christ in the past, but what had become of them? At one time
there was a Christendom (a Christian empire) too. What did it accomplish
other than Christian colonial domination and crusades?
Now there are a few states too in India with cent percent Christian
population. In some others there are sizable, influential Christian minority
communities. Are the social, political, economic and spiritual living
conditions of the people in those states markedly different from the socalled non-Christian states? In what manner the Christian states show
the way for the other states and the Union of India to emulate them?
Are the governments and peoples of those Christian states making a
difference in the social, material lives of the people there? If not, why
the people of other states too should become Christians?
So ultimately our faith in the biblical God must have implications
on our socio-economic, political, material lives. Knowing the biblical
God and preaching and teaching about this God (Christian piety, Christian
theology, pedagogy and preaching) must have implications on our social,
political and economic living. Theology and Humanism must go together
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as M.M. Thomas, Paulo Freire and many others have so beautifully
argued in their generation from the 1960s. The goal of the Bible and the
biblical God is that humans may become new humans (Eph. 3.15) who
may live in the new heaven and new earth where righteousness dwells
(2 Peter 3.13), and thus the new creation in Christ may be realized in
the here and now too (2 Cor. 5.17). The transformative theological
education aims to achieve this new creation, new humanity, new
household (vasudevkudumb) of God where there will not be any social,
economic, national, gender, racial, etc. dividing, demeaning, damning
walls.
III
Historically, sociologically and culturally transformations towards
this goal that unraveled in human history from antiquity to our times are
understood and explained as the transitions and transformations from
tribal, feudal, primitivism to monarchical despotism to modern complex,
progressive, urban, enlightened, developed societies in which nation
states and democratic governments have become prime players of
transformations. The underlying presumption in these historical, social
and cultural studies approaches is that there have been steady,
progressive, transitions and transformations from ancient tribal
primitivism to feudal monarchism to modern (and in certain cases
postmodern), advanced, developed democratic welfare or otherwise
states (Pinker: 2018). What else can humans achieve beyond this point
is uncertain. Yet one thing is certain that the vast majority of peoples of
these states still long for transformation, i.e., to reach to the goal that
they know they have not yet reached. Hence they are in an endless
cycle of changing the governments (switching the political class) from
one to the other. The aspiration for an egalitarian life of equals in harmony
with one another and with nature still eludes the modern secular
democratic nation states.
In this scenario, the so called historical materialists came along
proposing and pursuing transitions and transformations in terms of
historical materialism: from one mode of production to another such as
the Asiatic, feudal, despotic mode of production to modern capitalist
(bourgeois) to socialist and finally communist mode of production in
which even the state itself would wither away and utopia (eschaton/
teleios) will irrupt in. This was first experimented by the Bolsheviks in
Russia/ Soviet Union under the inspiration of Marx and Engels in 1917.
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But they implemented the transition rather rapidly from monarchic
despotism to state socialism without the intermediate stage of bourgeois
capitalism from blooming itself into its full, ugly form. As a result, there
was an authoritarian, centralized state dictatorship to enforce socialism
which eventually collapsed. Now the former socialist, communist block
too is embracing the capitalist mode of production and market economy
just as Marx envisaged.
So we witness the ruthless reign of capital world over. The apparent
winning ideology at present, in the words of Eric Hobsbawn is “the
theological faith in an economy in which resources are allocated entirely
by the totality of unrestricted market, under conditions of unlimited
competition, a state of affairs believed to produce not only the maximum
of goods and services, but also the maximum of happiness and the only
kind of society deserving the name of ‘freedom’” (Hobsbawm: 1996,
563-64).
But this ultra-liberal utopia of a laissez-faire society has ever
existed just as the utopian goal of the soviet socialists.
So an in-between, mixed program is put forwarded as an impressive
economic miracle of the century (neo-liberal utopia). But here too one
notices a disorientation as the intermediate program had pragmatically
combined public and private, market and planning, state and business
with an obvious advantage to the private market and business with
catastrophic ecological consequences. They reveal that human collective
institutions had lost control over the collective consequences of human
action. The neo-liberal utopians seem to bypass the collective human
decisions.
The failure of these programmatic ideologies of the right, left and
center paved the way for the perplexed in the world to turn to traditional
religions rather fanatically for a plausible alternative. The 21st century
is witnessing the rise of irrational and even romantic populist movements
that are exclusionary, authoritarian (despotic) and contemptuous of
reason, nostalgic of an idyllic past (so we hear of pushpa viman before
the modern airplanes, plastic surgery on Ganesh and Sita as a test tube
baby, etc. Doniger: 2018) rather than being hopeful for an egalitarian
future. This sounds ludicrous in the 21st century, for irrationalities and
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stupidities of the worst kind are played out publicly even before the best
minds of the nation by those who are in the pinnacles of political power.
Religious bigotry plays a part in developing these kinds of irrational,
popular romantic movements such as the ones in Hindutva India and
‘Trump’s’ White America where certain strongmen are projected to
make their nations great again. They consider people as expendable
cells of a superorganism such as the RSS or white nationalists (KKK/
BNP), Neo-Nazis or ISIS which strives for a glorious supreme good
(die for the nation) rather than the well-being of all the people who
make it up (Pinker, 2018: 343). Nationalism too has turned to become
this superorganism with one or the other religious or ethnic group wielding
power in the government. Sponsors of the right, left and center
movements have fallen prey to this kind of nationalist superorganism. It
appears that we are in unchartered waters with religious bigots in the
wheels of power.

IV
But this does not mean the end of history or a hopeless future.
Instead it opens up an avenue and search for what Hobsbawm would
call “a built-in mechanism that generates potentially system changing
periodic crisis” in the socio-economic realms (Hobsbawm: 2011, 418). I
am fascinated with this ‘built-in mechanism” that Hobsbawm is referring
to. What is the ‘built-in mechanism’ that would restore periodic crisis in
human socio-economic fabric so that humans may live in egalitarian
assemblies of equals in God’s creation from the biblical point of view?
Here I recall the Jubilee as the built-in economic mechanism to create
an egalitarian life in ancient Israel (Lev. 25), which Jesus came to
reinstate (Lk. 4.19ff) when ancient Israel refused to practice it (Jeremiah
34). It was then mandated to the eschatological Israel (Ekklesia) of
God in Jesus Christ. On the fiftieth (Pentecost) day of its formation
after the new Passover and the new Exodus in Christ, on a festive
harvest time, the eschatological Israel of God (the Ekklesia of Yesu
Christou) symbolically and practically launched its egalitarian community
of equals (Acts 2,4).
God instituted Jubilee for God’s people in God’s land, for God knew
that when people live for a generation crises can set in, in human socioeconomic life due to the fundamental fallen, selfish nature of humans.
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Therefore, right in the midst of a book that stipulates cultic, ritual, purity
(holiness) laws of God’s people (in Leviticus) we read the Jubilee
stipulations too which clearly teach that religious, ritual purity (holiness)
must go hand in hand with socio-economic purity (holiness). Religious
spirituality cannot be severed from socio-economic spirituality for spirit
cannot be severed from the body.
Every fiftieth year, a reinstatement of an egalitarian economic,
social order must take place among God’s people in ancient Israel (Lev.
25). At the commencement of that year each household in the nation of
ancient Israel must have their fair share of economic resource (land) of
the nation. None should be in God’s land without a due share of God’s
resources was the spirituo-economic principle. There must be a
redistribution of resources at the end of the forty ninth year so that at
the fiftieth year each household will be reinstated on a firm economic
footing to start all over again so that none will fall into perpetual economic
depravity. The kings (governments) are mandated to maintain and
regulate this economic order. Israel failed to live out this life and as a
result they lost their right to live in God’s land (Jer. 34, Ez. 34). This
mandate to live the Jubilee life is now given to the eschatological Israel,
the Ekklesia of Yesu Christou. Thus the onus and opportunity have
come upon us, the Ekklesia.
V
Now the question is how our theological education and curriculum
could educate people to practice this built-in mechanism that would
deal with periodic crises of some falling into depravity, prevent others
from amassing wealth via market and high-tech economic growth at
the cost of an increasingly dispensable factor of production, i.e., human
labor, and world’s natural resources; and persuade the governments
and world bodies and the civil society to accept and maintain a built in
system for an egalitarian economic order in the nation and the world at
large?
Towards this goal what we should do as Christians (as the
eschatological Israel) is to model our Ekklesia (assemblies of God) to
be egalitarian assemblies of equals in some miniature (however imperfect)
manner. This is the place where we should start. But how can our
theological education inspire and create such assemblies if we delete
quietly and covertly courses designed for this purpose from our
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curriculum in order to please a few in the church hierarchy who feel
uncomfortable about such courses? I am referring to the deletion of the
course called “Ekklesia as Democratic Assemblies of Equals” from the
2010 syllabi. The pretext of deleting it was that its content is repetitive
and that it is taught in other courses! But I feel that we have done a
grave disservice to at least dreaming about our goal by deleting this
course from our 2014 revised BD curriculum. It shows that we want to
maintain the status quo in our assemblies (churches) when it comes to
hierarchy, order and governance. Our talk about change is mere lip
service. We do not want our churches to be egalitarian assemblies of
equals. We want our hierarchy untouched, and our church order,
governance, monarchical systems and caste practices to continue, priestly
pride and pomp to exist, and the economic and gender inequality to
prevail in our churches and institutions. As a result, our churches, religious
rituals, theological training, etc. are seen as ‘Christian puja practices’
from which others have little to learn. We exist in India like yet another
religious grouping in the midst of a multitude of other religio-cultural
groupings doing their own mostly irrelevant ritualistic, religious things.
We distorted, if not relinquished, the biblical story to transform the world.
We have no story to tell.
VI
How can our theological institutions initiate egalitarian practices?
I think we need to start from here before we tell to our ekklesia and
other institutions and to the wider society. Though we are very eloquent
about egalitarian ideals in the class rooms, the moment we step out of
the class rooms we exhibit a life away from those ideals in our faculty
meetings, student bodies; and in the college administration where
venomous party spirit, inequality, prejudice, plotting against one another,
pulling one another down and power politics on racial, regional, caste,
gender grounds are played out unashamedly for all, even the wider
society, to see. The students learn from these hidden curricula taught
without words and notes in our colleges. They graduate with them too,
perhaps more than what they learn from the class rooms, and practice
them in their own styles in the assemblies. As a result, some of our
churches and leaders have become laughing stocks before others.
So how can our seminaries and bible colleges model egalitarian
assemblies of equals at least in some small, simple, even imperfect
ways? I think seminary context is where it can be experimented. In our
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seminary communities we must speak that caste practice, racial prejudice,
gender inequality, regional divisions, etc. are demonic. People in the
management, teachers and staff then must deter them by coming together
and communing with one another. This is possible by visiting one another’s
home, having fellowship and prayer meetings in one another’s houses
once a week, and practicing community meals. Let our students see
that what we teach in class rooms we do practice in our campus,
community life too.
On the economic front, I suggest that we should encourage
students who could afford to pay their fees either from their own family
resources or through their church resources to pay it fully or partly.
This is one way by which families and churches can come forward to
own theological colleges, and partner in theological education and
ministerial training. The colleges on their part may constitute development
departments through which some fund collection initiatives must be
launched within and beyond the community and the nation, so that the
church as a whole and others from the wider public too may participate
in theological education and leadership training. Let all those resources
be pooled into a common fund from which the salaries of the staff may
be given, and those who cannot afford to pay fees may be given
scholarship. The concept of koinonia and common fund, and everyone
putting into it and taking from it according to need in some small, and
even inadequate, ways must be practiced. Students may be told that
their fees is their participation in building up the common fund, and thus
by paying the fees they participate in building the assembly of God
(koinonia/ sabha). The students may be also taught to emulate this
and practice it in their churches where those who are in need may be
taken care by those who have, so that the praxes of equality and mutual
responsibility in a symbolic way may develop in churches (2 Cor. 8-9).
The sacrament (Holy Communion and Baptism) times are significant
occasions to teach and practice these socio-economic egalitarian
principles in a symbolic manner in our ekklesia.
These may sound silly; but they are significant economic and social
koinonal initiatives that must be practised in the seminary context and
the students must learn and see them practiced in at least an elementary
way in our community life inside and outside the class rooms. They
must be told that this is how the spirituo-economic life of the seminary
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community is maintained. Then only they will take it to their parishes,
institutions and communities. When small, scattered Christian churches
practice such socio-economic koinonia, outsiders who live around them
will notice the koinonal living of Christians. It will inspire them to emulate
this life. Transformation thus must take place from below, from the
ordinary and little things, so that it may permeate to greater things (social
and institutional structures) and transform them.

Conclusion
Transformative theological education is aimed at the transformation
of human life through transforming communities and societies to live as
new humans in Christ. New Humanity/ New Creation/ the New Heaven
and Earth where righteousness dwells is the teleios we have in Christ.
It is our tale. It is our dream, our ontological dream. Not having and not
striving to see it realized here and now is a distortion of our ontological
need and a disservice to theological education.
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Introduction
The topic I have been assigned is the role of universal revelation,
sometimes called general revelation or prevenient grace, in the context
of other religions. I want to provide a broad historical overview of how
this issue has been dealt with over the history of the church, especially
as it is applied to non-Christian religions. I will conclude with a few
pointers to further research which explores in depth how these themes
have been operative in the context of other religions.
Christians committed to historic orthodoxy argue that salvation is
mediated through Jesus Christ. Thus, to have a robust soteriology one
must affirm the uniqueness of Christ; particularly, the centrality of his
death and resurrection and traditionally, most historic Christians would
insist on the necessity of a personal response. However, what is far
less clear among those espousing historic orthodoxy is whether affirming
the centrality of Christ should foster a more negative, confrontational,
assessment of other religions, or if it could be the basis for a more
generous view which demonstrates greater continuity. One’s attitude
towards other religions touches deeply on a range of theological
considerations, including our understanding of revelation, how we
understand the Fall, our soteriology, and our epistemology. Even if all
non-Christian religions ultimately fall short and cannot provide salvation
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because they do not accept the centrality of Christ’s work, or sufficiently
foster human repentance and faith, this still does not settle the question
of whether Christian truth is completely detached from truths which
may be found through general revelation or whether other religions can
serve as a stepping stone or a tutor to Christ just as, for example, the
Old Testament Law functioned.1
The purpose of this paper is to overturn the widely held notion that
this is a modern debate growing out of what is commonly called the
“scandal of particularity” or that this debate is merely another sign of
the malaise emerging from the breakup of Christendom, an increasingly
pluralistic world, and the rise of Post-modernity. While we do live in an
age where exclusivist views of soteriology are widely scoffed at by the
wider culture, the deeper issues surrounding the role of general revelation
is a perennial one in the life of the church. This paper will explore the
role of general revelation in relation to other religions in the patristic
period, the Reformation and later Wesleyan revivals, and finally, the
rise of 19th century fulfillment theology.

Patristic Period
The patristic period is that 350-year period which runs from close
of the Apostolic Age around 100 A.D. to the Council of Chalcedon in
451 A.D. It is this period which give us such remarkable figures as
Tatian, Clement, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Athanasius,
the Gregorys – Nazianzus and Nyssa, Jerome and Augustine, to name
a few.
For our purposes, we will focus on the theology of Justin Martyr in
his Apologies and his creative use of the logos concept, and, in particular,
his use of the phrase, “logos spermatikos.” There are three works
which form the corpus of what remains of Justin’s writings: His First
and Second Apologies, addressed to Emperor Antoninus Pius and his
more extensive and well-known Dialogue with Trypho, a very important
precedent for inter-religious dialouge.2 It is a fictional conversation
1
For more on this, see my, “Can Hindu Scriptures Serve as a ‘Tutor’ to
Christ?” as found in D. A. Carson, ed., TheEnduring Authority of the Christian
Scriptures (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2016): 1057-1088.
2
It is beyond the scope of this case study to examine a wide range of other
works such as the Discourse to the Greeks and The Admonition to the Greeks which
have been attributed to Justin. However, the vast majority of Justin scholars reject
that these additional works are genuine writings of Justin.
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between Justin and a Jew named Trypho and was probably based on
actual dialogues Justin had with Jewish leaders.3
Justin’s use of the concept of logosspermatikos or ‘seed of the
word’ in his apologetic writings is of particular interest to us in this
conference. The general concept of logos was well known in the
ancient world, and it is used in a wide range of ways in the writings of
Platonists, Stoics, Hellenistic Jews and, of course, in the Prologue to
John’s Gospel. There is a fierce debate among scholars, which is beyond
the scope of this paper, about which of these groups had the biggest
influence on Justin, but most agree that finally Justin developed the
concept in a way which was singularly his own. The specific expression
‘logosspermatikos’ also appears in writings from several strands of
thought in the ancient world. For the Middle Platonists, the concept of
logos spermatikos was an ethical principle which sowed the
foundational ‘seeds’ from which human ethics arises. In contrast to the
ethical emphasis among Platonists, the Stoics interpreted
logosspermatikos as reason. They frequently use the expression in
the plural, ‘logoispermatikoi’ (seeds of reason), referring to a rational
capacity that pervades the entire universe and which allows humans to
reason and, ultimately to participate in divinity. The Hellenistic Jew
Philo also uses the expression in his disputes with the Stoics. He seems
to use the expression vaguely to refer to a ‘governing faculty’ or
‘generative principle’ which is present in all of nature. The exact
expression logosspermatikos never appears in the New Testament,
although Jesus’ parable of the Sower depicts the Word (logos) being
sown broadly into the world leading many to argue that this theological
usage, rather than the more philosophical orientation of the Stoics and
Platonists, is the primary reference for Justin. Indeed, Justin even uses
the expression ‘sowing of the logos’ in his Second Apology.4
The most explicit connection between the general philosophical
usage and the more Biblical and theological imagery appears in the
Prologue to John’s gospel. John, addressing the gospel to a Greek
audience, uses the familiar philosophical term logos as his starting point,
L. W. Barnard argues that the Dialogue with Trypho is based on an actual
dialogue which took place in 132 A.D. which was later expanded and elaborated for
apologetic purposes. See, L. W. Barnard, Justin Martyr (Cambridge University
Press, 1967), 24.
4
Second Apology 13.
3
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but connects it with the divine, spoken word which in the book of Genesis
brings the whole created order into being. Genesis begins, “In the
beginning, God” (Gen. 1:1). John’s Gospel begins, “In the beginning
was the Word” (John 1:1). Genesis goes on to picture God bringing
forth the entire creation through his word (logos5). John’s Prologue
continues to resonate with this theme as he describes Christ’s presence
at the creation: “Through Him all things were made; without him nothing
was made that has been made” (John 1:3). John then declares that
God has spoken another Word into the world. Not the original word of
creation, but the Word of redemption, Jesus Christ, the Word (logos)
made flesh: “and the Word (logos) became flesh and lived for a while
among us…full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). With this background,
we now turn to Justin’s use of logosspermatikos.
While Justin does not use the full expression logosspermatikos in
his FirstApology, he makes several references to logos which are
important for this study. In this first apologetic work, Justin seeks to
expose the errors in the false worship associated with the Greek gods
and goddesses. He declares that these Mt. Olympian deities are nothing
more than demons which form the basis of all such pagan religions. He
goes on to praise Socrates who “endeavored by true logos and
examination, to bring these things to light, and deliver men from the
demons.”6 He then makes a remarkable parallel between the things
condemned by Socrates (470-399 B.C.E.), who lived over four hundred
years before Christ, and the current practices of the “Barbarians” of
his own time who, he argues, were “condemned by Reason, or the
Word, the Logos Himself who took shape, and became man, and was
called Jesus Christ.”7 Justin is clearly identifying the logos which
became flesh in Jesus Christ with the logos by which Socrates perceived
and denounced the perverse worship of the gods and goddesses in the
Greek pantheon. In other passages, Justin identifies the logosspermatikos
as operating in the Hebrew Prophets of the Old Testament who not
only predicted the coming of Christ, but through their writings
The word logos is the word used in the Septuagint, the Greek version of the
Old Testament. The Septuagint is probably the only version of the Old Testament
read by Justin.
6
First Apology, 5 (emphasis added). All primary source quotations from
Justin Martyr are taken from Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, eds., AnteNicene Fathers, vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 1999) 164.
7
First Apology, 5; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 164.
5
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also influenced the formulation of philosophy throughout the world.
Justin specifically cites insights from Plato which he believed were drawn
directly from Moses.8
Justin also utilizes the logos principle as a way to demonstrate to
the emperor the antiquity of the Christian faith which, through logos,
was able to actually precede the incarnation of Christ. He writes,
We have been taught that Christ is the first-born of God, and we have
declared above that He is the logos of whom every race of men were
partakers; and those who lived reasonably (by logos) are Christians,
even though they have been thought atheists; as among the Greeks,
Socratesand Heraclitus, and men like them; …and among the barbarians,
Abraham,and Ananias, and Azarias, and Misael, and Elias and many
others whoseactions and names we now decline to recount.9

Thus, Abraham, Moses and even Socrates are considered by Justin
to be Christians before Christ. This is vital to Justin’s theology because
the Christian faith was rejected in large part because it seemed to be
such a recent and novel development. Viewed from Justin’s perspective,
Christianity was actually ancient because of the universal access to the
logos of God throughout history. This does not, however, diminish the
significance of the emergence of Christianity in history because, as we
shall see, the logos of God was, for Justin, only completely and fully
manifested in the historic incarnation. All previous manifestations were
only shadows of what was to come. Justin refers to these pre-Christians
manifestations of logos as ‘fragments’ or ‘seeds’ (spermatikos) of the
logos.
It is in his Second Apology that Justin introduces the concept of
logosspermatikos. In chapter eight Justin attributes the insights of
Platonist and Stoic philosophers as well as poets like Heraclitus to the
“seed of the Word” (sperma tou logou) which was “implanted” within
them and is present “in every race of men.” 10 What makes
Christiansdistinct from the other non-Christians peoples of the world is
that they do not have merely the “seed” of the logos,but they have “the
First Apology, 32, 44; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 173, 177. Justin says that
“whatever both philosophers and poets have said concerning immortality of the soul,
or punishments after death, or contemplation of things heavenly, or doctrines of the
like kind, they have received such suggestions from the prophets as have enabled
them to understand and interpret these things.”
9
First Apology, 46; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 178.
10
Second Apology, 8; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 191.
8
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knowledge and contemplation of the wholelogos, which is Christ.”11
According to Justin, this explains the particular severity of Christian
persecution when compared with the relatively scant persecution of the
philosophers. It is because the latter “lived according to only part of the
logosspermatikos” whereas Christians live by the knowledge of the
“whole logos, which is Christ.”12 This distinction between the seed of
the Word and the whole Word is also used to explain the various
contradictions within philosophy. Whenever they contradicted themselves
it is because “they did not know the whole of the Word (logos).” If
they spoke accurately, it was because they had found and properly
contemplated some part of the Word.13 Thus, Justin maintains a firm
distinction between the seed and the whole, the former being a mere
imitation and shadow of the whole. Nevertheless, for Justin Martyr,
Greek philosophy became the tool of Christ to turn people away from
the worship of false gods and to prepare them to receive the gospel of
Jesus Christ who alone is the fullness of logos.
While we are focused on the patristics, we should note, at least in
passing, the writings of Clement who as far as we know is the first to
advocate the idea which is expressed today as “all truth is God’s truth
wherever it may be found.” In contrast to Tertullian’s famous
declaration, “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” which is the
starkest form of the Patristic “radical discontinuity” view. Tertullian
shows disdain for the philosophers of Athens and, instead, extols the
glorious of divine revelation. Clement, in contrast, argues that through
the radical in-breaking of the gospel in Jesus Christ the whole world has
become a Jerusalem and even Athens must ultimately point to the
revelation of Jesus Christ.
So, in summary, by the second century we have a deep divide in
the church fathers about their attitudes towards general revelation and
its role in a robust Christian doctrine of soteriology. Tertullian and Tatian
take the “radical discontinuity” view and Justin Martyr and Clement
take the “positive continuity” view. Interestingly, Tatian and Tertullian
reject the “continuity” view for different reasons. Tatian is a great
critic of Plato and warns the church of the dangers of Platonizing the
gospel message and taking it too far from its Jewish roots and heritage.

Second Apology, 8; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 191.
Second Apology, 8; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 191.
13
Second Apology, 10; Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, 191.
11

12
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Tatian is an ardent defender of the historicity of the resurrection of
Jesus Christ, an ardent defender of the historicity of the incarnation.
His basis point is that Jewish culture and Jewish heritage is rooted in
historical events (i.e. Red Sea, Ten Commandments, Temple building,
Exile, Return, Rebuilding etc.) These are historical events. GraecoRoman world, on the other hand is based on mythology with no
anchorage in historical events - morality, what little exists, is taught
through allegory, not through historical acts of revelation. If the church
gets Hellenized the Resurrection will be separated from real history
and end up being just a metaphor for radical transformation. This is, of
course, what happened in the 20th century in the writings of Rudolph
Bultmann. Tertullian, does not argue against the continuity view because
of the importance of history like Tatian did. Rather, Tertullian argues on
cultural grounds; stating that cultures are nothing more than a collection
of ever changing customs, whereas the gospel is a fixed and a divine
reality which cannot be united to cultural forms.

16th Century Reformation to18th Century Wesleyan Movement
In the 16th century, the writings of John Calvin on General
Revelation, particularly his Institutes of the Christian Religion and his
commentary on Romans had a profound influence on the development
of Reformed theology. Calvin accepts the distinction between general
(I:3-5) and special and general (I:6-12).14 Calvin, following Augustine,
affirms that all people have a “sense of the divine” (sensus deitatis)
and Calvin even affirms what he calls the universal “seed of religion,”
the “semen religionis.” However, despite the intriguing language rather
than go in the direction of Justin Martyr, Calvin argues that due to the
noetic effects of sin, our epistemology is also totally depraved, not just
our hearts. Therefore, depravity prohibits us from benefiting from
“knowing” or “learning” anything from this general light and, in fact, we
suppress it in every way, making it without excuse. Calvin is, therefore,
a classic presuppositionalist, meaning that we only gain access to the
insights of general revelation once we have been redeemed and the veil
of depravity is lifted. Thus, other religions have only light to condemn

14
John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1. ed. John T. McNeill,
John Baillie, and Henry P. Van Dusen (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960).
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them and make them accountable, but not enough light to lead them to
Jesus Christ.
Wesley, in contrast, was struck by the paradox or tension between
the doctrine of total depravity whereby the Apostle Paul clearly states
that we are “dead in our trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1; Col. 2:13) and
yet we cannot but be overcome by an avalanche of verbs which calls
us to respond. We are called “to repent,” “to believe,” “to turn,” “to
come,” and so forth, none of which can be done by someone who was
dead. We could spend the entire paper just on Wesley’s view on this,
but, suffice it to say, Wesley developed a particular view of general
revelation, all drawn from writings in the early church, which have the
net result of a far more robust doctrine of general revelation than in
Reformed Theology. For the sake of this survey, we will call this the
doctrine of prevenient grace, though this is only one aspect of Wesley’s
doctrine of general revelation. For Wesley, prevenient grace, meaning
grace that precedes justification. Wesley argues that such texts as “No
one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” (John
6:44), and “the true light which enlightens everyone, was coming into
the world” (John 1:9) point to some kind of universal grace which lifts
us sufficiently out of our total depravity such that we can exercise our
will.
Wesley wrote, “Although I have not an absolute power over my
mind, because of the corruption of my own nature; yet through the
grace of God assisting me, I have a power to choose and do good, as
well as evil.” He goes on, “I only assert, that there is a measure of
free-will supernaturally restored to every man, together with that
supernatural light which “lightens every man that cometh into the
world.”15 Contrary to popular caricatures, Wesleyans technically do
not believe in free will (which is Pelagian) but freed will. But, the
importance of this for world religions in profound since wesleyans teach
that prevenient grace is universal, and is not tied to the regeneration of
particular people. Second, Wesleyans believe that general revelation
is not merely the external witness of nature, but the internal witness of
human conscience. Wesley argued that we do not have merely two
states of humanity: carnal man and redeemed man. We actually have
three states: Natural man, i.e. man under depravity and devoid of the
15

The Works of John Wesley, Letters I, 328, Works, Vol X, 230.
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grace of God. The Legal man which is a person whose conscience
has quickened them and made them aware of their sins (Qur’an or the
Upanishads could serve to prick our consciences), and the Evangelical
man who has been redeemed and whose heart has been re-oriented
away from the gravity of sin and towards the gravity of holy love by the
power of the Holy Spirit. This has huge implications for epistemology
in relation to other religions. Unlike Reformed theologians, Wesleyans
affirm molonism, or middle knowledge, meaning that God knows all
possible human choices without predetermining what those choices might
be. These are truths which result from choices we make, rather than
prior choices which God has determined.

19th Century and Fulfillment Theology
In the 19th century it was actually quite common for evangelicals
to adhere to the essentials of a Christo-centric soteriology and, at the
same, affirm what was then known as fulfillment theology. Fulfillment
theology arose out of the 19th century fascination with applying Darwinian
ideas of evolution to science, sociology, religion and ethics.16 In the
writings of Max Müller (1823-1900), the concept of fulfillment robbed
Christianity of all claims to revelation, and the origins of religion were
viewed as an expression of universal human experience.17 All religions
were arranged in stages from the lower religions to the higher,
monotheistic religions culminating in Christianity. However, there were
scholars as well as missionaries who adopted the fulfillment concept
within an evangelical framework. The most well-known scholar to do
this was Monier Monier-Williams (1819-1901) at Oxford. MonierWilliams argued for the supremacy of historical Christianity as divinely
revealed. He was convinced that, in time, all the other religions of the
world would someday crumble as they came into contact with the truth
of the Christian gospel. However, he developed a far more positive
attitude towards world religions arguing that Christianity would not be
victorious because it refuted all religions, but because it fulfilled them.

16
Charles Darwin (1809-1882) published his landmark On the Origin of Species
by means of Natural Selection in 1859. Later, Herbert Spencer (1820-1903)
demonstrated how evolution should be applied to all areas of human existence.
17
See, for example, Max Müller, Origin and Growth of Religion (Varanasi:
Indological Book House, 1964).
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He argued that all religions reveal universal, God-given instincts, desires
and aspirations which are met in the Christian gospel. The missionary
community, particularly in India where they were meeting such stiff
resistance from Hinduism, latched on to fulfillment ideas and began to
explore them with earnest in the early years of the twentieth century.
The most notable and articulate expression of fulfillment thought came
from missionaries working in India such as T. E. Slater (1840-1912) in
his work, The Higher Hinduism in Relation to Christianity and J. N.
Farquhar’s (1861- 1929) landmark book, The Crown of Hinduism
published in 1913. Farquhar and Slater were the two of the earliest
scholars to produce major works which ambitiously set out to compare
the doctrines of Hinduism with doctrines in Christianity, demonstrating
a fulfillment theme.18 Farquhar sought to establish a non-confrontational
bridge for the Hindu to cross over to Christianity because, he argued, all
of the notable features and aspirations within Hinduism find their highest
expression and ultimate fulfillment in Christianity. He based the fulfillment
theme on Christ’s claim in Matthew 5:17 that He had not come to abolish
or destroy, but to fulfill.
The notion of fulfillment theology would be challenged in 20 th
century due to the two world wars which completely changed the
optimistic climate of the 19th century. Hendrick Kraemer in his The
Christian Message in a Non-Christian World, the thesis of which
was espoused at the influential 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary
Conference, but later published in 1938 was a major re-assertion of the
“radical discontinuity” view. This book became a rallying cry for
evangelicals around the world and tended, even though Kraemer later
said it was not his intention, to dull the memory of the church regarding
earlier, more positive assessments of other religions.
Regardless of intentions, the fulfillment motif among evangelicals
was largely snuffed out with the publication of Kraemer’s work, which
as noted, espouses a rigid, uncompromising stance toward world
religions. On the liberal side, the ongoing rise of rationalistic
presuppositions further encouraged evangelicals to close ranks. This,
coupled with the “radical discontinuity” in the writings of the German
theologian Karl Barth further helped to insulate evangelicals from

18
See, J. N. Farquhar, The Crown of Hinduism (Oxford University Press,
1913). This classic work was reprinted in 1971 by Oriental Books Reprint Corporation
in New Delhi.
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seriously considering fulfillment ideas. I will add, in passing, that the
later emergence of inclusivism in Vatican II, in the writings of Karl
Rahner and, even among evangelicals such as Clark Pinnock, has made
the embrace of robust views of general revelation even more challenging
in our day.

Conclusion
While acknowledging that there is no independent salvation in
Hinduism, Buddhism or Islam, and even that general revelation is
incapable of saving anyone, a number of Christians committed to historic
orthodoxy nevertheless believe that God provides truths about himself
and humanity through general revelation which is accessible to all, and
that some of these truths have been incorporated into the beliefs of
other religions, providing points of continuity whenever there is a
consistency with Biblical revelation. This view has been advocated, for
example, by Gerald McDermott from Beeson Divinity School (since
2015) in Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions? And his
remarkable work on Jonathan Edwards’s eschatology and the marginal
notes of Jonathan Edwards in writings like his Humble Attempt: Call to
prayer is extraordinary. Harold Netland from Trinity Evangelical in his
Encountering Religious Pluralism and in my own writings such as
Christianity at the Religious Roundtable and Theology in the Context
of World Christianity.19 It is advocated in somewhat bolder terms in
the writings of Amos Yong, who has served at Fuller since 2014.
However, Yong does not primarily root his view in terms of general
revelation which is the theme of this address. Rather, Yong, as a
Pentecostal scholar, builds his view off of his pneumatology.
Nevertheless, this theme comes through almost all of his writings, but
particularly in, Discerning the Spirits (2000) and his Beyond the
Impasse (2003) and The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh (2005). This
scholarship has not been isolated from the conversations related to C-5
and “insider movements.” Therefore, it is a fruitful avenue for further
discussion.
In other writings, I have explored the application of a more robust
view of general revelation to a wide range of case studies in other
19
Gerald R. McDermott, Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions?
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000). Harold Netland, Encountering
Religious Pluralism (Grand Rapids: InterVarsity Press, 2001).
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religions. In Islam, I have written extensively on how this might influence
our discussion of insider movements, as well as whether the “God of
Muhammad is the Father of Jesus Christ.” In Hinduism, I have explored
the role of how Christians should interact with the “sacred texts” of
other religions. While this study focused exclusively on Hinduism, it
has wide application to how we interact with the sacred text of any
religion. That case study concludes with specific guidelines for how
this might effectively be done. For Buddhism, I have exposed the false,
but widely held view, that the difference between Christianity and other
religions is that all other religions are based on “work righteousness”
and Christianity is based on grace. Actually, there are numerous strands
of “salvation by grace through faith” teachings in non-Christian religions.
However, nowhere is the doctrine so clearly stated than in the popular
Jodo Shin Shu (True Pure Land) stream of Mahayana Buddhism, which
first emerged in Japan in the 13th century through the Buddhist reformer,
Shinran Shonin (1173-1262). Even Karl Barth, in his Church Dogmatics,
once described the Jodo Shin Shu teaching of Shinran as “the most
adequate and comprehensive and illuminating heathen parallel to
Christianity.”20 I explore many ways that True Pure Land teaching
points to the gospel of Jesus Christ.
In conclusion, the role of general revelation remains an under
developed theme in Christian theology which has, apparently, been unable
to mature until the gospel had more sustained interaction with the texts
and the followers of other religions. That day has now come and the
rich, nuanced reflections which are now emerging will, I am sure, provide
a lasting contribution to Christian theology for centuries to come.
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A THEOLOGY OF MISSIONS
Robert E. Coleman
An artist, seeking to depict on canvas the biblical meaning of
missions, painted a picture of a storm at sea. Black clouds filled the sky
with forebodings of disaster. Illuminated by a flash of lightning, a little
boat could be seen dashing against some breakers near the shore, where
it was disintegrating under the pounding of the ocean. Men were
struggling in the swirling waters, their anguished faces crying out for
help. It was a moving scene. Looking at the painting, one could see in
the tempest a symbol of mankind’s hopeless condition. However, there
was one survivor who was reaching down beneath the water to lift up
a sinking friend.
This is the New Testament picture of world missions-that hand
reaching down to rescue the perishing. Until the hand is offered, there
is no Gospel-and there is no salvation.
Relating this to theology brings out some basic aspects of our
missionary task which has nine principles that are foundational.

Making Good News Known
The heartbeat of missions is evangelism-the announcement of glad
tidings that salvation has come. This message invariably brings joy to
persons struggling in the bondage of sin and death.
The verb “evangelize” literally means to bear the Good News.
The angel’s proclamation: “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of
great joy that will be for all people. Today in the town of David a Savior
has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:10,11).
Note, that the “good news” is to be told to “all people”. There is
no difference between home missions and foreign missions. It is always
world evangelism. God is no respecter of persons. Everyone born of
woman must hear the Gospel, a truth affirmed so clearly by Jesus in his
final command to the church, “Go unto all the world and preach the
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good news to all creation” (Mark16:15; cf. Acts1:8, Matt. 28:19).
The same word “good news” appears in the writings of Isaiah:
“How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good
news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim
salvation, who say to Zion, ‘your God reigns’” (Isaiah 52:7).
Again speaking of the ministry of the coming Messiah, the prophet
says: “The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me; because the Lord has
anointed me to preach good news to the poor”. Isaiah went on to say,
“He has sent to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the
captives, and release from darkness for the prisoners, to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favor” (Isaiah 61:1,2).
Jesus saw himself as an evangelist, announcing the coming of the
Kingdom of God. Some contend that evangelism involves only the Gospel
proclamation; while others identify it essentially with establishing God’s
caring presence in the world, or seeking to rectify injustice.
In fact, both are necessary. One without the other leaves a distorted
impression of the good news. If Jesus had not borne the sorrows of
people and performed deeds of mercy among them, one might question
His concern. On the other hand, if he had not articulated the Gospel
neither would we not have known why he came, nor how we could be
saved. Finally, the Name above every name must be named. Good
news demands that it be told.
But how much more thrilling is the joyous sound of the Gospel of
Christ, the astounding declaration, that “God so loved this world that He
gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not
perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Making this fact known to the
world is evangelism.

A Revelation of God
What makes the announcement so compelling is its divine source.
Contrary to the notions of popular humanism, the Gospel does not originate
as a human deduction, the valiant groping of persons seeking a higher
life. Rather it comes as a message sent from Heaven, the revelation of
God’s quest for His people.
Where we begin in theology largely determines where we end. If
we begin with human speculation, however smart, we will end with
frustration and failure, for our darkened intelligence can never attain to
the incorruptible nature of divine truth. Until God speaks, human beings
are utterly adrift on a sea of self-deception.
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The deposit of this sacred truth is the inspired canon of Scripture.
As the Word of God, his holy book is “without error in all that it affirms,
the only infallible rule of faith and practice.”1 It does not pretend to
answer all the curious questions of mankind, but the Bible does show
God’s way of salvation. Not surprisingly, theological systems which
circumvent or compromise Scripture do not produce strong missionary
concern.
J.B.Phillips wrote a delightful volume entitled: Your God is Too
Small.2 Though it was not intended to be a treatise on evangelism, he
put his finger on a serious problem, for, as the title suggests, most of us
tend to impose upon God our own human limitations, thereby belittling
His Gospel.
World evangelism is but a reflection of God Who has spoken. God
is infinite. Though transcendent from the worlds which God made, God
is everywhere in all God’s works, yet contained by none. Standing above
time, the past and the future are always present in God. Never changing,
with full knowledge of all things, and able to do anything. The Lord God
omnipotent reigns forever. We may not amount to much, but we have a
great God.
God acts only in accordance with absolute integrity. God can never
be untruthful, unjust, unholy or unloving. Thus, whatever God does is
perfect, for God cannot violate God’s own nature, just as every attribute
of God’s character is in harmony with all the others.
Best of all, God is personal and personally involved with God’s
creation. As a person, God is self-conscious, rational and free in all
actions. God understands. God cares. God delights to help God’s children.
God took upon the form of our flesh, and walked among us in the person
of Jesus of Nazareth, and who continues to minister to us in the person
of the Holy Spirit.
Recognition of divine Sovereignty is implicit in salvation theology.
Failure to see our lives within this context makes the Gospel meaningless.
Here is the fallacy of theological liberalism, and all other schemes of
human self-sufficiency, that begin with the Socratic premise: “Know
Thyself”. We are called to know ourselves. But unless we first recognize
our Creator and Lord, we are in no position to evaluate ourselves or our
1
John Stott, For the Lord We Love: The Lausanne Covenant, Section 2
(Oxford: The Lausanne Movement, 2009).
2
J. B. Phillips, Your God is Too Small (New York: MacMillan, 1955).
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neighbor. Only as we behold our image in our God and Savior can we
know who we are and what we are destined to be like.

Gospel Speaks to the Real Need of Humankind
When the Gospel does bring us to see ourselves in light of God’s
law and holiness, we realize how far short we have fallen from God’s
glory. Despite our original lofty estate made a little lower than the angels,
immortal beings able to know and to love our Creator. We have turned
to our own way.
This assertion of independence lies at the heart of sin-the creature
holding God’s perfect will with contempt, presumptuously acting as if
we can do as we please. Such an attitude is nothing less than idolatry.
Its ultimate expression is seen in the defiant rejection of the Messiah of
God- “He came to that which is His own, but his own did not receive
him” (John 1:11).
Unfortunately, human nature is at enmity with God. This moral
disease has spread throughout the human race, bringing degradation
and strife to all society. Sin cannot be ignored by a just God, since it is
an affirmation of God’s holiness. “It is not because God’s love is limited,
but because it is unlimited that hell as well as heaven is made necessary.”3
Knowing, therefore, what is at stake, evangelism strikes at the heart of
the problem of sin.

Incarnate in Christ
The redeeming work is carried out in the person of the Son. In him
evangelism becomes incarnate. He is God and man united in one
Personality. In this perfect union of eternal consciousness, Christ
becomes the reconciling center of the Gospel.
A theology which does not affirm both the deity and the humanity
of Christ has no evangelical substance. In fact, if Christ is not what he
claimed to be One with the Father (John5:17; 10:14, 15; 11:27; 14:9),
with all authority in heaven and earth (Matt18:18) then there is nothing
left of Christianity but a moral ethic. To say that His claims were
invented by His followers, as some allege, is to discredit both Christ and
His disciples, and to make the New Testament a travesty.
The Gospel is no philosophical abstraction, no aberration
3
Donald G. Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical Theology II (New York: Harper
and Row, 1979), 225.
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of wishful thinking. Jesus’ incarnate mission reaches its climax at
Calvary. There in the fullness of time Jesus bore our sins in His own
body on the cross, suffering in our stead, “the righteous for the
unrighteous”, that He might bring us to God (I Peter 3:18). Though no
explanation of his sacrifice is adequate, it is clear that Christ, by offering
of himself, once and for all, made a full, perfect and complete atonement
for our sins.

An Experience of Grace
As we encounter the reality of the forgiveness of sins, we are
made supremely aware of God’s love. It is not that we loved God, but
that God loved us. According to Paul, “God demonstrates his own love
for us in this; while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans
5:8).
God bore our iniquity that we might receive His righteousness.
Nothing deserved! Nothing earned! In our complete helplessness,
bankrupt of all-natural goodness, God moved in, and did for us what we
could not do ourselves.
That is why the Gospel is so amazing. We are not asked to lift
ourselves out of the mire. God does it for us. Not because of our earnest
toil and works of penance, but by God’s grace alone, which is unmerited
Love. From beginning to end, salvation is “the gift of God” (Ephesians
2:8).
The invitation is to all. “Whoever wishes, let him take the free
gift” (Rev 22:17). Though the enabling power is all of Grace, the
responsibility to respond to God’s Word rests upon the person. Hence,
salvation is entirely God’s act, while separation from grace is due only
to human rejection. We receive the gift in repentance and faith. It means
that we choose to turn from sin, and with a broken and contrite spirit,
trust ourselves into the loving arms of Jesus. Until there is such a
conversation, we cannot enter the Kingdom of heaven (Matt 18:3).

Called out Church
This gracious experience of the Gospel forms the church, the
fellowship of the redeemed. All who heed the call, and live by faith in
the Son of God-past, present and future-become part of this “communion
of the saints”. There are no isolated Christians.
In this spiritual relationship, there is unity among all members
of the body, just as there is “one Lord, one Faith, one baptism; one God
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and Father of all” (Eph 4:4,5). Christ, the head of the body, “blesses all
who call on Him” (Rom 10:12). The true essence of the church, of
course, cannot be equated with its physical structure. However, the
spiritual and physical are conjoined in this world. Despite its human
shortcomings, this community is representative of the Kingdom of God,
the means by which God’s reign comes, and God’s will be done on
earth as it is in heaven.
Like her Lord, the church is a ministering body, continuing now in
her life the work of Christ. Just as the Son was sent into the world, so
God sends the church (John 17:18; 20:21). Let us be careful that we do
not fall into the same delusion as did the self-serving religious community
of Jesus’ Day. Their attitude was clear when they said in derision: “He
saved others, but He can’t save Himself” (Mark 15:31; Matt 27:42,
Luke 23:35). That was the point. He had not come to save Himself. He
came to save us. He “did not come to be served, but to serve and to
give His life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45; Matt 20:28). He
came “to seek and to save what was lost” (Luke 19:10).
Those who take up His cross enter into this mission. In this service,
we are all sent from God. The idea that clergyman are dispensers of
ministry, while laymen are passive recipients, has no New Testament
support. Actually, the word “laity,” in the Bible refers to all the people of
God (e.g., 2 Cor. 6:16; I Peter 2:2,10), while the word from which “clergy”
is derived, when it relates to the Church, designates everyone who
shares in the inheritance of Christ (e.g., Acts 26:18; Col. 1:11,12).
There are varieties of service (Rom 12:4; I Cor. 12:4-27). Some
by virtue of their particular endowments will have an aptitude for the
work of an evangelist, just as others will be administrators, or pastors,
or helpers, or have some other ministry gift.
Evangelism is not the only expression of this service, of course.
But it is the most crucial, for it brings the church into existence. And
where the body of believers is functioning as it should, introducing people
to Christ will naturally occur through the life-cycle of members.

Disciplining All Nations
Evangelism assures its reproduction. This is brought out clearly in
Christ’s commission to the Church, when He said: “Go therefore
and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all
that I commanded you” (Matt 28:19,20). Significantly, in the Greek, the
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only verb in this passage is “make disciples”. “Go” and “teaching” are
all participles, which means that they derive their force from the leading
verb. Only as disciples are made can the other activities find their
purpose.
A disciple is a learner - one resolved to follow the Teacher.
Responding to the Gospel call, thus, commits us to an on-going process
of learning, whereby we are progressively confirmed to the image of
our Lord.
Implicit in this mandate is the summons to a life of disciplined
obedience to the Word of God in the fellowship of the Church. We have
not kept the call to discipleship in mind, and there has been little concern
for the development of new Christians in the life of holiness.
Evangelism and nurture are complimentary. Neither can exist
without the other. To stress conversation and neglect growth eventually
demeans the Church by bringing in new believers who do not grow. On
the other hand, to emphasize education to the exclusion of outreach
eventually stagnates the Church by cutting off the flow of new life.
Jesus went about continually serving people -healing the sick,
feeding the hungry, preaching the Gospel to the poor-but He did not let
His ministry for the masses detract him from the training of a few men.
It was not that he loved the multitudes less, but that if his ministry was
to be reproductive, some men had to be raised up who would learn His
compassion, and catch His vision for the world.

Effected by the Spirit
God, the Spirit, is the divine enabler. Evangelism, as Christian work,
is not contrived by human ingenuity. All we can do is to make ourselves
available for the Holy Spirit to use. The Spirit would give us utterance
to speak. He will convict the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment.
In it all, He will glorify the Son. The whole enterprise is in the authority
and demonstration of God’s spirit.
By virtue of Jesus returning to the Father, and the Spirit’s promised
coming in Power upon the church, the disciples were told that they
would do the very works of Christ, and even “greater things than these”
(John 14:12). At first the statement seems incredible. How could
ransomed sinners do anything greater than their Lord? Yet following
the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost, it soon became apparent. In
the ingathering of souls, there was indeed a greater work. The Church
literally exploded with a missionary dynamism.
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God had planned it this way. The Son did not come in His earthly
body to evangelize the multitude; he came to make it possible for the
world to be redeemed. Most of His time in active ministry was given to
preparing some disciples to carry on His work. Soon after His atoning
sacrifice was finished, he returned to heaven. The disciples were assigned
the joyous task of reaping the harvest.
We can understand why the glorified Savior asked His disciples to
tarry until this promise became a reality (Luke 24:48; Acts 1:4,5,8).
How else could they fulfill their mission? The Word and work of their
Lord had to become a burning compulsion within them. The superhuman
ministry to which they were called required supernatural help, namely
the endowment of power from on high. The secret of bringing in the
sheaves is to let the Holy Spirit have the way.
The Glorious Consummation
Whatever our place in the harvest, we labor in the confidence that
the work will be finished. World Evangelism, as the heartbeat of Christian
theology, directs our energy to that goal to which history is moving,
when the completed Church, the blood-washed bride of Christ, will be
presented to God “before his glorious presence without fault and great
joy” (Jude 24).
Our work now on earth may seem slow, and sometimes
discouraging, but we may be sure that God’s program will not suffer
defeat. The kingdom is coming! Someday the trumpet will sound, and
the Son of Man shall descend from heaven in trailing clouds of glory,
and all His enemies will be put under His feet. This is the reality in
which we can live.
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The Relationship between Theology and Psychology- A Look
at the Work of
Dr. Thomas C. Oden: A Pastoral Theologian
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Introduction
Interdisciplinary, intercultural, and interfaith are some of the
methods that are paving ways for the further investigation in various
disciplines. There was a time when any two disciplines were seen as
totally separate and self-sufficient in themselves to explain the truth
and realities of which disciplines were concerned. It was the same with
theology and psychology. Theology and psychology as disciplines are
developed from fundamentally different premises and reflect at distinctly
different levels of generality. But in the past couple of decades,
theologians are more inclined to, and are interested in employing
psychology to make theology, especially, practical theology, relevant to
the context to which they are addressing. Thomas C. Oden is one among
such personalities. He is one who not only propagates the dialogue
between theology and psychology, but even searches for the roots for
this dialogue in patristic times. For Oden, psychotherapy is the main link
in this dialogue. In this paper, I intend to make this link elaborate by
evaluating what is psychotherapy in Oden’s view, how he is influenced
by many of his predecessors, as well as what are his contributions in
psychology and theology dialogue.

*Samuel P Rajan, Senior Lecturer in New Testament and Social Analysis at
Luther W. New Jr. Theological College, Dehradun, India is currently pursuing doctoral
studies at SHUATS, Allahabad, India.
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1.Thomas C. Oden, A Biographical Note
He was born in Altus, Oklahoma on October 21, 1931 and died on
December 18, 2016. Oden was an American Methodist Theologian
associated with Drew University in New Jersey. He holds a Doctor of
Literature from Asbury College and was an ordained minister of United
Methodist Church in America. Authoring some forty books and numerous
journal articles throughout his career, he served as a chairman of the
Institute of Religion and Democracy and was the general editor of the
acclaimed Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture series. He is
best known as the proponent of Paleo –Orthodoxy.

2.Paleo- Orthodoxy: Method of Theology
Oden adopted the term paleo- orthodoxy for his approach to
theology. The term is derived from the roots “paleo” meaning “ancient”
and “orthodox”, meaning “correct belief”, therefore, it essentially means
“ancient correct belief.” By ancient orthodoxy or classical Christianity
he means “the Christian consensus of the first millennium”1, that is,
“that which has been everywhere and always and by everyone
believed”2. He believes that these belief affirmations were not written
by individuals but were hammered out by synods, councils, and
consensual bodies3. He uses the term paleo-orthodoxy to make clear
that he is not talking about neo –orthodoxy. For him paleo is a necessary
prefix to orthodoxy because neo-orthodoxy has pre-empted and to some
extent tarnished the term orthodoxy. He says “now I relish studying the
rainbow of orthodox testimonies and happily embrace the term paleoorthodoxy if for no other reason than to signal clearly that I do not
mean modern neo-orthodoxy. Now I am experiencing a refreshing sense
of theological liberation. Paleo orthodoxy understands itself to be postlib,
postmodern, postneo anything …” 4 For him postmodern is not
ultramodern.5 He believes that Christians need to rely upon the wisdom
of the historic church, particularly the early church, rather than on modern
scholarship and theology, which is often, in his view, tainted by political
Thomas C. Oden, Agenda for Theology (San Francisco: Harper & Row
Publishers, 1979), 34.
2
Oden, Agenda for Theology, 34.
3
Oden, Agenda for Theology, 34.
4
Thomas C. Oden, “Then and Now: The Recovery of Patristic Wisdom,” The
Christian Century 107, no. 36 (1990): 1166.
5
Oden, “Then and Now: The Recovery of Patristic Wisdom,” 1166.
1
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agendas. His aim is to prepare the postmodern Christian community for
its third millennium by returning again to the careful study and respectful
following of the central tradition of classical Christianity6. This new
theological contribution of Oden is contested against the urge to engage
in modern methods of contemporary theologians and theological systems.

3.Psychology Theology dialogue
The question of relation between psychology and theology is a
long standing one. There are divergent opinions about this in the
psychological circle as well as in theological circle. Psychology is mainly
considered to be an objective and scientific study whereas theology a
subjective study (which is questionable). These ways of understanding
of psychology and theology have assumed to propose psychology a
superior position over theology. According to David E. Roberts,
“psychologists do not deal with anything which goes beyond a natural
explanation of human experience and human behaviour”.7Ronald L.
Koteskey states that, too often psychologists and theologians have
regarded each other with mutual suspicion. But the gap between the
both has been reducing since 1930’s and indicates that this gap must be
further narrowing down8. This leads to the second assumption about
psychology-theology dialogue, that both can have integration and
supplement each other. Schleiermacher is seen as the initiator of the
modern concern to relate theology to psychology. He viewed psychology
as a practical tool for the application of philosophical and historical
theology to pragmatic issues of ministry. He also perceived it as an aid
to keep the circle of ministerial practice and theological reflection itself
constructive and alive to new developments.9 The third is a superior
view about theology that theology does not need the help of psychology.
This view is increasingly growing obsolete due to the emergence of
practical theology as an integral part of theology10.

http:// www.theopedia.com/Thomas C. Oden. (04/07/07. 11.52AM).
David E. Roberts, Psychotherapy and Christian View of Man (New York:
Charles Scriber’s Sons, 1950), 144.
8
Ronald L. Koteskey, Psychology from a Christian Perspective (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1980), 15.
9
J. Loder, “Theology and Psychology,” in Dictionary of Pastoral Care and
Counseling, ed. Rodney J. Hunter (Bangalore: Theological Publications in India,
2005), 1267.
10
There was an era when systematic theology was the concentration of the
6
7
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3.1.Psychotherapy
Psychotherapy belongs to an ancient tradition of philosophical
insight dating back to Socrates and before. The Socratic Method, like
psychotherapy, assumed that the individual has the truth within himself,
and the only function of the philosopher was to serve as a midwife to
help give birth to the truth by putting questions to the knower11. He/she
must see into himself/herself in a way no other human can do for him.
Psychotherapy involves a set of psychological techniques for influencing
another person for change. Charles Jaekle lists the goals of
psychotherapy as independence, maturity and adulthood,12 whereas for
Oden, the goals of psychotherapy are congruence, openness to
experience, personal self-disclosure and self-understanding. 13
Psychotherapy lives out of this great philosophical and literary tradition.
According to Oden, the therapist who has most meaningfully spelled
out an understanding of therapy relevant to Christian proclamation has
been Carl Rogers.14 This therapy is different from Psychoanalysis.
Psychoanalysis involves an advanced diagnostic ability which can only
be attained by extensive training, whereas, client-centered therapy has
proven itself easily adaptable by pastors and priests in the pastoral
situation. The process is a helping task “principally that of entering into
the internal dialogue of the individual, standing in his shoes, clarifying
his self-expressions, and helping him consolidate the gains he makes as
he achieves insight into himself.”15

4.Theology of Oden
Oden defines theology as “a deliberate attempt at a self-consistent
ordering of our human self-understanding in response to the Christian
Kerygma”. And this Kerygma, he explains, “seeks to state clearly and
decisively that God had made himself known as one who accepts as
unconditionally, that the one who gives us life is for us”. He further
people and practical aspects of theology were totally out of question to be considered
to be theology at all.
11
Thomas C. Oden, Kerygma and Counseling (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1966), 19.
12
Charles Jaekle., “Pastoral Psychotherapy a New Consciousness in Ministry,”
The Journal of Pastoral Care 27, no. 3 (1973): 174.
13
Oden, Kerygma and Counseling, 17.
14
Oden, Kerygma and Counseling, 36.
15
Oden, Kerygma and Counseling, 36.
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says that the task of Christian theology is to clarify the meaning of the
Christian faith, faith being understood as man’s affirmative response to
God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ. God himself is not the object of
theological inquiry, since God is no “thing” or object to be investigated.
Instead, theology seeks to make intelligible the response of man to God’s
mighty deed of salvation.16

4.1.Psychotherapy of Oden
Though there are many ways to understand the psychotherapy of
Oden, the following explanation is a summary of all what Oden perceived
about psychotherapy:
Psychotherapy is a process of welcoming a stranger – he who is
estranged from himself, away from his home, wandering in an alien land
– into a relationship of trust, care and mutual respect. Psychotherapy is
a process of visiting the imprisoned, those chained to their own
compulsions, shackled by self-deception, and anxiety. Psychotherapy
is a process of clothing the nakedness of those have been stripped by
illness of all pretense and self-respect … [It] is a special way of calling
upon and sojourning within the inner frame of reference of those who
wait under the conditions of helpless sickness….17

Oden is said to have been theologizing on the strategy and tactics
of the psychotherapeutic process.18

5.Oden: Theology and Psychology, His Influences
For Oden, the relation between theology and psychology is mainly
linked by Psychotherapy. To establish this relationship, he primarily
depends on Dietrich Bonhoeffer and then on Paul Tillich, and Hiltner. In
my opinion, Oden’s work Contemporary Theology and Psychology
is an outcome of his continuous genuine search for the above mentioned
link. Therefore a detailed examination of the above mentioned people’s
work in relation to theology and psychology in regard to psychotherapy

Oden, Kerygma and Counseling, 17, 23, 31-32.
Thomas C. Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy (Philadelphia:
The Westminster Press, 1967), 101 - 102.
18
K. R. Mitchell, “Theology and Psychotherapy,” in Dictionary of Pastoral
Care and Counseling, ed. Rodney J. Hunter (Bangalore: Theological publications in
India., 2005), 1271.
16
17
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from the perspective of Oden is inevitable.

5.1.Bonhoeffer and Psychotherapy of Oden
Oden observes that the ideas of Bonhoeffer in the area of
psychotherapy19 have relevance for our time. He perceives that the
family background of Bonhoeffer influenced him to be familiar with
Freudian psychoanalysis and the psychotherapies of the first two decades
of this [previous] century, as he was the son of a well-known authority
on psychotherapy and neurology, a leading professor of psychiatry at
the University of Berlin20.To establish the link between theology and
psychology through psychotherapy, Oden relies on Bonhoeffer’s ‘modus
vivendi’ and ethics as a theologian. He begins with the Bonhoeffer’s
idea of “thinking in terms of two spheres.”21 The trouble with such
thinking is that it creates the possibility of the existence of a single one
of these spheres, a spiritual existence which has no part in secular
existence, or a secular existence which can claim autonomy for itself.
To ‘think in terms of two spheres’ means to divide reality up into two
antithetical categories: sacred/secular, divine/worldly, revelation/reason,
grace/nature. The pernicious danger Bonhoeffer sees in this is that the
action of God is reduced to a partial matter, a part of reality amid other
realities, instead of participation in reality as a whole22. The prototype
of such thinking is monastic withdrawal which protects the sacred from
the secular, and the secularist reductionism which opposes religious and
metaphysical pretensions. Against both of these, Bonhoeffer protests:
“so long as Christ and the world are conceived as two opposing and
mutually repellent spheres, man [human] will be left in the following
dilemma: he abandons reality as whole, and places himself in one or the
other of the two spheres”23. Therefore, for Oden, the problem in our
encounter with psychotherapy is to break the spell of “thinking in terms

19
Bonhoeffer has lot of negative feelings about psychotherapy. See Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Ethics, ed. Eberhard Bethge, trans. Neville Horton Smith (London: SCM
Press, 1995), 62ff. However Oden claimst that the older form of therapy which
Bonhoeffer felt negative have now been surpassed by current psychotherapy.
20
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 15.
21
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 17.
22
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 17.
23
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 17.
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of two spheres”. This pattern of thinking is persistent among
psychological proponents of religion (Allport, Jung and Mowrer)24. But
Oden affirms, based on Bonhoeffer that:
There are not two realities, but only one reality and that is the reality of
God, which has become manifest in Christ in the reality of the world. The
Reality of God discloses itself only by setting me entirely in the reality
of the world, and when I encounter the reality of the world it is always
sustained, accepted, and reconciled in the reality of God. Therefore one
can never experience the reality of God without the reality of the world
or reality of the world without the reality of God.25

Therefore, in Oden’s view the relation or dialogue between theology
and psychology is possible through psychotherapy by the assumption of
how psychotherapy as a humanistic process participates in and embodies
the reality of Jesus Christ, and how Christ takes form in and through
this unique interpersonal relationship. Oden proposes the answer that
effective psychotherapy mediates and embodies unconditional
acceptance and understanding love present in the being itself, which
Christian proclamation announces as a once-for-all event in Jesus Christ.
Without this mediation and embodiment, psychotherapy simply does not
work.26

5.2.Paul Tillich, Oden and Psychoanalysis
As I mentioned earlier, the relation between theology and
psychology in Oden’s view can be perceived only by evaluating the
influences that formed his own theological framework. In that attempt,
Paul Tillich is a prominent figure. According to Oden, Paul Tillich’s
method of correlation, i.e. correlating the existential questions of culture
with the answers of theology, sets forth a pattern visibly reflected by
numerous other theological interpreters of therapy who search for
theological meaning embedded in a therapeutic process.27 The kinship

Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 18.
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 18. (quoted fromDietrich
Bonhoeffer, Ethics, ed. by EberhardBethge; tr.by Neville Horton Smith, London:
SCM Press, 1995. pp.61-64)
26
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 19.
27
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 53.
24
25
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between psychotherapy, existentialism28, and theology is a recurrent
theme in many of Tillich’s works, such as The Courage to Be, Theology
of Culture, Systematic Theology, and numerous essays. Tillich has
searched for new language and symbols in contemporary cultural forms
that express the Christian understanding of man’s estrangement and
healing. According to Tillich, psychoanalysis provides us with just such
a new framework and set of symbols for grasping both the human
predicament and the reality of the Christian life. In the hermeneutic of
correlation, Tillich argues in the following way:
Theology has received tremendous gifts from these movements
[existentialism and psychoanalysis], gifts not dreamed of fifty years
ago or even thirty years ago. We have these gifts. Existentialists and
analysts themselves do not need to know that they have given to
theology these great things. But the theologians should know it 29.

Oden, however, fully attests the statements by saying “…Christian
theology is called to celebrate such secular gifts”30. For Tillich,
Psychoanalysis is a special term because he denies the Freudian
monopoly of this term to Freudian school, and uses ‘psychoanalysis’ in
its meaning which has been transformed and enlarged during the last
half century. For him ‘therapeutic psychology’ and ‘depth psychology’
are identical with psychoanalysis31. ‘Theology’ cannot be understood in
the confined terms of systematic theology, but also in a wider sense
where it includes practical theology. He sees practical theology where
the relationship to psychoanalysis has become most conspicuous, namely,
in the function of the counselor who gives counsel in religious and in
psychoanalytic terms at the same time.32 The basic link, Tillich wants to
make between psychologies, especially, depth psychology with theology
is through existentialism.33 The basic assertion from Tillich on the
28
For Tillich Existentialism is a philosophy speaks of the universal human
situation, which refers to everybody healthy or sick.
29
Paul Tillich, “Psychoanalysis, Existentialism, and Theology,” Pastoral
Psychology 9, no. 87 (1958): 17.
30
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 59.
31
Tillich, “Psychoanalysis, Existentialism, and Theology,” 9.
32
Tillich, “Psychoanalysis, Existentialism, and Theology,” 9.
33
Depth psychology points to the way in which people try to escape the
situation by fleeing into neurosis and falling into psychosis.
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relationship between theology and psychology or psychoanalysis is on
the link that psychoanalysis belongs fundamentally to the whole
existentialist movement of the twentieth century34. The link is that the
relation between man’s essential nature and his existential predicament
is the first and basic question theology has asked. Tillich does not see
much difference between the three ‘movements’- existentialism, depth
psychology, and theology. For him, all these three have common roots,
and it is unrealistic to make a division between them. He asserts that
“the relationship is not one of existing alongside each other; it is a
relationship of mutual interpenetration”.35 Existentialism and depth
psychology is of infinite value to theology. This means the existentialist
raises the question, the annalist analyzes the human situation, and to
that, the theologian gives the answer. Here Tillich makes the connection
to psychotherapy. For Tillich, psychotherapy should become a major
resource for speaking of the human condition, and thus a wellspring for
theological reflection, since it grapples daily with human existential
questions. In principle, Oden has been influenced by Tillich in many
ways, but when it comes to psychotherapy and pathological anxiety,
Oden differs with Tillich in many ways, and in my opinion, that is the
basic principle of Oden in psychotherapy and pathological situation. In
“The Theology of Pastoral Care”, Tillich makes a boundary or jurisdiction
between function of ministry and psychotherapy. He says, “The minister
should not try to make healing his function, neither should the
psychotherapist exercise pastoral care as his function”36. Here Oden
fully agrees with Bonhoeffer and opposes the view of Tillich in terms of
“thinking in terms of two spheres”.

5.3.Hiltner and Oden
The third influence on Oden in his theology psychology dialogue is
Hiltner. Hiltner’s perceptual approach treats theology and psychology
as separate perspectives on a given experimental phenomenon. The
phenomenon (e.g. psychopathology) is first viewed theologically (e.g.
under the aspect of sin). Then the phenomenon is interpreted from a
psychodynamic viewpoint with the aim that the theological understanding

34

Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture (London: Oxford University Press, 1970),

35

Tillich, “Psychoanalysis, Existentialism, and Theology,” 10 -13.
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 69.

113.
36
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will become more sensitive and relevant to the concrete human situation.
This move from theology to psychology and back to theology keeps the
interdisciplinary circle intact37. Oden is very much influenced by Hiltner,
especially through Hiltner’s pragmatism. Hiltner defines Psychotherapy
as “the attempt by pastors to help people help themselves through the
process of gaining understanding of their inner conflicts”38. Oden asserts
that the strength of this view of Hiltner is its pragmatism. Oden in his
approach is very much pragmatic.

6.Oden and the Psychology-Theology Debate
So far, it has been an attempt to sketch the background of the
topic of our discussion, that is, the relationship between theology and
psychology in the understanding of Thomas C. Oden. The survey of the
vast material proves that Oden’s views regarding the subject has been
the reflection of what he has inherited from his influence. Oden’s basic
contention is that, although psychological insight must be regarded as
distinct from revelation, it shares a common ontological assumption with
revelation: that is, God is for us39. This well – reasoned statement is so
important for the dialogue between psychology and theology. As I
mentioned earlier, Oden explains this relation in the context of
psychotherapy and pastoral theology. He maintains that behind the
therapists’ acceptance of his counselee, there is an implied ontological
assumption that the client is acceptable as a human being, on the ground
of being itself. This implicit assumption is precisely what is made explicit
by God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ. Here, Oden finds the link
between theology and psychology through psychotherapy by saying,
human acceptance in therapy, therefore, is under girded in an ultimate
sense by divine acceptance. For him, revelation is a divine gift. In
achieving insight through psychotherapy, one grasps, discerns or sees
the meaning of something out of one’s own initiative.

7. Pastoral Care and Psychology
Oden is a pastor and pastoral theologian. It is very essential to
know the way in which he understood the relation between Christian
Loder, “Theology and Psychology,” 1268.
Oden, Contemporary Theology and Psychotherapy, 82.
39
Jr. Charles R. Stinnette, “Reflection and Transformation: Knowing and Change
in Psychotherapy and in Religious Faith,” in The Dialogue between Theology and
Psychology, ed. Peter Homans (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1969), 86.
37
38
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soul care,40or pastoral psychology, and psychology, to perceive his views
regarding psychology and theology. Pastoral Counsel, Oden’s recent
work is a detail survey of this relationship. He affirms that the Christian
soul guides should have a general humanistic education, including the
study of psychology. Classical Christian wisdom from its beginning has
remained in dialogue with natural and secular ways of understanding
human behaviour. To establish this concept, Oden quotes Clement of
Alexandria, Justin Martyr and Origen. In Oden’s view a right pinch of
good psychology spices up a savory dish of pastoral care.41Behaviour
modification techniques are often assumed by modern advocates to be
original discoveries by psychologists of last century, from Pavlov and
Skinner through the traditions following Wolpe and Lazarus. But Oden
differs with this view. He asserts that the essential ideas of behaviour
modification – accurate observation and recording of behaviour,
sequencing of targeted behaviour changes, positive and negative
reinforcement, immediacy of reinforcement, etc., are found abundantly
in the classical western religious tradition. To prove this, he quotes
Johannes Climacus, Athanasius, and Gregory the Great.42 In Oden’s
opinion, Gregory the Great (AD 540 to 604) has gathered up the pastoral
wisdom of the patristic period, and energetically set in motion the basic
direction of the medieval pastoral tradition43. In the ancient Pastoralia
also, Oden finds a lot of support for the reinforcement techniques,
40
Oden prefers the name Christian soul care than pastoral care. Pastoral care
has become a common term
used by many other people other than Christians.
There was a time when the term ‘pastoral care’ was the monopoly of Christians.
41
Thomas C. Oden, Pastoral Counsel, Classical Pastoral Care, vol. 3 (New
York: Crossroad, 1989), 226-230.
42
Oden, Pastoral Counsel, 230 - 234.{Early Christian writer had a clear notion
of keeping careful records of behavioural changes in correcting chronic dysfunctions.
e.g. Climacus says “… it is impossible suddenly to overcome the passions, or even
one passion. Keep track of the extent of every passion and of every virtue, and you
will know what progress you are making” (Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent,
p.196). It is widely recommended that one regularly write down misdeeds and skewed
behaviour that one wishes to change, in order to monitor the pace and progress of
change. Athanasius says “… let the following be observed. Let us each one note and
write down our actions and impulses of our soul as though we are going to relate them
to each other.” (Athanasius, Life of Antony, sec.55, p.211). About community becomes
the supportive context also is envisaged by Athanasius. See The life of St. Antony,
ACW 10, p.73.}
43
Thomas C. Oden, Care of Soul in the Classic Tradition, ed. Don S. Browning,
Theology and Pastoral Care Series (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 12.
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Behavioural Change Strategies, Re-parenting and Transference, and
Rational Analysis of Passions.44 Therefore, for Oden, the relation
between theology, especially pastoral theology and psychology is as an
ancient relationship. He is very affirmative about it.

8.A Critique
Both theology and psychology are ultimately relevant to the human
predicament as integrative activities. As I have stated earlier, based on
Tillich’s point of view in relation to existentialism and theology psychology,
one raises the fundamental questions of human existence and
predicament, whereas another tries to give the answer to those questions;
and Oden, in his approach to theology based on revelation, that is, selfdisclosure of God and Kerygma, finds a relationship between theology
and psychology in psychotherapy. For Oden, as far as I could perceive
from the above mentioned details, both theology and psychology or
therapy are integrative modes of knowing, understanding or selfunderstanding. Both help the human utilize his/her inherent capacity for
reflection and action. If psychotherapy can be defined as the treatment
of emotional or spiritual difficulties by verbal or symbolic means, then,
theology is the theoretical base for psychotherapy. Theology and
psychology are functions of the passionate human concern to understand
himself/herself in his/her history. Not only in psychotherapy, but even
when Oden talks about pastoral theology, he affirms the relationship
between theology and psychology. He says that pastoral theology has
accommodated the most current psychological trends.45 On the one
hand, Oden is very affirmative about the relationship between theology
and psychology, but on the other hand, he is very critical about the way
in which theology, especially pastoral psychology, accommodates various
hegemonies of emergent psychologies cheaply without much self –
consciousness. Along with the positive contributions of Oden to theology,
the proposals and approaches are not without fault. Whether in dealing
with kerygma, psychotherapy, or theology, he is very exclusivist in his
approach. From the reading it can be made out that in Oden’s theology,
there is no place for any other ‘faith statements’ other than the Christian.

Oden, Pastoral Counsel, 235 - 258. (People include, Clement of Alexandria,
Lactantius, Gregory the Great, Chrysostom, Ignatius Loyola and Thomas Aquinas.
45
Thomas C. Oden, “Recovering Lost Identity,” The Journal of Pastoral Care
34, no. 1 (1980): 13.
44
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In a context like ours, which is predominantly pluralistic both culturally
and religiously, his thoughts become problematic. His method of theology
i.e. paleo-orthodoxy- “ancient correct belief” is also a questionable
one, because the usage itself gives the connotation that anything other
than “ancient” is not correct or is inferior to the ancient one.

9.Conclusion
So far, the attempt was to find out how Oden understood the relation
between theology and psychology. In examination of the different
material that is available, one can conclude that Oden belongs to the
second group who believe in the interactive and interdisciplinary method
of approach to the psychology-theology debate. His views are influenced
by various people and his contributions are immense in the field of
theology, Christian soul care, psychotherapy and pastoral theology. At
the same time adapting them without a proper evaluation of our contextual
realties would be a mistake.
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The text of the rebuilding of the Temple during the Persian
Empire and its context needs a decoding of the dreams and aspirations
for the covenantal community. This article will investigate Haggai
1:1-15. Haggai may reflect an earlier perspective among the Yehudite
community than Zechariah chapters 1-8.1 These two prophetic units,
Haggai 1-2 and Zechariah 1-8, share a prevailing interest on the
restoration of postexilic Jerusalem and specifically on the project of
temple-restoration. These observations, coupled with the observation
that Zechariah 9-14 lacks both of these characteristics, form the
basis for the now common view that both Haggai 1-2 and Zechariah
1-8 once circulated together as an independent book, in a composite
editorial unity.2 A long-standing approach to Haggai 1:1-15 maintains
that the people’s opposition to the reconstruction of the temple was
not due to laziness or indifference, as is affirmed in many
commentaries on Haggai, but was rooted in ideological convictions.3
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai: An
Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud” in Tradition in Transition: Haggai and
Zechariah 1-8 in the Trajectory of Hebrew Theology, eds. Mark Boda and Michael
Floyd (London / New York: T and T Clark, 2008): 9.
2
Byron G. Curtis, Up the Steep and Stony Road: The Book of Zechariah in
Social Location Trajectory Analysis, SBL 25 (Leiden / Boston: Brill, 2006), 93.
3
P. R. Bedford, “Discerning the Time: Haggai, Zechariah and the ‘Delay’ in the
Rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple” in The Pitcher is Broken: Memorial Essays for
G.W. Ahlström, JSOTSupp 190, eds. S.W. Holloway and L. K. Handy (Sheffield:
1
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Several exegetical considerations present serious difficulties to
under-stand the people’s opposition, as it is portrayed in the redactional
study of Hag-gai, as stemming from pious theological concerns4 rather
than simple self-interest.5 Hence, any prophetic book that focuses
expressly on the temple, it is Haggai.6 So in the succeeding pages an
attempt will be made to delve into the text to draw out some important
insights about why people were reluctant of rebuilding project and the
agenda of the Persian Empire and at the same time the Judean elites
who came back to rebuild the second Temple during the Persian empire.

1. Translation7
1.In the second year of Darius the King, in the sixth month, on the
first day of the month, the word of the LORD (Yahweh8) came through
Haggai the prophet to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor9 of Judah,
and to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest,10 as follows:
Sheffield Academic Press): 71-94; P. R. Bedford, Temple Restoration in Early
Achaemenid Judah, JSJSupp 63 (Leiden: Brill, 2001). There is a critique also done by
John Kessler in 1998, which he mentions in “Building the Second Temple: Questions
of Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1:1-15,” 243.
4
P. R. Bedford, Temple Restoration in Early Achaemenid Judah, 174, 177; John
Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in
Haggai 1:1-15,” 244.
5
John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and
History in Haggai 1:1-15,” 244.
6
David L. Petersen, “The Temple in the Persian Period Prophetic Texts” in
Second Temple Studies, vol. I, Persian Period, ed. Philip R. Davies, JSOTSupp 117
(Sheffield: Sheffield Press, 1991): 135.
7
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, VTSupp 91 (Leiden / Boston / Köln: Brill, 2002), 103-108; Ralph L. Smith,
Micah-Malachi: WBC, vol. 32 (Waco / Texas: Word Book Publisher, 1984), 150-151.
8
Hereafter, Lord will be used.
9
On the meaning of pchh cf. the discussion of the political status of Yehud in
chapter 3. The LXX renders PaHat here and in 1:12, 14; 2:21, 22 by ek phules louda.
Bianchi, following Sacchi sees the LXX as reflecting an original Hebrew reading such
as “mimmispāhat yehūdā.” Amsler opines that the LXX messianizes here. The Targum
reads zerrubbabel rabba’ debt yehūdā (“Zerrubbabel the great one (cf. Ezra 4:10) of
the house of Judah.” The Peshitta reads zrbbl rb’ dyhwdh. Bianchi further notes that
the Vetus Latina, I Esdras 5:2 and Josephus (Antiquity 12.73) follow the LXX and see
a reference here to Zerubbabel’s Davidic origins. The book of Haggai is the only place
where the LXX renders PaHat in this way. Refer to John Kessler, The Book of
Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian Yehud, 103.
10
“The great priest” is usually translated “high priest” (cf. Leviticus 21:10;
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Thus the LORD of hosts (Yahweh Sebaoth11) says: This people
say: ‘This is not the time to come,12 the time for the house of Lord
(Yahweh) to be rebuilt’.
2

Numbers 35:25; 2 Kings 12:11; 22:4, 8; 23: 4). “Head” or “chief priest” is used in 2
Kings 25:18. Refer to Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi: WBC, vol. 32, 151. Meyers
and Meyers as referred by John Kessler in his book John Kessler, The Book of
Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian Yehud, 120, 121, writes that “high
Priest” differs from the head or chief priest or the priest in terms of the functions and
responsibilities fulfilled by the individual in question. This view is affirmed in his
work. D. W. Rooke, Zadok’s Heir: the Role and Development of the High Priesthood
in Ancient Israel, Oxford Theological Monograph (Oxford / New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 130. This term could be more in terms for a person responsible
for the collection and management of funds (for example, Hilkiah 2 Kings 22:4, 8 and
Jehoiada, 2 Kings 12:11) and certain governmental activities than cultic in nature.
Tollington takes an intermediate position, seeing the term as a continuation of its preexilic use with reference to “any senior priest who had special duties connected with
the fabric of the temple and its upkeep. Refer to J. A. Tollington, Tradition and
Innovation in Haggai and Zechariah 1-8, JSOTSupp 150 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1993), 131.
11
Hereafter, Lord of hosts will be used.
12
The principal problem here concerns the repetition of òú in the MT, a
repetition which is not reflected in the versions. The LXX reading, which is also
reflected in the Vulgate and Syriac, The Targum adds (now). The text-critical decision
which yields this translation, as opposed to the alter-native ‘The time has not come’,
will be discussed in detail. This particular verse in the whole passage is of great
interest and therefore, this part of the verse will be dealt in much detail. Scholars such
as Wellhausen, Janssen, Hamerton-Kelly, Steck, Hanson, de Robert, and Tadmor
view the people’s words, as cited in Haggai 1:2, as reflecting the opinion that the time
for temple reconstruction had not yet come, and, consequently, no such endeavour
ought to be undertaken, for a summary of the opinions of these scholars regarding the
various sectors of the population that held such views, cf. John Kessler, The Book of
Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian Yehud, 123-125. Much weight is
placed on understanding `et in v. 2 as referring to a ‘divinely appointed moment,’ H.
Tadmor, “‘The appointed time has not yet arrived’: The Historical Background of
Haggai 1:2 in Ki Baruch Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical and Judaic Studies in
Honor of Baruch A. Levine, eds. W. W. Hallo et al. (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns,
1999): 402-403; Peter Ross Bedford, Temple Restoration in Early Achaemenid Judah,
JSJ Supp 63 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 173-178. Bedford’s recent studies argue for this
position in great detail. His assertions involve not only exegetical judgments regarding
the sense of the text, but also historiographical conclusions with reference to how
such a prophetic text may be used to reconstruct an historical context cf. M. H.
Floyd, “The Nature of the Narrative and the Evidence of Redaction in Haggai” in VT
45 (1995): 490. Refer to John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of
Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1:1-15” in JSOT 27. 2 (2002): 243; John Kessler,
The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian Yehud, 103, 104. According
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Then the word of the LORD (Yahweh) came by the prophet
Haggai, saying:
4
Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses13,
while this house lies in ruins?
5
Now therefore thus says the LORD of hosts: Consider how you
have fared.
6
You have sown much, and harvested little; you eat, but you
never have enough; you drink, but you never have your fill; you clothe
yourselves, but no one is warm; and you that earn wages earn wages to
put them into a bag with holes.
7
Thus says the LORD of hosts: Consider how you have fared.
8
Go up to the hills and bring wood and build the house, so that I
may take pleasure in it and be honored, says the LORD.
9
You have looked for much, and, lo, it came to little; and when
you brought it home, I blew it away. Why? says the LORD of hosts.
3

to Assis, the Psalm 127 and 133 as representing a voice within a larger discourse
surrounding community rebuilding which sought to offer a solution to the cognitive
dissonance that the community surely experienced when their anticipated triumphant
return to Jerusalem and immediate reconstruction of the temple was instead fraught
with challenges that delayed efforts to rebuild. Ellie Assis, “Family and Community
as Substitutes for the Temple after its Destruction: New Readings in Psalms 127 and
133” in Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 85.1 (2009): 55-62; Kathleen Rochester,
“The Missing Brother in Psalm 133” in The Expository Times 122 (2011): 380- 382;
Refer to Lauren Chomyn, “Dwelling Brothers, Oozing Oil, and Descending Dew:
Reading Psalm 133 through the Lens of Yehudite Social Memory” in Scandinavian
Journal of the Old Testament, An International Journal of Nordic Theology 26.2
(2012): 220, 221.
13
Thus in v. 4 the term‘ēt carries the notion of a judgment relative to the
appropriateness of a given activity. Using a good dose of irony, Haggai asks the
people, ‘Is it an appropriateness time for you to live in paneled houses while the
house is desolate?’ Consequently, both vv. 2a and 4 use ‘t in the sense of an appropriate
time for a given activity. This is well rooted in sapiential literature as dealt in a later
stage elaborately. John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time,
Text, and History in Haggai 1:1-15,” 244. The people’s understanding of ‘ët is “a
falling together or juncture of circumstances favorable or suitable to an end or purpose.”
See John R. Wilch, Time and Event: An Exegetical Study of the Use of ‘eth in the Old
Testament in Comparison to Other Temporal Expression in Clarification of the
Concept of Time (Leiden: Brill, 1969), 167. Wilch’s definition encapsulates the wide
semantic range of this word, which includes uses for an appropriate activity, a proper
occasion, and an appointed situation. Cf. ‘ët BDB, 773-774; Frank Y. Patrick, “Time
and Tradition in the Book of Haggai” in Tradition in Transition: Haggai and Zechariah
1-8 in the Trajectory of Hebrew Theology, eds. Mark Boda and Michael Floyd (London
/ New York: T and T Clark, 2008): 41.
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Because my house lies in ruins, while all of you hurry off to your own
houses.
10
Therefore the heavens above you have withheld the dew, and
the earth has withheld its produce.
11
And I have called for a drought on the land and the hills, on the
grain, the new wine, the oil, on what the soil produces, on human beings
and animals, and on all their labors.
12
Then Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, and Joshua son of Jehozadak,
the high priest, with all the remnant of the people, obeyed the voice of
the LORD their God, and the words of the prophet Haggai, as the
LORD their God had sent him; and the people feared the LORD
13
Then Haggai, the messenger of the LORD, spoke to the people
with the LORD’s message, saying, I am with you, says the LORD.
14
And the LORD stirred up the spirit of Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel,
governor of Judah, and the spirit of Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high
priest, and the spirit of all the remnant of the people; and they came and
worked on the house of the LORD of hosts, their God,
15
on the twenty-fourth day of the month, in the sixth month of the
second year of Darius.

2. Textual notes / Form / Structure / Setting

ō

In Haggai 1:2, text-critical and translational choices play a crucial
role in determining the theme and logic of 1:1-15. The two chief
translational options propose differing subjects for the verb bō’î (‘to
come’). The more frequently adopted translation construes `ët as the
subject of bō’î and translates, ‘The time has not come...’14 The
alternative translation, which John Kessler15 affirms is taken into
consideration for this translation. This views the people as the implied
subject of bō’î (as is the case in v. 14) and translates, ‘It is not the time
to come.’16 There are two principal options for understanding the MT:
14
H. W. Wolff, Haggai: A Commentary, trans. M. Kohl (Minneapolis: Augsburg,
1988), 27; C. L. Meyers and E. M. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8: AB, 25B (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday, 1987), 3.
15
John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and
History in Haggai 1:1-15,” 245.
16
Dominique Barthelemy (ed.), Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament. III.
Ezéchiel, Daniel et les 12 prophètes, OBO, 50.3.5 (Fribourg / Göttingen: Editions
Universitaires/Vandcnhoeck and Ruprecht, 1992), 923-924; S. Amsler, A. Lacoque
and R. Vuilleumier, Aggée-Zacharie 9-14, Malachi, CAT 11c (Geneva: Labor et Fides,
1988), 19. Refer to John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time,
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(1) Bō’î may be read as an infinitive absolute and predicate of `ët ; as in
the first translation; or (2) Bō’î may be read as an infinitive construct
used genitivally with `ët 17 describing the kind of time in question (i.e. a
time for / of coming), as in the second translation that is mentioned.
Four considerations make the latter solution the most likely. First, the
people are the subject of bō’î in v. 14. There they come to Jerusalem to
build the temple. In the thematic structure of 1:115, vv. 2 and 14 stand
opposite each other. Because of Haggai’s words in 1:111, the people
do in v. 14 that which they have refused to do in v. 2.18 It is thus likely
that the people constitute the subject of bō’î in both verses. Second, vv.
2b and 4 both use `ët followed by a genitival infinitive construct. It is
therefore entirely apposite to see the same construction in 1: 2a. Third,
Jerusalem appears to have been quite sparsely inhabited at the time 19
and it would be necessary for some workers to come to Jerusalem
from their own dwellings, located elsewhere.20 Fourth, the noun `ët
followed by a genitival infinitive construct (usually preceded by lamedh,
but occasionally without, cf. Genesis 29:7) is frequently used in sapiential
contexts and denotes the kind of time suitable for a given activity.
Thus the translation ‘It is not the time to come i.e. now isn’t a good
time to come’ is more contextually appropriate than ‘The time has
not come’. The latter reading leaves greater room for the possibility
Text, and History in Haggai 1:115,” 245.
17
H. Tadmor, “ ‘The appointed time has not yet arrived’: The Historical
Background of Haggai 1: 2” in Ki Baruch Hu: Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical and
Judaic Studies in Honor of Baruch A. Levine, 402; Refer to John Kessler, “Building
the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1:115,” 245.
18
Dominique Barthelemy (ed.), Critique textuelle de l’Ancien Testament. III.
Ezéchiel, Daniel et les 12 prophètes, 923924; Refer to John Kessler, “Building the
Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1:115,” 245.
19
O. Lipschits, “The History of the Benjamin Region under Babylonian Rule”
in Tel Aviv 26 (1999): 184185; C. E. Carter, The Emergence of Yehud in the Persian
Period, JSOT Supp 294 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 200205; John
Kessler, “Reconstructing Haggai’s Jerusalem: Demographic and Sociological
Considerations and the Quest for an Adequate Methodological Point of Departure”
in Every City Shall Be Forsaken: Urbanism and Prophecy in Ancient Israel and the
Near East, eds. L. L. Grabbe and R. Haak, JSOTSupp 330 (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 2001):137158; John Kessler, Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, 9096; Refer to John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of
Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1:115,” 245.
20
Refer to John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time,
Text, and History in Haggai 1:115,” 245.
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that the people’s motive is theological (although it by no means requires
it). The former underlines the speakers’ volitional choices at a given
moment.21
From a purely formal point of view Haggai 1: 1-15 may be
divided into three sections 1:1-3; 4-11 and 12-15, corresponding to the
more poetic language of the central section and the prose of the
introduction to the more poetic language of the central section and the
prose of the introduction and conclusion. ‘Kessler sees the book’s
opening (vv. 1-2), consisting of a date formula, a Wortereignisformel
(Word-Event Formula)’.22 The use of date and Word-Event Formula,
as well as Haggai’s name and his designation as a prophet establishes
the test’s genre as a prophetic book and suggests to the readers / hearers
that it be approached with a reading strategy appropriate to such texts.23
However, from a thematic and rhetorical point of view vv. 2-3 cannot
be abstracted from vv.4-11 and thus vv. 2-11 must be considered as a
unit.24 Verse 12 signals an important transition. The reader awaits the
outcome of the conflict described in 1:11. The narration progresses by
means of two identifiable units found in vv. 12-13, followed by a
conclusion (v. 14). Each unit includes a description of the reaction of
the principal dramatis personae to Yahweh, followed by a definition of
the role and the identity of Haggai. Verses 12-14 frame the narrative
epilogue ‘Haggai 1: 12-14 provides the narrative of response and is
concerned to relate the rebuilding of the Temple to the changing
fortunes of the people and in particular to the dawning of a new age in

John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and
History in Haggai 1:1-15,” 245.
22
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 9.
23
On the genre of the prophetic book, see the insightful discussions of Ehud
Ben Zvi, “Introduction: Writings, Speeches , and the Prophetic Books: Setting and
Agenda” in Writings and Speech in Israelite and Ancient Near Eastern Prophecy, eds.
Ehud Ben Zvi and Michael H. Floyd, SBLSymS 10 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2000): 1-29; Ehud Ben Zvi, “The Prophetic Book: A Key Form of Prophetic
Literature” in The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the Twenty-First Century, eds.
Marvin A. Sweeney and Ehud Ben Zvi (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003): 276-297;
Refer to John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 10.
24
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, 108.
21
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which Zerubbabel of the Davidic house is to occupy a primary position.
Two passages in Zech. 1-8 are related to this. An isolated fragment in
4: 6b-10a25 stresses the full part to be played by Zerubbabel in the
rebuilding; this is quite explicit, but its relationship to its context and
indeed to the remainder of these chapters of Zechariah remains very
uncertain.26 The dating formula in v.15, while unexpected, fulfills
two important functions. First, it frames the scene, and second, it
underlines the fact that the resumption of the work occurred
quickly. 27
The form of Haggai 1: 2-11 has been variously categorized.
Floyd views it as a prophetic disputation.28 Bedford29 maintains that the
community had rejected a call to rebuild the Temple issued sometime
around the emergence of Darius I and the return of Zerubbabel. He
affirms that their motivation for doing so was not ‘moral turpitude’ but
stemmed from ‘excellent ideological rea-sons’.

3. Explanation
1, 2 It is noteworthy that the author of the book uses “Darius the
King” includes the title as “king” but excludes any qualification indicating
his nationality or kingdom.30 This stands in contrast to the references
made to introduce the foreign kings.31 The hearers / readers are virtually
invited to skip over the issue of foreign domination by a dominating
Empire and somehow see that situation analogous to earlier periods of
the people’s history.32 Hence the author very carefully presents the
25

This text is dealt in the later part of this exegetical study, in the succeeding

pages.
26
Peter Ackroyd, “The Jewish community in Palestine in the Persian period”
in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol.1, Introduction; The Persian Period, eds.
W. D. Davies and Louis Finkelstein (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984):
141.
27
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, 113-114.
28
M. H. Floyd, Minor Prophets. Part 2, FOTL 22 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2000), 273.
29
P. R. Bedford, Temple Restoration in Early Achaemenid Judah, 170-177.
30
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 11.
31
Cf. Cyrus the king of Persia (2 Chronicles 36: 23; Ezra 1:1); Sennacherib,
king of Assyria (2 Kings 18:13); Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon ( 2 Kings 5:8)
32
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 11.
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dominating Empire to the people.
The text continues to introduce Zerubbabel as a Davidide via the
inclusion of his patronymic.33 There was no other messianic hope as
blatant in postexilic portions of the Hebrew Bible as found here. 34 The
title ‘governor (PaHat) 35 of Yehud’ is very carefully attributed to show
once again the anomaly of Judah’s domination by a foreign power and
Zerubbabel’s humble status36 and to avoid any confrontation with the
Empire. “Joshua, son of Jehozadak, the high priest was likely to be born
in exile.”37 In Verse 2, Kessler38 quotes Wellhausen who suggested
that two opposing theological conceptions were present in Haggai 1.
On one hand, there were those who saw the rebuilding of the temple as
an essential and preliminary step to the coming of the messianic era.
Others, however, viewed the temple’s restoration as occurring
subsequent to the arrival of the hoped-for age.
R. G. Hamerton-Kelly attempted to identify the two opposing
theological and sociological factions.39 He identified the proponents of
immediate rebuilding with the priestly group, who based its convictions

On the questions surrounding Zerubbabel’s geneology, see Sara Japhet,
“Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel: Against the Background of the Historical and Religious
Tendencies of Ezra-Nehemiah” in ZAW 94 (1982): 66-98; John Kessler, “Tradition,
Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai: An Alternative Voice from Early
Persian Yehud,” 11, 12.
34
Paul L. Redditt, Tradition in Transition Haggai and Zechariah 1-8 in the
Trajectory of Hebrew Theology, eds. Mark J. Boda and Michael H. Floyd, Library of
Hebrew Bible / Old Testament Studies 475 (New York: T and T Clark, 2008), 77-80;
Paul L. Redditt, “Prophecy and Monarchy in Haggai and Zechariah” in CBQ 76.3
(July, 2014): 442, 444.
35
By incorporating the term PaHat it makes sense that this was to refer the
domination of the empire as he is imperially appointed governor, John Kessler,
“Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai: An Alternative Voice
from Early Persian Yehud,” 12.
36
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 12.
37
Seriah was put to death in 587BCE, His father, Jehozadak, was taken into
exile, where Joshua was likely born. He was of a Zadokite stock (2 Kings 25:18, 1
Chronicles 5: 40-41, in conformity with the requirement of Ezekiel 44:15. Refer to
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian Yehud, 120.
38
Cf. John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, 123-124.
39
R. G. Hamerton-Kelly, “The Temple and the Origins of Jewish Apocalyptic”
in VT 20 (1970): 1-15.
33
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upon the theological perspectives of Deuteronomy.40 Hanson took a
similar approach, situating the theological opposition (in contrast to
Hamerton-Kelly) between the priestly-Ezekielian coalition, on one hand,
and an amalgam of the disciples of Deutero-Isaiah and disenfranchised
Levites, on the other.41 The introduction of a legitimate priestly figure
strengthens the hearers / readers sense of continuity-Yahweh had
preserved both the Davidic and Zadokite lines in exile, and both would
be involved in the temple’s reconstruction.42 The symmetrical fashion
wherein each member of the book’s principal characters is introduced
by name and title thus creates the image of an ordered and structured
society in which each member has an assigned role and a part to play.43
3-11, The continuity motifs established in 1:1-2 are continued
through 1:3-11 by two highly creative techniques: (1) the redactional
slant placed upon the conflict with the people over the rebuilding of the
temple; and (2) the use of Deuteronomistic and Zion traditions to express
that conflict. His analysis suggests that the judgment is over and the
“divinely appointed, propitious time to rebuild” has indeed arrived. 44

40

R. G. Hamerton-Kelly, “The Temple and the Origins of Jewish Apocalyptic,”

4-11.
41
P. D. Hanson, The Dawn of Apocalyptic: The Historical and Sociological
Roots of Jewish Apocalyptic Eschatology, 225; Refer to Cana Werman, “Levi and
Levites in the Second Temple Period” in Dead Sea Discoveries 41.2 (1997): 211-225.
Soo J. Kim, “YHWH Shammah: The City as Gateway to the Presence of YHWH” in
JSOT 39.2 (2014): 194.
42
On the priesthood in the Persian period, see D. W. Rooke, Zadok’s Heir: The
Role and Development of the High Priesthood in Ancient Israel, Oxford Theological
Monograph (Oxford New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); David W. Suter,
“Jubilee, the Temples, and the Aaronite Priesthood” in Enoch and the Mosaic Torah:
The Evidence of Jubilees, ed. Gabriele Boccaccini and Giovanni Ibba (Grand Rapids /
Michigan: Eerdmans, 2009): 397-410; Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Another Contribution
to the Succession Narrative Debate (2 Samuel 11–20; 1 Kings 1–2)” in JSOT 38.1
(2013): 54, emphasizes that through Zerubbabel the Davidic line was kept.
43
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 12.
44
Peter Ross Bedford, Temple Restoration in Early Achaemenid Judah, 169181. According to Bedford, the people of Yehud have legitimate ideological reasons
for not rebuilding the temple. These ideological reasons are encapsulated by the
people’s usage of ‘t in 1:2. Although contested by Kessler and others, the theological
understanding of the usage of ‘t is supported by similar usages of ‘t in Psalms 102:14;
Ezekiel 30:3 and Isaiah 49: 8, as well as numerous parallels in other West Asian
sources, refer to Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, I Have Built You an Exalted House: Temple
Building in the Bible in the Light of Mesopotamian and North-West Semitic
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The end of the time of the deity’s abandonment of the site could be
discerned by means of “dreams, extispicy and planetary omens.” 45 The
Judean community, according to Bedford, would have known that it
was time to rebuild the temple by means of “tangible signs, such as the
repatriation of all the exiles, the blessing of Yahweh’s people and land,
the destruction of enemies, the acknowledgement by the nations of
Yahweh’s sovereignty, the re-establishment of the kingship of David,
and the reunification of Judah and Israel.”46
Most of the people in the peripheries felt that they were not
convinced of such tangible signs and the Jerusalemite community
staunchly refused for this great and laborious task. This could be also
based on the calculation regarding the seventy year desolation of
Jerusalem which is found in the book of Jeremiah.47 The word ‘et in
verses 2, 4 does not mean a divinely designated moment, because
Haggai’s response to the people’s conviction does not consist of any
theological or exegetical arguments, though in certain case ‘et may
refer to an epoch or a moment designated by Yahweh for a particular
purpose. (Psalms 102:14; Jeremiah 46:21; 50:27, 31).48 The nuance is
rather the well attested notion of “an appropriate or suitable time” for a
given activity.49 The idea of an “appropriate” time is well rooted in
sapiential literature (Ecclesiastes 8:5-6).50 Frequently the noun ‘et is
reconstruction, or at least significant questions with reference to the timing of such a
project, did exist in the early Persian period” see, John Kessler, “Building the Second
Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1:1-15,” 250-251; See, Frank
Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 41.
45
P. R. Bedford, “Discerning the Time: Haggai, Zechariah and the ‘Delay’ in the
Rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple,” 78.
46
P. R. Bedford, “Discerning the Time: Haggai, Zechariah and the ‘Delay’ in the
Rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple,” 84, cf. also page 94.
47
Hayim Tadmor, “‘The appointed time has not yet arrived’: The Historical
Background of Haggai 1: 2,” cites Jeremiah 25:12-13; 29:10. Thus the termination of
the building project was timed to coincide with the seventieth anniversary of the fall
of Jerusalem. Refer to John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in
Early Persian Yehud, 124, 125.
48
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, 125.
49
Job 22:16; Proverbs 15:23; Ecclesiastes 3:2-11; 7:17; 8: 5-6, Cf. John R.
Wilch, Time and Event: An Exegetical Study of the Use of ‘eth in the Old Testament
in Comparison to Other Temporal Expression in Clarification of the Concept of Time
(Leiden: Brill, 1969). Refer to John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and
Society in Early Persian Yehud, 125.
50
The dispute hinges on the concept of the appropriate time, a concept deeply
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followed by an infinitive construct indicating the activity which is
appropriate or inappropriate in the time under consideration. As noted
in the textual criticism, the implied subject is the people who say, “It is
not the appropriate time to come…”51This sapiential orientation is evident
in several passages which contain the same construction. In Ecclesiastes
3:2-8, for example ‘et is followed by an infinitive constructs that describes
activities appropriate to certain periods of life. Thus there is a time to be
born (‘ēt lāledet), to die (‘ēt lāmût), to plant (‘ēt lāta‘at) and to pluck
up (‘ēt la‘aqôr nātûª‘). Genesis 29:7 provides an excellent parallel.
There it is stated, “It is still day, it is not the time to gather in the flocks”
(lō’-‘ēt hē’āsēp). The intent is clear that the given external
circumstances, gathering in the flocks constitutes an inappropriate
activity. In each of these instances the construction refers not to a
divine judgment regarding whether or not an activity should be
undertaken, but rather to a human evaluation in response to the question,
“Would the activity under consideration be wise, prudent, appropriate
or well situated in the existing circumstance?” What is more, such an
evaluation can be called into question, by the prefixing of an interrogative
he to ‘ët as in Haggai 1:4. Thus 2 Kings 5:26, contains a virtually identical
interrogative structure. There Elisha asks Gehazi, “Is it the time to
receive (ha‘ēt lāqahat) silver, to receive (lāqahat) garments, olive
trees…?52 Haggai, like Elisha, calls into question a course of action
chosen by the people based on their view of the appropriateness of the
circumstances , presumably the adversities mentioned in 1:4-6; 9-11. In
other words, the people have said, “It is clear, given the external
circumstances, that wisdom dictates that the rebuilding of the temple be
put off until a more appropriate time”.53

rooted in wisdom traditions, G. von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, trans. J. D. Martin
(London: SPCK, 1972), 138-143; John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant
in the Book of Haggai: An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 15.
51
Refer to John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early
Persian Yehud, 126.
52
D. P. O’Brien, “Is This the Time to Accept? (2 Kings 5: 26b): Simply
Moralizing (LXX) or an Ominous Foreboding of Yahweh’s Rejection of Israel (MT)”
in VT 46 (1996): 448-457. Refer to John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and
Society in Early Persian Yehud, 126.
53
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai: Prophecy and Society in Early Persian
Yehud, 126.
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He addresses the people in 1:3-11 using “traditional” forms of
questions (cf. Hosea 6:4; Amos 3:3-8; Jonah 4:11; Micah 3:1-3; 6:3;
Zechariah 1:5-6; 7:5-7; 8:6)54 and disputations, as well as a promise of
salvation (v. 8). The author has used creatively the Deuteronomistic55
and Zion traditions in 1:3-11; it has long been noted that Haggai uses the
treaty or futility-curse form in his disputation with the people.56 Such
usage was highly significant in the Deuteronomistic tradition
(Deuteronomy 28; Judge 2:11-14), especially in several of the prophetic
books (Hosea 2:2-9; Amos 4:6-11; 5:11; Micah: 13-16). Indeed, it has
frequently been pointed out, there are numerous verbal and thematic
parallels between Haggai 1:3-l 1 and Deuteronomy 28; Leviticus 26,
and Micah 6:13-16.57
Haggai’s innovative use of the Deuteronomistic tradition could be
seen. The people are being reprimanded for failing to rebuild the temple
despite the fact that temple building, as Petersen puts it, “is markedly
absent from other covenant stipulations preserved in the Hebrew
Bible.”58 However, that which is most significant for the present
discussion is how Haggai subtly introduces in his presentation with regard
to the duty of temple reconstruction. From the beginning, the Jerusalem
temple was seen as something of an innovation, needing divine
approba-tion (2 Samuel 7; 1 Kings 8), a place where the worship of
Yahweh was corrupted by the worship of foreign deities (Ezekiel 8) or
a locus of mis-placed faith—a false assurance has been given that
Jerusalem would never be overthrown no matter what the conduct of
its inhabitants may have been (Jeremiah 7).

Cf. John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,”15.
55
The author links Yehud’s economic woes to the ancient Deuteronomic curses
(Haggai 1: 6-11; cf. Deuteronomy 28: 22-24, 38-40), assuring his audience that the
curse will be removed if the temple is rebuilt. Wes Haward-Brook and Anthony
Gwyther, Unveiling Empire: Reading Revelation Then and Now, 62.
56
Delbert R. Hillers, Treaty Curses and the Old Testament Prophets, BibOr 16
(Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1964); David L. Petersen, Haggai and Zechariah
1-8: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia / London: Westminster / SCM Press, 1984 /
1985); John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai: An
Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 16.
57
Haggai 1:6 / Deuteronomy 28:38; Haggai 1:6 / Leviticus 26: 26; Haggai 1: 11
/ Deuteronomy 28: 18.
58
David L. Petersen, Haggai and Zechariah 1-8: A Commentary, 190-191.
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In the Ancient West Asia, it was the customary practice of
awaiting instructions from the deity before such an undertaking of
reconstruction, as well as its form and cultic personnel. Haggai gives
no room for any discussion on this matter. The rebuilding of the temple
is a covenantal duty, whereas no explanation is offered as to how,
when, or why it came to be one!59 The book overlooks the failures of
the past, and focuses on the critical nature of the present (v. 8). 1: 1215, this portion of the epilogue describes the effects of the Haggai’s
message.
This section has minimized the destruction of Jerusalem and the
exile 6 the texts assumes both but mentions neither. Failure to rebuild
the temple, and the consequences thereof, are portrayed as a blemish
on an existing relationship, not the evidence of one which had formerly
existed and had lapsed. Hence, in 1:12-15 the audience is invited to
view Haggai’s words as a challenge and response within an alive
relationship rather than a call to renew a failed one. The obvious and
contrasting difference that is found between the response of the people
during Jeremiah and Haggai is that Haggai’s audience have done the
right thing (1:2- 15), whereas, the generation during Jeremiah’s time
have done the wrong thing. Haggai is to a great extent silent regarding
the failures of the past and even lacks an explicit call for repentance.
He simply enjoins his people to do what they ought to do. And when
they do what is required, he guarantees that Yahweh is among them
once again as He has been in the past at critical moments of the people
of God.60 He lays less stress on the failures of the people to live as God
expected them to live by stressing on the aspect of rebuilding of the
Temple.
4. Comments on Haggai 1: 1-15: Postcolonial reading on the voice
of Dissidence for the rebuilding of the Temple
The book of Haggai is very clear of its intention i.e. the rebuilding

The authorization for rebuilding may be understood from the decree of
Cyrus, (2 Chronicles 26: 33 and Ezra 1:2-4. One thing to notice is Haggai nowhere
mentions about the decree, Chronicles and Ezra were likely produced much later, thus
the knowledge of the decree cannot be demonstrated within the text. But it is assumed
that the people were informed of this permission as Peterson mentions in Haggai and
Zechariah 1-8, 52; John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of
Haggai: An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 14, 15.
60
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 23, 24.
59
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of the temple. One of the major themes as many scholars have projected
is to show the prophet Haggai’s success.61 His enthusiasm for temple
building seems totally out of place among the prophets.62 As Elizabeth
Achtemeier expresses it; He crops in the midst of the goodly fellowship
of the prophets like a misguided stranger from the wrong part of town.
No cry for social justice escapes his lips, no assurance that God dwells
with the humble and contrite. Instead, he reeks of something that smells
very much like the external and superficial religion of which we would
all like to rid.63 He is seen as one breaking through the resistance voice
of the common people and through whom Yahweh is able to bring
change. Haggai is portrayed as a scribe or interpreter of omens who
is able to correct the miscalculations of the people. Rather, he is
portrayed as a classical prophet whose words cut to the heart of a
disobedient people.64 In this regard it is signi-ficant to note that in
Haggai, ‘the people’ in 1:2 constitute a dramatis persona separate
and distinct from the High Priest, Governor, and the prophet (1:1) as
well as ‘the priests’ (2:11). ‘The people’ comprises of the majority
of the population of early Persian Yehud was likely to have been
involved in agricultural and economic pursuits.65 The people lived in
a situation of hand to mouth because they bore the brunt of the
61
John Kessler, Prophecy and Society in Early Persian Yehud, 255-257, that
one of the primary redactional themes in the book of Haggai is that of the prophet’s
success. This success has been widely noted in scholarly literature of H.W. Wolff ,
Haggai: A Commentary, 16; C. L. Meyers and E. M. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8:
AB, 25B, xliii; B. Peckham, History and Prophecy: The Development of Late Judean
Literary Traditions, ABDRL, (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 741; John Kessler,
“Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1: 115,” 249; the foreign ruler is depicted in a more favorable light than in the original
visions, as H. J. M. Van Deventer, “Another Look at the Redaction History of the
Book of Daniel, or, Reading Daniel from Left to Right” in JSOT 38.2 (2013): 260, in
the conclusion sees a comparison based on the similarities between the superscriptions
in Daniel 8-12 and those in Haggai and Zechariah.
62
Wes Haward-Brook and Anthony Gwyther, Unveiling Empire: Reading
Revelation Then and Now, 62.
63
Elizabeth Achtemeier, Nahum-Malachi (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1986),
95
64
M. H. Floyd, “The Nature of the Narrative and the Evidences of Redaction
in Haggai,” 470-490; M. H. Floyd, Minor Prophets, 272-274; Refer to John Kessler,
“Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in Haggai 1: 115,” 249.
65
Cf. E. Ben Zvi, “The Urban Centre of Jerusalem and the Development of the
Literature of the Hebrew Bible” in Urbanism in Antiquity, JSOTSupp 244, eds. W. E.
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burden of taxation within the Persian Empire.66 Yehud had a limited
territory and reduced population base.67 The dramatic conflict introduced
in v. 2 turns on the conviction of the people that “it is not the time to
come; the time for the house of the Lord to be rebuilt.”68 For at least a
half a century, scholars have suggested that the issue at hand was
something of a pious reluctance on the part of the people. The community
does not want to risk offending the deity by proceeding with the
reconstruction without having first received clear authorization to do
so.69 P. R. Bedford argues in a similar line of thought. He maintains that
the cessation of divine displeasure, manifested by concrete signs, was
seen to be a necessary prerequisite to temple (re)building both in Israel
and in the ancient West Asia.70
At times, the stark refutation of Haggai seems very ambitious,
because the conception of ‘et is supported by the fact that the book of
Haggai clearly anticipates a future “time” of restoration.71 In 2:6
Yahweh, will initiate his mighty activities “in a little while.”72 In 2:15
and 2:18 the prophet employs the notion of “time” to encourage the

Aufrecht et al. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997): 194-209. (194-96). Refer
to John Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in
Haggai 1: 1-15,” 253.
66
Joachim Schaper, “The Jerusalem Temple as an Instrument of Achaemenid
Fiscal Administration” in VT 45 (1995): 528-539.
67
C. E. Carter, The Emergence of Yehud in the Persian Period, 201-205; John
Kessler, “Building the Second Temple: Questions of Time, Text, and History in Haggai
1: 1-15,” 253.
68
This is dealt in the Textual comments.
69
John Kessler, “Tradition, Continuity and Covenant in the Book of Haggai:
An Alternative Voice from Early Persian Yehud,” 14. The possible reasons include
misplaced priorities, economic difficulties, social division, the seventy- year prophecy
of Jeremiah, and the presence of other place of worship. See, Frank Y Patrick, “Time
and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 40.
70
P. R. Bedford, “Discerning the Time: Haggai, Zechariah and the ‘Delay’ in the
Rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple,” 71-94.
71
Clines agree that “this saying of theirs (1: 2) presumes there is still time, in
future, to rebuild.” David J. Cline, “Haggai’s Temple Constructed, Deconstructed” in
Second Temple Studies, vol. II, Temple and Community in the Persain Period, JSOTSupp
175, eds. Tamara C. Eskenazi and Kent H. Richards (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994):
60-87; Janet A. Tollington, Tradition and Innovation in Haggai and Zechariah 1-8,
187: Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 41, 42.
72
This phrase indicates the immediacy of this coming event, see, Robert P.
Carroll, When Prophecy Failed: Reactions and Responses to Failure in the Old
Testament Prophetic Traditions (London: SCM Press, 1979), 161.
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people to think about the great hope that lies before them. In 2:20-23
the prophet speaks of a future time, “on that day,” when Yahweh will
act against the kingdoms.73 When the people are coming to a conclusion
that it is not the “time” to rebuild the temple, they are articulating their
observations about the current state of affairs to the expectation, the
people had about the coming time of restoration which is characterized
by the unfolding of the certain events.
In different prophetic traditions in the Bible,74 the initiative of
the restoration happens with the defeat and submission of foreign
nations.75 But on the contrary, the reality of foreign rule that is mentioned
in the initial verses of the book of Haggai indicates that the hopes of
political independence had yet not materialized in Yehud.76 Haggai
carefully uses the terms as “the governor” 1:2; “my servant” and “like
a signet ring” in 2:20-23,77 but never uses the term “king,”78 as he does
The particular aspect is very much connected to the “Day of the Lord.” See,
Claus Westermann, Prophetic Oracles of Salvation in the Old Testament, trans. Keith
Crim (Louisville / Kentuchy: Westminster, 1991), 255-257; Gerhard von Rad, “The
Origin of the Concept of the Day of Yahweh” in JSS 4 (1959): 97-108; Frank Y.
Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,”42.
74
Jeremiah 29:8; 51:33; Ezekiel 21: 29 (English); Haggai 2:7; 21-22. Thus the
people keenly observed the time, when the overthrow of foreign powers is the initial
step to grand restoration envisioned in the prophetic corpus. The renewal of Davidide
throne is also linked with restoration, Isaiah 11:10-16; Jeremiah 23:5-6; though,
neither of these passages is directly alluded to in the book of Haggai, but the tradition
is held high, particularly in 2:20-23. In these verses Zerubbabel is identified as “my
servant”, and is promised to be “like a signet ring”. See, Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and
Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 44.
75
This idea is very important for the rebuilding of the temple that the king’s
enemies are defeated in West Asian context. Refer to Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, I Have
Built You an Exalted House: Temple Building in the Bible in the Light of Mesopotamian
and North-West Semitic Writings, 133-134.
76
The remarkable portrayal is the lack of the negative assessments about the
reality of foreign rule, see, David L. Peteren, “The Temple in Persian Period of
Prophetic Texts” in Second Temple Studies, vol. I, Persian Period, JSOTSupp 117,
ed. Philip R. Davies (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991): 125-144; Frank Y. Patrick, “Time
and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 48.
77
Although Haggai 2: 20-23 anticipates Zerubbabel’s role as King under
Yahweh’s authority, he apparently never ascended the throne for reasons that must
remain unknown, see, Marvin A. Sweeney, “Targum Jonathan’s Reading of Zechariah
3; A Gateway for the Palace” in Tradition in Transition: Haggai and Zechariah1-8 in
the Trajectory of Hebrew Theology, eds. Mark Boda and Michael Floyd (London /
New York: T and T Clark, 2008):285.
78
Paul L. Redditt, “The King in Haggai-Zechariah 1-8 and the book of the
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not want to offend the Empire and create a wedge in the minds of the
Persian colonial power. Haggai was exhorting the people to rebuild the
temple. As Rex Mason, concludes “…, when Yahweh begins his
universal reign in the completed temple, Zerubbabel will succeed to
royal status.”79 Thus, this passage reflects that the coming of Davidic
king would bring an end to the exile and bring restoration. But on the
other hand, people could not think as the foreign colonial power was still
ruling over them.
The prophetic expectations about the restoration looked for an
economic boom.80 The book of Haggai is no exception as it looks for
the same in 2:19, but a contrary thing is seen in 1:9. Hence the people
had a high expectation in the form of abundant agricultural yield, which
was not met and hence people had the feeling that it is not the ‘time.’
The people of Yehud were not clear about the return and their hopes
were hung on the return of Yahweh. Thus, the “return of Yahweh to
Jerusalem stands in the center” of the restoration process81 is well
affirmed in 1:8; 1:13; 2:4. This return of Yahweh’s glory was an important
component to the rebuilding of the temple.82 The people were not sure
Twelve” in Tradition in Transition: Haggai and Zechariah1-8 in the Trajectory of
Hebrew Theology, eds. Mark Boda and Michael Floyd (London / New York: T and T
Clark, 2008): 59; Paul L. Reddith, “Prophecy and the Monarchy in Haggai and
Zechariah 1-8,” 436-449.
79
Rex A. Mason, “The Messiah in the Postexilic Old Testament Literature” in
King and Messiah in Israel and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings of the Oxford Old
Testament Seminar, JSOTSupp 270, ed. John Day (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1998): 342. For a different view see, Wolter H. Rose, Zemah and Zerubbabel:
Messianic Expectations in the Early Postexilic Period, JSOTSupp 304 (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 2000); J. J. M. Roberts, “The Old Testament’s Contribution
to Messianic Expectations” in The Messiah; Developments in Earliest Judaism and
Christianity, ed. James H. Charlesworth (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992): 39-51;
Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 48.
80
This is mentioned in Jeremiah 31:12-14; Ezekiel 36:30; The postexilic influence
of this “grand program” in Zechariah 8: 11-12, refer to Antonine De Guglielmo, “The
Fertility of the Land in the Messianic Prophecies” in CBQ 19 (1957): 306-311.
81
R. E. Clements, God and Temple (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965), 53.
Refer for further clarity to Tamara John Eskanazi, “From Exile and Restoration to
Exile and Reconstruction” in Exile and Restoration Revisited: Essays on the Babylonian
and Persian Periods in Memory of Peter R. Ackroyd, Library of Second Temple
Studies, eds. Gary Knoppers et al. (London / New York: T and T Clark, 2009): 7893.
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kbde in 1:8 refers to the ancient belief that God’s presence was made manifested
in his glory, and it is an effective rhetorical tool to present this idea. See Rex A.
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as the situations were very bleak, because the prophetic traditions
always held the view that Yahweh’s return would inaugurate a “new
age” that would result in reversal of fortunes, including economic
prosperity, agricultural blessing, judgment upon the nations, a return of
shalom.83 As Ackroyd84 points out, Temple was the most potent symbol
of the presence of God… It is the outward sign of that manifestation of
the divine presence and power which was an important ingredient for
an established life of restoration.
Thus, these imaginations pervaded the thoughts of the people in
the early postexilic times which made them to be unwilling in terms of
“time”. There appeared no “completeness, success… a situation which
is both prosperous and secure…a state of well-being which is a direct
result of the beneficent Presence of God.”85 Instead of abundant crop
yields, the people experienced terrible agricultural conditions in Yehud,
this is dramatically pictured in Haggai 1: 10.86 Yehud still face a daunting
situation of foreign rule, difficult economic conditions and a meager
population.87 Hence, the word ‘at’ expresses “activity which is
inappropriate in the time of consideration” as used in wisdom literature.
The current state of affairs in early Achaemenid Yehud looked more
like an extension of the exilic period88 and a time under the colonial

Mason, Preaching the Tradition: Homily and Hermeneutics after the Exile (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 144; R. E. Clements, God and Temple, 124.
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Cf. Jonathan Paige Sisson, “Jeremiah and the Jerusalem Conception of Peace” in JBL
105 (1986): 437, 438, suggests that the absence of shalom is due to the disruption of
divine order. Claus Westermann, “Peace (Shalom) in the Old Testament” in The
Meaning of Peace: Biblical Studies, eds. Perry B. Yoder and William M. Swartley,
trans. Walter Sawatsky (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 1992): 1648; Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai” in Tradition in
Transition: Haggai and Zechariah1-8 in the Trajectory of Hebrew Theology, 47.
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Peter R. Ackroyd, Exile and Restoration: A study of Hebrew Thought of the
Sixth Century B.C. (London: SCM Press, 1968), 248.
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John I. Durham, “Shalom and the Presence of God” in Proclamation and
Presence: Old Testament Essays in Honour of Gwynne Henton Davies, eds. John I.
Durham and Joshua R. Porter (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1970): 272-294.
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Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 49.
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P. R. Bedford, Temple Restoration in Early Achaemenid Judah, 160.
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The description of Yehud in 1:11, khrb echoes the image of exilic condition,
see, Francis I. Anderson, “Who Built the Second Temple?” in Australian Biblical
Review 6 (1958): 24-25, the depiction of the current postexilic situation as çøá is
significant because this is the same word employed by Jeremiah 33:10 to describe the
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empire and the political independence is still to be materialized. The
book of Haggai and the book of Zechariah express a sense of a persistent
exile.89 The texts throughout the postexilic period emphasize the imminent
return of Yahweh.90 Hence the people concluded with a voice of
resistance, that the political, economic and religious environment does
not match with the restoration expectations found in the Hebrew Bible
and hence they thought it was not the “time.”91
In the light of the discussed evidences, the dissidence voice of the
people who were colonized by the imperial power, made the colonized
to give sapiential reasoning to justify that the “time” was inappropriate
because the initial time at Yehud under the Persian domination did not
facilitate the situations. There was a difference of opinion to whether
the “propitious time” had in fact arrived. It was very true that the
rebuilding had to take place but the terms used as discussed, made the
people doubtful of the time. The book is very careful to present the two
aristocratic strata of the returning exiles. Zerubbabel, the governor who
was from David’s lineage and Joshua92 the high priest, who hailed from
Zadokite priesthood are promoted. Throughout the Second Temple
Period, the Temple served as the heart of Jewish life, not only as
the cultic and ritual centre, but also as the political, social, judicial
curse conditions of the exile. Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of
Haggai,” 50.
89
Zechariah 1:12, this is further confirmed by the prophet’s words in Zechariah
4:8-10. According to Zechariah 7, the people of the early postexilic period in Achaemenid
Yehud were not clear about the restoration. The current difficulties in early postexilic
Yehud suggested to the people that the expected time of restoration was still a distant
hope, not a present reality. This confusion is reflected in the people’s waning
commitment to the effort of rebuilding as the book of Haggai reflects. For example,
Haggai 2:4 presents another call to work, portraying the dwindling effort of the
people, see, Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 51, 52.
90
For example, Yahweh declares in Zechariah 2:10; 8:3; Haggai 1:8, Anderson
opines: “The overriding theological issue for the early postexilic community is that of
Yahweh’s presence.” See, Gary A. Anderson, Sacrifices and Offerings in Ancient
Israel: Studies in Their Social and Political Importance, Harvard Semitic Monographs
41 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987), 93; Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the
Book of Haggai,” 54.
91
Frank Y. Patrick, “Time and Tradition in the Book of Haggai,” 55, this
portion of the exegesis has incorporated lot of ideas from this article.
92
Deirdre N. Fulton, “Jeshua’s High Priestly Lineage” in Exile and Restoration
Revisited: Essays on the Babylonian and Persian Periods in Memory of Peter R.
Ackroyd, Library of Second Temple Studies, eds. Gary Knoppers et al. (London /
New York: T and T Clark, 2009): 94-115.
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and cultural core.93
The postexilic biblical literature talks about the intra-community
tension, which the researcher has dealt and will deal from the Book of
Ezekiel chapters 40-48 in the later part of this chapter. At the same
time, Haggai is promoting the Persian colonial imperial rule by facilitating
the rebuilding project. This indirectly promoted the Persian economic,
political, religious, social and cultural agendas. He never uses the title
“king” for Zerubbabel, though the book of Haggai was hoping for the
restoration of the Davidic king.94
The prophet confronts the voice of resistance which was raised
by the people with proper reasons, as this was in line with the prophetic
tradition. The situations were in contrasting sense; in the political scenario,
the Persian domination was not yet over and Zerubbabel was seen as a
governor. The economic, social and religious factors were far beyond
the reach for the people to think that restoration had begun and the
presence of the Lord had returned. The West Asian contexts also did
not allow them to think for the rebuilding of the temple as they were not
certain of the approval of the deity and the return of Yahweh’s presence.
All these factors made the people to be on the resistance mode but the
prophet was energized to encourage the people to rebuild the temple.
The rebuilding was also very much the plan of God but people did not
know the “time.”
Some who thought that they are not free and still under the empire,
could not go with clarity about the rebuilding of the Temple.
The dominant voice in the prophetical book of Haggai
“undergirds rhetorically his theological interpretation of the community’s
covenantal obligation to rebuild the temple through the language and
forms of wisdom traditions. He makes more effort to add a eudemonistic
dimension, common in wisdom, in which the basis of his appeal is, in
part, choosing that which will bring the greatest ultimate personal
happiness. To move his hearers to a point of decision, Haggai calls for
two well-known sapiential responses: 1. Observation, 2. Reflection upon
that which has been observed. (Haggai 1:6b, 9a, 11). Thus the use of

93
Kyu Sam Han, Jerusalem and the Early Jesus Movement: The Qumran
Community Attitude towards the Temple (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002),
18.
94
Paul L. Reddith, “Prophecy and the Monarchy in Haggai and Zechariah 1-8,”
441.
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religious traditions in Haggai 1:1-15 manifests ‘creative reformulation,
mixing, and re-application’95 of a variety of traditions and genres”96 for
giving voice to powerful on behalf of the voice of the unheard common
in the periphery to cater to the need of the powerful Persian Empire.

95
The postexilic prophecy was constantly involved in this process of the
‘authoritative’ word, but this does not mean that the postexilic books have no originality
but the prophetic books of this time shows considerable creativity in using the
materials and traditions. R. A. Mason, “The Prophets of the Restoration,” 141-142.
96
John Kessler, The Book of Haggai Prophecy and Society in the Early Persian
Yehud (Leiden / Boston / Köln: Brill, 2002), 156-157.
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Why Did the Closer Relative Backout from His Initial Commitment (Ruth 4:6)?1
Amar Pandey

Abstract
The closer relative backed out from his initial commitment of
carrying out the duty of a go’el because Ruth was put forward as the
widow to be married. Marrying Ruth meant the heir born would
eventually inherit the redeemed land. Moreover, the closer relative would
likely lose a part of his own property to this heir who would bear the
name of the deceased. Thus, he was not willing to make this economic
sacrifice. He had initially assumed Naomi to be the widow to be married,
in which case, he would incur no economic loss from being the go’el
because she had gone past her childbearing age.

1. Introduction
The marriage between Boaz and Ruth has created ample interest
among the readers of the book of Ruth and has generated numerous
reflections among biblical scholars. Many issues have been debated.
The major question with which we will deal in this paper is: Why did the
relative who was closer to Elimelech’s family than was Boaz, refuse to
take up the responsibility of a go’el after having agreed to it initially? In
the process of finding an answer to this question, we will also deal with
other related questions: Does Ruth chapter 4 involve a levirate marriage?
Why is it that a dual responsibility was bestowed upon the go’el—that
of redeeming the land and of marrying the widow? Why did Elimelech’s
inheritance require redemption? Finding answers to these questions is
crucial in finding an answer to our primary question.
An earlier version of this article was submitted as a pre-requisite coursework
at South Asia Institute of Advanced Christian Studies in 2013.
1
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We will contend that the closer relative backed out because Ruth
was put forward as the widow to be married. This meant the heir born
would eventually inherit the redeemed land. In addition, the closer relative
would likely lose a part of his own property to this heir. Hence, he was
not willing to commit this economic suicide, as it were. He had initially
assumed that Naomi would be the widow to be married and since she
had gone past her childbearing age, there would be no economic loss
incurred in carrying out the duty of a go’el.

2. Dual Responsibility of a Go’el
It is obvious from the story in Ruth 4 that Boaz—the ultimate
go’el of the widows2—undertakes dual responsibility, viz., redeeming
the land and marrying the widow. These two provisions seem inseparable
in the story. The redeeming of the land is based on the land redemption
law in Lev 25:23–28. The marriage has its foundation in the levirate law
(Deut 25:5–10), although the marriage involved in the story is not strictly
levirate, as we shall discuss below. These two laws—land redemption
law and levirate law—are not interrelated in the Torah; the two are
distinct. Add to this the fact that the marriage involved in the book of
Ruth was not levirate; then the two are unmistakably separate. Eryl W
Davies observes that “there was certainly no law prescribing marriage
to a childless widow as one of the duties of the gô’çl. Boaz was here,
apparently, bringing together two quite separate and distinct customs
which were not usually related to each other.”3 Before attempting to
answer how the two became interconnected, let us first look at whether
the marriage in Ruth 4 was levirate.

2.1 Levirate-type Marriage
The marriage of Ruth to Boaz (or to the closer relative had it
taken place) was not precisely a levirate marriage because the levirate
law applied to the brother of the deceased who left the widow behind,
not to other relatives. The levirate law receives its name from the Latin

I say widows (plural) because although Boaz marries Ruth, both Naomi and
Ruth were interested parties; in fact, Naomi was the primary stakeholder, as we shall
see later in the article.
3
Eryl W. Davies, “Ruth 4:5 and the Duties of the Gô’çl,” VetusTestamentum 33,
no. 2 (April 1983): 231.
2
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levir meaning husband’s brother. Does not Boaz, while speaking to the
closer relative, identify Elimelech as “our brother,” 4:3? It should be
noted, however, that ach does not always refer to sons of the same
father, but also to a relative in a broader sense. Frederic Bush says that
the term ach in this verse should be understood as a male relative
rather than with the narrow meaning of blood brother; he adds, “The
whole tenor of the story strongly suggests that the relationship was a
relatively distant one.”4 Victor Hamilton also comments, “Boaz and
Elimelech (Ruth 4:3) were relatives, but not necessarily blood brothers.”5
Levirate law was binding only on the brother of a widow’s dead husband,
not to other relatives. Neither the closer relative nor Boaz was a levir
to Naomi or Ruth.
Moreover, in a levirate marriage context, if the deceased’s brother
refused to take up the responsibility of marrying the widow and raising
an heir for his brother, the rejected widow was to take off the man’s
sandal and spit in his face, i.e., humiliate him publicly (Deut 25:5–10).
Nothing of this sort is done to the closer relative on his refusal to bear
the responsibility.6 Dvora Wiesberg notes in this regard, “In the case of
the book of Ruth, the nameless relative is allowed to avoid marriage
with Ruth without a shaming ceremony.”7 He does not give the reason
for this exemption. I suggest that it is because he was not a levir to
Ruth (or Naomi) and hence was not obligated to marry either of them.
Dale Manor observes that “the term yabham [Hebrew for levir]
nowhere occurs in Ruth.”8 It is obvious because Elimelech (or Mahlon
and Chilion) did not leave any surviving brother. Josh Ketchum agrees

4
Frederic W. Bush, Ruth, Esther, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville, TN:
Thomas Nelson, 1996), 199. See also F. B. Huey, “Ruth,” in Deuteronomy–2 Samuel,
The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992),
541.
5
Victor P. Hamilton, “àÈç,” in New International Dictionary of Old Testament
Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A. VanGemeren, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1997), 346.
6
The closer relative’s taking off his sandal (and giving it to Boaz) was a
transaction signifying the transfer of his redemption rights to Boaz. The taking off of
the sandal was not done by either of the widows nor was there spitting in the face.
7
Dvora E. Weisberg, “The Widow of Our Discontent: Levirate Marriage in the
Bible and Ancient Israel,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 28, no. 4 (June
2004): 420.
8
Dale W. Manor, “A Brief History of Levirate Marriage as it Relates to the
Bible,” Restoration Quarterly 27, no. 3 (1984): 136.
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that “neither Boaz nor the nearer kinsman-redeemer fit the category of
‘brothers’ of Elimelech.”9
In addition, the levirate law applied to brothers who dwelt together
(Deut 25:5); this probably means, as Manor suggests, living on the same
family inheritance rather than dwelling in one house.10 Obviously, neither
the closer relative nor Boaz meets this criterion. It is now very clear
that the book of Ruth does not involve a levirate-proper marriage.
Nonetheless, it indeed was a levirate-type11 marriage, particularly
because perpetuating the name of the deceased is a major concern in
the book—a concern that is central to the levirate law. The basic principle
of levirate law is applied to the marriage in the story. AgnetheSiquans’
observation is quite helpful: “This term ashthmt occurs in only two
passages in the Hebrew Bible: Ruth 4:5 and Deut 25:5. The latter text
contains the law relating to levirate marriage.”12 This suggests that the
marriage in the book of Ruth, although not strictly levirate, is certainly
based on that law; hence, a “levirate-type” marriage.

2.2 Merging of the Two Laws
Why then do we see the two distinct laws sewn together in the
book of Ruth? It is an important question. According to Thomas Mann,
“In ch. 4, the greatest uncertainty concerns the connection between
levirate marriage (Deut 25:5–10) and property redemption (Lev 25),
elsewhere unrelated.”13 The reason for this connection of the two laws
(or spirits of two laws) is the moral family obligation, not legal. Mann is
correct: “What does connect both property and progeny in ch. 4 is
family loyalty.”14 Neither the closer relative nor Boaz was legally
obligated to marry Ruth but whoever became the go’el was morally
obligated for family solidarity. It indeed was a “voluntary family

Josh Ketchum, “The Go’el Custom in Ruth: A Comparative Study” Restoration
Quarterly 52, no. 4 (2010): 241.
10
Manor, “A Brief History of Levirate Marriage,” 132.
11
Many scholars have used this terminology too, e.g., Bush, Ruth, Esther,
223f; Manor, “A Brief History of Levirate Marriage,” 136.
12
AgnetheSiquans, “Foreignness and Poverty in the Book of Ruth: A Legal Way
for a Poor Foreign Woman to be Integrated into Israel,” Journal of Biblical Literature
128, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 450.
13
Thomas W. Mann, “Ruth 4,” Interpretation 64, no. 2 (April 2010): 178.
14
Ibid., 178. Davies too believes that the two responsibilities were “intrinsically
related” to each other (Davies, “Ruth 4:5,” 233).
9
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responsibility.”15 It is clear then, that the principles of the land redemption
law and the levirate law were combined together to apply to a situation
at hand in the book of Ruth. Ketchum is probably right that
the application of the laws of land redemption and levirate marriage in
the Torah were fluid and flexible and were adapted by Israelite society to
the changing context of everyday life. The intrinsic principles of both
laws are reflected in the go’elcustom of Ruth, yet both laws are expanded
in their usage and application in the ancient Israelite society.16

The two laws became knit together because of the related concerns
they addressed for the solidarity of a family. Perpetuation of the
deceased’s name and an heir to possess his inheritance were both
important and correlated. This is clear also from the words of Boaz in v.
5:”in order to raise the name of the dead upon his inheritance.” Manor’s
words are instructive too:
The institutions of the go’el and yabham were not connected in the
Mosaic law, but because of the similar problems and processes of
rectifying those problems it became natural to connect the two. Evidently
the connection had been made by the time of Ruth.17

In addition, the levirate law had an aspect of ensuring the welfare
of a widow. Paul House informs that in ancient times, it was the
responsibility of sons to provide for their widow-mothers, and so, it was
essential that women have son/s for their sustenance in old age. The
levirate law was thus given to ensure the welfare of a sonless widowed
woman that she have a son for her old age.18 In fact, Davies believes
that the purpose of levirate law was not only to provide an heir to inherit
the deceased’s property but also to ensure provision and protection of
the widow even if the new relationship did not produce a child.19
There certainly is a possibility that a child (and precisely a son) may not

Bush, Ruth, Esther, 232.
Ketchum, “The Go’el Custom in Ruth,” 237.
17
Manor, “A Brief History of Levirate Marriage,” 137.
18
Paul R. House, Old Testament Survey (Nashville, TN: Broadman, 1992),
15
16

233.
19
Eryl W. Davies, “Inheritance Rights and the Hebrew Levirate Marriage: Part
1,” VetusTestamentum 31, no. 2 (April 1981): 144.
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be born out of a levirate marriage, and yet the widow would be taken
care of by the levir.
Three main concerns—(i) perpetuation of the deceased’s name,
(ii) an heir to inherit the deceased’s property, and (iii) welfare of the
widow—combined together resulted in the merging of the basics of the
two laws. The first two concerns are clearly interrelated in that both
need a son. The third concern may also be related, as House has
suggested, in that a son is needed for a woman’s care in her old age.
Meanwhile, this care is provided by the levir or the one who fulfills his
role (as did Boaz) while the son grows up to adulthood. This merging,
that resulted in the dual responsibility of the go’el, is what we see in the
book of Ruth. This dual responsibility in such situations was probably an
established custom. Edward Campbell concurs that the connection of
the two practices is natural based on principle and that it was probably
a typical village practice in Bethlehem or even in all of Judah.20 Had it
not been the case, the closer relative would have opposed the marital
obligation that Boaz put forward.

3. Need for Redeeming the Inheritance
A question needs to be considered at this juncture: Why did the
inheritance require redemption? In a levirate marriage, the inheritance
of the deceased would go to the levir together with the widow since the
purpose of the marriage was to raise up an heir to inherit the deceased’s
property. Manor writes, “Although it may be an oversimplification, a
summary of the Ruth narrative and the go’el/yabham relationship is
that in a levirate marriage, the land goes with the woman; in a go’el
situation, the woman goes with the land.”21 As we have maintained, the
marriage in the book of Ruth was a levirate-type; this being the case,
the land went to whoever married the widow in the absence of a true
levir. Why then did someone have to redeem the land instead of
acquiring it by marrying the deceased’s wife?
The land redemption was necessary because Naomi did not own
the land at that point of time, and her selling should be understood not as

20
Edward F. Campbell, Jr., Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes
and Commentary, The Anchor Bible, vol. 7 (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1975), 137;
see pp. 132–38 for his detailed discussion. I believe that the custom could have been
practiced in all Israel.
21
Manor, “A Brief History of Levirate Marriage,” 138.
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selling the property itself but the right to redemption. The inheritance
that had belonged to Elimelech had now become a possession of someone
else. Bush too believes, with Gordis, that what was being sold to the
relative was not the field itself but the right to redemption that Naomi
possessed being the wife of the deceased Elimelech who had sold the
land earlier (i.e., before migrating to Moab). The right to redemption
from the current possessor of the land is what Naomi was selling. 22 If
Naomi was the owner of the land at this point of time and was now
selling it, why is it that Ruth had to go to somebody else’s field to glean?
Thus, it is most probable that Naomi did not own the land and she was
selling only her right to redemption as the wife of the original owner,
Elimelech. How the ownership of the land transferred to another man,
we do not know. Probably Elimelech sold it before migrating to Moab
just as Bush has suggested.

4. Backing Out by the Closer Relative
We are now ready to turn to the issue of why the closer relative
backed out after having initially agreed to redeem (4:4). It is very clear
that when Boaz mentions that Naomi’s land needs to be redeemed
(4:1–3), the relative agrees to do so (4:4) “I will redeem”. However,
after hearing more from Boaz in 4:5, he refuses to redeem it (4:6). First
of all the kinsman says he is not able to redeem it himself. He does not
say he does not want to but that he cannot. Why is he unable to do so?
The reason he gives immediately “lest I ruin/jeopardize my inheritance”.
He is concerned that he might jeopardize his own property. How might
he jeopardize his property? To answer this question we have to look
first at the condition put forward by Boaz in 4:5.

4.1 Boaz’s Condition
After hearing “I will redeem” (4:4) from the closer relative, Boaz
puts forward the condition of redemption in 4:5, namely, marrying Ruth.
Let us first look at few important textual issues that have been raised.
4.1.1 Emendation of vmat
Many suggest that vmat needs to be emended. However, I agree
with Murray Gow that the suggestion for emendation is unwarranted.23
Bush, Ruth, Esther, 211–15.
See Murray D. Gow, “Ruth Quoque—A Coquette? (Ruth 4:5),” Tyndale
Bulletin 41, no. 2 (1990): 302–11, especially 303–04, 307–09, where Gow argues
22
23
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LXX reading also agrees with “from the hand of Naomi and from
Ruth,” emphasis mine.24In fact, vmat is absolutely essential for
understanding why Ruth was put forward as the widow to be married
together with the redemption of the land (4:5), which eventually caused
the closer relative to back out. The phrase “and from Ruth” shows that
not only Naomi but “Ruth also is an interested party, because she is the
wife of the deceased” and hence she is the widow to be married by the
go’el.25 Technically Naomi is the widow to be married but since she is
past childbearing age, Ruth will take her place in order to raise up an
heir for the deceased upon his inheritance since she too is an “interested
party.” This arrangement of Ruth taking Naomi’s place for marriage
was what the closer relative had not anticipated. Thus, he was caught
by surprise.

4.1.2 Kethib or Qere ?
A minority view suggests that the Kethib reading kethib is to be
preferred over the Qere in 4:5. Derek Beattie, for example, has argued
at length for the Kethib suggesting that the reason for the closer relative’s
backing out is Boaz’s claim at marrying Ruth.26 He bases his argument
upon his conclusion that Boaz had already married Ruth—that he “slept”
with her—the night before.27 However, it is not clear from the text
even though Beattie claims “such is the obvious implication of iii 9–
14.”28 He criticizes Gunkel for suggesting that the reason Boaz asked
Ruth to spend the night at the threshing floor is to avoid the possibility of
her being “molested” on her way back home by those celebrating the
harvest festival.29 However, his suggestion is not commendable either.
The scenario is far from “obvious”; hence the above-mentioned
suggestion from Gunkel. We cannot say for sure what really happened
at the threshing floor that night; all we can say is Ruth did spend the

convincingly that vmat is indeed the correct reading.
24
One major suggestion for emendation, namely atgm, is influenced by Vulgate
(see BibliaHebraicaStuttgartensia).
25
Gow, “”Ruth Quoque—A Coquette?” 309.
26
Derek Robert George Beattie, “Kethibh and Qere in Ruth 4:5,”
VetusTestamentum 21, no. 4 (1971): 490–94.
27
Ibid., 493.
28
Ibid.
29
Ibid.
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night at Boaz’s feet. John Collins, who sees Ruth’s action as seduction
and an attempt at sexual encounter, nonetheless admits, “It is not clear,
however, whether the sexual encounter is consummated.”30 I believe
Collins is more reasonable in his interpretation of the text. It is fair to
suspect that Ruth attempted seduction as she goes to the threshing
floor decked out (cf. 3:3, 6), stealthily (3:7), at night (3:8), and after
Boaz passed out (3:7 cf. 3:3).However, to conclude that there was a
sexual encounter is to read too much into the text. Boaz’s reaction after
Ruth asks him to spread his wing over her when he wakes up startled at
midnight (3:8–9) suggests that sexual encounter likely did not occur. He
informs her that there was another relative closer to Elimelech’s family,
and that he would redeem her only if that relative failed to fulfill his
obligation (3:12–13). His words suggest that he was not an opportunist
taking advantage of a widow in her desperation. He seems to be a man
of integrity.31
Taking Kethib to be the original, Beattie says that in such a situation,
if the closer relative redeemed the land, it would later become the
property of the child born to Boaz and Ruth, and hence, the closer
relative would be able to use the land only for a limited time. This amounts
to his backing out.32 This would be a reasonable interpretation if Kethib
were the original, which is not the case, since it would defy the
prescriptions given in the Torah regarding levirate marriage and also
the likely prevailing custom of the dual responsibility of a go’el in case
of a childless widow selling her right to redemption of the land that had

John J.Collins, Introduction to the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress,
2004), 531–32. See also Danna Nolan Fewell and David Miller Gunn, Compromising
Redemption: Relating Characters in the Book of Ruth (Louisville, KY: Westminster/
John Knox, 1990), 52–56, 102–03. Fewell and Gunn also see Ruth’s acts at the
threshing floor as an attempt to seduction but, contra Beattie, make no conclusion
about whether or not a sexual act was consummated.
31
I believe the introduction of Boaz in 2:1 refers to two aspects, represented
by these two translations: “a man of great wealth” and “a man of great integrity/
character.” Moreover, it is also possible that in 3:9, Ruth was challenging Boaz to act
upon his own words to her in 2:12. Thus, kanaph in both verses should probably be
translated “wing/s” rather than “skirt” in the latter case (i.e., 3:9). Ruth’s invitation to
Boaz, hence, would be to act as âÉàÅì since he was one (3:9b) rather than to a sexual
act. In addition, Ruth, says Boaz, is known to be chayil ishshah (3:11) which, I
believe, is properly translated “a woman of virtue” or “a virtuous woman.”
32
Beattie, “Kethibh and Qere in Ruth 4:5,” 492–93.
30
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originally belonged to her deceased husband. One person redeeming
the land and another acquiring the widow is improbable in this situation.
The land and the childless widow went together. In addition, we earlier
found Beattie’s suggestion of what happened at the threshing floor
wanting.
Most scholars accept the Qere reading knith as original,33 which
I believe is correct. However, they accept it as the long form of perfect
second person masculine singular. For example, Bush accepts this and
says that the long form is probably deliberate to show that it is
“unmistakably the second person.”34 The Qere reading goes well with
the basic principles of the two laws that were merged in the situation
under discussion. Nonetheless, I disagree that the Qere is the long form
of perfect second person masculine singular. I believe that it should be
read as perfect second person masculine singular with a third person
feminine singular suffix.35 The translation of Ruth 4:5 will thus be:
Then Boaz said, “On the day you buy the field from the hand of Naomi
and from Ruth the Moabitess, the wife of the dead, you acquire her in
order to raise the name of the dead upon his inheritance” (my
translation).36

This suggests that Ruth has a share on the land to be sold (“and
from Ruth”), and this is the reason she is the woman to be married by
the go’el. This reading of Qere with a suffix is in line with LXX too:
“you acquire her”. Gow argues that it is “the pressure to find an object
for knith that caused the suggestions for the emendation of kethib.37
With my suggestion (as is Gow’s), we have the object in the suffix (i.e.,
“her”) whose antecedent is “Ruth the Moabitess, the wife of the dead”.

4.2 The Reason for Backing Out
Why did the closer relative back out after making the commitment
initially? Maybe he thought no marriage was involved since he was not

Even Beattie acknowledges this fact (see ibid., 490–91).
Bush, Ruth, Esther, 218.
35
Gow follows this reading and interpretation, and provides a good defense of
it. See his “Ruth Quoque—A Coquette: (Ruth 4:5),” 302–11.
36
Gow’s translation is very close to mine; see ibid., 311.
37
Ibid., 309–10.
33
34
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a levir to the widow(s). This meant the inheritance, once redeemed,
would be his and his descendants’ forever. David Atkinson writes:
We are not clear whether this nearest kinsman realized that a double
duty fell on him as goel, both to buy the land and to assume levirate
responsibilities for the widow. We may assume, though, that he realized
that had Naomi been a younger woman, he would have been expected to
enter a levirate marriage with her, but that now she was past childbearing age there was no chance of a levirate child being born, to whom
the property would revert. He therefore thinks that the land would be
his, and for his heirs, and so agrees to redeem it.38

I suggest that the closer relative knew that the deal involved
marrying the widow as per the prevailing custom of merging the principles
of land redemption law with that of the levirate law. Moreover, even if
Naomi were past childbearing age, marriage would be expected, not
for an heir but for the provision and protection of the widow. Thus, the
closer relative probably knew marriage was involved but he expected
the woman to be Naomi. However, he was caught by surprise when
Ruth was put forward instead of Naomi.
Some suggest that the closer relative backed out because Ruth
was a Moabitess. Daniel Block hints toward this interpretation. He
says that the introduction of Ruth as “Ruth the Moabitess” could be an
attempt on the part of Boaz to ignite “a measure of anti-Moabite
sentiment” in the closer relative that would possibly make the latter
refuse the offer.39 This is possible given the long-time enmity between
Israelites and Moabites (Num 22–24; Judg 3:12–30), the ugly reputation
of Moabite women ever since their conception (Gen 19:30–38; Num
25:1–9), and the negative outlook of Moabites in the Torah (Deut 23:3–
6). However, Ruth had become one of them by marrying Mahlon and
by following Naomi to Jerusalem instead of staying back in Moab as
her sister-in-law Orpah did. In addition, the writer has told us early in
his story that Ruth had accepted Naomi’s people and God as her own

38
David Atkinson, The Message of Ruth, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester,
England: Inter-Varsity, 1983), 113.
39
Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth, The New American Commentary, vol. 6
(Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman, 1999), 713–14.
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(1:16). Ronald Hyman comments in the context of the interaction
between Boaz and Ruth in chapter 2 as the latter is found gleaning in
the former’s field: “Ruth is no longer just the young woman who returned
with Naomi. She is a person who has done good things, and, significantly,
she is now a part of a new people (emphasis mine).”40 She had already
become a part of the new people once she married a man from this
people, namely, Mahlon. Accepting Naomi’s people and God and
following her to the land of Judah sealed the deal. She is now not just a
Moabitess with whom marriage should be avoided.
Leon Morris suggests that the denial to redeem was the “double
financial burden”—that of paying for the land and providing for the
widow.41 This suggestion is based on the assumption that the closer
relative was unaware of the dual responsibility prior to Boaz’s speech
in 4:5. However, we have argued that the go’el having to undertake
dual responsibility in such a situation was probably an established custom.
This means the closer relative knew at the outset that “double financial
burden” was involved.
The most probable scenario is that the closer relative backed out
at the condition of marrying Ruth because that meant redeeming the
inheritance at a price for someone else and possibly losing a part of his
own property too.42 He was aware of the custom that the land
redemption in case of a widow included marriage to her. However, he
assumed that the widow to be married was Naomi. Davies is right: “It
may be suggested, therefore, that the kinsman knew at the outset that
by redeeming the property he would have to marry the widow, but it is

40
Ronald T. Hyman, “Questions and Changing Identity in the Book of Ruth,”
Union Seminary Quarterly Review 39, no. 3 (1984): 197.
41
Leon Morris, “Ruth: An Introduction and Commentary,” in Judges and Ruth,
Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity, 1968), 305.
For a related but slightly different view, see Robert L. Hubbard, Jr., The Book of Ruth,
The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1988), 245–46.
42
See Michael D. Matlock, “Obeying the First Part of the Tenth Commandment:
Applications from the Levirate Marriage Law,” Journal for the Study of the Old
Testament 31, no. 3 (March 2007): 307; Eryl W. Davies, “Inheritance Rights and the
Hebrew Levirate Marriage: Part 2.” VetusTestamentum 31, no. 3 (July 1981): 258–59;
Davies, “Ruth 4:5,” 231.
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probable that he had assumed that the widow in question was Naomi.”43
This is a reasonable assumption because Naomi was a widow and the
land is said to have belonged to Elimelech (4:3) and not to Mahlon or
Chilion. Moreover, it was Naomi who was selling the inheritance,
precisely, the right to redemption (4:3). Ruth’s name came only in Boaz’s
second speech in 4:5. Ruth was put forward for marriage because Naomi
was old and unable to give birth.44 This meant there was now a strong
probability of an heir through Ruth to inherit the deceased’s property
and a possibility of further loss of the closer relative’s own inheritance.
If the widow to be married were Naomi, then this would not be an issue
because she had passed childbearing age.
Finally, going back to the question we had asked earlier: How
might the closer relative jeopardize his own inheritance that caused him
to back out? This is precisely how. In marrying Ruth instead of Naomi,
he would be paying the price to redeem the land for Elimelech’s family
line, which he had not envisaged earlier, and had no intention of
undertaking, in addition to the possibility of losing a part of his own
property. No wonder, he backed out. He was not willing to make this
sacrifice. Bruce Waltke is probably correct that he was selfish.45 Bush
rightly says that the closer relative was “caught in an ethical and
economic dilemma.”46 The man finally decides not to undertake this
moral responsibility and pay a price for the sake of a relative for whom
he was not legally obligated.

43
Davies, “Ruth 4:5,” 233. Kirsten Nielsen, Ruth: A Commentary, The Old
Testament Library (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 84, too
acknowledges the possibility of the closer relative thinking he might have to marry
Naomi; he writes, “So even though the redeemer had perhaps reckoned that he would
have to take Naomi into the bargain, it would be a good transaction, a safe investment
that could not fail.”
44
See Davies, “Ruth 4:5,” 233–34.
45
Bruce K. Waltke with Charles Yu, An Old Testament Theology: An Exegetical,
Canonical, and Thematic Approach (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 859–60.
Victor H. Matthews, Judges and Ruth, The New Cambridge Bible Commentary
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University, 2004), 239, thinks that the closer relative
was greedy.
46
Bush, Ruth, Esther, 232.
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5. Conclusion
This study has shown that the marriage between Boaz and Ruth
was not strictly a levirate marriage, nor would it be so had the closer
relative agreed to redeem the land and marry Ruth, because neither of
the two men was blood brother to Elimelech or his sons. In the book of
Ruth we find the merging of two laws, namely, the land redemption law
and the levirate marriage. The principles of the two laws were merged
for the welfare of the widow(s); such merging of the two laws was
probably a well-known custom by the time of Ruth. Therefore, the
closer relative was probably not surprised at the prospect of having to
marry the widow in the event of his redeeming the land but he had
expected Naomi to be the widow to be married. This would not cause
him any economic disadvantage because Naomi had gone past her
childbearing age, and hence, there would be no heir to inherit the
redeemed land and there was no further threat to his own property. He,
thus, agreed to redeem the land. However, he backed out when Ruth
was put forward as the widow to be married because that would mean
in all probability an heir would be born who would perpetuate the
deceased’s name; but more importantly, he would also inherit the
redeemed land. In addition the closer relative would likely lose some
part of his own property to this heir. This prospect of economic loss
caused him to back out from his initial commitment.
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A Contextual Study on the Reality of Migration
from Biblical, Theological, and Missional Perspectives
Santhosh J.Sahayadoss

Introduction
From the beginning, human beings have been nomads, who for
various reasons had to move from one place to another. Complex, multidimensional social situations compelled them to leave their place of
origin and be willing to take up the challenge of facing the “unknown.”1
Even though human history testifies to this reality from the beginning, in
the present the impact of globalization has in various ways made migration
an unavoidable factor. Today, many are migrating nationally and
internationally due to various reasons than ever before.2 Some migrants
have no other option than to migrate due to social and political pressures
and subsequently are uprooted from their native home, while others are
internally displaced. Another group of people turn out to be refugees. 3
It is common knowledge that migration in the 21st century is not that
easy as before because of various rules, regulations and laws. However,
advanced technology and transportation has made migration a common
phenomenon in the recent times.4
On the one hand, it is true that people migrate for personal reasons
like seeking personal safety, comfort and prosperity. Opportunities come
their way and they make the best use of it for they know that similar
chances may never knock at their door in the future. Such people turn

Bo H. Lim, “Exile and Migration: Toward a Biblical Theology of Immigration
and Displacement,” in The Covenant Quarterly 74/2 (May, 2016): 12-13.
2
Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 643.
3
Cf. Magezi, “Migration Crisis and the Church,” 2.
4
Cf. Magezi, “Migration Crisis and the Church,” 3. See also Groody, “Crossing
the Divide: Foundations of a Theology of Migration and Refugees,” Theological
Studies 70 (March, 2016): 1.
1
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out to be a blessing in material terms to their families and relatives back
home. On the other hand, there is a growing need in the Western world
to invite laborers from the East to come and support their business and
the agenda of the first world. Economic globalization that focuses on
maximizing their profit look for cheap labor force that is available in the
third world countries. Consequently, there is a willingness and excitement
in the learned folks in the third world to migrate especially in search of
prosperity for themselves as they see that a need has emerged in the
affluent nations. Those who are considered as a big problem by political
leaders are those who are categorized as refugees, who are considered
as a burden by the hosting nations. On the whole, it can be ascertained
that 21st century can be labeled as “the age of migration.”5
Statistics reveal that there are more migrants in the world today
than ever before. According to the United Nations report released in
July 2014, there are 232 million international migrants globally. In 2015,
records point to the fact that the number has increased to 244 million
migrants in the world.6 Another statistics concerning refugees reveal
that according to United Nations, there were 51.2 million refugees,
asylum seekers and people who were displaced due to various reasons
in 2014. Statisticians argue that this number surpasses the number of
people who were displaced during and after the World War II. 7 The
condition of refugees is disheartening and their desperate situations are
dehumanizing. Those who turn out to be refugees flee from their native
land due to various reasons, the primary one being “fear of persecution.”8
Millions of people migrate in search of a better life that provides freedom,
opportunity and a life devoid of war that brings harm, destruction and
loss of life. However, the hosting nations have begun to assert their
rights in allowing refugees to enter their land, for they perceive them as
trouble makers and opportunists.
Having understood the basic facts concerning migration, let us
proceed to analyze the context of migration, the various factors that
5
Cf. Andrew F. Walls, “Migration and Evangelization: The Gospel and
Movement of Peoples in Modern Times,” The Covenant Quarterly 63/1 (February,
2005): 3.
6
Magezi, “Migration Crisis and the Church,” 2-3. See also T.F. Torrance,
Incarnation: The Person and Life of Christ (Downers Grove: IVP, 2008), 51.
7
Walls, “Migration and Evangelization,” 4.
8
Cf. Raafat Giris, “’House of Prayer for all people,’: A Biblical Foundation for
Multi-cultural Ministry,” International Review of Mission 100/1 (April, 2011): 7172.
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play a role in portraying “migration” either as a positive endeavor or a
negative phenomenon. After discussing contextual issues concerning
the reality of migration, we will proceed to draw lessons from the Old
Testament as well as the New Testament concerning the reality of
migration. Surprisingly, much is available in the Christian Scriptures
concerning migration. Based on the lessons learnt from the Bible, we
shall proceed to reflect theologically looking for theological insights that
can add new perspectives to the message that emanates from the
Scriptures. Finally, we shall focus on the theme mission and migration
which is an important issue for the Christian church today. Much of the
material discussed concerning the teaching of the Bible, theological
insights and mission of the church in the context of migration calls for a
sympathetic and empathetic approach toward the migrants. However,
an attempt will be taken to address the difficulties involved in the issue
of migrants and the negative discussions that are debated concerning
migrants, which makes the issue of migration multi-faceted and
complicated one.

Contextual Analysis of the Reality of Migration:
The Issue of migration can be perceived from different angles.
While the migrant community is portrayed as a vulnerable community
and therefore has to be treated with compassion and grace, others have
pointed to the fact that numerous problems arise when immigrants enter
into a foreign land and the native community is challenged in many
ways. In fact, the issue of immigrants has become a political issue in
many countries. Thus to paint a rosy picture of immigrants is also not
realistic. Having this in mind, let us undertake the task of analyzing the
contextual realities concerning migration. We have ascertained the fact
that over two hundred million people are migrating around the world. It
is estimated that one out of every 33 people in the world are immigrants
living away from home. Apart from those who in their own interest
migrate to another place, there are others who are uprooted from their
country because of persecution and eventually become refugees.
Another group of people are internally displaced.9
There are various reasons as to why people want to migrate. There

9
Cf. Gioacchino Campese, “The Irruption of Migration: Theology of
Migration in the 21st Century,” Theological Studies 73 (March, 2012): 4-5.
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are those who seek employment and for economic reasons migrate.
Others who desire for a better quality of life and other social factors
migrate to a developed nation. Some others because of political pressure
or religious persecution who are undermined and rejected by their own
fellow citizens as unwanted, flee to other nations for security and
protection despite being given only a refugee status. Another reason
why people migrate is because of natural disasters. Environmental
disasters compel other nations, on the basis of sympathy, to allow
immigrants to enter their land.10
The issue of immigration has become a controversial issue all over
the world especially among the first world. This issue has provoked
many and has created conflict among the citizens of a nation and also
affected the migrant community. Those who have studied this issue
observe that the hosting communities are also affected and they have
to make a number of sacrifices in order to accommodate the migrants.
As a result, immigration has become a political issue. When a society
allows immigrants from different nations to become part of their society,
problems arise when the immigrant instead of embracing the culture
and religion of the hosting nation end up in a conflict with the culture
and religion of those who have opened the door for the immigrants to
come in. Hostile situations emerge when immigrants try to assert
themselves in the foreign land. The natives, consequently, become
intolerant and assert their rights, identity, culture and religion. The
discourse on economic opportunities, use of resources and rights of a
citizen and that of a migrant have become extremely polarized and
debated making migration a controversial and negative issue.11
The challenge is to overcome the temptation to limit oneself to
unfruitful and polemical aspects of immigration discourses. Christopher
Magezi writes, “The movement of people from their place of origin to a
destination, or from a place of birth to another destination across
international borders is a severe contemporary issue. Likewise, there
are also people who migrate from one community or town within the

Stephen A. Rhoads, Where the Nations Meet: The Church in a Multi-cultural
World (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 124. See also Giris, “’House of
Prayer for all people,’” 71.
11
Cf. Martinez, “Mordecai and Esther: Migration Lessons Persian Soil,” 2130.
10
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same country. The earlier movement refers to international migration,
whereas the second movement refers to internal migration.”12 In both
the cases, migrants can either create a problem for the native community
or face opposition from those who host them for various reasons. Multiple
issues like national security, human rights violations, and disrespect of
civil law are highly debated in the context of immigration becoming a
political issue, because it divides people and brings conflict and
disharmony to a peaceful society.
Yet another area of concern regarding immigrants is the issue of
legality and illegality of their status; or documented and undocumented
immigrants. Daniel G. Groody asserts that the immigration issue has
become an area of research wherein this issue is studied from different
perspectives. He contends, “Economics, politics, geography, demography,
sociology, psychology, law, history, anthropology and environmental
studies are foremost among the disciplines that shape the emerging
field of migration studies.”13 It is no doubt that the immigration issue
has become volatile and contentious. The hosting nations have raised
the issues concerning borders, security, identity, culture and resources.
Since the discussion about migrants has taken this direction, everyone
has become aware of the binary of citizen/immigrant, legal/ illegal, and
native/ foreigner status.14 Furthermore, the challenges faced by the
hosting nations include the cost of settling and integrating migrants; the
risk of the percentage of unemployment rising among the natives; the
intrusion of foreign cultures that can possibly affect the native culture;
receiving threats from foreign nations who do not like them; and the
need to be highly alert of being attacked by terrorists who gain access
to the country through migrants.15
The impact that the migrant community makes on the hosting nation
in terms of religious affiliation is also humungous. Todd M. Johnson
remarks, “The movement of people has a direct impact on the religious
composition of the lands in which they settle. In some cases, migrants

Martinez, “Mordecai and Esther: Migration Lessons Persian Soil,” 19.
Cf. William O’ Neill, “’No Longer Stranger’ (Ephesians 2:19): The Ethics of
Migration,” Word and World 29/3 (Summer, 2009): 229.
14
Cf. Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 257.
15
Cf. William O’ Neill, “The Place of Displacement: A Theological Locus,”
Colloquium 46/1 (2014): 102-103.
12
13
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bring an entirely new religion into a country or region; in other cases,
they import a form of an existing religion.”16 Obviously, the hosting
nations undergo enormous change in terms of religious commitments
when migrants enter their country. The hosts are not only challenged to
allow the immigrants to practice their own religion but also give the
freedom to some among the natives to give up their religious convictions
and embrace a different religion. In course of time, the small migrant
religious community becomes large in number and subsequently, the
majority loses its power and control. Whenever a religious community
grows in number, it has a political consequence.17 However sincerely a
country takes effort to practice secularism and keep religion away from
state and politics, it cannot be kept separate. Those who belong to the
religious realm desire to have political power and those who have political
power use religion for their purpose.
Consequently, when religion and politics lose their distinct roles in
society and become ready to co-operate with the other in order to achieve
selfish agendas, religion wears a demonic mask. This confusion
aggravates the situation and spreads hatred and enmity between people,
sometimes making the host nation regret their decision to allow migrants
to come into their own country. This is a serious problem that has made
immigration a controversial issue. Had religious communities especially
the migrants been interested in serving the larger community, particularly
the natives and did not desire to acquire political power, the situation
would be different. Many of the fights and conflicts between nations
are driven by religious sentiments. Those who belong to the religious
realm as priests and teachers of the scriptures should direct the followers
to pursue peace and harmony in society. They should not desire for
political power to promote their religious agenda.
Every major religion was founded on the principles of love,
forgiveness and reconciliation. This is not the case today. Enmity, hatred,
violence and revenge have become the hidden agenda of religious leaders
and communities if their sentiments are provoked. Only if there is a turn
around and a complete radical change happens among religious
communities at large, can there be a prospect for world peace. The
challenge before all people is not to deny the adverse impact religious
identities make on the immigration issue. Only if religious communities,
Cf. M. Daniel Carroll R, “Biblical Perspectives on Migration and Mission:
Contributions from the Old Testament,” Mission Studies 30 (2013): 21-22.
17
Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 6-7.
16
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whether native or immigrant, intend to serve the rest of the community
on the principle of love can there be a change.
Having discussed the unpleasant side of migrants, we should not
forget that some migrants are in a pathetic condition, especially when
they are forcefully expelled from a country because of “(1) a diminishing
of resources and security (2) increased morbidity and mortality, and (3)
the alteration of social relationships and identities.”18 Apart from facing
such problems, when migrants, immigrants and refugees are treated
only according to their efficiency in bringing economic prosperity to the
host nation, majority of migrant community loses its credibility and
identity. They become vulnerable to control, manipulation and
exploitation. They face a new form of psychological colonization and
become worthless in the sight of the hosting community.19 Many migrants,
consequently, accept low paying jobs and prefer to keep quiet in situations
wherein their human rights are violated. When the host nation creates
policies that favor the natives at the expense of migrants, the migrant
community has no other choice than to be silent.20
Having discussed the pros and cons of contextual realities
concerning the migrants and their relationships with the hosting
community, we can ascertain that the issue is complex. The situation of
migrants is delicate. However, we cannot point fingers at any one group
as the reason for contemporary problems. Therefore, the solution cannot
be simplistic. At the same time, biblical and theological reflections can
be enlightening to have a fresh look at this issue. However, since the
emergence of contextual theologies, the focus was on the marginalized
and the weak who have no power to defend themselves. This makes
the discussion on migrants interesting, because the focus is on the one
who suffers. Now we shall endeavor to undertake biblical, theological
and missional reflections primarily from the point of view of the
marginalized and the powerless, having in mind that the challenge is
sometimes both on the migrant and the hosting community to usher in
the kingdom principles of love, justice, peace and harmony.

Cf. Magezi, “Migration Crisis and the Church,” 5. See also T. Matorina and
T. Tweed, “Migration Matters: Perspectives from Theology and Religious Studies,”
in Apuntes 32/1 (2012): 9.
19
Cf. Walls, “Migration and Evangelization,” 4.
20
Cf. Campese, “The Irruption of Migration,” 5.
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The Theme of Migration in the Bible
Old Testament
The theme of migration runs through the Christian scriptures. We
shall begin by focusing on the theme of migration from the perspective
of the Old Testament. From Adam to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph
including God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt, their desert experience
and the punishment from God in terms of exile – all of these experiences
of the people of God revolve around the theme of migration.21 The book
of Genesis is full of migration events of the people of Israel. After
Adam’s rebellion against God, the migration of humankind began. The
message that emerges from the story of the fall of humanity is obvious.
The sinfulness and the fallen state of humanity resulted in migration.
The story in Genesis describes the wandering of Cain after murdering
his brother; and the people of different nations, who were scattered
after wanting to build the tower of Babel in order to make a name for
themselves.22
Christopher Magezi observes,
God called Abraham to leave his home in order to inherit the promised
land of Canaan. This shows that in God’s large salvific purposes Abraham
migrated in form of blessing to dwell in foreign lands which God was to
give him and his descendants. In this way, the notion of Adam and
Abraham’s migration is juxtaposed. On the one hand, Adam’s migration
was in the form of punishment and destruction, whereas on the other
hand, Abraham’s migration was particular and universal in nature. The
particularity of Abraham’s migration was in the form of receiving
particular blessing for him and his descendants, while the universal
aspect of his migration lies in bringing people back to eternal fellowship
with God.23

Later on, family dispute over inheritance causes Jacob to leave
his country and migrate. Even though Jacob returns, his sons migrate to
Egypt. Andrew F. Walls interprets the Genesis story in terms of migration
as follows: “Adam loses Eden. Cain loses the security … Israel loses
the land … In all cases, migration is punitive, the result of wrong doing
Cf. Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 7.
Cf. Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 257.
23
Cf. Magezi, “Migration Crisis and the Church,” 3.
21
22
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leading to dislocation and depravation.
But there is another style of migration that is redemptive rather
than punitive. Abraham is not expelled from his Mesopotamian city; he
is divinely called out of it, with a promise of another land for his
descendants.”24
Joseph, rejected by his own brothers, was sold by them as a slave.
The story of Joseph is a story of forced immigration. In very trying and
difficult circumstances, Joseph lived a life of a faithful immigrant in the
land of Egypt. God’s wisdom was upon him and consequently he became
a tool to save the people of the earth including his own brothers during
famine. Joseph did not want to migrate to another land. However, his
life is an example of fulfilling God’s plan to save humanity through an
immigrant whose life is also a testimony of turning other’s cruel and
worse intentions into service, goodness and blessing for all. Joseph could
confidently say that it was not his brothers who forced him to migrate
but it was God (Genesis 45:8).25 Later on, the descendants of Joseph
became slaves in the land of Egypt who were persecuted in many ways
in Egypt.
Subsequently, God chose Moses and sent him as a liberator to the
people of Israel in Egypt and called them to migrate to the Promised
Land. This journey of the people of Israel from Egypt to the Promised
Land is full of evidences of human ungratefulness, complaint,
dissatisfaction and blaming God who called them to migrate from a
situation of slavery and pain to healing, wholeness and prosperity. When
the people of God finally settled in the Promised Land, God reminds
them to love and respect immigrants as they were once immigrants in
the land of Egypt.26
Before studying the history of Israelites after they settled in the
Promised Land and the way God dealt with them by giving them laws
to follow, we shall briefly address the theme of migration in the stories
of Ruth and Esther. The book of Ruth was written during the period of
Nehemiah. This was a time of religious and national intolerance. The
author of the book of Ruth intends to communicate a challenging message
to the people of Israel that, “God’s grace transcends and defies racial
24
Cf. M.P. Aymer, “Sojourners Truths – The New Testament as Diaspora
Space,” The Journal of the Interdenominational Theological Centre 41 (Spring, 2015):
1.
25
Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 8.
26
Cf. Campese, “The Irruption of Migration,” 7.
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religious and national exclusiveness.”27 The life of Ruth reminds the
chosen people of Israel that God can use a foreigner to fulfill God’s plan
and purposes. If Ruth had been rejected because of her identity as a
Moabite, history would have not recorded the greatness of David and
Solomon who came in her lineage. Ruth epitomizes God’s mercy and
grace to a foreigner and stranger who is embraced and chosen by God.
The book of Esther narrates a story about the people of God
migrating to a foreign land. This is just opposite to the story of Ruth who
migrates to the chosen people of God. The story of Mordecai, Esther
and their family is a story of migration not by choice. They encountered
hard times in the foreign land and had to live in the fear of death. AntiSemitic sentiment was the reason why Jews, who were a majority group,
became the result of hatred. The Persians wanted to get rid of the
Jews. In order to carefully respond to this situation, Mordecai counsels
Esther to hide her ethnic identity so that the possibility of her becoming
the queen is not jeopardized.28 Aquiles Ernesto Martinez, having done a
study on the book of Esther from the perspective of migration, remarks:
Mordecai, Esther, and the rest of the Jews are migrants and, as a
result, foreigners. The Hebrew population, after being uprooted by the
Babylonians, now finds itself under a Persian regime (1:1; 2:5-7), and in
such a setting, they do the best they can to survive. But because the
Hebrews are strangers to that society, they are seen, labeled, and treated
as such (3:1-15). With Haman personifying anti-ethnic sentiment, many
people seek the Jews’ destruction (8: 11,13; 9:1-17). However, Mordecai,
Esther and the Jews are not merely individual ethnic characters in the
narrative. They are also archetypes of other individuals or groups who,
forced to live away from home, struggle to survive in some else’s
country.29
Having studied a handful of characters from the Old Testament
and their life situations that reflect the problems and the challenges of
migration, let us now move on to study the people of Israel and laws
and ordinances that God gave them to consider the welfare of the
foreigners in their land.
27
Stephen A. Rhoads, Where the Nations Meet: The Church in a Multi-cultural
World (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 124. See also Giris, “’House of
Prayer for all people,’” 71.
28
Cf. Campese, “The Irruption of Migration,” 21.
29
Cf. David Rhoads, “Mission in the Gospel of Mark,” Currents in Theology
and Mission 22 (1995): 343.
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Israel was reminded time and again that the land given to them was a
gift and not their birthright. By being gracious to the widow, orphan,
stranger and foreigner, Israel can express her covenant relationship to
God. To oppress the foreigner is to go against the very instruction of
God.30 In the Hebrew Bible, we find that laws were prescribed to the
people of Israel to protect foreigners (Num 15:15-16; 35:15; Lev 19:3335; 24:22; Deut 14:28-29; 16:14; 24:14; 26:12-15). Deuteronomy 27: 19
warns the people of Israel that if they do not respect the rights of the
strangers, they will be cursed.31 It is written in the book of Leviticus
19:34, “The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen
among you; you shall love the alien as yourself; for you were aliens in
the land of Egypt.” As Israel remembers God’s providence and protection
in the foreign land, they will inevitably realize their true covenantal
relationship with God and follow God’s instruction to be kind to the
stranger.32
The laws that protect the strangers were affirmed for two reasons.
First of all, Israel should remember the oppression and injustice they
endured in Egypt. Subsequently, such memory should compel them not
to oppress foreigners in their own land. Forgetting this truth would be a
huge blunder. The second reason is to communicate to the people of
Israel that God loves not only Israel but also foreigners. God promises
to provide food and clothing for the stranger. Following the precepts of
God, the people of God are called to imitate this kindness that must be
shown to the stranger.33
The texts in Deuteronomy and Numbers point to another truth
that emerges out of this context of Israel’s relationship to strangers.
Christine D. Pohl reiterates that strangers who enjoy protection “were
expected to be faithful to the covenant and not to follow after other
gods. Participation in religious ritual was possible as the sojourner moved

30
Rhoads, “Mission in the Gospel of Mark,” 344. See also David Rhoads,
“Social Criticism: Crossing Boundaries,” in Mark and Method: New Approaches in
Biblical Studies, edited by Janice Capel Anderson and Stephen Moore (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1992), 135-165.
31
Cf. Daniel G. Groody, “A Theology of Migration: A New Method for
Understanding a God on the Move,” America 204/3 (2011): 19.
32
Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 642. See also Magezi, “Migration
Crisis and the Church,” 6.
33
Cf. Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of
Contemporary Migration,” 252.

100

A Contextual Study on the Reality of Migration

closer to embracing Israelite faith and practice … not all strangers in
Israel [were] welcome, and those who came to Israel without leaving
behind their socio-political connections and their foreign religious identity
were excluded from its social and religious life.”34 Anything that would
threaten to undo Israel’s covenantal relationship with God was to be
resisted. To follow the instruction of God, to be kind to the stranger but
at the same time to resist any influence that might harm Israel’s
relationship with God was a big challenge.
Israel had to live with this complex tension that calls for a proactive
response and a positive attitude to the alien and the stranger. Israel as a
covenantal nation of God must have struggled to fairly treat the strangers.
This provides an example as to how difficult it is for communities and
churches of hosting nations to approach the issue of foreigners. 35 In
fact, applying God’s instructions to Israel concerning strangers to the
present situation has its own difficulties. This is primarily because Israel
was a theocratic nation. Therefore, Israel cannot be the right model
when it comes to non-theocratic nations and their dealing of migrants.
However, there can be some connecting points between Israel and the
present situation in the history that follows which is about the judgment
of God brought upon Israel for their unfaithfulness. They were forced
to migrate to Assyria and Babylon for a period of time and only by
divine grace and mercy, when they repented, the Israelites were brought
back to their home land.36 Having studied the Old Testament narratives
concerning migration and migrants, let us now turn to the New Testament
and focus on Jesus, the New Testament books, and the early church to
draw lessons from them to address the theme of migration.

New Testament
Jesus’ birth narrative includes the visit of wise men from a foreign
land bringing gifts to honor Jesus. The wise men were threatened by
the leaders to reveal the truth about Jesus’ birth, to which the wise men
did not yield. Matthew narrates how the baby Jesus was taken by his
parents to Egypt for refuge since King Herod brought violent persecution

Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 649.
Cf. Aymer, “Sojourners Truths,” 15.
36
Cf. Magezi, “Migration Crisis and the Church,” 3. See also Groody, “The
Church on the Move: Mission in age of Migration,” Mission Studies 30/1 (2013): 33.
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to the babies of the Jewish community.37 The family of Jesus found a
safe haven in the land of Egypt until the persecution was over.
Consequently, Jesus experienced what it means to be a refugee as a
child in a foreign land. John, in his gospel, talks about the word that
became flesh and dwelt among human beings. He came unto his own,
but they did not receive him. The word made flesh, who dwelt among
human beings, was treated as a stranger.
The gospels testify to the fact that Jesus was a teacher who had
no place to lay his head. Jesus had great compassion toward those who
were rejected by the powerful and the privileged. Most of his life, Jesus
found himself spending time eating with, healing and teaching among
those who were like sheep without shepherds.38 This group of people
were rejected by the religious leaders and considered as unworthy.
Jesus told parables about foreigners who helped wounded people and
fulfilled the righteousness of God more than God’s chosen people who
often missed the mark. Jesus exhorts his listeners to show kindness to
the stranger, which is the fundamental duty of a servant of God and a
disciple of Jesus.39 In the narrative concerning the last judgment, wherein
the sheep will be separated from goats (Matt 25: 31-46), Jesus
categorically declares that the help rendered to the hungry, the thirsty,
the stranger, the prisoner, and the sick is a service done unto him. Those
who have denied such service to the least have rejected him and
consequently will not enter his kingdom.
The Gospels, Acts of the Apostles and Johannine Epistles were
written when Jerusalem was under the rule of the Roman Empire.
Hebrews, 1 Peter and James were written in the context of a diaspora
community addressed to an audience that was in exile. Revelation was
written by John while he was in exile. Subsequently, the theme of
migration surrounds almost all of New Testament books.40 Many letters
of Paul were written when he was away from home.41 Christine D.
Pohl contends that the “early church was quite mobile; some believers
were forced to migrate due to persecution; others travelled to new
places to spread the gospel to the world. The expansion of the church
37
Cf. Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 257.
38
Campese, “The Irruption of Migration,” 22.
39
Cf. Groody, “Homeward Bound,” 309.
40
Cf. William O’ Neill, “No Longer Strangers,” 229.
41
Cf. William O’ Neill, “No Longer Strangers,” 232.
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depended on hospitality and on believers who were willing to make a
place in their homes for strangers. Early Christian households made
room for travelling teachers and persecuted Christians, as well as for
shared meals and congregational worship (Acts 2:42-47; 6:1-4; I
Corinthians 11: 17-22; Gal 2:11-14).”42
Having gone through the Old Testament and the New Testament
briefly from the perspective of migration, let us turn our attention to
theological insights that emerge from the Christian Scripture focusing
on the concept of God, Christological insights and the importance of
hospitality as the ethical implication of the theological discussions on the
theme of migration, which is also a vital ingredient of Christian faith.
Theological and Ethical Reflections Based on the Issues of
Migration and Marginality:
The condition of modern societies all over the world becoming
more and more multi-cultural and multi-religious in nature is a known
fact. Migration plays a significant role in this radical change that is
taking place worldwide. Therefore, it is the task of theologians to struggle
with the topic of migration from the perspective of their faith and respond
to a number of challenges that emerge in the context of migration and in
the lives of migrants. Actually, there is a need to reflect on a theology of
migration from the perspective of Christian faith that also deals with the
experiences of their belief in God.43
A theology that makes God the “wholly other” removes God’s
presence in the world and keeps God in a heavenly abode. Perhaps
time has come to discover God as a migrant who relinquishes heavenly
place and risks to dwell among God’s creation.44 Biblical theologians
have reflected about God who comes as a guest and wants to migrate
into earthly abode living in a tent rather than in a temple (1 Chronicles
17:5).45 The God of all perceived in Christian faith is a God who cannot
be confined or limited to one place. God, in Christian understanding,
crosses boundaries. The traditional understanding of God keeps Godself aloof and separate because of God’s holiness. God cannot be part
of creation for God cannot be unclean; therefore God withdraws into a
special place where impurity cannot come near God. Theologians in the
Cf. William O’ Neill, “The Place of Displacement,” 104.
Cf. Campese, “The Irruption of Migration,” 29.
44
Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 253.
45
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42
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past have struggled to protect God and God’s holiness from defilement.
Wherever there is impurity and pollution, God cannot be there. Such
thoughts about God reflect traditional ways of theologizing.
On the contrary, latest trends in Christian theology discuss about a
new understanding of God who cannot be limited to a particular place;
who does not need to protect God’s holiness; and who does not need to
retreat from the world. Instead of withdrawing from the world, God
migrates into the world and spreads holiness in the midst of God’s
people.46 David Rhoads describes the God of the margins and explains
that in the present we can understand that God is active “not only from
the center of power and wealth but from the periphery, from the edges.
The pardon of sins which was centered in the temple now pops up in
Galilee, of all places. The interpretation of law which emanated from
Jerusalem now appears in the village of Capernaum. The authority in
Israel is now granted to a wood worker from Nazareth. This is a God of
the margins who acts among people of no social consequence – not
among the elites but among the peasants, not with the righteous but
with the sinners,”47 not with the settled but with the migrants. God is
perceived in a new way, who appears in unexpected places and dwells
among unexpected people. Daniel G. Groody explains that the intention
of God to migrate to humanity was primarily to help humanity to migrate
back to God. In this process, God chooses to dwell among strangers,
aliens, poor and needy people. Those who have encountered God in
their lives eventually have deep relationship with God and all of God’s
people.48
All of God’s people are created in the image of God, including the
migrants. To discern migrants only according to their political status is
to deny them their true identity in God and fail to recognize that they too
are made in the image of God.49 In today’s world migrants are primarily
perceived as law breakers and criminals who are a problem to the
hosting nations. The hosts are content to have such perceptions about
migrants so that they can build a wall between themselves and migrants.
This results in justifying the exclusion of migrants from active
participation and keeping them at the periphery. To recognize God’s

Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 659.
Cf. Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 9.
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Cf. Bo H. Lim, “Exile and Migration,” 15.
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image in the migrants will play a vital role in building a society where
there will be mutual respect and love for one another. Apart from
affirming the image of God in the migrants, we need to believe in a God
of the stranger accepting the truth that we are all strangers and fellow
pilgrims in our journey toward union with God.50
As much as there is a need to revise our understanding of God
from the perspective of migrants, there is a need to reinterpret the
person and work of Jesus Christ from the perspective of the struggles
of people who migrate. In this challenge, the Christian understanding of
incarnation plays a vital role. In and through Jesus Christ, God enters
into the broken world. Those who are neglected and marginalized by
the society are glad to find their true identity in God as Jesus says that
he has come primarily for them.51 Jesus becomes a traveller who is in
search of healing the broken people. He empathizes with God’s people
who feel alienated and he helps them to discover their true identity as
children of God.52 Jesus left his privileged position and entered the
territory of sinful human beings so that the broken and rejected can
experience reconciliation between them and God, and also between
them and fellow human beings.53
Jesus instructs the privileged to show kindness to the stranger,
which is according to him an unavoidable consequence of one’s belief
in God.54 Gioacchino Campese emphasizes that Jesus was a
migrant Son of God, the one who through his incarnation pitches his
tent among us (John 1:14) and in so doing crosses the border between
the divine and the human worlds; the one who identifies so much with
our humanity to the point of not limiting himself nearly to approaching
the stranger, but of himself becoming a stranger (John 1: 10-11; Matthew
25:35); descendant of strangers as indicated by the presence of foreign
women in his genealogy (Matthew 1: 1-17); the one who becomes an
itinerant prophet of the reign of God and as such ‘has nowhere to lay his
Girgis, “House of Prayer for all people,” 68-69.
Cf. Jean S. Stromberg, “Responding to the Challenge of Migration: Churches
within the Fellowship of the World Council of Churches,” Missiology: An International
Review 31/1 (January, 2003): 49.
52
Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 245.
53
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(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 110-111.
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head’ (Luke 9:58). In other words, Jesus is presented as the paradigm of
the migrant, of the border-crosser, and therefore as the God-made-flesh
who can fully understand the precarious and vulnerable condition of
the migrant and the refugee.55

Jesus challenged his followers to break the walls that separate
people and to avoid giving respect to people on the basis of one’s social
status. He was approachable to people of all nations, igniting the light of
hope that can bind people of all nations, races, and ethnic groups together.
He called them to partake in the building of God’s kingdom. Jesus broke
every traditional mindset that believed in dispensing limited mercy of
God to people of ordinary status and also in granting worthiness to
people according to one’s own evaluation of the marginalized (Luke 6:
27-38).56
Having discussed the importance of interpreting God and Jesus
Christ in the context of migration, let us conclude our theological
discussion by briefly addressing the issue of hospitality which cannot be
avoided as it is the ethical implication of our belief in God and God’s
own Son.

Ethical Reflections
Ethical reflections on the topic of migration, particularly the migrant
community, have centered on the concern to show hospitality to the
stranger, which is a repercussion of our faith in God. William O’ Neill
reiterates that inculcating the virtue of hospitality, particularly to the
stranger is not merely an act of charity. This virtue is a reflection of
one’s true commitment to love and serve God, which is one’s true
measure of righteousness. True hospitality will dare to break all barriers
that separates people and will not give in to pride or prejudice that
results in neglecting people who are in need.57 Those who have put
their faith in God are called to care for the rights of the vulnerable. As
we “walk humbly with God,” we not only see the nameless half-dead
stranger on the way but take the risk to act in kindness and shower
hospitality to the alien.58 Showing gracious hospitality is not only a moral
demand placed on us but it is an experience that leads to a sacred
David Rhoads, “Mission in the Gospel of Mark,” 352-353.
Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 664.
57
Cf. Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 11.
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helpless.59
Those who have reflected on the importance of hospitality believe
that hospitality is not a part time ministry. It is a full time ministry and
reveals our true spirituality. The test of true hospitality is not how much
one gives or does acts of charity but the willingness to be with people in
their difficult circumstances. To only give and then to detach oneself is
not a genuine way to love the vulnerable. The challenge is to build on
relationship and connect with people, and make oneself available for
those in need, rather than indulging in merely giving something to
somebody.60 Gemma Tulud Cruz explains
Whenever Christians receive or practice hospitality they are actually
sharing in God’s hospitality. This challenges Christians to move from
the notion of hospitality to strangers to hospitality of strangers. King
David eloquently acknowledges our fundamental and collective identity
as strangers in a prayer in I Chronicles: ‘All comes from you; what we
have received from your own hand, we have given to you. For we are
strangers before you, settlers only, as all our ancestors were; our days
on earth pass like a shadow’ (I Chronicles 29:14b-15).61

The migrants who have no access to land and live without the help
of powerful native people are not only vulnerable but prone to be exploited
by the strong. Many remain hungry and homeless. The Bible has
recorded a number of stories wherein strangers were shown hospitality.
Abraham and Sarah hosting three strangers; Lot and the angels; the
widow of Zarephath and Elijah; and the Shunammite woman and Elisha
are wonderful examples of showing hospitality to strangers. In every
account of hospitality shown, God is present and both the host and the
stranger are mutually blessed through the encounter.
Christine D. Pohl reminds that in Israel there were strangers and
aliens whose wellbeing became the responsibility of the people of God.
She writes, “While instructions and stories about offering personal
hospitality to strangers were common in Ancient Near-Eastern texts,
explicit legislation regarding the protection of, and provision for, the
resident alien was distinctive to Israelite society.”62 Having pondered

Cf. William O’ Neill, “The Place of Displacement,” 104.
Cf. Campese, “The Irruption of Migration,” 29.
61
Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 253.
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Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 6.
59
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over the biblical, theological and ethical aspects concerning the theme
of migration, let us, in conclusion, discuss the missional perspectives on
the theme concerning migrants. For the church to be alive and proactive,
there is a need for the church to give priority to rendering service to the
vulnerable migrants and embracing them so that they can become part
of the church.

Missional Implications for the Church:
The fulcrum of a church in mission is in her ability to make room
and create space for outsiders. The church in the past has learnt through
her service to those who are outside the church membership that it is a
mutually enriching experience for the host as well as the guest.63 Actually,
in today’s world, concern for the physical, social, and spiritual wellbeing
of foreigners and outsiders has become central to the life, mission and
witness of the church. Biblical, theological and ethical reflections on
migrants clearly state that this is a responsibility given to the people of
God.64 The burden of the church today is to develop resources to minister
to these vulnerable communities as the number of migrants is increasing
all over the world. The church can make the best use of this opportunity
to minister to people who long for acceptance and love and thereby
reveal the heart of God who loves the stranger.65
To wish for a safe environment with no intruders and foreigners
cannot be from God. The stranger brings new ideas and challenges,
which eventually can usher in progress, improvement and new
perspectives about God, world and human beings. Desiring for sameness
without any intruders most probably will lead to stagnation devoid of
any growth.66 The time has come to celebrate diversity. We can grow
in spiritual maturity in a context wherein there is a possibility for people
from different backgrounds and cultures to live together. Heterogeneity
and not homogeneity has been at the heart of God’s plan and purposes
for the world. All people of all races, class and gender have their origin
in God. People of all nations are all considered equal in the sight of God
irrespective of what skin color they have or language they speak.
The church on the day of Pentecost was multi-lingual, multi-national
and multi-cultural. The early church was challenged to deal with the
Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 659.
Cf. Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 9.
65
Cf. Bo H. Lim, “Exile and Migration,” 15.
66
Cf. Girgis, “House of Prayer for all people,” 65.
63
64
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issue of diversity. Evidently, the church struggled to include gentiles into
the church. Raafat Girgis observes, “The ‘diversity lovers’ lead by Paul
advocated for a full inclusion of Gentiles as partners and sharers of the
promise given to the Jews. The issue was settled once and for all when
the church voted to accept and include Gentiles as equal partners in the
church … [However, this] action would not have happened without
Peter’s divinely inspired dream that transformed his heart … Peter’s
transformation and his discovery that God is all inclusive and shows no
partiality must be rediscovered and claimed by all.”67 The church is
called to develop a model of multi-cultural ministry and open up its
doors to become an inviting community, welcoming strangers and
foreigners.
The church in this century is called to transcend her boundaries
willing to be a missionary and welcome missionaries for the sake of the
gospel. The church has the duty to discern the signs of the times and
broaden its vision of God’s kingdom and be willing to discover Christ in
unexpected places and people through service to all, including the
migrant.68 The church has to realize that mission in the present context
includes “witness, inculturation, respect for human freedom, inter-religious
dialogue, ecumenical initiatives, activities toward social justice, care for
the environment, prayer and liturgy.”69 In all of this migrants can be
included as participants and target groups of Christian missions. Migrants
are evidently a symbol of marginality.70 Since God in Jesus Christ has
entered the margins, the mission of the church should address the
concerns of those at the margins including the migrants. Challenges are
many if the church undertakes this mission.
There is a need to be optimistic and keep the spirits positive and
confident in serving the vulnerable. God in Jesus Christ has become
vulnerable and consequently calls the church to be part of God’s mission
to liberate the vulnerable so that they need not remain in a sphere of
receiving but begin to give and serve others. Knud Jørgensen remarks,
“Vulnerable mission requires a confrontation with every theology and
Girgis, “House of Prayer for all people,” 68-69.
Cf. Jean S. Stromberg, “Responding to the Challenge of Migration: Churches
within the Fellowship of the World Council of Churches,” Missiology: An International
Review 31/1 (January, 2003): 49.
69
Cruz, “Christian Mission and Ministry in the Context of Contemporary
Migration,” 245.
70
Cf. Jung Young Lee, Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 110-111.
67
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mission strategy that glorifies power, success and greed.”71 Identifying
those at the margins and serving the vulnerable is the calling of the
church. Following Jesus calls for a firm resolve to cross boundaries, to
relinquish security and to be willing to face trouble. David Rhoads
emphasizes,
The ethic of acquisition is a mentality of staying-in-place and
accumulating things – money, status, power. By contrast, the ethic of
relinquishment is a boundary-crossing mentality of mission, because, in
order to go out in mission people leave family and possessions, relinquish
their status in a community, and lose control of their lives by being in the
territory of another.72
The ethics of relinquishment is fundamental and foundational for
the church to incorporate mission to the vulnerable migrants as one of
its main areas of ministry.

Conclusion:
Some may argue that the issue of migration falls into the domain
of social science rather than theological reflection. However, the issue
of migration can be perceived from many dimensions. To
compartmentalize the issue of migration and deny a spiritual dimension
to it would be a blunder. Of course, the phenomenon of global migration
is a complex one. Nevertheless, social science and theology can work
together in addressing this issue and give a listening ear to all the
arguments for and against before taking concrete actions.73 It is very
obvious that the West has become wary at the large numbers of refugees
and migrants who come into their country. The migrants need the
resources of the West to survive and may cause disruption to their
ways of life. The migrants are often considered as a burden and problem
to their society who have nothing unique or special to offer to the Western
society.74
Only a mind that is rooted in God and service to others can
overcome the pitfall of considering migrants as a problem. Groody
contends,

Knud Jørgensen, “Inspiration and Challenges from Cape Town and Edinburgh
to Church and Mission,” Transformation 29/4 (2012): 298.
72
David Rhoads, “Mission in the Gospel of Mark,” 352-353.
73
Cf. Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 664.
74
Cf. Pohl, “Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration,” 11.
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To limit compassion to the borders of one’ nationality, one’s family or
even one’ self is a migration toward disintegration. For those on a
trajectory toward disintegration, a theology of migration cannot make
sense … if the term alien is to be used at all, it would be descriptive not
of those who lack political documentation but of those who have so
disconnected themselves from God and others that they are incapable
of seeing in the vulnerable stranger a mirror of themselves, a reflection
of Christ and a challenge to human solidarity.75

May the God of the weak and the vulnerable strengthen all of us
to see the stranger in us and others who are in need of help so that we
can build a world that always can make a space for the stranger through
whom God’s revelation can shine through and our knowledge of God
need not stagnate but become dynamic and life-changing.

75

Groody, “Homeward Bound,” 313.
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Contesting William Carey’s Mission History
Against the Misreading of His Missionary Work in India
Wilson Paluri1

Introduction
Indian history is presented by historians from different
perspectives.2 The highly debated and misrepresented period is the
modern period when colonial powers were controlling the political system
of India. It was the period when most of the socio-religious reformers
and their movements emerged. There is no doubt that Christian
missionaries and orientalists contributed immensely towards these
reforms and towards Hindu Renaissance of this period. However, they
are mostly seen as agents of colonial powers and their socio-religious
contributions are undermined. Even today, the reputation of missionaries
among Hindu fanatics has not changed; missionaries and pastors are
abused and attacked in the pretext of converting Hindus with the agenda
of the West.
This paper aims at analyzing the contribution of William Carey
who came as a missionary under Baptist Missionary Society and is
considered as the ‘Father of Modern Missionary Movement’. It is to
evaluate his mission work in the backdrop of the prevalent Hindu
misconceptions about missionaries and their socio-religious contributions.
The method adopted here is to look at the events that unfolded during
Carey’s time and analyze the policies employed by him and other
Rev. Dr. Wilson Paluri is an Associate Professor of Religions and Cultural
Studies at New Theological College and an ordained priest of Church of North India.
He is also a Coordinator of Publications at NTC.
2
Vincent Arthur Smith’s approach to Indian history was pro-imperialist. D. R.
Bhandarkar and H. Raychaudhuri were more guided by the nationalist ideas of Hindu
revivalism. A strong element of Hindu revivalism appears in the writings of R. C.
Majumdar. In the writings of A. L. Basham and D. D. Kosambi we see a great stress
1
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missionaries in carrying out their activities. This paper will address a
few questions, such as – Was Carey really an agent of colonial powers
in India as some Hindu thinkers propose? Was the mission work of
Serampore missionaries brought out exclusively to support and
strengthen British Government? What was the real intention behind the
reform works undertaken by the Serampore Trio? Is there something
that we can learn from their missionary policies and method of mission?

1.Misrepresentation of Early Missionaries
In the early part of the 19th century, Indian thinkers and reformers
began to wrestle with the deplorable condition of India. D. S. Sharma
observes,
“Her own civilization and culture had been at the lowest ebb for over a
hundred years from about the middle of the eighteenth century. In that
dark period nothing of first-rate importance was produced in any
language, there was no new development in Hinduism and almost all
indigenous arts languished and died owing to lack of patronage…”3

This awareness led to an awakening in Hinduism. Somen Das
refers to several factors that contributed towards Hindu Renaissance
during this period, which includes “various missionary movements, British
colonialism, English education and the inherent vitality of Hinduism.” 4
The interaction of Hindu reformers with Christianity during the colonial
period displayed certain attitude towards Christians and missionaries.
For Stanley Samartha, these range “from aggressive rejection to warm
welcome, from uncritical appreciation to thoughtful understanding and
from vague admiration to partial commitment.”5 These expressions can
on social, economic and cultural processes in relation to the political development.
Since 1980, some Indian writers have adopted an aggressive, communal and irrational
approach to the study of Indian history. They harp on Hindutva ideology and argue
that the Muslims and Christians are foreigners who came from outside.
3
D. S. Sharma, Hinduism through the Ages (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan,
1961), 57.
4
Soman Das, “Christian Response to some Selected Movements for Social
Change in India in the 19th and 20th Centuries” in The Gospel Among our Hindu
Neighbours, ed. by Vinay Samuel and Christopher Sugden (Bangalore: Partnership in
Mission, 1983), 22.
5
Stanley J. Samartha, The Hindu Response to the Unbound Christ (Madras:
The Christian Literature Society, 1974), 15.
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be seen in the responses of the Indian reformers and their reform
movements of this period, such as Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj,
Ramakrishna Mission and other.
A few prominent Hindu prejudices and misconceptions about
Christians and missionaries are presented here to understand the
prevalent Hindu attitude towards the Christian mission work in India.

Missionaries Preach Western Religion
Christianity in India is closely linked with the colonial era.6 It is
believed that ‘Christianity flourished under the pelf and patronage of
foreign rulers.’7 The missionary activities rapidly grew due to the friendly
support given unofficially by the government to Christian missions.8 As
such, accepting Christianity would mean accepting the colonial rule,
which is against the patriotic feeling of India; it is accepting alien culture,
religion and practices.9
The basic understanding which many Hindus have is that every
country has its own religion; Hinduism is the religion of the people of
India, whereas Christianity is the religion of Europe and America.10
Therefore, accepting Christianity will alienate a person from his land,
culture and religion. Conversion, for a Hindu, threatens the whole way
of life, erasing centuries of tradition and customs, and making a person
look westwards to a culture and religion that is alien to him.11 Conversion
However, the history of Christianity in India indicates that the dawn of
Christianity to South Asia dates back to the arrival of St. Thomas to Kodungallur in
Kerala in 52 CE and establishment of the Seven Churches. Since then Christianity has
been interacting with the religions and cultures of India and has become part of Indian
subcontinent. It is unfortunate for Hindus to just relate Christianity with colonial era
and reject its rich contribution to Indian society in the pre-colonial period and throughout
the history of India.
7
Ebenezer Sunder Raj, The Confusion Called Conversion (New Delhi: TRACI,
1986), 2.
8
P. D. Devanandan, “Modern Hindu Attitude towards Christian Evangelism”
in Union Seminary Quarterly Review, 12.3 (1957): 65-80.
9
Hirudaya Swamy Sakarias, Belonging to the Church Without Baptism of
Water?(New Delhi: ISPCK, 2009), 38.
10
Hans Staffner, The Open Door (Bangalore: Asian Trading Corporation, 1987),
144.
11
Hirudaya Swamy Sakarias, Belonging to the Church Without Baptism of Water?,
40.
6
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to Christianity is often seen as a social act and not spiritual. It is the
change over from one social community to another.12 A person, who is
converted to Christianity, is believed to have alienated himself/herself
from society, consequently from the nation. He/she is then seen as a
threat to national security.
To most of the Hindus, Christianity is largely a western religion
and missionary works in India are done with the support of western
people and resources. Propagation of this western religion is to replace
Indian culture with western culture. Objection is raised that the “adoption
of Christianity means the denationalization and westernization of the
converts, and therefore it ought to be opposed for the future of India.” 13
Though it is true that missionaries brought western Christianity along
with them, the intension was not to replace Indian culture with western
culture and also not to denationalize and westernize the converts.
Missionaries saw Christianity as an answer to the struggles of deprived
class and wanted to preach it for their liberation from inequality, injustice
and oppression. J. W. Gladstone states, “The conversion of the Pulayas
and Parayas, as in the case of any other caste, was motivated by the
hope of their socio-economic and religious emancipation and it was part
of their struggle for their own progress.”14 Hence, the reading of
missionary work by Hindus as propagation of western religion for the
purpose of denationalization is one sided and misrepresentation of
Christian mission.

Missionaries use Coercive means of Conversion
Another allegation laid against missionaries is that they attempt to
convert Hindus forcefully by economic or social inducements.15 Hindus
believe that there can be no genuine conversion from one religion to
another, and so the only possible explanation is that conversion to
Christianity is done by unfair means. It is often pointed out that the poor
and needy were the main targets of Christian missionaries since a large
Hans Staffner, The Open Door, 63.
Edwin Greaves, “India for the Christian Church, or for Christ?” in The East
and the West 5.8 (1910): 42-48.
14
J. W. Gladstone, Protestant Christianity and Peoples’ Movements in Kerala;
A Study of Christian Mass Movements in relation to Neo-Hindu Socio-Religious
Movements in Kerala, 1850-1936 (Trivandram: Trivandram Seminary Publication,
1984), 138.
15
Paul Pathickal, Christ and the Hindu Diaspora (Bloomington: Westbow
Press, 2012), 84.
12
13
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percentage of converts were from the lower strata of the society. Hindus
view undue pressure, allurement, force and other unfair means as part
of the conversion strategy of the Christian missionaries under the
patronage of Portuguese and British rule. Hence, Hindus have never
felt comfortable with the idea of religious conversion. M. K. Gandhi
asserted that religious conversion is a fraud on humanity and if he had
power and could legislate, he would certainly stop all proselytizing.16
Soon after India’s independence, there was a strong move to
prevent missionary activities in India. Niyogi commission was set up by
Madhya Pradesh government in 1954 to investigate the charges of forced
and coercive conversion followed by Christian missionaries particularly
among the backward people.17 The committee published its findings in
1956 and the conclusions drawn by the committee are noteworthy.
Committee observed that missionaries were also involved in extrareligious and political activities. Loyalty to the country and solidarity of
society were weakened and disrupted by their conversion agenda.
Evangelism is to be taken as a world policy to revive Christendom by
re-establishing western supremacy. Schools, hospitals and orphanages
were used as means to facilitate proselytism. Dalits and tribals were
the special targets of an aggressive evangelization.18 The committee
recommended legislative measures to prevent missionary work and
conversions.19 The Niyogi Report has been used by the ideologues of
Hindutva as ballast for their anti-Christian arguments. However, criticizing
the Niyogi Report and those who wield it as evidence and support in
anti-conversion campaigns, Gauri Viswanathan states,
Highlighting loss of control over free will through weakness, ignorance,
and poverty as a reason for outlawing conversion altogether, since it left
M. K. Gandhi, “Foreign Missionaries” in Young India (April, 1931): 2.
M. B. Niyogi was a retired Chief Justice of Nagpur High Court who headed
the ‘Christian Missionary Activities Inquiry Committee.’
18
M. B. Niyogi, Chairman’s Report of the Christian Missionary Activities
Enquiry Committee, Madhya Pradesh, vol. 1 (Madhya Pradesh: Government Printings,
1956), 4-5.
19
The main recommendations of the committee were: 1) those missionaries
whose primary object was proselytization should be asked to withdraw, 2) the use of
medical or other professional services as a direct means of making conversions should
be prohibited by law, 3) Indian Churches were advised to form an United Independent
Christian Church without being dependent on foreign support, 4) the Constitution
should be amended so that only Indian citizens would have the right of religious
propagation and it should not be done by force or fraud. (Report I.153-65)
16
17
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the economically deprived sectors of Indian society particularly
vulnerable to the inducements of converting to another religion…the
Niyogi Commission’s landmark report set the lines of an argument that
have continued to the present day, blurring the lines between force and
consent and giving very little credence to the possibility that converts
change over to another religion because they choose to (emphasis
added).20

In contrast to Hindu’s false impression of missionary work as
allurement, John E. Clough says, “Dalits were seeking not as much
material help as human dignity. For them, the dignity, self-respect, patrons
who will treat one as equal and the ability to choose one’s own destiny
were powerful incentives to conversion.”21 Hence, Christianity, preached
by missionaries, provided this alternative to Dalits and depressed class.

Missionaries are Intolerant and Arrogant
The early Christian missionaries’ scathing attack on Hindu religion
and culture, and presentation of Christianity as the only true religion has
deeply offended Hindus. They have always maintained that Hinduism
is a tolerant religion; that it has accommodated many streams of faith in
its fold and has always welcomed people of other faith to co-exist in
India for centuries. Hence, acknowledging Jesus as the only true God
and the Saviour is to undermine the other gods and goddesses of Hindus.22
Such exclusive claim of the uniqueness of Christ was perceived as
arrogance of missionaries. Referring to the attitude of early missionaries,
D. S. Sharma states,
Along with the new knowledge came the fierce attacks of the
early Christian missions on Hinduism and Hindu society. The
zealous missionaries who never failed to point their finger of scorn
at our religious and social institutions were educators as well as
crusaders. They opened schools and colleges where they not
only imparted the new secular knowledge, but also taught
Christianity as the only true religion.23
Gauri Viswanathan, “Literacy and Conversion in the Discourse of Hindu
Nationalism” in The Crisis of Secularism in India, ed. by Anuradha Dingwaney
Needham and Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 336-37.
21
John E. Clough, Social Christianity in the Orient: The Story of a Man, a
Mission and a Movement (New York: MacMillan Co., 1914), 279.
22
Paul Pathickal, Christ and the Hindu Diaspora, 83.
23
D. S. Sharma, Hinduism Through the Ages (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan,
1961), 58.
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Missionaries are Anti-nationals
Hindus find it difficult to perceive non-Hindus, particularly Muslims
and Christians as patriotic. To support their argument they present the
fact that very few Indian Christians participated in the freedom struggle
against the British Empire. They also point out that there has been a
resurgence of separatist movements in the areas dominated by
Christians, such as Nagaland and Mizoram, which are not in the interest
of nation.
Talking about the Hindus being suspicious about Indian Christians,
Chad Bauman refers to some of the causes of postcolonial anxiety
among the Indians that could be connected to this attitude of Hindus. 24
He points out that around 1954 there was a great deal of national anxiety.
Such anxiety could be because of the effect of living under foreign rule
for several years. Kenneth Jones argues, “As a result of centuries of
foreign domination the Hindu community, in spite of its majority status,
took on many of the attitudes that are typical of suppressed minorities.”25
There was a sense of military insecurity grounded in regional, national
and geopolitical threats. The former quasi-independent princely states
had recently become part of the Indian Union in 1948. The Nagas were
fighting for more autonomy in Assam. The Portuguese had not yet agreed
to surrender Goa, which led to the military intervention in 1961. The
final status of Kashmir was not settled yet. External politics was also a
threat to the stability of young India. Just before independence, the land
of India got divided into Pakistan and India, which many Indians viewed
as the most destructive of colonial intrusions. The decision of United
States to sign a Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement with Pakistan
in 1954 raised anxiety among Indians about the possibility of direct or
indirect American aggression.26 In the same line, Niyogi Committee
notes that “the majority of missionaries are Americans and due to

24
Chad M. Bauman, “Postcolonial Anxiety and Anti-Conversion Sentiment in
the Report of the Christian Missionary Activities Enquiry Committee” in International
Journal of Hindu Studies 12.2 (2008): 181-213.
25
Kenneth W. Jones, “Politicized Hinduism: The Ideology and Program of the
Hindu Mahasabha” in Religion in Modern India, ed. by Robert D. Baird (New Delhi:
Manohar Publications, 1981), 448.
26
Chad M. Bauman, “Postcolonial Anxiety and Anti-Conversion Sentiment in
the Report of the Christian Missionary Activities Enquiry Committee,” 193.
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Pakistan-American pact, their activities are suspicious.”27
Hindus often perceive Christians to be on the wrong side of these
conflicts. Niyogi Committee reported that though many Hindu Indians
were in favour of annexing Goa, a Catholic periodical, Nishkalank
asked, “Why does India desire that Portugal which has been exercising
sovereignty for 400 years over Goa should surrender it? Only a handful
of Goans are shouting for the merger of Goa with India.”28For many,
the independence movement in Assam is also a result of the
Christianization of Naga tribes.
Stanley Tambiah contends that RSS considers four groups as
enemies of India, i.e., “Indian followers of foreign religions, such as
Islam and Christianity; Communists and their sympathizers; westernized
members of the Indian intelligentsia; and foreign powers.”29 Therefore,
it is not surprising that Christian missionaries fell under suspicion among
Hindu nationalists.
These are only a few examples of the misconceptions of Hindus
about Christians and Christian missionaries. It is not possible to comment
on all the misperceptions in this limited space. However, we have listed
widely known Hindu prejudices and misconceptions. Now, in this
backdrop we will analyze the mission history of William Carey to evaluate
how justified Hindus are in their misrepresentation of missionaries and
their activities.

2.Mission History of William Carey
The facts of William Carey’s life and missionary activities are
illustrated in his biographies written by John Clark Marshman30, Pearce
Carey31 and Deaville Walker32. Carey is unquestionably a great
missionary statesman. Most of the missionary historians and biographers

Niyogi Report II.A.139.
Niyogi Report I.126.
29
Stanley J. Tambiah, Leveling Crowds: Ethnonationalist Conflicts and
Collective Violence in South Asia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996),
246.
30
John Clark Marshman, The Life and Times of Carey, Marshman and Ward
(London: Longmans and Roberts, 1859).
31
Pearce Carey, William Carey (London: Wakeman Trust, 1993).
32
Deaville Walker, William Carey, Missionary Pioneer and Statesman (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1960).
27
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such as George Smith33, Robert Glover34, Miller35, Oussoren36 and
Meyers37 accord him the title of “Father of Modern Missionary
Movement.”38 Though 18th century marks the rise of Protestant mission
in many parts of the world, Carey’s contribution is seen as the beginning
of a new era. William Carey and the Baptist Missionary Society were
the beginning of an astounding series of Protestant efforts to bring the
Gospel to the entire human race.39
The time when Carey began his mission work in India, the Muslim
rule over India was in a degenerative condition. The Mughal rulers had
become weak and no strong spiritual leader existed in India. Robert E.
Frykenberg suggests that the arrival of missionaries in 18th century
“coincided with the decline of Indo-Islamic and rise of European power,
so that what was ‘Christian’ increasingly became confused with what
was ‘European’.”40 Sunil Kumar Chatterjee notes that there was an
apprehension among Muslims that if British Christians wrested control
of India from the Mughals, then the Christians might try to convert
Muslims by force, as the Muslims had done to some Hindus.41 Hence,
the hostility of Muslims towards Christians was quite evident. A century
before Carey arrived, Catholics, Anglicans and Moravians had attempted
missions in Bengal, but were not successful among Muslims.42 Carey,

George Smith, William Carey (London: John Murrey, 1885), 437.
Robert Glover, The Progress of World Wide Missions (New York: Harper,
1960), 59.
35
Basil W. Miller, William Carey (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1952), 5.
36
A. H. Oussoren, William Carey (Leiden: A. W. Siothoff, 1945), 36.
37
John B. Myers, William Carey (London: S. W. Partridge & Co., 1887), 25.
38
There are some other writers who did not recognize Carey as the ‘Father of
Modern Missionary Movement’, such as Deaville Walker, J. B. Middlebrook, Kenneth
Scott Latourette and others. They, however, held him in high honour.
39
Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, vol. 4,
(New York: Harpers, 1941), 58f.
40
Robert Eric Frykenberg, “Christians in India: An Historical Overview of
Their Complex Origins” in Christians and Missionaries in India: Cross-Cultural
Communication since 1500, ed. by Robert Eric Frykenberg (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2003), 47.
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Sunil Kumar Chatterjee, “Serampore Missionaries and Christian Muslim
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though, felt being called to evangelize Hindus and not Muslims, made
every effort to attract them through his educational policies. He spent
time in becoming familiar to the Hindu and Islamic scriptures equally.
Appreciating Carey’s vast knowledge of the Indian literature, Kalidas
Nag says,
In his Itihasamala, Carey gave an antology of prose tales from the East
and the West, starting from Hitopadesa, Panchatantra from Sanskrit,
Rupa Sanatan Goswami of the age of Sri Chaitanya (born in 1485) and
Dhanapat-Khullana and Lahana episodes from middle-Bengali
collections; as well as Islamic stories of the age of Akbar, his Hindu
jester Birbal, and Brahmin Pandits. The translations in Bengali prose
were remarkably lucid and logical in syntax.43

The interaction of early missionaries with Indian culture and religion
varies. Mostly they had the attitude of the colonial powers and taught
the inferiority of “heathen” culture, while magnifying their own culture
as synonymous with “Christian” values. But there were few, like William
Carey and Serampore missionaries, who involved themselves in positively
affirming the native culture and left a lasting contribution in the lives of
people. Frykenberg observes, “With the coming of William Carey to
Bengal in 1793, trans-cultural interactions, conversions, and
transformations in India increased.”44 Let us look at the efforts made
by Carey in reaching out to the people of other faith through his methods
and policies in mission work. This will in fact help us to see how Carey
differs from the missionaries of his time and doesn’t fall under the
traditional distorted understanding of missionaries created by Hindu
nationalists.

Carey’s Missionary Approach
Carey’s missionary approach is apparent in the philosophy behind
his publications and institutions that he and his Serampore colleagues
established. In contrast to the Hindu’s distorted views of missionaries
being intolerant and arrogant, Carey’s attitude towards people of other
faiths was more receptive. He felt the strong calling towards missions
Kalidas Nag, “Carey’s Contribution to Bengali Literature” in The Story of
Serampore and Its College, ed. by Wilma Stewart (Serampore: The Council of
Serampore College, 1961), 98.
44
Robert Eric Frykenberg, “Christians in India: An Historical Overview of
Their Complex Origins,” 47.
43

121

Doon Theological Journal

despite sturdy opposition from his own fellow church members.

Publications
His pamphlet, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to
Use Means for the Conversion of Heathens (1792)45, considered as
the constitution of the missionary movement, reveals the heart and
passion of William Carey for missions. He was viewed as an extremist
by his own distorted Baptist Denomination when he shared his vision to
evangelize Hindus.46 Leon McBeth quotes John Ryland, who was highly
respected by the Baptists of that day, as saying, “Brother Carey is
sincere enough, but I fear he has fallen into the hands of fanatics. Imagine,
us sending missionaries to the heathen! When God is ready to convert
the heathen, he will do it without our help!”47 His fellow Baptists believed
that the Apostles had already completed world evangelization and that
God would reveal Himself to the people of other faiths in His own way;
God does not need human means to accomplish His purpose. Undertaking
missions or supporting missionaries was new to the religious leaders at
that time and they were not prepared for it. Carey persisted in getting
this text published to spread the understanding of missions and generate
interest on this subject. George Smith states,
This Enquiry has a literary interest of its own, as a contribution to the
statistics and geography of the world, written in a cultured and almost
finished style, such as few, if any, University men of that day could have
produced, for none were impelled by such a motive as Carey had…this
shoemaker, still under thirty, surveys the whole world…tabulating his
results with an accuracy…which would extort the admiration of the
learned even of this present day.48
45
William Carey, An Enquiry into the Obligations of the Christians to use
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Carey had to face early rebuttal from his colleagues whenever he challenged
them with the questions such as: “Was not the command given to the Apostles, to
teach all nations, obligatory on all succeeding ministers to the end of the world?” Such
question made Elder Ryland blurt out, “You are a miserable enthusiast for asking such
a question. Nothing can be done before another Pentecost.” Cf. Mary Drewery,
William Carey: A Biography (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1979), 31.
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Carey’s personal commitment towards sharing God’s word became
the impetus that led to world missions. Dana Robert affirms by saying,
“Carey’s powerful tract found a ready response in the context of lateeighteenth-century Britain and became a catalyst for the formation of
voluntary missionary societies, beginning with his own Baptist Missionary
Society in 1792…His arrival heralded the beginning of a new way of
funding and recruiting missionaries that revolutionized Protestant
missions.”49
Carey’s mature approach to social issues in India can be looked at
in regular periodicals published by Serampore missionaries. Serampore
missionaries were well aware of the growth and wider interest in
education, and they turned their attention to the production of their
scholarly and relevant articles under the leadership of Joshua Marshman.
Dig-darshan was published in 1818 with the articles of general interest
and notes on current issues. Interestingly, in the midst of severe
censorship and scrutiny of publications at that time, this production
received active approval from the Government. Samachar Darpan,
the first weekly vernacular newspaper ever published in India, was
brought out in the same year. It was well received by the Hindu
community. Similarly, a monthly magazine in English, Friend of India
was also brought out.50
These publications were with a clear focus on protesting against
the social evils of the time. There were two main issues that appeared
in these writings repeatedly – abolition of sati practice and respectful
status of lepers. In 1820, Samachar Darpan reported the issues related
to sati sixteen times. Such efforts brought desirable results in 1829,
when a regulation was passed to declare sati illegal and punishable.51
Geoffrey Oddie proposes that this legislation banning sati was the first
event of considerable importance in raising Hindu consciousness. “This

Dana L. Robert, “Introduction,” in Converting Colonialism: Visions and
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‘interference’ of the government, which was known to have been
encouraged by missionaries, led to the formation of the Dharma Sabha,
one of the first defensive Hindu voluntary associations.”52 Oddie further
observes,
Fear of conversion and a suspicion that the attempted suppression of
sati was only the first step in a government-missionary policy of
Christianizing Hindu society was therefore compounded by a feeling of
vulnerability and a sense that “apostates” were already collaborating
with forces outside of Hindu society to undermine and destroy the
Hindu religion.53

Such unwarranted fear and exaggeration of viewing missionary
activities as an agenda to destroy Hindu religion by conservative Hindus
is not a justification to condemn missionaries and their social reforms.
Carey’s efforts were well received and supported by the Hindu reformers
like Raja Rammohan Roy. Raja Rammohan Roy and his followers
condemned this custom and eventually supported the legislation.54
Another issue that caught the attention of Serampore missionaries
was the pitiable condition of lepers. Lepers were seen as a curse in the
society and were burnt alive. Such practice was also reported regularly
in Samachar Darpan and Friend of India. Pearce Carey says that
‘Carey never rested till a leper hospital was established in Calcutta.’ 55

Educational Institution
Carey’s contribution to education in India through his educational
policy, primary schools and above all Serampore College is impressive.
The understanding of having an institution emerged from the objective
of preparing native preachers for evangelism and the church, as well as
teachers for primary schools. Eleanor Jackson states that even before
Geoffrey A. Oddie, “Constructing “Hinduism”: The Impact of the Protestant
Missionary Movement on Hindu Self-Understanding” in Christians and Missionaries
in India: Cross-Cultural Communication since 1500, ed. by Robert Eric Frykenberg
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2003), 169.
53
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Such writers completely discredit the contribution of William Carey and his colleagues.
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Carey took up the mission trip to India, he was convinced that indigenous
missionaries would greatly contribute to the church growth.56 He hoped
the time would come when Indian converts would be inspired to conduct
missions without any support from foreign countries.57 Dana Robert
argues that “the founding of colleges by missionaries is one clear example
of how mission theory developed in dialogue with its context, even when
supporters back in Great Britain did not initially saw the necessity for
them.”58 Serampore College speaks volumes of missionary philosophy
that William Carey adopted. Through higher education in English and
Bengali, it aimed to provide knowledge into Indian literatures, western
science and Christian Scripture. It was open to all denominations and
Indians from all backgrounds could receive education from there.59
John Clark Marshman points out that the college prospectus issued
in 191860 clearly states – “those who were to be employed in propagating
the gospel in India should obtain a thorough knowledge of the doctrines
then held sacred in the country, and that this could not be gained without
a knowledge of the Sanskrit language in which they were enshrined…In
pursuance of these views, it was proposed to give the students a thorough
knowledge of Sanskrit, the sacred language of Hinduism, and of Arabic,
the language of Mohammedanism. The students were, moreover, to be
well grounded in European science and knowledge.”61 The college
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proposed to introduce its students to the best knowledge of the East and
the West. It was also open to all; whether Christians, Muslims or Hindus.
The spirit of seriously engaging with Eastern religions and culture and
opening wide the doors of educational institutions in order to welcome
people of all faiths for healthy and fruitful dialogue is still an unrealized
fact for many Colleges and Seminaries.
Education for the sake of education has been the singular and
unassailable enterprise of Serampore missionaries. In Jonathan Masih’s
opinion, “when one reads of how tenaciously the Baptists held on to and
extended their educational plans it becomes clear that at least those at
Serampore were interested in education for its own sake, regardless of
the number of conversions achieved.”62 In 1930-31, the Facts Finding
Commission on missionary institutions had specially enquired about their
success in view of conversion. W. E. Hocking has recorded their report:
During a visit to the chief centers of missionary activity in India, the
largest colleges of different societies, we gathered that the conversion
of a student in any of them was an exceedingly rare event. The Principal
of one of the largest colleges in India was unable to tell of the occurrence
of a single case during the sixteen years of his principalship.63

There is no doubt that missionaries came to India to lead people
into embracing Christianity. Yet, their desire to educate people and to
equip them to make wise choices led missionaries to single-minded and
whole-hearted efforts in the cause of education. It is unreasonable and
unjust to consider missionary educational activities as coercive means
of conversion.

Jonathan Masih, Contribution of Missionaries towards Education in India
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William Carey’s Missionary Objective
Interaction with Other Religions
In his pamphlet, Enquiry, Carey estimated that the population of
India was divided into roughly equal number of Hindus and Muslims.64
In one of his letters to his father, on January 17, 1793, Carey wrote, “I
am appointed to go to Bengal, in the East Indies, a missionary to the
Hindoos.”65 This shows that Carey felt being commissioned to minister
to Hindus specifically; however, he seemingly could not avoid Muslims.
Carey arrived in India late in 1793 at Bandel, thirty miles from Kolkata.
This village comprised of Catholics, Muslims and Hindus.66 He preached
the Gospel to both Hindus and Muslims alike and baptized his first fruit
from Hindu community in 1800 and from Muslim community in 1802.67
When Carey and his companions founded the Serampore Native
School and Serampore College in 1800 and 1818 respectively, the
curriculum offered Persian and Arabic languages along with Sanskrit
and Bengali. This was to attract both Hindu and Muslim students. Yet,
Chatterjee comments that Carey’s outreach yielded little evangelistic
success among Muslims.68 F. Deaville Walker observes that of the
hundred or more Indians, Carey baptized only five Muslims.69 Carey
refers to a few instances that make us understand why he himself
found Muslims so difficult to reach. In the tragic death of his five year
old son Peter in 1794, four Muslim laborers assisted Carey in digging a
grave. For this they were excommunicated and disowned by the village.
This behavior demonstrated that Bengali Muslims considered themselves
as a separate caste and thought of participation in Christian rituals as a
violation of their caste.70
64
65
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The twofold mission strategy of Carey and his colleagues was
first to make the Scriptures available to the people in their own language
and then preach the gospel with good knowledge of their manners and
customs. According to Stephen Neill, Carey himself translated the whole
Bible into Bengali, Sanskrit and Marathi. Within next thirty years parts
of the Bible had been printed in more than thirty-seven languages.71
Alongside they also devoted themselves to a careful study of Hinduism.
There is a greater need of such dedicated study of languages and culture
of the native people so as to share gospel meaningfully to them.
Talking about the approach of then missionaries, John Marshman
says, “the influence of Hinduism has been sapped, not, as the missionaries
supposed, by learned argumentation, but by the introduction of higher
and noble sentiments. If they could have foreseen this revolution, they
would, doubtless, have accommodated their plans to it.”72 Carey’s
sympathetic and positive approach is evident by looking at the time he
spent in learning the customs and languages of the native people, which
nullifies the claims of Hindu fundamentalists that missionaries were
intolerant and arrogant.

Challenging Oppressive Social Structures
In his attempt to challenge social structures of his time, Carey
fully immersed himself in the Indian culture. He never imposed his British
culture on Hindus. The indigenous nature of his mission springs out of
the limitations imposed on him by his own colonial government. Stephen
Neill observes that during his first five years, Carey was not permitted
to reside in India and he was hiding in the interior of Bengal. He supported
himself by agriculture and the management of an indigo factory while
mastering Bengali.73 Emphasis laid on the indigenous form of Christianity
by the missionaries today, was well anticipated by Carey during his
time. He knew it would be necessary to encourage and train Indian
missionaries for Indian missions. In order to better understand the Hindu
religion and Indian society, he, with the help of Indian pundits, translated
a number of Hindu classics. For a short time, Carey also served as the
Stephen Neill, The Story of the Christian Church in India and Pakistan
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 74-75.
72
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official translator of important laws and decrees for the government.
Such accomplishment of a man who never had any formal education
brought recognition to him as a linguist, anthropologist and orientalist.74
Carey and his companions had a deep social consciousness. Carey
considered himself as an abolitionist who supported a boycott of the
exploitation of slaves in West Indian sugar production industry. 75 The
missionaries who came under Baptist Missionary Society followed Carey
in fighting for the abolition of slavery under British rule. They were also
largely responsible for the abolition of sati (immolation of widows), as
discussed above. The concern of the Serampore missionaries for the
status and dignity of women led to the establishment of schools for girls
and provided wide range of activities for women missionaries.76 Carey
strongly embraced such humanistic aspect of the Gospel in his mission
work, and had no intensions to coerce Hindu men and women to accept
Christianity by doing this.

Contributing to the Indian Language and Literature
Carey’s appointment as a Professor of Bengali and Sanskrit in
newly formed College at Fort William in 1801 prepared him to write
Bengali grammar and publish Bengali Dictionary in 1815. The work of
Bengali New Testament in 1801 was the first book ever printed in Bengali
prose and the first complete printed copy of New Testament in any
Indian language.77 Carey’s interest in Bengali could be seen as counterculture to that context. John Watt argues that at that time Bengali
language and culture was despised and denigrated by the Brahmin elites
who considered Hindi and Sanskrit as the language of the educated and
the only language for religion.78 Missionaries like Carey and others have
consciously challenged the dominant cultures of their time, which might
be seen by the upper caste Hindus as a threat to their dominance and
74
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supremacy over low caste people. However, Kalidas Nag observes,
Our gratitude to Dr. William Carey is profound. From his colloquies of
Kathopakathan of the common men and women (first recorded 17931801) to the publication of the vulgates of the Bengali Ramayana and
the Mahabharata (1802), his Bengali Grammars (1801-1805, 1818), his
Historical Tales or Itihasamala (1812) and above all his Bengali-English
Dictionary (1812-23) entitle Rev. Carey to immortality among the workers
in the field of Bengali language and literature.79

It is completely illogical to consider missionaries like Carey as
anti-nationals and the ones who are working towards the destruction of
Indian culture and civilization. The passionate commitment to know the
native culture and contribute towards the regional literature is binding
on any missionary who wants to fulfill God given mandate.

Conciliatory and Self-supporting Attitude
The first 20 years in India from 1793 to 1813 were the most difficult
period for Carey and other missionaries. According to Eugene Stock,
the historian of the Church Missionary Society, “all possible
discouragement was given by the East India Company to every effort
to spread the Gospel”80 during these years.81 However, Carey maintained
a cordial relationship with the Government. Carey believed that the
missionary must be loyal to government, and in cases where serious
trouble arose between the missionary and the government, the attitude
of the missionary must be one of conciliation and not of defiance.82
There were a few instances when Government directly interfered
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with the mission work of Carey.83 The restrictions placed were severe
and there was pressure on Carey to oppose Government. But he didn’t
give in and maintained an attitude of conciliation. Carey’s this approach
paid off in 1813 when Parliament reviewed the East India Company’s
policy in India and gave freedom to the British missionaries to pursue
their mission work in Company’s territories without the interference of
Government. The loyal and conciliatory attitude of Carey and his
colleagues was a major factor in passing the East India Charter Bill of
1813, which opened a new era for missions in India.84 Here we can see
some nexus between missionaries and British government. But it is
based on the opportunistic attitude of British government and not to
genuinely support mission work, as Hindus propogate.
Carey always advocated for forming a missionary community on
the mission field to make mission self-supporting. Soon after his arrival
in Bengal, Carey implemented this policy by taking up the work at indigo
factory in North Bengal in 1794. After settling down in Danish
Serampore, he prepared certain rules for the missionary community to
become self-supporting, which was then adopted by his colleagues.85
To support Carey in making mission self-supporting, Joshua Marshman
opened a boarding school at Serampore in 1800 and William Ward
undertook printing for Government and general public. The finances of
Mission got further strengthened when Carey became teacher of Bengali
in the Government College of Fort William in 1801. His salary increased
In 1799 there was fear that the four new BMS missionaries were political
revolutionaries. In 1806 the Vellore Mutiny was at first thought to be the result of
missionary work where 14 British officers and 99 soldiers were massacred. In 1807
the Baptist Mission Press published a tract which was offensive in its references to
Prophet Muhammad. In 1812 the Government was apprehensive that, princes like
Dowlat Schindia, who had registered a formal protest against missionary work, would
cause some political trouble unless action is taken against missionaries.
84
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as he was promoted to professorship after few years. All this was
added to the common fund. Though the new missionaries who joined
later were not in favour of this arrangement, the Serampore Trio stick
together and lived in close harmony.86 The dissatisfaction of the younger
missionaries who wanted the same share of management in the Baptist
Mission that the seniors had, led to the popularly known Serampore
Controversy between Serampore missionaries and the Home Committee
in England.87In sympathizing with the Serampore missionaries, John
Marshman states,
The missionaries offered the society cordial and affectionate cooperation
on the basis of independence, a kind of federal union with individual
freedom… Had it been possible to create a dozen establishments like
that of Serampore, each raising and managing its own funds and
connected with the Society as the centre of unity in a common cause, it
ought to have been a subject of congratulation, and not of regret.88

It was unfortunate that Carey’s policy on financial support and
management of missionary work did not receive complete support from
Home Committee in England. If it had received the encouragement it
deserved, Carey’s policy might have resulted in something that we have
not yet achieved in India after more than 180 years of Carey’s death –
a full-fledged self-supporting, self-propagating missionary Church.
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Ecumenical Thinking and Activities
Although Carey was a strong conservative, he promoted practical
cooperation and ecumenism among different denominations. He never
compromised with evangelical essentials in his attempt to keep
denominational differences at bay. He says,
In the present divided state of Christendom it would be more likely for
good to be done by each denomination engaging in it separately…there
is room enough for us all…but if all were intermingled, it is likely their
private discords might throw a damp upon their spirits, and much retard
their public usefulness.89

Carey along with others opened college for Christians from all
denominations. The whole purpose of the inception of Serampore College
was to train young people of all denominations into evangelism and
social change.90
Another incident that projects Carey’s ecumenical thinking is the
missionary proposal that he made to Andrew Fuller, the then secretaryof
the Baptist Missionary Society in 1806 to summon ‘a meeting of all
denominations of Christians at The cape of Good Hope somewhere
about 1810’ to be followed by another such conference every ten years.
It was a proposal of an international and interdenominational conference
at a time when conferences of any kind, national or local, were practically
unknown. Like the conference at Edinburgh, 1910, it was to be a gathering
of missionaries, missionary experts and missionary society officials. But
Fuller turned down this idea simply because of the assumption that
Christians of various churches could not meet without quarrelling. 91
However, Carey had some opportunities to test his ‘dream’. During this
period, he participated in a series of meetings which missionaries held
in various places. About one of these he wrote, “No shadow of bigotry
falls on us here. It would have done your heart good to have joined us…
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In these meetings the utmost harmony prevails and a union of hearts
unknown between persons of different denomination in England.” 92

Implications for Mission Work in India
The Serampore missionaries have left their mark in the evangelistic
approach and after several years of mission work in India, their methods
are still relevant and worth revisiting. Such revisit would suffice two
things – 1) help us to appreciate their commitment and learn from the
successful methods, 2) help us to retrospect and bring correction in the
areas where we have gone wrong. As we observe Bicentenary
Celebration of Serampore College (University), it is essential to relook
at the missionary passion of William Carey and his colleagues to rekindle
our spirit for mission.
Creating a missionary community and establishing common fund
for the mission work is a revolutionary concept proposed and adopted
by Serampore missionaries. The income of earning members was
collected and deposited in the common treasury and small allowances
were given to the families for personal expenses. This is a beautiful
example of sharing and equal distribution of resources in mission work.
Such mission centered and sacrificial living that promoted unity and
concern for each other is a trait to be emulated by the missionary
organizations on the mission field today. It is important to form small
communities of native missionaries and evangelists and share our
resources together to promote unity and to strengthen our mission work
by being self-supporting.
Carey and his missionary friends appreciated the best of Indian
culture and they freely offered Indians the best of their own, including
both Science and Christianity. However, Churches, theological institutions
and Christian educators in India still look for Western models and hardly
explore the possibility of seriously engaging with religion, culture, and
literature of our land. Serampore missionaries also contributed much to
the moral, religious and intellectual improvement of India. This poses a
serious challenge to the contemporary theologians and missionaries to
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focus more on holistic development and change.
Writing and publishing articles on current social issues for common
circulation is a mission. The critical and analytical writings on
contemporary issues by Christian scholars and theologians should not
be limited to private circulation, but should be made available to common
public. Insulting Hindu saints and beliefs through leaflets published by
some Christian evangelistic groups would only provoke violent response
from Hindu fundamentalists. Raja Rammohan Roy and other intellectuals
stood with Serampore missionaries when they vehemently condemned
the practice of sati as a social evil. Our logical constructive criticism of
such evils in the society would definitely draw the attention and support
from intellectual and moderate Hindu thinkers.
Cross-cultural missionary needs thorough training and learning into
the native language and culture. D. W. Watts quotes Rev. C. V. John
referring to the principles that Carey laid down for the Missions. They
are – 1) a missionary must be a companion and equal of the people to
whom he is sent, and 2) a missionary must as soon as possible become
indigenous, self-supporting, and self-propagating.93 Carey lived out both
of them and thereby could influence the culture of his time. Kalidas
Nag writes,
Within 20 years of Rev. Carey’s death, his devoted labor was developing
the field of Bengali literature which, in the next century, produced so
many important works, essays and plays, stories and novels, as to rouse
the sister languages of India from their slumber…and many essayists,
novelists and playwrights of Maharashtra, Gujarat and even the
Dravidian South translated and adapted freely from Bengali originals.94

It is important to emulate Carey in exploring trans-cultural
interactions and transformations in our mission work.
Carey’s earnest desire to train and prepare indigenous missionaries
is commendable. The contributions of Krishna Pal and Lal Behari Dey,
93
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the early converts of Serampore missionaries, to build up the Indian
church in Bengal in 19th century, despite the paternalistic attitude they
encountered from some European missionaries, is noteworthy.95 Mission
history has far neglected this important aspect of missionary contribution.
Dana Robert puts it in this way:
“Because Christianity from the 1700s through the early 1900s moved
outward with Protestant Europe, scholars long assumed that mission
history should focus on Western missionaries…even though both
mission theorists and missionaries knew that the heart of the missionary
movement was the founding of ‘native churches’ that could conduct
their own evangelistic outreach.”96

Today, mission agencies and institutions should recognize the
importance of training and building indigenous missionaries. Establishing
native self-supporting churches should become the decisive factor in
shaping mission policies and goals.
Carey operated between the poles of ecumenism and
evangelicalism in his mission work. Talking about William Carey’s this
stand, Pearce Carey says, “in the openness to all, one may note the first
stirrings of ecumenism which would flourish in India and in the world a
century later.”97 His practical ecumenism inspires the church today to
stand together in addressing social concerns and doing mission in India.

95
Eleanor Jackson, “From Krishna Pal to Lal Behari Dey: Indian Builders of
the Church in Bengal, 1800-1894,” 168.
96
Dana L. Robert, “Introduction” in Converting Colonialism: Visions and
Realities in Mission History, 1706-1914, 17.
97
S. Pearce Carey, William Carey, D. D. Fellow of Linnaean Society, 333.
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Role of Education in Transforming Society: Serampore
College Model
Babu K.Verghese

Indian American author Rajiv Malhotra calls William Carey “one
of the nastiest evangelists of the British colonial era” in his book Breaking
India. 1
Rajiv, born in India, studied at St. Stephens College, Delhi which
was established by Christian missionaries. He went on to American
universities, again established by Christian missionaries. Later he became
an American citizen. He does not employ the services of scavengers in
his home village in India. No more does he need to bother about the
untouchables and Dalits of India. He enjoys the super luxuries of America,
founded by Bible believers. He writes books sitting in America, and
makes millions throwing mud at Bible servants like William Carey who
made him what he is today!
Who is this Willliam Carey? And what did he and his fellow
missionaries at Serampore Mission do for India? In 2018 as we celebrate
the 200th anniversary of Serampore University, let us reflect on the
condition of India 225 years ago when William Carey landed in our
country in 1793. Also let us enquire into what the contributions of these
missionaries were in transforming Indian society especially in the fields
of language, literature and education.
To begin with, here is what Padmashri recipient B. S Kesavan,
the former Indian Library Educator and first Director of Indian National
Scientific Documentation Centre, comments in his massive three-volume
book, History of Printing and Publishing in India: A Story of

1
Malhotra Rajiv and Neelakandan Aravindan, Breaking India (New Delhi:
Amarryllis, 2011), 338.
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Cultural Reawakening (published by National Book Trust, India, 1985):
A dissenter and a Baptist all his life, it would be a dubious tribute to pay
to his memory to say that if the Protestants had believed in Canonisation,
among their foremost saints would have been William Carey. And the
Cardinalate would not have far to seek and substantiate a miracle! In 34
years, 212,000 volumes in 40 different languages were printed on a handpress, all the types being cast in the Serampore type foundry. A college
was established in which the mother tongue was the medium of
instruction. An educational system was formulated which sought to
bring about an east-west understanding….
The study of science, with special emphasis on agriculture and botany
was introduced. The foundation for museology was laid. Newspapers
retailing useful knowledge, bringing awareness of the world immediately
around them and farther afield in Europe, were initiated. Liaison was
maintained with social reformers of the stature of Raja Rammohun Roy.
A zealous campaign against social evils like Suttee was mounted. Carey
as Professor at Fort William College taught Sanskrit, Bengali and Persian
earned the respect of world famous botanists like Roxburg and Wallich
for his expertise in botany. So great was their respect that they named
plants after him….
Carey was a Fellow of the Linnaeon Society, member of the Geographical
Society. He lectured at Asiatic Society. He made his own garden a
fabulous collection of rare species. His last act a few days before his
death was to finish the revision of the New Testament, and to translate
into Bengali the Governor General’s edict abolishing Suttee, for which
he had actively and desperately campaigned for decades.
The college of Serampore was built out of his own and his comissionaries’ earnings, in which college, Oriental and Occidental studies
were encouraged. Chinese, Sanskrit and Persian, Greek, Hebrew and
Latin were taught. Philosophy, history and literature were subjects of
study. And as early as 1812 he said, ‘it would be fallacious to contemplate
imparting to a leaner in any language other than his mother tongue.’
Admission to the college and schools were on no-caste, color, creed
distinction. His well known ‘Hints Relative to Native Education’ was
original and prudently economical. 10,000 pupils studied at Serampore
schools, and a normal school to train teachers was opened. All this was
done in a span of 35 years, and he endured the travails of Job.2
2

See also The Week, November 9, 2003.
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Humble Beginnings
According to historian M.A Laird, “the missionaries on the whole
came from comparatively humble social backgrounds, and in most cases
their educational qualification would have been meager indeed, had it
not been for the training that they received in their respective
denominational or missionary colleges.”3
The pioneers and architects of the Serampore University are typical
examples for the same.

William Carey
William Carey did not have much formal education. He was born
at Paulerspury, Northamptonshire, on 17 August 1761. His father and
grandfather were masters of the Anglican charity school in the village,
in which he received some elementary education. Beyond that he largely
educated himself. His parents Edmund and Elizabeth were devoted in
their religious faith.
Carey was fond of reading and a keen observer of nature. A friendly
weaver taught him the rudiments of Greek and Latin. At fourteen, he
was an apprentice to a shoemaker. A few years later he joined the
Baptists and became a minister to various small congregations. He had
a brief and unsuccessful period as master of a village school too. After
several years of a rather precarious existence as cobbler, teacher, and
minister in rural Northamptonshire, he moved in 1789 to a new ministry
in Leicester.
There he had better opportunities to pursue his scientific interest,
for Leicester had a Philosophical Institute, complete with telescopes,
electrical apparatus and library where discussions and lectures were
held and which Carey attended. Joseph Priestley was among its
lecturers. Throughout these years, Carey was mastering foreign
languages, for which he had a great aptitude, widening his knowledge
of geography and history and science.
Carey had passionate interest in plants and animals and read
intensely on science, history and voyages. When he was twelve years
old, he started on his Latin. At 14, he started working for a living, first as
an agricultural labourer and then as an apprentice to a shoemaker. He

3
M.A. Laird, Carey’s Obligation and India’s Renaissance: William Carey and
India’s Education (Serampore: Serampore College, 1993), 209.
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started his own independent study of the Bible, along with learning Greek.
He married Dorothy Placket.
In 1788, he met the Baptist ministers John Sutcliff, John Ryland
and Andrew Fuller. By that time he had started preaching and was
learning Hebrew, Dutch and French. He also opened a village school.
His book Enquiry was his mission statement. He proposed to form a
Baptist Society “for propagating the Gospel.” India was to be his mission
field. John Thomas, a friend of Carey was planning to establish a Gospel
work in Bengal. He was friends with Charles Grant, George Udney
and David Brown, influential people in Kolkatta.
The Baptist Mission Society hearkened to Thomas and decided to
send two missionaries to Bengal. Carey volunteered to go with him. On
board the Kron Princes Maria they set sail on 13 June 1793. Carey
learned his Bengali from Thomas during the voyage. With his knowledge
of Hebrew, along with Thomas, Carey translated the book of Genesis.
On 11 November 1793, Thomas and Carey with their families
landed in Kolkatta. But the British rulers in India were furious. They
tried to arrest and deport them. Carey engaged Ram RamBasu as his
Munshi and made two decisions: first, to always live among the people
in the simplest possible manner, and, second, to support himself by
agricultural or other labour. Carey later moved to Bandel and then to
Madanbati, 30 miles north of Malda. For some time, he worked with
George Undney the indigo planter. There he preached, learnt Bengali,
Sanskrit and translated the Bible into Bengali. Carey once wrote “I am
indeed poor, and shall always be so, till the Bible is published in Bengali
and Hindusthani, and people want no further instructions.”
10 January 1800 is a famous date in the calendar of Indian printing.
On that day, Carey and friends established the Serampore Mission Press.
Financial stringency, the hostility of the East India Company and mortality
at the Mission were formidable difficulties to contend with. At the same
time, positive help from the Danish Government and from friends including
David Brown and George Udney were enough to tide over the situation.
Over the years, the Serampore Mission Press became one of the largest
in Asia. B.S Kesavan comments:
I am aware that a purist might object to my equating Carey with Gutenberg,
Aldus, Morris and Gill who actually busied themselves with the designing
and cutting of types, whereas Carey was assisted in this practical aspect
of the work by others. But, without Carey’s inspiring catalysis, the rest

140

Role of Education in Transforming Society
of the names would spell nothing. Without being blasphemous, we have
to view the Carey –Marshman- Ward amalgam as a sort of a Holy Trinity
and, therefore, no apologia is necessary for such a comparison…. A
mere statement of their achievement confirms the magnitude of the task
achieved with extremely limited resources, in daunting circumstances
by a very few people constantly afflicted with crippling illness which
their undying faith fought down.4

Carey was a great team leader. Several missionaries joined him in
launching the ambitious Serampore mission. They include the following:

Joshua Marshman
Joshua Marshman was born in 1768 at Westbury Leigh in Wilshire.
His father was a weaver and a deacon in the local Baptist church. He
received an elementary education in the village school and like Carey,
was largely self taught beyond that level. He was also a great reader.
In 1794, he was appointed master of the elementary charity school
supported by the Broadmead Baptist Church in Bristol. He sailed for
Serampore in 1799.

William Ward
William Ward was born in Derby in 1769. His father was a
carpenter, and he himself was an apprentice to a printer. In about 1795,
Ward became the editor of the Hull Advertiser. He became a Baptist
and went to Dr. Fawcett’s Academy at Etwood Hall Yorkshire, where
he studied classics and divinity. Before his departure for Serampore in
1799 he was an assistant to Samuel Pearce, the minister at Birmingham,
who had established some Sunday schools and taught the elements of
science to the children of his congregation. Owen Leonard who was
master of Serampore Missionaries’ Benevolent Institution in Calcutta
from its foundation to 1816, subsequently became superintendent of
schools at Dhacca with considerable success.
James Penney succeeded as in charge of the Benevolent
Institution. He had the distinction of having been brought up by Lancaster
himself. Of the other Calcutta Baptists, Eustace Carey, William Yates
and W.H. Pearce were all students at the Bristol Baptist College. J.D.
Pearson came from a slightly more elevated social background than
4
B.S. Kesavan, History of Printing and Publishing in India, Vol. 1 (New Delhi:
National Book trust, 1985), 252.
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most of the missionaries in Bengal. George Mundy was also a Sunday
school teacher prior to his departure for Bengal. Of the English C.M.S
missionaries, John Perowne and Isaac Wilson were both given private
tuition by clergymen with a view to qualifying them for missionary work
under the auspices of the Society.
Of the two Anglican chaplains who played a major part in education
in Bengal at this time, Thomas Thomason was born at Plymouth in
1774. However, a few missionaries who worked for English societies
including Mack and Leechman of Serampore were educated in Scotland
and formed therefore a distinct category.

Great Legacy: Earn and Serve
Any service that is pioneer in its character, however insignificant
in the light of subsequent development, has in it an element of distinction
worthy of the remembrance of mankind. The name of Serampore will
always be associated with the pioneer missionaries, Carey, Marshman
and Ward.
“Up to Carey’s time practically all foreign missionary enterprises
had been more or less connected with the state and regarded as a
branch of state administration. It appears to be very astonishing to find
the missionaries in the fields of commerce and industry. It is expected
that they would not involve themselves in the material profit and loss
matters. They were to maintain themselves and their activities on the
charity of the religious people. But the object of Carey’s missionary
society was completely different. Carey had made it clear that they
would not depend for their own support on the assistance of the Home
Committee or on public Charity.”5 The appointment of Carey as a
teacher at Fort William College was a great boost to the progress of
education in India. He worked three days a week in Kolkata and three
days a week at Serampore.

Nehru on Missionaries
William Carey, the educationist is also renowned as the ‘Man of
The Book, the Bible.’ Serampore published translations of the Bible in
more than 45 languages, of which 38 were translated at Serampore.

5

P.L. Rawat, History of Indian Education (Agra: Bharat Publications, 1953),
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Carey himself translated wholly or partly in 29 languages.
An eloquent comment on the Serampore breakthrough in designing
Indian language type fonts to enable propagation of the Gospel in India
has been made by Jawaharlal Nehru: “The desire of Christian
missionaries to translate the Bible into every possible language thus
resulted in the development of many languages.”6
Carey had no predecessor in the field and no standard by which to
judge his work. The pundits influenced him in syntax and style and he
had to personally check on the faithfulness of the version. Says historian
John Foster: “During the first eighteen centuries of Christian history,
the Bible was rendered into some thirty languages, and then in the first
third of the 19th century, by the work of Carey and his co-workers at
Serampore, and Kolkata, that number was doubled.”
Till 1813, the British never allowed any Christian missionary to
land in India. But this prohibition was lifted when the Charter of East
India Company was renewed. Thus more servants joined Serampore.
Meanwhile, Carey had to also face problems from the controlling Baptist
Home Committee in England. They were unwilling to support Carey.
But Carey did not bother. The real fact of the matter was that all
missionary properties at Serampore were paid out of their own earnings.
For example, Carey received 600 pounds from Home Committee. But
he had spent 40,000 pounds for the Baptist mission society in Serampore
from his own earnings. Carey wrote to the Home Committee, “Were I
to die today, I shall not leave property enough for the purchase of a
coffin, and my wife would be entirely unprovided for.” 7

Educationist
Carey might not have been known to the outside world as an
evangelist. He said once: “To make anyone a real Christian is not the
work of man, but of God.” However, his greatest eternal impact comes
from the Bible that he has translated. As an educational, linguistic and
literary scholar, his record commanded the admiration of the world. 8
Carey’s great vision for India as an educationist is evident from
his treatise Hints Relating to Native Education. He proposed the

B.S Kesavan, History of Printing and Publishing in India, Vol. 1 (New Delhi:
National Book Trust 1985), 255.
7
Kesavan, History of Printing and Publishing in India, 260.
8
Kesavan, History of Printing and Publishing in India, 257.
6
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following: The education imparted should be economical for the poor; It
should have a grounding in elementary history, geography, science, and
mathematics. There should be a blend of local and foreign elements;
There should be a monitorial system of superintendence.
When a Committee for Native Schools was formed, Carey was
chairman and Marshman was secretary. A fund was created for
donations. But the major expenditure was borne by themselves. Schools
were started in Serampore in 1816, and in two years, there were 10,000
pupils.
Copy books and text books were printed for distribution. Also a
normal school for training teachers was established at Serampore.
Arrangements were made for inspection and examination. There was
no caste or creed distinction. But the wealthy folks in Kolkatta had
established a college only for high-caste Hindus.

Generous Educational Policy
Carey started the college in Serampore in 1818. Sanskrit and
Persian were both taught. The Danish Governor became the college’s
first Governor. With its liberal and generous educational policy it became
a standard institute of Oriental and occidental studies, and the first
western type of university in Asia. Chinese, Sanskrit, Persian, Greek,
Latin, English, Western and Oriental science, philosophy, history and
literature became subjects of study. Also, the missionaries insisted that
mother tongue must be the medium of instruction at the college.
Towards the very end of his life Carey had the satisfaction of
receiving the Danish Royal Charter to promote piety and learning. The
Charter gave full authority over the Serampore property to the
missionaries. In 1833, the statutes to confer degrees were framed.

Chopping off the Tongue
But what was the state of education in India in 1793, when Christian
missionary William Carey landed in India? Was community development
also part of the plan? The comment of Dr. Sohanpal Sumanakshar, the
National President of Bharatiya Dalit Sahitya Akademi in his Foreword
to Ruth and Vishal Mangalwadi’s book, William Carey & The
Regeneration of India, is revealing in this regard:
I am wonderstruck at the extraordinary courage shown by Rev. William
Carey, in his tremendous task of teaching the Dalits (Shudras) in the 18th
century. At this time the majority of the Indian community was dominated
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by the Vedic cult which consisted of the upper strata of Hindu society.
In the name of Manu Smriti Code, the Shudras (Dalits) were not allowed
even to enter educational institution.
Indeed, they were not permitted to chant or hear the Vedic sermons. If
anybody ventured to listen, molten lead was to be poured in his ears
and if anybody try to chant the sermon, his tongue was to be chopped
off. Despite such barbaric customs and traditions, Rev. William Carey,
dared to educate the Dalits (Shudras) and provoked the anger of the
rulers of the East India Company. Following complaints of the upper
strata (Sawarna) Hindus, William Carey was warned several times by the
East India Company, but he continued his educational work among
Dalitsunabandonly. Rev. William Carey will ever be remembered by the
Dalits of India for time to come.9

Thus, beginning with the Christian missionaries, education in India
took a revolutionary turn. Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, the President of
India, while delivering a speech on the occasion of the concluding meeting
of the Jubilee Celebrations of St. Thomas and St. Francis Xavier on 17
November 2002 in Kochi, Kerala, commented the following:
During my stay in Kerala, I have travelled from one end of Kerala to the
other. I have a message for my countrymen after visiting and living in
Kerala. When I visited Kerala I found that there is no distance between
school and school. In every village we find one school. The unique
thing of Kerala is that in schools we have all the communities; Hindus,
Muslims, Christians or of any other religion. It is a unique unity of
minds. Where do you get unity of minds? You can get unity of minds
only through the young people, through young minds. If you ignite the
young minds for unity of minds the nation grows, the nation develops.
And fortunately Kerala has set an example and I greet all of you to keep
it up.10

Dr. Kalam was stressing on the socio-economic and lifestyle impact
created by pioneering education movement in Kerala. The name for
school in Malayalam language is Pallikudam which means next to the
church, since most education facilities in Kerala were part of the church.
My own story reiterates what Dr. Kalam said: I was born in the
Vishal Mangalwadi and Ruth Mangalwadi, William Carey & The Regeneration
of India (Mussoorie: Nivedit Good Books, 1993), xi.
10
Ponnumuthan, Selvister (Ed), Christian Contribution to Nation Building, A
Third Millennium Enquiry (Kochi : CBCI - KCBC, 2004), 23.
9
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idyllic, pristine village of Mylapra in the Pathanamthitta district of Kerala.
There was no government school in my village. But as early as 1927, a
Christian Brethren missionary named Edwyn Hunter Noel from London,
England established a Brethren Mission Primary School (now known
as Noel Memorial School) next to our house, in a land given by my
father, where I had the privilege to begin my studies.
The Catholics had already started a primary school in the village
in 1920, just ten minutes away from my house. And in 1937, the Catholics
established a Higher Secondary school, five minutes away from my
house where I did my senior classes in the vernacular language. Later,
the Catholics also started an English Medium High School in my village.
Meanwhile, in 1952, two years after my birth, the Orthodox Church
established a college in Pathanamthitta, just three kilometers from my
house from where I graduated in English Literature. But for these
Christian schools, I would not have been able to study.

Mother Tongue Matters
The Serampore legacy is the great importance given by the
missionaries to mother tongues of India. Indeed, language,
communication, and human needs are closely connected. We
communicate with one another to fulfill our human needs – social,
economic, political, cultural and spiritual. Thus language is a barometer
of the socio-economic planning of a country, and so vital to the holistic
development of the nation.
India never had a common language which was intelligible to the
masses everywhere in the country. For many years, Sanskrit remained
a common medium, but it was the language of the learned classes, and
not of the masses. The Mughal rulers imposed Persian as the official
language, and English became a sort of lingua franca when the British
came. Therefore, every language in the country needs to be respected
equally, and viable ones should be developed, because mother tongue
matters. This was the concept promoted by the Serampore missionaries.
They propagated the idea that no language is superior, and no language
is inferior. And also that no language has a caste or religious tag attached
to it.

Indigenous Education
Indigenous education was prevalent before the advent of the
missionaries in India. Though the native educational institutions like
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Muslim Maktabs and Madrasahs, Hindu Pathshalas, the Tol institutions
of Bengal and those known as ‘Agrahara’ of Southern India were
declining gradually, their importance in fulfilling the educational needs
of Indians cannot be under-estimated.
However, there were limitations to this type of education, as it
was not carried out on a mass scale. And education was never a popular
movement in the country. As historian Michael Edwardes commented,
“the type of education the British had found when they arrived in India
was almost entirely religious, and higher education for Hindus and
Muslims was purely literary. Hindu higher education was almost a
Brahmin monopoly. Brahmins, the priestly caste, spent their time studying
religious texts in a dead language, Sanskrit. There were a number of
schools using living languages, but few Brahmins would send their
children to such schools, where the main subject taught was the
preparation of accounts. Muslim higher education was conducted in a
living language, Arabic, which was not spoken in India. But there were
also schools which taught Persian the official language of the government
of India until 1837, when it was finally abandoned. Muslim and Hindu
education had much in common. Both used, in the main, a language
unknown to ordinary people.”11
The Christian missionaries arrived in India in this environment,
which posed many challenges. But, they took it as a great opportunity
to develop the society through education. Even though Christianity is
believed to have existed in India from the beginning of the Christian era,
the educational activities of the Church in India till the advent of the
European missionaries were not quite significant.

In the Beginning
The Europeans had started coming to India in the last phase of
fifteenth century A.D. First of these to arrive was Vasco-Da-Gama, a
Portuguese who landed at Calicut in 1498. Afterwards, the Dutch, the
Danes, the French came. At last, the English came in, starting with the
East India Company. These colonialists’ main aim was purely
commercial. But their downfall was brought about by mutual conflicts.
However, the English survived and established their empire in India.
The European missionaries who reached India during this period initially
11
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introduced a new phase in education in the country, different from the
traditional. But real strides in education began only by 1800s.
There were historical reasons for it, as Vishal Mangalwadi says in
India: the Grand Experiment:
Mass education and higher education became integral and prominent
parts of European life, because the 16 th century Reformation had
rediscovered the Biblical worldview. This worldview promoted education
because it taught that the Creator is a rational person, and man – male and
female - was made in “His” image. According to the father of modern
education, John Amos Commenius (1592-1670), true spirituality includes
a re-forming of God’s rational as well as moral image in man - an image that
has been marred by sin. For Christians, therefore, education was not a
commercial venture, nor was it a passport to personal privilege. It was a
missionary commitment, a normal part of church life. In Europe, schools
were ‘parish schools’. In Kerala, the most literate state in India, the school
is still called Pallikudam which literally means next to the church.”12

Global Phenomenon
It’s a universally acknowledged truth that it was Christian
missionaries who launched schools worldwide. In a historical analysis
on missionary contributions to the nations of the world, titled, What If
Jesus Had Never Been Born, authors, James Kennedy and Jerry
Newcombe have commented:
The idea of education for everybody grew directly out of the
Reformation, even though there were sporadic attempts at educational
reform before the 16th Century. The most notable of these was under
Charlemagne’s reign in 9th Century France. Charlemagne had hired Alcuin
(735-804) to provide as much education for the people of the Holy Roman
Empire as he could. But after the death of Charlemagne, the whole attempt
died out. It wasn’t until the Bible became the focal point of Christianity
again that education for the masses was born.13

Into India
Education in modern times, has acquired an enormous momentum

12
Vishal Mangalwadi, India: The Grand Experiment (Farnham: Pippa Rann
Books, 1997), 146.
13
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as the quest for knowledge is ever increasing. Countries around the
world invest substantial amount of resources in education. The value of
education is being realised by most people, even in those societies where
people never cared for it in former times.
As Ambrose Jayasekaran says, “Education in its simplest form
was prevalent even among the primitive societies of savage and barbarian
peoples. But the modern system education, most of which aim at
educating individuals for a restricted reach of social roles, owe their
origin to those found in the ancient societies in China, Greece and India.
Few countries in the world have had systems that India had. However,
education in ancient India was mainly the learning of the Vedas taught
orally.”14

Three Schools of Thought
Broadly speaking, with regard to the system of education envisaged
for India, there were three schools of thought: the ‘Orientalists’, who
wanted continued study of Sanskrit classics for their own sake, through
a Sanskrit medium; the ‘Anglicists’, who wanted Western education in
English; and the ‘Vernacularists’, who wanted the same in the appropriate
vernacular.
The Serampore missionaries, William Carey, Joshua Marshman
and William Ward were among the leaders of the latter party. Marshman
set forth their reasons in his thesis, the ‘Hints’: “the vernacular medium
would make it easier for the whole people to acquire education, and be
conducive to social stability. The hope of imparting efficient instruction
to the people in a language not their own is completely fallacious.” The
Anglicists were mainly concerned to give an advance education to a
minority intelligentsia. But Carey and his colleagues, on the other hand,
wished also to give elementary Western education as soon as possible
to all people.
However, as M. A. Laird says, “If Carey differed with the Anglicists
over the medium of instruction, they were at least agreed that it was
Western education which India needed. She should be revitalized by
the new learning of Europe.”15 But, with the Orientalists, his dispute

Ambrose T. Jayasekaran, Educational Policies of Protestant Christian Mission
in South India Till the End of the Nineteenth Century (New Delhi: AIACHE, 1989), 1.
15
M.A. Laird, Missionaries and Education in Bengal, 1793-1837 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1972), 137.
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was quite fundamental: Sanskrit classics are not enough to discover
true scientific principles.
Right from the outset, missionaries have been trying to make
education relevant to the community. “Our ideal village school then will
base its curriculum on village interests and the children will learn by
doing the vocational work not be separated from the literary work and
the aim of both will be betterment of village conditions. It is obvious that
the Christian mission in India can never overtake the whole field of
rural education but it can render outstanding service to the country by
inaugurating and carrying on schools where the latest knowledge and
research from the West are made available for the solution of this most
difficult of India’s problems, the education of the illiterate masses - on
the solution of which to a large extent depends her attainment of her
rightful position among the nations world.”16

John Mack
Of Dr. William Carey, the illustrious Serampore Missionary,
volumes have been published and continued to be written by eminent
scholars. Epoch making contributions of his Herculean labours are widely
known to the world. The mantle of his greatness fell on his disciples and
as often happens, their shoulders were seldom worthy of the burden.
But such were not the case with Felix Carey, the eldest son of William
Carey and as a Bengali scholar best among the Europeans of that time,
John Mack, the first professor of science in modern India and John
Clark Marshman, the eminent statesman of 19th century India.17

Releasing Textbooks
One of the most significant contribution of the missionaries during
this period was their compilation of textbooks, for both the introduction
of the ‘new learning’ of the West into the Bengali education system,
and the improvement of methods of teaching reading, writing and
arithmetic. In1816, the Serampore missionaries began to produce a series
on the Bengali language and elements of history, geography, astronomy,
and ethics.
See George Howells, The Story of Serampore and Its College (Serampore:
Serampore, 1927).
17
See Kellsye M. Finnie, William Carey: Missionary Pioneer, (Fort Washington:
CLC, 1998).
16
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The Serampore missionaries were talented linguists, and they had
a good press and a staff of pundits to help them, and so they were able
to engage themselves in the preparation and publication of vernacular
textbooks on a large scale. The other missionaries found it easier to
work through the Calcutta School Book Society, for which the
Serampore efforts were an example and an inspiration.

Empowering Girls
Missionaries were pioneers more than in any other field, in
promoting education for girls. Serampore made a beginning in this regard.
The number of girls influenced by them was not very large. But the
efforts were of supreme importance. By 1826, Carey’s mission had 12
schools for girls in which 300 girls received education. By this means,
the status of women in India received public attention. Besides girls’
education, Carey took interest in establishing a training school for
teachers. He had hostels for girls and boys separately.

The Three Pillars
The dawn of the 19th century was marked with remarkable
significance as the beginning of awakening in India: The Asiatic Society
(1784), the Serampore Mission (1800) the Fort William College (1800)
initiated that beginning and sowed the seeds of renaissance.
Educational mission was wholistic at Serampore as the curriculum
included many branches of science, linguistics, religion and ethics. Carey
taught Botany and Geology at Serampore along with Indian languages.
He contributed personally to national development through social reform,
economic and ecological innovation, scientific research and linguistic
prodigy.

Vernacular Journals
Nevertheless, enough Bengalis became literate to raise the problem
of how to prevent their new-found skills from rusting away through
disuse, and for this purpose Carey founded the vernacular magazines,
Dig Darshan and Samachar Darpan (1818). Vernacular literature
hardly existed at this time, and in any case, the new literates required
reading-matter simple in form and expression and on subjects which
could be readily understood. Also the Serampore Mission produced in
1818 an English journal, Friend of India.
The Serampore University gave great importance to Bible
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translation. Even today that legacy continues. Here is a contemporary
story after 200 years.

Heart for Halba
A group of scantily clad men gathered under the large Banyan
tree in a sleepy hamlet in Bastar distict of Chattisgargh state in India.
They belonged to the Halba community and chatted animatedly amongst
themselves in Halbi, the language of their ancestors. Most of them
were over 40 years and were eager to learn a new skill – reading and
writing. They sat around their ‘guru’ (master), Babu Thomas, a linguist
from Kerala as he read to them from a primer in their language.
About 400 meters away sat another group. These were women
who had gathered with the same purpose of learning the newly developed
alphabets of their Halbi language. Their ‘Guru’ was Babu’s wife, Grace,
an expert in language and anthropology. Scores of similar literacy classes
were organised among the Halba tribe, by Babu and Grace.
Babu and Grace were trained in advanced linguistics and Bible
translation. Aimed at developing the Halba people they moved to Bastar
in 1982. Halba population is estimated at 600,000. Their language Halbi
is also spoken by Gond and Dhurwa people, making a total of over one
million Halbi speakers. But Halbi had no script. Babu and Grace turned
Halbi from a mere spoken language to a written language by creating a
script for it.

Grammar, Dictionary, Book
On 24 May 2017, the Halbi New Testament was released as the
first major printed book in Halbi language. Meanwhile, a Halbi-HindiEnglish dictionary was published, the first in the Halbi language. The
Halbi grammar is already prepared. Also four health education books
were published in Halbi, besides school primers. Already over 6,000
Halbis have become literate under the adult literacy drive. Also the
government has launched a radio programme in Halbi where Babu is a
consultant. As pioneers, Babu and Grace were totally immersed in the
development of Halbi language, literature, publishing, education and social
transformation.
Breaking the Bondage of Babel
“I was 50 years old and my wife was 45 years old when we began
learning reading and writing Halbi. Today, thanks to Babu and Grace,
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we have become literate. Also, now we know how to count money and
therefore no one can cheat us on right wages, price or weights when
we work or shop. Our children now study Halbi, Hindi and English.
Moreover, our nephew has become a member of the local Panchayat
because he was a graduate and trained in leadership. Earlier we were
mired in superstitions and relied on witch doctors and astrologers to
cure us. But we now go to the government hospitals,” said a Halba
farmer who was attending an adult literacy class.
“These linguists from Kerala not only made us literates but also
taught us to become responsible citizens. I used to waste my money
and energy in drinking, drugs and gambling. Babu and Grace helped in
my character transformation and encouraged me to stop such evils and
rather contribute to the stability and prosperity of our families and
society,” said another young man who was a product of the Halbi literacy
centre.
Similar stories can be found all over India.
In the end, Carey remarked that his work was done, and told
Marshman, “I have not a single desire ungratified.” On 9 June 1834,
Carey passed away with his sons William, Jabez and Jonathan, at his
bedside. The Serampore Mission paved the way for social transformation
in India. The challenge today is to keep up this great legacy.
May we follow the footsteps of Carey who said:
“ A wretched, poor, and helpless worm,
On Thy kind arms I fall.”
“Attempt great things for God
Expect great things from God.”
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BOOK REVIEWS
Israel Selvanayagam, Religion and Religions: An Interfaith
Perspective. New Delhi: Christian World Imprints, 2018. Pp.
1- 259.
The author begins the discussion by raising the question: “What is
religion?” He points out that the term “religion” features only in two
books of the Bible. In Acts 26:5, Paul, in his reply to King Agrippa, says,
“They (the Jewish people) have known me for a long time and can
testify, if they are willing, that I conformed to the strictest sect of our
religion, living as a Pharisee.” In James 1: 26-27, it is written: “Those
who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on
their tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless. Religion
that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after
orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being
polluted by the world.” This is what the Bible says about religion.
Then the author cites a number of scholars and their definition of
religion. According to Marx, “Religion is unbelief.” It is a human rebellion
against God. For Schleiermacher, religion is “the feeling of absolute
dependence,” whereas for Tillich, it is the “ultimate concern.” Max
Müller opines that religion is “the perception of the infinite under such
manifestations as are able to influence the moral character of man.”
According to Alan Richardson, “religion is the response of the human
being to the demands of human condition that drives one to seek security
and protection from a greater reality than the human being.” In spite of
the many attempts to define religion, the essential nature of religion, the
author contends, remains a mystery. The author goes on to assert that
every religion has its own scriptures and traditions. They prescribe rules
and regulations that impact one’s moral behavior.
Both individuals and communities are subject to common ethical
norms. The personal and social dimensions of living together have bearing
upon a religious community. Religious communities also celebrate their
founders, prophets, leaders and teachers. There can be many factors
that facilitate the growth of a particular religious tradition. They are:
“resurgence of cultural identity, charismatic leadership, reaction to threat
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of suppression, sense of clear belief and practice, all-encompassing
teaching, lively worship – ritual – rites … a distinctive vision for the
world, aggressive propagation of the faith, strategic use of media and
establishment of charity institutions like schools” (p. 44). The author
observes that there are new forms of religions that make it even more
complex. They are nationalism, fascism, and communism. Therefore,
all religions have the capacity to either make a positive or negative
impact on society.
A dialogical approach to understand religion and religions would
include a humane approach that pursues the way of love, respect and
openness in relationship. The “objective study” of religions made in the
West does not necessarily help. On the other hand, having a living
encounter with people of other faiths is what is necessary and useful in
the present context. In a multi-faith context, the author insists that there
is a need to move from emphasizing the truth of one religion over the
other to an openness that allows others to declare their faith in the
ultimate reality without giving up one’s own commitment to one’s belief
in God’s self disclosure in their religious tradition.
There must be a search for meaning of life. Whether the meaning
that one gives to life should bring happiness to all or everyone has the
right to find the meaning of life is the basic question. The pursuit of
objectivity of one’s religion has often led to making value judgments of
other’s religion. The claims of orthodoxy and orthopraxy of any religious
group must be tested in the light of that group’s positive influence in
society. It is common knowledge that the process of secularization has
adversely affected every religious group. Along with this negative impact,
we witness also the emergence of religious fundamentalism all over the
world. The author remarks, “religious truth expresses various aspects
of human experience: inner stability and purity, personal character with
ethical values, valuation and evaluation of real and unreal, genuine and
deceptive, and so on. Across the religious traditions, three aspects of
religious truth are commonly accepted: the character of accurate
knowing, the nature of reality known and the foundation of value as
power to actualize this reality in authentic living. The final achievement
is the greatest wellbeing possible which is named as salvation [or]
liberation …” (p. 212).
The author concludes by saying that interfaith dialogue has not yet
fully been realized. Even in dialogue meetings, what takes place is that
everyone wants to project their faith and defend their claims. Sometimes,
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some claim that their judgment of a particular religion is more just than
that of the adherents of that particular religion. The need of the hour is
to keep the differences at bay and seek to find ways of living together
in love and having mutual respect rather than creating situations of
conflict that will not foster interreligious dialogue. The author has done
a good study of the role and impact of religions and has reflected carefully
as to what will foster good relations with other religious groups and
what will hinder peace and harmony in today’s world among people of
different religious traditions.
Santhosh J. Sahayadoss
Luther W. New Jr. Theological College
Dehradun

Johnson Thomaskutty, Saint Thomas the Apostle: New
Testament, Apocrypha, and Historical Traditions. Jewish and
Christian Texts in Contexts and Related Studies 25 (London:
Bloomsbury, 2018). Pp.xx+256.
Saint Thomas the Apostle is an excellent study of Thomas
traditions in the Gospel according to John, Apocryphal texts and historical
traditions in North western and Southern India.The movement of
Christianity towards the East is relatively neglected. Many of the
traditions and writings were treated more or less fictional and legendary
and their historical veracity is often looked down with suspicion. But
there are many untold stories of these men and women who were so
close to Jesus of Nazareth.The Eastern regions have always maintained
their fascinations about these people. One of such figures in the Christian
history, a tiny figure amidst the towering figures like Paul and Peter, is
Thomas, the Twin.Charlesworth has rightly commented in the foreword
that Thomas has been maligned in the west as the doubting Thomas,
because of the misinterpretation of John 20 and therefore Thomas did
not make, in the eyes of many, an ideal disciple (p. xi). This study
challenges such conventional and stereotyped images and scholarly
assumptions regarding Thomas traditions.
This monograph is indeed a remarkable effort to understand
the person and work of “Didymus Judas Thomas” (p. 1). The author’s
attempt to reclaims the original image of Thomas as “believing Thomas,”
over against the popular image “doubting Thomas,” needs appreciation.
In doing this, the author investigates the development of Thomas literature
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from its earliest stages, reads those traditions with fresh insights and
scrutinizes the Thomas Literature to delineate the character and mission
of Thomas. The author builds his thesis furthering the propositions of
Charlesworth, as its basis, and cuts its own path employing an
interdisciplinary method.
This monograph divides Thomas literature into three categories:
canonical references, apocryphal documents, and traditio-historical
materials. By interweaving these three layers of documents, the attempt
is made to reconstruct the personality of Thomas. This research is
structured into three parts. The first part (chapters 1-4) talks in detailed
way how Thomas is portrayed in the Fourth Gospel. The second part
(chapters 5-8) delineates the person and work of Thomas in the
Apocryphal documents and part three (chapters 9-10) examines the
Thomas traditions and attempts to reconstruct Thomas community. In
doing this, a brilliant attempt is madeto reconstruct the person of Thomas
as a historical and a literary figure.
In the first part, the attempt is to focus Thomas’s character
within the narrative framework of the Gospel of John. The author
brilliantly explains the “narrative artistry” of Johannine literature with
an insightful reading of all four Thomas narratives in the Fourth Gospel
(p.5). The unique placement of Thomas, to the author, communicates
something significant about the character and his development within
the narrative.The utterance of Thomas is exegetically analyzed with its
stylistic and rhetorical effects in the narrative units. In addition, the
character of Thomas is brought forward from new directions by analyzing
the arrangement of various themes like belief, love, glory and the titles
given to Jesus.
The first place where Thomas comes to the forefront of the
narrative is in John 11. Apparently, it is the narrative about the death of
Lazarus, but at a deeper level it is pointing to the death and resurrection
of Jesus. This narrative twist is done through the portrayal of Thomas,
in which Thomas’s utterance impacts the whole story of Lazarus.This
utterance makes crucial Christological turn in the narrative. Thus, Thomas
is presented as one who stands against all odds and stands with the
decisions and plans of Jesus and as a key figure in the plot of the story
of Jesus (p.34).The second occurrence of Thomas is in the Farewell
discourse (13:1-17:26). By interpreting the question in 14:5 with its
rhetorical effects in the narrative, the author brings forth the person of
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Thomas as one filled with love and concern for Jesus. His questions
and utterances in the narrative enhance rhetorical force initiating new
revelations. The third occurrence is in 20:1-31. This passage gives the
highest Christological confession in the Gospel, the theological climax
of the whole narrative.The expression “My Lord and My God” is also
‘rhetoric of resistance’ and therefore it can also be understood from its
imperial context and its affiliative-alterity (mimicking and mocking)
dynamics. The final appearance is in chapter 21:1-25, which is interpreted
as a narrative expansion to stabilize the role and function of Thomas.
The second part of this book analyses the portrayal of Thomas in
the Apocryphal documents to see how Thomas traditions continued to
exist in the early centuries. It also delineates the significance of Thomas
in the post-Johannine context. The Gospel of Thomas is the first document
in this category, which is attributed to Didymus Judas Thomas (p.90).
He was identified within the Syrian church as the apostle and twin
brother of Jesus. This document helps the reader to understand
Thomas’s unique leadership role, his special knowledge about Jesus,
and his unparalleled position in early Christianity (p.101-102). The second
document is ‘Book of Thomas the Contender,’ which is a revelation
dialogue between Jesus and Thomas (p.106).This book throws light
regarding the engagement of the Thomasine community with that of
the ideological and philosophical world of early Christian centuries. Book
of Thomas portrays Thomas and his community (Thomasine community)
with special attachment to Jesus and ability to comprehend Jesus’
sayings, while the rest of the world is in ignorance. Thus the person and
character of Thomas could be seen as an extension of the Johannine
tradition.
Acts of Thomas and Infancy Gospel of Thomas are the next two
documents examined in this study.These documents give further
information regarding Thomas’ significance and influence among the
communities of faith.In the Acts of Thomas, the Apostle Thomas is
described as the Apostle to the East, and more specifically as the Apostle
of India (p.122). This book indicates Thomas’ journeys beyond the
Greco–Roman world, to the Eastern Hemisphere, especially to the IndoParthian and South Indian regions. This shows Thomas’s character and
identity as a disciple with an intimate relationship with and commitment
to Jesus and as one who crosses the geographical boundaries, and as
one engaging with people from varied walks of life. Just as in the Fourth
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Gospel, he appears as Jesus’s spiritual twin and proclaims him as “My
Lord and my God” (p.125). The infancy Gospel of Thomas tells the
stories of Jesus’ childhood, the stories that were in circulation regarding
the earthly Jesus. Thomas was perceived as a philosopher (p.142), a
childhood friend and as a twin brother of Jesus in this document. The
author brilliantly reconstructs the growth of Thomas from a “childhood
friend” to an “earlier disciple” and later on to a “mature believer” (p.149).
The third part of this monograph explores the historical traditions
related to Thomas. Firstly, there is an attempt to understand the way
the nation of India was perceived in antiquity and the possibilities of
Thomas’s coming to the Greater Indian provinces. It is an established
fact that through trade relationships, India became well connected to
the rest of the world, especially the Jewish, Babylonian, Greek, Roman,
and Persian kingdoms. Then the patristic evidences are marshalled to
prove Thomas’ apostleship to India. Such traditions, for the author, were
unanimous, consistent, and reasonably early, and they circulated among
the church fathers, travellers,traders, geographers, and historians from
a wider geographical area. To the author there is no convincing
contradictory evidence stating that Thomas did not go to India.
Author’sanalyses of the historical perception of the person and
work of Thomas from the tradition- historical material deserve
appreciation. Firstly, it is reconstructed from the Synoptic Gospels, Fourth
Gospel and Acts of the Apostles. The author argues that the spiritual
experiences on the day of Pentecost and in the upper room, the emerging
situation of persecution in the Jerusalemite context, and the post-council
(i.e., 49 CE) attitude of the mother church toward missions would have
challenged Thomas to pursue the task of going beyond the Jewish and
Greco–Roman boundaries. The evidences from the records of church
fathers, historians, travelers, and geographers are called forth in proving
Thomas’s visit to India. Thomas Christianity, though rooted in the
Palestinian Jesus movement and connected to Gentile Christianity, kept
its own identity as a mystical, ascetic, and esoteric group spread
throughout the East Syrian, Persian, Indo-Parthian, and South Indian
provinces. The living tradition of Malabar, the tomb of Mylapore,
archaeological evidence relating to the kingdom of Gundaphoros, the
local traditions of Malabar including the RambanThomaPattu, Margan
Kali Pattu, VeeradianPattu, and other traditions, are indicators of such
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growth of Thomas Christianity. The author strongly argues that the
traditions about Thomas as one of the oldest and strongest traditions in
church history.
The author’s brilliant integration of Thomas’s literary character,
historical persona, and theological traits for a comprehensive
understanding of his person and work deserves appreciation.The
reconstruction of Thomasine community and its development as a
unique, concrete, and consistent movement in history, with its expressive
forms, especially the Malabar traditions is enlightening and makes this
monograph a valuable contribution to the academia.The meticulous
examination of the development of this Thomasine movement through
the Thomasine Literature indeed evidences the nature of research and
its excellence. The quest for the person and work of Thomas and his
community through these traditions is indeed a contribution to the
theological fraternity across the globe. With these analyses, the author
proposes reasons for a Thomasine School hypothesis. This study of
Thomas with the help of an interdisciplinary approach is iconoclastic in
nature.With this eclectic reading, the author proves how Thomas stands
tall as a unique figure in the history of Christianity. This is an interesting
book for all theological students, biblical scholars and researchers on
history of Christianity.
Biju Chacko
Luther W New Jr Theologicaal College
Dehradun, India

C. I. David Joy, Trajectories of New Testament Theology,
Bangalore: Omega Book World, 2018. Pp.190.
Trajectories of New Testament Theology is an excellent collection
of 14 essays weaved together with a postcolonial reading strategy
highlighting the theology of the New Testament and the formation of
early Christian communities. These essays are written with careful
consideration, dedication and enthusiasm from the ‘perspective of a
subaltern framework’ agonising with the ‘people of the margins’ (p.8).
Some of these essays are published in widely circulated and celebrated
theological journals in India and are revised and interlaced together
with other essays. The rich list of bibliography and end notes explicates
the exhaustive nature of work involved in bringing out these essays for
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the benefit of students and researchers and this attempt indeed deserves
appreciation.
The first chapter, “New Testament Theology Today,” is an
assessment of the present condition of New Testament Theology by
gleaning together major trends in the New Testament Theology based
on the contributions of contemporary New Testament theologians across
the globe. In the process of theologising in terms of decolonising the
scripture, sacraments, Christology and ecclesial structures there are
many unheard and untold, but significant postcolonial feminist voices
and interventions (p.10). The attempt to find out the current trends in
New Testament theology, for the author, must begin with meaningful
method and the thus the discussion is begun with intertextual method,
which is one of the methods employed by many New Testament
Theologians across the globe. This should go along with the consideration
of trends in theology and hermeneutics, which could bring fresh thinking
and deliberations. The author strongly argues that New Testament
theology will bring an impact in redefining the ecclesiology in our context.
The attempt made here is to place the contribution by many contemporary
Theologians in the interpretation of text by focusing the theology, doctrine
and contextual relevance. The author believes that it is time for New
Testament researchers to talk about post-literary, post-theoretical and
post-methodological phase of research because of the rapid shift in the
religio-cultural and socio-political map (p.13). This situation emerges in
the context of an elite class making theories under their hegemony, and
leaving those in the periphery with no other choice. New Testament
theology and hermeneutics need to be interfaced with several other
fields. Three major trends, such as literary methods, methods from the
social science and the contextual methods, are used in the study of
New Testament theology.
The second essay “Paul’s inclinations towards his heritage” is an
attempt to highlight the bondage of Paul throughout his life and all through
his literature. This is done to give a fresh discussion about the cultural
identity of Indian Christians (p.24). Paul always kept some of his Jewish
religious inclinations as part of his fundamental conviction and preaching
(p.25) and this type of adaption or adoption of heritage could be an ideal
model to be followed amidst questions of cultural origin and heritage.
The third chapter “Together on the way of the cross: A Biblical Appraisal
on the Oikumene” is an attempt to highlight the concerns of ecumenism,
building up of communities, and the mystical expressions of the
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community, the body of Christ. There are biblical metaphors of such
togetherness in the biblical literature. People of God according to the
biblical vision are not an exclusive community but an inclusive one. This
is augmented in the prayer of Jesus in John 17. The images of Lordship
in the New Testament remain as a helpful tool in shaping a viable
ideological base for promoting ecumenism and togetherness (P.31). This
chapter forcefully argues that diakonia as a response to the crucified
Lord in a divided world in promoting togetherness. Lack of hope could
become a paralysing force in this endeavour. Paul imagines this in
Galatians when he argues that the journey of the family of faith is from
this evil age to the new creation (Gal.6:15). Thus, this chapter draws
the possible shape of ecumenism with a contemporary understanding
of Christology incorporating contextual realities.
The fourth chapter is an exposition of discipleship in John’s Gospel
focusing on three major disciple figures in the Gospel, namely Peter,
Samaritan Woman and Thomas. This chapter argues for a connection
between Johannine understanding of the discipleship and the identity
and aspiration of the people of God in the book of Exodus. The fifth
chapter is about some preliminary thoughts. Amidst varied tendencies
of reading, the place of New Testament theology is distinct because it
offers a new proposal for the theological interpretation of the text. This
is done taking into consideration the milieu and perception of the readers.
This chapter is an attempt to explain different patterns of New Testament
theology and its goals achieved through various dimensions of
interpretation (p.47). New Testament theology, though derives its
foundation from the early Christian kerygma, is interwoven with other
branches of discipline (p.54). The sixth chapter is an invitation to
understand the need for reconstructing a symbolic universe of the New
Testament, which is from Enochic Judaism to the post apostolic period
through the letter of Jude. There are many documents and prolific literary
output during this period and therefore in re-mapping the New Testament
world insights from these texts should be included. This is justified with
a rhetorical question by the author, “when a canonical author could
quote from a non-canonical book, why not New Testament scholars
consider these books outside the canon also to reconstruct the symbolic
world of the New Testament. This symbolic world of the New Testament
is multifaceted and cross-cultural (p.67).
In the seventh chapter an excellent attempt is made to reconstruct
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the historical Jesus research from a postcolonial-cultural method. Such
a reconstruction is possible only by a deeper and wider comprehension
of the milieu of Galilee than the already caricatured one by the traditional
scholars (p.75). Jesus of Galilee could be reconstructed by locating him
against the Roman imperialism in Galilee. Similarly eighth chapter is a
postcolonial reconstruction of Colossians, Paul and Empire. This
reconstruction is focussing on Paul’s engagement in Colossae under
the Roman rule and brings out the issues embedded in the letter. This
also gives a postcolonial reading of Colossians 3:5-11 highlighting issues
of slavery and race. Thus this essay powerfully bids the readers to
liberate Paul from the bondage of his traditional interpreters so that
issues embedded in texts would be brought to the forefront of discussions.
The ninth chapter is an assessment of various dimensions of charismatic
renewal and Christian mission in the New Testament. In the light of this
the author directs the reader’s attention to the missiological challenges
in Asian context. Therefore, any missiological engagement in Asian
context, instead of uncritically following the colonial mission methods,
must stem from God and the vision of God as one who pitches his tent
among the poor and the neglected and God as the one who sides with
them in speaking for them. This makes proper interpretation of the
Bible mandatory to glean guiding principles for mission in Asian context.
This essay is an invitation to the church to engage in dialogue and make
its presence visible in the larger society.
In the tenth chapter by advocating Jesus’ Galilee as a paradigm
for reforming hermeneutics, the author brings to the readers three key
terms, such as Galilee, hermeneutics and renewal, and their
interrelatedness. By giving an analysis of the contribution of Richard
Horsley in delineating the political dimensions of Galilee, this essay
enlightens the relevance of Jesus’ message in bringing renewal in Galilee
and argues that the comprehension about the situation in Galilee would
be helpful in formulating a hermeneutical paradigm focusing on
reformation. It would have been enriching had Marianne Sawicki
(Crossing Galilee: Architectures of Contact in the Occupied Land
of Jesus) been also brought into the conversation along with Sean Freyne
and Richard Horsley. Further this essay makes a comparison between
reform movements in Galillee and the reformation in 1517. The emphasis
on literal meaning and its later use by colonial expansionists could not
invite contextual realities into conversation in the process of
hermeneutics. Bringing N.T.Wright and Richard Bauckham into
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conversation, this essay, invites the readers to use the hermeneutics of
suspicion with a deeper and broader understanding of the original context
of the text. The next essay (chapter 11) is about an important theme in
the New Testament, i.e., new creation. Along with the exploration of
this theme, this essay gives a postcolonial reading of Revelation 21:118. The doctrine of new creation is brought forward as the theological
paradigm for the people of God. The idea of new creation is a sign of
resistance in the context of the book of Revelation, especially as people
of God had to undergo various kinds of persecution and imperial
hegemonies (p.130). The articulation of their faith definitely included an
amount of resistance. This resistance should also be understood as
carving a new space amidst cultural nationalism and Roman colonialism.
Chapter 12 gives a proficient analysis of the transitions and
trajectories in the early Christian community in the context of pluralism.
This is done by looking specifically into passages like Acts.13:1-12 and
17:16-34. These passages are embedded with socio-cultural and political
ideas in a world of religious and cultural plurality. Traditional scholars
did not consider these elements and therefore a postcolonial reading
would unearth such elements and would certainly bring forward the
dimensions of empire both in the text and context. Religious diversity, if
treated as a gift, then reading biblical texts in the contexts of religious
and cultural diversity will bring many vital insights in a postcolonial context.
The next essay (chapter 13) defines postcolonial Christology and brings
forth an array of postcolonial Christological proposals from India. These
were attempts to appreciate the identity of Christ in a contextually relevant
manner (p.156). This will surely open up new horizons in Christological
reflections. The last essay (Chapter 14) is a subaltern-cultural reading
of the parable of tenants in Matthew 25:14-30. This subaltern-cultural
reading will expose the Roman colonial context as well as the vulnerability
of the peasants at that time to bring out the liberative meaning of the
parable.
These fourteen essays, though written at different times, are
beautifully interlaced with a postcolonial method, which runs through
the book. This book is a useful study, challenging all the New Testament
scholars and students to engage in hermeneutical approaches taking
into consideration the socio-cultural and religio-political realities. Surely,
it prompts further research in the field of New Testament. This book
will surely captivate and challenge readers with its wide range of issues
related with New Testament theology and hermeneutics. Except for
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few typo errors, the book is neatly written and is indeed a feast for any
student or serious researcher of the New Testament.
Biju Chacko
Luther W. New Jr. Theological College
Dehradun, India
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