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 ABRAEAM IN THE qun'nnz TEE FIRST unsn:n
CwMB.

Muslims would agree with the Rew Test.ament (Rom 4 11) that Abrahem is -
"father of ell who helieve.” An anslysis cf Abraham's faith in tte
Qur'en cen help us communicate tc those whese knowledge of ‘Abraham. is
based ¢n the Qur'an just whet the New Testament means by-'believe.”

" An Overview of the gx_:; Presentation (24 Abrahm /

Hhen we fcllcw the Muslim chrcnclogy of the er‘an, given in tke
official Egyptian text, we disecver that there are twc groups of
traditicns about Abraham (see Table in Watt 1970:206-213). The first

‘grour contains versions of steries from Genepls and the Talmud (the

ecellection of Biblicsl intergretaticns made by Rabbinlc Jews.) The
second reccunts. completely new stories about Abrakam wkick are wnigue
tc ‘the Qur'an. .

Stage One: The, earlliest mention of Abreham ccmes in Sura "Mary”
(19:42-50/412F)," It is & version of a story from the Talmud about .
Abrahan's  rejecticn of kis father's gods in fever ¢f the Creator.
Rext comes the stery of a-visit 4o Abraham by scme heavenly messen-
gers witk the promise cf & son. - This comes in Sura "Hocd" (11:72-
76/69-1%).  Thirdly, "Tke Rangers"” (37:100-111/102-112) mentions
Abraham's attempt tc sacrifice his scn. According tc the chronclegy
of the Egyptian text cf the Qur'an, these were the 44th, the 52nd and
the 56tk Sures reapectively in histcriocal sequence cf revelaticn. -

Stage ™wo: A later group of suras gives stories about Abrehem mique -
tc the Qur'an. Sura "Abrahsm® (14:38-43/35-41) tells us that Abrabam
was at Mecca and established a sanctudry there fcr the wership of the

Creator.- "The House of Imran" {3:58-62/65-69) declares that Abratem

was the first Muslim, and in the "The Cow" (2:120-123/126-129) we
read & prager of Abraham in which he blesses the Kaaba at Meoca, asks
Ged to turn the Arabs tc Aim and earnestly desires an Arsb prophet o
arise tc lead them in God's way. According tc the Egyctien chrencls-
gy, these were respectively the 72nd, the 89th end B7tt suras 1n
histcrieal sequence cf revelation. o ) :

e b

Abraham wers current in Arsbia in Muhammad's time, relayed by Jewisk
tribes.  This accounts fer the steries from Genesis and the  Talmud °
veing -intrcduced in the Qur'an. - The unigue steries can be expleined

PR T

by the controversy that arcse between Muhammad and the Jews who -

rejected his messege. Tt was 1n respense tc that rejection that the =
new - stories develcr connecticns between Abraham end Arablia, Mecca,

werds, the later atories legitimize the sall cf Muhsmmad by anchoriw
Islam 1n history back befere the Torsr and the Proptets; they ¢

Islam back to the first man whec heard the call ef Ged and ob
Islam beccmes the original religicn, and Abrsham the first Maslim.
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Tre First Cycle: Abraham Fights Idclatry

Now 1let us examine these Qur'anlc stcries in detail. Tke first one
("Mary" 19:42-50/41-50) tells hcw Abraham challenges tre 1dcl wershirp
¢f his father, His father threatens tc stcne him. Abraham asks Ged
tc forgive his father.

This conversicn of Abraham 1s retcld seven times 1In the Qur'an,
making it by far the mcst important traditicn about Abraham tc be
recorded. In twc recensicns Abraham breaks the 1dols arcund him 1in
the name of Gecd. He asks the idclaters, "Do ycu serve what you hew,
and God created you and what ycu make?" ("The Rangers" 37:94/95-6).
He 1s promptly threatened with fire, but Ged dellivers him.

This stery can be fecund in the Talmud but nct in the Bible (Tisdall
1905:74fF). No doubt 1t 1s an attempt by the Rabbls tc f111 cut tkre
Genesis account where it 1s silent cn Abraham's relaticnship witk his
father's religicn.

In a later verslon of thils stery In the Qur'an, Abraham explalns his
break withk 1ldclatry:

0 my pecrle, surely I am quit cf that ycu asscclate. I have
turned my face to Him whc criginated the heavens and the earth,
a man cf pure falth; I am not cf the 1dclaters.' ("Cattle"
6:79/78-9)

Ged 1s defired as the Creatcr, nct scme lccal delty such as his
father wershirred. These lccal deltles can nc longer be "asscclated”
with the Creatcr of the whcle werld, The concert c¢f asscclaticn
becomes a watchword in the Qur'an, a kind cf marker ¢f the Muslim
faith. It defines what God 1s nct (just as Christians have used
negative wcrds tc fence cff bellef about Ged). Wken cre sees tre
marker cne turns nelther tc the left (to things which might be said
tc represent Ged) ner tc the right (tc pecple whe might be held tc
reveal Him), but rather cne keers straight shead, ackncwledging Ged
as unseen.

Ged's Call tc Abraham in Genesis

I bvelieve that Genesls 12:1-3 1s an 1deal ccmmentary cn the stery
just considered. How did Abraham come tc ackncwledge "the Gecd" abeve
the many gcds cf the ldclaters around him. The Qur'an dces nct
answer this questicn in the way that Genesis dces. We are nct tcld
in the Qur'an that Ged spcke tc Abraham at this stage in his 1life.
Only later 1s there conversation between them. How apprepriate then
to introduce a Muslim tc the perscnal revelatlon of Ged 1in Genesis
12:1-3, Here Gcd glves Abraham a command tc cbey and a set cf
premises tc belleve, We can therefcre begin tc develer the nctiern of
falth as 1t 1s expcunded in the Bilbvle. Falth in Ged 1s trust in His
precmises and cbedlence tc Hls ccmmands. Surely here 1s a raticnale
fer Abraham's attack ocn his father's 1dcls.
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The Promise cf a Son

The account In Genesls 18 cf messengers arriving at Abrakam's tent
and promising him a son is found twice in the Qur'an. The earllest
versicn comes in Sura "Hcod" (11:72-76/69-73).

Our messengers came to Abraham with the good tidings. ... We
gave her [Abraham's wife] the glad tidings cf Isaac, and, after
Isaac, of Jaccb, She sald 'Wee 1s me! Shall I bear being an
cld woman, and this my husband is an ¢cld man?' They sald 'Wrat,
dost thou marvel at Ged's ccmmand,'

The context of Geneslis 18 1s missing. There, the Lord has already
promised Abraham a son (12:2,7; 15:4,5; 17:19). The messengers come
tc rereat fcr the fourth time Ged's commitment tc glve Abraham a scn
in his cld age. We are alsc tcld in Genesils that Abraham had a scn
by Ekis wife's maid. We dc nct hear abcut Ishmael in the Qur'an,
kewever, untll we come tc the sacrifice stery. Agaln, we disccver in
Genesls that Abraham asks that Ishmael be accerted as the scn of thke
promise (17:18), Tre Lord then makes a distincticn between the twec
scns., Istmael, the scn born naturally, 1s blessed and will beccme
the father of a great neticn. It is Isaac, hcwever, the "scn of thre
premise" whe was cecncelved supernaturally, who will be Abraram's heir
and the bearer cf Ged's everlasting ccvenant.

All of +this Biblical ccntext 1s important for the Muslim tc grasp.
We need tc help him tc see that Ged made His ccvenant with Isaac and
kis descendents, not Ishmael, and that this ccvenant is everlasting.
We can try tc pcint cut that the prcrhets cf Israel lccked back tc
tkis ccvenant with Isaac, and fcrward tc a new ccvenant established
thrcugh the Messiah with all who fcllcw Him (Jer. 31:31-34; Heb 8:7-
13). Ultimately, Ged worked cut His promise tc Abraham through Jesus
Christ tc all, whatever the race, whc are "scns of the promise by
faith in Jesus (Gal. 4:28-31). Gentiles, and tris includes Muslims,
can beccme Abrasham's heirs cnly thrcugh faith in Crrist.

The Call tc Sacrifice His Scn

The second Biblical story tc be included in the Qur'an is a version
of the sacrifice stcry of Geneslis 22:1-19, In "The Rangers (37:100-
111/102-112) , Abraham says tc his scn:

'My scn, I see in a dream that I shall sacrifice thee; consider,
what thinkest thcu?' He said, 'My father, dc as thou art big-
den; thou shalt find me, Ged willing, cne of the steadfast.! ...
We called untc him, ‘'Abrakam, thou hast confirmed the visioen.
ees This 1is 1indeed the manifest trial.' And We ransomed him
with a mighty sacrifice. ... Then We gave him the good tidings
cf Isaac...

Again, the Genesis account gives essential data nct fcund here. In
Genesis 22:2 it is God whc gives that awescme command "Take ycur son,
ycur cnly scn Isaac, whem ycu leve, and sacrifice him as a burnt

Fl
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cffering." The Qur'an can be taken tc 1mply that it was Ishmael whe
was sacrificed, because Isaac's birth is cnly anncunced after the
account cf the sacrifice. This 1s the traditicnal Muslin view.

We can use this Qur'anic story tc shcw several things tc cur Muslin
friend. First of all, we need tc point cut that the ccormand tc
sacrifice Isaac goes against God's rpremise tc Abrahar. It 1s this
seening denisl cof His word that 1s the real test for Abrahar, This
raradex 1s absent from the story in the Qur'an. The sharpness cf
huran sacrifice can still be felt in the Qur'anic versicn, hcwever,
and we can use that dilemma cf faith tc shcw how much mere difficult
it was fcr Abrahar tc trust Ged in the Genesls stoery. A second 1ssue
has tc dc with the fact that Abrahan's falth culminated in cbedience
tc the word cf God even when that word seemed toc contradict all that
God had sald befcre. Finally, we can pecint tc this event in the 1life
cf the father cof the Hebrew nation as a prorhetic fcreshadeowing cf
the sacrifice cof the "Larb of Ged."

The Seccnd Cycle cof Traditicns

We have seen hcw, 1n the Qur'anlc versicn cof Abrgham's sacrifice,
Ishrael takes the rlace of Isaac. We will ncw disccver that Isaac
disarrears from the scene altcgether, and that Ishrael assures his
clace in the narrative. Chronclcgically tre next menticn cf Abrahar
cores in the Sura nared "Abraham." Here we find hir in Arabia at an
ancient sanctuary in a valley where Mecca wculd later be built.

Abrahar Establishes Gcd's House at Mecca

In Sura "Abrahar" (14:40/37) Abrahan prays tc Ged, "Our Lerd, I have
rade scre cf my seed tc dwell in a valley where is nc sewn land by
Thy Holy Hcuse."” In a later reveleticn, the Hcly Heuse 1s explained
tc be set apart by a word frorm God:

'... We aprcinted the Hcuse tc be a rlace of visitatien feor the
pecple, and a sanctuary. ... And We made ccvenant with Abrahar
and Ishmael: ‘'Purify My Hcuse fecr thcse that shall gc about it
and those that cleave to 1it, to thcse whc bow and fprestrate
therselves.' ("The Cow™" 2:117, 119/125)

Finally 1in "The Pilgrimage" (22:27) God comrands Abraham tc call fer
a rilgrimage tc the hcuse.

There are twc lssues that spring from these quctaticns. The first is
that God makes His ccvenant with Abraher and Ishrael. Isaac has nc
part in this covenant, nelther 1s there an elect pecrle. The ccve-
nant has to dc with a sanctuary, a hely rlace. Thus the promise cf
the 1lend in Genesls 1s transfcrred intc a ccmritrent to a bullding.
Why sc? The answer probably lies in the fact that the Kaaba was
already an encient sanctuary in Muhamrad's timre. It ray be tcc that
Abrahar was assccliated with this temple befeore Muhamrrad, but cf tkis
ncbedy can be sure, In any case, fcr Islar, the ancient hcuse an-
chers Muharmad's ncvel cell in antiquity. Althcugh the Kaaba had
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beccre a seat ¢f ildclatry in Muharrad's time, that was nct its crigi-
nal purpcse. Men had 1long distcrted its purity, but Muharrad re-
stcred 1t tc its true purpcse that Abrahar had planned for it.

The second issue 1s that in the Qur'anic accocunt it 1s Abrahar's seed
that establishes Mecca. In "The Ccw" (2:120/126), Abrahar asks Gcd,
"My Lord, rake this a land secure". In the ccntext "the land" is the
area arcund "the House", the Kaaba. Sco the bullding becores the
focal rpoint of a "holy" land. The Qur'an dces allude to Canaan as
"hely" on twc occasicns. But that 1s in the context of Mcses deliv-
ering Israel fror Egypt. Significantly there is nc reccrd of Ged
prexising Canaan tc Abrahar, and no renticn cf Abrahar living there.

Thus we discern a mcverent awgy fromr Biblical traditicn and toward
the develcprent of a new traditicn favcrable tc the claims of Muham-
rad. This new tradition displaces the Genesis tradition in terms cf
its importance fcr the Muslin. This becores all the clearer in the
prayer of Abrahar which cccurs in "The Cew" (2:120-3/126-9).

Abrahar's True Descendents

In his prayer, Abrahar rakes this request: "Lerd rake us subrissive
tc Thee, and cf cur seed a nation subrissive tc Thee." ("The Ccw"
2:123/128). The woerd translated "subrissive" is the werd 'muslim,!
used 1in the Qur'an tc signify the relaticnship that skculd cbtain
between men and Ged. The phrase translated "a naticn subrissive" is
'umra muslima.' The werd 'umra' signifies a distinet ccmrunity cr
naticn, in distinectien fror humanity as a whcle. Here, then, Abrahan
1s not speaking of Isaac and his descendents. He 1s nct ccncerned
with the Hebrew "nation." Rather, ke 1s praying fcr Ishrael and his
descendents, the inheritcrs of Mecca, the Arabs.

Abrahar continues kis prayer "lerd, dc Thou send arcng ther [i.e. the
subrissive nation] a Messenger, one cf them, whc shall recite tc ther
Thy signs, and teach ther the Bock, and the Wisdom, and purify them.”
("The Ccw" 2:12%/129) It could not be clearer. Abraham lcoks fcr
the coring of Muhamrad. The "seal of the Messengers" would be nct a
Jew fror the seed cf Isaac but an Arab frcn the seed cf Ishrael.

Abrahar Was Nelther Jew Nor Christian, but rather a Muslim

The ultimate word cn Abraham comes in "The Hecuse cf Irran" (3:58-
62/65-68) .

Pecple cf the Beck! Why dc you dispute concerning Abraham? The
Torah was not sent down, nelther the Gespel, but after him,
What, have you no reascn? ... No: Abrahar in truth was nct a
Jew, nelther a Christian; but he was a Muslim end cne pure cf
falth; certainly he was never cf the Idclaters. Surely the
peccle standing clcsest to Abrahear are thcse who followed Rhinm,
and this Prophet, and those whc belleve; and Ged 1s the prctec-
ter cf the believers.
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Muhammad had disccvered Jews and Christians in Arabia who disputed
‘kis claim to prephethced. The new traditicns had already been re-
vealed and had undoubtedly thrcwn Jewisk and Christian Arabs intc
turmeil. (There is a hadith to the effect that this revelaticn came
as a result of a dispute with Jews and Christians.)

Strictly speaking, cf ccurse, Abraham was nct a Jew but rather the

. father cf the Jews (and, according to the New Testament, "cf all whe
believe"). But that is not what the passage is abcut. Nctice that
"idclater” is the key werd in the argument; Abrsham was nct an idcla-
ter. It would seem to be implied that Jews and Christians are.
Abraham did nct "asscciate" gcds with "the Ged". It is the fault cf
Jews and Christians tkhat they do.

It 1is far fram clear in the Qur'an in what way the Jews as a whcle
are 1idclaters. The stcry of the gclden calf is related several
times; it is perhaps this incident whick is seen as branding all Jews
with the same infidelity. But there 1s encther asrect tc the idcla-
try idea. Thcse whe fall tc acknecwledge Muhemmad's call are automat-
ically cconsidered idclaters. It is assumed that a man whc rejects
the Prophet's call tc submissien must harber false views of Ged.

Abraham: the "Father cf All Whc Believe" (Romans 4:11)

First cf all we have tc ackncwledge that this second cycle cf tradi-
ticns 1s nct carable cf being a bridge fcr the gespel. Hewever I
have fcund that cne yocung man accerted the authenticity of Genesis by
a careful ccmpariscn of the Blble and the Qur'an. Tkis led him to

expect that the rest cf the Biblical revelaticn would be truthful.

Secondly, we can accert the "subtmissicn" of Abraham and his rejecticn
cf 1dclatry. We cen bulld cn this by referring tc Paul's rresenta-
ticn of Abraham as a man whcse faith involved "unwavering trust irn
Ged" (Rom. 4:20). Submitting tc Ged (described in the New Testament
in terms cf discipleship) is part cf faith in God. But we can gc on
tc shew that Abraham alsc trusted Ged as a perscn; trust is nct mere
assent tc doctrine. There are twc sldes tc trust/faith according tc
Remans 4: a) there is a passive acceptance cf the will of God; and b)
an active commitment to the will cof Geod. Submissicn admirably ex-
presses the first but we can pcint cut that the seccnd is absclutely
essential tc true faith, In other werds, faith 1is an active self-
giving tc Ged. It 1s this dcuble attitude cf submissicn and trust
that underlies Rcmans 4:%, 22 and Genesis 15:6. "Abraham belleved
Ged, and it was credited tc him as rightecusness."

Thirdly and finally, we can preceed tc describe all that falth 1in-
vclves for the believer in Christ (Epistle tc the Romans). He cr she
receives a rightecusness frem Ged apart from law (3:21, 22), 1is
counted rightecus as a free gift of Ged's grace (3:24, 26), and
through the atoning death cf Christ (3:25), 1is ncw at reace with Gecd
(5:1), and receives the Holy Spirit cf Gecd whc enables cne tc live by
faltk (8:1-17).

%’ - — =
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This presentation of the gecspel arises cut c¢f the centext cf Abra-
ham's faith and fits perfectly intc a ccnsideration of what is 1in-
vclved In faith fcr any believer. Abraham is the "father cf all whc
believe,"” thcse who Gcd counts as rightecus as a result cf their
ccmmitment tc Eim.

'The names cf the Suras are from Arberry's translation (1964).
All quctaticns are frcm Arberry's translation, whcse verse numbering
is given, follcwed by that of the Egyptien text and the translaticns
based on it.
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CHURCH GROWTH THEORY AND THE MUSLIM WORLD
by David W. Shenk

[The fcllcewing is a ccndensed extract from a chapter, enti-
tled "The Muslim Umma and the Grewth of the Church,” frem
tke beek Exploring Church Grewth, edited by Wilbert R.
Shenk, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983, It is rublished by
cermission of authcr and publisher.]

Surely we shculd rejcice when pecple exrerience grace in Christ.
Nevertheless, we need tc ask tc what extent church grcwth mcdels fit
intc the communicaticn and experience cf redemrtive grace. At the
Pattaya Censultation cn Werld Evangelization (1980), the miniccnsul-
taticn on reaching Muslims identified five ccrmitments cf ccntempeo-
rary church grcwth missiclogy: & belief that churches cught tc grew;
a commitment tc working with pecple grecups; concentrating rescurces
primarily on receptive pecrles; contextualizing the gcspel; and care-
ful planning for evangelism. I will comment on each cof these rubrics
frem the perspective cf a Kingdom missiclogy.

A Belief That Churches OQught To Grow

All Christian evangels rejcice when churches grcw. In relaticnship
tc Islam, hLowever, church growth has been very slcw., In fact fer
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many centurles Christian communities in Islamized sccieties have
experienced ccnsiderable attriticn and esssimilation. That is reverse
church growth.

A cczy respcnse tc the decline of the churck in Nuble cr Libya, fer
examcle, suggests that the Christians in thcse countries were deca-
dent even befcre tke Muslim conquests., Yet this 1s hardly true.
Nubian Christianity was explcsively vigcrocus; the creative impact cf
the gespel along the Upper Nile valley contributed to an artistic and
intellectual dynamism which reached far beycnd the berders of Nubla.
Similarly Libyan Christianity experimented witk contextuallizaticn of
Christian 1life and theclogy sc daringly that they scmetimes gained
tke criticisms of thelr more traditicnally inclined brethren in Egypt
and elsewhere., On the eve of the Muslim conquests, Persian missicna-
ries were rrcclaiming the gespel In China, the Egyptian evangels were
preaching tc African pecrle grcups far scuth cf thelr imperial ber-
ders. These are nct marks cf decadent Christianity. (Kealy & Shenk
1975:168-3%0)

Nevertheless, many cf the formerly Christianized sccieties cf necrth-
ern Africa and the Middle East are ncw mcstly Islamized. The churchk-
es are minority ccmmunities circumscrived by the dhimmi system. In
scme countries the anclent churches are nc mcre; cver the centuries
they have been slowly smcthered 1intc extinction. The twentieth
century rtas nct substantially reversed this trend.

During my years as an educaticnalist in a Muslim country, the church
tried tc grow. There was a fairly exrlicit hunger fer the gespel.
There were many Nlcodemuses. Several times we seemed cn the verge cf
recrle grour mcvements. But these incllinaticns, whick gave us great
joy, were disconcerting tc the sceclety as a whcle. With gracious-
ness, tact, and firmness the authcrities felt constrained tc shackle
the chkurch. Later, a law was passed prchibiting the prcragation of
any religion excert Islam. ’

Nevertheless, the life and wcrship cf the Christien congregations was
affirmed. There was seldcm any attempt tc keer Christians frem
fellcwshipping and rraying together. Growtl, hcwever, was sericusly
prcblematical. Muslim friends often said, "Every perscn bern in tris
scciety has the blced of Islam fiowing in his veins." Everycne
traced his genealogy, at least mythically, tc the Quralsh; all were
kinsmen to the Prcphet, and that fact wes the fcundaticn stcne of
naticnhocd.

Kriker Greg Halebllan, a Syrlian Christian, writes, "One cf the first
principles mcst worthy of consideraticn 1s the Muslim's 1leve fer
unity or oneness" (1979:79). The mcsque is a supreme sign cf unity
in the Muslim community. All the architectural symbcls flow tcgeth-
er, and the whcle 1s criented toward Mecca. Dress styles and housing
ratterns reveal the seame affirmation of unity. How, then, can a
grewing church be accommcdated within the unity framework? How can
the umma accept grcwth rluralism, when the umma itself is tre repcsi-
tery cf ultimate truth?

—————— e,
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Althcughk we dc rejclce when churches grew, 1s church growth the enly
authentic measure cf effective and faithful witness? Dces effective
witness and ministry always lead tc church grewth? Deoes ministry in
& nc grewth situation suggest that the witness 1s nct in any sense
redemr tive? In respense to these questicns, I propcse several cbser-
vaticns,

a) We need rpatience. Let me illustrate from a men~Muslim situaticn.
In 1853 the first Christian missiocnaries (CMS) arrived 1in Kenya.
Within weeks the first missicnary graves were planted cn the cut-
skdrts cf Mombasa, the pcrt town of Kenya. The minlstry and witness
centinued fcr thirty years with incredible suffering emd dedication.
The ccnsequence: conly seven baptized communicant members. Teday,
however, nearly 10,000,000 or 70¥ of the Kenyan pecple are prcfessing
Christian. Yet thcse wheo rlanted and ministered falthfully saw
almcst nc frult whatscever.

In relaticnship tc Islam we alsc need the gift cf patience. In scme
sccleties, a decade cr twc is sufficient. In some Muslim scclieties
we prcbably need a patience which endures a century cr mcre.

b) A fixatien on church grewth cften disterts the suthenticity cf
cur witness and service. At Muslim ccngresses anger is frequently
exgressed against fcrms cf Christian rhilanthropy whicrh are a hecok
fcr crurck grcewth, Obvicusly we rejcice when congregaticns c¢f be-
lievers emerge through cur ministries. Nevertheless, the emergence
cf congregaticns is nct the reascn why we serve. We serve because
Gecd 1s 1cve.

Several years sgc I was heacding uwp philanthropic Christian ministries
in a Muslim scciety which was undergcing radical sccial change. Mcst
humanitarian agencies quit. We stayed. Many times I was asked,
"Why?" My respcnse was, "Because in the Messiah, Gcd has revealed
his 1cve. We alsc, as disciples cf the Messiah, want tc share Gcd's
lecve with ycu." That witness was acceptable, and I believe effec-
tive. We didn't experience much church growtk, but the witness ir
deed and wcrd spcke deerly.

We must constantly interrret why we minister. Otherwise cur acts cf
mercy seem to be sinister plcys tc galn converts. Deeds cf service
and ministry must be perfcrmed in the name of Christ. Christians are
nct humanists. It is Ged's lcve whick constrains us, and this we
must say. Ministries cf service are nct an addendum tc the gcspel,
¢r techniques for evangelism. We dcn't dc them sc that we can gain
entree into countries which wculd ctherwise be clcsed tc the gospel.
Indeed nct! We minister because of Jesus,

c) Hecw 1large does a church need t¢ beccme before 1ts redemptive
presence is felt throughcut a scciety? Paul Hiebert's description cf
bounded, fuzzy, and cpen sets is helpful; 1t crens the questicn of
the meaning of a Christ crientaticn (1981). As an Anabaptist, I am
committed tc the bounded set, an explicitly committed, visible,
covenant community. Nevertheless, I alsc believe that the redemctive
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pcwer cf the community of faitk is nct prepcrticnate tc its size.
Jesus dces beccme present where twc cr three meet in his name. And
the gates cf hell do nct prevail against the ministry of that faith
community, whatever its size.

We cannct fully fathom the redemptive implicaticns cf the pewer cf
Jesus' presence. Recently a Muslim government official tcld a mis-
sicn executive, "Your community is the only grour whe have ever
left an eternal impact on my ccuntry." What d1d he mean? Massive
multilateral aid agencies have had a high precfile in that country.
Yet a minuscule cluster of believers ministering in the name cf
Christ are especially aprreciated because of their transferming qual-
ity. Is this what Jesus meant when he referred tc his disciples as
salt and 1light?

The presence, 1life, prayer, ministry, witness, and invitation of thre
redeemed cluster whc meet in Jesus' name is vitally needed, even in
situaticns where tre churchk dces nct grow numerically. Muslim sccie-
ties need tc see and experience the church. It is the authentic sign
cf the rresence cf the Kingdcm. The church is the cnly community
whick rperceives salvaticn in the One bcm in Betklehem, Who 1lcved
ultimately, and Whcse cpen arms cn the cross speak cf the redemptive
vulnerability cf God. That witness 1is desperately needed everywhere.
If the church is indeed the bcdy cf Christ, then the mest impertant
event in the 1ife histery cf a scciety is the advent of His incarna-
ticnal rresence in that scciety in the churck. Cculd it be that frem
Ged's rerspective, the presence of the church in a scclety 1s mecre
significant than the grewth of the church?

I eam ccmpletely cconfldent that the Hely Spirit dces want the church
tec grew. Yet scme sccletles have develcped fermidable anti-grewthk
prepensities. In tkcse situeticns 1t seems the Hely Spirit 1s esge-
clally concerned abcut maintaining an authentlc presence and witness.
It seems tc me, therefore, utterly disastrcus when Christians minis-
tering and witnessing in an apparently sterile nc-grewtk situaticn
declde tc termlnate thelr rresence. The darkness cannct cverccme the
light, but what harpens when the small ligkt whick 1s rresent
emigrates?

A Commltment To Werking With Pecple Grecurs

The church has normally been ccmmitted tc affirming the right cf
recrle to wership and express thelr Christien falth 1in their cwn
1diom and culture. Even from the early centurles c¢f the Christian
era, missicnarles have translated the Bible intc the languages cf the
cecrles they evangelilzed. In relaticnship tc Islam, prcbably cne of
the greatest attractlons the church presents is the affirmation cf
the right of pecple to read the Bible in thelr own mcther tongue.
This 1s 1n ccntrast to Muslim missicners whc teack rpecple Arablc,
because "Ged's finel revelaticn tc mankind is the Arablc Qur'an."

Nevertheless, an emchasls cn pecrle grcups 1s nct a panacea fcr werld
evangelism, and 1in scme situaticns it might be counter-prcductive.
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: Let me 1llustrate, I grew @ in a missicnary home in Tanzania. My
: rarents were the first evangels tc a particular pecrle grour (15,000
pecrle). Trey learned the language, and spent hcurs translating the
Gespel of Matthew intc that language, Yet many cf these Seripture
i perticns remained unscld. They were never used, because the great
mcvement intc the church in that particular pecple group tcok rlace
at the mcment when those pecple caught the vision of the new univer-
sal ccommunity, which cculd 1link their tiny ethnic group tc a werld
wide fellowshirg, It was the quest fcr wmiversality, nct lecality,
which was the trigger for church grcwth. Ccnsequently, it was the
Swahili Bible, written in the naticnal language, which wnited all
scclieties tcgether in East Africa which scld, and the Scripture
porticns which seemed to reinferce ethnicity were seldem used.

In many emerging naticns in Africa, the church is the principal glue
whick hclds the naticn together, because it is a transcultural ccmmu-
nity. In some countries gcvernment leaders explieitly lcck te the
ckhurch tc helpr maintain transethnic commitments. In that centext,
western missiclcgists need tc be very cauticus, Overenphasizing
ethnic identity is perceived by many emerging naticns as being trea-
scnable, The church is affirmed as the ccmmunity which helps bring
unity, nct as the exacerbator of ethnic identities. Sc in Muslim
sccleties alsc, the church must minister as a unifier, nct a divider
cf thre pecrle. Symbcls c¢f universality will be just as Important as
affirmaticns cf indigeneity.

Ancther dimensicn is that the values cf hicmcgencus people grcups are
cften sc tightly wcven in the scclal and cultural fabric that it 1is
exceedingly difficult fcr en alternate ccmmitment tc break through.
Ccnsequently, scme cf the mest responsive pecrles tc the gespel are
trese whe have broken cut cf the trappings cf ethnicity. These are
the urwardly mcbile peocrle, thcse whe travel, seek educaticn cr
rarticirate in cutward expansicn. It is the mcdern emghasis cn
individualism whichk is prying pecrle lccse frcm traditicnal lcyalties
and cpening them tc the pcssibilities cf inveclvement and ccmmitment
tc cther ferms of community. Fer these medernn individualists, tre
churck cften provides a welccme home; 1t 1s a rrimary fellcwship
which 1s genulnely universal, and it affirms the integrity cf perscn-
hood.

: A rpecrle grcup crientaticn scmetimes cverlocks the brcad commeonali-
ties whick 1link all Muslims tcgether. A fixaticn on lccal culture
may cbscure the smazingly ccnsistent werld view cf Muslims, Tre
pecrle grcur emrhasis tempts us tc sidester the universal theclcgical
nature cf the enccunter and witness.

Rescurces Shculd Be Concentrated On Receptive Pecples

A third tendency amcng church grewth missiclogists is t¢ encourage
; the ccncentration of financial and perscnnel rescurces cn receptive
recples. Frequently this emrhasis skews rescurces away from Islam-
ized recrles. The General Secretary cf the Kenya Naticnal Ccuncil
A cnce tcld me that missicn agency heads frequently came tc ask him

‘-iiEii-ii-ﬁiiiiiii-III-I----I-----i--ii-...i-.-l.-....i.-i..'!'
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where the unevangelized areas cf Kenya were. He wculd shcw them a
map. One third cf the country was slmcst untouched by trhe gcsrel.
These were Islamized pecrles. Weeks later he wculd learn that in-
stead cf gclng tc these pecrles, the new agencles would always settle
in the evangelized areas, cften in communities which were already 95%
churched. During my six years Kenya, not cne new agency declded tc
concentrate rescurces 1in the Islamized areas cf thke country, even
though Kenya's secular gcvernment would have prcvided the mcst 1deal
circumstances fcr quiet evangelizaticen.

The 1ssue 1s further exacerbated by the difficulty in railsing funds
for ministry asmong Muslims. It 1is alsc disturbing that much of the
new 1imcetus for concentrating rescurces on ministries amcng Muslims
1s undergirded with noticns that we are cn the verge cf a '"break-
threugh." Certainly we give thanks fcr arny indiceations cf crenness
tc the gesrpel ameng Muslims. Nevertheless, fcr multitudes cf faith-
ful Christian evangels ministering amcng Muslims, there prcbably
never will be a breskthrough in church growtk terms. Ccnsequerntly,
the rescurce flow will be siphcned intc Muslim communities which are
cnly marginally Islamized.

There 18, cf ccurse, the Biblical command tc shake the dust from ocur
feet and gc elsewkere when a reorle reject the gespel. Nevertheless,
mest Muslims have never explicitly rejected the gespel. Their appar-
ent resistance is usually related tc the fact that they hkave never
understood 1its message. Arparently resistant pecple are nct neces-
sarily recrle whc have rejected. In fact I have seldcm 1interacted
witk any cther rpecple whc seem as cpen tc hearing the gcspel as
Muslims. True, the mispercerticns run deep, the theclcgical issues
are profcund, and cocmmunity pressures are tremendcus. But it takes
time and patlience, the kKind of patience whichk dces nct fit the cate-
geries cf ccst effectiveness analysis,

The Gespel And The Church Needs To Be Centextuallzed

It 1s imrerative fcr the gespel tc bresk cut cf the cultural repcsi-
tcry of the missicner sc that it may beccme truly incarnate witkin
the culture cf thcse whe are receiving the message. In thls, Islam
and the gcspel are very different. Cultural indigeneity is a far
greater concern for Christianity than it is fer Muslims. On the
African continent +this fact 1s dramatically cbvicus. The Muslim
intelligentsia acrcss the continent are calling for the purificaticn
of Islam, whick in thelr terms means the inciplent denigraticn cf
African traditicnal culture in favour cf tke Islamic Sharla. Witkin
the Christian community the cpposite message is heard. Everywhere
Africans speak of the need tc Africanize Christianity, tc ccntextual-
i1ze the gcspel in African forms. Tkis 1is cne cf the dramatic differ-
ences between the incarnaticnal gospel of Jesus, and the Islaric
percepticn of revelaticn as tanzil (sent dewn).

Let us nct assume that through ccntextualizaticn Muslims will be
ralnlessly attracted tc Christ. The theclcglcal 1ssues cannet bve
surmcunted by cultural niceties. Christians shculd alsc be aware
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that Muslims have a deer aversicn for all ferms cf hypeerisy. Con-
textualizeticn must nct be rerceived as an attempt tc camcuflage the
reality cf the gespel cr cf the develorment cf a redeemed community.

Effcrts to contextualize shculd nct negate the need for unlversal
identity. At cne time I werked in a situation where a small Chris-
tian congregaticn developed in a Muslim scclety. We enccuraged
contextualization, and one suggestion was tc have cur weekly werskhip
on Friday. This was rejected, hcwever, for twe reascns: a) the
community wanted identity withk the universal Christian community
which worships on Sunday. b) It would lock as thcugh the Christians
were trying tc usurp a Muslim practice. Later these ccncerns amelic-
rated, and today that community dces wership on Friday. But at the
time, Sunday werskip was preferred.

Symbcls are the communicatcrs of belief. A rarticular synbcl might
seem neutral and adsptable by Christians, whereas the reality which
the symbol communicates in the Muslim ccntext may be antitheticel tc
Christian ccmmitment. Fcr exemple, we suggested tc this grcur cf new
Ckristians that we bew in the Muslim faskhion for prayer. They tcld
us, hcwever, that bowing is nct spprepriate tc the gespel. Muslims
bew tcewards Mecca, but in Christ there 1s nc gecgraphical crienta-
ticn. Christ is in fact risen, and therefecre Christians should stand
tc worship locking intc the face ¢f the risen Christ. Bewing is a
sign ¢f slavery tc Ged, whereas the redeemed are His children. Sons
and daughters stand in the presence cf their Father. In that situa-
tiocn, starnding became thre Christian pesture fer prayer.

In all attempts at ccntextuelizsticn, the missicner must be sensitive
tc the local fellcwship. An African churchman cnce said that al-
thcughk meat and beer wculd be mcre aprropriate symbols cf the eucha-
rist from an African perspective than the traditicnal wine and bread,
it 1is nevertheless necessary tc use the wine and bread because in
that way the church is reminded tkrcugh thcse ncn-indigencus symbels
trhat it is rart cf a werld wide fellewshlp. In much the same manner,
a cluster cf Christians from a Muslim backgrcund were ratrer Lcerri-
fied when a missicnary suggested using camel's milk in the eucharist.
Otherness and universality are dimensicns cf Christian symbclisr
which are just as impcrtant as the symbols of incarnaticnal ccntext-
ualization. The Kingdcm cf Gcd is new!

The Church Shculd Plan Carefully For Evangelism

Much cof my life I have lived among recples whc were the targets cf
western missicnary enterprise, and have listened tc their feellings.
On the whcle I Lave sensed great appreciation for missicnary werk
bcrne of the lcve cf God, but great resentment against tkhcse strate-~
gles whick see pecple as cbjects tc be manirulated into the church.
The concern for rlan is right. The manipulative rlan 1is wrong.
Furtrermcre, we must always reccgnize that in Christ means and ends
ccnverge. The means tc the Kingdeom, and the Kingdcm itself are tke
same. Jesus 1is bcth the Waey and the Life,
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It is es1:ev::ia:ll§;P mporba.nt that - paractmmh ;geneiea develc;: s'en,siti-
,vity to- the locel church. The ‘churck is - already present in mcst

Huslim countries. TEese Cl:ristians understend the 1lccal culture

better "than the expatriate ever can:- ‘Insensitive -strategles can
_cause encrmous harm. I know, Pér example, ¢f several incidents where
Scripture peortions were pcsted intc a country tc every address in a
pbcne bock, cming tremendcus embarrassment to the lccal crurch.

mr teminolngy shmxld be mere reflsctive of Biblical sensitivities.
Much of the evangelism and rlamning terminclegy used in  American
church grewth publicatione is extremely coffernisive., Would it nct be
gocd to plan, spesk, and write ss people of the Light, assuming tkat
these among whom we plen tc minister, have- 1istened in e the plen,
and they sre at peace with ‘our intenticns?

Recently an evangelical missicn wes in conversation witk a Muslim
governmental department ccncerning begirming & new ministry. The
mission executive asked tc clarify the commitment of the missicn, but
the respecnse cf the Muslim cfficials was, "We lnow ycu completely and
we trust you. That 1s why we welcome ycu!"™ fThat is the kind of cpen
. miasicn planning uh:lch is precious' -

The cveran aasuupticns of church grcwth theorx seem to be anckered
tn the premise that correct missiclogy will produce churck growth,
Hewever, -is it met true that from a Kingdom . perspective, falthful-
nass, not-success, 1s the erlterién of snthentic missicn? The cress
gprecedes the resurrection. Missicn 1s mest. suthentically expnessec
throngh the suffering redemtive love cf the pecple ef God.

caneludiqg Cbservaticn

I shall summarize the concerns cf this psper by sharing the stcry of
a particular ministry ameng Muslims which I have cbserved with great
interest. Several years mgc an independent Africen Churck, which- was
never begun threugh forelgn missionary initiative, develcped & ocr-
cern for ministry smong Muslims. Tkey asked a foreign misslen agency
tc join 4n a partnershir ministry. The agency and the Gurch jointly
arpointed a Canadian family for this mlsslcn emong Muslims., An
Africen family was alsc appointed by the African Church. -

For a year the team visited Muslim villages. They met 1leaderskip.
They developed a strong.trust relaticnekir with decisicn mekers.
They visited a Muslim mystical community (Sufi Tarig) several times.
They felt that the tariq represented a Form cf 1slamic commnity

whick wes readily adsptable to a Christian. ‘presence. - Sc they mcved .

intc cne cf the largest Muslin. communities ‘in -the regic‘n,‘ and began
developing & Christian commmnity oo the tarig model.

Tre hcuses ware bullt cn the seme style, with roundels for the ccre
cluster: 7cf mmlds, ‘and speciel bouses fcr eating and for meet-
ings. A ‘malti-etinic grour. ‘of- G;ristians formed the ccre ecmmunity.
The pastor ministered in a manner scmewhat: parallel tc the shelk: 1n
the t:ax'ig. ',H'ea.ehing anﬂ worahip experienees wm ;erfcmed ‘o mats,
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witk participants sitting cross-legged cn the flocr. All community
events were punctuated witk prayer; frequently Muslims end Christians
prayed together, for even jointly sponscred svents needed the affirm-
aticn received througs prayer. The faith community ministered cree-
tively hc'e’ommity needs, o‘ipeeially«ehcse ‘cfrwidM' md crprans,

All meals were ntcn in ccmmunal tushion, mﬁ the diet was corpletely
dependent cn locally acquired focds. Village pecple  wers alweys
welecome for mesls. That commmity blended inte the local oultural
horizon emezingly. For scme of the Bible studies, as many as thirty
peorle have been present. Muslims will ccme te this -center for
worship, who wuld never enter & church. Bible study courses have
been used which draw from scme porticns of the Qn"an as contact
polnts for the Bidlical witnees.

- When a rict brcke out in the community, over 8 hundred hcuses were
burned adjacent to the Christian community. WMany people were killed.
As the nelghbers fled intc the bush, they tcssed  their  belongings
across the fence into the Christian community. = Although there wes
ccnsiderabdle lcoting, nothing was tcuched or harmed in the (hristiar
community. It seemed tc be an suthentic sign of reace in the midst
ef the turmoil., [Later tke leaders of the facticns invclved in tke
conflagretion came and asked the Christien community to give leeder-
ship t¢ reconciliaeticn and the reccastruction of the village.

Thie is a marvelous example of Christian pumee. prayer, ministry,
witness, and invitation amcng Muslims. Although occnbtextuslized, it
1s distinctly Christien; altbough suffering, 1t lives md ministers
in the Jjoy cof the regumetian.* “Inis small commuritty 1s greciocusly
affecting the atmcsrhere in the whcle regicn. It is a pgrecicus sign
of the presence cf the Kingdem of God, & witness te¢ the gracicus
creation by Ged ¢f a redeemed pecplebeod.
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