
 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 34 September 2010 1 of 4 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
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Author: John Hayward, CMS Regional Manager for Central Asia and Pakistan 

  

Asif has provided a very useful paper, distilled from his front-line experience of apologetics. It 

gives a number of sub-topics to explore. 

Polemics is engrained in South Asian cultures although it is reflected differently across the 

sub-continent. Some groups of peoples are very laid back, others are particular about what is 

done and said in public while having no concern about what happens within the home, while 

others, and I think of Punjabis in particular, are keen to interfere in the public and private 

lives of others. The Punjabi-lead government in Pakistan is currently arranging to trawl the 

internet to expose any deemed insult to Islam. 

In South Asia folk religion is widely followed, enabled by rote learning and the generally low 

level of literacy. In this form of Islam it is held that ‘ignorance is bliss’ – one cannot be judged 

on actions of omission or commission if unaware of the law. It also means that cultural 

practices are taken to be true expressions of the faith and cultural practices take precedence 

over religious injunctions. A senior church leader in South Asia once told me ‘the Bible may 

say that but this is the way we Punjabis deal with it.’ Honour killing was justified in the 

Pakistan parliament as being Islamic, so a right that should not be taken away by law. 

Cultural influence on faith practices is of course not restricted to people in other faiths or 

cultures; it is universal but not always acknowledged. The British church reflects cultural 

attitudes to self, wealth and sexual morality. The understanding of religious injunctions and 

cultural impacts is important in establishing polemical debate, and the level of understanding 

will determine the quality of that debate. 

Rote learning itself can be a handicap to discussion. Memorising what is written replaces 

understanding it. Memorising in an ancient language is a pre-occupation, more important 

than knowing or understanding, for many people. Apologetics then becomes an exchange of 

dogmas, a dialogue of the deaf – in the way Asif has depicted the history of polemics in 

South Asia from the Christian perspective of being reactive and defensive. Distortion of the 

truth is likely to have a central part, such as the accusation that Christians worship three 

gods – a father, mother Mary, and their son Jesus. 

Dr. Zakir Naik is an excellent proponent of this form of polemic. His very slick programmes 

are impressive, his arguments pertinent and his quoting of scriptures can be intimidating. My 

own experience of watching him on the ironically named Peace Channel was to realise that 

he had taken three verses from a chapter of the Bible and analysed them in reverse order so 

as to get the interpretation he wanted. He is equally challenging of Hindus. It was no surprise 

that the Indian government decided to restrain him from stirring up religious intolerance. He 

was recently denied entry into the UK. Such jingoistic contexts and lop-sided debates as his 

are used by other evangelists too as means of promoting their faith and encouraging their 

followers. 

Which leads us back to the fundamental question – what is the purpose of apologetics? 

Slogging it out in the market place shows that a faith has the capacity to defend itself publicly 

and receive credibility. Some people understood St. Paul in the acropolis, whereas everyone 

recognised that his testimony was fit to be debated. Apologetic argument encourages non-
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believers to take the faith seriously and strengthens believers who may feel inadequate in 

defending their faith but see that others can do so. It also brings faith matters into the public 

arena. This gives openings for others to follow up the questions posed or beliefs expounded. 

As was said in the 1980s, few people understood what David Jenkins was saying about the 

resurrection of Jesus, most people did not agree with what he seemed to be implying but 

everyone had an opportunity to discuss the central tenet of the Christian faith because he 

had made it a news item. The advertising on buses about the existence of God creates a 

similar opportunity to bring faith matters into public conversations. These things cannot be 

done so easily in most parts of South Asia. 

In an environment where Muslim polemicists have ample opportunity to broadcast and 

present their views there also needs to be opportunity for Christian polemicists. Too often, 

across Asia and to some extent in the UK as well, the Christian message is blocked. Asif has 

experienced the challenges facing an apologist in Britain. It is difficult to access the general 

media and especially those channels used by South Asians which can be controlled by 

active members of other faiths. Presentations need to be done well, so there is a need to 

identify capable people and provide training. This is happening in Pakistan, as Asif has 

indicated. In addition, the Open Theological Seminary is producing good teaching material 

that builds up understanding and the confidence of believers. A bible college in Rawalpindi is 

also giving good quality training.  A local NGO in Pakistan provides training seminars in 

apologetics. How does the global church support these activities theologically or in other 

ways to enable them to develop? What support is being sought?  

Difficulties of accessing the media reveal a deeper problem. Many of the countries and 

cultures of South Asia are faith based and their politics are becoming increasingly faith based 

too. So there is support only for that faith which enhances the society. Pakistan and 

Bangladesh were created as faith-based states and however much the vision of Mohammed 

Ali Jinnah is distorted, Sunni Islam is the social adhesive. This is reflected in legislation to 

restrain members of minority faiths (Shia and Ahmadiyyan Muslims as well as Hindus, 

Parses and Christians) when it is politically convenient. At times, particularly so during 

periods of military dictatorship in Pakistan, minorities have been deliberately victimised for 

political support. Hinduism, as represented by the Tamils, is seen as hostile to the well-being 

of Sri Lanka and therefore made difficult. At the present time in Sri Lankan Christians are 

also seen as suspicious because of their involvement in peace and reconciliation activities. 

The BJP have brought about an overt religious dimension to politics in the avowed secular 

state of India. 

This also impacts the seriousness with which the authorities protect minorities from acts of 

aggression. There are an increasing number of attacks on people based on religious 

grounds. Apologetics in these circumstances becomes quite difficult as lives and livelihoods 

are put at risk simply by openly expressing and defending one’s religious convictions. 

Extremism and terrorism are high profile in many places. Legal controls are often ineffective 

due to religious sentiment. Is advocacy for human rights an area of support that the global 

church can provide? If so, it should be done without enflaming passions and vilifying others. 

We often see scare-mongering and outrage as the means of raising financial support and 

ensuring protest action in the West at a cost of distrust and greater tension for those 

purportedly being helped. 
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Culture influences the desire for debate and the outcome of debate. Caste and family 

loyalties, along with widespread fatalism, make change exceptionally difficult for those from a 

South Asian culture. With the strong Western emphasis placed on individual rights, many 

Westerners find it hard to understand the great significance of family and community 

loyalties. And because the local church members cannot conceive of changing their faith, 

they cannot understand or often accept another doing so. Motives are challenged 

(sometimes rightly so) and there is mistrust. By definition, converts do not fit into the social 

and community structures of Christians, so there needs to be a lot of mutual adjustment if 

they are going to integrate. As a result, many new believers are ostracised and there is a 

pattern of separate congregations of people from a different faith background being created 

and nurtured. This is happening across the region and with a high degree of secrecy. Honour 

and the extremes to which families may go to maintain that honour have a strong bearing on 

any individual’s desire and willingness to change and so breach the trust across the family 

and standing of the family in the community.  

Christians in Pakistan are well trained to cope with the enormous pressure on them through 

the threat of abuse of the Blasphemy Laws and other legal instruments to preserve the pre-

eminence of Islam. The defensiveness to which Asif refers may be a short-coming but it can 

also be a strength when issues from another faith are indirectly raised in a way that the 

hearers will understand. Discussing these issues well requires skill and training (to do well) 

and it needs to be appreciated rather than be seen as the old guard defending a discredited 

old paradigm.  

In addition to ‘pitching our tent’ in the public arena and encouraging Christians, apologetics 

offers opportunity to develop indigenous theology. It challenges people to look at how best to 

present the faith, and in particular the One called The Truth for others of the same or similar 

culture to understand and be convinced. One result of the lack of serious engagement with 

other faiths is a lack of developed theology appropriate to the culture. This has a global 

implication too as we seek to see how the Christian message is globally relevant, crossing 

the boundaries of culture and language. This is an important factor when we consider the 

means and priority of our practical support 

Asif has also identified an area we can explore more – presenting the covenantal relationship 

that is core to our faith and based on God’s covenant with Abraham. This places other 

contentious issues into a context that can be expressed and understood. Maybe a Muslim 

contract of marriage is not the best analogy here, but Asif has shown that presenting the 

covenant of grace in which we live offers a convincing means of widening the defence of our 

faith and helping to present its different-ness.   

That the Christian Muslim Council in Britain has produced a statement on evangelism and 

conversion is really very helpful within Britain and globally. The ‘ten commandments’ 

recognise the pain that ensues if someone leaves the family faith but recognises the road 

must be two-way and that there need to be some rules for that road. The debates in South 

Asia can inform Christians globally and be used in engaging with South Asians living in 

Britain and elsewhere. Conversely, the different relationships that are developed in UK and 

Europe in particular can be brought into the debates in South Asia. Perhaps this is something 

we can facilitate. 

So, Asif opens up the questions of the purpose and the means of apologetic engagement in 

South Asia. He invites us, and South Asians, to consider these questions together and the 
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ways in which we can see ourselves and our organisations supporting apologetic 

engagement. We may learn much from this process that can be applied to the UK context of 

apologetics and inter-faith dialogue. 
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