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CHAPTER 11

MIssiological Community

You can herd three hundred cattle but you cannot herd three people.








Fulbe Proverb

God’s work in Christ always precedes and produces our works (Eph 2:8-10).  Because the church is incarnationally Christ-like in character it is missionary in both nature and task.  God is missional, and, therefore, as we partake of His Spirit, and as He fills the church, we do mission (see Acts 1:8; 2:14-21).  Mission is “the good news of God’s love, incarnated in the witness of a community, for the sake of the world” (Bosch 1996, 519). Missions (plural) are the many imperfect attempts we make at the expression His Mission (singular) in Jesus Christ (ibid., 10).  While the Mission of God the Father in His Son was perfect, our attempts are always tainted by self-interest; therefore we all remain “learners” (disciples) in God’s Mission.  While our missions efforts take on many different aspects, their structure and success must be constantly and finally defined by how clearly we, as the body of Christ (church), reveal the character of this God-in-Mission, in keeping with Holy Scripture.  

Christ is the full expression of God’s loving nature.  He said, “I am the way, the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6) and who came “to seek and save what was lost” (Luke 19:10).  

To live incarnationally as Christ’s community means to seek to faithfully announce and translate Christ—His coming, death for all, burial, resurrection, ascension and future coming and reign (1 Corinthians 15) in specific cultures using culturally appropriate means to communicate and live the Gospel by the power of God’s Spirit.  Under the Lordship of Christ, the church is to submit to and respect the cultures where God sends us.  

The Importance of the Study of Cultures

In life among and with others, and in reflection together about others, cross-cultural workers can learn to listen, to understand, and to act in ways appropriate to a setting.  Louis Luzbetak said, “Understanding culture is anthropology’s most significant contribution to missiology” (1993, 133).  Missionaries interact with others based on who they are and what they have come to understand about ministry, often something learned more informally or non-formally through interactions with other Christians in formative periods of life.  Unfortunately, what is tacitly learned in one culture and results in successful ministry there, such as looking someone in the eye, getting right to the point, showing passion or emotion about a subject, speaking with lots of hand and body inflections, or speaking to an individual about personal responsibilities, may be totally unsuitable in another culture.  Luzbetak’s advice should be read two ways: (1) as an opportunity to begin to understand the cultures into which we carry the Gospel, and (2) as an opportunity to begin to understand our own cultural idiosyncrasies and thereby better understand ourselves.  

Understanding Cultures

In seeking to fulfill the purposes of missionary organizations, especially those that are directed and governed by committees based in the missionaries’ home country, or by leaders on the field who do not understand the dynamics of intercultural interactions, one may find missionary activities opposed by the sending churches for reasons that have little to do with the gospel.  While intentions may be noble and the goals of faithfully communicating the Gospel apparently clear in the heart of the missionary and his sending church, such understanding is yet inadequate.  In some cases today, the largest threat the church faces in reaching others is not Islamic, or Animismic, or syncretistic invasion from “out there.”  Rather, the great enemy of God’s mission may very well be that some cultural, theological, or traditional way of mission that worked somewhere or at some time, be “preserved inviolate.”  In such case, “verbal orthodoxy then becomes the supreme virtue and syncretism becomes the most feared enemy” (Newbigin 1978, 213).  At that point we find greatest comfort in our own bounded-set mentalities and defend and promote our own versions of Christianity rather than Gospel.  This is capitulation to the devil, to the world, and to our own “cultural” or “denominational” flesh.  The larger part of faithfulness to God’s Mission for many missionaries may quite simply and profoundly involve respecting others in their cultural and local expressions of values, and correspondingly, respecting the ecclesiological expressions of the local churches that will grow in that culture.  This means mission sending agencies must take to heart the warning of P. Schutz, “Intra Muros!” he shouted, “the outcome [of missions] is determined by what happens inside the church, not outside, on the mission field” (cited in Bosch 1996, 6).  There is much multi-cultural width allowed in the biblical basis for accepting others in God’s family summarizing a saving faith by the expression “Jesus is Lord” (Rom 10:9; 1 Cor 1:2; 12:3), which is also reflected in the later confession of the “one, holy, universal, and apostolic church” (see The Apostle’s Creed).

Understanding Universals

Anthropology offers to broaden our understanding of what it is to be human a variety of cultures, how to communicate effectively based on universals that transect the hearts of all people groups, and how to create successful ecclesial structures that reflect incarnational values from the beginning of any mission work.  Such reflections on the morality of structures and organizations, based on cultural mores, are no less optional for missionaries than the need to reflect on cultural beliefs.  There is a need to understand certain universal characteristics of being human together, under various systems that are reflected in cultural studies from around the world.  The awareness of this universality and the studious pursuit of such multi-cultural wisdom are not new.  Martha Nussbaum (Samovar and Porter 2003) offers an example of how “reflection about history and other cultures awakens critical reflection . . .”

Aristotle apparently instructed his students to gather information about 153 forms of political organization, encompassing the entire known world, and to write up historical and constitutional descriptions of these regimes.  The Athenian Constitution, which was written either by Aristotle or by one of his students, shows an intention to record everything relevant to critical reflection about that constitution and its suitability. (ibid., 459)

The reason for attention to “everything relevant for critical reflection” is that cultures are enhanced by interactions with different cultural expressions of what it is to be human.  None of us can see clearly without others, and cultures are not meant to exist in isolation from others.  The comparison of cultures reveals commonalities, beyond particular differences, at the conceptual level.  “But in a deeper sense we have come to know that culture is also to be understood as an organizational system of knowledge and belief (Keesing 1976, 138). “In this sense culture refers to the realm of ideas, beliefs and values” (ibid., 32).  This may mean henotheistic views about God must first be brought into question before the God of all peoples can be understood.

Understanding How to Love Incarnationally

The God of the Bible and of all Creation is an incarnational God who took on, because of love, real flesh and blood, real suffering, and a real cross and resurrection.  The Gospel we preach centers on this historical event, one with ongoing implications for all nations.  A missionary to the Masai, Vincent Donovan, captures the ethos of the missionary encounter in both its anthropological and theological dimensions: “As far as preaching to the Masai was concerned, a greater obstacle to it that the God who stood in danger of being speared, was the God who in no way could be speared, or even touched—so remote was he” (Donovan 1989, 47).  The idea of a God, ever-present in everyday human affairs, especially poverty, suffering and death, from the Creation, and, at the same time, One who fills people and cultures with the recreating power and life of His Spirit, may be a God that is unable to be grasped because of the limitations of cultural-bound beliefs and presuppositions.  Therefore, “A missionary’s greatest contribution to the people for whom he works might well be to separate them from [a culturally restrictive and limited] God, free them from their idea of God” (Donovan 1989, 47).

Missionaries believe they are called to love the peoples to whom they are sent because the God whose image they bear first loved them (Jn 3:16; 1 Jn 4:19).  Yet loving others one has not taken time to understand is extremely problematic.  Expressing appropriately God’s love is only compounded that much more when a mission group’s ambiguous motives and unclear aims are further confused by vague references to what church may have been like in their country of origin or by what they might picture an idyllic church to be (see Bosch 1996, 5).  Misguided love on a mission can compromise or smother the freedom and integrity all ethnic groups are entitled to in the Gospel.  Missionaries need to constantly re-center themselves on contextualizing the great truth that God is love.  Love has both ultimate and practical dimensions as well as individual and social ones. The study of others (anthropology and sociology) helps us to realize what the human boundaries of love’s dimensions really are.  So mission preparations should be multidisciplinary in the fullest sense possible.

Those trusting and following Jesus Christ the Lord are called to an ongoing and transformational understanding of all others in the world based on God’s love in Christ (2 Cor 5:16).  This new love is not self-seeking (1 Cor 13:5) and it is certainly not ethno-centric (Acts 10:34-35).  This means, depending on the extent of our calling to service, that we respectfully love others across cultures, and also that we understand and lovingly respect those related to us by faith across time.  In God’s family, one is in the company of saints, a great and living “cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1).  The study of Fulbe culture, missiologically, leads inevitably to the expression of holy and loving relationships in community.

The Fulbe of the previous chapters have provided examples and demonstrated that they live and work constantly with a path, a way of living, called pulaaku.  The evidence of pulaaku points to the interaction between ultimate or religious and common sense or practical perspectives.

What, specifically, does this study do for mission efforts toward the Fulbe?  Five aspects of the results seem especially appropriate for missiological reflection.  First, the concept of pulaaku has, as its intended fruit, agreement and reconciliation leading to peace, which I have defined more specifically as sufficiently meaningful working relationships in a variety of contexts (home, occupation, marriage, religion and neighborhood.  Second, moral/relational categories of behavior, based on identity in community, occupy a large part of Fulbe discourse.  Third, Fulbe who come to Christ show a marked change in the level of the categories by which they attribute identity, moving from clan, occupation, physical characteristics or religion (outward forms and bounded-sets) to more universal and biblical categories of conceptual thinking about love, patience, justice and socialization.  While many interviewees spoke of a “pulaaku of the heart”, it found the clearest expression of existence in the discourse of the FFB and FCB.  Fourth, being fully human and being Fulbe must find expression in relational and organizational forms of community, reflected often in  hospitality discourse, which means ecclesiological reflection (how to behave in God’s house toward others) and forms that are familial must arrive concurrently with mission endeavor.  Fifth, conceptual understandings of life resonate more with the Fulbe wholistic view of life and theology than do propositional ones.  Implied in this final aspect is an emphasis on oral communication of Gospel by a living witness familiar with the proverbs, stories and images that inform the pulaaku discourse of a group of Fulbe.  The first four of these provide pulaaku bridges to expressing church as community.

Pulaaku as Key to the Contextualization 

Of the Gospel in Fulbe Communities

My understanding of the necessity of human/divine communion as an interactive and value-directed process is heightened after studying pulaaku discourse and is clarified through reflection on Eph 4:10-16 (NIV).

He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.  It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.  From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.

By observing the pulaaku discourse through Scriptural lenses we see parallel themes.  God’s goals for his people include conformity to a Christ image that is based in a community that has reached a meaningful and interdependent working agreement in the Gospel, where each part does its work (v.16).  The means by which this occurs is crucial and needs to be highlighted.  The phrase translated as “speaking the truth in love” is actually more wholistic: 

“Speaking the truth in love” is not the best rendering of his expression, for the Greek verb makes no reference to our speech.  Literally it means, “truthing (aletheuontes) in love,” and includes the notions of “maintaining,” “living,” and “doing” the truth. (Stott 1986, 171-172)

This fits with results from Fulbe Christians that Gospel discourse raises the level of ethno-centered categories and enlarges ethnic group boundaries to concepts and values that are meta-cultural and universal.  The Gospel creates a new personhood and a transformed pulaaku.  Ultimate agreement finds a reasonable and working fulfillment through the transformed pulaaku categories of honor/shame avoidance resolved by faith and loving patience rather than through attempts at establishing agreements based on the less universal categories of ethnicity and/or religion (as law).  The goal of a believing community ought not to be one of glorifying any culture, but rather to show that within Fulbe culture the Spirit of Christ creates agreement and reconciliation that leads to harmonious, value-based, working relationships.  God has written a concept of community in the hearts of the Fulbe, which we can use in planting and nurturing local congregations.  Scriptural statements about the church reflect this goal and specify how it should be fulfilled: “in Christ” (see Eph 1:3-14).  But this insight must not become some quickly baptized method and we do well to remember how Stott (ibid.) cautions us to avoid reductionism in the pursuit of life in “God’s new society” and focus on what is a growth process referred to as “truthing in love.”  In such a community, one doesn’t have to be a gifted speaker to be an integral part.  In addition, propositional answers that maintain an outward “status quo” but do not build meaningful relationships at the level of organizational character and virtue appropriate to the culture are simply incomplete responses.  

Stott summarizes that one should beware of four areas: (1) “structures of unity” that fall short of true caring in “humility, meekness, longsuffering, forbearance and love”; (2) articulated “theological unity” that is cognitively preoccupied or verbally justified but appears “to see nothing anomalous in the visible disunity [in practical expression] which contradicts their theology”; (3) a contentedness with uniformity that that does not allow “diversity of ministries which should enrich and enliven their membership in the body of Christ.” [Fulbe ecclesiology means diversity set within the bounds of unity]; and (4) static views of church that cannot imagine growth “by evangelistic outreach or by a Christian maturing of their members” (ibid., 173).  

Such views as outlined above mean a congregation or denomination ensconced in “moral,” “intellectual,” or “social doctrine” lacks the living organic and spiritual vitality resulting in “the spontaneous expansion of the Church” (Roland Allen 1962).  A church that cannot envision evangelistic growth has misunderstood the basic nature of church as organism first and organization second.  “The opening chapters of the book of Acts suggest that God established the universal church to be an agent, participating in mission Dei, in God’s mission!  The saving, liberating, reconciling mission of the Triune God of love has a church” (George 2000, 2).

What does full human identity in the Gospel mean to congregations working with the Fulbe?  Tienou (2001) defines Church as, “people whose individual and collective identities are shaped by knowing God through faith in Jesus Christ.”  He further states that the implications of such knowing have “congregational, regional, denominational and institutional dimensions.”  The reason we come to fullness in interdependence is proportionally related to knowing and expressing the character of relational love coming from the One in whose image we are made.  Therefore, the current cry of missiologists for an understanding and practice of real community is inseparably tied to the call to be fully human in our mission. It is absolutely necessary for healthy Fulbe congregations to be founded in identities expressed in meaningful working relationships of mutuality and agreement.  

Van Engen explains the organic purpose of growth reflected in Eph 4:7-16:  

So the idea of oneness does not involve putting individuals or denominations together like pieces of a puzzle to get a larger whole.  Paul’s concept is that the whole defines the identity of the parts and is more than the sum of the parts.  In this respect the church is like a clan or tribe.  Individuals have significance in themselves, but as they relate to the body of Christ they derive their ultimate meaning from their place in the whole. (Van Engen 1991, 50)

The emphasis above is on the One God who has made each believer “a functional part of the whole body.”  Such a view avoids both  “individualism” and “conformism.”  “Apart from the body [ecclesial relationships in action] no members can maintain their walk with God, their identity, or their purpose” (ibid., 50).  

On the level of ecclesiology among the Fulbe, when deciding what expression the Fulbe experience of Christ should have in community, we would follow the example of the doctrine of the early church recorded in Luke and Acts, “We should rely upon the free expression by any convert, however illiterate, of his spiritual experience, and to teach our doctrine as the complement of that experience” (Allen 1962, 52).  The point made repeatedly by Allen is that what we impose upon others under the guise of culture or doctrine is often of a legal or governing nature and therefore we rob the nascent church of its power to witness through its identity in a culture by our imposition of what we call “church”.  

There is indeed a certain advantage the illiterate possesses when teaching illiterate men.  When the speaker says: “I sought the Lord and he heard me,” and he was delivered from precisely those things under which his hearer labours, the witness is far more likely to come home to the hearer than when the speaker was delivered from a sin, a danger, or a fear so refined and subtle that the other cannot understand the fear of it at all (ibid., 54).

Practically speaking, this means that missiologists, theologians, Bible teachers, and missionaries that work with the Fulbe ought to come holding their experience of particularistic doctrines or modernist presuppositions as one part of the discourse, no more compelling than the particular experience of the new Fulbe believer.  All God’s people can participate in revealing Christ, including especially the illiterate because of the priesthood of every believer through the indwelling and empowering Holy Spirit.  Truth is revealed through the character of relationships centered in Christ: “the goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.  Some have wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk” (1 Tim 1:5-6).
This is a call to center our ecclesial incarnations on expressions of the Biblical way of the love of Christ, not on denominational “laws” or “distinctive doctrines.”  A missional ecclesiology involves a call to repent of divisions over denominational distinctives which only ruin the hearers with things that missionaries may have grown up believing in their home church culture are gospel, but, in fact, are not.  This includes modes of baptism, ages of those being baptized, interpretations of communion that are not content with finding agreement in a common faith in Christ, rules for membership and all forms of behavior that are exclusivist and form boundaries that belie our call embody Christ among us.  

We must also go beyond rationalistic propositions of Gospel, for it is not a philosophical statement we proclaim so much as it is a demonstration of love and the power of truth incarnate.

Christians and churches are in desperate need of showing God’s power in transformed lives and in a Christ-like confrontation of evil wherever they find it, whether demonic, systemic, or personal.  Here we face two dangers. On the one hand, we may avoid bold demonstrations of power for fear these may become magic.  The church then is poor in the manifestation of God’s might.  On the other hand, in our zeal to demonstrate God’s power, we can run after the sensational and be tempted to use power for our own glory.  Neither miracles nor the cross can be taken out of the gospel without distorting it. (Hiebert in Taylor 2000, 176)

What Hiebert and Allen have emphasized is really a return to a biblical definition of “sound doctrine” rather than a rationalistic and overly abstract theological one.  I quote the Scripture below at length to emphasize the individual, relational, moral, and practical categories of what the Apostle Paul termed doctrine.  “These laws are made for people who are sexually immoral, for homosexuals and slave traders, for liars and oath breakers, and for those who do anything else that contradicts the right teaching that comes from the glorious Good News . . .(1 Tim 1:10-11, NLT)

Paul continues,

You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine.  Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance. 

Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good.  Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.  

Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled.  In everything set them an example by doing what is good. In your teaching show integrity, seriousness and soundness of speech that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us. (Titus 2:1-8 NIV)

At the heart of New Testament teachings are human relational concepts of community that will resonate with the pulaaku of the Fulbe interviewed above.  Neither mission nor church can go beyond this basic participation in, and expression of, the Christ-life, “The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. Some have wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk” (1 Tim 1:5 NIV).

Even when faced with opposition in human form, individualistic, denominational or ethnic, the Bible calls us to see beyond resolving our problems by making walls that exclude others, or deny full human identity and rights to others, for our struggle is not really against human beings, “but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, and against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places” (Eph 6:12).  These forces are at their worst when they occupy positions in what is called “the church” creating barriers that keep others from the Gospel.  The maintenance of healthy boundaries and the promotion of a healthy “ideal person” is the struggle of all ethnic groups and denominations, and it is therefore the ongoing struggle of the new community called the Church.  We are called to put into practice, not once for all time but all the time, the admonition of Eph 2:14-17 as we let Christ himself be “our peace” in a new community where all have access to the Father “through One Spirit.”

Lessons for us as missionaries to the Fulbe include a continued dialogue about the importance of making connections between the powers at the theological/ultimate and at the common sense/practical/organizational levels.  I would like to recall, therefore, what Geertz said,

The movement back and forth between the religious perspective and the common sense perspective is actually one of the more obvious empirical occurrences on the social scene, though again, one of the most neglected by social anthropologists. (1977, 64)

The Fulbe gave us evidence as to identity; yet more importantly for missiology, they gave evidence as to the goal or fruit of pulaaku, i.e., meaningful agreement and identity in interdependent working relationships of varied forms in the community.  What this means for mission is that we are asked to do something among the Fulbe that we have not been able to do well among ourselves, that is, reflect our confessed belief on unity as first order theological truths about Gospel to be embodied among us.  This would mean basing practical structures—congregational, regional, denominational and institutional, on God’s Oneness in Divine Community (Trinity).  The Achilles’ heel of western Christianity, including evangelical Protestantism, has been an over-emphasis on independence, resulting in making the doctrine of the Oneness of God subservient to the independence of the Persons of the Trinity.  This kind of error at the ultimate level of belief, can, at times, turn the fragrant odor of inclusion through the Gospel into the stench of church organization for boundary maintenance rather than to serve Christ’s mission (see John 17:20-23).  The Fulbe need to see the practical expression of sound doctrine in loving, interdependent, working Christian organizational, Trinitarian-based structures that reflect among Muslim communities the powerful testimony of the Oneness and Unity of God.  These are the in-house issues the God’s people should deal with if they hope to see healthy Fulbe congregations that go beyond the reflection denominationalism to the place where Christ is beckoning his missional bride, the Church.

All missions organizations are called to live out a “unifying, sanctifying, reconciling and proclaiming” missional ecclesiology because it is ultimately God’s nature and, therefore, our gift and task (see Van Engen, 1991).  The study of the Fulbe reflects that they know what the goal or fruit of pulaaku ought to be.  A study of the Bible reflects that the Church is called to model and teach that Christ is the way to get there.  And by “there” I mean reasonable community now and ultimate community in eternity, with God forever.  This happens “now” when we can do theologically, as missionaries, albeit imperfectly, what we hope cultures will do socially: celebrate ethnicity without worshipping it.  Ultimately, the missiological study of cultures can be a wholistic act of love and worship by which we offer ourselves to God, on behalf of others, so that transformation may occur in the community, spiritually and socially (see Romans 12).

The image of God in Christ is about a seeking God, who put on flesh to come among us so we could again regain our place in Him.  As we come to grips with the need to set ecclesiology before us as a state of being, we must reorder our “missionary culture” thinking, for our actions flow from the tacit overemphasis that the church has a mission.  The danger in this statement is that we can interpret to heavily on the side of our task and avoid the implications of God’s character incarnated in community.  I propose we reflect anew in reconsidering the Fulbe missiological enterprise through a restatement of ecclesial emphasis where “the reconciling mission of the Triune God of love has a church” (George 2000, 2).  Through God-with-us-in-community we desire to go beyond individualistic efforts and focus our theological priorities on “truthing in love,” make reconciliation the center of gospel proclamation, reestablish the validity of Trinitarian discourse as the ecclesiological presence that produces unity (pulaaku), and elevate the understanding of church beyond something that “comes after” missionary efforts.  Placing reconciliation at the center of proclamation emphasizes the needed horizontal (human/social) and vertical (divine/social) dimensions of “being saved” as the present sign of the coming fullness of God’s kingdom.

The emphasis on Christ-identity-in-congregation helps Fulbe realize what the concept of pulaaku points to and sets up as a goal, which is a place where a process takes place where there is a “desacralization of boundaries of self” [including racial, clannish or religious self] through “an achievement that is largely produced via our position within larger systems of communities . . . that is, we no longer take the boundaries of self as given or obvious . . .but as socio-historically constructed human products . . . and appreciate that we are capable of more deeply understanding and transforming them, both within and beyond our own lives” (Teske cited in Grenz 2001, 335).  

The Holy Spirit is the author of such a community and becomes the “corporate personality” of the church (ibid., 334).  This salvation community seeks to produce, in dialogue with the ultimate goals of pulaaku, significantly meaningful working relationships with others, forming in the process an identity in community with the Triune God of love.  These relationships flow from divine loving character, epitomized and transmitted by the present experience of communion in the Christ-life, as His-story is retold and reenacted in visible word, in life and in sacrament.  Such a “life together” is a supernatural and practical construction; it is a spiritual community where no one has “immediate” relationships with others (Bonhoeffer 1954, 32).  

Human community expresses a profound, elemental, human desire for community, for immediate contact with other human souls, just as in the flesh there is the urge for physical merger with other flesh.  Such desire of the human soul seeks a complete fusion of I and Thou, whether this occur in the union of love or, what is after all the same thing, in the forcing of another person into one’s sphere of power and influence . . . Here human ties, suggestions, and bonds are everything, and in the immediate community of souls we have a distorted image of everything that is originally and solely peculiar to community mediated through Christ. (Ibid., 32-33)

It is the task of the new community in Christ, by “truthing in love,” to let God’s image form in each one of us, together, as we are placed in a Christ-mediated communion with one another within the unity of the Indivisible Triune God.  The re-creation of identity in loving community is always together with those God has chosen.  “God creates everyone in the likeness of His Son, the Crucified.  After all, even that image certainly looked strange and ungodly to me before I grasped it” (ibid., 93).

The ministry to the Fulbe finds best expression in a redeemed pulaaku of the heart that exemplifies true awareness of sin and shame (semteende) within self (1 Tim 1:15) and bears the insults of others (Isa 53:4-5) while manifesting long-suffering patience (munyal) with the goal of a Spirit-maintained community of familial oneness (Eph 4:2-6).  The God who loves the Fulbe is to be declared universally through local congregations, where people of all ages participate.  This is the only real expression of church we have: 

How is it possible that the Gospel should be credible, that people should come to believe that the power, which has the last word in human affairs, is represented by a man hanging on a cross? I am suggesting that the only answer, the only hermeneutic of the Gospel, is a congregation of men and women who believe it and live by it. (Newbigin 1989, 227)  

The results of the research show openings created for understanding the Gospel by pulaaku in the areas of the relationships as truth in the context of community.  The Biblical views on faith-identity and how shame is removed explain what is observed from the data.  Why do the Fulbe Conventional Believers move so strongly toward munyal with an emphasis on love?  Why do they now emphasize a faith community rather than a legal and religious one (as in Islam) or a traditionally ethnic and racially Fulbe one (as under Folk Islam)?  Christ has fulfilled the law for them, and Christ’s image in community is their desire.  Their shame is covered and their guilt taken away.  God is now seen, in faith, to be love, not law (John 3:16).

Why do the Fulbe Folk Believers show diminished evidence in discourse of either legal or faith community?  Why are they struggling so much with change?  It can be noted in their dialogues that the desire for this community is strong and that the attempts are there as well to break out of old rules that prevent community from developing.  A Godly nature is forming in them, yet they have not yet grown mature enough or confident enough with this new faith identity for community to be formed through them.  Remember also the tremendous pressures of being so few in such a strongly Islamic and Animistic culture.  In some ways, their reticence to identify fully with Christ in baptism and to live more openly in a believing community contributed to their isolation.  FCB obviously did not help FFB by unfairly labeling them.  While the FFB should come into community, Christ calls the strong in faith to help the weak in faith (Rom 15:2-3).  This is the true law of Christ (Gal 6:2).  Why do the Fulbe Conventional Muslims and the Fulbe Folk Muslims evidence such a strong sense of “boundary” in their respective communities, religious and ethnic?  It is because Christ has not yet become the fulfillment of their various Islamic or ethnocentric laws. 

Pulaaku also includes serious dialogue about appropriate hospitality, for the way a person is welcomed and cared for by the community is, in large part, a theological statement.  For missionaries to the Fulbe, hospitality ought to be seriously considered as a major bridge into Fulbe community through relational evangelism.  Proper hospitality is central to forming a missional ecclesiology among the Fulbe.

I emphasize the appropriateness of thinking theologically about hospitality because Scripture has already affirmed it.  The Apostle Paul warned the Apostle Peter to his face that a Hebraic particularity or Jewish Christianity couldn’t be imposed upon an emerging church in another people group (Gal 2:11-21).  Ethnic preferences are allowable if they do not deny the truth of the Gospel.  But ethnic preferences are a denial of the doctrine of justification if they become the standard of measure for inclusion or table fellowship, as in the case cited above regarding Jewish ethnic practices.  The application of Gospel that Paul made certainly should cause us to reflect on how easily we make cultural “law” the basis for familial inclusion in the Church rather than the one God provided, salvation by grace through faith in Christ.  Cultures naturally provide for multiple ways a people of one culture might impose ethnocentric Christianity on other ethnic groups, so as to be exclusive. 

If we compare 1 Cor 15:1-5; Rom 10:8-13; Eph 2:8-9 and Peter’s explanation of God’s activity in Acts 11, which was acceptance of all through Christ, with the questions raised by the synod of the circumcision “You went in to uncircumcised and ate with them!” (Acts 11:2-3), it is evident that hospitality was a theological sign of acceptance, together, under God’s grace (communion).  This was so important to Paul that he attached a question about denying the doctrine of justification by grace to the unwelcoming actions of Peter toward the gentile community.  Standardization of community ecclesial practices can be cultural imposition, no matter how well-intentioned, well funded, or well reasoned.  Such unexamined theology in the garb of what seems normal to one group remains dangerous if not critically examined, biblically and culturally.  

Traditional missionary practice among Evangelicals reflects a very weak and undefined concept of the church.  This explains the sectarian trends, the competitive spirit, the waste of resources that we all know and lament, and the tendency to practice proselytism rather than evangelism.  As missionaries and missiologists, we need to tackle seriously the task of understanding the church, in order to understand better what we expect as a long-term outcome of our mission activity.  Not to do so is to content ourselves with irresponsible activism.  Such understanding of the church is also indispensable in order to know better how to do mission in the face of the great traditional religions. (Escobar in Taylor 2000, 45)

In the Fulbe context, evangelistic strategy should be decided primarily on the basis of how effectively it facilitates discipleship of the Fulbe in transformed and biblically examined pulaaku terms.  Rigid structures use prescriptive behaviors to define inclusion in the group.  They tend to be static, promote homogeneity, and they encourage a boundary-maintaining mentality that militates against change (see Hiebert 1994, 112).  When traditions, or organizational values, formed in one era of missions for a particular context are carried forward into a new set of cultural variables in a different context, the results can be the setback of mission.  Bounded sets result in self-limiting, non-creative ways of thinking and hence stymie full acceptance of others, militating against the goal of theologically practicable hospitality.  

If people do not have a faith relationship with God, they are driven to establish their identity in self-justified attribution and in self-justification through the attribution of characteristics by others in communities that approve of the same things they do.  Whole families, clans, tribes and nations of people build cultures and rules out of self-constructed identities built with contaminated and twisted material.  Some of the attempts to avoid shame and to provide coverings or identities involved those of race, color, occupation, class, language, preference, or religion.  Scripture says that human beings are obsessed with self-justification for individualistic or destructive behaviors: the discourse data in this research reveals attempts to construct identity as a covering and to justify why one group or religion is better than another.

Although these attempts at self-constructed identity in community are zealous and often extremely complex, they can never provide the shame covering (in some cultures, guilt covering) needed, yet cultures continue to pursue a mentality reflecting distinctives, exclusion, and insider/outsider categories based on moral (or immoral) requirements.  The case for giving up the pursuit of an identity based on law is made by the Apostle to the nations, Paul. 

What then shall we say? That the Gentiles [the ethnic groups other than Israel], who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. Why not?  Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the "stumbling stone."  As it is written:   "See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."

Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved.  For I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge.  Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness. Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes. (Romans 9:30-10:4)

The Gospel becomes a fulfillment of the higher ideals of pulaaku because God made all people, including the Fulbe, in his image.  As the Gospel is rightly heard in the language and symbols of Fulbe culture, it simultaneously embodies itself in them, transforms them, and communicates through them what has been the goal of, but beyond the power of, Fulbe culture to obtain, that is, a true knowledge of ultimate identity in Christ, set within divine/human community, of which the local congregation now gives only a foretaste.  Because the Mission is ultimately God’s, we need to truly bow our knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name that He would grant us all humility, understanding, compassion, and respect for all people in all cultures as we seek, by every good means, to save those who believe (see 1 Cor 9:19-23).
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