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Does Development Work?  
Seven Questions 
 

Author:  Dr Jonathan Ingleby, Editor of Encounters. 

 
 
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.  
 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 14: October 2006                                                             5 of 47 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/mission  
 



 
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, 
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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. 
 
 

<back to top>
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comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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Does Development Work?  
A leading expert from the Development world provides an encouraging assessment 
 

Author:  Dr Andrew Steer, Country Director, World Bank, Indonesia. 
 
 
Like all the best big questions this one has enough leeway to give several answers. Let me 
suggest three interpretations of the question – and in so doing, hopefully give some food for 
thought. 
 
 
 
I.  Does Development Work – Are we winning the battle against poverty?  
 
Here the answer is very mixed, but overall positive. The world has never seen progress at 
the rate we have seen in recent decades. In the past thirty years, around 600 million have 
been lifted out of abject poverty, food production has doubled, infant mortality has been 
halved, and girls enrolment in secondary education tripled. Such achievements are unique in 
history.   
 
In 2000 the countries of the world agreed on a set of Millennial Development Goals that in 
earlier times would have been outrageously, even naively, optimistic -- that between 1990 
and 2015 poverty and hunger would be halved, universal primary education achieved, under 
five mortality rates reduced by two-thirds etc. The remarkable fact is that many of these goals 
are on the way to being met. For example, the share of the developing world’s population 
living in extreme poverty fell from 28 percent (1.2 billion) to 19 percent in 2003. And this 
happened even in the face of economic crises in Asia, the Soviet Union and Latin America. 
 
Sadly, not all the MDGs will be met (hopefully over half will), but importantly the debate has 
now shifted from “can we make any progress?” to “can we make enough progress quickly 
enough to finally conquer poverty?” In many ways this watershed occurred when over the 
past decade South Asia, the home to the largest number of poor people of any region, began 
to join in the remarkable progress that East Asia had achieved (which had earlier been home 
to the largest number of poor people in the world). Today the major countries of South Asia – 
India, Bangladesh and Pakistan – are growing their incomes and reducing poverty at a faster 
rate than was ever achieved in today’s rich countries..   
 
So what’s the bad news? It is that the facts above refer to overall progress, but that there 
remain severe pockets of poverty that remain extremely resistant to progress.  It is little 
comfort to a mother of six living on $1 per day in Mali that on average the MDGs will be met.  
 
While the share of the developing world’s population in acute poverty was falling from 28 to 
19 percent during the 1990-2003 period, in Africa it fell only one percentage point from 45 to 
44 percent.  Asia still has many more poor people than Africa, but Africa is rightly receiving 
the priority, since it is here that the prospects for progress are still so unsure. There are real 
signs of hope in today’s Africa – with overall incomes now growing at a faster rate than in rich 
countries for the first time since the 1960s -- but it is much too early to say whether a real 
corner has been turned. 
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II.  Does Development Work – Can Foreign Assistance Programmes Help Reduce 
Poverty? 

 
It has become fashionable in some circles to believe that foreign assistance does not work, 
that it is often wasted, and can actually hurt development rather than help. One piece of 
evidence used to support this proposition is that countries which receive more aid don’t seem 
to perform better than those which receive little aid. On the contrary, sometimes the biggest 
recipients seem to perform worse than those which receive little. This argument suffers from 
reverse causality. It is analogous to noting that since there are more sick people in hospital 
than anywhere else, hospitals and doctors are bad for your health!  In reality, of course 
people go to hospital because they are sick. And funds should go to the neediest and 
weakest countries.  
 
 
Why Aid Programmes Fail 
 
We certainly now know what kind of aid doesn’t work. 
 

• Assistance that is given for political or commercial reasons (such as the billions 
given to Zaire under the corrupt regime of Mobuto Sese Seko) is very unlikely 
to be effective in reducing poverty. 

 
• Assistance that is tied to the products and people of the country providing the 

assistance has been systematically found to be worth much less (by about one 
third) than funds that are untied.  Thankfully, the number of countries with “tied 
aid” programmes is declining. 

 
• Development programmes that rely on foreign expertise and technology at the 

expense of local ownership have a high probability of failure. Africa is littered 
with rusting equipment, which while well-intentioned, was inappropriate for 
local capacity to manage.  

 
• Projects that don’t build in concern for longer term sustainability (after the aid 

agency or NGO goes home) almost always fail. Figuring out how to keep a 
village water system running for the next 40 years is more important (and more 
difficult) than building it in the first place. 

 
• Projects that fail to take account of a bad overall policy environment within the 

host country are likely to fail, even if they have been technically well-designed. 
Thus, for example, microfinance programmes managed by professional 
international NGOs often fail in the presence of parallel government 
programmes that subsidise interest rates. And programmes to boost 
agricultural productivity often fail in the face of bad agricultural policies. 

 
 
Why Aid Programmes Succeed 
 
The good news is that lessons are being learned, and that each of the “failure factors” listed 
above are now much less evident than in the past.  There has been a dramatic shift towards 
more home-grown programmes, much less tied aid, fewer foreigners and more national staff 
and a deeper awareness of the importance of the domestic policy context. There is also a 
sharply greatly emphasis given to measuring outcomes and results rather than inputs. Donor 
countries such as the UK have been at the forefront of such changes. The UK’s Department 
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for International Development (DFID) has, more than almost any other agency over the past 
decade, argued for this new way of doing business.  
 
When I worked on agricultural programmes in Nigeria 25 years ago, we hired international 
experts to design crop trials, plant breeding systems, agricultural extension systems, 
marketing and credit arrangements and the like. We presented plans to government and to 
farmers’ groups, and sought their inputs, but essentially the programmes were designed 
around what had been found to work best in similar situations in other countries.  This 
“expert-driven” usually failed to cause a sustainable upward shift in productivity as had been 
hoped.  
 
Today we would now do things differently. Those in charge of the design of such 
programmes would be nationals of the country. They would choose which international 
expertise to draw upon. Much greater effort would be given to understanding motivations and 
cultural factors affecting the behaviour of farmers, merchants, and government officials. 
Understanding power relations, and putting in place mechanisms to prevent exploitation and 
unrepresentative decision-making would be an important element in the design and 
supervision of the programme. Above all, it would be the beneficiary (in this case the poor 
farmer) who would be the central focus around which the programme would be designed. In 
this approach the poor would thus be the subject rather than the object of the entire 
development endeavour. . 
 
 
Doing Things Differently 
 
I can give an example of this new approach from our current work here in Indonesia. When 
the East Asian economic crisis hit in 1998, poverty rose sharply and many people left the 
cities as job disappeared and returned to their villages placing huge strains on community 
resources. In an effort to help, the World Bank together with Indonesian NGOs and 
government officials worked with local communities to design a programme to provide small 
grants to communities for whatever would help create jobs and improve the quality of life. 
Three important rules were set. First, the community should be in charge; money should go 
directly into the bank account of the community, not through local governments or any NGO 
or other outside agent. Second, all incoming funds should be transparently accounted for to 
the entire village. Third, all expenditures must be jointly decided upon in an open meeting by 
an elected committee that must include a disproportionate number of the poor and women.  
 
The programme began on a small scale in 28 villages. Over the succeeding eight years the 
programme grew rapidly, and today it has reached over 35,000 villages throughout Indonesia 
-- the largest such programme in the world. The programme has been rigorously audited by 
independent experts, and has shown spectacular impacts in terms of creating jobs, and in 
improving sanitation, water, transportation, and education services. It has also helped shift 
the power balance towards the poor at the village level.  
 
More than 20 other countries have sent representatives to study the programme, and as a 
result similar programmes are now running in Afghanistan, Cambodia and East Timor. The 
World Bank has now channelled more than $1 billion through this programme, and the British 
and Dutch governments have placed another $200 million in grants through the programme. 
But despite this international support more than 99.9% of those who manage the programme 
are Indonesian. Last month the President of Indonesia announced a major expansion of the 
programme. He will make available  $1.5 billion of Indonesia’s own funds each year so that it 
can be expanded to all 75,000 villages in the country. As a result World Bank funds won’t be 
needed any more. The World Bank will not and should not get the credit for this great 
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success. This programme has been a success only because from the beginning it was 
owned by and driven by those whose lives it has transformed.  
 
Yes, international development assistance can make a world of difference. 
 
 
 
III. Does Development Work – What Role Can Christian Development Agencies Play? 
 
For the past two hundred years Christian agencies have been at the forefront of innovation in 
bringing education, healthcare, nutrition, and more recently, water, sanitation, and other 
services to those in the greatest need. Today, this leadership has dwindled, but, even so, 
some Christian development agencies – such as World Vision, TearFund and the like – are 
the most professional development agencies anywhere. Here in Indonesia Christian 
agencies, such as Missionary Aviation Fellowship, and the Summer Institute of Linguistics, 
are admired for their contribution to development, even by those who oppose the Christian 
faith.   
 
Christian agencies have also been leaders in promoting a holistic form of development, in 
which the spiritual and social development are understood to be equally important as, and 
interrelated with, economic development. Secular agencies are now catching up with this 
crucial insight.   
 
However, it is this very insight – of the link between spiritual and physical development – that 
can make some “Christian” development programmes so effective, and others so difficult to 
assess. There is, of course, a wide spectrum of mission statements among Christian mission 
agencies, from a near 100% emphasis on “development” to a 100% emphasis on “disciple 
making”, with most agencies being a mixture of the two. For those at the “development” end 
of the spectrum (those whose stated primary objective is to reduce poverty and bring better 
health and education services etc to the poor) it is much easier to judge their effectiveness: 
they should be held to the same standards as any secular agency.  But for those who seek to 
interweave disciple-making with development it’s often harder to agree on criteria to judge 
their impact. 
 
Especially difficult are those agencies which seek to use “acts of mercy” as instruments to 
build relations with communities. In such situations, it’s often not clear whether the village 
water system, or micro-enterprise project etc. should be judged by its value in bringing clean 
water or micro-enterprise growth, or whether for its ability to open doors and build trust with 
communities so that the kingdom of God can be advanced. Of course, it can, and hopefully 
will, do both – but it is important that where the claim is made for professionalism in the 
former, the same standards as would be expected from a secular agency apply. Over the 
past two decades in Indonesia, Vietnam, Bangladesh and Thailand, I have known numerous 
missionaries, some of whom have enjoyed great success in both the spiritual and temporal 
spheres, but others who have brushed off a failed development project, arguing that its 
primary purpose was anyway to build relationships.     
 
The case of the Asian Tsunami in December 2004 illustrates the problem. In the aftermath of 
the tragedy around 500 international NGOs set up operations in Aceh (previously there had 
been virtually none, since this was an area off limits due to the civil war). A good number of 
these were Christian agencies, including some of the largest and most professional (World 
Vision and Catholic Relief Services for example both had multiple offices and several 
hundred staff in Aceh). Many others came to Aceh on the spur of the moment in a genuine 
desire to help at this time of great human suffering. Huge sums of money (NGOs received 
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around $2.5 billion in donations for Aceh reconstruction) encouraged NGOs of all stripes to 
set up shop.   
 
In my 26 visits to Aceh since the tsunami I have seen some of the best and most inspiring 
reconstruction programmes, and some of the worst.  Many agencies – Christian, Muslim, 
secular – simply took on more than they had the competence to deliver. Many assumed that 
rebuilding houses, clinics and the like would be relatively straightforward, and that any help 
given would be better than none. In reality, while the overall reconstruction has gone 
relatively well, the task has been much more complex than many agencies anticipated, and 
many have now left without delivering what they had promised. In many villages in Aceh, 
houses are yet to be completed because the agencies that had been allocated to these 
villages have failed to deliver.  
 
Doing development right is often much more difficult than anticipated, and requires 
professional skills and a support system. While building a house in an ideal circumstance 
may be easy, doing so in an environment with a dysfunctional government, destroyed land 
titles, acute absence of skilled labour and timber, and severe land subsidence and flooding 
requires a set of skills and an institutional structure that many agencies simply didn’t have.          
 
 
Which Agency to Choose? 
 
Suppose you are considering a career in development, and would like to invest your life in 
the work of a Christian agency. Or suppose you are wanting to support such an organisation 
financially. What should you look for if you really want to make development work?  Here are 
a few thoughts (that should be applied to Christian or secular agencies alike):   
 

• Measurement of results.  Does the organisation have the ability to measure 
impact? Can it give you a serious analysis of whether its programmes are 
really achieving what they are intended to do? Note that this is very different 
from the glossy publications for fund-raising and recruitment. Ask for a hard 
hitting (preferably independent) assessment of success and failure, and ask 
how programmes are being adjusted in the light of lessons learned. Beware the 
prayer-letter bias that makes all sound well.   

 
• Support System and Accountability.  Ask what technical expertise exists within 

the agency? What mechanisms exist for providing technical back-up and 
advice to those struggling with tough issues on the ground. What internal 
mechanisms exist for holding field-based staff accountable for the funds 
flowing through them? What mechanisms exist for accountability to donors?  
To what extent are there technical development specialists on the Board of 
Directors?  

 
• Depth Rather than Breadth.  Some agencies spread themselves among many 

countries and regions, while others dig deep. The latter is more likely to be 
successful from a development standpoint. Each country and region is 
different, and requires patience and critical mass to be effective. Lone rangers 
are unlikely to be successful when it comes to development.  

 
• Ability to place in a bigger picture.  A major lesson of the past two decades is 

that “enclave projects” insulated from broader systems rarely work. Ask how 
the programmes fit within the broader policy and institutional framework. If in 
healthcare, how does the clinic or hospital fit within the local healthcare 
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system? If involved in micro-enterprise development, what are the policy and 
regulatory constraints imposed by corrupt local governments? How do 
government policies help or hurt the prospects of success? Does the agency 
engage in the broader donor dialogue within country on such policy issues? 
(Encouragingly, we are seeing a greater engagement of Christian NGOs in 
such fora over recent years, in sharp contrast from the “separatist” attitude that 
had characterised some such agencies in earlier years.)        

 
 
Proclaiming the Year of the Lord’s Favour 
 
We have never been better positioned to make poverty history than we are today. 
Development agencies have learned from past mistakes, developing countries are generally 
implementing more sensible policies, incomes are rising faster than ever before and 
resources for the task are more plentiful than at any time in the past. Christian development 
agencies, armed with insights form two centuries of productive work, and a conviction that 
development is as much about things of the spirit as about technology and investment, are 
well equipped to play a crucial role.  
 
Every week in the developing world today 200,000 children under five die unnecessarily from 
diseases that we know how to prevent and cure. And over 115 million primary school aged 
children in developing countries are not in school, even though we could easily afford for 
them to go. We need well-equipped business-like labourers and development agencies to 
help get the job done – to bring good news to the poor, to grant recovery of sight to the blind, 
to set at liberty those who are oppressed, and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.  
No task on earth is more important. 
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Agriculture, Theology and Progress  
in Biblical Perspective 
 

Author:  Professor John Wibberley, RURCON 

 
 

First given as an address at Veritas College International Conference,  
Lusaka, Zambia, August 2006. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Agriculture is at the very heart of rural vitality and human survival. God was the first 
Agriculturalist. He planted a garden eastward in Eden. Agriculture means literally ‘field 
cultivation’ but the word ‘cultivation’ implies tending as commissioned by the Creator Himself, 
with an attitude of worship towards Him and of worth towards His creation. Adam (adama = 
earth) was formed from the earth to tend it as regent under God as King. Progress consists 
in respecting the needs rather than the wants of all members of the creation.  
 
 
Agriculture 
 
Agriculture is founded on two great processes of nature – photosynthesis and 
decomposition. Thus agriculture deals inherently with ‘renewables’ and ‘recycling’, the very 
emergent ‘articles of faith’ of sustainability in managing the planet. ‘One planet farming’ is the 
chosen slogan of David Miliband, the new Secretary of State for Defra in the UK. It could be 
just another platitude or, if properly unpacked, it could deliver a suitably Biblical attitude to 
underpin policy-making for agriculture. This is vital in an age of globalisation. There is 
increasing global awareness of the finite nature of earth’s resources and consequent human 
responsibility for conservation management of them. Agriculture connects humans to the 
earth and its care and to the Creator as Provider and Sustainer of all things. It must also 
connect humans to each other as we share the resources for production and the fruits 
produced equitably now and intergenerationally for the future. The way we conduct 
agriculture is significant in terms of both process and place. We cannot, as HRH The Duke of 
Edinburgh famously said in 1970, ‘apply a crude industrial philosophy to agriculture’ because 
‘land is different’. Agriculture is a dynamic and challenging enterprise to be conducted in 
harmony with God’s laws at the very heart of earth’s oikonomia (economy ‘managing the 
whole of creation for the benefit of the whole of creation’). The Food Chain from soil to plate, 
from land to mouth needs to be as short and efficient as possible, with food everywhere 
available, accessible, affordable, appropriate and avoiding risks in its production. ‘Local food 
is miles better’ as the UK Farmers’ Weekly campaign puts it (www.fwi.co.uk) and we need to 
‘turn the tide’ of policy and practice yet further in that direction. Application of a crude 
industrial philosophy to agriculture, especially during the past 60 years, has delivered food at 
successively lower prices to some of the world’s consumers but the pursuit of least cost 
production is unsustainable. Sustainability of planet and of livelihoods demands that we pay 
the real environmental and social costs of food and stop fooling ourselves that it can be 
obtained at inexorably lower relative prices. It also demands that we address the fact that 
over 850 million people still go to bed hungry each night and that many farm families are 
being dispossessed of their livelihoods in face of dire poverty owing to low product prices. 
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Theology 
 
The ‘Queen of sciences’, theology is the study of God in order to seek to understand Him 
and His ways. Creation theology should underpin our practical efforts in agriculture and 
development. We especially need the integrated consideration of the following five models 
for our relationship with creation proposed in scripture:- 
 
 

 

Our Relationship to Earth & Its Creatures 
 
    1. Dominion = ‘complete authority’ - to do what God likes with creation, not to dominate__ 

it! (Gen. 1:26-28). 
    2. Priesthood = the role to let creation express itself in praise to God (Psalm 150:6)__  

and to offer it to God with praise. 
    3. Companionship = respectful, caring relationship with creatures (Prov. 12:10). 
    4. Stewardship = accountable, caring management of resources (Luke 16:2). 
    5. Teamwork = co-workership in team effort, with God (1 Cor.3:9). 
 
 

 
 
Agriculture & A Theology of Place 

 
Vertical & Horizontal : Roots and a proper connection to the soil symbolise the essence of 
agriculture. This is part of the vertical connection: God above, creatures below and within the 
earth beneath our feet. Yet many creatures and humans too have lives characterised by the 
horizontal dimension. There are nomads, such as the Fulani of West Africa and the Maasai 
of East Africa. There are migrant birds such as the swallow which – all fifteen grammes of it – 
flies a round trip of some 12,000 miles from its summer nest in Britain to spend the UK winter 
in South Africa’s summer! The Bible presents us with a creative tension between the 
settlement and rootedness of ‘planting gardens’ (Jer.29:5,28; Micah 4:4) and the pilgrimage 
of the traveller ‘passing through’ (Heb.11:13-16; 1 Peter 2:11). Most especially, Jesus had 
‘nowhere to lay His head’ (Matt.8:20; Luke 9:58).Yet scripture exhorts order and the concept 
of ‘a place for everything and everything in its place’ (e.g.Deut.12:13,14). This is qualified by 
the prohibition of evil practices in any place, given that ‘the earth is the Lord’s’ (Psa.24:1) 
even though he has given us the tenancy (Psa.115:16).  
 
Place defined: One NT Greek word for ‘place’ is topos. Although this appears in the English 
word ‘topography’ which is often associated with the physical rise and fall of the landscape 
as a geomorphological concept, topos really refers to ‘inhabited place’ (as in Luke 2:7, ‘no 
room at the inn’). A toponym is a place name and topology is that branch of mathematics 
concerned with concepts of continuity and limits. Without boundaries and absolutes, civil 
society crumbles. 
 
Displacement: Factors leading to displacement include various injustices arising from 
conflict, from greed and from deliberate policies to move people, such as the Highland 
clearances of Scotland in the eighteenth century and ‘ethnic cleansing’ today – such as in the 
Balkans during the 1990s. Migrants, refugees and nomadic lifestyles result. The UNHCR 
now reckons that 1 person in 130 is a refugee of some kind. Some move owing to droughts 
and wars – including ‘resource wars’. Others are economic migrants, such as the many who 
have moved from countries such as Malawi and Zambia to work in the mines of South Africa. 
This contrasts with the Micah 4:4 vision of fearless contentment under one’s own trees. 
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Place accepted: On the whole the Bible encourages us to accept our place in God’s order 
and to fulfil it faithfully. ‘Blossom where you are planted’; ‘plant gardens’ is the message of  
Jer.29:5,28. 
 
Place managed: It is right that most of the cultivable land be managed in some way or other 
for agriculture – rotational land use; integrated/multipurpose land use; access to commons; 
but, again, the earth is the Lord’s (Psa.24:1).  
 
Place celebrated: Some ecclesiastical traditions set time apart (e.g. Rogation) to pray for 
God’s blessing on a particular place, celebrating its uniqueness in His Kingdom purposes. 
 
 
Suggested Agri-Theology Principles1

 
1.    God is Creator and Sustainer of the Universe. 
2.    Human Beings are created in God's Image. 
3.    All creation is fallen through sin. 
4.    Creation shares in Christ's salvation. 
5.    Agriculture is stewardship of creation for food and primary products. 
6.    Dominion means authority to manage creation in the way God desires. 
7.    The Kingdom of God is both now and future - creatio continua. 
8.    The Kingdom of God is global and beyond. 
9.    Perfect relationship is exemplified in the Triune God. 
10.  People are designed for right relationships - UP (God), OUT (neighbours), DOWN  
 (earth).                                                                                                      
11.  Only an integrated person will answer for this (Psalm 86:11). 
12.  Agri-rural Systems need a (w)holistic approach. 
13.  Farmers are human stewards intended to be in tripartite relationship. 
14.  Viable rural communities are desirable objectives. 
15.  Farmers need to be - sensitive to nature; related to land; decisive operators; well- 
 integrated realists; co-operators with God. 
16.  Rural development needs to provide capacity to :-  
        Care for creation e.g. Prov.12:10 - know one's beasts;  
        Share with those who do not have enough;  
        Work in harmony with God (I Cor.3:9);  
        Be in place - relate locally to land and community;  
        Access enough - avoid excessive scale (Isa.5:8). 
17.  Greed can apply equally to production as to consumption. 
18.  Christian Ethics are required in agriculture to reconcile simultaneously:- Economy,  
 Ecology, Energy-efficiency, Equity and Employment. 
19.  Agriculture needs linkage with Christian Spirituality. 
20. Agriculture is a vocation; the Earth is God's farm. 

 
‘What we need is a holistic theology, a theology that is God-centred and that treats man and 
the creation in the integrative manner that Scripture does’.2  
 
                                                 
1 Compiled in 1998 at international consultation on Agriculture & Theology, Hohebuch, Württemberg, Germany. 
2 p.88, George Kinoti (1994) Hope for Africa and what the Christian can do. (AISRED, Nairobi, Kenya, 99 pp.) 
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Some Ethical Dilemmas  
 
GM For and Against: “The government of Malawi will promote the use of modern 
biotechnology to enhance the conservation of biological diversity and sustainable 
environmental management and shall facilitate access to and sharing of benefits arising from 
the utilisation of these natural (water, soil and air) and biological (animal, plant and microbial) 
resources." (Malawi Formulates National Biotechnology Policy Rebecca Chimjeka, African 
News Dimension 16.8.’06). On the other hand, Zambia shuns GM. 
 
Drug Crops: Farmers cannot make a living from food crops at very low world prices. Latin 
American farmers are going out of maize into coca. Afghanistan’s farmers rely heavily on 
heroin for income (Geographical Journal, August 2006 Feature article). 
 
Growth is not the same as development: “Private sector investment of £1.9 million and a 
challenge fund grant of nearly £0.3 million have helped the Great Lakes Cotton Co. to 
provide training and more, better quality seeds. This initiative has helped triple production 
and raised incomes. The number of casual labourers employed has tripled to over 35,000 
and an extra 100,000 smallholders are benefiting” (DFID, UK:-  G8 Gleneagles: One Year 
On, 2006).  
 
Unregulated trading conflicts with environmental conservation/sustainable livelihoods: The 
Africa Commission (2005) propos ed debt cancellation, action on global climate change and 
then, a trading ‘free-for-all’. While trade equity issues persist and must be addressed, others 
believe that the removal of all regulation would be suicidal for Africa’s environment and 
livelihoods.3
 
 
Progress 
 
Real progress is not equated with materialism and its close cousin, consumerism. 
Oikonomia4 requires the philosophy of ‘enough’ rather than excess (Isa.56:11). ‘Enough’ 
might also refer to the size of one’s family, contrary to the Bemba proverb in Zambia:- 
ubukulu bwa nkoko: masako = ‘the size of a chicken is its feathers’ i.e. one’s greatness in 
society is measured by the number of one’s children.5  Recent monitoring reveals just how 
finite earth’s resources are – and that we have placed the global ecosystem, which functions 
as an entity created by God, under inordinate pressure by our numbers and our cavalier 
behaviour.6
 
Components of genuine progress are proposed as follows:- 
 

1. Vision:  Micah 4:4 (Everyone under their vine &  fig tree and no-one making 
them afraid) 

2. Fear of the LORD (Psa.111:10)  Prov. 8:22-36  Micah 6:8 (Justice, Mercy, 
Humility) 

 

                                                 
3 Wibberley, E.J. (2006) The ‘Farming Tsunami’: the crisis of farm livelihoods. Tropical Agriculture Association 
Newsletter 26(1) 20-21 (www.taa.org.uk). 
4 ‘The caring management of the whole creation for the benefit of the whole creation’ 
5 I owe this to Joe Kapolyo (The Human Condition, 2005, IVP/Langham, The Global Christian Library, 175 pp.) 
6 Lovelock, J. (2006) The Revenge of Gaia (Penguin 177 pp.); Houghton, J. (2004) Global Warming (CUP, UK). 
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3. John 14:6  Phil 2:1-11  Brokenness  Melting  Moulding  Filling 
(Eph.5:18) 

4. Acceptance  Identity (Status)  Recognition  Achievement (Success)7  
5. Leadership:- Compassion Survey Mobilisation  Participation  MMM8 

(Nehemiah) 
6. Development:- Isa.58:6-14  Psa.150:6  Romans 8:18-39  joy; ‘foot-

washing’; grace 
7. ‘Responsibilities’ not ‘rights’-based integration of indigenous and modern  

knowledge.9 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Integral mission seeks to start with a Biblically focused concept of what constitutes ‘progress’ 
and then to apply a Biblically-grounded 'theology' to the everyday reality of food security 
through ‘agriculture’ pursued by means which are rooted in Biblical wholism. Chruistians 
need to address the issues faced by civil society, central to which is acquiring daily food. As 
the Zambian National Farmers' Union puts it, ‘No Farmers! No Food! No Future!’. 
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7 Basis of  Frank Lake’s  (1986 – abridged edn.) Clinical Theology (Darton, Longman & Todd, London, 245 pp.); 
the sequence is AIRA not ARIA – the worldly approach proposes the reverse of the above process… 
8 MMM = Methodical Monitoring Management (c.f. Cereal Husbandry Wibberley 1989 Farming Press UK/USA). 
9 Kyeyune, G. (2005) The interface between indigenous and modern knowledge: a challenge to professionals. Pp. 
134-145 In Nkumba Business Journal V, Nkumba University, Entebbe, Uganda (motto: I owe you). 
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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. 
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Does Development Work?  
Asking the Question Again in the Shadow of the Empire 
 

Author:  Simon Penney, Promise Consulting, a Christian Environmental Consultancy. 

 
 
According to Developments, a magazine published through the UK Government Department 
for International Development, the answer is an unequivocal ‘yes’!.  Articles from across the 
world underline the slow but sure improvement in the lives of the poor, from Ghana to Nepal.  
There is no doubt, according to the magazine, that development delivers.  The evidence 
seems strong, but what exactly is development delivering: a better life, or just further 
integration into a global economic and political system which will make the rich of any society 
richer and the poor, poorer.  This article is not presented as a definitive answer, but rather as 
a provocation for all Christians to think seriously about the issues of development and the 
role of mission within it.  
 
Certainly the data presented in the associated booklet, Eliminating World Poverty, provides 
interesting reading and at least partial encouragement.  The first statistic, which I think is 
presented as a piece of good news, is that half a penny in each £1 of our taxes goes towards 
the UK’s efforts to reduce world poverty. (Significantly, the proportion which goes towards 
defence spending is not provided for comparison.) 
 
So why does the UK government wish to provide such aid and what connection does this 
have with wider issues such as Christian mission? The stated reason is because we play a 
huge part in each others’ lives and that we have a moral obligation to fight poverty as a rich 
country.  These reasons sound initially laudable, and indeed we cannot afford to be cynical 
about them. There are numerous people involved in aid and development work and the vast 
majority are motivated by love for their neighbours, whatever their religion or lack of it, 
whatever their background. The sight of a hungry child, a waste dump which is home to that 
child, and the lack of the basic provision that we take for granted in this country, is all the 
motivation that many need.  Most of us do think that people everywhere are entitled to a 
decent standard of living, decent sanitation, education. Many Christians need no further 
excuse for their involvement in various development projects than this humanitarian desire to 
reach out to those that are less fortunate, though they would want to add that they are also 
inspired by God’s love.  Nevertheless, this does not absolve us from asking some important 
questions about the relationship of mission to development. Sadly we are probably about 150 
years late in posing such questions! 
 
So, these are the questions that have come to me as a Christian engaged in development 
work and as the owner and founder of an organisation which seeks to remedy some of the 
environmental impacts associated with economic development, and which is undertaken as a 
Christian ministry as well as a business. 
  
The word ‘development’ is itself full of unspoken colonialism; to say that development is 
required, is to assume that there is undevelopment.  This is most often done from a Western 
perspective and therefore, anywhere where people do not subscribe to Western values, must 
be in need of development.  Once again in order to ensure that I am not accused of gross 
arrogance, please be assured I am all for children being saved from HIV and given clean 
drinking water; however if the sole purpose is to create new markets, new economic 
components, new fuel for the fire of the global economy then I am simply asking the question 
can this be seen as good, or Godly, ‘development’.  In fact is this not just the current 
manifestation of Egypt, Rome, the beast of the Earth (Rev 13), a commercial power in 
opposition to God’s love? 
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Looking through the various magazines concerning development that regularly come across 
my desk, the focus is nearly always on the economic, and governance.  Environmental and 
‘social’ development (what ever that means!?) is sometimes mentioned, but is certainly 
second fiddle to the need to ‘make poverty history’.   
 
Before, once again, I am accused of heresy, I would like to point out that my organisation has 
been a firm supporter of the ‘Make Poverty History’ campaign, almost since its inception.  
However this serves to illustrate my point, if ‘making poverty history’ requires the extension of 
a global economic Empire, then surely as Christians we must at the very least be asking 
questions.  How can we square this circle? 
 
There are many of you who may now be saying, ah, but you see, we are all in it, we are all 
part of this Empire whether we like it or not, and that is a valid point.  The Empire is strong 
and constantly reminding us of the peace and prosperity it has delivered.  Interestingly, it 
forgets to tell us of all the disbenefits that it has also brought. This is left to the ‘looney left’, 
the new agers and various other fringe social groupings, and who listens to them? Only 
those who have ears, I suspect. 
 
There is no doubt in my mind as an environmental professional that an economic system 
based on individual greed and lack of contentment has wrought massive environmental 
damage.  I am also reliably informed that it is a major contributor to a widening gap between 
rich and poor even in the West. This includes the breakdown of family order and the 
consumerisation of everything, which in turn leads to all types of addictions, from sex to 
retail.    
 
At least, you may say, we have not had a major war to fight in Europe for nearly 70 years!  
The Empire claims to deliver peace to our homelands; however recent wars in Kosovo, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Sri Lanka and the Middle East as well as the upsurge in terrorism must at least 
bring a thinking Christian to question the claims that the Empire is as beneficial as the 
advertisements that streak across our computer screens, mobile telephones, fax machines, 
television screens, and ipods (all products of ‘development’) would have us believe.  
 
So what now?  We are damned if we do and we are damned if we don’t, at least according to 
my argument to date.  What are we to do?   Should we let people go without clean water or 
western medical provision because we might be serving the very forces that we Christians 
are (or at least should be) in conflict with?  Or should people go without roads and new 
transport infrastructure because they will add to climate change?  Are we, as the UK Comedy 
Show, Dad’s Army suggests, all doomed? 
 
Of course not. Mission should, I believe, start where development finishes.  In many ways 
the Bible itself is a tale of two cities, the city of Babel and the city of Jerusalem. Superficially 
they have many similarities: there are buildings, parks and gardens, walls.  They are homes 
to multitudes of people and they are governed.  But the nature of these two cities could not 
be more different. One is a city of bondage, a factory ruled by, and for, the elite, and one is a 
city of love, community and relationship.  One has beautiful gardens and beautiful buildings, 
one is simply engineered for function, ‘reaching into heaven’.  One promises much and 
delivers little, the other promises everything and delivers more.  In one of these cities, there 
are only bad relationships and in the other, relationships are healthy and wholesome. 
 
This picture has something to teach us about the relationship of development to mission.  
God’s mission is about creating the second city (or community or world, if you like) while the 
Empire is trying to create the first.  As we have seen, there are apparent similarities, but at 
heart the two could not be more different.  Development, of itself, is part of the ‘progress 
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paradigm’; mission should be about reconnecting people with God, but also with themselves, 
with others, with their environment and world.  To do this, they will need clean water, 
infrastructure, good medical care etc, but not just to become parts of an economic master 
system. 
 
In my case, the organisation that I have become involved in is seeking to restore the 
environments of places that have suffered from the impacts associated with buying into the 
Empire’s vision of the future.  This is, I believe, a profoundly Christian thing to do and 
potentially subversive. On the face of it, it also appears to be development work, bringing 
relief to poor communities.   But taken to the extreme it will see people reduce what they 
consume, reduce what they think they need, in effect reduce their economic activity and 
therefore reduce the economic power of their country. This is not considered to follow any 
known development model.  Interestingly, people in the Global South are closer to nature 
than those of us in the industrialised north, but many if not most, are already addicted to 
damaging consumerism. However before I discourage you again, it is worth remembering 
that addiction is in my opinion an opportunity to reconnect with God. Things are addictive 
because they are feeding on the ‘God streak’ in the person that is addicted.  Rather than 
pulling people away from God, they can draw people towards him. As with any empire, this 
Empire is no different: the seeds of its destruction are within it.   
 
The job of Christian mission is to water and care for those other seeds – the seeds of the 
tree of life – so that they mature and bring forth fruit, fruit that is good to eat.  Finally we will 
see the world developed as God originally intended it. 
 
 
 
 
About the Author 
 
Simon Penney is completing his Masters Degree in Global Issues in Contemporary Mission at 
Redcliffe College.  He is also the owner and founder of Promise Consulting, a Christian Environmental 
Consultancy that provides charitable advice to mission agencies, relief and development and other 
organisations involved in meeting the environmental needs of communities around the world.  He has 
spoken at conferences in the UK and US and also writes regularly.  To find out more about Promise 
Consulting please go to www.promiseconsulting.org.uk.  He lives with his wife and two young children 
in North Eastern Scotland. 
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Can we make a difference?  
 

Author: Tim Chester, The Crowded House. 

 
 

This article is extracted from Tim Chester, Good News to the Poor: 
Sharing the Gospel through Social Involvement (IVP, 2004), pp. 166-176. 

Reproduced here with permission. 
 
 
Can we make a difference? If I had a pound for every time I have heard someone tell us that 
we can make a difference I think I could personally end world poverty. I have a copy of a 
cartoon in which someone says, ‘What difference can one person make?’ In the next frame 
two or three more speech bubbles have appeared asking the same question. In the final 
frame there are a plethora of similar speech bubbles which have sprung up across the world. 
The implication is clear: together we can make a difference. And I agree. But I want to be 
cautious. 
 
I believe that by the grace of God (and only by the grace of God) I can make a difference in 
the lives of people I know. I believe my church can make a difference in the life of the 
community in which it is situated. I believe that the concerted effort of Christians can impact 
political and business decisions. I was part of the Jubilee 2000 campaign in its earliest days. 
At that point, and I hope they will forgive me for saying this, it consisted of a bunch of 
eccentrics dreaming impossible dreams. Four years later I shed a few tears when I was part 
of 50,000 people on a sunny day in London sending a petition with 20 million signatures to 
world leaders who eventually agreed to cancel $100 billion of Third World debt.1 But still I am 
more cautious about what all this might add up to. For many the rhetoric is that of eradicating 
poverty. More than one organization has that as a stated goal. But we will not eradicate 
poverty from history. History is in a state of constant flux. Sometimes we see increased 
social justice and moral advance – often through the actions of God’s people. But in other 
places we see moral decline and growing inequality. The international community has agreed 
a series of ‘millennium development goals’, the headline target of which is to halve the 
number of people in extreme poverty by 2015. These targets have been enthusiastically 
endorsed by the British Government and promoted by development agencies. And if they 
galvanize action for the poor then they will have proved their worth. Whether they are 
realistic time will tell, but I confess to be sceptical. 
 
But is it contradictory to argue for social involvement while being sceptical about eradicating 
poverty? It often seems axiomatic among advocates of social involvement that we should talk 
up what can be achieved, holding out to people the hope of ending world poverty. Duncan 
Forrester speaks of the need for ‘re-igniting utopian hopes as the engine of social 
transformation’.2 The hope of significant change, it seems, is needed to galvanize action. 
How should our expectations of social change – or lack of social change – affect our 
commitment as Christians to getting involved? 
 
For many it is simply a question of getting our approach right. Each new fad in the 
development world is lauded as the approach that will enable us to make major strides 
forward. David Korten, in his influential book, Getting to the 21st Century,3 identifies the 

                                                 
1 See Marlene Barrett (ed.), The World Will Never Be The Same Again (Jubilee 2000 Coalition, 2000) and Ann 
Pettifor, ‘Case Study: Campaigning for Macro-Policy Change: Jubilee 2000’, Justice, Mercy and Humility: Integral 
Mission and the Poor, ed. Tim Chester (Paternoster, 2002), pp. 217-227. 
2 Duncan B. Forrester, On Human Worth: A Christian Vindication of Equality (SCM, 2001), p. 5. 
3 David C. Korten, Getting to the 21st Century: Voluntary Action and the Global Agenda (Kumarian Press, 1990). 
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shifting approaches of voluntary organizations. The first generation, he claims, focused on 
relief and welfare – directly delivering services through humanitarian assistance. While such 
assistance continues to have a place in emergency situations and often receives significant 
public support, development agencies began to recognize that it offered only temporary 
alleviation. The second generation focused on small-scale, self-reliant local development. 
They began to work in partnership with communities to facilitate self-help projects. The focus 
was small and grassroots, in contrast to the large-scale state projects that often produced 
expensive white elephants bringing little benefit to the poorest communities. Some 
development agencies were founded to pursue these second generation strategies, but 
many others moved into them out of a disquiet with their involvement in welfare approaches. 
The third generation approach grew out of the frustration of only impacting a few 
communities. Agencies began to get involved in advocacy, trying to influence unjust and 
inequitable policies and practices. Korten highlights the way these approaches co-exist – 
often in significant tension – within development agencies. Korten himself advocates a fourth 
approach that shifts the focus away from Western development agencies towards indigenous 
civil society – organizations owned and run by local people. He sees hope in what he calls a 
‘people’s movement’ for social change. 
 
Development is a discipline with a strong sense of moral purpose and each new approach is 
promoted as the way forward that will eradicate poverty. The assumption is that with this new 
stage in our thinking we have arrived: we have discovered the secret to eradicating poverty. 
Advocacy, for example, is promoted on the basis that by tackling the underlying causes of 
poverty – the structures and practices that perpetuate injustice – we will make a deep and 
lasting impact. We will achieve at last what we have failed to achieve through other 
approaches. But Korten warns that each policy advance achieved through advocacy must be 
‘replicated hundreds of thousands, even millions, of times, to achieve the needed 
transformation of the institutions of global society’ and then ‘each individual step forward 
transforming a policy or institution is subject to reversal by the still larger forces generated by 
backward looking national and international institutions’.4 Confidence in the ability of 
advocacy to change the world is an unrealistic romantic hope. The same, however, could be 
said of Korten’s confidence in people movements. Dewi Hughes reminds us that: ‘despite all 
the theorizing and the actions that have flowed from it, we have to face up to the fact that the 
problem of poverty is as great as ever … Development may have succeeded here and there, 
and any success must not be despised, but in global terms all the talking and working in the 
last 50 years has not solved the problem.’5
 
The Bible has a much more realistic view of sin. The Bible recognizes that sin is a universal 
trait of humanity – both rich and poor. It should not surprise Christians when the exploited 
become the exploiters. The exploited may have a morally superior case in a particular 
situation, but that does not mean they are morally superior beings. And sin is not only 
universal, it is also deep. It penetrates our cultures and societies, affecting our social, 
economic and political systems. This is what the Bible calls ‘worldliness’. The term ‘world’ is 
used in the Bible for creation as an object of God’s love (John 3:16), but it is also used of 
human society and culture in opposition to God’s will (1 John 2:15–17). Satan tempts 
individuals into sin and error, but the lies of Satan also affect whole cultures and, as a result, 
social structures. Idolatry is as much a social phenomenon as an individual act. It is 
communal idolatries that perpetuate poverty. As Thomas Cullinan says, ‘if we idolize wealth 
then we create poverty; if we idolize success then we create the inadequate; if we idolize 
power we create powerlessness.’6
 

                                                 
4 David C. Korten, Getting to the 21st Century, p. 123. 
5 Dewi Hughes, God of the Poor, p. 14. 
6 Source unknown. 
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Martin Luther, the great Protestant Reformer, distinguished between ‘theologies of glory’, 
which seek the revelation of God in visible displays of divine power and glory, and a 
‘theology of the cross’, which sees the ultimate revelation of God in the cross. By faith the 
Christian sees in the cross power in weakness, victory in failure and glory in shame. In the 
same way we need to distinguish between ‘eschatologies of glory’ and an ‘eschatology of the 
cross’. Eschatologies of glory expect the glory that belongs to the future in the present. They 
expect to move beyond the sacrifice, suffering and submission of the cross to perfection, 
glory and triumph. They want power, status and honour in the present. An eschatology of the 
cross, in contrast, recognizes that the kingdom of God is hidden now and that its glory lies in 
the future. The eschatology of the cross recognizes there is in the experience of the believer 
a pattern of suffering followed by glory that corresponds to the pattern of the cross and 
resurrection. It recognizes that life in the present is marked by the cross. The cross was not 
only the supreme expression of divine love, it was also the supreme expression of human 
evil. At the cross we discover the true depth of human sin. The resurrection of the crucified 
One is the promise and the beginning of the defeat of sin and the renewal of the earth. But 
history still bears the mark of the cross. The world is not yet redeemed. The glory and power 
of the coming kingdom are present in history, but in a hidden form as shame and weakness 
of the gospel community. The redemption of the world as a whole is a future reality and so no 
part of the political spectrum can offer utopia prior to the return of Christ. As such the cross 
judges any claim to the establishment of that which will rightly happen only after the return of 
Christ. 
 
Melba Maggay was in the forefront of evangelical involvement in the ‘people power’ 
revolution that brought down the unjust Marcos regime in the Philippines. This people’s 
revolution is often held up as a testament of what can be achieved through social action, but 
Maggay writes movingly of its disappointments. ‘“People power”,’ she says, ‘deteriorated into 
distorted exercises of misguided political will by a loyal fringe screaming in the streets or a 
dangerously armed cadre of vigilantes let loose in the name of faith and freedom to track 
down communists. In politics, as in much of life, there is this tragic tendency to move towards 
a dark underside … Scripture has an ancient name for this: sin.’7 And so Maggay talks about 
the practice of radical pessimism: ‘Despair is the property of those who expect much, and 
have not yet learned the modulating pragmatism of a radical pessimism that rejoices at 
simply having endured while haunted by a constant sense of the possibility of failure.’8
 
The failure to see the cross as the mark of human history and Christian discipleship is the 
main weakness of liberation theology. Liberation theology came to prominence in the 1970s. 
It was initially a Latin American phenomenon, but has spread elsewhere. The person who 
first brought it to wider attention was Gustavo Gutierrez. Gutierrez used Marxist analysis to 
argue that poverty does not arise from a lack of development or education, but rather is the 
result of structural injustice. The problem is not that poorer countries are under-developed, 
but lies in their unjust dependency on the powerful countries of the West. Poverty is 
addressed not through occasional and paternalistic charity, but through radical social 
change. A key theme for liberation theology is the exodus from Egypt, which is seen as a 
paradigm for political liberation. There is much in liberation theology that is suggestive and 
positive. But the fundamental problem with it is its eschatology – it expects too much now 
and too little for the future. Its eschatology is over-realized. It looks for the coming of the 
kingdom through revolution or conscientization. It must contend with the Bible’s witness to a 
future beyond history: the return of Christ and the new creation. The kingdom of God is 
present in grace through the proclamation of the gospel and in the lives of cross-centred 
disciples. But the coming of the kingdom in power belongs to the future. 
 

                                                 
7 Melba Maggay, Transforming Society (Regnum, 1994), p. 96. 
8 Melba Maggay, Transforming Society, p. 99. 
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The critique offered by an eschatology of the cross can also be applied at the other end of 
the political spectrum to prosperity teaching. Prosperity teaching says that Christians can and 
should expect to be healthy and wealthy in this life. It is a common and growing phenomena 
across the world with an obvious attraction in communities in which daily life is a struggle. 
God wills this for his people, people are promised, if only we will exercise the faith to claim it. 
But again such thinking fails to recognize the centrality of the cross in Christian discipleship 
and a Christian view of life in history. Perhaps the most neglected promise of Jesus is: ‘In 
this world you will have trouble’ (John 16:33). 
 
In the New Testament hope is often accompanied by patience and long-suffering – themes 
that feature weakly in liberation theology and prosperity teaching. In his letter, James writes 
to churches facing economic hardship. The recipients are facing ‘trials of many kinds’ (Jas. 
1:2, 12). Though these trials seem to have taken different forms, at root they were economic. 
Acts 11:27–30 describes a famine that hit Palestine and which prompted the first gift from 
Gentile to Jewish believers. Many in the congregations would have been subsistence 
farmers or agricultural labourers facing hardship and exploitation as the value of their labour 
fell. Evidence for this is found within the letter itself. James says the rich in society are 
exploiting the poor within the congregation (Jas. 2:6). He talks about ‘the brother in humble 
circumstances’ (Jas. 1:9), that is, someone who is poor and marginalized in society. His 
warning against favouritism makes sense given how easy it would have been to treat a rich 
visitor with special honour as a potential benefactor (Jas. 2:1–5). When James links faith and 
deeds, the example he gives matches the situation in the congregation: a wealthy Christian 
who mouths empty words of comfort to a needy brother or sister without doing anything to 
help them (Jas. 2:15–17). In Jas. 5:1–6, James addresses the rich oppressors outside the 
church. But he wants to be overheard by those within the church. He wants those who 
emulate the rich to listen in – they are his real audience. ‘You aspire to their wealth,’ he says 
in effect, ‘but do not you realize their wealth has a price tag on it. The cost is ruined lives – 
maybe even the lives of your brothers and sisters in the church. And the cry of the oppressed 
has reached the ears of God.’ ‘Don’t you realize,’ he is saying, ‘what God has in store for the 
rich – their wealth will rot and corrode, and they will be condemned. How can you aspire to 
be like these people?’ 
 
The community is not to aspire to be like the rich landowners who face Gods judgment (Jas. 
5:1–6). Instead they are to ‘be patient … until the Lords coming’ (Jas. 5:7). The message to 
this community facing economic oppression is to be patient; to wait for the Lord’s coming. 
Hope in the New Testament is certain hope that looks beyond history to the coming of a new 
creation. We should not be afraid of the accusation that this is an ‘other worldly’ eschatology. 
Biblical hope does not look to another world, but to the future renewal of this world. 
Nevertheless, it is a future renewal. Nor should we be afraid of declaring to the poor and 
oppressed the coming of a kingdom of justice and plenty. If this is ‘pie in the sky’ then so be it 
– we must not minimize the extent to which ‘pie in the sky’ is good news. It is worse to offer 
people hope for the imminent future that cannot be sustained in the reality of a world marred 
by sin.9 Hope in the New Testament is directed beyond history to the return of Christ and 
new creation. It is ultimate not proximate. We must contend with the fact that most of the 
poor will remain in poverty throughout their lives. The hope of the gospel is the only hope we 
can offer them that will survive the vagaries of history. 
 
Paul writes to the Thessalonians: ‘We continually remember before our God and Father your 
work produced by faith, your labour prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope 
in our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Thess. 1:3). The work and labour of the Thessalonians are the 
result not of hope, but of faith and love. But this does not mean hope is unimportant. Paul 

                                                 
9 See Stephen Williams, ‘On Giving Hope in a Suffering World: Response to Moltmann’, Issues in Faith and 
History, ed. Nigel Cameron (Rutherford House, 1989), pp. 3-19. 
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thanks God for the endurance of the Thessalonians that is inspired by hope in Christ (see 
also Col. 1:5). That which is produced by faith and prompted by love is sustained by hope. 
This hope is not hope for change in this life. It is not hope that our work and labour will bring 
about transformations in history. Paul goes on to define Christians as those who have ‘turned 
to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, 
whom he raised from the dead – Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath’ (1 Thess. 
1:9–10). 
 
In Mark 14:7 Jesus says: ‘the poor you will always have with you’ (see also Matt. 26:11 and 
John 12:8). Jesus is eating at the home of Simon the Leper when a woman pours an 
expensive flask of perfume over his head. Some of those attending are indignant at what 
they see as a waste of money. They rebuke her, saying ‘it could have been sold for more 
than a year’s wages and the money given to the poor’ (Mark 14:5). But Jesus defends her: 

 
Leave her alone. Why are you bothering her? She has done a beautiful thing to 
me. The poor you will always have with you, and you can help them any time 
you want. But you will not always have me. She did what she could. She poured 
perfume on my body beforehand to prepare for my burial. I tell you the truth, 
wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will 
also be told, in memory of her. (Mark 14:6–9) 

 
Jesus is not saying there are more important things to spend our money on than the poor. 
Nor is he suggesting that the continuing presence of the poor makes care for them pointless. 
He commends care for the poor as a normal priority – something we can do at ‘any time you 
want’. Indeed John Owen, the great Puritan theologian, made this verse the foundation for 
the role of deacons whom he saw as those responsible for social involvement.10 Instead 
Jesus’ point is to highlight the extraordinary nature of the moment. He is among them, but is 
about to leave. He wants to direct their attention to his imminent death. Her act is a 
preparation for his burial since the normal process of anointing the dead will be interrupted in 
the case of Jesus by his resurrection (Mark 16:1–3). 
 
Jesus quotes from Deuteronomy 15. Moses is reiterating the law to the people of Israel as 
they stand on the verge of the promised land. He warns them not to be hard-hearted or tight-
fisted towards the poor, but to be open-handed (Deut. 15:7–8). He reminds them to cancel 
debts and release slaves every seven years. Having experienced liberation from slavery in 
Exodus, they are to be a liberated and liberating society (Deut. 15:15). In this context he 
promises: ‘There should be no poor among you, for in the land the LORD your God is giving 
you to possess as your inheritance, he will richly bless you, if only you fully obey the LORD 
your God and are careful to follow all these commands I am giving you today’ (15:4–5). 
When God’s people live under God’s rule there will be no poor among them. God’s rule is a 
liberating rule, a rule of justice and blessing. It is a rule of peace and prosperity. Pharaoh’s 
rule was harsh and cruel, but the ten commandments are, as Chris Wright puts it, like ‘a bill 
of rights’ ensuring a society of justice and equity.11 The jubilee legislation of Deuteronomy 15 
is a central dimension of that social vision. 
 
But the book of Deuteronomy is also painfully realistic. It reflects on the faithlessness of the 
generation of Israelites in the wilderness, seeing it not as an aberration, but as typical (Deut. 
1:26–46; 6:16; 8:1–20). Moses goes on to predict the rebellion of future generations (Deut. 
31:14–29). This threat of rebellion is a brooding presence in the book, underlying its repeated 
call to remember both what God has done in salvation and what the people had done in 

                                                 
10 John Owen, True Nature of a Gospel Church in The Works of John Owen (Banner of Truth, 1968), Volume 16, 
pp. 143, 146. 
11 Chris Wright, Living as the People of God: The Relevance of Old Testament Ethics (IVP, 1983), p. 143. 
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rebellion. And so while Deuteronomy 15 promises that there will be no poor among God’s 
people if they live under God’s rule, it is also realistic enough to say: ‘There will always be 
poor people in the land’ (Deut. 15:11). In other words, only a transformation of the rebellious 
heart of humanity will bring an end to poverty. Only with the re-establishment of God’s rule 
over the earth at the return of Christ will there be justice and equity. In the meantime there 
will always be poor people on the earth. But far from being a reason for inaction, the 
continuing presence of the poor is the basis for the continuing command to be open-handed. 
Deuteronomy 15:11 continues: ‘There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I 
command you to be open-handed towards your brothers and towards the poor and needy in 
your land.’ 
 
Only in the eschatological future will poverty be eradicated. But even now within history this 
future can be glimpsed. And it is glimpsed among those people whose rebellious hearts are 
being transformed by the grace of the gospel. It is glimpsed in the community in which the 
rule of God has begun to take shape. Luke alludes to Deuteronomy 15 in his description of 
the first Christian community: 

 
All the believers were one in heart and mind. No-one claimed that any of his 
possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had … There were 
no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands 
or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the 
apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need. (Acts 4:32–34; 
see also Acts 2:44–45). 

 
We cannot eradicate poverty within history. Many of our achievements are reversed and 
undone. But still we are commanded to care for the poor. We help the poor not because we 
will move humanity one step closer to a poverty-free utopia. We help the poor because they 
are people whom we should love. And meanwhile the jubilee community of Jesus witnesses 
to the coming reign of God. Our social and economic relationships are the place on earth 
where God’s future can be seen. We are the light of the world, a city on a hill (Matt. 5:14). 
Melba Maggay says: 

 
So this we believe: a kingdom of justice and righteousness has begun, and it is 
making its way into people’s lives and denting structures that continue to 
oppress and dehumanize. Such work is seldom done in the corridors of power 
nor in the halls of the great. Often it is in the many small acts of integrity and 
goodness that many faceless men and women do every day, believing that 
behind the face of an evil that is strong in an unseen good that is stronger, even 
when it wears the face of weakness. It is this daily practice of hope which keeps 
most of us going, keeping the monsters at bay as humbly and powerfully we are 
caught up in the kingdom fire and the stubborn grace that shines at the heart of 
existence.12

 
We cannot eradicate poverty within history. Our achievements may be reversed and undone. 
But we still have an obligation to care of the poor as we reflect the character of God, live 
under the reign of God and respond to the grace of God. Proclamation will be central to 
Christian involvement with the poor because the greatest need of the poor – along with all 
people – is to be reconciled with God through the gospel. But the message we proclaim is 
best understood in the context of loving actions and loving community. 
 

                                                 
12 Melba Maggay, Transforming Society, p. 100. 
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We may see reform in society; we may not. The important thing is for the church to witness 
to the coming liberation of God. We are called to be the jubilee community in which the poor 
are welcomed, included and strengthened. We are the place on earth where God’s future 
can be seen. 
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Introduction  
 
Within the recent paradigm shift favouring the role of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) as 
recipients and implementers of development assistance, the paper focuses on the capacities 
and performance of the diverse group of agencies which can be termed Christian Faith-
based Organisations (CFBOs).  This group consists primarily of (1) churches, which can be 
categorised as either denominational or independent, and (2) faith-based non-governmental 
organisations, amongst which it is useful to distinguish Christian international NGOs 
(CINGOs) from Christian national NGOs (CNNGOs).  Their relative strengths and 
weaknesses in pro-poor development activity are reviewed in the second section of the 
paper.  
 
The paper goes on to suggest that there is a pressing need for funders and governments to 
be able to assess and, if judged worthwhile, assist CFBOs in three major knowledge 
domains if their present highly variable pattern of development performance is to be 
significantly improved.  The three domains, which are reviewed in section 3 of the paper, are: 
ability to select and use relevant conceptual and analytical frameworks. Included here is 
comprehension of operational concepts such as sustainable development (in its multiple 
dimensions), pro-poor ”engines‘ and drivers of economic growth, sequential problem 
selection, evidence-based best practice and net impact assessment; and useful analytical 
constructs such as sustainable livelihoods, urban bias, social ”safety nets‘ and elite capture:  
  

(1) Familiarity with Participatory Development Processes:  These procedures 
enable intended beneficiaries to contribute local knowledge to the selection 
and design of interventions in partnership with the CFBOs, and to participate 
in dialogue concerning strategy, programme and project priorities, resourcing 
and design features.  ”Ownership‘ and socio-economic ”empowerment‘ 
objectives are pursued here, of course;  

  
(2) Awareness of Potentially Impact-enhancing Interventions and Key 

Components: ”Development content‘ knowledge from external sources may be 
obtained from the experience of both development agencies and communities 
working in similar contexts located in different areas or countries.  Willingness 
to produce and share reliable information requires prior contacts and 
investment in communication channels with international coverage.  

 
In the final section, the paper links the present need and opportunities to enhance these 
knowledge bases to (1) general and specialist professional training of CFBO leadership, and 
(2) the case for ongoing objective assessment of CFBOs‘ competence levels and 
achievements attained from both training programmes and their own evaluated development 
experience.    
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Appropriate Institutions for Pro-poor Development:  NGOs, Churches and Networks  
 
An increased awareness by the main development agencies – international donors and aid-
receiving governments – of the potentially enhanced roles of faith-based organisations in 
pro-poor development is quite recent.  In particular, the three volume study by the World 
Bank – The Voices of the Poor1 - and, follow-up studies of specific types of development 
activity carried out by FBOs2, are raising awareness both amongst very large numbers of 
FBOs themselves and amongst donors and governments of the possible advantages.3 
Primarily, these include:  
  

(1) The long-term commitment to their members by FBOs; they are likely to 
remain in place through a variety of difficult circumstances;  

(2) The fact that in poor countries the majority of their membership is likely to 
consist of the poorest and marginalised;   

(3) The existence of separate intra-country and international links to sister-
organisations possessing some funding and expertise-providing capability;  

(4) Christianity and most other world faiths stress a variant of the ‘golden rule’ 
(treat others as you yourself wish to be treated) as a guide to social 
relationships;  

(5) Spiritual and relational experiences can raise the self-regard and confidence 
of previously excluded poor people, helping them to benefit from new 
opportunities.  

 
On the other hand, practical action by FBOs may fall well short of their ethical and spiritual 
ideals.  For example,  
 

(1) ‘The neighbour’ may be defined in terms of kinship, clan, tribe, race, 
nationality, gender, sexual orientation and/or faith-based allegiance;  

(2) The religious organisation is ordered hierarchically, with policies and actions 
initiated in a ‘top-down’ manner;  

(3) The FBO may be integrated into the political structure of the state, supporting 
primarily the interests of the elites in society;  

(4) The training of religious leaders usually emphasises theological and ethical 
issues to the exclusion of applied social and environmental studies.  

(5) Evaluation of impact and identification of best practice by context is rarely 
achieved;  

(6) In post-disaster situations especially, the moral economy inside FBOs as well 
as in wider society may be damaged to a significant extent;  

(7) The general ethos of the dominant religion may be ‘conservative’ and anti-
reform.  

 
The probability of wide variation in capability and experience in pro-poor development implies 
that the cooperation of and collaboration with CFBOs will best proceed in a cautious and 
highly empirical manner.  The ‘mapping’ of what development activity is carried out by 

                                                 
1 Narayan, Deepa (ed.) (2000-2002) Voices of the Poor.  3 vols. Washington, D.C.: World Bank.  
2 Belshaw, D. et al. (eds.) (2001) Faith in Development:  partnership between the World Bank and the Churches 
of Africa. Washington D.C.: World Bank/Oxford:  Regnum Books International. Marshall, K. and Keough, L. (2004) 
Mind, Heart and Soul in the Fight against Poverty. Washington D.C.: World Bank. 
3 The importance of understanding belief systems, religious networks, etc. in African development has been 
stressed recently; Commission for Africa (2005) Our Common Interest, pp. 120-122.  
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CFBOs and other FBOs on a country-by-country basis has hardly begun.  Different 
emphases in the relationships between donors, governments, CFBOs and churches have 
prevailed at different periods and vary from country to country.  In the early post-
independence period in Africa and Asia secular governments tended to take over education 
and health services which had been started and run by CFBOs.  But this was not universal, 
especially in Latin America, while varieties of mixed state/religion arrangements were often 
preferred elsewhere.  By the 1990s in Africa several fiscally stressed governments were 
requesting churches to take back into their administrations hospitals and schools which had 
been nationalised earlier.  
 
A common tendency after the early 1980s has been for Christian international NGOs 
(CINGOs) to expand development work from a basis of relief and reconstruction experience, 
later co-opting national NGOs to execute projects on the ground.  The rapid expansion of 
micro-enterprise development (MED) by Christian agencies from the 1990s onwards has 
been a case in point.4
 
CINGOs have been able to tap into secular development agencies’ funding, often on the 
condition that their religious activities are dropped.  This enforced separation of CINGOs and 
CNNGOs from the local churches has been seen as a damaging handicap, causing tension 
and rivalry within the wider church as well as the suppression of non-material benefits 
reaching the poor.  A few large CINGOs are putting more of their own funding to working 
directly through churches.  
 
A relatively rare relationship at present is direct church-to-church aid, usually aid from 
northern churches proceeding via personal contacts in southern churches. The New 
Testament narrative –  from intra-church relief to inter-church relief and livelihood support 
(Acts 2, 4, 6; II Corinthians 8 and 9) – suggests this alternative model, especially where the 
role of the state stressed by the Poverty Reduction Strategy process of the World Bank and 
the IMF is negated by corruption and/or inadequate capability.  Systematic data and 
evaluative studies from the longer-running projects would be useful.  
 
The ten development case-studies run by FBOs and donors (out of 25 in all, including 
dialogue and conflict management initiatives) described in the Marshall and Keough 
reference are summarised in Table 1 below.  All ten are single sector based, indicating 
neglect of sustainable livelihood strategies.  Only case-studies No.1 – HIV/AIDS prevention 
in Uganda – and No.7 in Latin America, by adopting a long-term plan for moving poor bright 
children into employment via a meritocratic secondary education system, seem likely to 
make a significant numerical impact on the poverty scene.  Even so, more direct impacts via 
land reform and/or rural credit programmes are neglected.  
 
The case studies are restricted to collaboration across donor/FBO boundaries. Several are 
pilot projects appear to need to achieve greater cost effectiveness if they are to be 
successfully replicated.  Also, all of them have been located in single sectors, whereas the 
measurement and reduction of poverty usually requires a more multi-sectoral, multi-
disciplinary strategy within which to assess options and trade-offs.  
 
The choice of ”the engine of growth‘ is important both for solving poverty directly through 
increasing sustainable livelihoods and to strengthen the capacity of churches, other FBOs 
and NNGOs to maintain and even expand their local participatory and empowering roles in 
poor communities.  
                                                 
4 Lack of counter-factual evaluation of impact (with-without project comparisons), neglect of rural development 
and poor strategic design are major problems in understanding the real contributions made by MED to poverty 
reduction.  
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Table 1: Case-studies of Selected Development Collaboration between Faith-based 
Organisations and Development Funders 
 
 

No.  Country  Sector/Issue  Agencies  Plan/Project  Evaluation  Remarks  

1.  Uganda  Health: 
HIV/AIDS  
Prevention  

Government; 
Christian  and 
Muslim FBOs  

FBO 
programmes, 
integrated with 
Poverty Plan  

Multiple 
measurement  

Unique 
reduction in 
infection rates in 
Africa; three 
policy gaps 
cited.  

2.  Mozambique  
(Ghana, Burkina 
Faso)  

Health:  
HIV/AIDS 
Prevention  

Government, 
WB, USAiD, 
UN/FBO (R.C.)  

38 volunteer 
groups; HIV/AID 
Care  

Effects 
measured  

High cost pilot 
project  

3.  13 African 
Countries  

AIDS Orphans  6 INGOs (2 
FBOs)  

NNGOs 
coordinated by 
INGOs  

None reported  ”Nascent 
initiative‘  

4.  World 
Conference: 
Church 
Delegates  

Health: 
HIV/AIDS  
Prevention  

CFBO funded 
82 countries  

Information 
Exchange  

No records, 
follow-up  

Prevention and 
care focuses  

5.  Ghana  Health: Teenage 
sex  

UNFPA/CFBOs, 
etc.  

Pilot for local 
organ. 
Participation  

FPA report M & 
E training  

To be replicated 
plus income 
generation  

6.  Senegal, 
Uganda  

Health: FGM  UNFPA/women‘
s groups/elders  

Local 
campaigns for 
change  

Effects 
measured  

Bottom-up 
attitude change  

7.  14 Latin 
American  
Countries  

Education:  
Slum  Children  

RCFBO plus 
secularfoundatio
n  

Technical plus 
leadership 
education in 
Jesuit schools  

Sector and 
poverty 
strategies to be 
integrated  

c $10m p.a. 
grant from 
Swiss secular 
foundation  

8.  Kenya, 
Zanzibar, 
Uganda  

Education:  
Primary  
Schools  

Muslim FBO Primary 
education of 
Muslims, esp. 
girls  

Teaching 
monitored but 
finance insecure  

Impact unclear  

9.  Mongolia  Natural 
Environment:  
Protection  

Buddhist FBOs 
WB/WWF etc.  

Part of 
”Religions in 
Biodiversity‘ 
project in 4 
countries  

Local 
knowledge  
collapse 
problem; 
missing data  

Impact unclear  

10.  Uganda  Health: 
Community  
Health Clinics  

Government 
and 72  Clinics  

Ongoing clinic 
programme; 
donor analysts  

Statistical test, 
of ”faith element‘ 
in health care  

Methodology 
innovation  

 
Note:  Data abstracted from Marshall and Keough (2004) op. cit., pp. 95-201  

 
 
Finally, assessment of financial sustainability is particularly necessary if the persistent 
problem of aid dependency is to be mitigated.5

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
5 Paul Streeten cited in Denis Goulet (1996) Development Ethics, Apex Press, p.126 
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Knowledge Improvements for CFBOs  
 
This paper suggests that there is a pressing need for funders and governments to be able to 
assess and, if judged worthwhile, assist partner CFBOs in three major knowledge domains if 
their variable pattern of development performance is to be significantly improved.  The three 
identified domains are:  
 

(1) Ability to Select and Use Relevant Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks: 
Included here is comprehension of operational concepts such as sustainable 
development (in its multiple dimensions), pro-poor ”engines‘ and drivers of 
economic growth, sequential problem selection, evidence-based best practice 
and net impact assessment; and useful analytical constructs such as 
sustainable livelihoods, urban bias, social ”safety nets‘ and elite capture.  Also, 
the linkages from faith-based ethical principles to practical approaches to 
poverty reduction and justice enhancement need to be examined, applied 
where appropriate and carefully assessed in the identification of best practice.6 

 
(2) Familiarity with Participatory Development Processes: These procedures 

enable intended beneficiaries to contribute local knowledge to the selection 
and design of interventions in partnership with the CFBOs, and to participate 
in dialogue concerning strategy, programme and project priorities, resourcing 
and design features.  ”Ownership‘ and socio-political ”empowerment‘ 
objectives are pursued here as important ends in themselves.  But local 
knowledge may be unable to resolve emerging problems which are new to the 
experience of local people, e.g. much of the range of environmental 
degradation problems associated with population pressure and inflexible 
technology and enterprise choices.  Also, new external opportunities and 
solutions may be superior to local knowledge options even when the latter are 
not (yet) problematic.  The role of the faith-based community within the larger 
poor group may be to provide an entrée to external ideas and resources in an 
otherwise closed situation, to take the lead in innovating more harmonious 
relationships and productive activities and/or critique unjust systems.  

 
(3) Awareness of Potentially Impact-enhancing Interventions and Key 

Components: This ‘development content‘ knowledge7
 
may come from internal 

and external sources.  The latter may be obtained from the experience of both 
development agencies and other CFBOs working in similar contexts located in 
different areas or countries. Willingness to produce and share reliable 
information requires prior contacts and investment in communication channels 
with national and even international coverage. To bring external knowledge 
efficiently into the purview of local communities usually requires an initial 
period of testing, demonstration and sometimes technical training.  In rural 
development situations, especially if post-disaster recovery is involved, 
timeliness is of the essence.  Action research methods can be superior, 
substituting the operator”s experience in large part for formal research design 
or a full-scale project.  

 

                                                 
6 Belshaw, D. (1997) ”Socio-economic Theology and Ethical Choice in Contemporary DevelopmentPolicy: an 
outline of biblical approaches to social justice and poverty alleviation‘, Transformation, 14, 1, 5-9. 
7 Belshaw, D. (2005) ”Sustainable Poverty Reduction: taking income generation seriously in 
transformational development‘, Transformation, 22, 2.  
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The pattern of impact achieved on poverty of various kinds has to become an integral part of 
the innovation or reform package as it is presented via demonstrations, training and 
operator-to-operator extension systems.  The summary of field experience of this type in 
evaluation reporting should become a more useful source of learning for communities and 
their supporting agencies as they work to achieve their development goals.  
 
 
Training and Experience-based Learning for CFBO Leadership  
 
In this final section, the paper links the present need and opportunities to enhance the three 
identified knowledge bases to (1) general and specialist professional training of CFBO 
leadership, and (2) ongoing objective assessment of CFBOs‘ competence levels and 
achievements attained from both training programmes and their own evaluated development 
experience.  
 
Historically, the training of CFBO leadership has been split between theological 
college/seminary courses for church leaders and a mix of professional courses for 
development workers (education, medicine, engineering, agriculture, etc.) plus field 
experience and, increasingly, a mid-career masters degree in development, with a general or 
more specialised content (economics, environment, gender, rural development, etc.).  
 
The first attempt to bridge the gulf between ‘Theology’ and ‘Development’ was made, I 
believe, by Professor Duncan Forrester in the form of a graduate master‘s degree at 
Edinburgh University. This was launched in the early 1990s.  The Oxford Centre for Mission 
Studies has been running twelve-month taught diploma/masters programmes since 1998, 
initially in ‘Theology and Development’ validated by the University of Leeds, followed by 
‘Mission and Development Practice’ validated by the University of Wales.  Also, between 
1999 and 2003 three cohorts of development managers working for World Vision 
International were trained via the Leeds programme.  These were mounted simultaneously at 
three centres in Africa – in Ethiopia, Kenya with Uganda, and Tanzania.8
 
These programmes have been assessed by the usual academic arrangements of an external 
examiner and a validating centre’s mentor.  Feedback would be considerable strengthened if 
evaluation follow-through of graduates were applied to their workplaces with communities in 
the field as well as with churches and NGOs which employ them.  
 
The issue of the widely variable performance of CFBOs (to name but one group) in 
development work was raised at the beginning of this paper.  The competence of a CFBO to 
carry out its tasks can be inferred from the formal training received by its staff, assuming that 
this is subject to periodic evaluation, and from the identified impact on poverty and injustice 
achieved on the ground.  
 
Competence to produce reliable measures of competence is generally lacking in the CFBO 
community, reflecting in large part weaknesses in identifying sustainable development 
strategies.  Accepting the continuing dependence of a minority of communities on external 
aid, with no resources left to be rolled onto untouched communities, is depressingly common 
behaviour.  The development competence problem suggests the possible value of 
professional standards and testing.  More agency transparency in evaluation and strategic 
choice, backed up by applied research studies and in country short courses are also needed.  
 
 

                                                 
8 A rival discipline in the market is ‘western’ business management. This seems less able to grapple with 
environments which are hostile to that sort of business.  
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Table 2: Taught courses and coursework options offered at the Oxford Centre for Mission 
Studies for the Diploma and MA degree of the University of Wales, 2001 - 2006.  
 
 

 Applied Theology/Mission 
Courses  

Joint Courses or Coursework 
only  

Development Studies 
Courses  

Module 1  Mission as Transformation  Integrative Strand 1(CO)  Development Theories 
and Strategies  

Module 2  Bible, Culture and Context  Integrative Strand 2(CO) 
Religion, State and Society  

Development 
Management and 
Leadership (E)  

Module 3   Independent Studies Integrative 
Strand 3(CO)  

Contextual Analysis  

Module 4   Ethics in Development Integrative 
Strand 4(CO)  

Micro-enterprise 
Development (E) Local 
Environment, Agriculture 
and Rural Development 
(E)  

Notes: E: elective course CO: coursework only 1. A 20 000 word dissertation is 
submitted after the completion of coursework.  

Vulnerability: People at 
Risk (E)  

 
 
While the Marshall and Keough book usefully opens up a hidden area of development 
knowledge, the goals of more up-to-date and efficient information exchange suggests more 
tailor-made internet arrangements.  A bulletin or e-journal could be one means of laying bare 
where the state-of-the-art and the content of the relevant debate are at. Interactive internet 
exchange is another. Arrangements for inter-CFBO transfer of sensitive information of this 
type would themselves need to be identified, tested and evaluated.  The Institute for 
Development Research at Oxford is exploring these possibilities.  A large and representative 
group of corresponding members is another way of helping to professionalise this growing 
area of activity.9

 
 
 
 
About the Author 
 
Professor Deryke Belshaw is Director of the Institute for Development Research and Dean of 
Development Studies in the Oxford Centre for Mission Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
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. 

                                                 
9 Indications of interest in the Institute for Development Research can be sent to idradmin@ocms.ac.uk.  
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My ‘local’ community (Kathmandu)  
Or “When the king turned off my mobile!” 
 

Author:  Dr Val Inchley. 

 
 
As Prithvi Narayan Shah1 stood on the ridge overlooking Kathmandu, he coveted the 
beautiful, green, fertile valley spread before him: by 1769 it was his, but if he were to be 
reincarnated today I doubt he would want it.  Apart from very limited contact with British India 
during the Rana regime2, Nepal remained a hidden Himalayan Shangri La, but since the 
country opened up to the world in 1950/1 it has changed beyond all recognition.  Nowadays 
people ‘sow’ bricks and not rice in the fields. 
 
As today’s tourist flies into the valley s/he catches only a brief glimpse of the snow-peaks 
before plunging through a suffocating layer of smog – the inheritance of the internal 
combustion engine.  From the first car carried over the hills, it is a mere 50 years to the 
present traffic and lung congestion, but everyone (who’s anyone) has a motorcycle or Pajero3 
while no one repairs the roads or removes the garbage. 
 
Understandably tourism – the main source of income since the 70s – is declining.  
Supermarkets for the national elites have mushroomed but souvenir shops and hotels are 
struggling.  Once the Mecca of the Hippie trail, Kathmandu is now rejected in favour of 
destinations free from armed police and pollution, but retains its legacy of drugs.  Visitors 
bold enough to browse the bookshops of Thamel4 saunter among the saris, attired in mini-
skirts or jeans, serenaded by “Om Mane Padme Hum”5 & hard rock before savouring an 
international menu. 
 
At Tribhuvan airport, Westerners arriving for their Eastern mystical experience mingle with 
Nepali Christian leaders departing for Anglo-American theological training, young hopefuls 
on their way to making millions in ‘Arab’6 and delegates to the latest SAARC7 conference in 
the capital.  Meanwhile IDPs8, escaping from their villages and HIV-positive girls, ejected 
from the brothels of Bombay, run (often in vain) to the city for succour and swell the numbers 
of unemployed squatters.  Such people make the town untidy – which is presumably why the 
fruit and vegetable sellers at the corner of my road are repeatedly ‘moved on’ by the 
authorities.  But the next day they’re always back, sitting selling in the mud: what else can 
they do? 
 
Ever since 1970, HMG/N’s9 5-year plans have been hijacked by the WHO and UN, because 
‘development has to be done exactly the same way throughout the world’ – or the funding will 
stop, while DFID10 consultants and their national counterparts plot the demise of poverty from 
their ivory palaces – without meeting the people in the periphery.  In 1990, King Birendra 
devolved his power to a democratically elected cabinet, but ministers pocketed the profit and 
precipitated the Maoist People’s War as angry young men realised that political promises 

                                                 
1 Famous king who unified Nepal. 
2 Despotic family who ruled Nepal for 104 years prior to 1950/1. 
3 4x4 vehicle popular with government ministers. 
4 Tourist area of Kathmandu. 
5 Buddhist Chant “Behold the jewel in the lotus!” 
6 Usually means the Middle East, but nowadays Malaysia is also popular. 
7 South Asia Association for regional Cooperation, whose HQ is in Kathmandu. 
8 Internally Displaced Peoples, forced to leave their villages by a combination of human rights abuses perpetrated 
by both the Maoists and security forces. 
9 His Majesty’s Government of Nepal. 
10 Department For International Development (UK) Used here as an example. 
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were made to be broken.  Exhibition11 Road and colleges started to resemble Tiananmen 
Square until on 1 June 2001 – through a complex interaction of ‘glocalistic’ factors – still not 
fully untangled – the royal family was assassinated.  Under Gyanendra things got even 
worse: with 14 PMs in as many years. Clearly no one was in control – except perhaps those 
who set the city on fire on ‘9/1’12 in protest against the assassinations of 12 Nepalis in Iraq 
and the unscrupulousness of the companies sending labour to the Middle East.  Then on 1 
February 2005 the king seized back the power and turned off my mobile13.  Most 
communications networks were subsequently restored and we still have freedom of the press 
– or so ‘they’ say, despite the recent arrest of 50 journalists! 
 
I know all this because I live in Kathmandu, in the house of an ex-British Gurkha; use a 
Chinese radio to hear the news of Iraq and a Japanese laptop to contact friends in Africa; I 
ride a Japanese-Indian scooter, wearing an Italian helmet, English underclothes, a Swiss 
watch and an Indian kurta-suruwal; I phone my Korean friend on a Finnish mobile to arrange 
a meal at the Singaporean-Malaysian restaurant, although more usually I consume organic 
Nepali food and bottled water (NOT American Coke) while dreaming of Colombian coffee 
and my holiday in Malta.  Before that there’s a mission teleconference linkup with UK, NZ & 
Oz before I board Qatar airlines heading for the course on Global Issues in Contemporary 
Mission in the UK. 
 
 
 
About the Author 
 
Dr Val Inchley has worked for many years as a doctor in Nepal and more recently has been involved in 
linguistic research, also in Nepal. She is also completing a Masters Degree in Global Issues in 
Contemporary Mission at Redcliffe College (part time, blended mode). 

 

 <back to top>

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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. 

                                                 
11 Literally ‘demonstration’ road. 
12 1 September 2004. 
13 He actually switched off the complete telephone and email networks presumably in order to install strict 
censorship, and 6 months later prepaid mobile phones have still not been restored. 
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Borderless Church:  
Shaping the Church for the 21st Century  
By David Lundy 
 

Review by:  Rev Dr Colin Bulley, Academic Dean and Head of Practical Studies, Redcliffe 
College. 
 
 
At first I thought that I was the wrong person to be reading Borderless 
Church but I found it stimulating and inspiring before I finished it. 
 
I thought I was the wrong person because I am a lecturer at a missionary-training college 
and what David Lundy says about God wanting a borderless, i.e. missionary, church, and 
about globalisation and the postmodern context was all stuff that we have been wrestling 
with and teaching for quite some time.  
 
Naturally, there was a strong sense of déjà vu and, 'when is he going to say something 
new?!' Lundy himself recognises that 'I cannot really claim that I am saying anything new or 
revolutionary' (p.xix).  At the same time, however, there was a consciousness that these 
things might not be well known within Western churches and so there might be a need for 
them to be said (again). 
 
As I went further on, I began to appreciate the many interesting statistics used to support the 
author's case (I do love it when people provide evidence to support their assertions!) and 
examples of what the author was talking about, culminating in the four inspiring case studies 
of borderless churches on three continents.  I also appreciated Lundy's treatment of 'soft 
apologetics', arguing for the truth, but relationally and respectfully in a postmodern and 
religiously plural world, and his treatment of the fraught relationship between church and 
parachurch organisations, especially mission agencies.   
 
I was very interested in the characteristics of borderless churches that Lundy draws out from 
his four case studies.  First and foremost, they state and practise their belief that the church 
exists primarily for those outside it, both locally and worldwide, through word and deed.  
Second, they have vibrant worship in which many people sense that God truly is being 
honoured.  Third, they stress community, usually but not always through small groups.  
Fourth, the preached word is central.  Fifth, they equip the laity (horrible word!) for ministry 
and mission. 
 
There are points at which I take issue with Lundy: 
 

• He is overwhelmingly negative about postmodernity, as tends to be the case for 
those who emphasise strongly the word-based nature of God’s revelation in 
Scripture.  To balance this, however, he emphasises the place of the arts in 
worship and the great need for relevance, anecdotes and illustrations in 
preaching.  

• In emphasising the parallels between the early centuries of the church and 
today, he does not give adequate attention to the differences.  I am thinking 
particularly of the tiredness of the early centuries with most religious alternatives 
to Christianity and the appeal of its novelty, as compared with the present 
Western tiredness with Christianity and its lack of novelty.  

• Lundy comes across as very anti-short-termers (p.108 for example), but does 
not criticise his case-studies when they emphasise the number of their short-
termers as evidence of their commitment to mission (see pp.117 and 150, for 
example).  
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• It is at least questionable whether 2 Peter 1.20-21 implies that 'there is one 
meaning to each specific portion of Scripture, one intended by the Holy Spirit' 
and discernible by the church (p.76). This statement has a very modernist, as 
opposed to postmodernist, ring to it.  

• There are a few points at which Lundy is just unclear, for example the first half 
of the first sentence on p.29: should the 'not' have been omitted?, and the 
statement 'inimical to discipleship is learning by doing' (p.68): surely 'inimical' is 
the wrong word here!  'Mission' becomes the privy of the professional' (p.131) 
conjures up amusing pictures (!) and I wonder whether everyone will know what 
'meiosis' means (p.160).  

• No reference is given for a quotation in the middle of p.104.  

• There is a good deal of repetition - but one man's repetition is another's 
reinforcement! 

 
My final question about Borderless Church was: will it reach those who need to hear its 
message?  My fear is that it will only be people like myself, who are familiar and agree with 
the message, that will read it, and those who are firmly wedded to a maintenance model of 
the church will not.  I would love to be proved wrong! 
 
 
Buy Borderless Church from St Andrew's Bookshop. 
 
Author:  David Lundy 
Publisher:  Authentic Media, 2005 
ISBN:  1 850 78646 1 
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Israel and the Nations:  
A Mission Theology of the Old Testament  
By James Chukwuma Okoye 
 

Review by:  Tim Davy, Reviews Editor for Encounters. 
 

 
Things are hotting up in the areas of mission and the Old Testament.  At 
Redcliffe we are laying the foundations for an ongoing research project 
looking at the relationship between these two fields.  We hope in some 
way to contribute to the growing conversation between biblical scholars and the theorists and 
practitioners of mission.  Regular readers of Encounters will recall my review of Chris 
Wright's Truth with a Mission (April edition), which is a prelude to his much more substantial 
treatment of mission in the OT due out this Autumn.  Interestingly, Wright used some of his 
material in his plenary address at this year's Tyndale triennial conference, which itself was on 
the theme of 'Transforming the World'. 
 
All this would be more than enough to make 2006 a year to remember for the understanding 
of OT and mission.  So imagine my further delight when Orbis sent me a copy of Israel and 
the Nations: A Mission Theology of the Old Testament. 
 
James Okoye is associate professor of biblical studies at Catholic Theological Union in 
Chicago.  The book, he says, was born out of his realisation while preparing to teach on the 
Bible and mission that there were very few textbooks available for the OT section of the 
course.  Following a useful, albeit brief, review of the relevant literature Okoye sets out the 
'four faces' of mission in the OT. These become the organising principle of Israel and the 
Nations as he takes us on a journey through different key texts. 
 
The four faces are as follows: 
 

1. Universality (of salvation and judgement): "the consciousness that all people 
can be righteous or evil before Yahweh" (p.11).  So, Yahweh is not just a 
regional deity, but the God of the whole world.  Chapters 3-5 explore this 
theme, focusing on the texts of Genesis 1, Psalm 8 and Genesis 12. 

 
2. Community-in-mission: "the awareness that Israel's very existence is bound 

up with the knowledge and glory of Yahweh among the peoples and that Israel's 
election serves the glory of God" (p.11).  So, Israel acts as a model for the 
onlooking world of a people living according to the ways of Yahweh.  Israel is to 
be "a revelation of God to the nations" (p.11).  In this regard, chapters 6-8 look 
at Exodus 19, Amos and Jonah.  Chapter 9, 'The Primacy of the Righteousness 
of God', forms a bridge to the next section. 

 
3. Centripetal mission: where "the nations stream on pilgrimage to Zion, there to 

be instructed in God's torah and in God’s ways" (p.12).  Texts that are dealt with 
in chapters 10 and 11 include Psalm 96 and Isaiah 2. 

 
4. Centrifugal mission: where "active effort is made to reach outsiders and 

through conversion include them in the covenant as 'proselytes'" (p.12).  A 
number of texts are explored under this heading in chapters 12-14 including 
Isaiah 19; 56; 65; 66; Zechariah 14.  A whole chapter in this section is 
dedicated to Isaiah 40-55 and mission, including an analysis of the 'servant 
songs'. 
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Okoye contends that Israel's 'mission consciousness' developed over time, starting off with 
an inward focus (pre-exile) through to a more universal view (apocalyptic), via the shattering 
experience of the exile.  This idea of development is key to Israel and the Nations.  Each text 
is treated systematically using a variety of tools: literary context, historical analysis, reception 
in the rest of the OT/NT, and comparison with similar texts. Okoye's approach is heavily 
dependent on redaction criticism.  He suggests that it is possible to detect different editorial 
hands at work in the texts and, so, to trace the development of certain ideas. Thus, he is able 
to say that certain ideas are 'late' even though they purport to occur early in Israel's history.  
Despite these critical assertions Okoye is still able to conclude that when Paul quotes Isaiah 
49:6 ('a light to the nations') as a defence of gospel proclamation he "was rooting the 
Christian mission fully in Old Testament traditions" (cf. Acts 13:46-47). 
 
I very much enjoyed reading Israel and the Nations.  It is refreshing to see discussions on 
mission starting at Genesis 1 as opposed to Genesis 12, crucial though the Abrahamic 
promise is.  The treatment of Exodus 19 and Amos is particularly interesting and the 
discussion on Jonah displays an insightful awareness of the literary features of the book and 
their repercussions for mission.  The material on Isaiah raised a number of important 
questions but, for me, it suffered from a lack of space to deal with the outstanding issues. 
 
At 158 pages, Israel and the Nations is long enough to get into some worthwhile discussions, 
but too short to deal adequately with all the material mentioned, let alone other texts that 
could have been included.  The conclusion unexpectedly introduces a fair amount of new 
material mentioning Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther and Ruth, as well as the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods.  Virtually nothing is said of these up to this point.  Perhaps this is a little unfair; 
Okoye's main concern is to trace the shift in OT faith to a more inclusive, outward looking 
missionary consciousness.  However, I would have liked to know more about such books as 
Deuteronomy which combines the sublime charge on Israel to love the alien, with the 
disturbing command to wipe out the Canaanites.  How does this affect the OT's 
understanding of mission?  I suspect that a lot more could have been said about the Psalms 
as well. 
 
An OT perspective on mission is essential for understanding mission both in the NT and 
today.  I would certainly recommend Israel and the Nations; it is well written, provocative and 
imaginatively thought through.  It will be an interesting read alongside Christ Wright's 
forthcoming and more substantial volume (particularly as I suspect their methodological 
approaches will be different).  However, if you only want to read one book on the subject I 
would wait for the latter. 
 
 
Buy Israel and the Nations from St Andrew's Bookshop. 
 
Author:  James Chukwuma Okoye 
Publisher:  Orbis Books, 2006 
ISBN:  1 570 75654 6 
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The Constant Gardener  
Directed by Fernando Meirelles, based on a novel by John le Carré 
 

Review by:  Dr Jonathan Ingleby, Redcliffe College 
 

 
My first thought when sitting down to write this review of The Constant 
Gardener was that this is a film that everybody involved in Development 
work should see; my second thought was that they have probably 
already done so and it's the latter which makes me anxious.  
 
Why are people, especially Christians, not creating an almighty fuss?  Why is everything so 
quiet?  Somebody has hurled this massive rock into the pond and it has just sunk without 
trace - no splash, no ripples, nothing.   
 
(Incidentally, the book is even more shocking than the film.  In his brief 'Author's Note', Le 
Carré makes a simple unelaborated claim: 'As my journey through the pharmaceutical jungle 
progressed, I came to realise that, by comparison with reality, my story was as tame as a 
holiday postcard'.  Also, the film attempts a 'happy' ending in that at least some of the 
institutional crooks get their 'come uppance' while in the book they get promoted.) 
 
So why is The Constant Gardener (I am talking about the film again) something we should be 
upset about?  Obviously, part of our concern should be about Big Pharma.  Here we have 
something - the pharmaceutical industry - which is apparently 'on the side of the angels'.  It is 
a product of that gem of the Western Enlightenment project 'medical science'; it is evidently 
part of 'Progress', 'Development', 'Health' - some of the very big words that validate our work 
as caring Christians.  And apparently it is not like that at all.  It is rather a part of the way that 
multi-national corporations exploit the Global South to the advantage of the Western world.  If 
we had been talking about the Arms Trade, or even some of the extractive industries, then 
we might have expected something of the sort -but health care! 
 
Again, what about Big Government?  In our hearts we feel that our government (I am 
speaking as a Brit here), despite some failures, is working for us.  It, too, is 'on the side of the 
angels'.  But the Constant Gardener suggests not.  Big Business, Big Government: it is 
difficult to know who are the greater villains.  
 
Again, what about Development?  One of the most disturbing and well-shot sequences 
in The Constant Gardener is Justin's visit to the aid camp.  It raises many questions, but here 
is just one of them.  Why are we distributing aid to people and yet doing nothing about the 
civil war (or local raids and skirmishes) that make it ineffective?  As Tessa puts it (this is the 
book again): 'Loki [the aid distribution centre] sucks.  It has no more right to exist than the 
Berlin Wall.  It's a monument to the failure of diplomacy.  What the hell's the point of running 
a Rolls-Royce ambulance service when our politicians do nothing to prevent the accidents.' 
 
The Constant Gardener is a film about passionate people.  Some are passionate for the 
wrong reasons.  The film neatly reveals how many people -some with half good motives - are 
caught up in the desire to advance their careers, make money, make a name for themselves, 
and how much drive this gives them.  (I am reminded of David Livingstone's question 'Can 
the love of Christ not carry the missionary where the slave trade carries the trader?').  Some 
like Tessa and Arnold are passionate for justice for Africa.  Justin is simply passionate to be 
constant to the memory of his dead wife.  
 
So what are we Christians passionate about?  (No don't tell me. I already know. It's Harry 
Potter, Jerry Springer the Opera and the Incitement to Religious Hatred Bill.)  Isn't it time that 
we did our Development work with a little anger mixed in?  Seeing The Constant Gardener - 
or seeing it again - might help. 
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