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I.  Preliminaries:

     A. Some concerns about evangelism and proselytizing:

1.  Until recently, evangelical Christians have tended to neglect the question of the ethics of

 evangelism.


2.  I am finding that there are many Christians, including some evangelicals, who are quite 

suspicious about evangelism.


3.  There is considerable confusion about the language that we use in regard to evangelism 

and proselytizing.

     B. Definitions: Evangelism and Proselytizing:

1.  Four meanings of evangelism: verbal proclamation; incarnational evangelism; 

re-evangelism; building God’s kingdom or being missional.

2.  My primary focus is on evangelism understood as sharing the good news and proclaiming

the gospel of Jesus Christ, though I will be touching on the other meanings.  

3. Sometimes “proselytizing” is understood as evangelistic malpractice.  I worry about introducing another word for unethical evangelism. 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 evangelism can be done in either an ethical or an unethical manner.


4.  Another special and narrower use of the word “proselytizing” refers to attempts by Christians from a particular church tradition to attract Christians from another church tradition. Opponents of proselytizing sometimes refer to this as sheep-stealing. To be dealt with in section #III.

     C.  Ethical framework:

I propose the dignity and care of persons as foundational to ethics. For Christians the dignity and care of human beings is grounded in the fact that humanity is created in the image and likeness of a God who in his very essence is a community of being.  Loving and caring for our neighbor is also foundational to ethics. Immanuel Kant, in the eighteenth century, gave us the modern and secular version of an ethical theory based on the dignity of persons.  Is there some common ground between a Christian and a secular foundation to ethics?

II. Defending Ethical Evangelism: 

     A.  Answering skeptics’ charges against evangelism:


1.  Some objections to evangelism are empirical in nature. Critics maintain that efforts at evangelism have had harmful consequences for individuals and for society as a whole.  It is argued, for example, that evangelizing leads to resentment, hatred, bitterness, religious persecution, disunity in society, and even holy wars. But, all too often, claims about the harmful consequences of evangelism involve sweeping generalizations with little or no concern about concrete evidence. Critics further often fail to look at the positive consequences of evangelism.


2.  The more common kind of objection to evangelism is conceptual in nature.  It is argued that evangelism is intolerant, or arrogant, or irrational by its very nature. I maintain that while each of these arguments needs to be taken seriously, they are based on misconceptions and arbitrary assumptions. Example: the charge that evangelism is inherently coercive.

I conclude that all arguments suggesting that evangelism is inherently wrong are unsound. This also weakens the claim that most evangelism is wrong. 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:  (This section will be omitted)

For Christians, evangelism grows out of our love for God and neighbor.  For all people, sharing their beliefs and persuading others about their convictions is an essential part of their own dignity, and is also a key to honoring the dignity of others. John Stuart Mill, in his classic defense of liberty, also argued that the propagation of controversial religious ideas was good for a society.

     C. Criteria to distinguish between ethical and unethical evangelism:
Here I will deal with the 15 criteria summarized in your other handout.

III.  The Ethics of the Proselytizing or Sheep-stealing:

Key Resources: Vigen Guroian, Ethics After Christendom:  Toward an Ecclesial Christian Ethic (Eerdmans, 1994); and his essay, “Evangelism and Mission in the Orthodox Tradition,” in Sharing The Book: Religious Perspectives on the Rights and Wrongs of Proselytism, edited by John Witte and Richard Martin (Orbis, 1999, pp. 231-44).

In this section, my focus 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 a source of tension between Orthodox and evangelical Christians. 
1. Condemnations of proselytizing understood in the special and narrow sense of sheep-stealing are invariably loaded with other nuances (e.g. unworthy motives, unjust means), which then make it easy to paint it in a negative light. We need to separate ethical and theological concerns underlying proselytizing.  Two suggestions: a. Evangelicals should be bolder in identifying and condemning unethical aspects of proselytizing.  b. Orthodox leaders need to be clearer in separating theological and ethical concerns when objecting to proselytizing. Example taken from Perry Glanzer’s The Quest for Russia’s Soul: Evangelicals and Moral Education in Post-Commmunist Russia (Baylor Un. Press, 2002)
2. In developing an ethics of proselytizing, we need to make sure that we maintain a balance between individual and communal identity (see criterion #11 in handout).

3.  Some questions about coercion in evangelical and Orthodox ecclesiologies:  

a. Is pedobaptism coercive by nature? Are Evangelical theologians, 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? 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?

b.  Social coercion is also ethically wrong (see criterion #5 in handout). Does the notion 

of an established church bring with it the risk of excessive forms of social pressure and the exploiting of power-imbalances in evangelizing its people? Are Western evangelical missionaries sensitive to the possibility of a perceived power-imbalance when evangelizing in Eastern Europe?


4.  The golden rule of evangelism (see criterion #13 in handout).  If you want to evangelize, then you ought to allow others to do the same.

5.  Application of the criteria of motivation (see criteria #14 & #15 in handout). 
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For a treatment of nurture or evangelism of children in the home and in religious schools, see my other books:

Teaching for Commitment:  Liberal Education, Indoctrination, and Christian Nurture, and In Defence of Religious Schools and Colleges. (Montreal & Kingston:  McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993 & 2001).
