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As we approach the beginning of the 21st century, how are we to understand the mission of the Church? Much of the Church at the end of the 20th century sees Christ's Great Commission as a call to evangelism—the saving of souls for heaven, the planting of churches. Other Christians say we must go beyond evangelism to discipleship: “The Great Commission is about discipling. We are to disciple individuals to be spiritual, to read the Bible, pray, fellowship, and attend church.” Yet is this what Matthew 28:18-20 says? No! 

The Great Commission is a call to disciple nations (ethnos), "teaching them to obey all I have commanded you." God wants to redeem all tribes and nations for Himself. This begins, but doesn't end with, the evangelism of individuals. From there, one must disciple nations. This discipleship, however, is not merely spiritual or religious. Individuals are to be discipled to live all of life coram Deo—“before the face of God." 

Why has the Church forgotten that the Great Commission is about discipling nations? Because it has forgotten the biblical worldview. If we want to be faithful to the mission that Christ has given the Church in the 21st century, we must return to our rich heritage of a biblical worldview. 

In this short paper, we will explore two basic worldview issues: First, why have we lost the biblical worldview?  Second, what are some of the elements of this worldview—the “Transforming Story”—that are critical to the discipling of nations? 

The story that we tell creates the framework for our own lives, and it also should create the framework for our professional lives as development workers. We have a dramatic story. It’s a story that is able to transform individuals, communities, and even nations. Our Story begins in a garden and ends in a city. It begins in Genesis 1 and ends in the book of Revelation. It begins with God. “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth…” It begins in that garden with a mandate for mankind to develop the earth. This is a Story about God and His creation, and mankind’s place in His creation. Part of our Story tells about how man has rebelled against the King of heaven, and how the King sends His Prince to earth to die for the rebel race. Then we find, following the coming of the Prince, His mandate to the Church. He calls the Church to make disciples of all nations—not just to evangelize, not just to disciple people to be religious. The goal of the Commission is to disciple nations, to build nations, to not only hear all that Christ has taught, but to hold precious all He has taught.  

And then our Story ends with the Prince’s return. Jesus is going to return, and when He does, hunger will end. Poverty will end completely. And when He returns, the glory of the nations is to be brought into the Kingdom of God. This is, in broad strokes, our Story. We need to see our lives within the context of that Story. And we need to see our development work, our professional lives, in the context of that Story. But we largely have forgotten this Story in our generation. What I’d like to do is first look at why we’ve lost the Story, and see the impact of that loss in the area that we work in—development.  Then I’d like to look at some key aspects of this Story, to begin to create a mental framework for our work. 

Every culture has its story. What I’ve tried to do is look in very broad, sweeping terms at the cultural stories of animism, secularism, and biblical theism. Each of these worldviews has a very different beginning point—and a very different understanding of the nature of humankind, of nature, and of history. Each of these worldviews creates a story. The story of secularism frames modern development; it creates the framework in which the development industry now works. But as Christians, we have a different worldview. If we were conscious of this, it would create a very different concept of development for us. 

A worldview is like a pair of glasses. It determines what we see, not what there is to be seen. Many of us wear glasses. What happens when you take them off? The world looks a little different. Worldview is like a set of glasses for the mind. Everyone has these glasses in their mind, and the lenses in them have been set by your culture. I grew up in the United States, and the cultural glasses that I came away with are secular. I became a Christian when I was a teenager, but I still looked at the world through secular glasses. I had a “circumcised heart,” but an “uncircumcised mind.” As a professional, I still looked at the world through that uncircumcised mind. 

In contrast to secularism, animism has a very different perspective of reality. Animism also has a story about the nature of humankind, of nature, and of history, but it creates a very different set of values and way of life. Many of the world’s poor wear an animistic set of glasses, and this way of seeing can contribute to their circumstances of poverty. Secularism, animism, and biblical theism each see the world from a radically different perspective. They create very different values in culture, and thus create very different societies and institutions.


Let’s illustrate how this set of glasses for the mind actually works.  What do you see in this illustration? Some people see an old woman, and others see a young, beautiful woman. We’re all looking at the same thing, but we see different things. It depends on your perception. This illustrates how a worldview works. A worldview determines what you are going to see, not what there is to be seen. 

Our Story begins with these words: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” The Bible says that before the universe existed, God existed. God stands outside His creation, and then He creates a real world. And at each stage of the beginning of our Story, God says, “It is good.” And at the end of the creative process, He says, “It is very good.” Imagine an artist working on a painting. He works on it a while and says, “Oh, this is good.” Then he works on it some more. “Oh, this is good.” And when the masterpiece is completed, he says, “Oh, this is very good!” God exists, and made a real world that is good. 

The lines on the diagram on the following page represent the fact that God has a relationship with His creation. He is present in His creation in four ways. He is present in His being; He’s in this room right now. He’s present in history. He raised up Moses to deliver the people of Israel. He raised up Abraham and said, “I want you to be a blessing to all the nations of the earth.” He worked to raise up the prophets, to raise up organizations.  He works in history. This God also worked in the incarnation. The God of the universe entered human form and dwelt among us. He would live in the slums. He would live out in the rural communities. He lived among us. Lastly, He is present in the person of the Holy Spirit who [image: image1]indwells believers’ lives. This is the worldview of the Bible, and it was the worldview of the West until about 200 years ago. 

At that time, there was a shift in worldview from theism to deism. This was the worldview in Europe at the time of the French Revolution. This was the worldview in the U.S. as my nation was formed. Some of my country’s founders were theists; others were deists. Deists believe God exists and the world exists, and He is like a clock-maker. God made a clock and then wound it up and let it run on its own. What’s missing from this worldview? His personal relationships, the lines shown in our diagram. The personal interaction, the “lines,” are gone. In this worldview, God is a distant God. He has not revealed Himself in His Word, in Christ. You can pray, but He’s not there to listen. This view didn’t last long, because it was very unstable. The logical question is, if we can’t commune with God, and if we pray and He doesn’t answer, what do we need Him for? So this worldview only lasted about a hundred years.  

The prevailing worldview quickly moved to modern humanism. This view began impacting Europe and North America about 130 years ago and is the worldview of modern man. It’s the worldview of Charles Darwin, modern education, and modern consumer society. You notice, there’s no God. But not only is there no God, there is nothing transcendent. There is no spirituality; the only reality is physical. Everything is defined in physical terms. Both problems and solutions are defined in physical terms. In fact, there can be nothing else, because by definition, the physical is all there is. The modern development industry was born from this worldview. Modern Western education teaches us to think this way. And it doesn’t really matter if we’re Christians. Unless we consciously come to the point of understanding that worldviews exist, and begin to analyze our own worldview, we tend to fall into this modern secular worldview.  

It was at this point that the Church could have strongly held the biblical worldview. But instead of defending this worldview against secularism, the turn-of-the-century Church made a tragic mistake. Instead of being proactive with the biblical worldview, Christians reacted to the secular worldview. They said, “We’ll let the secularists have the world. What we’re concerned about is spiritual things.” Basically, the Church accepted a “Greek,” or divided, worldview. In Greek thought, the world was divided between the spiritual and the material world. “The spiritual is good, and the physical is bad. The spiritual is sacred, and the physical is secular.” So the Church at the turn of the century was interested in theology, ethics and missions, but  not in reason, business and politics.  Those were things of the world. 

Unfortunately, as this divided worldview was taught in Bible schools and seminaries, it established the nature of much of the Church, and it reformulated the concept of the Great Commission. So graduates from Bible schools and seminaries entered churches as pastors, or went to Asia, Africa, and Latin America as missionaries and planted Greek-thinking churches. The purpose of the Church and the Great Commission was to preach the Gospel, to save souls for eternity—it focused only on the spiritual. Period. I call this the “first order paradigm” of the Great Commission. 

Some Christians say we need to go beyond evangelism; we need to disciple. So when a person comes to Christ, she or he needs discipling. But those Christians only see the task in a religious or spiritual sense. They want to teach new believers to pray and read their Bibles, and leave it at that. This is the “second order paradigm.” In this case, the Great Commission has been reduced to only spiritual activity.  

But the Great Commission says we are to make disciples of what? Nations! Not just individuals. “Teaching them (nations) to obey all that I have commanded.” God wants to redeem nations for Himself. Discipling nations begins with individuals coming to know Christ. So there must be evangelism. There also must be discipleship, but it has to go beyond just helping individuals to be spiritual. People must be discipled in every area of life. Usually what happens is we go to church on Sunday, where the “spiritual” takes place. But then what happens Monday through Saturday? We go to work in the world, and we play by the rules of the world. And very often as development workers, we do church things on Sunday, and we’re involved with the development industry the rest of the week. Sometimes we want to bring some “spiritual” into the week, so we go to church or have a Bible study at work mid-week. But as professionals, we’re still functioning with a secular worldview.  

The secular worldview is not very strong. It’s not appealing. But there’s a new worldview coming, because we’re living not only in a post-Christian world, but also a post-modern world. Secularism is dying. If you look at the Communist world, you see it crumbling. Why are Communism’s structures and institutions crumbling? Because they’re built on foundations of secularism, and these are not strong foundations. If you look closely at North America and Europe, they’re living on a memory. Their societies look good on the outside, but if you look at the core, it’s rotting. There’s moral and spiritual bankruptcy at the core of Western culture today.  

So there’s a new worldview coming, the postmodern worldview—what some are calling the New Age. But it’s really not a “new” age, it’s an old age. It’s Hinduism that has been dressed up in Western language, and it’s sweeping into what has been the modern world. Take the movie Star Wars, for example. It’s a great movie; technically brilliant and ahead of its time. Star Wars is a tract for Hinduism. Much of what is coming out of the Disney studios today is heavily influenced by the New Age. This is the coming worldview.   It deserves far more attention than it is given here, for it will shape our children and perhaps their children as well. 

A worldview impacts every area of life. What’s in the core is our worldview. The worldview of a people establishes the fundamental principles of their culture. 

[image: image2]This, in turn, impacts every area and institution of life. So worldview impacts the fundamental principles of culture, and these in turn impact education and politics and development and economics.  
 

Let’s illustrate this in the area of development. A number of years ago, a friend of mine went to a USAID (U.S. Agency for International Development) conference in Washington, D.C. Most participants had been involved in development for 20 or 25 years. The question on everybody’s lips was, “What is development?” Some people had been investing their lives in something without ever having found what it was they really were doing. Most of us involved in development are activists. We want to help poor people to come out of poverty. We want to see things change. So we get involved with the poor in development agencies. And we want to do programs. The programs are dealing with strategies and methodologies, with personnel and budgets.  

Most of us are in Christian organizations because we’re motivated by Christ to do our work. We say we want to do what we do well. So every year, we reevaluate the programs we’re doing. We want to be professional, so we critique our work and compare it with what others are doing. We have outside consultants look at our work and evaluate it, because we want to do our programs professionally. But the question is, what kind of program? The kind of program we do will be determined by our policies and concept of development. What is development? Have we ever really looked at the issue? 

As I’ve traveled, I’ve seen that most people who are involved in development are “doers.” We’re always busy meeting deadlines for finishing projects and getting reports in and writing new project proposals. We’re very busy, and when you ask, “What are you doing?” we're too involved with programs to spend time reflecting on the question, “What is development?” It’s dealing with theories on development. This is where we set our goals and objectives for the program. But most of us, if we’re honest, would say we have very little time for this because we’re so busy doing programs. 

That’s fair, but the question is, “Where does our concept of development come from?” Few of us ever come back to the principle level. We’re starting now to ask, “Why?” Here is your concept of development. Why? Well, we want you to question why, and come back and begin to expose personal values and cultural values. To begin to expose the values of the industry that you are a part of—the ethics of the industry. I don’t mean morals; I mean the ethos of the industry, the culture. Where does the industry’s culture come from? From its sacred belief system, its worldview. But most of us are so busy, we never take time to reflect on what is development, or even more deeply, reflect on the principles and paradigm behind our policies. Wisdom demands we be involved in action and reflection. So we need to be engaged in our world, but we also need to look at why we’re doing what we’re doing. And if indeed we are Christians, with circumcised hearts but uncircumcised minds, and if we’re part of an industry that has been defined by a secular worldview, we may in fact be involved in doing a lot of secular programming. 

When I was in Bolivia a year and a half ago, I made this presentation. Some of the staff came up to me afterwards, and they really helped me with this diagram. They said, “Darrow, we understand what we want to do. We want to do things right because we’re Christians. And that’s why every year we evaluate our programs, because we want to be excellent in the things we’re doing.” And then they said this: “What you’re telling us is, ‘It’s not enough to do things right. We must also do the right things.’” What they understood was that we can do all the wrong things more professionally. If all we do is analyze our programs this way, we could be doing the wrong things excellently. So it’s not enough just to be an activist. We need to take time to reflect. And we need to reflect on the level of worldview. We need to begin to take seriously the worldview of the Word of God in the context of our work, because we don’t want just to do things right—we want to do the right things. And to do the right things with excellence. Those are two different processes. 
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