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1. Did we start at the wrong place? 
 
Despite heroic attempts by a number of organisations – TEAR Fund, World Vision through 
their MARC publications, the Micah Network, Integral, just to mention a few  – to pull the 
whole Development discourse into Christian praxis and to give it an adequate rationale within 
mission, or vice versa, the truth remains that the Development discourse as such remains in 
deep trouble, and it might be better if we Christians – theologians, missiologists and Christian 
Development practitioners in particular – took notice of the fact. It is not at all that I want to 
go back on the idea that mission is holistic. What I am saying is that we have allied ourselves 
with an ideology and praxis of Development which has been insufficiently interrogated by the 
Christian encounter.1  
 
When I first became involved in Development work I was hugely influenced by Maurice 
Sinclair’s book ‘Green Finger of God’.2 I very much liked the idea that ‘development’ and 
‘revelation’ were virtually interchangeable terms. I followed this up with Paolo Freire. Here is 
a brief account of the Freirian approach.3
 

Human vocation is, in Paolo Freire's phrase 'to be more'. This vocation has 
been lost through injustice, exploitation, the violence of the oppressors and an 
unjust order. The result is human dehumanisation, or 'being less', which is 
currently concealed by the illusion' of 'possessing more'. This 'being less' is the 
result of a basic selfishness in which the human closes himself or herself off 
from God and from his or her fellow. He or she is unable to fulfil the deepest 
calling: that of loving the other. The compensation of 'possessing more' leads, 
inevitably, to unfree domination of the neighbour. Moreover, fallen humanity, is 
now subject to alienating forces. Paul speaks of sin, law and death, which are 
manifested in a sense of bondage, in fear of oneself and in the corruption of the 
universe and of our own bodies. The evils from which we are saved are no more 
and no less than the shackles which hinder a creative existence.4

 
Those were great days. What I might have heeded was the warning in Tom Sine’s essay,5 
which I read much at the same time, suggesting that ‘development’ had a secularist origin 
and a doubtful future. Since then I have been teaching Development Studies (not to mention 
Globalisation) and the doubts have only increased. My reading of the Development discourse 
is that it is indeed flawed in its ideological basis, that is to say, in its origins, and it is this that 
provokes my questions..  
 

                                                 
1 Collier J. & Esteban R. From Complicity to Encounter, The Church and the Culture of Economism  Harrisburg, 
Pa.: Trinity Press, 1998. 
2 Sinclair, M. Green Finger of God  Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1980 
3 See Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed  (Second Revised edition)  London: Penguin, 1996  
4 This summary is not mine and I have forgotten from which work I took the reference originally. 
5 Sine, T. ‘Development: Its Secular Past and Its Uncertain Future’ in Sider, R. ed. Towards a Theology of Social 
Change Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1981. 
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If we begin with the post Second World War era – a reasonable starting point as the Bretton 
Woods institutions6 came into being at that time as did the widespread use of the term 
‘development’ – then it is worth remembering that the Bretton Woods conference was not 
intended to ‘make the world safe for democracy’ but rather ‘safe for capitalism’. The idea was 
that the victorious powers of World War Two (especially the United States, but excluding the 
Soviet Union) were attempting to create a global commercial system – one not possible in a 
period of world war – which was open to the free flow of capital and the free exchange of 
goods. They made out, as is natural, that this was something which would be of universal 
value. (Of course it was convenient for the US and her allies that they could commend to the 
world an ideology and praxis that confirmed their already existing commercial ascendancy.) 
In political terms this was a substitution of neo-colonialism for colonialism proper. The US 
was happy to see empires as such disintegrate – for one thing they tended to represent 
trading blocks from which she had been excluded – but that did not mean that she was 
abandoning the advantages of being the premier Western trading nation, with the strongest 
currency and the mot powerful corporations (not to mention the military muscle to back up 
the commercial advantages). Quite the reverse: Bretton Woods and other similar 
arrangements were meant precisely to drive home the American advantage. Neo-colonialism 
was the name of the game. 
 
These tendencies were not left uncontested, and in a number of ways. From the first there 
were other possibilities. Some countries opted for a more managed capitalism, often with an 
element of state socialism, the pattern more or less advocated by John Maynard Keynes. 
(Keynes was the British representative at Bretton Woods but lost out to his American 
counterparts on the major issues.) Obviously, communism and a redistributive socialism was 
on offer until the end of the Cold War, and many countries in the Global South were attracted 
by the anti-imperialist ‘spin’ that Lenin had given to world communism. ‘Tricontinentalism’ or 
the ‘non-alligned movement’, an attempt to form an association of newly independent, 
postcolonial states which owed allegiance to neither of the two Cold War superpowers, was 
another feature of the post war period. Then there were the ‘liberation’ movements: feminism 
and other gender issues, anti-racism, peace and disarmament movements and more 
recently, environmentalism.     
 
All of these – various forms of socialism, Tricontinentalism, ‘liberation’ movements – were 
seen as ‘the enemy’ by market-driven, neoliberal capitalism of the sort espoused by the 
Truman Doctrine7 and brought to maturity by Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s. 
 
Now if we place neoliberalism, capitalism, the Washington Consensus8 etc. on one side, and 
all those movements I have mentioned on the other, then it is out of the former that the 
Development discourse comes, and it is perfectly fair to ask what might have been the 
consequences if it had come from a different place. Obviously, in one sense, there is no 
going back as if we could start again. (We are all familiar with the story of the Irishman who, 
when asked for directions to a certain destination, suggested to the enquirer that he should 
start from somewhere else!) Nevertheless, though history cannot be changed it can be 
interrogated. I add a few of these interrogations. 
 
(a) Had we been Keynesians we might have invested more in the state and more in the idea 

that the state can be used as a vehicle of justice, a mechanism like the Jubilee legislation 

                                                 
6 The Bretton Woods institutions are the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and (subsequently) the 
World Trade Organisation. 
7 President Truman’s declared intention to pursue an anti-Communist world strategy (1947). 
8 The Washington Consensus resulted in the implementation by the Bretton Woods institutions of a neoliberal 
economic policy. 
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in the Old Testament, for wealth distribution. Here is a quote from Keynes to illustrate 
what I mean.  

 
For nothing can preserve the integrity of contract between individuals, except a 
discretionary authority in the State to revise what has become intolerable. The 
powers of uninterrupted usury are too great. If the accretions of vested interest 
were to grow without mitigation for many generations, half the population would 
be no better than slaves to the other half.9   

 
(b) Socialists, in theory at least, believe in the famous dictum, ‘from each according to his/her 

ability, to each according to his/her need.’ How might this have worked out in our 
churches/communities/nations under committed Christian leadership? 

 
(c) Tricontinentalism believed that a certain amount of legitimate power should and could 

belong to nations that were not themselves the victors of World War Two but were the 
victims of colonialism and might now expect a place in world leadership. Suppose these 
people were now running our development agencies. 

 
(d) Liberation movements, responding explicitly to the cry of the victims of racism and 

discriminatory gender politics, to the protests of those who want to ‘give peace a chance’ 
and to the warnings of the environmentalists, might all along have been the best focus of 
our development enterprises.   

 
These are hints and guesses, but what I am sure is that, as I say, we must interrogate our 
current assumptions. Have we inherited the wrong model? Is it possible that development, as 
we have it today, is simply not transformative?  
 
 
2. Are we part of the problem rather than part of the solution? 
 
A friend of mine is a highly qualified and experienced environmentalist specialising in waste 
management. He has recently been in Sri Lanka working for a relief agency advising on 
waste disposal in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami. Apparently the work is going well and 
he is enjoying the opportunity to use his skills in the Global South. He is well looked after, 
staying in a well appointed hotel and is picked up every morning to be driven to his work 
which mostly takes place in an air-conditioned office. His colleagues are friendly and helpful 
and so are the (rather few) people he meets on the street. In the evenings he is able to relax, 
have a good meal and swim in the hotel pool. He is extremely well paid, indeed he believes 
that he will be able to fund other (voluntary) trips to Sri Lanka on the back of this assignment. 
 
There is a snag, however. He is a Christian. 
 
Why is this a problem? There are a number of reasons.  
 
He feels isolated from the ‘real’ people of Sri Lanka and in some respects isolated, full stop. 
He describes himself as in a bubble, and, in truth, it is a bubble that at one level helps him to 
perform better, although it also makes him feel guilty. It is a bubble that his employers are 
keen to keep in place. They do not want him ‘wandering off’ on his own adventures. He is an 
expensive investment that they need to protect. 

                                                 
9 See the citation in Skidelsky, R. John Maynard Keynes, The Economist as Saviour, 1920-1937  London: 
Macmillan, 1992.  
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Of course it is a ‘Western’ bubble or a ‘globalisation’ bubble. It conveys a certain message 
about the good life, the superiority of Western knowledge and technology, and the rewards 
that go with them; also the need that the Global South has for help from outside. So this is 
the second reason or problem: the work he is doing conveys a message of superiority, of 
elitism. This has nothing to do with his own attitudes. It is the system to which he belongs 
that conveys the message whatever he does.  
 
This little story illustrates, I think, some fundamental difficulties that we have inherited in 
development work and in mission more generally. To put it rather crudely, we can never win 
the battle if we are part of ‘the enemy’. This comment will immediately draw the response 
that this is an unfair way of describing matters. Development workers and mission agencies 
are trying to help people who are in need. The people they minister to want the gifts ‘the 
enemy’ is offering them.   
 
That may be so, but it is more complicated than that. Consider:  
 
(1) People want help, but within a framework of respect and friendship.  Think of Bishop 

Azariah at the Edinburgh Conference of 1910 who thanked the missionaries assembled 
for their sacrifice and generosity over the years but startled everybody by adding that 
what Indians wanted most from the missionaries was friendship!  

 
(2) People want things that are bad for them. I am not being paternalist here. All too often 

modernity is like a virus or an addiction. My friend told me several times, with real 
concern, that one of the things that worried him most was that the few Sri Lankans he 
met who were ‘outside the bubble’ were desperate to get into it. Or if they saw no realistic 
chance of being truly on the inside, at least they wanted some of the accruing benefits. 
They had a wonderful civilisation of their own, of course, often with much better values 
that the West’s – their lifestyle was less stressful, less greedy, more sustainable, more 
family-centred, more healthy, more environmentally friendly – but someone, somehow, 
had convinced them that their values were worthless and that the civilisation which had 
served them to good purpose for centuries, was now to be abandoned as quickly as 
possible.  

 
(3) People want Western technology and so on, because we have effectively destroyed their 

way of life and so ‘there is no alternative’. Urbanisation is an example of this. Who wants 
to live in the slums and informal settlements of the Global South? Not many of us. But it 
is better than starving.  

 
In brief, the whole development business is an off-shoot of the Enlightenment project with its 
dedication to ‘progress’, its scorn of the pre-modern and traditional societies, its secularist 
and materialist assumptions, its commercial values and finally its underwriting of Empire. 
People are attracted by it and also destroyed by it. My friend suggested that the only 
counterculture that was providing any sort of refuge in this storm was the culture of traditional 
(or even sometimes fundamentalist) Islam. It was offering religious values that, in the minds 
of its adherents, had transcendent worth, which trumped the worldly values offered by the 
Western development agencies. When we talked about this, the best we could say was that 
very often Islam offered countercultural ways that were typical of 'fearful religion’. In this it 
relied on the sort of sanctions that secure many religious systems, including Christendom. 
Fear is a real motivator after all, and the idea that society can only be saved by fear is 
common enough. We are all afraid of chaos and even of freedom, and as Thomas Hobbes 
suggested, better a society ruled by fear than a society with no ruler at all. Or, in religious 
terms, better that we fear God, even in an abject way, than the moral anarchy of ‘every man 
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(and woman) doing what is right in their own eyes’.  But the question is: can we Christians 
offer something better? Are the choices solely between anarchy and fear? And this brings us 
back to my friend in Sri Lanka? If he feels uncomfortable about being part of the 
Enlightenment project on one hand, but is equally disturbed by the high priests of traditional 
religion on the other, what else is there on offer? How, in brief, can love rule? This, it seems 
to me, is the key development question. 
 
 
3. Can you ‘contextualise into the Empire or do you need to fight it? 
 
The question follows immediately: can a Christian development praxis find a place within this 
discourse? Is it in conflict with it (see again Collier and Esteban 1998) or can it be effectively 
contextualised within it in a healthy way – borrowing the best insights and avoiding the worst 
excesses – or is it sufficiently distinct as a praxis so that it offers a prophetic critique of 
secular development. Alternatively is it so deficient in theory and practice that it has nothing 
to say. Somebody I know who works for the World Bank is dismissive of missionary 
sponsored development in his area of expertise, largely on the grounds that most 
missionaries simply do not know enough economics! 
 
I am not sure that I know the answers to these questions, but they are the same questions 
that scholars have been asking for some time about the relationship between gospel (Christ) 
and culture10. Or we could use Walter Wink’s idea of the ‘powers’11 in which case the 
question is: are the powers redeemable? (Wink thinks that they are, others disagree12). 
Missiologists will see the issue, perhaps, as one of contextualisation. Are we involved in a 
little thoughtful contextualisation as far as the culture of the secular Enlightenment is 
concerned, or a life and death struggle against an implacable foe?  If it is the latter, and we 
are trying to do our good works from ‘the belly of the whale’, if (using the imagery of the book 
of Revelation) great Babylon has swallowed us up and it is simply not possible to build the 
New Jerusalem from there (Revelation 18:4) then it is time we took notice.  
 
In my case I have found teaching Development Studies very difficult while at the same time 
teaching a course on Globalisation. Globalisation, in the sense that it stands for an 
increasing commitment to ‘the culture of economism’ is quite easily identifiable as one 
version of the secularist dream. But ‘development’ appears to me to be more of the same. 
Theological reflection on both comes to the same conclusion. It concerns me that 
development as currently practised seems to have little other purpose than connecting with 
modernity. Though we have learnt to say that we are respectful of the wisdom of others, and 
that they have to ‘own’ the projects that have been initiated, in fact we are only there in the 
first place because of the newness of the enterprise. Also, we behave, too often, as if the 
essential part of any productive enterprise is that it will be connected to the market. But is 
this connection with modernity what people really need?  
 
 
4. What about power? 
 
Through it all the central issue remains one of power. Is not development in its truly 
transformative sense a power encounter which we developers should be determined to lose. 
(‘I am among you as one who serves.’) Our customary approach is rather that I will teach you 

                                                 
10 The classic work is Niebuhr, R. Christ and Culture  New York: Harper, 1951 
11 Wink, W.  Engaging the Powers, Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992 
12 See e.g. Howard-Brook W. & Gwyther, A. Unveiling Empire  Maryknoll, N.J., Orbis 2002 p. 265 
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to play my power game, as powerfully as you can, though of course you will have to play it by 
my rules. The ‘rules’ are the usual ones: foreign ‘capital’ (money, expertise, good 
connections) can be used in order to ‘exploit’ the situation so that local resources (labour, 
raw materials, time) can be made more productive. Power resides with the ‘capitalists’. More 
productivity is certainly a possibility (though by no means a certainty) but it will almost always 
benefit the few (foreign capitalists and those within the locality promoted to join them) and 
not the many. Local skills will be neglected if they do not connect with the ‘new productivity’.  
 
Here are a couple of illustrations, one from my own experience and one from the Bible. 
 
(1) While I was working in India I was able to observe a fishing project run by a particularly 

benign European nation which was intended to improve the lot of fisherman who earned 
their living on a day to day basis by fishing in small boats in coastal waters. The project 
introduced more highly mechanised fishing using large power driven trawlers, and there 
was a particular emphasis on prawns which were to be sold to the wealthy Middle 
Eastern countries. A number of ice factories and prawn processing facilities were also 
established. The trade with the Middle East flourished and a good deal of money was 
made, particularly by the trawler and factory owners (often the same people). The 
‘ordinary’ fishermen did not do so well, however. Their small boats certainly could not 
compete with the trawlers and most of them were forced to sell their boats and take up 
employment as deckhands on the trawlers or as factory workers. Wages there were 
reasonable, or they were as long as trade prospered, but when there was a downturn in 
the prawn market, many of them were laid off. Unfortunately they now no longer had any 
boats to which to return and the usual outcome was destitution.  

 
(2) The Israelite tribes wanted to establish a monarchy because they needed more political 

‘productivity’. The new harsh world of Philistine political power was a threat to their local 
tribal system. So they opted for a power system that played by ‘international’ rules (1 
Samuel 8:5), and to some extent, at least for a while, it worked. The Philistines were 
defeated and David and Solomon raised Israel to an unprecedented pinnacle of power. 
The trouble was what they lost along the way. All the distinctive features of covenant 
monarchy – no foreigners unacquainted with covenant behaviour, no standing army or 
arms trade, no harem, no excessive wealth, familiarity with the law and so on 
(Deuteronomy 17:14-20) – were forgotten. Community itself was eroded by this and the 
final result was civil war, division of the nation, conquest by foreigners and exile. In other 
words, in the long run they were not better off because they had destroyed the covenant 
community which was the ultimate guarantee of their safety and prosperity (see 
Deuteronomy 11:22-5, 20:1). 

 
 
5. What about community? 
 
All this leads to a simple thesis. You cannot do transformative development work without 
good community. Building community comes first . Harking back for a moment to our 
discussion on ‘origins’ it seems to me that this is  one theme that runs through all the 
alternative discourses, ‘the might have beens’. ‘There is no such thing as society’ said Mrs 
Thatcher, but with one voice Keynesians, socialists, tricontinentalists and the whole crew of 
liberationists reply ‘oh, yes there is, and until we understand how it works and how we can 
make it work better, we shall never learn the true secrets of development.’ Surely Christians 
want to say the same thing.  
 
Good community is built on ‘covenant’ values. Power alone will not do, in fact despite likely 
initial successes, the end result  may well be destructive. (By ‘power’ I mean, of course, 
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greater wealth, knowledge and connection.) Entering a community on the basis of power, 
even if it is a simple ‘I can do this better than you’ may have a number of power-full 
consequences, such as attracting people to the project who see it as an opportunity to ‘get 
on’, (that is to get beyond the service of the community to a place where they can serve 
themselves instead) or connecting the community to those outside who have no stake in it, 
no fear that it might be destroyed, indeed may have reasons to wish its destruction. 
Covenant kings, supposedly for the safety of the nation, made foreign alliances only to find 
that they were caught up in a tangle of power relations where they were dealing with ruthless 
Empires whose only aim was aggrandisement at the expense of their neighbours. Isaiah of 
Jerusalem knew all about that and issued the appropriate warnings (see e.g. Isaiah 31:1). If I 
were advising a community which was being approached by a big development agency, my 
first advice would be extreme caution, some sort of commentary on ‘Beware Greeks bearing 
gifts’! 
 
So is it not possible to access new power without some sort of disaster ensuing? Not without 
love, and power and love are seldom found in each other’s company. It is certainly necessary 
to secure the community first – which is what love means. 
 
This emphasis on the viability of the community means a number of things. Development 
workers have to understand the community, they have to know it and learn to love it. Flying 
visits simply will not work. Anything destructive of community will have to be avoided like the 
plague. I would go further and say that if development is going to work it will have to build 
community. That may be the newness it can bring. Christians should begin, perhaps, by 
planting a church which will serve as a ‘sign of the kingdom’, as a picture of the true 
community. In this sense you cannot do good development without playing politics, and this 
does not contradict what I have said about power. It means that unless we adjust the power 
equations – by promoting just relationships in a supportive community (think ‘covenant’ 
again), then development will only accentuate disparities of wealth to the detriment of the 
majority. In brief, you have to ‘break the funnels’ and that is political work. But this is just 
another way of saying ‘community comes first’. So the key question is the one that Jesus 
asked his disciples: ‘How shall we describe the kingdom of God?’ Jesus’ community was one 
where the greatest gift to be offered was service, the first were to be last and the last first, the 
shepherd(leader) laid down his life for the sheep, and so on. We know these things, but do 
we realise that they are vital to development work?  
 
Here we can circle back to the Book of Revelation. When we read this book we need to 
understand that we are dealing with a tract addressed to churches under severe pressure 
from the values (religion, politics, economics) of the Roman Empire. The author presses on 
his readers the unlikely thesis that the way ahead (salvation, ‘overcoming’, victory) lies in 
being faithful disciples of ‘a slaughtered lamb’ with all that that speaks of vulnerability and 
sacrifice. Conversely the Roman Empire, with its immense wealth and patronage, is, in some 
senses, already an expended force, a fallen power (Revelation 18:2). There is no future 
there. The destroyers of the earth will be destroyed. The boat is leaking and will shortly sink. 
You will soon see desperate attempts to jettison the cargo, but it will be too late.  
 
 
6. Have we got the right perspective? 
 
The sobering question is: where are we now? What about the Christian development 
discourse – the question we started with?  
 
On one view this is a matter of scale, or perhaps, which is the same thing, a matter of timing. 
The author of Revelation is fighting very hard to put his situation in perspective. His readers, 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 14: October 2006 7 of 9 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/mission  
 



because the Roman Empire ‘filled the universe’, hardly needed to be reminded that they 
were in danger of being overawed by the size and power of their opponent (Revelation 13:4). 
(Elsewhere the same author, or one like him, simply says ‘the whole world lies in the evil 
one’.) What John expects to help his readers is his ‘revelation’ of the bigger picture. It is the 
Lamb who opens the seals of the book of history  - not the Roman Emperor. Something else, 
some other powerful reality, must be taken into account. Close up the Beast seems 
invincible, but this is not how it looks to someone like John who ‘has seen heaven open’. 
Notice that this is the ‘upstairs, downstairs’ of apocalyptic. It is not the argument that says, ‘In 
the end things will come straight’. Rather it suggests that if you only had the right 
perspective, you could see things as they really are now. (John speaks as a prophet. 
Compare the ministry given to Jeremiah as described in Jeremiah 1:10.) 
 
There is a perspective of time also. To go back to the Old Testament, when the Israelites 
asked for a king, what was pressing in on them was the immediate threat of the Philistine 
presence. This sense of urgency, a sort of survival mentality, betrayed them.  Not only on 
that occasion, of course, but on a number of others in their history. Remember Ahaz (we 
read about it in Isaiah 7 and 8) who rashly called in the Assyrians to help when he was 
threatened by an alliance of two of his northern neighbours against him. He should have 
trusted God and kept quiet! I worked many years ago in a Christian organisation where the 
leader was willing to throw away already agreed principles of action in the name of survival. 
‘What’s the use of our principles’, he implied, ‘if we end up on the scrap heap?’ Of course, 
there was a simple answer to that. If you betray your key operating principles, you are on the 
scrap heap already! 
 
 
7. Have we a prophetic word for today? 
 
So the ‘prophetic words’ which need to be addressed to today’s development discourse must 
now be determined! Somebody needs to do the job who is ‘standing in the council of the 
Lord’ (Jeremiah 23:18) like the authentic Old Testament prophets. (See the story of Micaiah 
in I Kings 22, especially verses 19-23.) Based on what we have been saying at the very least 
we need: 
 

• A severe examination of existing institutions, even good ones, which are failing 
in the bigger purpose of maintaining or creating the good community 

• A presentation of more adequate models of community 
• A renewed emphasis on a strong ‘justice’ element in our work 
• A forthright criticism of power 
• A distrust of inappropriate alliances. 

 
All this must be done in the face of a proper understanding of today’s Domination System. In 
outline this will include the following characteristics: 
 

• Intolerance of diversity (cultural homogeneity) 
• Centralisation 
• Military/commercial/religious domination 
• Uneven development 
• War on the saints 
• An increasing attempt at global control 
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Resulting in: 
 

• Constant crisis 
• Ecological stress 
• An exploited underclass 
• ‘Civilian’ casualties 
• The diseases and sorrows of Empire 

 
 
In conclusion 
 
Too many questions, you might think, and not enough answers. Agreed. All the more reason 
for a little reflection. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 14: October 2006 9 of 9 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/mission  
 

http://www.redcliffe.org/mission
http://www.redcliffe.org/mission
mailto:mission@redcliffe.org
http://www.redcliffe.org/mission

