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While emotion takes to itself the emotionless  
Years of living among the breakage  
Of what was believed in as the most reliable— 
And therefore the fittest for renunciation.

—T. S. Eliot, The Dry Salvages , Part II
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Preface

Carrying out the research for this book changed my life. I traveled over 
four continents, slept in the flat of Iranian refugees, sat down for a con-

versation with an Islamist who openly promoted the execution of apostates, 
and accompanied a new convert to his first conversation with his mother 
after coming out as a Christian and being chased from his home.

My perception of my own religion, Christianity, was transformed. I 
met Christians who believed so sincerely and deeply in the religion revealed 
by Jesus Christ that they were imprisoned, tortured, and exiled from their 
homelands. Through these relationships so many passages from the New 
Testament about persecution came alive to me. These women and men were 
blessed because they had been persecuted. They had lost their immediate 
families but had gained a much larger family. But I was also saddened as it 
became clear to me that many churches are suspicious of Muslims who want 
to learn about Jesus and his message. How could the church do this?

“Alex,” she said, “Your writing is rather . . . journalistic.” My doctoral 
supervisor and I were walking from New College in Edinburgh to George 
Square where my viva voce defense was scheduled. My supervisor, Elizabeth 
koepping, was mentioning this as a reservation. It is my hope that my “jour-
nalistic style” will open up the fascinating world of these Christian converts 
from Islam to any educated reader, including the non-specialist. 

These men and women have suffered much for the sake of their deci-
sion to exercise their inalienable human right to choose, of their own voli-
tion, how (and through whom) they will relate to God. It is my hope that 
this book will draw you into their world, and that, whether Christian, Mus-
lim, or something else, this will be an occasion for questioning and testing 
your own convictions. 

Duane Alexander Miller
March 5, 2016
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A Note RegARdiNg AR Abic ANd the QuR’AN

Throughout this work I have opted to use the figure ‘3’ to denote the Arabic 
letter ‘ع’(3iin), except in words already in common circulation, like Iraq 
or Omar. Likewise I have used the figure ‘x’ to denote the letter ‘خ’ (xiin). 
Finally, as is becoming more common among Muslims in the Anglophone 
world, I sometimes use the singular feminine noun Muslima to refer to a 
female Muslim. As to the Qur’an, I have mostly use Pickthall and Yusuf Ali, 
both in the public domain, al humdu lillah. At times I have opted for my 
own translation from the common text of the Uthmanic recension.
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a Brief introduction

I have chosen these verses from Eliot to begin this book because he under-
stood modernity.1 He contributed to its formation and was also one of its 

fiercest critics. In these words of Eliot I see so many themes that surface and 
resurface in the modern world: breakage—a sense that a whole that once ex-
isted is no longer tenable, for the West that whole was Christendom which, 
for all it failings, “provided both a social-structural and a cognitive unity 
that was lost, probably irretrievably, upon its dissolution at the beginning 
of the modern age.”2 Thus, modernity entails the renunciation of “what was 
believed in as the most reliable.” Christendom, for all its faults, made sense 
to Muslims, who walked in the sunna of their Prophet who unapologetically 
folded empire and piety into one, single, indivisible movement.

In this reading, the modern human is like the Hebrew in the days of 
the Judges: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what 
was right in his own eyes.”3 Since there was no transcendent order it became 
apparent that humanity had to produce its own order, and the so-called En-
lightenment promised a new world order based on reason. But then West-
ern Europe, the focal point of the new humanity and the triumph of reason 
descended into the violence and degradation of two world wars. Reason 
and education, it seemed, could not construct the New Atlantis of which Sir 
Francis Bacon dreamed.

In the Muslim world the authority of the “the most reliable” has also 
been subject to “renunciation” and “breakage.” Peter Berger describes how 
religious institutions in the West in the twentieth century underwent a pro-
cess of delegitimation, meaning “a weakening of the values and assumptions 
on which a political order is based.”4 Something analogous has happened in 
much of the Muslim world and this breakage, renunciation, and delegitima-
tion have powerfully affected the options that Muslims have before them.

1. Excerpt from “The Dry Salvages” from Four Quartets by T. S. Eliot. Copyright 
1941 by T. S. Eliot, renewed in 1969 by Esme valerie Eliot. Reprinted by permission of 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. All rights reserved.

2. Berger, Modernity, 171.
3. Judg 21:25
4. Berger, Modernity, 159.
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In this book, how some Muslims have rejected the diin of Islam for the 
religio of Christianity will be explored. And the modern world is a context 
in which such questioning is viable. The authority or power of the old struc-
tures has been eroded; new options and choices are placed before people. 
Some people make choices that previously would have been unthinkable—
whether that be the Baptist lady in Oklahoma who converts to Buddhism 
or the Muslim sheikh in Mecca who converts to Christianity. Furthermore, 
modernity is characterized by rapid social change. In such a context it is of-
ten the case that “[t]he old sign system can no longer account for the prob-
lems with which the culture has to deal, or the loyalties it demands and the 
codes it prescribes are no longer acceptable to the members of the culture.”5

Modernity not only presents a space wherein questions may be asked, 
but has created a space wherein choices must be made. This is what Berger 
calls the heretical imperative, by which he means that we are forced to choose 
or create our own sense of meaning, purpose and value. Some experience 
this as freedom, but for others it is oppressive, like Eliot’s “emotionless years 
of living among the breakage.”

The old paradigm of Christendom that situated all of humanity in a 
transcendental divine plan is gone. But what of Islam? Historically, Islam 
has strongly asserted that there is a transcendental order, it has been re-
vealed to us (in great detail), and that humanity can and must live according 
to it, and that the use of power—whether coercive or otherwise—is licit to 
enforce said order.

Modernity entails, for better and worse, greater freedom to choose, 
and sometimes the obligation to choose (Berger’s heretical imperative), 
even if one does not really desire that freedom. “Modernity pluralizes both 
institutions and plausibility structures.”6 But even in this context of breakage 
and fragmentation—whether in terms of identity or relationships or the au-
thority of social / religious / political institutions—many people have a felt 
need, an inner desire, to identify an overarching order for life and meaning. 
A number of Muslims have furthermore concluded that the order proposed 
by Islam, as they know it, is deficient. So they turn away from what they 
regard as wrong and old, to something that is right and new. In this book, 
these are the converts from Islam to Christianity. And in relation to “the 
breakage of what was one believed in as the most reliable,” let us ask, do 
they try to assemble a new order, a new vision of God and humanity and 
society? That is to say, do ex-Muslim Christians formulate their own theolo-
gies? And if so, what are their contents, origins, and ends?

5. Schreiter, Local Theologies, 71–72.
6. Berger, Heretical Imperative, 17, italics in original.
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1

theology-making and Power

ReAsoN foR this ReseARch

During my early days in the Middle East, while studying Arabic, I met 
a few Christians who were converts from Islam and became aware of 

the challenges they faced. I wanted to learn more about converts from Islam 
to Christianity.

In the latter half of the twentieth century an unprecedented number 
of known conversions from Islam to Christianity have occurred. This book 
asks, do these converts engage in the activity of making their own theolo-
gies? And if so, what sort of theologies are they making, and what knowl-
edge about God are they proposing and indeed assuming?

This leads to further questions: what are the various forms that “God 
knowledge” might take? Theology-making is a process; if it is taking place 
some model of what that looks like will also be needed. Theology-making, if 
it is occurring at all, is taking place within a set of contexts—what are they? 
There is also the question of who: are only certain persons qualified to be 
theology-makers? And a final question is why? If these believers are making 
theology, then what are their goals?

In trying to answer the research question, and those that it entails, it is 
necessary to examine some aspects of the contexts in which these converts 
might be making theology.

But returning to my initial interest in Christian converts from Islam, 
I tried to research the topic, and found that there is a great deal of material 
in the field of missiology which seeks to specify how to make Muslims into 
followers of Christ and what such converts should look like. In 2008 I inter-
viewed an Anglican priest living in Egypt who knew some Christians from 
a Muslim background (CMBs), and I asked him about their theology—what 
sort of theology do they produce? He responded that they do not produce 
theology; rather they are worried about things like family life and work and 



L i v i n g  a m o n g  t h e  B r e a k a g e4

how to remain safe in the midst of an Islamic society. As I continued to read 
and research I realized that the Anglican priest and I had been thinking 
about theology in terms of our own Western tradition wherein theology is 
often systematized, communicated/discussed through books and journals, 
taught and learned at seminaries/universities, and wherein the goal of the 
theology-making task is grasping certain knowledge. This was something of 
an epiphany for me.

The missiologists I had read were doing (applied) theology about/for 
ex-Muslim Christians. But in reading the material written by actual converts 
and in meeting and spending time with them, I started to suspect that they 
might be intensely involved in the process of making their own theology. 
The Anglican priest was correct that CMBs are not publishing systematic 
theological texts. But they are asking questions, and they are identifying 
problems and challenges, which often emerge from their own specific con-
texts. This work is an effort to explore both the questions they are asking, 
the means whereby they are proposing and evaluating possible solutions, 
and the conclusions, if any, they are coming to. It is an attempt to test my 
initial hypothesis.

ReseARch Methodology

Apart from archival/textual collection of material, I did research in two 
main ways, quantitative and qualitative, although the division between 
those is not rigid.

For chapter 3 a brief questionnaire was circulated to numerous people 
with experience in ministry to Muslims and/or Christian ministry within 
an Islamic context. This does not claim to be a random, quantitative survey 
though. Some of the respondents I knew myself, and others were contacts 
of two colleagues, who wish to remain anonymous and helped to gather this 
information. Regarding the contacts I knew personally, I had met them in 
various ways, including during my time studying Arabic in the Middle East 
and theology in the USA, through churches that I had attended or where I 
knew someone, and through research/publication networks for people with 
a common interest in Christianity in the Muslim world. Additional details 
on that questionnaire will be described in the body of that chapter.

Fieldwork: Locations and Languages

As with the questionnaire, the selection of the places where I carried out 
my fieldwork was largely dictated by where I could gain access. I wanted to 
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do research in at least one place where apostasy from Islam could lead to 
persecution. I speak Arabic so the logical scope of that was somewhere in 
the Arab world, as using a translator has several drawbacks. Having lived in 
the Arab world for several years I was familiar with the region’s cultural and 
religious contours, and having done fieldwork among a minority popula-
tion there meant that I was not new to the challenges involved.1 Because of 
security and ethical issues it is not possible to go into greater detail about 
precisely how and where the research was done. Suffice to say that a well-
connected indigenous colleague of mine and I were discussing research 
interests and he connected me with Andraus (chapter 4). Interviews were 
carried out in either Arabic or English, according to the preference of the 
person being interviewed.

In relation to the Iranian congregations in the USA and the Uk, this 
was also determined largely by pragmatic circumstances. On several occa-
sions I was invited or encouraged to visit Iranian Christian (IC) communi-
ties in other places, but restraints related to finance and travel made that 
impossible. Traveling to Iran to research an illegal activity (apostasy) was 
not possible: personal safety apart, the Iranian government would hardly 
grant a visa for such research. As I do not speak Farsi, interacting with An-
glophone ICs in the Diaspora was a welcome option. On the few occasions 
when I did interact with a new arrival from Iran one of the Anglophone ICs 
would translate for me, but this happened rarely.

The study of CMBs is very much unresearched. When a study of a 
community is produced, there are very few existing studies of other com-
munities to which it can be compared. In relation to the topic of theology-
making, there is one unpublished doctoral thesis which cannot be circulated 
for security reasons. Therefore I felt that given the constraints of time, mon-
ey and travel, it would be helpful to find communities that are quite different 
from each other. ICs in the Diaspora and Arabophone Christians in the 
Middle East seemed to meet those criteria.

As to Arabs CMBs in the Diaspora, I did meet and interview a number 
of them individually. They do not exist in sufficient numbers to form their 
own Muslim-background congregations and so attend conventional Arabo-
phone or Anglophone congregations.

Interviews and Participation

A key source of information was interviews. Interviews ranged between 
20 and 90 minutes. Each started with a notification of my institutional 

1. Miller, “Church in Jordan,” 134–53.
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affiliation, that I would not use specific place or person names and an offer 
to share the eventual results of my research.

I recorded answers in a notepad, though sometimes a digital voice 
recorder was used. I noted early on that having a voice recorder made most 
people feel uneasy, especially ex-Muslims, whereas me taking hand-written 
notes did not. So I determined that a notepad was preferable, even though 
“individuals who rely exclusively upon memory and notes always stand 
the chance of being charged with incompleteness or bias.”2 It was not un-
common for interviews to be followed up by additional meetings, phone 
calls, or email correspondence. Most interviews were done with Muslim-
background believers and ministry leaders working with such individuals. 
I also kept a journal of the process and memories which came to me at the 
time of research or at the time of transcription, which formed an additional 
resource—the “headlines” or “headnotes”—which shape how the written or 
recorded notes are construed and interpreted.3 Usually, within a few days of 
the final interview, I would go back over my notes and add any clarifications 
or observations that after reflection seemed interesting or important. Then 
I would transcribe them to a Word document for future access. In all, about 
100 interviews were carried out in nine sites.4

While interviews were a main source of my information, I also ob-
served some of their religious events, like seminars, prayer meetings, evan-
gelistic activities, and church services. I stayed in people’s houses overnight, 
ate with them, and went with them to meetings and Sunday worship. This 
is not uncommon for ethnographic fieldwork which “.  .  . focuses on the 
everyday, and on otherwise unheard, or muted, voices.”5 I never paid money 
to any of my informants, but when we would meet over a meal, I would offer 
to pay for that.

If asked, I clarified that I was not a member of the clergy. I explained 
my interest in studying and understanding their community, with phrases 
like, “I’m curious to learn more about Iranian Christians” or “I’m doing 
research on Christians who used to be Muslims.” For the layperson these 
explanations were readily accepted, and I suspect that is because I had first 
been vetted by a church leader. Church leaders often requested more detail, 
and I was open in discussing the details of the questions I was investigating, 

2. Georges and Jones, “Studying People,” 144.
3. Cohen, “Method,” 449–69; Ottenberg, “Fieldnotes,” 139–60.
4. Because the names and locations are sensitive, I have decided not to include them 

in the book or an appendix.
5. Armbruster and Laerke, “Taking Sides,” 23.
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but avoided discussing preliminary findings so as to not influence their 
answers.

Reflexivity: How Did They Perceive Me?

“Fieldwork involving other people is one of the most intensively personal 
kinds of scholarly research I know. Everything about the fieldworker in-
fluences the information collected.”6 Because of this, I also had to ask the 
questions, how was I viewed by the people I was researching? And, how did 
I perceive them?

I was an outsider because I wasn’t Persian/Arab, and I did not belong 
to their denomination/church. However, I was an insider for the Arabs, be-
cause I was a fellow Christian, who, with them, spoke Arabic, had lived in 
the Middle East, and was familiar with their world. As someone who has 
written a few articles on the history of Protestant missions in Middle East, I 
also was fairly knowledgeable about the history of the Middle East and the 
different peoples, areas, religions and political realities there. At first in both 
the Middle East and in the USA I was greeted with suspicion and distance, 
but eventually the gatekeepers in those two places, who were church leaders, 
decided they could trust me.

In relation to the ICs, I quickly found that they had mixed feelings 
about the Arabic language. On the one hand they seemed impressed that 
I had learned a difficult language, but on the other hand I found that they 
have negative associations with the language as being imposed on them 
from the outside, as was Islam. As an American Christian, they did not as-
sociate me with that negativity though.

In relation to the Arabophone Christians, I was neither from their 
denomination nor did I live in either of those areas. On the other hand, at 
the time of my field research, I was affiliated with a Christian educational 
institute they were aware of, though in a different area in the Middle East. 
Again, I was not an insider, but I was close enough to the insider to be able 
to carry out research and be trusted. My extensive knowledge of the topic 
and the experiences, writings, and history of other converts, I feel, earned 
the respect and trust of the communities being researched. All in all, I felt 
accepted and trusted by the people I spoke with, but was not an indigenous 
researcher, and thus did not have to face the many challenges associated 
with such a project. While few of my interviewees ever met my wife or chil-
dren, I felt my status as a married man with children also was beneficial in 
establishing a good relationship.

6. Jackson, Fieldwork, 16.
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As I reflect on the field-research, I find it difficult to conceive of a 
non-Christian being given access to these Arab and Persian communities. 
Commonality of basic doctrines and concepts—especially the centrality of 
Jesus Christ in understanding the will and personality of God—created a 
space wherein the interviewees felt they had a freedom to “be themselves” 
and not be defensive, which I suspect would have been the case had they 
been speaking with a non-religious secular person or a Muslim. I suspect 
that such research carried out by a person who did not share some gen-
eral Christian beliefs would have led to interviews becoming contests of 
worldviews.

Reflexivity: How Did I Perceive Them?

How did I see my informants? Their drive and willingness to engage in a 
stressful and sometimes-dangerous task with little or no compensation led 
me to respect them. Like many fellow members of Generation X in North 
America, I was raised with no religion at all, not even nominal. I was, for 
instance, unaware that Easter or Christmas had any religious meaning at 
all until my teens. In my teens, while living in Puebla, México, I started to 
attend a small evangelical church that met in the garage of one of the church 
ladies. At first my mother attended but even after she stopped, I continued 
to attend. Eventually, I decided to become a Christian and made a confes-
sion of faith one Sunday morning. While I would today disagree with some 
theological teachings of that church, I feel it is this experience which helps 
me to appreciate and respect the gravity of religious conversion, and also to 
be non-judgmental towards individuals and communities whose religious 
articulations are not very sophisticated or nuanced. Some of the believers I 
met were like that, but fewer than I would have suspected.

I come to a similar conclusion as kathryn kraft, who likewise did 
case studies among MBBs: “I suggest that defining researchers as insiders 
or as outsiders is largely a futile endeavor and, therefore, researching the 
‘other’ also draws an unnecessary artificial line between researcher and 
researched.”7

Ethics and Security

In relation to fieldwork among a sensitive population there are also ethi-
cal considerations that must be taken into account, and this was done in 

7. kraft, “Community and Identity,” 69.
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accordance with the regulations of the institution supervising the research. 
“[O]ne largely unacknowledged problem is the issue of security breaches 
arising from researchers’ confidentiality lapses, [and] other problems relate 
to the impact of the researchers’ presence on the people and communities 
being studied.”8 Different respondents requested different levels of anonym-
ity in relation to person and place names, or none at all, which is not un-
common in fieldwork.

Nonetheless, maximal caution has been used, and especially so for my 
research in the Middle East, where conversion from Islam to Christianity is 
considered taboo and deviant. Not being able to discuss details related to 
specific historical, political, legal, demographic and cultural data detracted 
from the specificity of the study. But given the precautions of the institu-
tion and the safety of the group studied, the only other option would be 
to eliminate fieldwork. I was reminded of this when realizing I could not 
even extend the customary thanks to the educational facilities/libraries I 
had used as that might reveal the specific research sites.

Given the sensitivity of this research, a further ethical question is: who 
benefits from it? In the previous paragraph I outlined the precautions taken 
to preserve the safety and wellbeing of the groups studied. But beyond that, 
“it is clear to most researchers that subjects comply due to some tacit be-
lief that a common good will be the result of the research.”9 What potential 
benefit did the interviewees see in this research for themselves? In general, 
I genuinely felt that the converts and those working with them wanted their 
stories to be told. They were, with a few exceptions like brand-new believ-
ers, aware that significant numbers of Muslims are converting each year. 
I understood that they perceived a careful, critical, scholarly (and secure) 
study of their communities would be welcomed, as they had never had ac-
cess to such a work before. Even when I mentioned that my findings could 
include critical observations of the converts, their life and thought, and 
their congregations, they accepted this. I felt this was validated after one of 
the Arab leaders emailed me asking how to reference a draft of my thesis in 
his dissertation.

Another aspect important to evaluating a project involving casework, 
suggested by Cassell, is the quality of the interaction between the researcher 
and the researched.10 I feel like our relations were characterized by honesty, 
and when asked questions I did not try to avoid answering them. When 
asked if I am a Christian, to which I replied that I am, the next question 

8. Jacobsen and Landau, “Dual Imperative,” 187.
9. Whittaker, “Ethics,” 531.
10. Cassell, “Ethical Principles,” 28–41.
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would often be, what kind of Christian, to which I would reply, “Anglican,” 
which might lead to the question, “what does that mean?” So proceeded the 
initial questions and answers, negotiating a common platform. When asked 
about my work I replied that I teach and am working on a doctoral degree; 
asked to summarize the topic of my research I would normally respond with 
“Muslims who become Christians” and leave it at that, unless the person 
had additional questions.

Some members of my research pool had recently fled from Iran, and 
they were mostly single, young men. They seemed happy to have someone 
interested in their stories and lives. Having an American scholar doing re-
search under the aegis of a well-known university, taking notes about their 
lives, represented to them a welcome reversal of roles—they were the ones 
with the resource (knowledge) I needed. One refugee and his brother in 
particular told me I must stay with them when I was visiting their city in 
the Uk, which I did. “[T]he results of fieldwork entail more than the objects 
produced and presented to others to document and describe in retrospect 
an individual’s completed fieldwork adventure,”11 and as a result of my field-
work, I have maintained contact with a number of my informants.

By the standard of the quality of the relation formed, and by the (even-
tual) eagerness of my informants to share their stories (with maximal guar-
antees of anonymity in place), it is ethical to publish the research within the 
parameters discussed above.

Names of Places and People

In almost all cases someone would ask that a specific location-name not be 
used, so even if most people being interviewed felt comfortable with me 
using a specific city-name, if one or two people did not, I honored their re-
quest. So in chapter 6, even city names in the USA and the Uk are replaced 
by generic names.

Regarding the Middle East research (chapter 4), I cannot disclose the 
names of any specific locations, so certain historical and political realities 
must be spoken of in vague terms, so as not to compromise the security of 
the individuals and churches involved. It is sufficient to clarify that during 
a period of very strong European influence missionaries were permitted 
to work in Juduur and kitma. Evangelizing Muslims in the then-Ottoman 
Empire was frowned upon by the European political actors because the 
conversion of a Muslim might well cause political tension, if not rioting 
and even loss of life. The context of the local Christians is one of centuries 

11. Georges and Jones, “Studying People,” 136.
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during which trying to convert Muslims12 was a dangerous and/or forbid-
den activity. Sometimes missions and European political influence worked 
closely together, but sometimes they butted heads. “To say that missionaries 
were agents of colonialism, full stop, is a crude over-simplification.”13 All 
that can be said is that Juduur and kitma (chapter 4) were once part of the 
Ottoman Empire.

The use of fictitious names for people and places was an ethical req-
uisite for the publication of the research. “In choosing one good, we may 
find ourselves in conflict with another good. We can find ourselves in tragic 
situations in which every choice to act, honoring one good, violates another 
one”;14 in this book the good of greater historical and political detail has 
sometimes opposed the good of a maximal standard related to the security 
of the communities studied. When the two goods were in conflict, the latter 
has been privileged throughout.

Who ARe theology-MAkeR s?

Returning to the initial questions posed in this chapter, it is necessary to 
find a way of speaking about theology-making that is structured enough to 
yield insight, but flexible enough to address the fact that many ex-Muslim 
Christians find themselves in a very different context than the academic 
and ecclesiastical contexts wherein much of Western academic theology is 
being made.

My Anglican colleague in Egypt who said that converts are not writ-
ing theology was correct within bounds, if one understands theology as a 
professional, specialized activity, done by specialists according to the norms 
of university education. According to this, Christians from a Muslim back-
ground by and large are not making theology. But historically, in reference 
to Christian theology-making, which is our sphere of interest here, this 
approach to theology-making, and thus theology-makers, is the exception 
and not the norm. A historical approach may be helpful here. Insofar as 
we accept that the New Testament and later patristic writings are “theol-
ogy” or “theological texts,” we can work our way backwards to what or who 
a theology-maker is. The authors of these texts were thinking Christians, 

12. The phrase “Muslim evangelism” in this thesis refers only to efforts of Christians 
to evangelize Muslims. The efforts of Muslims to call people (including “lax” Muslims) 
to Islam is called da3wa.

13. Makdisi, Artillery of Heaven, 9–10. Makdisi’s study is related to Ottoman Leba-
non. His observations hold valid for the areas studied here. 

14. Mattingly, “vulnerable Ethics,” 463.
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addressing issues faced by their churches. They were responding to conflicts 
within the churches (expressed in many of the Pauline and Ignatian letters, 
1 Clement, the Nicene Creed, the Definition of Chalcedon), criticisms di-
rected at the churches from gentiles and Jews (as in Justin Martyr), political 
realities that deeply impacted the churches (Luke, Acts to some extent, and 
the City of God), and persecution (the martyrdoms of Polycarp, Perpetua 
and her companions). Yet none of these writings came from “professional” 
theologians. Their professions were often intimately related to the church, 
though that may or may not have been their source of income, and in com-
posing these works they were acting as pastors, catechists, bishops, mission-
aries and defenders of the faith (apologists). Their writings grew from that 
experience and in this they were, from their own point of view, not trying 
to enunciate something novel, but rather to act as representatives of a larger 
community, whether a diocese or the church catholic.15 Their authority to 
speak on behalf of that church may have been attached to a specific title (like 
apostle or bishop), but this was not necessarily the case. Moreover, when 
they composed and communicated their God-knowledge or, rather, the 
God-knowledge of their community, they did not hesitate to draw on the 
piety and practice of the community. And so the Nicene Creed incorporates 
elements of older baptismal confessions, Paul quotes hymns of unknown 
provenance in his epistles, and Irenaeus can compose a catalog of heresies 
as well as liturgical hymns.

Historically we can then identify the locus of theology-making: 
some sort of leader or another, in some form endorsed by her community, 
speaking on behalf of the church and the faith, while drawing on the piety, 
prayers, and practices already existing within her community of worship. 
Furthermore, the endorsement of the community need not be academic, or 
related to a specific title (bishop, pastor), though it may be. Endorsement 
can also come in the form of sharing—that a book or article or prayer has 
been shared with the world (distribution) is one form of endorsement.

In sum, the communities of believers are the theology-makers, though 
often specific members of said communities will be the spokespersons and/
or disseminators of the theology. With this clarification having been made, 
we can examine some different models of theology-making.

15. Bevans, Models.
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WhAt is theology-MAkiNg?

An American, Evangelical Model: Directed Contextualization

The gospel of Jesus Christ must be attractively presented into the 
context of any given group of people. This is a process which in-
volves great sensitivity. –Phil Parshall16

A first possibility is indicated by the word contextualization, which is a topic 
of great interest (and controversy) among the evangelical community (if 
heavily influenced by American voices).

The term “contextualization” was introduced around 1973 by Shoki 
Coe but it did not gain popularity with evangelicals for several years because 
it was connected with the World Council of Churches, an organization that 
was seen as suspect by many evangelicals. Another factor was that mis-
sionaries were wary of engaging in too much adaptation, seeing that as a 
gateway to syncretism.17

However, articles like Paul Hiebert’s “Critical Contextualization” and 
books like The Gospel and Islam18 and Parshall’s groundbreaking New Paths 
in Muslim Evangelism: Evangelical Approaches to Contextualization, enabled 
the concept, or at least the word, to gain greater acceptance. By the 1990s 
most evangelicals understood “contextualization” to be something the mis-
sionary did to or for others, though there was (and is) vigorous debate about 
how far the missionary could go in “contextualizing” the Gospel for the 
Muslim audience.19

One influential explanatory metaphor is mentioned in the foreword to 
Parshall’s book: Christian missionaries are to communicate the seed of the 

16. Parshall, New Paths, 31.
17. “Religious mixing.” In the social sciences it is commonly used to simply describe 

religious mixing (Shaw and Stewart, “Syncretism,” 1–26). In evangelical circles it is gen-
erally seen to be dangerous and to be avoided in that it will compromise the “essence” 
of the Christian message. For instance, “Syncretism represents the blending of differing, 
even contradictory, beliefs into a new belief system that loses the unique essence of the 
original beliefs” (Campbell, “Releasing,” 170 n3).

18. Edited by Don McCurry. Interestingly, one contributor, Tabor, an evangelical 
scholar, sees contextualization as the prerogative of the local church whereas Hiebert 
wavers between theology-for and theology-by. In any case, his influential article is con-
cerned narrowly with contextualizing pre-Christian rituals.

19. For instance Shaw, “Power and Glory”; Woodberry, “Common Pillars”; Dutch, 
“Muslims”; Massey, “Amazing Diversity”; Gilliland, “The Word”; Talman, “Contextu-
alization”; Arab World Ministries, “Appropriate Limits”; McNeal, “Muslim Women”; 
Oksnevad, “Discipleship”; Abu Daoud, “Observations”; Bourne, “Summary”; Herald, 
“Making Sense”; William, “Inside/Outside,” etc.



L i v i n g  a m o n g  t h e  B r e a k a g e14

gospel while removing the cultural hull. Removing the cultural (Western) 
hull is central to the process of “contextualization.” Two points should be 
noted about this “American” form of “contextualization.” First, the primary 
agents of “contextualization” here are foreign missionaries, and secondly, 
they are engaged in evangelism and church planting. Such “contextualiza-
tion” understands the missionary or evangelist as the primary agent, which 
is substantially different from the original use of the term by Shoki Coe. 
Since this form of contextualization is done for the community being evan-
gelized, it is reasonable to call this directed contextualization.

There is an ongoing and vigorous debate among evangelical mis-
sionaries and ministers working within an Islamic setting regarding the 
limits of directed contextualization.20 Syncretism for them is something to 
be avoided, so the goal is (directed) contextualization without syncretism. 
For instance, the question arises whether missionaries should allow MBBs 
to recite the shahada—there is no deity but Allah and Muhammad is the 
messenger of Allah—or if it is appropriate for a missionary to call himself a 
Muslim for the sake of securing converts. The argument in favor of the latter 
is that the word, grammatically speaking, simply means “one who submits 
[to God]”; the argument against that as commonly understood such a label 
is a deceit.

Directed contextualization implies a model of theology-making car-
ried out by foreign (whether foreign nationals or nationals from a totally 
different class, caste or ethnic group) agents done for those who are to re-
ceive the message about Jesus. The research question here, though, is not 
concerned with theology done for ex-Muslim Christians, but rather to in-
vestigate their own theology.

An Ecumenical Model: Shoki Coe and Organic Contextualization

The term “contextualization” was first introduced by Shoki Coe, a Taiwanese 
pastor and educator, in the context of his work with the educational fund 
of the World Council of Churches. Coe understood contextualization as the 
next step, after indigenization, in developing a true theology that is by and 
from the younger churches. On a practical level this was needed because 
importing Western models of theological education had led to a financial 

20. Wolfe, “Insider Movements,” and Sleeman, “Origins,” both contain genealogies 
(that is, the history of the development of the concept) related to the debate about con-
textualization and related topics like C-scale and Insider Movements. The C-scale was 
an attempt to evaluate how “contextualized” different “Christ-centered communities” 
are, and was first proposed in John Travis, “Spectrum,” 407–8. I have not found it to be 
of any use in my research.
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situation of dependence that is not viable in the long term for most institu-
tions outside of the West.21 And on an ecclesiastical level it was necessary 
because the previous step (indigenization), while a necessary one, was not 
and could not be the final goal for the local church:

Indigenous, indigeneity, and indigenization all derive from a 
nature metaphor, that is, of the soil, or taking root in the soil. It 
is only right that the younger churches, in search of their own 
identity, should take seriously their own cultural milieu. How-
ever, because of the static nature of the metaphor, indigenization 
tends to be used in the sense of responding to the Gospel in 
terms of traditional culture. Therefore, it is in danger of being 
past-oriented.22

The language surrounding indigenization is closely related to the 
ordering of the church, specifically in terms of pastors, priests and other 
leaders being indigenous: “Indigenisation was more about ecclesiological 
form than theological substance.”23 So while indigenization implied that the 
key leaders would not be foreigners, the deeper structures and grammar of 
the local church,24 were largely inherited. While the contextualizing com-
munity may change surface things like dress or decorations within a church, 
in Coe’s theory, said community is also able to transform and alter the “deep 
structures” of the church’s life. In Coe’s situation, the churches in Taiwan 
had inherited the European seminary tradition, and the question of how to 
educate and form the future leaders of the church can hardly be said to be 
peripheral or superficial—indeed, it goes to the very heart of the question of 
the church’s future viability and touches on every aspect of the church’s life. 

For Coe, even if all the teachers were indigenous, the seminary struc-
ture itself, while perhaps viable in other contexts, was not viable in the way 
it had been inherited in Taiwan. So Coe desired to move beyond that model, 
and proposed what he saw as a substantially different way of thinking about 
theological education, which is nothing less than the dialectic between con-
textuality (a term largely forgotten today) and contextualization:

21. Coe, “Education,” 8.
22. Coe, “Renewal,” 240.
23. Stanley, “Inculturation,” 22.
24. The words “local church” are being used here for the sake of brevity. Historically, 

in evangelical Christianity a church is a group of people that baptizes, celebrates Com-
munion, and engages in reading and teaching the Bible. While not wanting to propose 
any strict definition of “local church,” all the foregoing is indicated by the use of the 
term. The level of locality—town, city, country, diocese—is variable and dynamic.
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By contextuality we mean that wrestling with God’s world in 
such a way as to discern the particularity of this historic mo-
ment; and by contextualization we mean the wrestling with 
God’s word in such a way that the power of the incarnation, 
which is the divine form of contextualization, can enable us to 
follow His steps to contextualize.25

According to Coe then, there is a method for contextualization. Con-
textualization is not anything the local church does, even if its leadership 
is indigenous. A genuine process of contextualization first requires the act 
of the community in discerning its contextuality—which is to say that the 
community, with recognized voices who can formulate the mind of the 
community, critically evaluates itself and the world and discerns what God 
is doing in the world at the moment. Coe is also clear that in evaluating 
its contextuality the local church should not be restricted to reflecting on 
“theological” topics only, but is also capable of addressing social justice and 
political issues. If the local church does not engage in this first step, then it 
cannot actually engage in the process of contextualization, as Coe sees it. 
Furthermore, if the local church is not in fact accurate in its reading of its 
contextuality, of “that critical assessment of what makes the context really 
significant in the light of the Missio Dei,”26 then it will not be able to engage 
in the process of contextualization on a genuine level.

The degree of latitude a local church has in reading its own contextual-
ity and determining its own path forward is both limited and empowered by 
its leadership structure. A congregation that is part of a diocese will take this 
into account in reading its contextuality. A diocese that is part of a national 
church would also take this into account. The reality of regional or national 
or international structures of church governance can limit the options open 
to a local church in engaging in contextualization. But those structures can 
also make possible activities and missions and options that a lone congre-
gation would not have the resources to accomplish. Contextualization can 
take place simultaneously at multiple levels—the congregation, the regional 
association or diocese, the national council, and the global. Moreover, there 
is no guarantee that all of these moments of contextualization will necessar-
ily point to the same way forward. The term “local church” can thus be used 
to refer not only to a congregation or something larger, but in this book it 
generally refers to specific congregations.

Contextualization presupposes an earlier, critical assessment of the 
church’s contextuality. But once that critical assessment has taken place, 

25. Coe, “Renewal,” 7.
26. Coe, “Education,” 241.
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then the local church is able to “wrestle with God’s Word,” as he put it, and 
from this “dialectic” engage in the process of contextualization. The process 
sees the local church critically evaluating its own situation and needs, and 
discerning how it can participate in God’s activity in redeeming and trans-
forming the world. The local church then, drawing on its own resources, 
most notably Scripture, but also its liturgy, history, sister churches, and cul-
tural wealth, is able to propose a possible path to address the needs revealed 
by its evaluation of its own contextuality. The church then can try out its 
hypothesis in its own life, and evaluate its success or failure. If the theology-
makers stop at the point of discerning contextuality and identifying chal-
lenges or problems, but do not take steps to somehow propose a possible 
solution or course of action, then they would appear not to be engaging in 
genuine, authentic contextualization. Furthermore, it is possible for a lo-
cal church to err during this double-wrestle. The local church may misread 
its own contextuality, or propose an inauthentic form of contextualization. 
Coe’s theory of contextualization is not relativistic, and he does believe that 
a community of theology-makers (for our purposes) can indeed incorrectly 
evaluate God’s desire for the world in their own contextuality (the World 
of God), and he also is aware that they can misread and/or misapply the 
meaning and message of the Word of God. Thus there must be room for 
the possibility of an inauthentic or incorrect contextualization.27 Sometimes 
there are multiple, conflicting voices within a given community.

Note that the concepts of evangelistic mission or planting churches 
do not arise at all, even marginally, in either of the two key articles (1973, 
1974) in which Coe formulated these views. Significantly, it is presupposed 
that the agents of this process of contextualization would be the local, in-
digenous church. Coe’s discourse was taking place partly in response to the 
perceived failures of Western churches—and is certainly not asking them 
to actually do the contextualizing. The tone is rather that Western churches 
should remain an important part of the conversation as local churches carry 
out this work, doing theology with them, not for them, and thus preserving 
both the locality and catholicity of the endeavor:

True catholicity could not possibly be a colourless uniformity, 
but must be a rich fullness of truth and grace, which unfolds and 
manifests itself as we take the diversified contexts in time and 
space, where we are set, and respond faithfully as the Incarnate 
Word did on our behalf, once and for all.28

27. From a traditional Christian point of view one might read the Arian controversy 
or the birth of Mormonism in this light.

28. Coe, “Renewal,” 242 –3.
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Coe was keenly aware of how helpful conversation with and input from 
other churches could be. Indeed, the World Council of Churches, which 
made possible the work that he and his colleagues did, was dedicated to the 
concept of the churches of the world being in discussion with one another.

But what then is the role of the foreigner/outsider in the process of 
contextualization—if, as mentioned before, she can be part of that process, 
but not its principal agent? Indeed, sometimes foreign agents are able to 
identify weaknesses in the lives of a local church to which the local church 
might be initially blind. So an Arab Christian might note how consumer-
ist many American Christians are, and an American Christian might ask 
questions about how healthy it is to have authoritarian church leaders in the 
Arab world. This is an important role, and it means that a foreign agent is 
raising a question or issue and suggesting it for further contemplation. But 
that is where it ends, if the local church decides that this is not a topic of 
interest to them. In the ecumenical model of contextualization, if there is a 
place for the foreigner, this is it: to do theology with, to ask questions with, 
and then respect the agency and power of the local church which will then 
determine whether or not to pursue the question.

The model of contextualization proposed by Coe in the ecumenical 
context of the WCC will be called organic contextualization throughout 
this work. The specification is necessary to differentiate it from directed 
contextualization.

Notwithstanding the strengths of Coe’s theory, there are also some 
difficulties. The fact that “local church” means different things to differ-
ing people has already been mentioned. Another question surfaces: what 
happens when there are differences in opinion regarding the reading of the 
contextuality of the local church and/or the proposed ways of addressing 
that contextuality, which is to say contextualization itself? Within a con-
gregation it is possible that women and men, or young and old, or wealthy 
and poor, read the missio dei differently. Coe never addresses this issue in 
his rather sparse writings. The local church is, in practice, never a homog-
enous body, and within a local church there are always different voices and 
interests. What is a key area of interest for one person or group within a 
local church may not be important to another group, or perhaps the groups 
have differing visions for how to address a certain issue. The best that can be 
done is to pay specific attention to different voices, not trying to force them 
all into one mold or pattern, and I have tried to do this within the context 
of my fieldwork.

In spite of these limitations, Coe’s work remains the best theoretical 
framework available for this study. I concur with Coleman and verster, 
who, after surveying the many possible definitions of contextualization 
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proposed since the 1970s, that Coe’s original theory, while older, is “the 
most complete.”29

For the sake of illustrating how the American version of contextualiza-
tion (directed) and the WCC version of contextualization (organic) func-
tion, some examples will be helpful.

Two Examples of Directed Contextualization

The first example is a harmony of the Gospels written in classical Arabic 
titled Siirat al Masiih bi Lisaan 3arabi Fasiih (or in English, The Life of the 
Messiah in a Classical Arabic Tongue). This harmony of the Gospels was 
translated/composed by two scholars, one American and one non-Christian 
Palestinian, who desired to present the teachings and life of Jesus to Mus-
lims in a manner that they would understand and accept. Multiple steps 
were taken to make this occur. First, this is one book, so the traditional four 
gospels have been folded into one.30 This is more amenable to how Mus-
lims understand the meaning of the word injiil as it occurs in the Qur’an, 
where it is portrayed as a single body of teachings given to Jesus by God. 
Second, each chapter is given a name much like the names of the surahs 
of the Qur’an. For example, Al Kalima (The Word) which is a rendition of 
the opening verses of John 1, Al Midhwad (The Manger), Al Sab3iin (The 
Seventy), Al 3arsh (The Throne), Al Xubz (The Bread), and so on. Finally, the 
verbs and nouns and sentence structure used throughout imitate Qur’anic 
language. The project is a fascinating one and warrants further research,31 
and is a good example of directed contextualization in relation to Christian 
mission to Muslims. However, it does not have its origin in the local church, 
therefore it is directed. Had the Palestinian been a Christian, and thus po-
tentially a theology-making representative of some local church, this project 
could also have possibly been considered to be organic contextualization. 
The indigenous agent was not qualified to be a theology-maker for the local 
churches, and the fruit of his labor was not at all welcomed by the local 
churches.

29. Coleman and verster, “Gospel among Muslims,” 102. For examples of other 
possible approaches see, among others, Hesselgrave, “Authentic and Relevant,” and 
kraft, “Dynamic Equivalence.”

30. The Diatessaron of Tatian, an early harmony, was not used as a template.
31. One of the individuals involved in this project is now deceased, the other (the 

American) no longer classifies himself as a Christian and in an interview (2010) told 
me he regrets the entire the endeavor.
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