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A Note from the Editor 
__________________________________________ 

YALIN XIN 

Yalin Xin is Associate Professor of Intercultural Studies at William Carey International University, 
Research Fellow with the Center for the Study of World Christian Revitalization Movements and Senior 
Editor for William Carey International Development Journal. 

Global urbanization is expanding at record 
speed, a phenomenon that we all witness in 
awe. A recent study shows that in just a 
decade, from 2000 to 2010, 205 million 
people were added to the urban population 
in China alone! (Cox 2011). The rapid and 
seemingly uncontrollable growth of 
urbanization globally, with which the 
“pastureland” surrounding cities is often 
taken for the expansion of the cities, 
(something warned against in the Scriptures, 
see Leviticus 25), is no doubt human 
deviation from the purpose of the Creator 
God. The abuse of land in the name of 
economic growth has detrimental effects on 
the environment in which we live and 
breathe. The challenges in meeting the needs 
of the fast-growing urban population are 
enormous. Basic welfare such as food, 
shelter, education and health care, 
employment, community (in face of social 
and ethnic identity crisis), infrastructure, and 
transportation, are a few of these challenges.  

God is concerned about the cities because, 
“The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in 
it. The world, and all who live in it” (Psalm 
24:1). The biblical story of Jonah and the 
city of Nineveh evidences that it is the good 
purpose of the Creator God to redeem and 
renew all things; the people, the city, and 

everything in it. We are mandated to be 
stewards of God’s creation and the seekers 
of “the peace and prosperity of the city” 
(Jeremiah 29:7). To this end, this issue 
includes historical and theological 
reflections as well as case studies to explore 
perspectives on international development in 
an urban context. We hope this will open a 
window of discussion on the complexity of 
what this topic entails, and help us 
understand how we, as international 
development scholars and practitioners, can 
seek the Shalom of the city. 

Our own faculty member, Dr. Joel Hamme, 
traces the causes and effects of urbanization 
in eighth century B.C.E. Jerusalem, and 
identifies interesting dynamics at work that 
resonate with those of today. He discusses 
globalization and refugee issues in ancient 
times as they relate to the then-
contemporary world superpowers and 
destruction of the northern kingdom of 
Israel.    

Dr. Soong-Chan Rah of North Park 
Theological Seminary re-examines the motif 
of incarnational ministry that can sometimes 
be misapplied in urban ministry due to the 
influence of “Western history and 
philosophy’s abstraction of the city,” and 
calls for a “downward mobility” of the 
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church in the city, “seek(ing) opportunities 
for self-emptying, humility, power-yielding, 
and servanthood.” 

Jayakumar Christian’s “The Rise of the 
Urban Poor” leads readers into the world of 
hope and hopelessness of two young girls 
living in mega cities in India. Grace Dyrness 
offers a close-up shot of the lives of migrant 
women in the slums and squatter settlements 
in Manila, Philippines in perspective of the 
contemporary challenges of urbanization. 
The author calls on readers to “Feel the 
humanity, the beauty, and the 
resourcefulness” of these women who are 
very much part of the “mega-story,” in order 
to meaningfully serve alongside them.  

Kevin Book-Satterlee, leader of the 
AVANCE immersive training program and 
field dean for the WCIU/AVANCE 
partnership in Mexico, assesses the 
relevance of the evangelical seminaries in 
Latin America and their curricula to “an 
urbanized Latin America.” He challenges 
the traditional “cloistered” model of learning 
as inadequate for “a twenty-first urban 
context which requires more societal 
engagement,” and suggests an “integrated 
praxiological andragogy” to be incorporated 
in the curriculum design.  

Dr. Adder Abel Gwoda of University of 
Maroua, Cameroon, proposes a critical 
evaluation of the “western-centric” concept 

of sustainable development and introduces a 
“developmental ecocentricism” framework 
of development that aims at an 
environmental justice based on the values of 
solidarity, equality and dignity that reconcile 
the economic necessities of development, 
social justice, and environmental concerns 
on a global scale. 

Also published in this issue are Siu Fung 
Wu’s reflection on “Paul’s Vision of an 
Alternative Christ-Community,” and a 
special feature of Don Moon’s article on 
“Who Decides and How? The Challenge of 
Decision-making in Intercultural Ministry 
Teams.”  

Special appreciation is due to the authors of 
Missio Dei: A Journal of Theology and 
Praxis and The New Urban World Journal 
who allow us to include some of their work 
in this issue.  

As always, you are welcome to join the 
dialogue, discussion, and debate by 
commenting on the articles and blog 
postings, and sharing insights on your own 
social networks.	  

Reference 
Cox, Wendell. 2011. China: Urbanizing and 

moving east: 2010 Census. New Geography. 
May 4. Accessed July 22, 2014. 
http://www.newgeography.com/content/0022
18-china-urbanizing-and-moving-east-2010-
census.
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Croissance et développement durable. Comment sortir du 
leurre d’un concept greenwashing? 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ADDER ABEL GWODA, PH.D. 

Dr. Gwoda is Vice-Dean in charge of Programming and Academic Affairs, Faculty of 
Letters and Social Sciences, at the University of Maroua/Cameroon. 
E-mail: gadder_a@yahoo.fr; http://www.gwoda.canalblog.com. 

Abstract 
Growth and sustainable development. How 
to get out of luring of a “green washing” 
concept? 

THE CONCEPT OF GROWTH IS AT THE 
ORIGIN OF IMPORTANT DEBATES on the 
notions of environment, unequal exchange, 
and exploitation or dependence. That is why 
a new paradigm should be sought. The 
notion of sustainable development which 
has supplanted the former notion of 
development is a central concept in the 
rhetoric of nations, especially Western 
nations. However, the global unanimity on 
sustainable development seems to uncover 
its apparent nature. From a philosophical 
standpoint, one can question whether 
sustainable development is a splendid new 
idea or a new ideology that attempts to 
manipulate the countries of the periphery. Is 
the philosophy of joint responsibility 
developed about sustainable development 
not a Western strategy of extortion in order 
to coax the countries of the South on the 
grounds of preserving biodiversity and claim 
solidarity, to the detriment of their 
development? It is postulated in this paper	  
that a work which consists in altering the 
lawfulness of the manipulation of the 
concept of “green washing”, which is 
essentially western-centrist, should be 
carried out, while giving a new orientation 

to the concept of green growth, which is 
ecocentric-oriented and which can enable to 
think of another model of development, 
which is a provider of a genuine human 
development and which takes into 
consideration environment realities.  

The ecocentric action will consist in 
construing development in its cyclolinear 
dimension. The development of societies 
which are said to be modern is built on a 
linear time, and that is what makes its 
predatory rationality, and this leads to 
overdevelopment and the consequence of 
which are environmental crises. 
Cyclolinearism is a novel historic 
systematization which incorporates 
linearism and cyclicism in a dialectic 
process. Cyclic time is presented as an 
opposing force to linear time. Its objective is 
to call to order by preventing from being 
misled by libertarian liberalism in its 
uninterrupted growth. However, cyclic time 
will neither be a replica of natural 
archetypes nor a primary cyclism of 
biocentric type. There seems to be a 
phenomenon of continuity and break away 
which enable to correlate both dimensions of 
time is a cyclolinear time. The outcome of 
this hypothesis of convergence is 
“developmental ecocentricism” which is 
built on an ethics which is less 
anthropocentric but more anthropogenic and 
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consequentialist. Henceforth, the criteria of 
evaluation of what should be carried out in 
the economic domain should be based on the 
welfare of human beings. It is not a question 
of going backward to a purely naturalistic 
life as it is the case with biocentricism, that 
is to say, thinking of a complete growth, but 
to consider economy as the service of life, in 
the qualitative sense, without making 
confusion with the concept of economic 
growth which focuses only on objective 
accumulation. What the countries of the 
South will benefit from this concept of 
development are the following: an 
environmental justice based of the values of 
solidarity, equity and dignity which will 
therefore reconcile the economic necessities 
of development, the requirements of social 
justice and the concern about environment 
on a global scale. 

Résumé 
Le concept de croissance a généré 
d’importants débats sur les notions 
d’environnement, d’échange inégal, et 
d’exploitation ou de dépendance, d’où 
l’amorce d’un changement de paradigme. 
La notion de développement durable qui fait 
suite, va constituer un élément central de la 
rhétorique des nations et principalement des 
pays du Centre. Cependant, cette unanimité 
mondiale sur le Développement durable 
semble trahir un accord de façade. Un recul 
philosophique permet de se demander si le 
développement durable est une brillante 
idée nouvelle ou alors une nouvelle 
idéologie qui tente de manipuler les pays de 
la périphérie. La morale coresponsabiliste 
qu’enjoint le développement durable n’est-
elle pas une arnaque occidentale pour 
amadouer les pays du Sud afin de pouvoir 
au dépend de leur développement, préserver 
la biodiversité et réclamer la solidarité? Je 

postule alors la nécessité d’un travail de 
déligitimation de la manipulation du 
« greenwashing » essentiellement 
occidentalo-centriste, en donnant un 
nouveau sens à la croissance verte, celle de 
l’action écocentrique qui permet de penser 
un autre model de développement, 
pourvoyeur d’un véritable développement 
humain dans le respect de l’environnement. 

Introduction 
Lancé comme mot d'ordre il y a plus de 
vingt ans, le développement durable s'est 
imposé comme un des enjeux majeurs du 
XXe siècle. Souvent présenté comme 
solution aux problèmes qui se posent à 
l'humanité, il subit paradoxalement des 
remises en question du fait qu’il est greffé 
sur la reproduction ratée d'un modèle 
occidental, historiquement daté. Le 
développement soutenable comme on peut 
aussi le nommer, doit être avant tout vu 
comme une somme de questions 
énigmatiques: comment faire pour accroître 
le bien-être de la population mondiale, lutter 
contre les inégalités sociales et sauvegarder 
la dynamique de la biosphère? Ne faut-il pas 
plutôt penser en termes de décroissance, tout 
au moins dans les régions riches de la 
planète? Est-il possible de s'orienter vers la 
recherche de la réconciliation entre les 
exigences du développement économique et 
celles de la sauvegarde de l'environnement? 
Et plus anecdotique dans notre cas d’étude, 
on va se demander avec Sylvie Brunel, si le 
développement durable n'est pas qu’un 
cheval de Troie des pays du Nord pour 
dominer ceux du Sud, et remodeler les 
grandes zones d'influence des pays riches?  

Comprendre le développement durable 
comme une panacée nous enjoint d’abord à 
analyser la notion de croissance, 
successivement comme maîtrise du 
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développement et source des crises du 
surdéveloppement. Cette perte de la maîtrise 
du développement par la notion croissance 
instrumentale va exiger une réinvention du 
développement, qui se voudra désormais 
développement durable ou soutenanable. 
Seulement, cette nouvelle exigence 
envisagée suivant une rationalité 
occidentalo-centriste, ne sera opérante que 
dans sa version proactive et écocentrique. 

La croissance, ses avatars et la 
nécessité d’un changement de 
paradigme 
Le destin des humains semble s’écrire sur 
les courbes des économistes, ce qui arrime 
logiquement le bonheur des hommes à la 
prospérité, c’est-à-dire au développement de 
leurs sociétés, donc à la croissance 
ininterrompue. Développement et croissance 
apparaissent donc corrélés et nous enjoint à 
adopter un angle de vue étroitement 
économique et fortement lié à une 
appréciation occidentale des choses. Qu’est-
ce que le développement? Serait-il 
nécessairement économique dans son désir 
de donner le bonheur et la prospérité aux 
hommes? Comment s’orienter dans les 
débats ininterrompus sur le développement 
et la croissance face aux multiples actions 
entreprises au nom de ces concepts? 

1. La notion de développement et de

croissance  

Selon l’approche normative,i le 
développement c’est le progrès, l’essor en 
taille, en qualité, l’expansion, la 
propagation, le rayonnement. Se 
développer c’est atteindre un état plus 

avancé, plus près de la perfection. C’est le 
passage d’un état moindre à un état plus 
élaboré. Cependant, si le développement tel 
que défini apparait dans son sens commun 
comme l’action de se développer 
(organisme, organe), c’est-à-dire qui prend 
de l’extension, et dans son sens biologique, 
comme la succession des événements 
(phases et stades) par lesquels un organisme 
arrive à maturité, l’analogie de ces deux sens 
au niveau humain fait voir le développement 
comme essentiellement économique. C’est 
l’avoir qui permet le développement 
biologique harmonieux. Le développement 
est donc assimilé dans ce sens à un 
processus conduisant à l'amélioration du 
bien-être des humains. Ce développement 
dont le moyen reconnu est la croissance, 
rime beaucoup trop souvent avec production 
croissante de biens et de marchandises, 
adoptant ainsi un angle de vue étroitement 
économique. C’est de ce développement 
qu’il est question dans ce travail. 

Le développement tel que envisagée est une 
lutte pour la vie contre la mort. Comme tel il 
devient une obsession à conquérir l’avoir, 
celle qui doit préserver l’être en face de la 
mort ou tout au moins la retarder. Ce 
déploiement contre la mort se fait sur le 
linéairement du temps. Le développement 
devient donc le devenir dans son corolaire 
temps. Le paramètre temps quant-à elle va  
imposer au développement le passage d’un 
état inférieur à un état de perfection qui va 
s’appeler croissance.  

Il faut noter que le concept de croissance tire 
son origine dans la nature, du vivant et non 
dans l’économie. La phusis ou nature dérivé 
de phuein chez les grecs, comporte le terme 
de croissance. Comme chez Aristote, la 
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croissance concerne le vivant, ce qui croît, 
connaît un développement dans la perfection 
de sa forme, puis décroît, pour permettre un 
nouveau développement. C’est donc vers ce 
modèle du vivant que les économistes tirent 
leur principe de croissance et de 
développement. Cependant, la temporalité 
qui module la croissance peut 
malheureusement être interprétée de deux 
manières: selon un mouvement cyclique 
dont parle Aristote, comme dans la 
croissance naturelle ou selon un mouvement 
linéaire, comme action contre la mort. Cette 
dernière, contraire à la vision cyclique des 
sociétés humainesii introduite par la 
modernité va faire modifier radicalement la 
conception du développement. Désormais, le 
développement est connoté au concept du 
progrès avec pour soubassement l’idée de 
croissance infinie. Et tout ceux qui ne sont 
pas dans cette logique ou qui ne réussissent 
pas à intégrer ce temps linaire de la 
modernité sont indexés comme sociétés 
« sous-développées ».  

Ce développement est véhiculé par la 
technologie. Celle-ci est sensée conduire 
l’homme moderne vers un état meilleur, 
c’est-à-dire comme le suggérait 
l’Aufklärung, vers un état de bonheur par 
une verbesserung (amélioration) de la 
condition humaine. Cependant cette 
amélioration, mue par le temps linéaire va 
rompre net avec son origine naturelle. 
Désormais, le développement n’étant plus 
construit sur du naturel mais sur de 
l’artificiel, sera une conquête de la nature, 
c’est-à-dire une croissance dénaturée, 
faisant passer ainsi du qualitatif à l’idéologie 
du quantitatif.iii Une telle rationalité à travers 
laquelle la totalité du réel se voit soumis à 
l’objectivation n’est rien d’autre que la 
science moderne elle-même. L’homme doit 
« devenir maître et possesseur de la nature », 

afin d’accéder au progrès. Le mot 
« progrès » change alors définitivement son 
sens originel lié à la Vie pour s’identifie au 
seul progrès technique. La croissance 
économique, puisqu’il s’agit finalement 
d’elle, issue de la pensée mécaniste qui sera 
son corollaire, va tout simplement ignorer le 
paramètre nature. Or en séparant l’économie 
de la nature, on la coupe de la réalité. On 
produit une autre vision du développement: 
l’idéologie du consumérisme.  

Par ailleurs, la religion économistique mue 
par l’esprit du capitalisme qui est à l’origine 
de l’idéologie du consumériste enseigne et 
défend le dogme du développement comme 
croissance. Le développement est ici comme 
l’a définit Gilbert Rist, un « ensemble de 
pratiques parfois contradictoires qui, pour 
assurer la reproduction sociale, obligent à 
transformer et à détruire, de façon 
généralisée, le milieu naturel et les rapports 
sociaux en vue d’une production croissante 
de marchandises (biens et services) 
destinées, à travers l’échange, à la demande 
sociale » (Rist 2001). C’est sur ces 
entrefaites que le développement fait croire 
à l'avènement du bien-être pour tous, même 
si dans les pays du Sud, il était plutôt 
question de la lutte contre la pauvreté au lieu 
du développement. Toujours est-il que ce 
concept repose sur une croyance 
profondément ancrée dans l'imaginaire 
occidental. Et dans les termes d’Edgar 
Morin, dans Terre-patrie, il est clair qu’« au 
fondement de l’idée maîtresse de 
développement, il y a le paradigme 
occidental du progrès » (Morin 1993).  

2. Les avatars d’un mythe occidental et
la nécessité de repenser le 
développement 

Gilbert Rist a pensé le développement tel 
qu’il se présente à nous aujourd’hui, comme 
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la résultante d’un mythe occidental. En effet 
pour lui, il se trouve qu’au cœur du 
dispositif occidental, existe une idée que 
l’histoire de l’humanité est faite sur le 
linéairement du temps. Ainsi, le 
développement des sociétés, des 
connaissances et de la richesse, 
correspondent à un principe « naturel » 
autodynamique (Rist 2001). Ce 
développement tel qu’il est véhiculé, est la 
métaphore de la nature. Le champ de la 
science et finalement de la technoscience qui 
la précède, sont coextentif à celui la nature 
comme chez Aristote. Nature en tant que 
dérivée de phuein signifie croître, se 
développer (Aristote 1014b, 1015a). 
Concevoir l’Histoire en marche vers une fin 
c’est entrevoir le devenir de l’humanité dans 
une procession dialectique.  

L’Histoire évolue et progresse en 
surmontant ses contradictions par des 
ruptures épistémologiques. Cette histoire 
conçue comme suivant un fil directeur est 
irréversible, c’est pourquoi chez Fukuyama, 
la linéarité implique la progression et exclut 
tout recommencement. Ainsi pour lui « La 
compréhension scientifique de la nature 
n’est ni cyclique ni aléatoire; l’humanité ne 
revient pas périodiquement au même état 
d’ignorance primitive et les résultats de la 
science physique moderne ne sont pas 
soumis aux seuls caprices de l’homme » 
(Fukuyama 1992, 98). C’est bien du principe 
naturel qu’est construite la conception 
moderne du développement. Ainsi, de même 
que dans le développement d’un organisme, 
le développement va comporter quatre 
caractéristiques fondamentales, la 
directionnalité (la croissance a un sens et un 
but); la continuité (la nature ne fait pas de 
saut); la cumulativité (chaque étape nouvelle 
dépend de la précédente); 
l’irréversibilité (lorsqu’une étape est 

franchie, le retour en arrière n’est pas 
possible) (Rist 2001, 50). Cette vision qui 
s’oppose au principe cyclique du 
naturalisme a constitué le soubassement de 
l’arrogance occidentale envers les peuples 
vivant en pleine immersion dans le cycle 
naturel. C’est un effet de l’arrogance 
occidentale que de considérer la société 
moderne comme différente des autres, sous 
prétexte qu’elle serait sécularisée et 
rationnelle.  

Les implications d’une telle conception de 
l’histoire sur la technocience furent 
théorisées par Descartesiv et Bacon.v Ceux-ci 
ont vu en la science, le pouvoir que 
l’homme aura de transformer la nature à son 
avantage. Les Lumières avec sa notion de 
progrès de l’humanité rendront cette 
transformation inexorable. C’est le XIXe 
siècle avec son positivisme et son scientisme 
qui confirmera dans les faits par 
l’industrialisme ces visions soutenues par 
Auguste Comte et par Saint-Simon. Ce 
développement, visant une croissance 
soutenue, peut donc être définit, au-delà de 
tous les affrontements idéologiques qu'il a 
suscités, comme l'enclenchement d'un 
processus d'enrichissement et de 
diversification croissante des activités 
économiques mis au service de l'élévation 
du niveau de vie d'une société. Seulement, 
cette poursuite de la croissance, aidée par la 
révolution industrielle, va permettre à 
l'Occident d’entrer dans une ère 
d'abondance. En conséquence, pour Rostow 
in Les Étapes de la croissance économique 
(1958), c’est l’ère de la consommation de 
masse qui va prendre la place, c’est aussi ce 
que Calbraith pense in L’ère de l’opulence 
(Calbraith J., 1961). Le type d’homme qui 
en sort est cet homme unidimensionnel dont 
a théorisé Herbert Marcuse (1968). 
Seulement, deux siècles plus tard, on est à la 

8



William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

porte de l'épuisement des énergies fossiles 
(charbon, gaz, pétrole), on assiste au 
réchauffement climatique, à la pollution des 
milieux naturels, à la destruction des 
écosystèmes, à la désertification, et aux ratés 
du modèle technologique des années 80 par 
ses catastrophes: Seveso en 1979, Bhopal en 
1984, Tchernobyl en 1986, Fukushima en 
2011,… L'accroissement des inégalités 
planétaires sont aussi autant de marques de 
ce développement raté.  

L’homme – l’occidental – est devenu maître 
et possesseur de la nature. Cependant, cette 
maîtrise et cette possession de la nature n’est 
pas sans dommages sur l’environnement 
comme pouvait l’entrevoir Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, qui ne voyait pas seulement dans 
l’action transformatrice de l’homme des 
gains, mais aussi des pertes.vi C’est 
justement à cause de ces pertes que le 
monde vit une situation de crise 
incommensurable provoquée par les progrès 
technoscientifiques, qui ont des effets 
irréversibles sur la nature: « La nature ne 
peut excéder son essence, qui est la vie. Or 
la menace sur la vie de la nature est 
aujourd’hui réalité. Le progrès peut devenir 
un crime contre l’humanité » (Morin & Naïr  
1997, 203). Tout semble se passer dans cette 
vision du développement comme si 
l’humain par les découvertes qu’il opère 
pour mieux vivre est paradoxalement entrain 
de fournir les armes de sa propre 
destruction. G. Marcel pourrait donc dire par 
sa notion de « technique 
d’avilissement » que la technique, loin de 
procurer le bonheur à l’homme est un 
instrument fabriqué, inventé par l’homme 
pour lutter contre l’humain, il est un obstacle 
sur la voie qui nous conduit à un humanisme 
vrai. Il menace les conditions d'existence 
pacifique de l'humanité (Gauchet 1951). Et 
c’est sur ce fond de catastrophe possible, 

que se construit une importante prise de 
conscience mondiale sur le devenir de 
l’humanité. D’où la prise de conscience des 
sociétés industrielles des ratés de leur 
progrès et la nécessité de changer de 
paradigme (Bourg & Rayssac 2006), lequel 
paradigme requière une éthique nouvelle; 
celle qu’on va allégrement appeler le 
développement durable. 

Le développement durable: un 
marketing greenwashing 
Cette vision du développement qui se fonde 
sur un univers mental doctrinaire, linéaire, 
quantifié, unidimensionnel, selon les dires 
de Morin, a perdu toute crédibilité (Morin & 
Naïr 1997, 113). Il faut la dépasser. La 
dépasser ou la restructurer? La dépasser 
c’est renoncer aux acquis en terme de niveau 
de vie, c’est virer vers la décroissance. Cette 
alternative est erronée et délétère pour 
l’occident. Comment changer de mode de 
vie? Il faut continuer avec la croissance et la 
soutenir, mais restructurer le développement 
en passant à un mode calé sur une prise de 
conscience du fonctionnement systémique 
de l’économie. Cette vision conduit à l’idée 
du développement durable. Toutefois, 
comment concevoir une croissance soutenue 
dans un processus de développement 
durable (développement soutenable)? Parler 
de croissance soutenue et invoquer la 
nécessité d’un développement durable 
semble contradictoire. La première 
expression est logiquement inséparable de 
l’idée de progrès selon la vision linéaire. Le 
deuxième terme implique un plus grand 
souci de responsabilité, celle d’un 
changement de paradigme. Entre les mots et 
les choses, n’est-il pas urgent de déceler ce 
leurre grossier que de donner à croire que 
l’accroissement du profit puisse être 
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responsable? N’est-ce pas là juste un 
principe du greenwashing?vii 

1. Fondement du développement
durable 

Le développement durable va faire suite au 
développement dont l’édifice doctrinal de la 
croissance a débuté à se craqueler quand des 
doutes sérieux ont commencé à être 
nettement formulés; on peut alors 
comprendre dans quel contexte étaient 
rédigés les conclusions du Rapport 
Meadows (1972)viii et celui du Rapport 
Brundtland (1987),ix qui provoquera une 
meilleure prise de conscience sur la question 
d’un développement durable. 

Le développement durable, pour faire simple 
est: « Un développement qui répond aux 
besoins présents sans compromettre la 
capacité des générations futures de répondre 
aux leurs ». Il reprend trois principes que 
Hans Jonas développait dans son œuvre 
majeure (Jonas 1984, 39): le principe de 
responsabilité, qui consiste à mettre en 
œuvre une responsabilité humaine 
environnementale pour l’ensemble des 
activités et décisions techniques; le principe 
de précaution, qui permet de prévenir tout 
risque, en allant au delà des lois en vigueur; 
et le principe de transparence, qui vise à 
informer, contribuer à la vulgariser des 
observations des faits et accroître la 
visibilité de l’information. Cet ouvrage de 
Hans est tout à fait symbolique de la prise de 
conscience qui a lieu aujourd’hui sur la 
question du développement. Mais, cela est 
insuffisant pour changer le cours du 
développement. 

C’est donc parce qu’il est clair que le monde 
vit une situation de crise incommensurable 
provoquée par les progrès 
technoscientifiques, qui ont des effets 

irréversibles sur la nature, que va se 
construire une importante prise de 
conscience mondiale sur le devenir de 
l’humanité. Cette prise de conscience 
souhaite vivement une « transformation de 
l'essence de l'agir humain » (Jonas 1984). 
Du moment où l'homme a la puissance 
matérielle de détruire l'humanité ou plutôt 
les conditions de vie d'une humanité future, 
il a en même temps de nouvelles obligations 
morales, celle de la responsabilité qu’à 
chaque être humain envers l’avenir. Le 
développement durable que consacre le 
Rapport Brundtland doublé des Sommets de 
la Terre de Rio (1992) de Johannesburg 
(2002) et de Copenhague (2009), s’impose 
comme une sinécure pour le monde 
d’aujourd’hui.  

Seulement, il se trouve que la 
« gouvernance » mondiale sur tous les 
sujets, en particulier sur les global commons, 
a des conséquences institutionnelles sur la 
politique intérieure des États. Du moment 
que le développement durable est devenu 
une injonction mondiale, les dangers 
qu’entraînent les pratiques polluantes, la 
destruction des ressources naturelles, 
l’érosion de la biodiversité sont des objectifs 
du combat éthique mondial. Le Nord comme 
le Sud doit faire des concessions pour 
sauvegarder our common future. C’est 
pourquoi du moralisme technophobe qui 
culpabilise les occidentaux sur leur 
puissance, pour les maintenir dans les 
soumissions symboliques du genre: « vous 
êtes coupables, alors changer de mode de 
vie ! », on va aboutir à un moralisme 
coresponsabiliste, qui tente de culpabiliser 
les pays du Sud par le fait de leur 
démographie dite galopante, et de leur désir 
de suivre les pistes du développement du 
Nord, par le transfert des technologies. Dans 
tout ce branlebas, il devient difficile à 
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démêler le symbolique du pragmatique; le 
symbolique soupçonné d’étouffer le 
pragmatique et l’institutionnel dans les 
aspirations légitimes des peuples. Doit-on 
sacrifier le développement technologique de 
l’Afrique pour sauvegarder les générations 
futures? Et si les préoccupations de l’avenir 
éclipsaient les préoccupations du présent, 
involontairement, par obsession 
futurologique ou volontairement par 
manipulation, dans le sens où les problèmes 
de notre avenir commun sont tellement 
graves qu’on n’a pas besoin de rajouter les 
« petits problèmes existentiels » présents et 
réels des pays pauvres? Le concept du 
développement durable pose finalement en 
philosophie un problème de la futurologie, 
de ruse de la raison et de justice 
environnementale.  

2. Le développement durable, une
nouvelle arnaque occidentale 

Nous-nous sommes demandé avec Sylvie 
Brunel à l’introduction de ces propos si le 
développement durable n'était pas qu'un 
cheval de Troie des pays du Nord pour 
dominer ceux du Sud, et remodeler les 
grandes zones d'influence des pays riches. 
D’ailleurs, « le succès même de l’expression 
la rend suspecte. Trop d’unanimité trahit un 
accord de façade, une expression qui est 
plus un slogan qu’un cadre cohérent et 
efficace pour l’action publique » 
(Lascoumes 2001, 561-70). 

Il faut remarquer que les définitions du 
développement durable (celle du rapport 
Brundtland (1987) comme celle de la 
Déclaration de Rio (1992) n’emploient pas 
le terme « nature », et ne parlent de 
l’environnement que comme d’un « besoin 
»: elles sont indiscutablement 
anthropocentriques, et n’envisagent que la 
valeur instrumentale de la nature (le besoin 

des « ressources naturelles »), nullement sa 
valeur intrinsèque. Faut-il en conclure, que 
la victoire du principe du développement 
durable s’accompagne d’un abandon des 
objectifs les plus radicaux de protection de 
la nature et que celle-ci est finalement 
sacrifiée à l’égoïsme humain, l’égoïsme 
occidental? 

De plus, les bonnes intentions issues d’une 
écologie de la pensée du développement 
durable font l’objet d’une récupération 
idéologique dans le système de la 
consommation de masse et du profit qui est 
caractéristique de la société occidentale. Le 
monde des affaires déploie une rhétorique 
très habile pour nous persuader que le terme 
développement durable n’est rien d’autre 
qu’une reformulation de la « croissance ». 
Cette expression semble donc être un 
subterfuge, une ruse pour légitimer 
moralement une gestion avide des 
ressources de la Terre. On estampille à tour 
de bras des initiatives du label 
« développement durable », alors qu’en 
réalité on ne modifie par d’un pouce la 
prédation de la nature. Bref, au final, le 
développement durable devient un bon 
concept publicitaire qu’on nomme 
greenwashing (lavage vert). Il sert à vendre, 
à promouvoir et à gagner des parts de 
marché. Il est devenu une vitrine 
idéologique.  

Cependant, sachant que le niveau de vie des 
pays industrialisés n'est pas généralisable à 
l'ensemble de la planète. Cette menace sans 
cesse proférée, (ainsi que sa 
variante « imaginez si chaque Chinois 
possédait sa voiture »), n’a pu que plonger 
l’occident dans la perplexité. Faut-il en 
déduire que l’occident a conclu qu'il est 
urgent de mettre un frein brutal au décollage 
économique du Sud, confortant ainsi les 
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théories de Thomas Malthus selon lesquelles 
« le droit d'être nourri ne peut appartenir à 
tous »? De plus, le principe 
pollueur/payeur,x qui sûrement permet à 
l’occident de maintenir son niveau actuel de 
développement en accordant une pitance au 
marginalisée de l'économie mondiale, est-
elle opérante et juste? Il est donc clair que la 
belle rhétorique du développement durable 
est simplement une résurgence de l’esprit du 
capitalisme en œuvre dans l’inconscient de 
la rationalité de la croissance. Que faire 
donc pour sortir de cette soumission 
symbolique et donner un nouveau sens au 
développement soutenable qui soit calqué 
sur le model véritable du vivant, c’est-à-dire 
de la physus? 

Pour une action écocentrique 
 Le développement durable étant décrypté, il 
reste que nous proposions une nouvelle 
manière de penser le développement. Celle-
ci résistera-t-elle au choc des consciences 
acquises aux progrès technologiques, aux 
avantages d’un niveau de vie élevé? Que 
peut-on apporter de nouveau dans ce 
domaine? Une lecture éthique du 
fonctionnement de la nature peut-elle 
prétendre se substituer au développement 
avec croissance ininterrompue? 

1. Le développement dans sa dimension
cyclolinéaire 

Nous avons montré que le concept de 
croissance dans les sociétés dites modernes 
était construit sur un temps linéaire, d’où 
cette rationalité prédatrice du 
surdévéloppement avec toutes les 
conséquences qu’elle a engendré. Il est 
désormais urgent de construire une nouvelle 
systématisation historique qui intègre 

linéarisme et cyclisme dans un processus 
dialectique. Le raisonnement par récurrence 
permet de poser ce postulat: tout avance 
dialectiquement dans notre monde. Or, il 
existe dans ce mouvement dialectique deux 
conceptions du temps. L’une est celle du 
temps linéaire irréversible et l’autre celle du 
temps cyclique à recommencement radical. 
D’emblée considérées comme 
contradictoires, elles ne le sont pas vraiment. 

Le temps cyclique qui se présente comme 
une force contraire au temps linéaire 
(Rousseau 1965), a pour but de «rappeler à 
l’ordre, la tentation libertaire » (Eschbach 
2014) du libéralisme dans sa croissance 
ininterrompue. D’ailleurs, dans le mythe du 
bon sauvage, Rousseau tente un retour au 
temps primitif dépouillé des ravages de la 
science. En effet, la conquête effrénée des 
découvertes scientifiques a obscurci tout 
espoir de revivre la bonté de l’état de nature. 
À la différence des cosmogonies archaïques, 
Rousseau est conscient du temps concret 
historique et son attitude nostalgique qui 
veut conduire au bon sauvage, a une 
signification dans le devenir de l’humanité. 
Il ne s’agit donc pas dans son cas comme 
dans le nôtre, d’une répétition des 
archétypes, ou un cyclisme primaire du 
genre biocentrique,xi mais par le principe de 
ruse de la raison dialectique, le système 
cyclique doit concourir à recadrer le sens de 
l’histoire à travers des régressions et des 
progressions. C’est un effort optimiste dans 
la défense contre les crises de l’écoulement 
temporel.  

Apparemment, le développement dans sa 
vision linaire était construit sur le principe 
naturel de la physus aristotélicienne. C’est 
de ce modèle naturel que les économistes 
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tiraient leur principe de croissance et de 
développement. Seulement, il y a lieu de 
noter qu’il y a continuité et rupture entre 
Aristote et les Modernes. Continuité dans la 
manière de considérer le « développement » 
comme « naturel » et nécessaire, et rupture 
dans l’abandon de la notion de croissance 
infinie, ce qui évacue la notion de linéaire au 
profit d’une lecture cyclique de l’histoire 
universelle. Le champ de la science qui est 
coextentif à celui la nature chez Aristote, 
reste bien différente de celui qu’on lui donne 
aujourd’hui. La nature dérivée du grec 
phuein signifie croître, se développer, mais 
reste dans la théorie des cycles; ce qui naît, 
grandit et atteint sa maturité finit aussi par 
décliner et mourir, dans un perpétuel 
recommencement. Ainsi se trouve résolue 
l’interrogation fondamentale du changement 
et l’incessant retour du même (Aristote, 
Livre V, 1014b, 1015a). Cette continuité et 
rupture permet de corréler les deux 
dimensions du temps dans un temps 
cyclolinéaire.  

2. L’écocentrisme développemental

La nécessité d’une nouvelle éthique qui soit 
moins anthropocentrée s’impose alors. Cette 
éthique développementale c’est 
l’écocentrisme. Elle se démarque du 
biocentrisme par le fait qu’elle n’est pas 
embrigadée dans un cyclisme primordial, 
mais dans une vision cyclolinéaire. En effet, 
le biocentrisme veut mettre fin à 
l’anthropocentrisme des valeurs (Afeissa 
2007, 96) et apporter des solutions durables 
aux problèmes écologiques.  

L’écocentrisme tout comme le biocentrisme 
se construit sur le renversement de 
l’antropocentrisme des valeurs. Il crée une 
théorie de la valeur intrinsèque des entités 
du monde naturel. C’est un programme qui 
vise l’intérêt de l’homme et de la nature et 

se construit sur l’échec des philosophies 
traditionnelles à fonder un devoir moral à 
l’égard des entités non humaines de la 
nature. Contrairement au biocentrisme, 
l’éthique écocentrique se présente comme 
une éthique conséquentialiste, c’est-à-dire 
une éthique dont le critère d’appréciation de 
ce qui doit être fait se mesure à ses 
conséquences par rapport au bien de 
l’ensemble. Aldo Leopold est le fondateur 
de ce courant philosophique qui a pour but 
d’élargir la communauté éthique à l’eau, aux 
plantes aux animaux ou collectivement à la 
terre. Son principe fondamental s’énonce 
comme suit: « Une chose est juste 
lorsqu’elle tend à préserver l’intégrité, la 
stabilité et la beauté de la communauté 
biotique, et injuste lorsqu’elle tend à autre 
chose » (Aldo 1995, 58). 

Dans le même sillage, le philosophe Holmes 
Rolston III et Baird Callicott, dans leur 
procédé écocentrique, vont dans sa lutte 
contre l’antropocentrisme moderne, refuser 
d’exclure totalement l’homme du champ 
prééminent des valeurs, comme c’est le cas 
du biocentrisme. La nouvelle éthique 
écocentrique doit déconstruire la 
détermination métaphysique de la 
subjectivité cartésienne afin de construire 
une théorie objective de la valeur intrinsèque 
des entités du monde naturel (Afeissa 2007, 
102). Cette vision ne relègue nullement 
l’homme au niveau des entités biotiques par 
un égalitarisme normatif. Ici l’homme est 
désormais valeur dans une éthique 
anthropogéniquexii et non antropocentrée 
(Afeissa 2007, 158). Callicott théorise cette 
vision davantage par une analyse 
métaéthique. Par le truchement des preuves 
phénoménologiques et téléologiques, il 
justifie la valeur intrinsèque de la nature. Le 
cadre de cet article est restreint pour 
esquisser son déploiement. Cependant, ces 
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analyses conditionnent l’adoption d’une 
attitude authentique du respect de la nature 
par la capacité de chaque agent à 
universaliser les normes de son action, 
comme dans le kantisme.  

À cet effet, l’analyse métaéthique de 
Callicott permet de montrer qu’il ya des 
philosophies qui tout en s’exprimant dans le 
cadre des exigences de la métaphysique 
moderne, affirme inconsciemment l’idée 
d’une valeur intrinsèque dans la nature. 
C’est le cas de Kant dans les Fondements de 
la métaphysique des mœurs, lorsqu’il 
affirme:  

Mais supposez qu’il y ait quelque chose 
dont l’existence en soi-même ait une 
valeur absolue, quelque chose qui, 
comme fin en soi, pourrait être un 
principe de lois déterminées, (…) c’est-à-
dire comme quelque chose qui ne peut 
pas être employé simplement comme 
moyen, quelque chose qui par suite limite 
d’autant toute faculté d’agir comme bon 
nous semble (et qui est un objet de 
respect). Ce ne sont donc pas là des fins 
simplement subjectives, dont l’existence, 
comme effet de notre action, à une valeur 
pour nous: ce sont des fins objectives, 
c’est-à-dire des choses dont l’existence 
est une fin soi-même (Kant 1792, 39-40).  

Ces fins objectives qui sont des fins en soi-
même, se trouvent dans le principe d’un 
impératif catégorique possible, c’est-à-dire 
d’une loi pratique qui peut consister en le 
respect de la communauté biotique comme 
valeur intrinsèque dans les actions de 
développement. La transition de 
l’anthropocentrisme kantien ou plus 
exactement le ratiocentrisme, comme le 
préfère Callicott à l’écocentrisme se fait par 
un processus systémique qui attribue une 
valeur à la nature et décentre le sujet 

cartésien. L’homme n’est donc plus la 
mesure de toute chose. Son développement 
doit se faire en rapport à la communauté 
biotique. 

Le développement dans cette version 
écocentrique se nourri donc du linéarisme et 
du cyclisme. L’hypothèse cyclolinéaire 
devient une hypothèse de la convergence. Le 
conséquentialisme ici s’interroge sur les 
conditions de validité prescriptive des 
commandements moraux qui dissocie les 
intérêts que les agents peuvent avoir à 
accomplir leur devoir, et qui conditionne 
l’adoption d’une attitude authentique de 
respect de la nature par la capacité de 
chaque agent à universaliser les normes de 
son action, en recherchant des conséquence 
jugée bonne sur le bonheur du plus grand 
nombre. Le plus grand nombre intégrant ici 
toute la communauté biotique. Cette vision, 
implicitement construite, va suivre deux 
thématiques qui s’imposent à la méditation 
anthropologique et juridique. Il y a d’abord 
la dimension essentielle du progrès qui ne 
consiste plus désormais à dresser l’homme 
contre la nature afin de la dominer; le 
progrès se conquiert désormais dans 
l’interférence des oppositions (Goyard-
Fabre 1996, 242). Il y a ensuite, 
l’organisation cosmopolitique de la planète 
des hommes que le dessein de la nature 
parait charrier à travers l’espèce humaine 
dans toutes ses différences. Cette 
construction éthique et historique qui lie 
l’écocentrisme au cyclolinéarisme va rendre 
possible ce que j’appelle une action 
écocentrique qui se concrétise en deux 
points: un développement écocentrique et 
une justice environnementale. 

Le développement écocentrique ne suggère 
pas un retour en arrière dans une vie 
purement naturaliste comme c’est le cas du 
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biocentrisme, c’est-à-dire penser une 
décroissance totale. Il suffit d’envisager 
l’économie comme le service de la vie, dans 
un sens qualitatif et de cesser de le 
confondre avec le concept de la croissance 
économique, qui mise sur l’accumulation 
objective. Cet essai d'interprétation du 
principe intégrateur de l'éthique économique 
basé sur un temps cyclolinéaire permet de 
penser un autre model de développement, 
pourvoyeur d’un véritable développement 
humain dans le respect de l’environnement. 
Cette construction peut s’apparenter à ce que 
Prades appelle l’ « esprit de l'écologisme », 
différente de l’esprit du développement 
durable actuel, suite logique de « l’esprit du 
capitalisme » wébérien (Weber 1964).  

La justice environnementale va s'intéresser à 
la critique sociale des rapports de pouvoir 
entre les humains, étroitement liés aux 
problématiques environnementales. Face 
aux échecs du développement dans les pays 
de la périphérie, la justice environnementale 
axée sur les valeurs de solidarité, d'équité, et 
de dignité, va s'intéresser aux rapports de 
pouvoir et à l'injustice associée à la 
discrimination entre nations riches et nations 
pauvres. Bien que se soit l’Occident qui soit 
en très grande partie responsable de cette 
crise environnementale, la solution pollueur-
payeur qui expose clairement cette question 
de l’injustice environnementale, va trouver 
des alternatives éthiques durables. 
L’ « autre » n’étant pas un moyen, sa 
considérabilité morale dans la perspective 
écocentrique se trouve réconfortée.  

Cette perspective si on veut la nommer 
développement durable, va ainsi concilier 
les nécessités économiques du 
développement, les exigences de la justice 
sociale (l’équité) et le souci de 
l’environnement. Étendant la responsabilité 

aux « générations futures », bien au-delà des 
anticipations économiques habituelles. Elle 
prendra aussi en compte les tensions et les 
inégalités actuelles entre le Nord et le Sud. 
D’ailleurs et paradoxalement, même 
l’utilitariste occidental John Stuart Mill, 
indique que la non croissance du capital 
n’est pas incompatible avec 
l’épanouissement de la liberté individuelle et 
n’implique pas la fin du progrès, le véritable 
développement ne sera possible que « 
quand, avec de bonnes institutions, 
l’humanité sera guidée par une judicieuse 
prévoyance, que les conquêtes faites sur les 
forces de la nature par l’intelligence et 
l’énergie des explorateurs scientifiques 
deviendront la propriété commune de 
l’espèce et un moyen d’améliorer et d’élever 
le sort de tous » (Mill 1953, 297), et 
j’ajoute, dans le respect même de cette 
nature. 

Conclusion 
Il faut changer la manière dont se posent les 
questions du développement durable. Tout 
en gardant l'esprit de la question, il faut 
oublier son conditionnement conceptuel qui 
se confond et se transforme en objet 
marketing. Maîtriser notre maîtrise comme 
le suggère Olivier Godard (Godard 1997, 
112), c’est non seulement changer le régime 
de la maîtrise dont l’occident s’en est fait le 
représentant assermenté, mais c’est passer à 
une éthique développementale qui doit 
prendre en compte la communauté biotique 
comme digne de considérabilité morale. Il 
s’agit donc de quitter la perspective 
antrhopocentrique pour épouser une 
perspective anthropogénique dans un 
fondement cyclolinaéaire. Cette éthique 
biocentrique peut dans l’anticipation, 
imposer des limites à l’action non 
conséquentialiste à la communauté biotique, 
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par la contribution à une éthique de la 
responsabilité et de la précaution. 
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End Notes 
1 C’est une approche qui décrit le monde tel qu’il 
devrait être, c’est le reflet d’opinions 
personnelles, elle est élaborée à partir d’une 
synergie d'éléments locaux et extra-locaux 
(moyens humains, matériels, financiers, 
symboliques) dans un secteur défini selon 
certains principes et objectifs). 

2 Il s’agit ici des sociétés que Popper qualifie de 
« société close », in La Société ouverte et ses 
ennemis. 

3 Je conteste ici l’analyse de Joseph Schumpeter 
(1912) The Theory of Economic Development, 
Cambridge, Harvard University Press, reprise par 
Franck-Dominique Vivien dans son article 
« Jalons pour une histoire de la notion de 
développement durable » in Mondes en 
Développement, Vol.31-2003/1-n°121, qui 
segmente le développement de la croissance en 
leur associant respectivement le qualitatif et le 
quantitatif. 

4 L’on voit aisément l'origine de la crise 
écologique chez Descartes selon qui, l'homme 
devait se « rendre maître et possesseur de la 
nature » (Discours de la méthode, sixième partie, 
lettre à Morus du 5 février 1649). 

5 Bacon, Novum Organon, I, 10, 24, 98. II, 6; Du 
progrès et de la promotion des savoirs. 

6 Cf. Discours sur l'origine et les fondements de 
l’inégalité parmi les hommes. 

7 Traduction: lavage vert. Principe qui consiste à 
justifier que son action est conforme aux 
prescriptions du développement durable. Dans 
l’industrie, c’est la possibilité recyclable du 
produit. 

8 Rapport Meadows (1972) rédigé par des 
experts du M.I.T (Massachussetts Institute of 
Technology), était une simulation théorique sur 
le titre « The limits to growth. Ce rapport conclue 
que le système mondial va à une crise majeure et 
qui le détruira dans moins de 100 ans. Seul un 
modèle du monde qui soit soutenable 
(sustainable), ne s’effondre pas et est capable de 
satisfaire les besoins matériels de tous. 

9 Rapport Brundtland dont titre est : Our common 
future / Notre avenir à tous, est un rapport publié 
par la Commission mondiale sur 
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l’Environnement et le Développement. Présidé 
par la Norvégienne Gro Harlem Brundtland, Il 
est l’acte de naissance le plus consensuel du 
Développement Durable. 

10 Principe énoncé par l'article L 110-1 du Code 
de l'Environnement selon lequel les frais 
résultant des mesures de prévention, de réduction 
et de lutte de la pollution doivent être pris en 
charge par le pollueur. Le principe pollueur-
payeur a été adopté par l’OCDE en 1972, en tant 
que principe économique visant l’imputation des 
coûts associés à la lutte contre la pollution. Ce 
principe est un des principes essentiels qui 
fondent les politiques environnementales dans 
les pays développés. Il a été associé au code 
carbone qui donne un quota d’émission à chaque 
pays, l’excédent pouvant être revendu à un pays 
plus industrialisé, c’est-à-dire plus pollueur. 
L'Afrique dans ce principe peut sur le marché du 
carbone, financer son action «verte» en vendant 
au Nord son droit de polluer. 

11 Le biocentrisme confère à la vie comme telle 
une valeur moralement contraignante, mais 
refuse toute linéarité et se cabre sur le cyclisme 
primaire. 

12 Holmes Rolston II, « la valeur dans la nature et 
la nature dans la valeur », in Afeissa, op. cit., p. 
158. La valeur antrhropogénique fourni à 
l’homme qui valorise, des raisons de valoriser la 
nature de manière intrinsèque (cf. Callicot, « La 
valeur intrinsèque dans la nature, une analyse 
métaéthique », p. 203). Le qualificatif 
anthropogénique s'emploie pour expliquer que 
les résultats constatés sont dus à l'activité 
humaine. L'Homme est donc capable d'une 
considérabilité morale envers la communauté 
biotique, mais n’est plus le centre pour lequel 
cette communauté doit être instrumentalisée. 
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IN RECENT YEARS, THE PHRASE 
“INCARNATIONAL MINISTRY” has entered 
the Christian vernacular as a method of 
engaging in urban ministry. Christian 
communities seeking to serve the city draw 
upon the example of Jesus. Jesus abandoned 
the heavenly places and relocated to earth 
and made his dwelling among us. Jesus’ 
incarnation becomes the theological motif 
for Christians who relocate to the city to 
minister in the city. The motif of 
incarnational ministry can provide a 
powerful theological motivation but can also 
be misappropriated. This essay explores the 
potential misapplication of the theology of 
the incarnation in the context of urban 
ministry and offers interpretations of the 
incarnation that seeks to strengthen the 
practices of the urban church. 

How Do We View the City? 

One of the difficulties in engaging the topic 
of incarnational urban ministry is defining 
the terms urban and city. If we were to draw 
upon the range of options found in Western 
thought for the definition of the city, we 

would be hard-pressed to determine one 
specific definition that is commonly and 
consistently used. One approach to the city 
in Western thought is the depiction of the 
city in abstract terms. The ability to define 
the city in abstract terms allows those who 
engage the city potentially to redefine the 
city on their own terms. 

While cities certainly existed prior to the 
Greeks, it is in the Greek word for the city, 
polis, where the city begins to mean more 
than simply the collection of citizens in a 
defined physical location: “The Greek word 
for city, polis, meant far more to an 
Athenian . . . than a place on the map; it 
meant the place where people achieve unity” 
(Sennett 1994, 39). Aristotle, in particular, 
begins to expand the definition of the city 
beyond the physical and the material. For 
Aristotle, the polis is not so much a location 
bound by geography but a destination, the 
end goal of human endeavor. Human 
partnerships and cooperation should move 
towards the authoritative good of all. “As we 
see that every city is a society and every 
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society is established for some good 
purpose” (Aristotle 1912, book 1, chapter 1). 

The end goal of the polis is not simply life 
lived in the context of a particular location. 
The polis is both the concrete concept of a 
political entity but also the abstract concept 
for collective human life and a socio-
political entity. Aristotle states:  

It is evident that this is the principle upon 
which they are every one founded, and this 
is more especially true of that which has for 
its object the best possible, and is itself the 
most excellent, and comprehends all the rest. 
Now this is called a city, and the society 
thereof a political society (Aristotle 1912, 
book 1, chapter 1).  

Because of the heavily symbolic nature of 
the city, the city comes to represent more 
than its actual physical reality. It comes to 
represent the collective human endeavor.  

The ongoing influence of Aristotle in urban 
thought is the abstraction of the city, not 
simply as a gathering of people within a 
geographic boundary but as the locus of 
human activity. The Greeks see the positive 
potential and direction of the city as a 
gathering of humanity moving towards a 
virtuous telos. As the culmination of human 
activity, the city has the great potential to 
embody the best of human life but also the 
worst. Western thought embodies both 
expressions. 

Augustine follows suit in using the term city 
as an abstraction. For Augustine, the human 
city is the secular realm, existing in stark 
contrast to the city of God. The two cities 
stand in opposition to one another. The 
realm of the city of God is the realm of 
God’s dominion and authority. The human 
city is the work of human hands. Human 

cities, therefore, are viewed with a degree of 
suspicion. Since the true city of God is not 
being built in the earthly realm but in the 
heavenly realm, the earthly expression of a 
city would not yield the city of God. As 
Augustine writes:  

The earthly city was created by self-love 
reaching the point of contempt for God, 
the Heavenly City by the love of God 
carried as far as contempt of self. In fact, 
the earthly city glories in itself, the 
Heavenly City glories in the Lord. The 
former looks for glory from men, the 
latter finds its highest glory in God 
(Augustine 1972, 593).  

As Luke Bretherton summarizes, “For 
Augustine, the only true society and true 
peace exist in the city of God” (Bretherton 
2010, 83).  

The cities of the earth stand in for the 
kingdom of earth, resulting in a rejection of 
the city as a potential site of redemption or 
as a location worth redeeming. In Augustine, 
there is the rejection of loyalty towards the 
earthly city and an embracing of loyalty to 
the heavenly city. Augustine’s development 
of a contrasting framework between God’s 
city and the human city furthers the abstract 
understanding of the city. The city is more 
than a location. It is a summary of human 
life or the transcendent work of God outside 
of the realm of the flesh. In Augustine’s 
framework, the virtuous city of God is not 
found in the earthly realm.  

The advent of the industrial age meant that 
the city arrived as both an elevated and 
abstract philosophical and sociological 
concept and a heightened reality in everyday 
life. There would be an increasing 
awareness of both the positive potential of 
the city and the potential danger of the city. 
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Industrialization meant that populations 
would increasingly move in greater numbers 
from an agrarian and rural setting to an 
industrial and urban setting.  

In the twentieth century, the Augustinian 
perception of this division between the 
ungodly, secular culture and a contrasting 
godly culture widens. Exasperating the 
assumptions of this demarcation is the rapid 
proliferation of cities, the explosion of the 
global urban population, and the rapid 
shifting of populations towards the city. 
These drastic changes contribute to the sense 
of distinction and separation between the 
city and non-city regions. The sense of 
contrast and conflict deepens between the 
two worlds. This dichotomy has a 
problematic application in many Christian 
circles. The city can be viewed as the center 
of all that is wrong with the world, while the 
suburbs can be seen as what is right with the 
world. 

For theologians Harvey Cox and Jacques 
Ellul, the city is often equivalent to culture, 
or, at minimum, the sum total of human 
endeavor. In a sense, both Cox and Ellul 
reflect the Aristotelian perspective that the 
city is the sum total of human life. The two 
theologians, however, hold vastly differing 
opinions regarding the value and worth of 
the city. As Cox writes, “In our day the 
secular metropolis stands as both the pattern 
of our life together and the symbol of our 
view of the world” (Cox 1965, 1). Cox’s 
perspective, best exemplified in The Secular 
City, holds the more optimistic position that 
the city is the culmination of all that is good 
about humanity. It is the height of 
humanism. Cox finds redemptive elements 
of the aggregate life of human community. 
The concentration of humanity in 
community life multiplies human goodness. 

“If secularization designates the content of 
man’s coming of age, urbanization describes 
the context in which it is occurring. . . . The 
urban center is the place of human control, 
of rational planning, of bureaucratic 
organization” (Cox 1965, 4).  The secular 
city is to be celebrated as the good end of 
earthly human life. 

Ellul, on the other hand, tends to hold a 
more pessimistic view of the city. The city is 
the culmination of human sinfulness. Cox’s 
perspective upholds the goodness of 
humanity (the image of God found in 
humanity) and the capacity to create good 
arising out of a good humanity. Ellul’s 
perspective asserts the fallenness of 
humanity (the reality of sin found in 
humanity) and the capacity to multiply 
sinfulness arising out of a fallen humanity. 
In The Presence of the Kingdom, Ellul states 
that “a major fact of our present civilization 
is that more and more sin becomes 
collective, and the individual is forced to 
participate in collective sin” (Ellul 1967, 
13). For Ellul, the concentration of humanity 
in the city is not the multiplication of human 
goodness but the multiplication of human 
sinfulness. While Cox and Ellul greatly 
differ on the general characteristic of the 
goodness or sinfulness of the city, both seem 
to reflect the Aristotelian approach that the 
city represents more than its mere physical 
reality but that the city gestures towards a 
larger and more abstract meaning. This trend 
continues in the writings of Graham Ward, 
James Dougherty, and others, who continue 
to use the term city to represent civilization, 
culture, and society (Dougherty 1980 and 
Ward 2000).  

There is an array of opinion regarding 
whether a collection of humanity in the city 
yields a positive, virtuous end or a negative, 
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destructive end. Despite this difference, the 
common method is to abstract the city to 
represent more than its physical and material 
reality. The abstraction and reification of the 
term city can result in an inability to engage 
the city in concrete and material terms. An 
abstract concept can be portrayed in 
extremes, potentially resulting in an all good 
or all bad perception of the city. 

The city should not merely be an abstract 
concept that references politics or culture. 
Instead, we should view the city not only for 
what it represents (although there is a 
theological import of what the city 
represents) but for what the city actually is. 
The city is a gathering of people in one 
location that expresses the vast range of 
human life and activity in a particular 
location. The city is the city. It is the 
neighborhood where people are gathered 
together. This particular gathering of human 
life raises the same sense of need of any 
human gathering. In this way, it reflects the 
power of community life. It is not, however, 
only an abstract reality to be seen 
reductively through its theoretical 
representation. 

If the city is merely an abstraction, then the 
response to that abstraction is another 
abstraction. The only legitimate change is, in 
this construal, further philosophical and 
theological abstraction and the triumph of 
ideas and values over any real on-the-ground 
changes. Urban theology then becomes an 
abstraction battling an abstraction; the battle 
of ideas. But if the city is an actual location, 
neighborhood, and community, urban 
ministry should draw from a theology that 
has a concrete expression. The church in the 
city is not merely engaging in a 
metaphorical battle, but it is working to 
bring real change in a material reality. The 

movement away from the city as an 
abstraction results in the possibility that the 
presence of the church shaped by Christian 
theology could have an impact on the city of 
humanity. The actual, physical realm of the 
city provides a place for concrete action by 
the church. 

Limitations of Understanding 
the Incarnation of the Body of 
Christ 

Applying the incarnation narrative to the 
urban church requires the recognition of key 
limitations. One of the most significant 
potential misapplications of the concept of 
incarnational ministry is that the church 
could mirror in every way the power and 
mystery of Christ’s incarnation. A key to the 
incarnational life of the church in the city is 
the awareness that the church is not the 
complete and perfect reflection of Jesus’ 
incarnation. While the church is established 
by Jesus as a holy institution, it is still 
comprised of human beings with human 
limitations. The church’s imitation of Christ 
should not be seen as a strict one-to-one 
correspondence between the incarnation of 
Jesus and the embodiment of Christ in the 
city through the church. 

The first key limitation on the application of 
the incarnation is that one individual cannot 
fully and completely embody Christ, but 
rather, the individual is a part of the 
community that collectively embodies 
Christ. Western culture tends to centralize 
the role of the individual in society. The 
dominant theme of individualism in Western 
culture leads to the elevation of the 
individual as the primary force of 
transformation—usually in the form of the 
heroic individual. The image of the rugged 
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individual called to conquer the wild frontier 
is a common expression of the Western 
individualist narrative. 

The heroic and triumphant individual is not 
only found in Western culture but also in the 
context of the American church. The 
tendency in the church to elevate the heroic 
individual leads to the dysfunctional 
narrative of the Christian as the incarnate 
savior for the inner city—usually in the 
person of the heroic white pastor who 
arrives to save the urban black poor ((See 
Bakke & Hart 1987; Gordon 1995; White 
1996). The application of the incarnation, 
however, should never be the justification 
for the actions of the individual with a 
messiah complex. The individual does not 
have the capacity to single-handedly 
embody the Messiah, but rather it is the 
community that corporately embodies 
Christ. Western culture’s excessive 
individualism leads to the failure to 
understand that the power of the church is 
not in a heroic Christian individual superstar 
but in the community that is the body of 
Christ. The body of Christ must be seen in 
its corporate expression rather than being 
expressed through the individual. 

A second key difference between the person 
of Jesus and the application of the 
incarnation to the body of Christ is the 
limitation of the authority of the church. 
Jesus’ authority as the Messiah finds its full 
expression in the kingdom of God. Jesus’ 
fulfillment as the king is the full 
eschatological realization of God’s kingdom 
and Christ’s kingship in that kingdom. Jesus 
expresses his authority in the Great 
Commission: “All authority in heaven and 
on earth has been given to me. Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 
them to obey everything I have commanded 
you. And surely I am with you always, to 
the very end of the age” (Matt. 28:18-20, 
NIV). Jesus proclaims his authority, and the 
charge to the disciples arises out of that 
authority. Yet, the Great Commission does 
not automatically transmit that full authority 
to the church. It is passed on to the church to 
make disciples. The temptation is to see the 
church with the fullness of God’s authority 
as the body of Christ. However, in the same 
way that the incarnation of Jesus gestures 
towards the eschatological fulfillment of 
Christ’s return, the body of Christ in the in-
between space reflects the authority of 
Jesus, but that authority prioritizes the 
making of disciples of Jesus. 

For example, John Howard Yoder outlines 
the three-fold office of Jesus in Preface to 
Theology: prophet, priest, and king (Yoder 
2002, 235ff.). A misinterpretation of the 
doctrine of the incarnation would be to see 
the church as the incarnation of Jesus’ role 
as the king. The main expression of the 
church as the body of Christ should be seen 
in the servant role that shapes all three 
expressions of Jesus’ messiahship. In The 
Politics of Jesus, Yoder writes:  

There is thus but one realm in which the 
concept of imitation holds—but there it 
holds in every strand of the New 
Testament literature and all the more 
strikingly by virtue of the absence of 
parallels in other realms. This is at the 
point of the concrete social meaning of 
the cross in its relation to enmity and 
power. Servanthood replaces dominion, 
forgiveness absorbs hostility. Thus—and 
only thus—are we bound by New 
Testament thought to “be like Jesus” 
(Yoder 1972, 131).  
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The goal of the incarnate body of Christ in 
the city is not to grab for earthly power but 
to be a servant for the city. This prevailing 
notion of the body of Christ as a servant 
does not preclude the possibility of 
prophetic witness and challenge to the 
powers that be in the city. The church has 
the responsibility to stand in prophetic 
opposition to evil in the city. However, the 
servant nature of the body of Christ 
precludes the possibility that the church 
would replace the earthly kingdom and 
become an earthly power. The pursuit of 
earthly power, therefore, leads to the name 
of Jesus being inappropriately appropriated, 
with the doctrine of the incarnation 
manipulated by fallen humans for the sake 
of earthly power. 

The key limitation in applying the 
incarnation of Jesus to the work of the 
church in the city is, therefore, to understand 
that there is not a one-to-one correspondence 
between Jesus, the physical body of Christ, 
and the church, the spiritual body of Christ. 
A popular misapplication of the doctrine of 
the incarnation is the positioning of the 
affluent suburbanite in the place of Christ. 
The affluent suburbanite is called to live out 
the incarnation by moving into the city to 
live among the poor. This misapplication 
puts the affluent (usually white) American in 
the place of divinity, bringing salvation to 
the poor (usually people of color) in the city. 
Incarnation is co-opted to further the 
privileged position of white suburbanites. 

Jesus embodies divinity in his individual 
personhood, but no individual person in the 
church embodies Jesus in the city. 
Furthermore, the body of Christ has an 
authority that comes from Jesus’ total 
authority. The church’s identity and 
authority is a derivative identity and 

authority. The level of authority that Jesus 
has over the world is not the level of 
authority that the church has in the world. 
Limitations in correlation and application of 
the incarnation of the body of Jesus to the 
body of Christ in the city must be 
recognized. 

The Urban Church as the Body 
of Christ 
Being aware of these limitations, it is still 
possible to formulate positive correlations 
between our theological understanding of 
the incarnation and the role of the church in 
the city. The Scriptures attest to the defining 
of the church as the body of Christ. First 
Corinthians 12 claims that the church is one 
body composed of many parts, as it is with 
Christ (12:12-14). The passage concludes 
with the proclamation in verse 27 that “now 
you are the body of Christ, and each one of 
you is a part of it.” In Eph. 4:12 and 5:23, 
there is a direct correlation between the 
church and the body of Christ. Finally, in 
Colossians, there is the assertion that Jesus 
is the head of his body, which is the church 
(Eph. 1:18, 24) and that the whole body 
depends on connection with the head of the 
church (Eph. 2:19). In each of these 
passages, we see the biblical understanding 
that the church is to be the ongoing 
embodiment of Christ. There is also the 
suggestion that the church is an organic 
being, a body that reflects the characteristics 
of the human body. Furthermore, the body 
that is the church relies upon the head of the 
church, which is Jesus. The image of an 
organic body that draws her identity from 
the body of Jesus is made explicit in these 
New Testament passages. 

Given this connection in the Scriptures, this 
essay will explore three areas of application, 
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with the understanding that additional 
applications are possible. First, the act of 
incarnation required humility that is 
characterized by a downward mobility. 
Second, the incarnation of Jesus reflects the 
heart of God to make his dwelling among us 
and to relate to us as his companions. Third, 
the movement of the incarnation required 
the embracing of suffering by Jesus. All 
three characteristics of the incarnation yield 
a model of how the body of Christ, the 
church, can relate to the city. 

Furthermore, while the body of Christ is 
often understood metaphorically, true 
embodiment would require concrete and 
actual practices and actions. Our 
understanding of urban ecclesiology begins 
with the biblical motif of the body of Christ 
and the implication of this motif for urban 
ministry, not only as an abstracted theology 
but as authentic practices. It is through the 
practices of the church that the embodiment 
of Christ occurs in the city. As Sam Wells 
writes in Improvisation, the church needs to 
develop right practices and habits, “trusting 
itself to embody its traditions in new and 
often challenging circumstances” (Wells 
2004, 12). The practices of the church in the 
city are urgently necessary given the number 
of potential crises in the urban context. Each 
of the three categories reflects the practices 
that arise from a theology of the incarnation. 
The emphasis will be on the important 
connection between Jesus’ body and the 
body of Christ, the church in the city. 

The challenge of the Scripture is to see the 
church as the body of Christ, united and 
incarnate in the world. The promise of the 
Scripture is that Christ’s embodiment in the 
church could place the church on a 
trajectory of healthy engagement with the 
city. What Christians are not able to 

accomplish individually, the church as a 
body could accomplish corporately. The 
narrative of the incarnate body of Christ 
becomes the positive model for the practices 
of the urban church. 

The Incarnation as Downward 
Mobility 
One of the central characteristics of the 
incarnation is God’s movement from the 
heavenly places to the earthly realm. This 
reflects God’s downward mobility and the 
associative laying down of power. This 
surrender of power provides a vivid example 
for the church to follow. In the same way 
that Jesus reflected humility in the emptying 
of his privilege and power, the church is also 
called to empty herself of privilege and 
power. The incarnational body of Christ 
should embody the ongoing laying down of 
power and privilege, rather than a seeking of 
greater power and privilege. If the focus of 
the church becomes the increase of the 
church’s power in this world, then the 
church no longer reflects the incarnation of 
Jesus. If, however, the church uses power 
for the benefit of the lame, the blind, and the 
sick, then the life of Jesus is embodied in the 
body of Christ.  

The embodiment of Christ in the city must 
reflect the humble example of Jesus’ 
authority, which is best embodied as an act 
of servanthood on behalf of others. As 
Yoder explains:  

Servanthood is not a position of 
nonpower or weakness. It is an 
alternative mode of power. It is also a 
way to make things happen, also a way to 
be present. When we turn from coercion 
to persuasion, from self-righteousness to 
service, this is not a retreat but an end 
run. It brings to bear powers which, on 
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balance, are stronger than the sword 
alone (Yoder 1997, 191).  

Jesus’ incarnation required his emptying 
himself of the privileges of heavenly power 
and majesty. The act of yielding privilege 
was not a false humility but an act of true 
servanthood. This self-emptying, even to the 
point of death on a cross, is the full 
expression of God’s love. The incarnation 
was not a short-term, half-hearted response 
to the reality of human existence. The 
practices of the church, therefore, should 
reflect the genuine humility required by the 
incarnation. Are Christian communities able 
and willing to yield privilege in the same 
manner that Jesus laid down his privilege? 
In the current context of the American 
church, power tends to speak more loudly 
than humility. Prominence in American 
Evangelicalism tends to focus on success 
oftentimes based on Western, capitalist 
concepts.  

By measuring success by mostly American 
values, heroes are created of those who 
succeed by Western culture’s standards 
rather than biblical standards that arise out 
of the example of Jesus’ incarnation. 
Upward mobility in American society is the 
norm more than the downward mobility 
exemplified by the incarnation of Jesus. 
Pastors and churches that measure up to the 
American definitions of success become the 
examples and models for the Evangelical 
community. Success in an upper-middle-
class, white, suburban community in the 
United States usually entitles American 
pastors to apply their systems, ideas, and 
values to a poor, starving, war-torn nation 
with the same expectation of material 
success.1 The true value of the incarnation, 
the process of yielding power and privilege, 

gets lost in the process of grabbing for 
material success.  

American churches tend to reinforce a 
system of privilege. The power of the body 
of Christ is the capacity to go against the 
existing power structures and to present a 
counter-cultural model of engagement. The 
incarnation of Christ offers the model of 
downward mobility, which becomes the 
model of engagement for the urban body of 
Christ. How can urban churches engage in 
downward mobility? Our attitude and 
mindset should be the same as Christ Jesus, 
“Who, being in very nature God, did not 
consider equality with God something to be 
used to his own advantage; rather, he made 
himself nothing by taking the very nature of 
a servant, being made in human likeness. 
And being found in appearance as a human 
being, he humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to death—even death on a cross” 
(Phil. 2:5-8). 

The church, therefore, should maintain an 
attitude of humility that would prioritize the 
needs of the community and neighborhood 
over its own needs—the same attitude that 
led Jesus to go to extreme lengths in order to 
be a part of the lives of the other—even to 
the point of total self-sacrifice. The church 
in the city should engage in the practice of 
downward mobility through the proactive 
and thoughtful sharing of their resources 
with the community. Given the example of 
Jesus, the church could do no less than 
engage in the corresponding act of self-
sacrifice.  

The Incarnation as Being-With 
The drastic and humble act of downward 
mobility reveals the depth of love required 
by God towards his children. At the heart of 
the incarnation is God’s deliberate 
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movement towards us. God is expressing his 
desire to be in our midst, because he enjoys 
being in our midst. It is the undeserved work 
of grace that operates as the fullness of 
God’s love. To use the language of Sam 
Wells and Marcia Owen, it is the sense of 
God wanting to be with us. “The incarnation 
marks the moment when God’s mode of 
presence moves definitively from being for 
to being with” (Wells & Owen 2011, 41). If 
the act of incarnation is seen as part of 
God’s supreme sacrifice, then the motivation 
of incarnation is God’s desire to be with his 
children. Jesus’ life, therefore, is not only 
seen in light of his actions, but also in light 
of the desire that underlies his actions.  

Jesus’ example reveals the ongoing act of 
self-sacrifice for the sake of his relationship 
with us. As Wells and Owen describe: 

He spent thirty years in Nazareth being with 
us, setting aside plans and strategies, and 
experiencing in his own body not just the 
exile and oppression of the children of Israel 
living under the Romans but also the joy and 
sorrow of family and community life. We 
don’t know the details of this period, but 
that silence all the more suggests it was not 
a time of major working with or working 
for, with whose narration the Gospel writers 
are largely concerned (Wells & Owen 2011, 
42-43). 

One of the key expressions of the body of 
Christ in the city is the living with and the 
working with the people of the city. The 
Christian understanding of the incarnation of 
Jesus often glosses over a significant part of 
the story. A potential misinterpretation of 
the Scriptures is to argue from silence. One 
of the key ways that the argument from 
silence is employed is the silence afforded 
the thirty years of Jesus’ life prior to his 

public ministry. Scripture’s silence about 
Jesus’ pre-ministry years has meant that 
Christians may see those years as irrelevant. 
A common assumption would be that there 
would be more of a public record if Jesus’ 
life prior to his last three years were 
significant years. The argument from silence 
would project that the Scripture’s silence 
means that the mundane and everyday 
portion of Jesus’ life has little to no 
importance. Incarnation, however, requires 
that we walk alongside the other in the 
everyday aspects of life. God is found not 
only in the signs, wonders, and miracles of 
Jesus’ ministry years, but also in the 
mundane life of being a carpenter in a small 
town in Palestine. The body of Jesus is 
found in the midst of the mundane.  

The tendency in urban ministry is to 
gravitate towards the fantastic success 
stories. Urban ministry conferences 
consistently highlight the story of the drug 
addict who got clean, the welfare mom who 
is now earning big bucks, and the urban 
pastor who orchestrated the whole thing. 
Dostoevsky’s story of the Grand Inquisitor 
reveals the desire of the masses to hear the 
fantastic stories (Dostoevsky 1995). Henri 
Nouwen writes about one of the key 
temptations of Jesus being the temptation to 
grab attention with a pyrotechnic display of 
power (Nouwen 1989). But understanding 
the incarnation is about moving deeper into 
the life of Jesus to see the work of God in its 
mundane aspects. The incarnation, therefore, 
requires the living with to be not only in the 
places of success but also in the mundane, 
everyday aspects of life, even the painful 
and suffering aspects. 

The motivation of the incarnation, therefore, 
challenges the church in its practice of 
ministry in the urban context. Because the 
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body of Jesus incarnate in the world reflects 
a desire to be with us, the body of Christ’s 
incarnation in the city should reflect a desire 
to be with the people of the city. The 
motivation to serve the city arises not out of 
a messianic expectation of triumphant 
victory over the city but the real benefit of 
being a companion to the poor and a friend 
to the citizens of the city. “Being with 
disadvantaged people means experiencing in 
your own life something of what it is to be 
disempowered and oppressed. It means 
setting aside your plans and strategies for 
change, and simply feeling with 
disadvantaged people the pain of their 
situation” (Wells & Owen 2011, 36-37). 
Wells and Owen describe the incarnation of 
the body of Christ among the poor as the full 
embodiment of God’s people in the city. 
Incarnation is not only for the benefit of the 
city, but also for the benefit of the body of 
Christ.  

Underlying the church’s desire to become a 
companion to the poor in the city is the 
recognition that God is already present and 
at work in the urban community. 
Incarnation, therefore, must be understood 
in the context of the missio Dei. The term 
missio Dei arises from the understanding of 
God’s preexisting and ongoing mission in 
the world. “Mission is, primarily and 
ultimately, the work of the Triune God, 
Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier, for the 
sake of the world, a ministry in which the 
church is privileged to participate” (Bosch 
1991, 392). From the very beginning, it has 
been God at work reaching out to lost 
humanity. God’s voice ringing out, “Where 
are you?” in the Garden of Eden is a 
reminder that God pursues and looks for us. 
“Mission is the result of God’s initiative, 
rooted in God’s purposes to restore and heal 
creation” (Guder 1998, 4). When we 

consider the role of the church in the city, 
we must acknowledge that God’s plan of 
redemption has been at work before the 
church even existed.  

Acts 10 provides an example of God’s 
preexisting work in the life of Cornelius 
before the “missionary” makes his 
appearance. The Apostle Peter is hesitant to 
minister to Cornelius, a Roman centurion. 
Peter is dealing with an underlying sense of 
superiority because of his Jewish identity. 
But God had already been at work in 
Cornelius’s life. Not only had Cornelius 
been seeking God through his generosity, 
but God himself had already appeared to 
Cornelius. God, therefore, communicates to 
Peter: “Do not call anything impure that 
God has made clean” (Acts 10:15). When 
Peter does come to minister to Cornelius, he 
recognizes that God had already been at 
work and recognizes that these Gentile 
believers will receive the same baptism as 
the Jewish believers. “Then Peter began to 
speak: ‘I now realize how true it is that God 
does not show favoritism but accepts those 
from every nation who fear him and do what 
is right’ ” (Acts 10:34–35). God’s mission 
was being fulfilled among the Gentiles and 
Peter was allowed to participate in the 
mission of God. If mission is God’s work, 
then God’s plan is manifest not only in those 
being sent out into the city, but God is 
already at work within those in the city (Rah 
2011, 29-32).  

The incarnation of the body of Christ in the 
city, therefore, means that the church 
recognizes the preexisting work of God in 
the city. The introduction of a new church 
body into the body of the city requires the 
permission of the host community. The 
preexisting work of the body of Christ must 
be acknowledged and honored. The 

28



William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

incarnation of the church in the city is not an 
invasion based upon assumptions of cultural 
superiority but a seeking of how God is 
already at work in the community. As Wells 
states:  

In learning how to proclaim the faith to a 
local culture, the Church discovers the 
signs and signals of its neighbourhood, 
and can rediscover the significance of the 
universality of the gospel while 
appreciating the particularity of the 
incarnation. . . . There is also an analogy 
between one’s understanding of the role 
of the church in a neighbourhood, the 
leader in a church, and the perception of 
God’s activity in the world (Wells 2001).  

The incarnation acknowledges the 
preexisting work of God that prepares the 
city to receive the ongoing work of God. 

Incarnation as Suffering 
Our first two categories seem to reflect a 
chronological, even a linear understanding 
of the incarnation. We see God’s motivation 
for the act of incarnation and see the 
corresponding act of downward mobility to 
fulfill that motivation. However, 
understanding the incarnation requires 
comprehension of its full range of actions 
and motivations. The motivation to make his 
dwelling among us is a critical one, but the 
incarnation must also be seen in light of the 
cross, as well as the resurrection, ascension, 
and triumphant return. Incarnation without 
an eye towards the cross is naïve. The 
incarnation of Jesus points towards the 
fullness of his work in the world. 

The outworking of the entirety of God’s 
plan required the incarnation. Not only 
because he wanted to draw close to us, make 
his dwelling among us, and to call us his 

friends but because the incarnation created 
the possibility of the full work of Christ. 
God wanting to “be with us” is not unrelated 
to God wanting to “work for us.” God’s 
work for us required not only the downward 
mobility of the incarnation, but also the 
suffering of the cross. The purpose of the 
incarnation, therefore, must be seen in its 
full widescreen reality. The incarnation is 
the declarative statement that God’s plan of 
redemption has begun. The movement of 
God is the movement from heaven to earth, 
but it is also the movement from the manger 
to the cross and to the empty tomb. 

Because the understanding of Christ’s 
incarnation must encompass the suffering of 
Jesus at the cross, the body of Christ in the 
city must be willing to engage and even 
experience suffering. Shusaku Endo reflects 
on a non-Western approach to the 
incarnation which does not focus on 
triumphalism. The incarnation moves 
towards suffering and the model and 
example of suffering that is expected of the 
church. Endo states, 

The religious mentality of the Japanese 
is—just as it was at the time when the 
people accepted Buddhism—responsive 
to one who “suffers with us” and who 
“allows for our weakness,” but their 
mentality has little tolerance for any kind 
of transcendent being who judges 
humans harshly, then punishes them. In 
brief, the Japanese tend to seek in their 
gods and buddhas a warm-hearted 
mother rather than a stern father . . . , the 
kind-hearted maternal aspect of God 
revealed to us in the personality of Jesus 
(Endo 1978, 1).  

Endo’s description of Jesus focuses on not 
only an incarnation that is a being with but 
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also a suffering with. The work of the 
incarnation is both the work of suffering for 
us and suffering with us. “On every page of 
the Gospels we see an image of Jesus trying 
to share in all the sorrows of misfortunate 
men and women” (Endo 1978, 11). The 
incarnate body of Christ is the suffering 
body of Christ in the city. 

Conclusion 
Western history and philosophy’s 
abstraction of the city results in the 
perception of the city apart from its material 
importance. The church relates to the 
metaphorical city in abstractions rather than 
concrete practices. Theological motifs such 
as the incarnation are applied haphazardly 
with a range of options for the Christian 
engaged in urban ministry. If the city is 
viewed in its material worth with a direct 
connection to actual human bodies as 
Sennett suggests, the response of the church 
is rooted in the concrete reality of the 
incarnation. The concrete reality of the 
incarnation should result in actual practices 
for the ongoing incarnation of Christ, which 
is the church. Recognizing that the 
incarnation requires downward mobility 
calls the church in the city to seek 
opportunities for self-emptying, humility, 
power-yielding, and servanthood. 
Acknowledging that the motivation for the 
incarnation is the desire to be in community 
and relationship with the other should lead 
the church to practice depth in human 
relationships and to see God already at work 
in the life of the city. And finally, since the 
incarnation moves towards the cross, the 
church is called to embrace rather than shun 
suffering. While there is still significant 
latitude in how the theology of the 
incarnation can be applied to the body of 
Christ, we can begin to see the foundational 

principles and practices that help to define 
the church in the city as the ongoing 
incarnation of the body of Christ. 
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End Note 
1 One of the more explicit examples can be found 
in the story of Bruce Wilkinson, author of The 
Prayer of Jabez: Breaking Through to the 
Blessed Life (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2000). 
The Wall Street Journal reports that “in 2002 
Bruce Wilkinson, a Georgia preacher whose self-
help prayer book had made him a rich man, 
heard God’s call, moved to Africa and 
announced his intention to save one million 
children left orphaned by the AIDS epidemic.” 
Wilkinson proposed a $190 million project 
called the “African Dream Village” to be built in 
Swaziland. It would provide homes for 10,000 
orphans. Each home would have a bed-and-
breakfast suite where tourists would pay $500 a 
week to stay, combining charity with an African 
vacation. Fifty such homes would form a mini-
village of 1,000 orphans, built around a theme—
such as Wild West rodeos or Swazi village life—
to entertain guests. There would also be a new 
luxury hotel and an 18-hole golf course. Orphans 
would be trained as rodeo stars and safari guides 
at nearby game reserves. The idea, Mr. 
Wilkinson said, was to “try to bring experiences 
to the kids they could only get at Walt Disney or 
a dude ranch.” Wilkinson’s demands to the 
Swazi government for a 99-year lease for prime 
real estate were rebuffed. “In October [2005], 
Mr. Wilkinson resigned in a huff from the 
African charity he founded. He abandoned his 
plan to house 10,000 children in a facility that 
was to be an orphanage, bed-and-breakfast, game 
reserve, Bible college, industrial park, and 
Disneyesque tourist destination in the tiny 
kingdom of Swaziland” (Phillips 2005). 
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PERHAPS MY TITLE IS TOO POLARIZING 
AND TOO DICHOTOMOUS. Really, is it 
either the cloister or the streets, or does 
seminary education in Latin America foster 
learning in and for both? This paper 
analyzes explicit course curriculum of 57 
degree programs across 14 evangelical 
seminaries in Latin America, institutional 
hidden curriculum, and urban social-
geographical hidden curriculum in order to 
assess whether evangelical seminaries in 
Latin America offer an urbanized integrated 
praxiological andragogy where students are 
not given just the tools, but the holistic 
vision for how to minister in an urbanized 
Latin America. Based on the survey of 
course offerings and the hidden curriculum, 
I conclude that seminaries generally have a 
cloistered approach to ministerial education 
in the urban context and that their programs 
do not offer an integrated praxiological 
andragogy. Caldwell and Wan call this a 
nineteenth-century model of theological 
education (Caldwell and Wan 2012, 98), 

based on an academic and church-focused 
ministry and inadequate for a twenty-first 
century urban context which requires more 
societal engagement. 

Integrated Praxiological 
Andragogy & Urban Ministry in 
Latin America 
In a previous article, I advocated the need to 
move away from a model of ministerial 
education that found itself cloistered like 
monks in classrooms, library walls, and 
ivory towers to a more mendicant form of 
education in the streets (Book-Satterlee 
2013). I propose having an integrated 
praxiological andragogy (IPA), which serves 
as a key component of my analysis to 
determine effectiveness for urbanization 
ministry among Latin American evangelical 
seminaries. 

I argue for the use of the term andragogy, 
which revolves around adult education for 
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an analysis of theological education. While 
the distinction between andragogy, 
pedagogy, and adult education remains 
debatable (Tuijnman 2005, s.v. 
“Andragogy”), I define it as non-compulsory 
and self-directed education. With few 
exceptions, evangelical seminary students 
enter their degrees autonomously as adults, 
making a choice for self-directed ends 
(Tuijnman 2005, s.v. “Andragogy”), either 
to study for a career as an academic or to be 
in professional or lay ministry. A second 
component, is that professors function more 
as learning facilitators (Tuijnman 2005, s.v. 
“Andragogy”), which is key to the 
integrated and praxiological pieces of IPA.  

Ken Gnanakan writes, “One of the primary 
tenets of integrated learning is the fusion of 
our training with the real-life environment” 
(Gnanakan  2007, 46). Bullón echoes this, 
commenting that Christian universities must 
present, “a permanent attitude of integrative 
practice (theory-practice, faith-works) 
conscious and conscientious of the times 
towards the transformation required by the 
construction of a more prosperous, just, and 
equitable society” (2001, 205). With Latin 
America being 79% urbanized and its 
projection set to be 87% by mid-century 
(United Nations 2011), the Latin American 
reality is the urban context. Bullón writes, 
“It is necessary to establish a system where 
teaching theory and practice form an 
inseparable unity that is dynamically 
adapted to the development of society” 
(2001, 204), which is especially key for an 
urban society. 

Urbanization has brought on a slew of social 
needs particularly for the poor. The escape 
from poverty is an obvious factor of 
urbanization. The city is where the jobs are, 
or at least some social service infrastructure, 

even if it is taxed. Cerrutti and Bertocello 
note, “Those countries with the highest 
Human Development Index are the most 
urbanized countries…in Latin America as a 
whole, 34% of people living in urban areas 
were poor and 13% extremely poor, in rural 
areas those percentages were significantly 
higher” (Cerrutti and Bertoncello 2003, 6). 
People come to the city for opportunity and 
to escape, but they may still find challenges 
amidst such rapid urbanization. Challenges 
are: integration into the market economy, 
weakened social networks, and violence due 
to oversaturated social services (Smith 2010, 
30-34); other issues include basic health 
rights, environmental pollution, unregulated 
housing, overburdened public services, and 
anonymity between neighbors (Chelala 
2010, 58-60). In these situations, the 
exploitation and are common among the 
world’s poor, whose dignity is stripped 
further as justice often fails the poor in favor 
of political or business interests. 

The middle-class and wealthy also must 
adapt to urbanization. This is seen 
frequently in increased isolation and 
segregation. Add to that a vibrant, flagrant, 
and shallow materialism that is reproduced 
by commercial symbol after commercial 
symbol, which is far from the transformative 
semiotics that a church hopes for within a 
community. This commercialization, 
individualization, and peripheralization lead 
to these classes maneuvering to seek “open, 
safe, and isolated spaces” (Cerutti & 
Bertoncello 2003). 

It is in this urban reality that real-life 
integration of ministerial theory instigates 
praxiological learning. Praxiological 
learning, or problem-solving education, 
“makes learners critical thinkers” (Freire  
2004, 83) that engage their environment 
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with true reflection, leading to action. “On 
the other hand, when the situation calls for 
action, that action will constitute an 
authentic praxis only if its consequences 
become the object of critical reflection”  
(Freire 2004, 83). Urbanization in 
seminaries must include the city as a major 
factor of the learning environment. Learning 
environments do not replace ministerial 
theory, however praxis is made possible 
when engaging in real-life, dynamic urban 
situations and problem-solving. Praxis can 
only be attained when the urban context is 
truly engaged rather than the practice of 
cloistering, which seminaries must facilitate 
this in order to be praxiological. 
Unfortunately, “one of the constant 
challenges of universities is putting into 
practice what is learned” (Proaño 2001, 
283). 

Seminary institutions exist for the purpose 
of educating students in ways that they 
might not be able to pick up through solely 
experience. The praxiological piece is 
critical for learning, and often requires some 
sort of learning facilitation. Freire, in 
critiquing the banking style of education, 
doesn’t reject the teacher outright, but notes 
the reciprocity of facilitated learning (Freire 
2004, 72). The teacher may have more 
experience and expertise, but they do not 
capitalize full expertise on any subject, in 
any situation, or any context. Facilitated 
reciprocity, rather than depository learning 
is critical for IPA. “The more students work 
at storing the deposits entrusting to them, the 
less they develop the critical consciousness 
which would result from their intervention 
in the world as transformers of the world, 
with the world, and with each other” (Freire 
2004, 72). 

A student cannot learn about the city, nor 
how to minister within the city, without 
engaging it in praxis-based ministry. 
Unfortunately, Latin American evangelical 
seminaries do not seem to construct their 
course offerings so as to intentionally foster 
IPA. While many Latin American students 
may be involved in ministry, are institutions 
intentional about helping students make the 
connection of theory to their urban 
ministerial context – to the isolation felt by 
the poor and middle-classes? How can they 
be if there is so little to do with urbanization 
in the curriculum? Is education as problem-
solving employed? How can it be if the 
curriculum is not integrated to a reality 
where services aren’t enough, and people 
are exploited? 

Alcántara Mejía writes, “An aspect of 
Christian higher education should foment … 
the formation of professional prophets in the 
social arena” (2001, 104). Sadly, this is 
contrary to his observation, “Evangelical 
universities therefore seem to view their 
participation in higher education more as a 
way to maintain denominational isolation 
and as a means of evangelism as a form of 
participation in the political, social, and 
cultural life of the nation” (Freire 2004, 95). 
Theological education cannot disengage and 
remain cloistered within the walls, but less 
so can the learning in theological institutions 
teach ministers to isolate their ministry to 
the church walls. Urban ministry must 
engage outside of its walls and delve into the 
urban society for which it serves. “We are to 
pray for the city and seek its welfare…This 
shalom will not come through Christians 
establishing parallel subcultural institutions, 
but through a conviction to bring 
comprehensive renewal to the city by 
pursuing its common good” (Um and 
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Buzzard 2013, 88). This is why IPA as an 
assessment tool of curriculum is important 
for Latin American evangelical seminaries. 

Assessing Explicit Curriculum 
for Urban Mission 
Are Latin American evangelical seminary 
students taught to minister in an urban 
environment; an environment that purveys 
the majority of the social-geographical 
landscape with which they will minister? “In 
the recent past, most urban ministry training 
typically meant having a heavy emphasis on 
Bible and theology, with a smattering of 
urban studies mixed in” (Caldwell 2012, 
98). In many ways this quote sums up the 
overall current situation of Latin American 
evangelical seminary course offerings 
among the variety of degree levels. As such, 
degree programs at these seminaries lack in 
the integrated praxiological andragogy 
approach that I suggest. 

In this section of my paper, I have surveyed 
curricular offerings at 14 Latin American 
evangelical seminaries based upon degree 
and course offerings published on the 
Internet. I did a web document analysis of 
14 seminaries and 57 degree programs, 
which represent a variety of denominational 
and interdenominational ties and 
geographical regions throughout Latin 
America, including Spanish South America, 
Brazil, Central America, and Mexico. The 
design of this analysis is to determine the 
ascribed weight of subject category per 
degree and is not used to evaluate the 
comparative academic quality of a degree or 
course. Comparative evaluations in this data 
set stem from which subject categories hold 
the most weight by percentage for a specific 
degree as opposed to the weight of subject 
categories of other degrees analyzed. 

Each seminary has diverse degree options as 
well as diversity of course requirements. 
However, with few exceptions, courses can 
be placed into twelve different subject 
categories: biblical competency, 
theology/philosophy/ ethics, history, 
languages (including Greek and Hebrew 
among others), missiology, spiritual growth 
and development, pastoral leadership and 
administration, education and pedagogy, 
social science, practicum or internship; 
writing, research, thesis, and capstone 
project. Some of these courses may overlap 
categories so I made an educated guess, 
based on the course title, to choose the most 
appropriate category. Because training for 
urbanization requires an interdisciplinary 
approach (Bills 2013) and the variety of 
categories demonstrates interdisciplinary 
offerings, I have not created a category 
specifically titled “urban” as the descriptor 
can be added to a variety of course titles that 
would fall in any of the other categories. For 
instance, “Urban Hermeneutics” would fall 
under biblical studies, whereas “Urban 
Sociology” would fall under social science.  

Since degree requirements and course length 
varied between institutions I weighed each 
subject category as a percentage to the 
overall degree. In order to weigh the subject 
category, I measured the institution’s 
ascribed weight of each course to its 
respective degree and totaled them within 
their respective subject category. The 
subject category is then divided into the total 
weight of the individual degree providing an 
adequate snapshot of the subject area 
emphasis for each degree. Degrees can then 
be compared by percentage weight of their 
subject categories despite course lengths, or 
even the lengths of degree program.  
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Lacking in this data is a specific syllabus 
analysis of each course in a degree for its 
urbanized application. This depth of 
research would allow an analysis of each 
course for pertinent urbanized content. For 
example, a course titled “New Testament 
Exegesis: Acts” may include a lesson on the 
exegetical study of the literary concept of 
“city” in the biblical book Acts, enhancing a 
student’s biblical concept of urban by 
comparing the exegetical term with her 
modern urban contextual reality. This 
specific syllabus analysis, while fruitful, 
goes beyond the scope of this paper which 
focuses on a more institutional course 
offering and therefore value of overall 
urbanized curriculum rather than what is 
offered and valued by an individual 
professor in one individual course. 

Of the 57 programs surveyed among 14 
seminaries, only two degree programs hold 
the descriptor urbano in their titles. While 
the descriptor does not have to determine the 
focus of the degree, it does indeed provide 
an obvious direction and specialty which is 
lacking then in almost all of the degrees 
surveyed. And of all the courses offered 
amidst these 57 degrees, only 7 required 
courses specifically utilize the descriptor 
urbano/a in the course title, once again 
demonstrating an overall lack of 
intentionality and focus of urbanization in 
ministerial preparation. Even the Maestría 
de Estudios Pastorales con mención en 
Pastoral Urbana (Master of Pastoral Studies 
with mention of Urban Pastoring), one of the 
only two degrees surveyed with the 
urbano/a descriptor, requires only two urban 
specific courses. While not wanting to 
alienate those called to rural ministries, it is 
questionable whether or not degrees without 

an urban focus can truly prepare for an 
urban ministry. 

Among these seminaries the highest priority 
is on the classical disciplines – biblical 
studies, theology, history, and languages at 
42.9%. This is expected of an evangelical 
seminary where the Bible is prioritized 
above any other aspect for guiding of life 
and correct interpretation is highly valued. 
Students and future leaders should know 
their sacred scriptures and apply them 
theologically and historically. However, the 
highest single categorical average of 
required coursework among all the degrees 
surveyed was in pastoral 
leadership/administration at 27.5%. This 
category included courses on preaching, 
church resource management, leadership, 
and functions typically found in a church-
centered pastor, and reflect a cloistered 
focus of ministerial education. Many of the 
courses in education and spiritual 
development categories could also be 
conceived as church management, 
increasing the overall percentage of cloister 
focused courses to 37.6%. This percentage 
increases to 40.2% if taking into account 
that much of the practicum or internships in 
ministry are dedicated towards church 
management, preaching, and teaching 
functions. Overall, 80% of the degrees 
surveyed are dedicated to classical 
disciplines and internally-focused church 
management courses, leaving very little 
room for urban study and real-life praxis. 

Missiological paradigms typically advocate 
for community engagement within ministry 
and are courses make up 8.1% of 
curriculum, but many courses are dedicated 
to the theology of missions or the history of 
missions and could have been placed in the 
classical disciplines category with a 
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missions nuance. While social science 
courses are 11.5% of the total and do 
include a few introduction to sociology or 
anthropology courses, my observation is that 
most of the courses within this category are 
courses dedicated to counseling, particularly 
with a pastoral focus. Determining whether 
these counseling courses belonged more in a 
pastoral leadership/administration category 
or not was difficult, but since the skill could 
be used outside of a congregational setting I 
classified them as social science. My 
suspicion, however, is that these counseling 
courses are dedicated more often than not to 
the promotion of the inward focus of church 
attraction and institutional (church) internal 
health. The implications of this data 
concerning the remaining 20% of courses 
offered among the degrees surveyed 
demonstrates poor to nonexistent training 
for the urban minister, where sociology, 
anthropology, political science, community 
development, among others would be 
incredibly applicable for the urbanized 
reality of Latin America. They demonstrate 
a token offering, or a blinking glimpse 
towards the world outside the walls of the 
church, but only just that a glimpse. It is 
hard to imagine that these token courses 
would be useful without IPA, especially if 
they are not directly linked as integrated 
curriculum with the classical disciplines. 

Many of the programs of these Latin 
American evangelical seminaries surveyed 
do require practicum or internship courses, 
where students are involved in actual 
ministerial practice. This does not make 
them praxiological however, nor integrated. 
The data shows that practicum or internship 
requirements averaged only just over 5% of 
the total curriculum. It is beyond the scope 
of this paper to analyze in detail practicum 

requirements, but I did observe that 
practicum were generally focused on 
working in ministry within the church, and 
second, that they were not structured so as to 
truly incorporate the urbanization reality in 
the formation of the student. In effect, 
practicum requirements, divorced from the 
theoretical courses still promote a 
cloistering, unintegrated education. 

An analysis of the data confirms the 
suspicion that seminaries in Latin America 
do not offer courses that prepare their 
students for the urbanized reality. Rather, 
seminaries “create more space to meet 
denominational needs rather than penetrate 
the social cultural environment with a 
transformative vision” (Alcántara Mejía 
2001, 96), and present a tendency away 
from ministering to the local and urbanized 
community. Um and Buzzard write, “[The] 
objective isn’t to use the city to build great 
churches, but to start and lead churches in 
order to seek a great and flourishing city” 
(2013, 144). If this is what an urbanized 
Latin America requires, then Latin 
American evangelical seminary courses 
appear to be inadequate to meet this need. 
Ministers are being trained by the cloister 
for a cloistered ministry, which is not 
effective integrated praxiological andragogy. 

Hidden Curriculum 
Theological education has a long history of 
safety within the walls removed from the 
contaminants of the environment, including 
or especially an urban environment. An 
1883 letter by Concordia Seminary 
professor Ludwig E. Fuerbringer captures 
the sentiment well:  

This present location is no longer 
suitable for a boarding-school with a 
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large number of students. Seventy years 
ago our Seminary stood at the outskirts 
of St. Louis; today it is surrounded by the 
many buildings in the midst of the city. 
Within three blocks there are four 
different car-lines (streetcars), one of 
these passing directly in front of the 
Seminary. The din and noise of the large 
city and the continuous heavy traffic of 
the city streets very much interfere with 
the work of professors and students in 
the lecture-room and with the work of the 
individual student at his desk (Meyer 
2009, 347). 

Imagine Professor Fuerbringer’s reaction to 
having to teach in Mexico City with its 
many metro lines and public busses or São 
Paulo with its infinite number of large 
buildings. 

Ken Gnanakan exposes a blatant hidden 
curriculum found in theological education, 
well demonstrated in my review of Latin 
American evangelical seminary course 
offerings. He writes, “There is certainly a 
separatist or caste-like mentality that has 
resulted in the belief that ‘theology’ or the 
‘knowledge of God’ is something that has 
purity to it and learned by itself rather than 
within the impurity of real life contexts” 
(Gnanakan 2007, 58). This static 
disassociation from real-life contexts is 
evidenced as a component of the hidden 
curriculum for the Latin American 
seminaries when the impurities of the urban 
context conflict with the purity of the 
knowledge of God. 

Anti-urban Hidden Curriculum 

This historical, multi-century, anti-urban 
sentiment in theological education may have 
been done overtly, but it was rarely taught as 

explicit curriculum. This is better known as 
hidden curriculum. Perry Shaw writes:  

The irony is that while we often devote 
many long hours to planning our catalogs 
and syllabi these are generally far less 
influential in the education of our 
students than is the hidden curriculum: 
the potent sociological and psychological 
dimensions of education, which are 
usually caught rather than intentionally 
taught. The hidden curriculum always 
overrides the explicit curriculum…if the 
explicit curriculum and the hidden 
curriculum conflict, the message learned 
will be that embedded within the hidden 
curriculum not that taught in explicit 
curriculum (Shaw 2006, 25). 

In Christendom, the purity of the Christian 
message was accepted, by in large, but the 
sin of the world, particularly the urban 
world, tainted its comprehensive 
understanding. This is why clerics left a 
staining urban society for a sterile, 
controlled, walled-in learning environment. 
Nathan Bills notes that Augustine 
emphasized the dichotomy of purity of the 
heavenly city and depravity of the city 
corrupted by sin. The imagery of the sinful 
city reflects a long-lasting negative 
imaginary in Christian education towards 
urban environments (Bills 2013, 74). This 
anti-urban imaginary dates back to Saint 
Anthony escaping his urban environment for 
solitude and unadulterated space in order to 
avoid temptation found in the city and sets 
up more than a millennia and a half of an 
anti-urban, cloistered hidden curriculum 
among Christian education. This cloistering 
anti-urban hidden curriculum is exemplified 
in the course offerings analysis for Latin 
American evangelical seminaries. (Online 
programs have created a virtual cloistering 
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similar to their brick-and-mortar 
counterparts.) This cloistering makes it 
difficult to implement true IPA. 

Urban Social-Geographic Hidden 
Curriculum 

Yet there is hope for an uncloistered 
urbanized curriculum, even if only found in 
hidden curriculum. The business adage 
“location, location, location,” is helpful 
here. The Latin American seminaries in this 
study are located in major cities;i their 
learning environment is decidedly urban and 
provides a social-geographic urban hidden 
curriculum for students. This compensates 
for the anti-urban hidden curriculum found 
within the history of theological education 
and confirmed through my analysis of 
course-offerings. Unless jailed in seminary 
walls, students in Latin American seminaries 
are educated in the city in which they live. 
This is why a seminary’s social-
geographical environment is so important to 
the education and training of urban 
ministers. It removes the cloister and 
compensates for a hidden curriculum that 
teaches students that classical disciplines 
and church administration is more important 
than engaging the urban community.  

If hidden curriculum trumps explicit 
curriculum (Shaw 2006, 26). the student 
needs to analyze where the intentionality of 
her life is. Shaw writes, “[a] priority of head 
knowledge is subconsciously transferred to 
ministry [in theological education]” (Shaw 
2006, 28). If a student’s intentionality is on 
her study, despite her non-institutional 
social-geographical urban hidden 
curriculum, she may shy away from 
engaging the urban environment and favor 
the cloister rather than the streets. However, 
if her intentionality tends to be in ministerial 

work outside of the classrooms and less than 
on their academic studies, the urban social-
geographical environment will become her 
directing curriculum and true classroom. 
(Consequently, students who are more 
intentional about engaging the street will 
likely be those inappropriately rewarded 
with lower grades that are judged based on 
accumulation of information rather than 
application to real-life ministry.)  

This very dichotomy reflects andragogy, but 
a disintegration of integrated praxis. Self-
directed students can be the determining 
factor of IPA through their own 
intentionality, but they might find 
subversive resistance on the part of the 
institution that foments non-IPA explicit and 
anti-urban hidden curriculum. 

Even hidden curriculum may foster its own 
hidden curriculum. Most of the seminaries 
surveyed for this paper are located in major 
cities throughout Latin America. Being 
located in major cities might provide a 
hidden curriculum of urban space 
supremacy in urban mission. Larger cities 
have the glamour of their size, resources, 
opportunities, and their notability, but at 
some point urbanization in these cities 
begins to slow (see Bolay & Rabinovich 
2004, 414). Smaller intermediary cities, 
however, are the fastest growing in Latin 
America, and is the new wave of 
urbanization in Latin America. In the 1980’s 
and 1990’s intermediate city growth was 
higher than that of major cities (see Cerrutti 
& Bertoncello 2003, 11). Decentralization of 
government, new globalized information 
technology, and liberal market opportunities 
have made these intermediate more 
attractive to recent urbanization. This leads 
to population increases in these cities, but 
also economic ones. Mexico City, for 
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instance, is reporting slower growth than the 
country’s 45 middleweight cities (see 
Cadena et al. 2011, 3). A location 
supremacy in the mega-city hidden 
curriculum may actually hinder students 
from realizing new the reality of 
urbanization in Latin America. To be 
praxiological, then, seminaries might need 
to find satellite campuses that allow 
students, at least for a time, to study in these 
intermediary city. 

Hidden curriculum can work for or against 
explicit curriculum. In IPA hidden 
curriculum, the unstructured learning from 
the context of both within and outside of the 
seminary institution should not be taken for 
granted. If these seminaries wish to provide 
IPA for an urbanized Latin America, then it 
must work towards synthesis in its 
curriculum, removing the anti-urban 
historical influences, and promoting better 
interaction of theory in the urban problem-
solving learning arena. 

Conclusion 
Latin American evangelical seminaries do 
not seem to construct their course offerings 
so as to intentionally foster an integrated 
praxiological andragogy for urbanization. 
Proaño writes, “[I]f a college or university is 
unaware of social demands and takes its 
own path, it is at risk of losing its primary 
reason for existing...” (Proaño 2001, 278). 
Perhaps they “do a better job of qualifying 
students for the Christian version of Trivial 
Pursuit or Jeopardy than…of preparing 
leaders who can draw people closer to God 
and affect the way they live their lives” 
(Shaw 2006, 31). Intentionality of seminary 
education for urbanization is crucial to 
match the Latin American reality. 

A student’s interaction with her social-
geographical environment is a key curricular 
aspect of her overall education, as informal 
and unpredictable as it may be. Seminaries 
must demonstrate an intentionality of 
incorporating its urban social-geographic 
relationship into its explicit curriculum. This 
intentionality in helping students leave the 
cloister for the streets, especially by 
adjusting course offerings that will help 
foster IPA that embraces the urban 
environment as part of the “classroom” and 
offer more holistic formation for the student 
of ministry. Kolb comments, “The campus 
will no longer be the sole location for 
learning, the professor no longer the sole 
source of wisdom. Instead, campus facilities 
and professional expertise will be resources 
linked to a wide range of educational 
settings, to practitioners, field supervisors, 
and adjunct faculty” (Kolb 1984, 8). In other 
words, it is crucial for seminaries to annex 
their urban environment to foster student 
interactions within that urban environment 
for IPA. 

What will it take for Latin American 
evangelical seminaries to better prepare their 
students for the real-life of urban ministry? 
Intentionality. They must be intentional to 
shed their historical curricular biases and 
embrace their social-geographic space. They 
must be intentional to develop IPA into their 
curriculum. Urbanization growth in Latin 
America may have slowed, but it is still 
growing. “To truly impact our cities, city 
churches must show that the gospel 
announces good news not only to 
individuals, but also to the city” (Um & 
Buzzard 2013, 133). Yet one cannot 
announce the good news to a place like the 
city by being cloistered. Seminaries are 
behind the urbanization growth curve, but 
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by implementing an integrated praxiological 
andragogy they have an opportunity to catch 
up so as to prepare their students.  
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The Parable of Two Jothis 
IN OUR WORK AND RELATIONSHIP WITH 
THE POOR, we often come across 
paradoxical situations that raise more 
questions than we have answers for. In fact, 
it is these situations and experiences that 
keep us humble and prevent us from playing 
gods in the lives of the vulnerable poor. 

One such situation is the story of two young 
girls whom I met—one in New Delhi and 
another in Bangalore; strangely both with 
the same names-Jothi (meaning light in 
Hindi). These encounters raised two 
completely different sets of questions out of 
almost similar contexts (the urban poor). 

In New Delhi, I met Jothi (at that time 
probably about 14 years old; today a young 
lady) in a meeting with children from our 
programme areas. She was brimming with 
confidence; she was an average student. 
(Today Jothi is close to completing her 
undergraduate programme-Bachelor of Arts. 
She continues to be active in the community 
transformation efforts.) She was the 
president of her children’s club in a crowded 
Delhi slum-a visionary leader and proactive. 
In fact, she had started other children’s clubs 
in adjacent slums. She had clear plans to 
transform her community. I visited her home 
and met her proud parents. She narrated how 

once she had actually confronted her elected 
representative in a public meeting about the 
poor state of civic amenities in the 
community. She proudly mentioned that 
“the elected representative did not venture to 
return to the community” after that incident 
-most such visits were to seek votes whom 
they claim to “represent.” 

I walked away very proud of what one Jothi 
could do in a crowded Delhi slum, bringing 
hope and pride. I thought to myself, if only 
we had more Jothis among the 62 million 
urban poor in India’s cities and towns. I was 
grateful to God for Jothi and the hope she 
inspired. 

In Bangalore, a few months later, I met a 
young girl living in the middle of a major 
vegetable market in the heart of the city. Her 
name was also Jothi. She would have been 
at that time about 11 years old. She was 
playing with her friends on the streets that 
morning. My friends and I stopped to talk to 
Jothi and her friends. We were told that 
young Jothi is already married; married to a 
16-year-old boy (who was also in the 
vicinity playing with his friends). World 
Vision programme was trying its best to 
mainstream Jothi and her husband into a 
formal school. 

Originally published in The New Urban World Journal, November 2012, Volume 1:1. Republished with permission. 
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Over the next few months, Jothi disappeared 
into the urban jungle to be another missing 
child. The system did not have space for 
Jothi; she was a child bride and a misfit in 
the system. She would be one more young 
mother who would give birth to another 
malnourished baby adding to the 1.8 million 
children below five years of age who die 
every year due to malnutrition—a shame for 
the nation, but more importantly, a personal 
humiliation for the malnourished child. 

As I reflected on the Jothi from Bangalore, I 
felt the deep sense of hopelessness that must 
fill the little hearts of our children. We call 
them 'missing' children; one more child lost. 
The system neither knows nor cares where 
they disappeared to and how. 

This article seeks to examine the space 
between the two Jothis—the space between 
hope and hopelessness. What does “rise of 
the urban poor” really mean in the lives of 
our two Jothis? Urban mission often 
operates between these two Jothis- one 
inspiring hope and another grappling with 
death, hopelessness and decay. Agents of 
transformation-the church, the government, 
and the civil society exist in this space 
between hope and hopelessness, confronting 
symbols of death and decay on a daily basis. 
Do these stories offer any cues and clues for 
us in our response to the urban poor? 

Urban Poverty: Three Extremes 
Urban poverty is not a mere spill-over of 
rural poverty. It has its own personality. The 
rise of the urban poor is more complex. Let 
me explain. 

The City—A Vulgar Display of Wealth 

Today’s poverty is not merely about actual 
numbers of the poor and the oppressed but 
about the growing “gap” between the rich 

and the poor. Government policies and 
strategies of civil society are often geared to 
address the actual poverty and often fail to 
address the gap. This gap is consequently 
filled by fundamentalists and militants, such 
as the Maoists, often feeding on discontent 
and frustration. 

In a strange way, the city brings to the fore 
in a pronounced manner the gap-the worst of 
urban poverty. The rich display their wealth 
as if the poor do not exist in the cities. The 
malls and neon lights overshadow the dark 
corners where the poor eke out their living. 

Shining India happily coexists with abject 
poverty as though poverty was a mere 
landscape issue. One wonders if this is a 
consequence of our religious philosophies 
and worldview.  

When we walk through a community of rag 
pickers in the heart of Delhi, one does not 
see a spirit of resignation but rather, a 
resilient spirit. However, this resilient spirit 
is rooted in the quest for somehow making a 
living off the rich in the city. There is a 
parasitical relationship—not manipulation 
but helplessness. In the process, the poor 
and vulnerable children get exploited and 
oppressed. 

The city systems do not even have 
disaggregated statistics about the urban 
poor. The ugly reality of urban poverty gets 
camouflaged by the “urban” statistics, which 
often look rosy and shining. This gap is 
about the poor being marginalised from the 
mainstream of the city. It is about fractured 
relationships-communities deeply divided 
on the basis of ethnicity and language. 

So what are the implications for the rise of 
the poor (empowerment) in the city! This 
process is not merely a socio-economic 
phenomenon; it is about addressing the 
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vulgarity of the gap. It is about the people of 
God daring to stand in the gap between hope 
and hopelessness and speaking truth in the 
face of death and decay. Jothi from New 
Delhi is surely a symbol of hope speaking 
truth in the public domain, challenging 
forces that marginalise. It is about being 
prophetic-challenging the gap and ensuring 
that it does not set in concrete. It is about 
refusing to allow Jothis to simply go missing 
from the systems. 

Collapse of Governance 
It is common knowledge in most analyses of 
poverty that the burden of responsibility lies 
squarely in the corridors of power in our 
nations. Governance is fully responsible for 
the neglect of the poor. The face of this 
collapse involves corruption, weak 
governments, lack of political will and so 
on. The poor and the common citizenry 
consequently lose faith in the political 
system. 

However, in the city there is a strange twist. 
In the city, the failure of the seat of power 
(governance) is even more real and palpable. 
Basic services are very much within the 
reach of the poor, and yet are so far. The 
poor in the city are often forced to pick up 
the crumbs from the table. In a strange twist 
of fate, the very political system that ignores 
the poor cleverly co-opts the poor for their 
survival. These poor make up the numbers 
for political rallies and mass protests. The 
urban poor are politically aware, but acutely 
powerless—an irony. 

What is often touted as a “lack of political 
will” in our governance and bureaucratic 
leadership is really an intentional 
(ideological) effort to crush (never allow) 
any uprising of the poor and to suppress any 
emergence of hope. This is about a powerful 

collective playing god in the lives of the 
poor and wounding the souls of the poor, 
reducing them to a state of hopelessness. A 
casualty of this neglect and deliberate 
crushing of hope is young Jothi who 
disappeared from the system out of shame 
and pain. The system does not even notice; 
she is just one more child reported missing. 

Economics that “Mars” 
Cities are often the political and economic 
capitals of a region/state. Within this 
complex urban economic system, rural 
migrants, once skilled labourers, often 
become mere tools of production. Today 
with major investments in infrastructure, 
cities are attracting large numbers of 
migrants who do not even know or 
understand the local languages. For the 
building up of our infrastructure, we need 
the poor; once the task is done, though, the 
poor need to move out to keep the city 
clean! 

The effect of these exploitative economics is 
not merely low income and unemployment, 
but the marring of the self-image of the 
poor. The ripple effect of this marring of 
self-image is often expressed in a vicious 
cycle of violence and death dealing habits 
such as alcoholism. Urban poverty is 
characterised by these features. Women and 
children often bear the brunt of this vicious 
cycle of poor self-image and the cycle of 
violence. The city system does not care for 
these-economies must run, GDP must 
grow and the race with global economy 
must be won. 

The children end up paying the price. In a 
nation with over 17 million child labourers, 
one Jothi missing is considered not 
significant; but for Jothi 100 percent of her 
life is lost. What politicians and bureaucrats 
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consider as a national shame is really a 
personal humiliation for the child-she will 
always be a second-class citizen in her own 
country. 

Growth with justice is a myth in a stratified 
society. The DNA of growth does not 
somehow promote justice unless there is a 
definite intentionality. The urban poor are 
left to the mercy of a trickle down. Policy 
makers are not bothered about the lowest 
rungs of our society, even though the 
government vowed to protect them when the 
economy was opened up. Whatever 
happened to economics with a human face? 

How Then Will the City Rise? 
Even as we consider the task of being a 
prophetic community—standing in the gap 
between the two Jothis, between hope and 
death—it is critical for us to consider the 
following fundamentals. Let me examine 
three leads. 

Beyond Beautifying the Slum 

The space between the two Jothis is not a 
pretty space. It is marked with violence, 
neglect, stink and decay, pain and death. 
Often development workers along with 
governments have been content to clean up 
the slums. The poor did not come into the 
city to live in squalor. However, in that 
squalor, they find their identity. If we seek 
sustainable solutions for urban poverty. we 
must challenge the squalor and its realities—
not simply allow the squalor to define the 
identity of the urban poor. 

The space between the two Jothis is about 
their dignity. It demands more than cleaning 
up the gutter. It requires moving them out. A 
rise of the urban poor requires a prophetic 
voice in a sociopolitical and economic 

system that mars; it requires truth-telling to 
confront collapsed governance structures. 

Triggering a Movement 

A movement is a purposive, collective, 
sustained and expanding (in numbers, time, 
and social composition) interaction that 
seeks to challenge and renew (transform) 
existing values, relationships, and structures 
(see Oommen 1990). 

The urban opportunity for a movement is 
vast compared to the rural areas. Civil 
societies thrive on taking advantage of this 
situation. Highly connected and informed 
communities allow us to go beyond sporadic 
disconnected changes. We can launch 
movements—ripples of transformation.  

A classic parallel is the narrative of Jesus’ 
healing of an urban poor person—a man 
who had been blind from birth (John 9). The 
disciples thought it was an opportunity to 
discuss the theology of sin. The religious 
leaders thought it was an excellent trap by 
which to capture Jesus. The man’s own 
parents conveniently avoided the awkward 
questions. The healing of the blind man—
the transformation of the urban poor—upset 
the disciples (their theology), the fearful 
parents and the hypocrisy of the religious 
leaders. The connectedness of the city 
allows for these ripples of transformation. It 
is critical that a prophetic community 
leverages this opportunity. Sporadic 
examples of excellence will not sustain 
change. Movements are critical. 

A critical component for triggering a 
movement is to be rooted in the 
neighbourhood; our feet must be rooted in 
the neighbourhood. The prophetic 
community must be incarnated in the 
neighbourhood; otherwise its work would be 
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mere activism. Solutions for a 
transformative movement impacting the 
nation should be molded, tested and shaped 
in the neighbourhood. 

Investing Life 

In a strange manner the most inhumane of 
situations (poverty) requires the most 
humane of investments—investment of life. 
Without investment of life, there is no role 
model and reference point. Of all the 
engagements the most critical of 
interventions is the life of the 
staff/agent/practitioner. Let me elaborate. 

Grassroots practitioners must be radically 
re-equipped for the city. Grassroots 
practitioners/agents of change must: 

• Reflect their “inner being” through their
engagement. Poverty and powerlessness 
are human and relational; therefore 
responses to poverty must also be human 
and relational. This requires investment 
of life. It cannot be reduced to mere 
action plans; demonstrate covenant-
quality inclusive relationships based on 
truth practitioners must allow truth to 
confront their public and private life; 

• Be competent to exegete God’s work
among the poor—trace the “patterns” in 
God’s movement among the poor in the 
city; be competent to analyse the 
worldview of a people and the ideology 
that drives the economic, political and 
other systems that crush the poor; and be 

countercultural in a society that values 
entitlement over sacrifice. 

Rising With the Urban Poor 
Engagement with the city is foundational if 
we are to transform the nation. It has the 
potential to send out ripples of 
transformation across the nation. Poverty 
and oppression in the city has its own human 
face. It is the face of a child with nimble 
fingers and shattered dreams. It is the face of 
a child with a broken home or no home; a 
sick mother often battered by an alcoholic 
father. It is that deep sigh of the child when 
she sees other children walk past her, as if 
she never existed. 

The church—the prophetic community—
must rediscover herself in her own 
neighbourhood. The church must locate its 
mission in the space between the two 
Jothis—between hope and hopelessness, life 
and joy, and pain and death. The church is 
the evidence that our God has not given up 
on the urban poor. 

The presence of the church among the urban 
poor is really an expression of the answer of 
our Father in heaven to the cry of the poor 
when they pray, “thy kingdom come on 
earth as it is in heaven.” 

Reference 
Oommen, T. K. 1990. Protest and change: 

Studies in social movements. New Delhi: 
Sage Publications. 

William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

47

http://www.wciujournal.org/


Originally published in The New Urban World Journal, November 2012, Volume 1:1. Republished with 
permission. 

William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org	  

Paul’s Vision of an Alternative Christ-Community 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

SIU FUNG WU 

Siu Fung Wu is passionate about the Bible and justice for those living in poverty. He was an 
Education Officer at World Vision Australia for almost seven years, and is now completing a 
research degree on the theology of suffering. 

ONE DIFFICULT CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCE 
I HAD was the realisation that working long 
hours for a small amount of money was 
necessary for keeping the family from 
extreme poverty. As a child, I learned that 
life was harsh. Everyone in my 
neighbourhood struggled to make ends meet, 
for we belonged to the lower parts of the 
social pyramid.  

This would also be the experience of many 
in ancient Rome. Archaeological evidence 
shows that there were several slums in 
Rome. Suburra, for example, was a well-
known one, and it was ironically located 
next door to the Forum of Augustus, which 
was an architectural display of Caesar's 
power and might. 

In his latest research, Bruce Longenecker 
estimates that roughly 65 percent of 
Christians in Paul's churches lived at or 
below subsistence level, and 25 percent with 
only minimal economic resources. Merely 
10 percent had a moderate surplus 
(Longenecker 2010. 295). In other words, 
the majority of Christians in Rome lived in 
poverty or just above it. It is likely that 
many Christians lived around the Tiber 

River or the areas across the river, while the 
wealthy lived up in the seven hills on which 
the city stood (Wright 2004, 7). 

The Roman society was strongly 
hierarchical. People's social status 
determined their identity; place in the 
society, and their prospect of life. Within 
such a social system, economic exploitation 
and social oppression were common. The 
majority of Rome's population would be 
non-elites. Slaves consisted of somewhere 
between 25 to 40 percent of the populace. 
Children of slaves and female slaves were 
often subject to sexual abuse. Many 
inhabitants were war-captives or their 
descendants. It was also a multicultural 
society, with many Greeks, Jews and 
Africans. Homeless people were commonly 
seen on the streets, and many others lived in 
crowded apartment blocks or even slums. 

Ancient Rome and twenty-first-century 
cities bear striking resemblances. The 
disparity between the rich and the poor 
continues to grow. A slum can be within 
walking distance to extravagant modern 
buildings. Urban dwellers living in poverty 
often come from diverse backgrounds, 
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ranging from foreigners escaping political 
unrest, to the rural poor moving to the cities 
in search for work. Women and children 
may be forced to work in the sex industry. 
Economic exploitation, homelessness and 
social and racial tensions are all too 
common. 

Paul mentions "good news" (or "gospel") in 
Romans nine times. No doubt those living in 
poverty would be eager to know what "good 
news” means. Of course the good news has 
much to do with eternal life through faith in 
Jesus. But a vital part of that good news is 
the formation of a new humanity out of the 
humanity in Adam (5:12-21). Sin and death 
are powers that hold sway the cosmos and 
enslave humanity, causing sin-bound 
behaviours and systemic socioeconomic 
injustices that dehumanise God's image-
bearers. But through Christ, God has created 
a new community-a new creation-that has 
been freed from the reign of sin and death, 
and whose identity and life pattern are 
defined and shaped by Christ's death, 
resurrection and sacrificial way of life. 

Paul's vision for this new community can be 
found in Romans 12:9-16. Much can be said 
here, but we will focus on two 
characteristics of this community. First, it is 
a love-filled fellowship where people share 
life together. They love without pretence 
(12:9). They rejoice and cry together 
(12:15). There is profound healing power 
when a community shares pains and sorrows 
in sincere love. They welcome strangers into 
their homes (12: 13; CEB), which is 
immensely life-giving for a city with lonely 
people living in hunger and pain. 

Second, it is a life-transforming alternative 
community, where people are honoured 
regardless of their social standing. They 
show honour to each other (12:10). They 

consider everyone as equal, and associate 
with people who have no status (12:16). 
This is mort countercultural-and 
simultaneously life-transforming-in an 
intensely hierarchical societies where slaves 
are not honoured and unskilled workers are 
despised. Thus Paul envisages a community 
that practises status-reversal and hence 
redefines people’s identity according to their 
intrinsic value in Christ.  

Much can be learned from Romans 12:9-16. 
Let us share our thoughts through these 
discussion questions. 

1. What similarities does your urban
neighbourhood share with the society in 
ancient Rome? What are the 
characteristics of your community in 
terms of its socioeconomic situation and 
the makeup of the local population? 

2. Which types of people in your
neighbourhood have no or a low social 
status? In what ways are they 
marginalized?  

3. What kind of healing power does a
love-filled community bring to those 
living with social and economic 
marginalisation? 

4. In what ways can Paul's vision of
community reshape people's identity and 
wellbeing in an urban neighbourhood? 
What are the barriers to such a vision, 
and how can they be overcome in 
practice? 
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MIGRATION TO URBAN CENTERS MARKS 
THE CONTEMPORARY GLOBAL 
LANDSCAPE. Examining the lives of migrant 
persons offers a unique vantage point for 
missiological reflection. This study 
considers the lives of migrant women in 
particular, in order to glean insight regarding 
the nature of the city and implications for 
missional engagement in a changing urban 
world.  

For my master’s thesis in the Philippines, I 
studied how women in the vast slums and 
squatter settlements in Manila coped with a 
life that to me seemed unbearable. I 
dedicated months of living with these 
women in order to learn from them and 
thereby shape my own life. It was a life-
transforming experience. And in my 

subsequent research in Kenya, Tanzania, 
Oakland, and Los Angeles, I have found 
common threads among these courageous 
women who, as the ancient Chinese adage 
says, “hold up half the sky.” This paper 
intends to help the reader not to focus solely 
on the mega-picture, on the problems and 
challenges of globalization, but to feel the 
humanity, the beauty, and the 
resourcefulness of people (specifically 
women) who live in this very urbanized and 
globalized world. We need that mega-
picture, the mega-story, to shape our 
understanding of the world we live in, and to 
be able to be bridges to the gospel of Christ 
as we live alongside our fellow global 
citizen. Yet we must not forget the lives that 
give meaning to that mega-story, and that 
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we must be the bridges between these two 
stories.  

Poverty is an underlying theme in most 
cities of the world, particularly the 
developing world. As the Chronic Poverty 
Research Centre reminds us, millions around 
the globe are chronically poor, living on less 
than $1 a day (Chronic Poverty Research 
Centre 2008). Clearly, poverty complicates 
the urban landscape enormously and one 
might say a great deal about its causes, both 
global and local, and its impact. I will not 
attempt to do that here but rather zero in on 
a few issues that I see as vitally important 
for mission in the next decade. My focus in 
this paper, therefore, is on the following 
issues, with a specific emphasis on women: 
(1) the challenge of immigration (2) the faith 
factor or religion in cities, and finally (3) the 
impact of climate change. How do these 
come together in a way that can shape our 
living out the gospel and address the urban 
context? These issues are interwoven and 
vast, so this paper will not run in a linear 
fashion and will address each in a very 
limited and incomplete way.  

Migration/Immigration 
Drawn by dreams of economic opportunity, 
political freedom, social equality, and a 
brighter future for themselves and their 
families, immigrants flock in great numbers 
to Los Angeles as well as to other cities 
around the world. According to the United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs in 2008 there were 214 million 
migrants in the world and approximately 
49% of them were women (United Nations 
2009). While these migrant women leave 
their homes with their dreams and high 
expectations, too often they arrive at their 
destination unprepared for the realities that 
they soon face in their new land. 

Discrimination, prejudice, exploitation, fear 
of the unknown, isolation, and loneliness are 
but some of the challenges immigrant 
women (and men) must deal with on a daily 
basis. Nevertheless, thousands continue to 
migrate to cities, so clearly there is another 
side to the coin. 

Cities as Spaces for New 
Opportunities 
The city provides a space for new 
opportunities and new challenges, however 
difficult it might be to make a way within it. 
While on the one hand immigrant women 
often make up an invisible and 
disempowered class of workers, on the other 
hand they find new freedom and a voice 
within their own families. Whereas in their 
own country they may not have the 
opportunity to earn an income outside the 
home, in their new city they often find 
themselves as the main breadwinner for 
either the family with them or the one they 
left behind. Women in large urban centers 
find that they have more occupational 
flexibility and are often able to weave 
income opportunities into the home sphere. 
Thus, they strengthen their economic 
position in the family, and they begin to 
have more of a say in family affairs. It is 
important not to overlook this side of the 
coin when critiquing the unacceptable living 
conditions of the poor in cities around the 
world. I have found that no matter how hard 
the conditions, this stronger earning position 
encourages women to stay in the city and 
not migrate back home to the village or to 
their own home countries. Here a woman 
can forge a life that permits her to dream of 
a future for her children. No matter that her 
house is just a shack, as long as she can 
work and provide for her children. In the 
city women have access to better schools 
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and better health care. They have 
opportunity. And from the mother’s 
perspective they face a better future than 
ever before. This hope is strong and 
overcomes the difficult living conditions. 

Yet, the jobs they find are most often at the 
margins, precarious, underpaid, with no 
safety net. By tapping into a growing new 
labor supply—women and immigrants—
global cities have seen an explosion of 
wealth and power supported by a host of 
workers “holding up half the sky.” At the 
same time, as Barbara Ehrenreich points out, 
these cities “have seen a gathering trend 
towards informalization of an expanding 
range of activities, as low-profit employers 
attempt to escape the costs and constraints 
of the formal economy’s regulatory 
apparatus” (Ehrenreich 2008, 258). While it 
is difficult to measure the extent of the 
informal economy in most cities, 
anecdotally it is estimated that in Nairobi 
about 68% of the population is engaged in 
the informal economy and in Accra 90% (an 
estimate provided by an officer of the 
United Nations Development Program). I 
recently heard from a fellow academic that it 
is 95% in Mumbai. The engagement in the 
informal economy without the possibility or 
opportunity of moving out of it is part of 
what makes poverty an overwhelming urban 
characteristic in most countries of the 
developing world. US cities are not avoiding 
growth in poverty. In Los Angeles, 
demographer Dowell Myers and his team 
projected a poverty growth of 59% in 2011 
(Myers 2010). The informal economy of Los 
Angeles is approximately 25%. Many of 
these poor are immigrants. Yet in spite of 
their poverty, these people manage to send 
huge amounts of money home in the form of 
remittances. In 2010, over $400 billion is 
estimated to have been sent in remittances 

alone to home countries (World Bank 2011). 
These billions become a large percentage of 
the economy of the receiving countries, 
often being the only source for village and 
town infrastructure, from building schools to 
fixing the roof of the church, building 
bridges, clinics, and so forth, not to mention 
sometimes being the sole income for the 
families that depend on them. These 
remittances bring me to reflect on another 
aspect of migration that is deeply embedded 
in the contemporary urban context. 

Cities as Centers for 
Transmigration 
Sending remittances and supplies home are 
ways in which immigrants transcend the 
distance and stay connected with their 
families and communities there. Yet, 
remittances alone are not the only enduring 
bond that characterizes many urban 
migrants. “Their ties to one another are so 
strong,” concludes one study, “and the 
movement of people so great, that in many 
ways people belong to a single community 
that exists in different locations, on both 
sides of the border” (Bacon 2005). Living in 
the globalized world, the migrant uses 
technology to stay connected: phoning and 
emailing friends and family back home, 
sending packages, getting the news online or 
through local migrant papers, sometimes 
voting in absentia (such as happened with 
Salvadorans in the US when Mauricio Funes 
was elected), watching movies, eating 
traditional foods, and playing music to keep 
connected and to fill the empty spaces inside 
that long for home. Nina Glick Schiller, 
Linda Basch, and Cristina Blanc-Szanton 
explain, “Immigrants are understood to be 
transmigrants when they develop and 
maintain multiple relations—familial, 
economic, social, organizational, religious, 
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and political—that span borders” (Schiller, 
Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992, ix). 
Transmigration is a reality that significantly 
shapes the lives of urban migrants. 

Cities as Spaces for Forging New 
Social Networks: Ties that Bind 
Women form strong social networks that 
support them in their daily lives and help 
them while negotiating the complex issues 
of language, culture, survival, and caring for 
their children. Andrea Dyrness relates how a 
group of Latina women in Oakland gathered 
weekly in the kitchen of one of the mothers 
to strategize for reform in the schools their 
children were attending (Dyrness, A. 2011, 
139-60). For the mothers that came together 
for change in the small-school system in 
Oakland, the home became a site of healing 
and resistance and a base for community 
change. 

Using the home as a center for community 
transformation and solidarity is a key coping 
strategy for many of the women with whom 
I have worked. For the Southeast Asian 
refugee women that I worked with in 
Oakland, the home became the center for 
forging ties with majority white women. By 
coming together in their homes, these 
women built solidarity groups of trust, 
learning from one another’s culture, and 
opening the door for the refugee women to 
finally be able to tell their story of traumatic 
war and dislocation and have these stories 
validated by their new friends. It was 
amazing to watch physical ailments 
disappear as these friendships grew, always 
within the hospitable confines of some 
home. 

While these networks are most often forged 
for economic and moral support, they can 
also become the base for community 

organizing. Thus, women use their role as 
mothers and providers to join together for 
the good of the community. In Los Angeles, 
for example, women hotel workers (among 
others) have successfully organized to 
protest against their employers for better 
working conditions and health benefits 
(CLUE 2013). Indeed, community 
organizing provides a voice for people at the 
margins, empowering them to get engaged 
in working for change, in making a 
difference in their communities. It is 
particularly important for women.  

As part of a research project at the Center 
for Religion and Civic Culture at the 
University of Southern California, my 
colleagues and I interviewed a young Latina 
woman who was involved in the Active 
Citizenship Campaign of the Industrial 
Areas Foundation. She said that the 
community organizing process and the 
support from her congregation provided her 
with the space to develop her own potential. 
Suddenly, she realized she had a voice as an 
advocate for her people (Miller, Miller, and 
Dyrness 2002, 124). Judy Reyes, a leader in 
another faith-based organizing group, 
explained how the experience in community 
organizing had affected her life:  

That’s what we do; we get people engaged 
in things they never used to think made a 
difference. Before, I never did and I had no 
sense of power, of being able to affect 
anything in the political realm. . . . It’s really 
hard, especially for women. We don’t get a 
lot of opportunities to be leaders in society. 
Just to call myself a leader is a huge thing. I 
take a great deal of pride in it, because I’ve 
always had these abilities and I’ve tried to 
use them. But before I’d never found the 
place where they were valued. I was always 
shut out or shut down. … Here the more I 
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put into this the more I got. I saw results 
(Wood 2002, 279-80). 

Religion in the City: A Space for 
the Immigrant Community 
As they travel across the globe, immigrants 
often carry their religion with them. 
Sometimes the religion stays exactly the 
same. Witness the Cambodian women in 
Long Beach who want their temple to look 
and act exactly like the one they left behind 
in Cambodia; or the Pentecostal churches in 
El Salvador, Guatemala, or Brazil carried 
throughout the world by migrants who even 
preach the same sermon on Sundays as their 
congregations of origin. Not only do cities 
provide a variety of opportunities for 
employment, entertainment, living styles, 
culinary diversity, and so forth, but they also 
provide many options for religious 
engagement, a diversity of paths to spiritual 
and mystical presence. There is considerable 
freedom of choice in most cities and for 
migrants the cultural restraints on making 
choices are rarely as limiting as they are in 
their village or their home country. 
Although immigrants in Los Angeles 
expressed concern over the dangers of such 
pluralism, they also relished the freedom 
they experienced. In the city they can 
practice their religion in public ways that 
were proscribed in the homeland, where 
they had to confine their worship to the 
home (Miller, Miller, and Dyrness 2002, 
123-24). 

Religion addresses the problem of loneliness 
by providing entry to a familiar community 
with familiar beliefs and practices that give 
structure and meaning to life—indeed, 
worship and ritual have the potential to bind  

people together in ways that other 
institutions are not equipped to do (Miller, 
Miller, and Dyrness 2002, 120). The 
religious institution is a place where one can 
speak one’s native tongue, eat native food, 
and, not insignificantly, find a husband (or 
wife) who shares the same cultural 
background. A group of Hindu women said 
that they didn’t mind doing the cooking for 
the temple’s activities on the weekends 
because it provided a welcome time for 
them to see their friends and talk in Gujarati, 
catch up on news from India, and explore 
the latest Indian fashions (Miller, Miller, and 
Dyrness 2002, 117). Cambodian women 
send their young sons to the Khemara 
Budhikarm in Long Beach to be mentored 
by the priests in hopes that they will get 
engaged in Cambodian culture and resist 
joining the gangs in Los Angeles. Religion, 
therefore, welcomes the stranger, provides a 
community that helps replace the one left 
behind, and enables new generations to 
connect with their heritage. 

Faith and the Transnational 
Parent 
At a familial or individual level, the 
transmigrant relies on religion to provide a 
balm on the deep wounds of separation from 
family, but especially so when the parent has 
had to leave children behind, often in the 
care of the grandparents. Prayer not only 
helps parents cope with their daily 
challenges as urban migrants but prayers to 
God also help collapse the physical distance 
between them and their families back home. 
In sum, prayer is one way transnational 
mothers (and fathers) transcend distance 
from their families and cope with the 
separation (Avila 2008, 171).  
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The Impact of Global Climate 
Change 
People in cities are impacted severely by 
changes in climate patterns. This is not to 
exclude the impact on the rural sector; 
however, urban and rural environments are 
symbiotically interrelated. The rural sector is 
the agricultural center for providing food for 
the urban sector and thus what affects 
agriculture has a deep impact on life in the 
city. As the global climate changes, both 
sectors are impacted. If the world warms just 
2℃ above pre-industrial levels, and some 

experts believe it already has, we are facing 
disaster in our world. A report issued in 
2010 by The World Bank Group lists six 
areas that are most vulnerable to a rise of 
2℃ in the earth’s temperature (Margulis, et 

al. 2010, 11-14). There is not time in this 
paper to develop each of them, but in 
summary they are infrastructure, water 
supply, agriculture, human health, coastal 
zones, and extreme weather events. The best 
available information indicates that more 
than 170,000 people have been killed by 
floods since 1960, 2.4 million have been 
killed by droughts, and billions have been 
seriously affected by extreme weather 
events. It is widely agreed that climate 
change will increase the frequency and 
intensity of such extreme weather events.  

The analysis in this report from the World 
Bank builds on empirical work and case 
studies that have documented the role of 
socioeconomic development in reducing 
vulnerability to climate shocks. Several 
studies have focused on the effect of rising 
income per capita: “as communities get  

richer, they have greater willingness and 
ability to pay for preventive measures” 
(Margulis, et al 2010, 61). Indeed, for the 
World Bank’s report several country case 
studies were conducted and preliminary 
analysis from those cases suggests that 
“social safety nets and other social 
protection approaches are widely assigned 
high priority by governments among 
measures to support pro-poor adaptation to 
climate change (Margulis, et al 2010, 62). In 
Bangladesh, for example, participants in 
workshops named extension of citizenship 
rights to urban slum dwellers (as well as 
improved coverage of basic services) as key 
elements for their future. Safety net 
programs, when designed to address climate 
hazards, should include investments in risk 
preparedness and response systems, with 
attention to gender issues in disaster 
mitigation. When millions of people are 
living in the informal settlements within 
cities with poor quality housing (often just 
shacks put together with scraps of wood and 
zinc roofing) and lack of sanitation and 
water, they are most vulnerable to high 
intensity winds and floods resulting from 
stronger and more frequent hurricanes and 
typhoons. Settlements that exist along the 
ocean shores or riverbanks are especially 
vulnerable to higher tides due to rise in sea 
level.  

The World Bank suggests that empowering 
women, as centers of the home, through 
improved education is critical for reducing 
household vulnerability to weather-related 
disasters. Thus, to neutralize the impact of 
extreme weather events requires educating 
an additional 18 million to 23 million young 
women at a cost of $12 billion to $15 billion 
a year (Margulis, et al 2010, 62-63). 
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Implications for Mission 
So what does all of this mean for missions in 
a globalized urban environment?  

Our missiology needs to embrace women 
as key instruments for God’s care for the 
city. For decades now we have been 
talking about gender issues, feminist 
theology, and women and development; 
but we still have a long way to go. 
Women need to be encouraged to 
become the bearers of good news, to 
study, to think through theological 
implications of our day. We therefore 
need to provide opportunities, 
scholarships, and support for family in 
order to allow this to happen. Women 
must be actively engaged in developing 
strategies for our missional work of 
transformation in the city. Our churches 
(local and global) need to provide space 
and resources to help women engage 
effectively in community transformation. 
As Christians we also need to be 
advocating for basic labor and other 
human rights for women. We can be 
determined to capitalize on things 
women do naturally and easily, such as 
forging social ties, serving their 
communities in a compassionate way, 
and advocating for justice for 
themselves, their families, and their 
neighbors. Their activism provides us a 
space for coming alongside them as we 
live out our mission within the city. 

Our missiology needs to embrace 
immigration and transmigration as 
opportunities for the gospel to move 
across boundaries and shape our urban 
environment while at the same time 
being aware that migration is also being 
used for evil, such as human trafficking. 

Fortunately, in this area at least, we are 
making some headway. But there is still 
a strong current of animosity in most 
countries against immigrants. We have a 
responsibility to gain from the best 
research (see Hanciles 2008), provide 
opportunities and space for partnerships 
that empower immigrants, and begin to 
look at ways that the church can continue 
being a center for welcoming the 
stranger. Unfortunately, this is often still 
a struggle for many of the established 
churches. It is vital that churches share 
resources, space, and power, and in this 
way model the biblical imperative that 
the poor shall be lifted up. This is central 
to the gospel teaching as we ourselves 
follow a Christ who humbled himself and 
became a servant to others. Just a few 
months ago I attended a summit on 
immigration at a high profile, primarily 
Anglo established Protestant church. I 
was excited, only to discover that the 
Anglos there were providing an 
introduction on immigration to a bunch 
of leaders in the immigrant community! 
Something is wrong with this picture. 
The teaching should have been the other 
way around! Unless our cities 
respectfully embrace immigrants, the 
future and hope of the city, its shalom, is 
denied. 

As Christians we are sometimes slow to 
embrace creation care as an essential part 
of the gospel. Yet our understanding of 
the impact of global climate change in 
the cities in which we live and serve 
needs to be rooted in a theological 
understanding of care for the earth. If we 
are not prepared to do this, we may 
indeed be accomplices to further 
deterioration of our cities. And this has to 
be based on solid research to help us 
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understand how our cites are being 
impacted by environmental change and 
degradation and then strategize on how 
to mitigate this. Our strategies for taking 
a wholistic gospel to the urban centers 
depends on this research. I believe it is 
not enough to be concerned with 
people’s souls when they cannot feed 
their children or their houses are 
consistently being flooded or, worse, 
destroyed by winds and storms. The 
good thing is that there is solid work that 
has been done and continues to be done 
on environmental impacts, even from a 
Christian perspective, but too often we 
are not prepared to follow through with 
the implications of this research. I was 
talking with a few people who are 
currently engaged in mission, and I 
brought this up. Their response was 
surprising to me: they felt that this is 
something that for people in the West is 
an issue, but out on the field they do not 
find this to be as important an issue. 
This, unfortunately, is a common 
response, but it is a response that is truly 
disturbing! All around them are signs of 
the impact of global climate change: 
thousands of climate refugees in Nairobi 
who have been displaced by drought, 
thousands upon thousands of people in 
Bangladesh and Pakistan impacted by 
floods because crops can no longer grow 
in flooded plains, and the melting of 
glaciers in Bolivia threaten people’s 
water supply. Caring for the environment 
is not just a Western issue but must 
become a concern for all of us engaged 
in mission globally.  

I believe that the urban centers of economic 
and political influence are places where we 
can carry out mission in a holistic, 
comprehensive, compassionate way. 

However, we cannot do it alone. We need 
each other. We need people who can bring 
the essential, diverse, and necessary gifts to 
the table in a coalitional, collaborative way. 
We have come a long way in understanding 
and engaging in urban mission, but we have 
a long way to go.  

References 
Avila, Ernestine M. 2008. Transitional 

motherhood and fatherhood: Gendered 
challenges and coping. PhD diss., University 
of Southern California. 
http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/assetserver/contr
oller/item/etd-Avila-20080715.pdf.. 

Bacon, David. 2005. Communities without 
borders. Truthout. October. http://www.truth-
out.org/archive/component/k2/item/57939:da
vid-bacon--communities-without-borders. 

CLUE. 2013. Victory at Holiday Inn LAX! 
Clergy & Laity United for Economic Justice. 
October 28. 
http://www.cluela.org/2013/10/victory-at-
holiday-inn-lax/. 

Chronic Poverty Research Centre. 2008. The 
chronic poverty report 2008–09: Escaping 
poverty traps. Manchester, UK: Chronic 
Poverty Research Centre. 
http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publi
cation_files/CPR2_ReportFull.pdf. 

Dyrness, Andrea. 2011. Mothers united: An 
immigrant struggle for socially just 
education. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press. 

Ehrenreich, Barbara. 2008. Nickel and dimed: 
On (not) getting by in America. New York: 
Holt Paperbacks.  

Hanciles, Jehu J. 2008. Beyond Christendom: 
Globalization, African migration, and the 
transformation of the West. Maryknoll: 
Orbis. 

Margulis, Sergio, et al. 2010. The costs to 
developing countries of adapting to climate 
change: New methods and estimates. 
Washington, DC: The World Bank Group. 

57



William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTCC/R
esources/EACC-june2010.pdf. 

Myers, Dowell, et al. 2010. Immigrants and the 
new maturity of Los Angeles. In Los Angeles 
2010: Annual State of the City Report, ed.  
Ali Modarres, 5-8. Los Angeles: Pat Brown 
Institute of Public Affairs. 
http://patbrowninstitute.org/documents/Stateo
ftheCityReport2010-ShortVersion_001.pdf. 

Miller, Donald E., Jon Miller, and Grace 
Dyrness. 2002. Religious dimensions of the 
immigrant experience in Southern 
California.” In Southern California and the 
world, ed. Eric J. Heikkila and Rafael 
Pizarro, 101-32. Westport, CT: Praeger. 

Schiller, Nina Glick, Linda Basch, and Cristina 
Blanc-Szanton. 1992. Towards a definition of 
“transnationalism”: Introductory remarks and 
research questions.” In Towards a 
transnational perspective on migration: 

Race, class, ethnicity, and nationalism 
reconsidered, ed. Nina Glick Schiller, Linda 
Basch, and Cristina Blanc-Szanton, ix-xiv. 
New York: New York Academy of Sciences. 

United Nations. 2009. Trends in international 
migrant stock: The 2008 revision. New York: 
United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, Population Division,. 
http://un.org/esa/population/migration/UN_M
igStock_2008.pdf. 

Wood, Richard L. 2002. Faith in action: 
Religion, race, and democratic organizing in 
America. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

World Bank. 2011. Migration and remittances 
factbook 2011. 2nd ed. Washington, DC: The 
World Bank. http://data.worldbank.org/data-
catalog/migration-and-remittances. 

End Note 
1 An earlier version of this paper was written as 
my response to the main presentation of a panel 
on Post American Missions at Fuller Theological 
Seminary in Pasadena, California, April 2010.

58



William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

Urbanization in Eighth Century BCE Jerusalem:  
Causes and Effects 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

JOEL TRAVIS HAMME 

Joel Hamme is Assistant Professor of Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern studies and the 
Reference Librarian at William Carey International University. His main research concerns the 
Psalms and Genesis in their larger contemporary cultural milieu. He is married to Nancy Solas 
Hamme. 

I. Introduction 
URBANIZATION IS A MODERN 
PHENOMENON that is affecting traditional 
ways of life around the globe as persons 
move from the countryside to the city for a 
number of different reasons, largely 
economic. Urbanization has a large effect on 
the traditional ways of life in societies where 
it occurs. While it is accelerated today, 
research shows that it also happened in 
ancient times and Judah was no exception. 
In the time period of the ancient Hebrew 
kingdoms (tenth-sixth centuries BCE), 
urbanization occurred for a few different 
reasons that are similar to the causes of 
urbanization today: 1) Government Policy: 
The king moved rural populations into 
fortresses and urban centers. This was done 
for strategic reasons and to take advantage 
of an economic asset. 2) Globalization: 
Israel was pulled into the orbit of more 
powerful neighbors and people moved into 
the city (or were moved) to take advantage 
of new opportunity. 3) Refugees: In the 
wake of the destruction of the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel and most of Judah by the 
Assyrians, refugees flooded into Jerusalem 

for protection, and due to the destruction of 
their traditional homes and ways of life. 

II. Archaeological Evidence for
Increased Urbanization in 
Eighth–Sixth Centuries BCE 
Jerusalem 
The nature of Jerusalem at the time of the 
United Monarchy as recorded in the Bible 
and how that relates to the archaeological 
record is a contentious point of debate in 
Old Testament scholarship. Scholars such as 
Niels Peter Lemche, drawing upon the work 
of Jamieson-Drake, sees no developed 
political entity in Judah during the tenth 
century BCE What we have in the Biblical 
Text is a pious fiction written during the 
Persian-Hellenistic period (Lemche 1998). 
P. R. Davies writes that, “One result of the 
events of the political and religious events of 
the 6th and 5th centuries was the creation of 
‘biblical Israel’ itself” (Davies 2006, 147). 

Other archaeologists, such as Israel 
Finkelstein, are more moderate, but still 
dismissive of the biblical witness of a united 

59



William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

monarchy based in Jerusalem in the tenth 
century BCE, saying that the archaeological 
data support an emergence of a state in 
Northern Israel in the ninth century BCE, 
and a state in Judah in the eighth. Before 
then, Jerusalem was a small town, and 
nothing more (Finkelstein 1999, 35-52). In a 
vein skeptical of the Biblical text as 
theologically and ideologically driven, but 
still valuable as a historical source to a 
significant degree, William Dever writes, 
“While the Hebrew Bible in its present, 
heavily edited form cannot be taken at face 
value as history in the modern sense, it 
nevertheless contains much history” (Dever 
2001, 97). Elsewhere, Dever challenges the 
positions of radical revisionists that say that 
Biblical Israel is simply a pious fiction, and 
writes, “once again, the arguments of 
Thompson and other revisionists treat the 
archaeological data selectively and 
cavalierly. Their obvious bias makes one 
suspect that we are dealing here with a 
tendentious ideology, not honest, competent 
scholarship” (Dever 2001, 44). 

Still others accept the biblical record as 
more or less reflective of the archaeology of 
tenth century BCE Jerusalem, writing that 
although the archaeological remains of 
Jerusalem at that time are not extensive, it is 
still representative of a fortified capitol of a 
polity similar to what is described in the 
Bible. (Mazar 2006, 255-72; Uziel and Shai 
2007, 161-70). Others in this vein reflect 
that the archaeological record confirms what 
is recorded in the Bible, and where the Bible 
does not reflect the archaeological record, 
then there are reasons why, such as 
subsequent destructions and rebuilding 
obscuring that record. The Bible is basically 
accurate history (Kitchen 2003, 137-58). 

Concerning Jerusalem in the eighth century 
BCE, however, Iron Age IIB, archaeologists 
are in relative agreement: Starting in the 
second half of the eighth century BCE 
through its destruction by the Babylonians in 
the early sixth century BCE, Jerusalem 
expanded not only into the seat of a regional 
polity, but into a large residential city. The 
only difference here is a matter of scale 
concerning the expansion, and some 
discussion concerning its causes. What 
follows is a description of the size of 
Jerusalem in the eleventh-tenth (Time of the 
United Monarchy) centuries BCE and in the 
eighth-sixth centuries BCE. 

In the time of the United Monarchy, 
Jerusalem was limited to the small mound 
associated with the City of David, at its 
largest possible extent, about 12 Hectares 
and holding up to 2000 inhabitants (Steiner 
2001, 283). Starting in the mid eighth 
century BCE, Jerusalem began to grow and 
continued to do so until the Babylonians 
destroyed it in the early sixth century BCE. 

From a conservative view that this 
presentation is taking, Jerusalem was the 
royal and religious center of the United 
Monarchy, and this is consonant with the 
biblical text. This center, during the time of 
the United Monarchy, held about six percent 
of the Judean population.  

In the early eighth century BCE new 
fortifications were built in the southeastern 
section of the City of David. These 
fortifications were abandoned in the 
following century. This represented a 
growth of about 15-20 percent. 

Toward the end of eighth century BCE, 
there was a huge expansion onto the western 
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hill, entirely encompassed by a broad, 
defensive wall. By this time, the city had 
expanded from thirty-forty thousand square 
meters in David’s time to about three-
hundred thousand in the late eighth century. 
At this time, Jerusalem contained about 
twenty-four percent of the Judean 
population. 

III. Causes of the Urbanization
Biblical scholars and archaeologists point to 
three basic causes for the urbanization of 
Jerusalem. 

1) The urbanization trend was due to
natural expansion and the emergence of 
Jerusalem as the main city of the 
kingdom of Judah in the late ninth and 
early eighth centuries BCE. This 
population increase caused Jerusalem to 
expand eastward, increasing its size by 
15-20 percent (Reich & Shukron 2004, 
216; Na’aman 2007, 38-40). 

2) Jerusalem entered into the Assyrian
Empire’s economic sphere due to Judah’s 
friendly relations with Assyria in the last 
third of the eighth century BCE, which 
turned Jerusalem into an important trade 
hub (Finkelstein 2011, 194; Finkelstein 
2004, 82-83).1  

3) The most explosive growth was due to
refugees of the destruction of the 
Northern Kingdom and refugees from the 
subsequent destruction of 85 percent of 
the settlements of the Judean hinterlands 
by Sennacherib after Hezekiah’s revolt 
(Finkelstein 2011, 195; Finkelstein 2004, 
101; Schniedewind 2004, 66-73; Reich & 
Shukron 2004, 217).2 In addition to the 
people from the countryside being 
dislodged from patrimonial lands by 
Sennacherib’s invasion, there is 

archaeological evidence that Hezekiah 
himself moved much of the rural 
population into more urban centers and 
fortresses (Halpern 1991, 26-27). In 
conjunction with this centralization of 
population into fortresses and urban 
centers, Hezekiah centralized the cult 
there, as well. The proactive 
centralization of populations by 
Hezekiah and that which occurred as 
reaction to Assyrian aggression 
destroyed the traditional structure of 
Judean society. 

IV. Effects of Urbanization on
the Religion and Culture of 
Judah and Jerusalem 

1) After destruction of Northern
Kingdom and Judean Shephelah, 
Jerusalem became a large residential city, 
and areas previously sparsely inhabited 
to the south and East of Jerusalem and 
the western coastland (Negev and less 
desirable farmland) became populated to 
the breaking point with settlements every 
4-6 km.  

2) There is both archaeological and
biblical evidence for an increased 
stratification of society and an 
undermining of traditional patrilineal 
society. This led to higher class 
differentiation and intensified 
individualism with accompanying 
oppression. (Micah 3:10) 

3) Individualism: Shebna’s Tomb,
Ezekiel 18; Jeremiah 31:27-30. With 
increased urbanization and stratification 
of society came increased individualism. 
The urbanization also undermined the 
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traditional, patrilineal, extended family 
that was clan based on an ancestral land. 

The individualism and class stratification 
formed a synergy that altered traditional 
family connections. This is nowhere 
more powerfully depicted than in the 
change of Iron Age burial practices in 
which elites made tombs for themselves 
separate from traditional family tombs 
(Halpern 1991, 71-72).3  See for 
example, Isaiah 22:15-19, in which 
judgment is pronounced against the royal 
official Shebna for having a tomb built 
for himself apart from what would be his 
traditional family tomb, thus 
undermining traditional family ties and 
claims to a patrimony. (Or does this 
represent family ties that have already 
been substantially undermined?) It also 
displays foreign, Egyptian influence on 
beliefs about death and afterlife (Hays 
2010, 558-75). 

4) Another effect of the weakening of
family ties and an increase in 
individualism is a shift in views 
concerning individual (in distinction to 
corporate and familial) responsibility for 
sin. Whereas in the clan-based theology 
before what can be properly called an 
urban upheaval and unsettling of 
traditional life in Judah, punishment was 
often corporate, and the ones who hated 
God were rooted out to the fourth 
generation (Exod. 20:5, Deut. 5:9), 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel argued that God 
would only punish the God hater’s 
offspring if they were evil, as well (Ezek. 
18:1-32, Jer. 31:27-31) (Halpern 1991, 
11-13). With the radical change in social 
structure came a revisioning of some 
fundamental ways that God dealt with 
the corporate family and the individual. 

5) Although there is evidence of literacy
and writing in Israel from an early 
period, in the eighth century BCE, it 
explodes, and there is evidence for 
literacy and a prizing of writing to 
varying degrees at all levels of society. A 
production of a national literature 
through which a society attempts to 
recapture a golden age is prevalent 
throughout the ancient Near East at this 
time. It is helpful to view this as a 
reaction to trauma and a reorientation of 
life after the extreme disorienting event 
of the destruction of much of Judah by 
Sennacherib’s invasion. This started the 
reorientation of ancient Israelite religion 
into a book religion. This reorientation 
would continue and intensify throughout 
the post-exilic period (Schniedewind 
2004, 68-75). Although there were 
religious texts before then, of course, the 
disruption of traditional ways of life on 
which such a family and land based 
religion moved the text into the center as 
the society sought to reconstruct identity 
and meaning. 

V. Hezekiah’s Response to the 
Crisis in Second Chronicles 
How does the biblical narrative portray the 
leadership of Judah’s response to this crisis 
of identity that occurred in Ancient Judah? 2 
Chronicles 29:24 shows King Hezekiah’s 
concern for “all Israel” (Allen 2011). This 
not only reflects the concerns of the Post 
Exilic community that produced Second 
Chronicles, but also reflected a realistic 
concern of Hezekiah overseeing a situation 
in which the disparate and displaced peoples 
of Israel and Judah now living together had 
to form a new, unified identity. (I am 
interpreting the 2 Chronicles passage in light 
of the realities on the ground reflected in the 
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archaeology surveyed in the paper.) His 
incorporating repentant remnants of the 
Northern Kingdom into the Celebration of 
the Passover portrayed in 2 Chronicles 30:1–
31:1 can be seen as the forming of a new 
kinship based on shared religious tradition, 
which can be seen as a replacement for the 
institutional structures that were destroyed 
by the Assyrians.4  These institutions would 
have been increasingly based on the nascent 
Hebrew Bible that is beginning to come into 
shape at this time. The reign of Hezekiah 
can be seen as a time of the consolidation 
and codification of much of the earlier 
portions of the Hebrew Bible. This process 
would continue into the Persian and 
Hellenistic periods. In the place of land and 
ancestry, worship focused on Scripture and a 
central temple would become more 
prominent. The text would move even 
further into the center of ancient Israelite 
religion in the reign of Josiah. 

VI. Takeaway
The takeaway from a survey of the 
urbanization of Jerusalem and its causes is 
that the Bible not only responds to 
urbanization and its effects, both positive 
and negative, but is even largely a product 
of those large forces that drove it. 
Urbanization has irrevocably changed the 
social landscape of our globalized world, 
and as people of biblical faith, we can turn 
to the Bible and the response to the urban 
crisis that it records in order to inform our 
own. 

The urbanization in eighth century BCE 
Jerusalem occurred for similar reasons that 
urbanization occurs today. Jerusalem 
became the capital of a regional power, and 
due to administrative decisions by leaders 
for strategic and economic reasons, it grew. 

Also, similar to the globalization process 
today, Jerusalem got caught by the 
economic gravity well of a major power, 
Assyria, and benefited due to its friendly 
relationship, and suffered horribly when 
they became adversaries. Both the benefit 
and suffering drove urbanization to varying 
degrees. 

The urbanization, especially the dramatic 
urbanization brought on by Assyrian 
aggression, altered Judah’s religious and 
social structures. This was done by 
Hezekiah’s proactive response that 
centralized religious life and the Judean 
populace, and in the Judeans’ forced 
migration as the Assyrians ravaged the land 
of Judah. Israelite society became more 
individualistic and stratified. Literacy 
dramatically increased. Hezekiah’s response 
helped establish a kinship based on a 
common religious heritage based 
increasingly around Scriptures and a central 
sanctuary, replacing a tradition that was 
based on the land and ancestry. 
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End Notes 
1  For a good glimpse at how close the 
relationship between Assyria and Judah became, 
see Dalley (2004, 387-401). Jerusalem was 
important for the Assyrian trade routes from 
Egypt. 

2 See, however, Nadav Na’aman (2007, 31-38) 
who argues that it is unlikely that refugees from 
the Northern Kingdom would have been allowed 
to flee to Judah if it was faithful vassal of 
Assyria at the time, which it was, due to 
extradition clauses that commonly existed in 
ancient Near Eastern treaties. He argues that if 
Judah harbored refugees from the Northern 
Kingdom, Assyria would have had a strong 
response. Also, Na’aman deconstructs the 
arguments of scholars who argue that there was 
such a migration.  
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3 For a complete overview of the archaeological 
and biblical evidence pertaining to Judean burial 
practices, see Bloch-Smith (1992, 123). Bloch-
Smith writes that the family tomb was a physical 
marker to a family’s claim on the land (1992, 
111). A problem with Halpern’s interpretation of 
the biblical and archaeological data as he sees 
the “amputation of the ancestors” as deliberate 
on the part of Hezekiah to support his program 
of cultic and population centralization (Halpern 
1991, 73-74). It seems that this is an unfortunate 
result of a necessity. It is also important to 
remember that this was probably occurring at a 
slower pace as Judah was brought into the 
economic and political orbit of Assyria and 
people were moving to the urban centers for 
economic opportunity. After the Assyrian crisis 
was over, there is evidence that many Judeans 
went back to the countryside (Na’amam 2007, 
40-42), but no doubt irreparable damage was 
done to the old social structures. This is 

remarkable as it is analogous to the globalization 
and urbanization dynamic that is occurring today 
in the majority world. As majority world 
societies are brought into the political and 
economic orbit of economic powers such as the 
US and China, social structures in the majority 
world are changed. 

4 At this point, it really doesn’t matter whether or 
not Nadav Na’aman’s view is correct that 
Northern Kingdom exiles would have been 
accepted as refugees into the Southern Kingdom. 
Hezekiah is clearly violating the treaty he had 
with Assyria, or is getting ready to do so. The 
celebration of the Passover with the faithful 
remnant of the Northern Kingdom is just as 
easily a tradition that the Chronicler has 
faithfully rendered (for his own rhetorical 
purposes, of course), as his own invention. See 
Payne (1988, 533).  

65



William Carey International Development Journal 
Vol 3, Issue 3: Summer 2014 
http://www.wciujournal.org 

Who Decides and How? The Challenge of Decision-
making in Intercultural Ministry Teams 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

DONALD MOON 

Donald Moon is a native of Iowa, USA with a BA from Vennard College and an MA from Azusa 
Pacific University.  He is enrolled in the PhD program at William Carey International 
University.  He serves on Special Assignment with an NGO and lives in Buenos Aires, Argentina, 
South America. 

SEAN WASN’T ONLY FRUSTRATED, HE WAS 
VERY UPSET! He has just received another 
email from team leader Ramón with another 
list of directives. It seemed like every time he 
turned around, Ramón had another idea and 
simply announced what they as a team were 
going to do. Initially he had liked Ramón 
and respected him for his experience, vision 
and the initiative he brought from his native 
Ecuador. However, it irritated him every 
time Ramón assigned him a task without 
consulting him first. Sean didn’t expect 
things to work like he was used to in the 
United States but he didn’t like Ramón’s 
style of assigning tasks and micromanaging 
everything.  

The other members of the team were also 
annoyed. Hans and Iris, who were from 
Germany, didn’t like the fact that Ramón 
seemed to make up his own rules as he went 
along. Jonathan, who was Australian, was 
vocal about the need to decide on things 
together as a team. He said that making 
decisions by consensus was the best way to 
get people to all feel like they were are part 
of the team. Sean wasn’t sure the team could 

ever reach a consensus. In his opinion, the 
best way was for the team vote on decisions 
like they did in the U.S!  

The only person that liked the way Ramón 
did things was Ruth. She was from Korea 
and said that since Ramón was the oldest, 
had the most experience, and was the 
appointed team leader by the agency, they 
should do as he said and things would go 
better. It appeared that she was setting 
herself up as Ramón’s lieutenant. 

Sean was beginning to think there was quite 
a bit he could do just working alone. He sat 
down and began to make a list of what it 
would take to start his own project. 

Introduction 
What is happening to this team? Why is it 
happening? Why are people reacting the 
way they are? Is it because of personality 
differences or is there another reason there is 
so much discord?   

Members of intercultural teams bring with 
them their cultural preferences or biases 
about many things, including leadership 
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styles and how decisions are made. 
Misunderstandings and conflict were nearly 
inevitable when team members operate, 
often unknowingly, from their cultural 
preferences. Their different ideas about what 
they consider the correct way to make 
decisions is a key indicator of their cultural 
type. Considering some fundamental aspects 
of culture and how it affects the members of 
intercultural ministry teams, especially in 
the area of how decisions are made, will be 
helpful to understand what is taking place in 
the story.  

Recounting the Story 
Cultural differences quickly rise to the 
forefront when people from different 
cultures meet. The encounter provokes an 
emotional response as people react 
positively or negatively to the differences 
(Silzer 2011. Kindle location 771). A 
positive reaction can be a sense of peace or 
joy, being patient, kind, and helpful. A 
negative reaction is identified by emotions 
such as being shocked, surprised, or angry. 
Depending on a person’s cultural 
preferences, they may experience both types 
of emotions as they interact with people of 
other cultures. Either way, their reactions 
show a great deal about their own cultural 
formation and cultural preferences. 

In the narrative, Ramón is from Ecuador and 
Ruth is from Korea. Both countries have 
Hierarching cultures. In their cultures the 
leader has a great deal of authority and 
people are to defer to the leader in making 
decisions, who in turn rewards them for their 
loyalty. Ruth feels comfortable with 
Ramón’s leadership style. This sheds light 
on why Ruth is so supportive of Ramón. 
Ruth also believes everyone has a defined  

position in society. She enjoys a high social 
position in her country and this affects her 
expectations concerning her role and 
position on the team. 

On the other hand, Hans and Iris are from 
Germany which is an Institutionalizing 
culture. They believe leaders are to make 
decisions according to established rules and 
policies. They react with frustration when 
someone does not follow the rules. 
However, in this case no one seems to know 
the rules that the group is to follow. They 
show surprise when Ramón seems to make 
up the rules as he goes along.  

Jonathan, is from the Interrelating culture of 
Australia and feels most comfortable with a 
leader that is low-key and who uses their 
role primarily to facilitate a decision made 
by consensus. Since Ramón is hierarchical 
in his leadership and decision-making style, 
it generates tension in Jon, who reacts 
negatively.  At the same time, Jon probably 
appreciates Ramón’s strong sense of 
community and inclusiveness in the team.  

Finally, Sean, originates from the 
Individuating culture of the United States. 
Though he has a sincere concern for others, 
he believes that he has a right to make his 
own decisions and stands by his opinions no 
matter what the other members of the group 
think. Although he says that he doesn’t 
expect things to work like they do in his 
home country, he finds it difficult to work 
closely on a team with a group of people 
that think so differently than he does. He 
reacts positively to Ramón’s sense vision 
and personal initiative, both cultural values 
that he shares, but he reacts negatively to 
Ramón’s hierarchical decision-making style 
that clashes with his individuating style.  
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The Influence of Culture 
Leadership styles and decision-making are 
strongly driven by culture and is reflected in 
the actions of team members. While people 
make multiple decisions every day of their 
lives, they are mostly unconscious about the 
way they make decisions or why they make 
them the way they do.  

People and leaders do not live and lead out 
of a vacuum. They respond to their cultural 
foundations they learned in their society, 
beginning as small children on their 
mother’s lap. These cultural foundations 
become cultural preferences, the way that 
people prefer to do things, and are 
considered as the correct and best way to do 
things. People react emotionally when they 
encounter cultural differences. The greater 
the difference, the greater the emotional 
response. If the person like what they 
experience, they will respond in a positive 
way. If the difference conflicts with their 
preferences, they respond negatively by 
being upset, shocked or surprised. 
Individuals who have become leaders 
learned from their cultural surroundings 
about how leaders are supposed to act. This 
often happens informally by observation and 
experience at home, school, church or at 
work and includes learning about who 
makes decisions and how they make them.  

It is no surprise then that when people of 
different cultural backgrounds come 
together as a team that they find it difficult 
to not only determine how things should be 
done but more specifically, how it is decided 
what should be done. Foundational ideas of 
what is important, how people are to act and 
react as well as to communicate and work 
together are intricately connected with 
cultural preferences.  

Cultural Foundations 
Cultural studies can help us understand 
some of the differences and show us a way 
to not just avoid difficulties but to benefit 
from the differences that members bring to 
an intercultural team. Hofstede uses several 
terms as descriptors for cultural values that 
define how cultures see important issues of 
life. This involves understanding who makes 
decisions and how they are made. He shows 
that power distance, uncertainty avoidance 
and the individualism versus collectivism 
can explain a range of cultural values that 
determine cultural responses (Hofstede et.al. 
2010, Kindle page 31). 

Power Distance 
Hofstede denotes the gap between people 
who are considered as unequal by society, 
such as a boss and a subordinate, as power 
distance and evaluates its proportion as 
being from small to large (Ibid.). Power 
distance can be described as the degree to 
which a leader and follower are separated by 
a sense of authority or power that may be 
reflected in titles, rank, positions or less 
visible elements of organizational culture 
(Sagie and Aycan 2003, 456). The less 
social distance between an authority figure 
and a subordinate, or small-power-distance, 
the more participatory the decision-making 
style. The opposite is also true. The more 
distance between the person in authority and 
the subordinate, or large power-distance, the 
less participatory the decision-making style. 

Uncertainty Avoidance 
Every decision involves some level of risk. 
Uncertainty avoidance affects decision-
making because the less tolerance a person 
senses towards uncertainty, the less risk they 
are willing to take in making decisions. The 
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less assurance there is that a decision will 
have the desired result, the higher the sense 
of risk. Members of societies are formed by 
cultural values to feel comfortable with 
different levels of risk or uncertainty. The 
more risk that is involved in the decision, 
the more a person’s cultural background 
influences their willingness to be involved in 
making the decision (Waragarn and Ghazal 
2008, 20). 

Collectivism versus 
Individualism 
The cultural dimension of collectivism 
versus individualism affect the making of 
decisions because the two social views of 
this cultural dimension are completely 
opposite. Collectivism versus individualism 
is the degree to which a culture encourages 
its members to sense responsibility primarily 
for themselves or for the group and to act 
accordingly in the issues of life (Sagie and 
Aycan 2003, 456). 

Collectivism emphasizes the group or 
community and its well-being while 
individualism encourages individuals to take 
care of themselves. Collectivism strives to 
maintain group cohesion while 
individualism seeks to maintain an  

individual’s independence. As these views 
are played out in daily lives, it become 
evident that collectivistic groups will make 
decisions that consider the whole group 
while individualistic cultures will expect 
individuals to personally make many of the 
decisions that affect their life without regard 
for others around them (Silzer 2011, Kindle 
location 708). 

The Influence of Structure and 
Community on Decision-making 
Further studies by Silzer based on the 
cultural theory of Mary Douglas, a British 
anthropologist, defines culture on the two 
axes of Structure and Community, each on a 
scale from weak to strong. Structure shows 
how individuals are defined within a culture 
whereas Community shows the degree to 
which people are bonded together by 
culture. Cultures that display a weak bond of 
community have a tendency towards 
Individualism while those that display a 
strong bond of community have a tendency 
towards Collectivism.  

The following chart shows some of the main 
features of the two axes of Structure and 
Community.  

Structure Community 

Sets up social roles that differentiate individuals Establishes similarities through community 
participation 

Focuses on the external, material, and physical 
aspects of individuals 

Focuses on the internal, immaterial, and spiritual 
aspects of the community 

Makes decisions based on individual or system 
rules 

Makes decisions based on community consensus 

Forms a system of legal justice Forms a system of social justice 

Main Features of Structure and Community (Silzer 2011, Kindle location 596). 
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Silzer notes that in Strong Structure 
communities, decision-making is 
accomplished according to the rules of the 
system that have been developed over a time 
and result in an established way of doing 
things. On the other hand, in Weak Structure 
communities individuals are given priority 
and they find their own sources of 
information make decisions independently 
(Silzer 2011, Kindle location 629). 

The Douglas/Silzer approach to cultural 
theory reveals four major cultural types 
which include Individuating (Weak 

Community, Weak Structure), 
Institutionalizing (Weak Community, Strong 
Structure), Hierarching (Strong Structure, 
Strong Community) and Interrelating 
(Strong Community, Weak Structure).  
Decision-making plays out differently in 
each of the cultural types, reflecting both the 
way decisions are made, who makes them 
and who wins in conflict situations. The 
main points of the cultural preferences of 
decision making according to the cultural 
type is reflected in the following chart.  
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Decision-making Styles 
Decision making is a basic human function. 
The human capacity to make decisions 
reflects God as the ultimate authority (Silzer 
2011, Kindle location 425). However, 
decisions are made very differently by 
different cultures. The four primary decision 
making styles are Authoritarian, Consensus, 
Consultative, and Individual. Each one is 
distinct and is appreciated as the cultural 
preference by the majority of the members 
in the cultural type that embraces it. 

Authoritarian decision-making is primarily 
found in Hierarching cultures and largely 
rests on an individual leader who is trusted 
by the members of the society. The leader is 
expected to understand the needs of the 
members of the society or group and make 
decisions accordingly that are considered to 
be in the best interest of the group. As a 
leader they are expected to be 
knowledgeable of the traditions and rituals 
of the culture and respect them when they 
make decisions so that order is maintained.  

Consensus decision-making is practiced in 
Interrelating cultures and relies on the entire 
membership of the group to make a 
decision. Group leaders do not make 
decisions but rather are tasked with making 
sure that every viable member of the group 
has the opportunity to give their opinion. 
The role of the leader is to manage the 
process, construct a synthesis of the various 
views and build a consensus that results in a 
decision made by the group. The priority is 
that harmony of the group is maintained 
rather than seeking for efficiency in the 
process or effectiveness in the decision. In 
the mind of the group, if harmony is 
maintained and relationships are respected, 

then whatever decision is made is the most 
effective one.  

Rule-based decision-making is used in 
Institutionalizing cultures and focuses on the 
rules that are established and followed by 
the group. In this case, the institution is the 
larger society and not just one entity. People 
in general have a sense that the rules are 
made for a reason and are to be followed. 
They appreciate the order that rules bring to 
society and to their personal lives. As a 
result, decisions are expected to be made 
according the rules. Therefore, having rules 
and following the rules is valued in the 
culture and extends from the areas of 
government, business, and institutions to 
include the family and the individual.   

Individual decision making is based on the 
individual which is foundational to the 
Individuating culture. In this style, each 
person has a strong sense of opinion and a 
feeling of entitlement to make a decision 
that is favorable to them or reflects their 
opinion no matter what the other members 
of the group think. The leader has to shape 
his or her role as a leader and cope with the 
criticism and opinions of the members. 
Therefore, while this method allows for 
extensive personal expression and builds a 
strong sense of personal responsibility, it is 
very difficult to manage in a group.  

The Challenge of Decision-
making in Intercultural Teams 
When these different decision making styles 
are brought into the context of an 
intercultural team, the consequences can be 
devastating. Each member feels comfortable 
with the method that they have known and 
unconsciously adhere to it as their cultural  
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preference.  Cultural preferences are deeply 
embedded in the psyche of the individual, 
making it difficult for them to accept any 
other method. Foreign methods are viewed 
as inferior and thus likely to result in faulty 
decisions that are ineffective and produce 
undesired results. Therefore, the method that 
each person is accustomed to in their culture 
is seen as the best method and the correct 
way of going about making decisions. 

The challenge for an intercultural team is to 
find their way forward in the midst of such 
obstacles. One strategy may be to try to 
blend pieces of each cultural background to 
try to satisfy all the participants. However, it 
is unlikely to succeed because the cultural 
values are fundamentally different and in 
many ways incompatible. Another strategy 
may be for one person to take control and 
operate the team according to their cultural 
preferences while consciously or 
unconsciously attempting to train the others 
to operate according the method they 
impose. This is most likely to happen if the 
team leader is appointed by a higher 
authority rather than selected and recognized 
by the team itself. This too will fail as 
members chafe under the direction that 
espouses values different from their own. 
Members may be willing to accept minor 
differences in behavior but they will likely 
adamantly defy what they deem to be a 
violation of their values, whether or not they 
are conscious of those values.  

A better strategy is to create a new team 
culture that is based on mutual values. 
However, the values have to transcend 
culture or the team will quickly become 
mired in the contest of cultural preferences 
which reflect the values of the different 
cultures. Silzer proposes that values should 
be identified from a study by the team of the 

image of God, looking at the Substantive 
view of God’s image which results in 
choosing to depend on God, the Functional 
view which results in taking care of God’s 
creation including humanity, and the 
Relational view which results in loving one 
another in community (Silzer 2011, Kindle 
location 355).  

In gaining an understanding of the image of 
God and how they are created in His image, 
the team can identify foundational values 
that are borne out of God’s Truth through 
His Word. When members seek to know 
God’s truth and to choose God’s will over 
human systems of rules and methods, they 
will find commonality and unity as they 
walk together. Team members will not look 
to their own cultural preferences for 
satisfaction or security but rather seek to live 
in ways that glorify God by depending on 
Him rather than on themselves or others, by 
honoring and respecting the other members 
as creations in His image, and building 
relationships built on love. This is opposite 
of relying on ourselves or our community 
for security, to feeling superior to others 
because of race or culture, and to demeaning 
others or neglecting them so that our own 
needs may be met.  

Silzer comments, “When we are aligned 
with God’s will, we make decisions based 
on the truth of God’s Word that reflect 
God’s character in our actions and 
relationships. We demonstrate a life of 
holiness that is not limited by cultural 
interpretation; a life that transcends culture” 
(Silzer 2011, Kindle location 441). This 
should be the goal of both leaders and 
members of intercultural ministry teams. 
Teams that follow this path will find that 
they function better when aligned with what 
they mutually understand to be reflective of 
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God’s truth and character rather than being 
guided by their preferred cultural values. 
They have a much better chance at 
succeeding in making effective decisions, 
building team unity, and being effective in 
ministry. When these elements are a part of 
the team context, everyone is much happier. 
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