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I.  Preliminaries:
A. Some concerns about evangelism and proselytizing:


I have been wrestling with the issue of the ethics of evangelism and proselytizing for over a decade now.
 So let me begin by very briefly sharing three personal concerns I have about this topic.


One of my concerns, a concern that first drew me to this topic, is the fact that evangelical Christians don’t seem to worry too much about the ethics of evangelism. One finds any number of exhortations to evangelize. But, until recently, very little attention has been paid to the question of whether we go about doing evangelism in an ethical manner.

Secondly, I am finding that there are many Christians, including some evangelicals, who are quite suspicious about evangelism. Indeed, some of them are nearly as skeptical about evangelism as are atheists and agnostics. My book on the ethics of evangelism was in the main addressed to skeptics, but I have discovered that Christians need a defense of ethical evangelism as well.

Thirdly, there is considerable confusion about the language that we use in regard to evangelism and proselytizing. So let me address this confusion first of all, and examine some definitions.

 B.  Definitions: Evangelism and Proselytizing:
What do we mean by evangelism?  Since writing my book, I have become more aware of differing meanings that can be given to the word “evangelism”.  Evangelism can be understood, first of all, in terms of the Great Commission of Jesus. “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.”  And what is the promised response to such proclamation of the Good News? “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved,” we read in Mark 16:15-16).  So here evangelism is understood in terms of verbal proclamation.


Secondly, our very lives can be seen as a form of witness, as a kind of proclamation. This is incarnational evangelism, or evangelism by attraction (Gurioan 1999, p. 50).  Our lives should be such that they will prompt others to ask questions.  Peter hints at this kind of evangelism in I Peter 3:15. Of course, when our lives are different enough to prompt questions from others, then we will be forced to move from implicit to explicit evangelism, and so we are back to the first meaning of evangelism - verbal proclamation.  And when we are invited to give a reason for the hope within us, Peter goes on to say that we should do this with gentleness and respect (vs. 16).
This is an ethical exhortation.


In my reading I have also come across the term “re-evangelism.”  In this third meaning of evangelism, we are talking about people who have been baptized and have been part of the church, but who have left the faith, or perhaps can at best be described as nominal Christians, and who therefore need to be re-evangelized (Guroian 1999, pp. 241, 243). Here evangelism takes on characteristics of nurturing people back into the faith.


There is finally a broader notion of evangelism found in some Christian confessions. Catholics, for example, talk about the evangelization of culture. Orthodox Christians see Christ’s work as not limited to the saving of souls, but as including the saving of the entire cosmos (Guroian 1999, p. 238).  I’ve come to appreciate this broader notion of evangelism, and of course I am not alone in this. There has been considerable ferment in evangelicalism in the last decade or so, with increasing emphasis being given to building the kingdom of God, to deeds of compassion, and advancing social justice. Many evangelical churches today prefer to be characterized as “missional” in nature, which captures this new emphasis. 

While sympathetic to this broader notion of evangelism, my one caution would be that we must not forget the other meanings of evangelism. We must be careful not to let being missional, crowd out evangelism as proclamation, as is all too often being done in evangelical circles, I feel (see Richardson, 2013, p.134). I also worry about the blurring of the distinction between evangelism and social action, as found, for example, in the notion of “integral mission” which has acquired some currency in evangelical circles.
  Jesus sent out his disciples to preach the Good News and to heal the sick (Lk. 10:9-10).  Here we see that proclamation in word and deed are mentioned separately.  Both are important. But, the Good News is finally a story, a true story, and it will only be understood if the story is proclaimed in words.  Paul speaks to the importance of speaking the Good News when asks some telling questions:  “And how are they to believe in one of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone to proclaim him? (Rom. 10:14).  Yes, words without works are incomplete.  But works without words are also incomplete.  We need both. 

So, while I believe there is something to be said for each of these meanings of evangelism, I want to suggest that we must not forget about evangelism, understood in its narrow sense, as sharing the good news, proclaiming the gospel in words with a view to conversion and making disciples. My primary focus in this presentation is on this narrow sense of evangelism.


While writing my book, I agonized about which word to use, “evangelism” or “proselytizing.” I suspect most of my readers, maybe all, will disagree with my treating evangelism as synonymous with proselytizing.
 I realize that quite often in Christian circles, the word “proselytizing” is used to describe “unethical evangelism,” or “evangelistic malpractice,” or coercive evangelism. I have some problems with using the word “proselytizing” in this way. More specifically I have a problem with introducing another word to describe unethical evangelism. It leads to confusion, and a skirting of problems, and sometimes even dishonesty.  It is all to easy for some Christians to say that they are opposed to proselytizing, when in fact they are opposed to evangelism, and I can give you examples of such playing with words. This lacks integrity, I believe.


I think for clarity’s sake, it is better to stick with one word, “evangelism”, treating this as a neutral term from an ethical point of view, and then acknowledging that sometimes evangelism is conducted in an ethical manner, and sometimes it is done in an unethical manner.

There is one other special and narrower use of the word “proselytizing” that needs to be brought to the fore. This narrower sense of proselytizing has been the special concern of ecumenically minded Protestant, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic leaders. Here proselytizing refers to attempts by Christians from a particular church tradition to attract Christians from another church tradition. Opponents to this kind of evangelism sometimes refer to it as sheep-stealing, 
i.e. stealing members (sheep) from someone else’s church. I will deal with this special and narrow sense of proselytizing in the final section of this paper.

C.  Ethical framework:

There is a final preliminary question that needs to be dealt with before we get to the central focus of this paper.  What ethical framework do we use to deal with the ethics of evangelism and proselytizing?  For us as Christians, ethics, or the definition of right and wrong, is rooted in God, and in His word, especially God’s revelation in Jesus Christ.  Of course, there is much that could and should be said in terms of unpacking what this means for a Christian approach to ethics. But this is far beyond the scope of this paper


There is another question that needs to be addressed here. How do talk about ethics with others who don’t share our faith? I believe it is important to try to articulate an ethical framework that we as Christians share with unbelievers. I also think it is important for us as Christians who are engaged in evangelism to try to show non-christians that we are concerned about the ethics of doing evangelism. That is why I took the approach I did in my book, trying to write for both a religious and a non-religious readership.


Now, you might ask whether it is even possible to identify some common ground between believers and unbelievers when it comes to ethics. I believe it is, but don’t want to take the time to argue this point here. Instead, I simply want to suggest that the dignity and care of persons is foundational to an ethics that might be common to Christians and non-christians. 

As Christians there is of course a theological foundation for this appeal to the dignity and care of persons. The most fundamental reason for respecting the dignity of the human being is we are created in the image and likeness of a God (Gen. 1:27). We are also called to love our neighbor, and therefore the care for persons is also foundational to ethics (Mk. 12:28-31).  

It was Immanuel Kant, in the eighteenth century, who gave us the modern and secular version of an ethical theory based on the dignity of persons. Historically, this emphasis on the dignity of human beings has led to an ethics formulated in terms of individual rights and duties. Some feminist writers have reminded us of the limitations of such an ethics. What I find interesting here is that even within secular thinking about ethics, there are corrective forces moving ethics closer to a biblical approach to ethics which combines an emphasis on the dignity and worth of persons with an emphasis on love and care for persons.

My hope is that all (or at least most) people will accept the dignity and care of persons as foundational to ethics. Now we are ready to consider some arguments about the ethics of evangelism.
II. Defending Ethical Evangelism: 

I have already alluded to the fact that there are many people who object to evangelism. One encounters a host of objections to evangelism in popular opinion, in the media, and from secular academics. I believe it is important to try to answer these objections.

A.  Answering objections against evangelism:


In my book I devote three chapters to a careful consideration of about a dozen common objections against evangelism. These objections can be roughly divided into two categories.


Some of the objections are empirical in nature – based on experience. For example, it is argued that efforts at evangelism have had harmful consequences for individuals and for society as a whole. Some critics argue that evangelizing leads to resentment, hatred, bitterness, religious persecution, disunity in society, and even holy wars. (Thiessen 2011, p.114).  Others point to the historical connection between Christian missions and Western imperialism, where evangelism couldn’t help but be coercive and where it was often linked with cultural genocide (Thiessen 2011, p.96).

Sadly, very sadly, there is some truth to these empirical objections. Indeed, while working on my book, there were times when I felt that with all the horrible things that the Christian church has done throughout history with regard to winning converts, it was foolish and inappropriate for me to write a defense of evangelism (Thiessen 2011, p. xii). But, we need to be fair. All too often, claims about the harmful consequences of evangelism involve sweeping generalizations with little or no concern about concrete evidence. Is it really true that most evangelism fosters resentment, hatred, bitterness and has led to holy wars, as some critics maintain? (Thiessen 2011, p.115). Where are the empirical studies to back this up? Yes, historically, evangelism has sometimes fostered resentment and hatred, and it has sometimes led to disunity and holy wars, but not most of the time. 

And, what about the counter-evidence? How about looking at the positive consequences of evangelism - individuals who have received relief from guilt and peace of mind, or societies where revivals have led to significant moral improvement. And let’s not forget about the contribution that Christian missions has made to ending child sacrifice and other horrible practices of some cultures. Critics need to do their homework, and check the evidence carefully. All too often hasty generalizations are made. So these empirical objections aren’t as strong as is often assumed. At the same time, these objections stand as a reminder to Christians, to do our utmost to ensure that evangelism does not have the harmful consequences that sometimes have been linked to it.


The more common kind of objection to evangelism is conceptual in nature. It is often argued that there are certain characteristics of evangelism that make it immoral by its very nature.  For example, evangelism is viewed as intolerant by its very nature. Others argue that evangelism is inherently arrogant, or irrational.


I maintain that each of these arguments needs to be taken seriously. But I believe each of these objections is problematic. They are invariably based on misconceptions and arbitrary assumptions. Let me illustrate this by referring to the objection that evangelism is inherently coercive. The charge of coercion comes up very frequently with regard to evangelism. Dealing with the problem of coercion in evangelism proved to be the most challenging task in writing my book on the ethics of evangelism.  So how does one respond to the charge that evangelism is coercive?

First, there is a tendency on the part of secular critics of evangelism simply to assume that evangelism is coercive by its very nature.  For example, critics talk of evangelism in terms of cajoling others to convert. Or, they use military language, where missionaries are described as making an assault on the identity of the recipient. (Thiessen 2011, p.80). These kinds of associations simply beg the question. Evangelism becomes immoral by arbitrary definition. Such arbitrariness needs to be exposed for what it is. And we as Christians need to make sure that we don’t succumb to such arbitrary thinking ourselves.


There is another deeper issue that needs to be brought to the fore here. Underlying these arbitrary associations of evangelism with coercion, there are some deterministic assumptions about human nature. Obviously, if human beings are completely determined, then of course, all evangelism must be considered coercive, and there is nothing more to be said ----- except that this is an arbitrary and problematic assumption. (Thiessen 2011, p. 81). This is not the time or the place to try and solve the problem of freedom and determinism. Philosophers have debated this question for centuries. But it is important for us as Christians to be aware of the underlying assumptions that shape the debate about the ethics of evangelism. Deterministic assumptions are very prevalent today. Social constructivism is alive and well in the social sciences. We as Christians need to call these assumptions into question. And again, we need to make sure that our own suspicions about evangelism do not stem from the influence of deterministic assumptions that permeate the thinking of many around us.

Here I simply want to affirm a basic assumption that runs throughout Scripture, that human beings are free and are held responsible for the choices that they make. But – here is another but – we are not completely free. Freedom always arises within a context, and this also applies to personal freedom. So I prefer to talk about “limited freedom,” to more accurately describe the human condition.


However, once we admit that personal freedom is always limited, another problem comes to the fore, which plagues discussions about evangelism and coercion, and this is the problem of vagueness. The notion of coercion is inescapably vague. This means that we have to talk about degrees of coercion. I believe the critics of evangelism exploit this vagueness inherent in the concept of coercion in order to make their extreme claims to the effect that all or most evangelism is unethical.  


I have dealt at some length with the charge of coercion, frequently used to argue that evangelism in inherently unethical. Earlier I listed other objections against evangelism, to the effect that evangelism is by its very nature unethical. Similar problems arise in these other arguments. I will briefly allude to some of them in a later section. My overall conclusion is that evangelism is not, by its very nature, unethical.  I would further suggest that it is these misconceptions about the nature of evangelism that leads to exaggerated generalizations about the harmful consequences of evangelism. So, rather than condemning evangelism outright, we need to focus on defining criteria to help us to distinguish between ethical and unethical evangelism.

B.  A Positive Defence of Evangelism

So far, I have focused on answering objections against evangelism. Is there a way to defend evangelism generally? Within a Christian context it seems very easy to provide a general positive defense of evangelism. Christ has called us to proclaim the gospel and make disciples of all nations. The gospel is good news. And as Archbishop Anastasios of Albania, in his book, Facing the World, has said, bearing witness is finally an expression of love to our neighbour (2003, p. 45). To evangelize is therefore a good thing.  

But how does one defend evangelism when communicating with unbelievers? I would argue that sharing our beliefs and convictions is inevitable. Persuading others about our convictions is an essential part of our own dignity. Trying to persuade other persons of the error of their ways is also a way to honor others. Indifference is in the end an insult to others. 

John Stuart Mill, in his classic defense of liberty, specifically argues that the propagation of religious beliefs is a healthy phenomenon within a society (Mill 1978, p.33).

This general defense of evangelism is not meant to rule out the possibility of there being unethical methods of evangelism.  We can neither approve of evangelism generally, nor condemn it outright, as is sadly all too often done. Instead, we need to pay more attention to developing criteria to distinguish between ethical and unethical evangelism. Two of the later chapters in my book are devoted to this task. A summary statement of these criteria is attached as an appendix to this paper. This summary statement of these criteria is not exactly the same as found in the appendix of my book. I have reorganized them, and also revised them for a Christian readership. In what follows, I will be making frequent cross-references to this appendix. 

C. Criteria to distinguish between ethical and unethical evangelism:
Before I review these criteria, three cautionary notes: (a) It is important to realize that ethics cannot be exhaustively defined in terms of principles or specific criteria. Despite the limits of rule-oriented ethics, I believe attempting to define ethical criteria of evangelism still has some merit. (b) It should be noted further that the criteria I am proposing vary in degrees of generality or specificity. In order to solve complex moral problems we need a gradation of moral principles, ranging from the very broad and abstract to the more specific and concrete. (c) Ethical principles tend to be abstract. In the end they need to be contextualized, and this will require ethical judgment.  

1.  Foundational Criteria: The first two criteria in section #A of the appendix, give expression to the principles of dignity and care that I have already referred to as the foundation of ethics being assumed in this paper. Despite their broadness, I believe these two criteria have some concrete practical implications for evangelism which I identify under each of the two criteria in the appendix.


2. Criteria dealing with coercion: One important dimension of treating people with dignity involves respecting their freedom to make choices.  Hence the criteria of coercion in section #B of the appendix.  We have already looked at some faulty assumptions underlying the frequently made charge of coercion in evangelism. I have also mentioned the need to talk about degrees of human freedom.  But as soon as one admits to degrees of human freedom, it becomes more difficult to define what is coercive. I would argue that it is better to deal with cases of suspected coercive evangelism on a case-by-case analysis. However, I believe some broader types of coercive evangelism can be identified.  


We need to distinguish between four categories of coercion - physical, psychological, social, and inducements to convert. These four categories lead to four criteria to distinguish between ethical and unethical evangelism - # 3-6 in the appendix.


The physical coercion criterion is the easiest to deal with.  It would obviously be wrong to try to convert someone by threatening him or her with a physical beating. 

The next two criteria relating to coercion are more difficult to deal with. Vagueness seems to be inescapable in trying to define what is involved in psychological or social coercion.  The basic idea behind the psychological coercion criterion can again be stated 

quite simply - #B4 in the appendix.  Ethical evangelism avoids excessive psychological manipulation. I am using the term “manipulation” in a morally neutral sense. I believe that some degree of psychological manipulation is inescapable in normal human interactions, and it is only excessive psychological manipulation that raises moral concerns. But, when do we cross the line in manipulation becoming excessive? That is what I try to articulate under the sub-points of psychological coercion – see #4  in appendix.

Another kind of coercion is social coercion  - #5 in the appendix. I will deal with this criterion in the last section of my presentation.


A final type of coercion involves providing inducements to convert. In point #6b of the appendix, I deal with the problem of linking evangelism with humanitarian aid, medical help, and even education. I maintain that “the greater the need, the more sensitive the evangelist (or aid worker) must be to the danger of exploiting that need, and thus inducing to convert.”  

Trying to evangelize while responding to overwhelming physical needs would involve exploiting vulnerability and would be morally wrong.  


3.  The third cluster of objections to evangelism that I want to consider has to do with epistemic concerns, such as rationality, truth, and the way in which we present our claims to truth (see section #C in the appendix).  

(a) I have labeled #7, the rationality criterion. I’m not going to take time here to defend the rationality criterion of evangelism, because as a philosopher, I’m sure I would get carried away on this topic! So, just take it from me – ethical evangelism will in part be rational, and not just make an appeal to faith.

          (b) The second epistemological criterion involves truthfulness - # 8 in the appendix. The points under the truthfulness and integrity criterion are pretty straightforward, and so I don’t want to say more about the need for truthfulness and integrity in evangelism, except to mention that Paul specifically addresses the application of these criteria in II Cor. 4. (vs. 1-2).

         (c) Evangelism must also be practiced with humility - #9 in the appendix. Arrogance, a condescending attitude, and dogmatism have no place when witnessing to one’s faith. As has been said so often, evangelism is one beggar telling another beggar where to find food. There is really no room for arrogance here!

4.  Fourth cluster: Most of us live in societies that are religiously pluralistic and this calls into play a number of criteria typically associated with liberalism (see section #D in the appendix). The first is tolerance and respect for others. Unfortunately, misconceptions about the nature of tolerance abound. The traditional concept of tolerance meant only to endure, to put up with (from the Latin tolerare), nothing more than that. It did not mean one had to like something. Indeed, the need for tolerance arises precisely because one doesn’t like the other person’s ideas, for example. We tolerate an item, always in relation to some other priority that we consider higher. We believe respect for persons is more important than fighting over a disagreement about ideas. This does not mean that truth is not important. It has been well said that error has no rights, but people do. That is why we endure or put up with ideas and practices and institutions that we do not like.


Today, however, this is frequently spoken of condescendingly as “mere tolerance,” 

and it is seen as not good enough. Today a further demand is made of the tolerant person, namely, the requirement of fully accepting and even agreeing with what is different. Indeed, to disagree with someone is to be intolerant. The preferred substitute for tolerance today is mutual acceptance of each other’s ideas as equally valid. I believe this contemporary understanding of tolerance is fundamentally mistaken. It rests on a relativistic understanding of truth, which is itself problematic. Indeed, I would suggest that imposing this “all beliefs are equally valid” on everyone is the height of intolerance. We need the old-fashioned notion of tolerance as “forbearance”
- putting up with beliefs with which we disagree. Ethical evangelism will display the virtue of tolerance.

I don’t want to deal with the remaining criteria in this section here. So criteria #11 and #12 and #13 will be dealt with later. I will also treat the motivational criteria in section E of the appendix, in the last section of my paper.

5.  This concludes my all-too-hasty overview of answers to some common objections to evangelism, and the resulting criteria of ethical evangelism. I do a much more careful treatment of these objections in my book. So if you want a fuller treatment, you will have to buy my book. Now how is that for an example of unethical persuasion!


Here is my conclusion to this section, by way of summary. All arguments suggesting that evangelism is inherently wrong are unsound. This also weakens the idea that most evangelism is wrong. Instead of condemning evangelism outright, we should pay more attention to distinguishing between ethical and unethical evangelism. Hence the importance of the 15 guidelines for ethical evangelism as found in the appendix of this paper.
III.  The Ethics of the Proselytizing:

In the final section of this paper I want to deal with another kind of evangelism, which often falls under the label “proselytizing.” Here I would remind the reader that I am not talking about “proselytizing,” when this word is understood to mean evangelistic malpractice, or coercive evangelism. The focus of my comments in this last sectoin will be on “proselytizing, understood in its special and narrow sense of attempts by Christians from a particular church tradition to attract, recruit, or “evangelize,” Christians from another church tradition. Opponents to this kind of evangelism sometimes refer to it as sheep-stealing, i.e. stealing members (sheep) from someone else’s church. This issue of sheep-stealing has been the focus of tension between Orthodox and evangelical Christians.


For example, in August 1992 the heads of the two most venerated Episcopal sees in Armenian Christianity issued a joint encyclical entitled “Fatherly Advice”. The two patriarchs objected to the notion that Armenia was a field ripe for proselytism. “Armenia is not a mission-field for Christian evangelism,” they insisted. They spoke of proselytizing as “soul stealing,” the illicit conversion of Christians from one confession to another within an already Christianized nation.” This activity is “a threat to Christian unity . . . and to national unity,” they maintained (Guroian 1999, 231).

It is this kind proselytizing, or soul stealing, that is one of the “hard issues” that the organizers of this consultation have chosen to deal with during this week of discussion. Working towards reconciliation regarding hard issues is not easy. It requires naming the tensions that exist and then trying to discuss these in an open and loving manner. Archbishop Anastasios of Albania, in his book, Facing the World, has highlighted this requirement of international interfaith dialogue, and he goes on to say, that “This truthful approach is at bottom a loving approach, one that promotes a koinonia of love” (2003, p. 48). I agree, and I pray that what I have to say might be helpful.

So, how do we deal with the differences between Evangelical and Orthodox Christians on this matter of proselytizing? In part the differences are theological in nature. But, I am a philosopher, and not a theologian. So, I am very happy to defer to my respondents when it comes to sorting out the theological differences between Orthodox and Evangelical Christians on this matter. My focus is on the ethics of proselytizing. I want to identify points where there might be agreement between Orthodox and Evangelical Christians on the ethics of proselytizing. I also want to identify some of the ethical issues that evangelicals ought to be considering when they feel called to proselytize in Orthodox contexts. At the same time, I want to identify some of the ethical issues that Orthodox leaders ought to consider when they are resisting the proselytizing activities of others. I want to speak to five different points.



1. The first point is related to the previous section of my presentation where I dealt with the ethics of evangelism generally. One of the problems with the repeated condemnations of proselytizing is that this pejorative and narrow notion of proselytizing is invariably loaded with other nuances, which then make it easy to condemn proselytizing or sheep-stealing. For example, in a study document of a Joint Working Group of the World Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church, the term proselytism is applied to “activities of Christians to win adherents from other Christian communities,” based on “unworthy motives” or done by “unjust means that violate the conscience of the human person” (1996, 216; cf. Joint Working Group, 1996; Gurioan 1999, p. 241). 

Definitions such as these simply confuse the issue, and I could give more examples. 

We need to separate the issue of trying to convert someone already belonging to a church, from the issue of using unjust or improper means in doing so. Most Christians, including evangelical Christians, who are frequently the target of charges of proselytizing in this narrow sense, acknowledge the wrongness of unjust and coercive means of evangelism (Robeck 1996, 7). 


Let me illustrate this point by drawing on a book written by a friend of mine, Perry Glanzer (2002). In 1992, three officials from the Russian Ministry of Education recognized a moral vacuum in post-communist Russian education. So they invited representatives of The CoMission, a group of sixty Evangelical Christian organizations in North America to spearhead a program to instruct Russian public school teachers on how to teach Christian ethics. However, throughout the implementation of this program there was a tension between offering education about Christian morals, and leading teachers and students towards conversion to Christianity. One of the CoMission leaders had this to say about the curriculum used in the schools: “In my opinion, it is not a curriculum of ethics. It is more an introduction to Christianity…. To be honest, I think it is a little unethical” (Glanzer 2002, 42). Indeed, to offer a course in Christianity, when the request was for a course in ethics is to be dishonest This violates the truthfulness criterion, #8 in the appendix.

Glanzer also points to duplicity in recruiting missionaries/educators. In the main, the 1,500 people recruited to help train teachers in Russia, were not educators, and were not trained to teach Christian ethics, but were in fact evangelists and missionaries. This again violates the principle of integrity (cf. Glanzer 2002, 196). Glanzer, in reviewing this experiment in mission and education sums up: “The Orthodox Church had good reason to distrust Western missionaries who were using government schools to further their evangelistic and church planting aims without revealing this agenda” (1999, 305). I would concur with Glanzer’s assessment. So here we have Glanzer and myself, two evangelicals, agreeing with an Orthodox critique of an evangelical approach to proselytizing in Orthodox territory. I want to suggest that there is room for more agreement between evangelicals and Orthodox leaders if we focus specifically on the ethics of proselytizing 


I’ll just make brief mention of one other practice that concerns me. I know of churches in my own denomination that have sent small groups of Christians to the Ukraine or Russia for 2-3 weeks, to engage in evangelism. These groups travel around to villages with a translator and share their personal testimony. But I think this approach raises some ethical questions. What we have here are foreigners trying to evangelize, via a translator, often with little or no understanding of the culture into which they are speaking, and with no long-term commitment to the persons they are speaking to. Does this not violate the dignity criterion of ethical evangelism? And what about the 12th. criterion of ethical evangelism in the appendix?  Ethical evangelism is sensitive to the culture of the recipients. I’m not sure the above approach satisfies this criterion either.  

So, here are two suggestions by way of summing up my first point in this section: (a) I believe evangelicals should be bolder in identifying and condemning the unethical aspects of proselytizing. (b) I would also suggest that Orthodox leaders need to be clearer in separating theological and ethical concerns when objecting to proselytizing.

2.  Vigen Gurioan highlights differences in anthropology as contributing to evangelical 

and Orthodox tensions with regard to the ethics of proselytizing. He contrasts the individualism of Western theology and the communitarian emphasis in Orthodox theology (Gurioan 1999, p.238). I think he is right in highlighting this difference as it relates to proselytizing. I worry about the individualism that has infected the Western church. But from my reading, I am equally worried about what I see as an over-emphasis on communal identity within Orthodoxy. I would suggest that the truth here is somewhere in the middle. We need to balance an emphasis on the individual with an emphasis on community. I want to suggest that there is room for Evangelical and Orthodox Christians to come to closer agreement on this matter.

But what does this need for a balance between the individual and the community entail  for the ethics of proselytizing? My hunch is that the Orthodox participants in this consultation will have found my treatment of the ethics of evangelism too individualistic in orientation. But I would draw your attention to criterion #11 in the appendix, where I quite specifically address the issue of communal identity. I would hope that this criterion would address some of the concerns about evangelical evangelism in Orthodox domains. I wonder whether evangelicals have paid enough attention to criterion #11 when it comes to practicing evangelism in countries with a dominant Orthodox culture? At the same time, I wonder whether there is a need for Orthodoxy to acknowledge that there is at least some validity to the idea that the individual too must respond to God? While the ideal might be for a whole people to worship and serve God, we must be careful not to violate the dignity and freedom of the individual. And remember that I am here dealing with ethical concerns.

3.  My third point is closely related to the previous point, but focuses on differences in 

ecclesiology between evangelicals and Orthodox. Evangelicals have a voluntaristic conception of the church (Guroian 1994, p.240). They reject pedobaptism. They also adhere to a separation of the church and state. In Orthodox theology, however, the church is understood corporately and organically, and is identified with a people, a land, and a nation (Guroian 1994, p.242).  Again, I don’t want to sort out the theological differences here. Instead, I want to focus on some ethical questions that arise from these differences in ecclesiology - two points, relating to coercion.


 (a) The first point comes out of my being an Anabaptist and Mennonite, so you might

simply want to dismiss it as coming from a descendant of that radical fringe of the Reformation!  I think there is an ethical question that is seldom faced with regard to the practice of pedobaptism, which of course is not unique to Orthodoxy. The question is this - Is not child baptism coercive by its very nature? Now you might be surprised to hear that I don’t think child baptism is necessarily coercive in a pejorative sense. Why?  Because children are by their very nature dependant creatures. They are not autonomous individuals who can make completely independent choices. It is adults, parents, the church, and surrounding culture that shape young children, and indeed make the bulk of their choices.


Again, some questions for both evangelicals and Orthodox. (i)  Are evangelicals, in their resistance to pedobaptism, sufficiently sensitive to the unique status of young children, and the inevitability of imposing adult values and choices on children? And, is not the practice of child dedication very similar to infant baptism? (ii) Are Orthodox theologians sufficiently sensitive to the need to gradually free maturing children to make their own decisions with regard to either affirming or rejecting the faith into which they were baptized? And, when young adults, or even adults, reject the faith into which they were baptized, might there be a need to introduce the language of re-evangelism” or “recommitment”, and maybe even “conversion,” to account for the church’s task in bringing these people back into the faith? (see Guroian 1999, pp. 241, 243, 239). I want to stress that these questions are not just theological in nature, but ethical as well.
 


(b) My second point in relation to coercion relates to criterion #5 in the appendix, where I deal with social coercion. Ethical evangelism will avoid excessive forms of social pressure to bring about conversions. Every effort must also be made not to exploit power-imbalances when evangelizing.


This raises some additional ethical questions regarding proselytizing understood as sheep-stealing: Does the very notion of an established church not bring with it the risk of excessive forms of social pressure and the exploiting of power-imbalances in evangelizing and re-evangelizing its people? And is there a danger of exaggerating the threat posed by evangelical proselytizing in countries where there is an established church?

Now a question for evangelicals, especially those coming from North America to evangelize in Eastern Europe. This is a question I became particularly sensitive to while I spent a semester teaching in Lithuania in 1993. Are Western evangelical missionaries sensitive to the possibility of a perceived power-imbalance when evangelizing in Eastern Europe? 

4.  My fourth point involves a friendly challenge to both Orthodox and evangelical Christians. I draw attention here to criterion # 13 in the appendix.  I call it the Golden Rule for ethical evangelism. If you want to evangelize, then you should allow others to do the same. I recently had a conversation with an evangelical leader who was quite ready to grant to Christian parents the right to evangelize their own children, but didn’t want to extend that right to Muslim parents. Does this not violate the Golden Rule for ethical evangelism? And what about Orthodox resistance to the proselytizing activities of evangelicals in Orthodox territory? Is this not also a violation of the Golden Rule for ethical evangelism?

Here let me dare to make an application that both evangelicals and Orthodox Christians might find problematic. In my reading, I have found both groups objecting to the evangelizing activities of cults. I believe this betrays the Golden Rule of evangelism. Now please don’t get me wrong. I think cults sometimes use unethical means of recruitment. These can and should be condemned. But, I think it violates the Golden Rule for ethical evangelism to insist that evangelicals or Orthodox have the right to evangelize, and then to deny this right for cults, simply because they are cults. The Golden Rule taught by Jesus implies, I believe, that if you want the right and privilege to evangelize, then you should extend that right and privilege to the cults, to Jehovah’s Witnesses, to Muslims, to Buddhists, and even to atheists.


Of course, this is very much in keeping with the ideal of religious freedom. But, I believe the ideal of religious freedom is grounded in a biblical worldview. Religious freedom is central to upholding the dignity of human beings, and so we are back to the foundation of ethics that we started with.

5.  A final point involves the criteria of motivation – #14 & #15 in the appendix. The primary motivation for ethical evangelism is faithfulness to Jesus Christ, love for and obedience to God, and love for humanity. Ego-centric motives, like a preoccupation with growing “my” church are simply not in keeping with the spirit of Jesus Christ. It is difficult to assess someone else’s motivation so perhaps the application of the motivation criteria is best left for self-assessment. So, some final questions: To evangelicals - What is your motivation in evangelism? And to the Orthodox – What is your motivation in resisting the evangelistic activities of evangelicals?

 Conclusion:

There is so much more that could be said. But I hope I have stimulated your thinking about the ethics of evangelism and the ethics of proselytizing. I am convinced that we need to be concerned not only about the message of evangelism, but also about doing evangelism in a way that honors Jesus, our Lord and Savior. Christ’s message needs to be delivered in Christ’s way. May God help us to be faithful.

Appendix:

Summary of 15 Criteria to Distinguish Between Ethical and Unethical Evangelism and Proselytizing. 
Adapted from Appendix 1, pp.234-7, of The Ethics of Evangelism:  A Philosophical Defence of Ethical Proselytizing and Persuasion by Elmer J. Thiessen (Paternoster and IVP Academic, 2011).

(The appendix is here re-organized, slightly revised, and adapted for a Christian readership.)

A. Foundational Criteria:

1. Dignity:  Ethical evangelism is always done in such a way as to protect the dignity and worth of those being evangelized. Evangelism becomes unethical when it reduces the potential convert to the status of an object or a pawn in the evangelism program of any person, church, or church organization. 

2. Care:  Ethical evangelism must always be an expression of concern for the whole person and all of his or her needs – physical, social, economic, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual. To care only for the salvation of souls is unethical. It involves an objectification of a part of the person and as such violates that person’s dignity. 

B. Criteria relating to the Freedom and Dignity of Persons:

The freedom to make choices is central to the dignity of persons created in God’s image. Ethical evangelism will therefore allow persons to make a genuinely free and uncoerced choice with regard to conversion. While recognizing the vagueness inherent in the notion of coercion, the following are some guidelines to ensure that the freedom and dignity of persons is respected when doing evangelism.

3. Physical coercion:  Evangelism involving the use of physical force or threats is unethical. 

4. Psychological coercion:  Ethical evangelism avoids excessive psychological manipulation.

There are various ways in which evangelism can be excessively psychologically manipulative. 

(a) Christians engaged in evangelism should avoid intense, repeated, and extremely programmatic approaches to bringing about conversions. (b) Care must be taken to avoid exploiting vulnerability. This becomes especially important when dealing with children, the vulnerable, and individuals or groups facing any kind of crisis. (c) Excessive appeals to emotion and fear in evangelism must be avoided. 


5. Social coercion:  While acknowledging that some degree of power and social control is inescapable in human relationships, ethical evangelism will avoid excessive forms of social pressure to bring about conversions. Every effort must also be made not to exploit power-imbalances when evangelising.


6. Inducements to convert:  

(a) Evangelism should not be combined with material enticement such as money, gifts, or privileges. 

(b) In situations where providing medical care, humanitarian aid, or education is in some way linked with evangelism, the greater the need, the more sensitive the evangelist must be to the danger of exploiting that need, and thus inducing to convert. (c) In situations where physical needs are overwhelming, evangelism should be postponed and kept entirely separate from the activity of responding to these physical needs. (d) A further requirement is a high standard of transparency. When evangelism and aid are combined, recipients must be given a clear sense that it is perfectly acceptable for them to accept aid or medical help, and yet refuse any persuasive appeals to convert.

C. Epistemological Criteria:

7. Rationality:  Evangelism can involve persuasion. Ethical evangelism will provide adequate 

information to enable a person to make a decision to convert. It also includes giving reasons for the proposed change of heart and mind. Evangelism that sidesteps human reason entirely is unethical. 

8.  Truthfulness and integrity should characterize ethical evangelism. 

(a) Truth:  Ethical evangelism is careful always to speak the truth about the Christian gospel and the

         history of the Christian church. It is truthful also with regard to what it says about other religions. 

(b) Integrity:  Integrity and authenticity characterize the ethical evangelist.

(c) Hidden agendas:  Evangelism accompanied by hidden agendas, hidden identities, lying, deception, 

and failure to speak the truth should be condemned as unethical. 

      
9. Humility:  Ethical evangelism is charact erized by humility. Evangelism becomes unethical when it becomes arrogant, condescending, and dogmatic in the claims being made.

D. Criteria relating to Pluralism:

10. Tolerance:  Ethical evangelism treats persons holding beliefs differing from that of the evangelist with love and respect. While it does not preclude fair criticism of other religious or irreligious beliefs, it treats the same with respect, and avoids hostile attitudes or the use of insulting and abusive language against other religions and worldviews. 

11. Communal Identity:  Ethical evangelism will also take into account and show respect for the communal identity of those being evangelized. Evangelism which completely disregards the dignity of the individual as rooted in his or her social attachments is unethical. 


12. Cultural Sensitivity:  Ethical evangelism is sensitive to the culture of the recipients. It values the uniqueness of each culture, and attempts to retain what is good or neutral within each culture, while at the same time seeking to convey the transformative message that is part of any attempt at evangelism. To impose a particular cultural expression of Christianity on another culture is unethical.

13. Golden Rule: Ethical evangelism operates under the assumption that other religious groups or individuals have the right to evangelize as well. It is unethical to assume or to work towards a monopoly of evangelism.


E. Motivational Criteria:

14.  The primary motivation for ethical evangelism is faithfulness to Jesus Christ, love for and obedience to God, and love for humanity. Ethical evangelism is other-centred. It grows out of genuine concern for the other person’s well-being. It is incumbent on evangelists to examine their motives, and to ensure that their work is not done out of ego-centric motives such as personal benefit and reward, personal domination over another person, and personal satisfaction about growth of one’s church.


15. Ethical evangelism is also not pre-occupied with results, success, numbers of converts, or church growth. These should be seen as a by-product of ethical evangelism, not a motivating force. 
Bibliography:

Archbishop Anastasios (Yannoulatos).  2003. Facing the World:  Orthodox Christian Essays on 

Global Concerns. Translated by Pavlos Gottfried. Crestwood, New York:  St. Vladmimir’s Seminary Press.

Steve Bradbury. 2012.  “The Micah Mandate: An Evangelical View.” In Matthew Clarke (ed.),  

Mission and Development: God’s Work or Good Works, pp.103-122. London & N.Y. Continuum. 

Glanzer, Perry. 1999. “Teaching Christian Ethics in Russian Public Schools: The Testing of Russia’s Church-State Boundaries”. Journal of Church and State 41(2):285-306.

____________. 2002.  The Quest for Russia’s Soul:  Evangelicals and Moral Education in Post-Commmunist

 Russia. Waco, Texas. Baylor University Press.

Guroian, Vigen.  1994.  Ethics After Christendom:  Toward an Ecclesial Christian Ethic.Grand Rapids, 

Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 

__________________.  1999.  “Evangelism and Mission in the Orthodox Tradition,” In John Witte 

and Richard Martin (eds.), Sharing The Book: Religious Perspectives on the Rights and Wrongs of Proselytism, pp. 231-44. Maryknoll, New York:  Orbis Books.

Joint Working Group between the World Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church. 1996. “The Challenge of Proselytism and the Calling to Common Witness”. The Ecumenical Review 48(2):212-21. 

Mill, J.S. 1978. On Liberty. Indianapolis: Hackett. (Original work published 1859)

Richardson, Rick. 2013. “Emerging Missional Movements:  and Overview and Assessment of Some 

Implications for Mission(s).” International Bulletin of Missionary Research, no 3, pp.131-6.

Robeck, C.M. 1996. “Mission and the Issue of Proselytism”. International Bulletin of Missionary Research 20(1):2-9. 

Thiessen, Elmer John.  1993. Teaching for Commitment:  Liberal Education, Indoctrination, and Christian 


Nurture. Montreal & Kingston:  McGill-Queen’s University Press.
                                  .  2001.  In Defence of Religious Schools and Colleges. Montreal & Kingston:  


McGill-Queen’s University Press.

_________________.  2011.  The Ethics of Evangelism:  A Philosophical Defence of Proselytizing and 


Persuasion. Crownhill, Milton Keynes: Paternoster Press, and Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic,

Endnotes:





� See my book, The Ethics of Evangelism (2011).


�  For example, the notion of “integral mission” has been central to the Micah Network, a loose global alliance of over 330 evangelical Christian relief, development and justice organizations that until recently was headed by René Padilla. At its first global consultation, held in Oxford, UK in September 2001, the network members crafted a “Declaration on Integral Mission” based on Micah 6:8.  Embedded in the heart of the declaration is a short definition of integral mission which tries overcome the typical dichotomies between evangelism and social action.  See Steve Bradbury, in Clarke, pp. 103-22 for a description of the Micah Network, its mandate, and its definition of integral mission.  See also � HYPERLINK "http://www.micahnetwork.org/sites/default/files/doc/page/mn_integral_mission_declaration_en.pdf" �http://www.micahnetwork.org/sites/default/files/doc/page/mn_integral_mission_declaration_en.pdf� (accessed April 6, 2013).


� My primary reason for using both terms was that I was writing this book for both a secular and a religious readership, and I felt that “proselytizing” was a term that the secular readership was more familiar with.  


�  For a more detailed treatment of the considerations that form the backdrop to these questions, I would refer the reader to my first book entitled Teaching for Commitment (1993), which deals with the problem of indoctrination.











