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Abstract:
 This article reflects on communicating the Christian gospel 
appropriately and effectively among Southeast Asian Theravada Buddhists 
(SEATB). It is concerned with contextualizing the means of communication 
rather than theological concepts. Contextualization is often discussed with 
little reference to the level of contextualization, including: the content 
of the gospel, liturgical forms, social rules for relating, and dispositions 
shaped by Buddhist virtues used in communication.  Examples are 
given of contextualization among SEATB, and then descriptions of 
how communicators of the gospel can use dispositions shaped by key 
Buddhist virtues. An argument is made that among SEATB, the means of 
communicating the gospel is often far more important than the content 
of the gospel. This suggests that communicators of the gospel would do 
well to become competent in communicating in ways that reflect the local 
rules for relationships and by appropriating nonverbals that communicate 
dispositions of Buddhist virtue. 
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This article reflects on the task of communicating the Christian 
gospel appropriately and effectively among Southeast Asian Theravada 

Buddhists (SEATB). The ideas shared here are the result of many conversa-

tions with SEATB and colleagues who also struggle with this important task. 

Many discussions with twelve scholars and practitioners, from six different 

nations via Zoom during the COVID pandemic shaped the section on dis-

positions. More than 450 years of sincere, sacrificial, but largely ineffectual 
Christian witness among SEATB highlight the urgency of the task. Today, 

less than 1% of the Buddhist background people in Cambodia, Laos, Myan-

mar, and Thailand are Christians.1 The churches that do exist in these na-

tions tend to be small sub-cultures made up mostly of non-Buddhist ethnic 

minority groups.2 In spite of many efforts at different levels of contextualiza-

tion of the gospel message, SEATB have not shown much receptibility. The 

thesis of this article proposes that Christian witness among SEATB would be 

more appropriate and effective if it embodied dispositions that communi-

cate important SEATB virtues. I begin by discussing the challenges of four 

other levels of contextualization among SEATB to demonstrate the com-

plexity of the challenge. This then leads to the argument that embodying 

virtuous dispositions will likely allow SEATB to interpret the gospel as good 

news for their communities.

Missionaries dating back to Paul have wrestled with the tension 

between the transcendent nature of the gospel that is revealed to God’s ser-

vants who were shaped by ancient cultures. Christians in mission however 

have generally been confident in what Tennent calls the “translatability” 
of the gospel. Translatability, or in this article, contextualization, “refers to 
the ability of the gospel to be articulated, received, appropriated, and re-

produced into a potentially infinite number of cultural contexts.”3 The task 

of cross-cultural Christian witness requires contextualizing the gospel at 

several levels. 

First, the Bible must be translated into a local language. As of the 

writing of this article, missionaries have translated the full Bible into 717 

languages.4 Each of these translations required decisions about the choice 

of words, syntax, font style and layout of the Bible so that it communicates 

the gospel in ways that allow the meaning of the text to impact readers in 

ways “dynamically equivalent” to the way those who first heard the gospel 
were impacted.5 To read the Bible in any language requires the activation 

of the social experiences, history, cultural categories, and even the geo-

graphical memory of readers. Bibles translated into SEATB languages are 
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loaded with Buddhist terms. Yet translators are confident that the context of 
the biblical narrative, interpreted in the community of faith, will transform 
the meaning of these terms that once referenced the mental and spiritual 
“world” of Buddhists to point to the God of the Bible. Typically, it takes 
SEATB time to understand the new meanings and direction that the Biblical 
narrative gives formerly Buddhist terms. 

An example of a contextual issue in translation is found in John 
1:1. The Lao translation reads, “In the beginning was the phatham.”6  The 
Lao word phatham read by a Lao Buddhist typically means dharma, a refer-
ence to the sacred teaching of the Buddha.7 The Lao translation of the Bible 
requires the reader of John to transform the meaning so that phatham refers 
to Jesus, the living dharma of God. Charles Kraft would say that this is an 
“appropriate” (to the context and to the Bible)8 translation for “in the be-
ginning was the logos.”9 Eugene Nida wrote that an appropriate translation 
of the Bible should allow people “to interpret the relevance of the message 
within the context of their own lives, without having to consider or be 
distracted by the formal structures of the original communicative setting.”10

The second level of contextualization requires that Christian theo-
logical ideas be communicated by means of “bridge” ideas from within the 
local culture. In the SEATB context, we must use Buddhist concepts that 
trigger Buddhist cosmological assumptions. But Buddhist ideas can and do 
bridge understanding of Christian theological concepts. All communication 
involves some misunderstanding that must be overcome through dialogue. 
Indeed, all learning builds upon what is already known, requiring adjust-
ments and corrections to old knowledge of the world.  This will be illus-
trated in the struggle to communicate the Biblical concept of grace among 
SEATB. 

Terry Muck writes that Christians, “have not yet presented the gos-
pel of grace in a way that connects with the Hindu-Buddhist understanding 
of gift-giving [that is free and without reciprocation] or dana.”11 The biblical 
idea of free grace is understood against the backdrop of the utter holiness of 
God the creator (1 Sam. 2:2) and the sinful nature of humanity (Rom. 3:23). 
The sinful nature of humanity exists as an obstacle to human fellowship 
with the holy God of the Bible. This dilemma is only overcome by the death 
and resurrection of God’s son, Jesus Christ (Heb. 10:19). Jesus’ life, death, 
and resurrection to redeem humanity from the penalty of sin is the free 
gift of God to the world (Rom. 6:23). People must receive this gift through 
repentance from sin and faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior (Matt. 21:32). In 
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part the difference between Christian and Buddhist concepts of grace lies 

in the different ways they think about sin. For Buddhists the concept of sin 

is linked to the concept of kamma (karma).12

A fundamental Buddhist teaching is that to live is to suffer (duk-
kha).

13

 We suffer because of our persistent efforts to hold on to what is im-

permanent. Attachment to the impermanent produces kamma. “According 
to the Buddha…karma is action with intention.”

14

 It explains everything 

about a person’s station in life and everything that happens to a person is 

the result of their previous actions. To a certain degree, the Bible affirms 
this law of cause and effect by acknowledging that the result of sin is death, 

and the result of obeying God is blessing (Deuteronomy 28:1, 15; Proverbs 

10:16). But the Bible teaches that sin is ultimately a denial of God by acting 

contrary to God’s will. Meanwhile Buddhist dharma focuses on the bad 

consequences resulting from doing bad deeds with no reference to God or 

gods. If an action does not result in bad consequences, it is not typically 

considered to be evil.  This explains the Buddhist value of non-attachment. 

To be free from suffering, the consequences of our kamma, we must stop 

clinging. Clinging is the root cause of evil and suffering. Only when we 

completely let go of our clinging to the world can we escape the cycle of 

life, death, and rebirth (samsara) and achieve nibbana (nirvana) which is 

freedom from suffering or bliss. Since SEATB are pessimistic about being 

able to achieve nibbana,15

 making merit (bun) to improve the quality of 

their present and future lives is the most important practice of lay Buddhist 

people. According to Tilakaratne:

The regular life of a Buddhist is characterized by merit 

making. In fact, it is correct to say that everything he 

does as a Buddhist has to be understood with reference 

to merit making. In this context there are three merito-

rious deeds, namely, giving (dana), morality (sila), and 

meditation (bhavana). The idea is that one must engage 

in these activities as much as possible, as the more one 

does, the more one accumulates merit; and the more 

one accumulates merit the better his life in the samsara 

will be.
16

In the Lao context the Christian concept of grace is communicat-

ed by the phrase bunkhun.
17

 But the meaning of the Lao word, bunkhun, 

is set within the Buddhist narrative of dhamma. The Christian claim that 

bad kamma is overcome by the gift of grace in Jesus Christ, creates at least 

three challenges for Buddhists. First, gift giving among SEATB builds strong 
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relationships precisely because gifts obligate people to each other.18 A free 

gift that has “no strings attached” communicates that you do not want a 
relationship with the receiver. Second, Buddhists understand bunkhun as 

an ethical quality that indicates a person of merit (good kamma). But for a 

Buddhist no one’s bunkhun can liberate another person from suffering from 

their own kamma.19 Finally, God’s love in the giving of this free gift suggests 

attachment and thus God’s kamma. Theologian and missionary to Thailand, 

Kosuke Koyama notes the following:

The Christian message is based on the “infinite love” 
of God … According to ingrained Thai emotion and 

psychology, the word “love” (khwamrak) denotes 

people’s attachment to things, persons, or supernatural 

beings. Attachment inevitably produces sorrow and 

trouble. Detachment inevitably creates tranquility, 

honesty, and genuine happiness.20

There are however two ways in which bunkhun can serve as a 

theological bridge for the Biblical concept of grace. First, Christians can 

explain that while God’s grace is a free gift, God also wants to form a cov-

enant relationship with us. God, like any SEATB giver of gifts wants a rela-

tionship.21 The relationship creating nature of a gift that forms a covenant 

relationship with God is likely to be experienced as bunkhun. Second, 

bunkhun as biblical grace can be connected to powerful local symbols 

of grace. Two are worth exploring. First, the well-known bunkhun of the 

village temple abbot. Monks give freely of themselves without repayment 

of any kind. They give the laity opportunities for making merit, they teach 

children to read, counsel troubled villagers, treat illness with traditional 

medicine and help organize village work projects. Mothers also give freely 

and sacrificially by serving their children without any chance of the child 
ever being able to repay their mother’s bunkhun. Of these two symbols of 

grace, a mother is perhaps the most potent metaphor of God’s free grace 

given in covenant relationship. People commonly say that no one can repay 

the bunkhun of a mother. This kind of bunkhun forms a powerful bond be-

tween parent and child that mirrors that between God and believer. While 

all analogies have weaknesses, if these symbols are used in dialogue with 

the biblical text, the concept of the grace of God can cross the theological 

bridge and transform SEATB people in dynamically appropriate ways.22 

A third level of contextualization adapts indigenous SEATB forms 

for use in the liturgical life of the church. Churches in SEA have not used 
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many indigenous forms. Church buildings reflect western architecture, and 
congregations mostly sing western Christian songs. While SEATB typically 
take their shoes off in homes and temples it is rare to find SEA Christians 
following this practice in their churches. Sitting on a clean floor in a Bud-
dhist temple is a standard for worship but nearly all Christians sit in pews or 
chairs in their churches. However, some efforts have been made. Catholics 
have adopted Buddhist architecture for a few churches.23 A few Protestant 
congregations sit on a wood floor after removing their shoes before enter-
ing the church. More churches encourage the use of traditional musical 
instruments (such as the Lao kaen)24 and melodies for Christian worship on 
special occasions. Some Christians wear traditional clothing for important 
Christian events like Christmas and wedding ceremonies.25 

While these levels of contextualization have been implemented 
to varying degrees by missionaries among SEATB, these efforts have not 
resulted in significant church growth. Some may attribute this to SEATB not 
comprehending the gospel; but it might be because they have not yet even 
heard it. This lack of engagement of SEATB with the Christian message may 
have more to do with the means of our communication than our efforts to 
contextualize the message. “Mehrabian, a researcher of body language, . . 
. first broke down the components of a face-to-face conversation. He found 
that communication is 55% nonverbal, 38% vocal, and 7% words only.”26 
This is particularly significant in SEA, where indirect, nonverbal ways of 
communicating are often more important than what is communicated. 
Nonverbal communication plays a large role in shaping how a message is 
understood and accepted or rejected. This might be true everywhere but it 
is particularly true in SEA.

The ability of a recipient to understand the intended meaning of 
a message depends on more than the choice of symbols and syntax in the 
communicational context.27 Interpreting the meaning of a message also de-
pends on whether the message is conveyed by text message or verbally, by 
a friend or an enemy, or by a man or a woman. Sometimes the means of 
communication is so powerful that it becomes the message itself. When 
one person screams at another, the screaming says it all. Furthermore, how 
the intention of a communicator is understood determines how the messag-
es will be interpreted. Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson speak to this issue: 
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Relevance is tied to the idea of “ostension” or, “behav-
ior that makes manifest the intention to make something 
manifest.” The connection to relevance is seen in that 
processing information requires work and humans do 
not normally put forth the effort for it unless a positive 
return can be expected. Behavior that demonstrates an 
intention to communicate assumes that the speaker feels 
that processing the information will be relevant to the 
audience. (1995:49) 

In other words, “an act of ostension carries a [kind of] guarantee 
of relevance, and . . . this fact--which we will call the principle of 
relevance--makes manifest the intention behind the ostension.”28 
There are two levels of ostensive information:

The first is the information itself, which is called the 
informative intention. The second is the information 
at which the first level of information was given inten-
tionally. This is called the communicative intention. But 
there is a twist to this claim. A speaker can fulfill her 
communicative intention without fulfilling her informa-
tive intention. In other words, it is possible to successful-
ly make a hearer understand that you have information 
you want to convey without successfully conveying the 
information itself.29

If I am led to believe that a communicator is against me or is un-
trustworthy, then the way I understand the meaning of their communication 
is influenced in a negative way. The opposite is also true. Once I decide on 
a communicator’s intention it is not easy to change my understanding of 
what the person means to say. Furthermore, how recipients understand the 
intention of a communicator is largely determined by the communicator’s 
way of using (or not using) the social rules for relating and by the disposi-
tions the communicator displays. Below I will address both of these means 
of contextualized communication. 

From a biblical point of view our relationships must always be 
characterized by love of God and a love that makes us willing to lay down 
our lives for others. But cross-culturally people express and experience love 
in different ways guided by social structure. A community’s social structure 
shapes local cultural assumptions about right relationships. We can illus-
trate this by comparing one general rule for relationships among Americans 
and one for SEATB. Americans assume equality in relationships and believe 
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that relating to others as equals is “the right way.” Hierarchy is wrong, even 
if it is tolerated in some important American institutions. Even there howev-
er Americans praise leaders who put their status aside and act like they are 
“no better than others.” This pattern shapes the way they experience love. 
Not surprisingly, the key component of marriage in America is friendship 
described as finding one’s “soul mate.” 

The most fundamental rule for relationships in SEA is to relate 
in terms of a hierarchy referred to as knowing who is “older and young-
er.” While status is commonly determined by who is older, it can also be 
determined by positional power, wealth, and education. So, a person can 
be referred to as your “older brother or sister” because their social status 
is higher than one’s own even if they are younger in age. SEATB often use 
kinship terms since doing so indicates a fictive family closeness between 
people that allows for a balanced exchange of favors that tie them together. 
The exchange of favors creates strong relational bonds. The fundamental 
assumption in any SEA relationship is that someone is “older” – the patron 
– and someone is “younger” – the client. Being a superior to someone else 
but acting like their equal dishonors the person and their position. 

A communicator of the gospel to SEATB who wants their listeners 
to understand their positive intentions in communicating the gospel will 
need to communicate within the “older and younger” paradigm and use 
the appropriate rules for communicating up and down in the system. This 
system gives the role of teacher to older sisters and brothers who instruct 
younger brothers and sisters. An older sister can teach religion directly and 
expect the younger to take the message seriously. Most Americans would 
find this direct style abrasive, but it is embraced by SEATB younger-lower 
status people since it demonstrates the concern and care of the older-higher 
status person. Older brothers and sisters must care for the welfare of the 
younger. Obligation runs in both directions though they are different in 
kind. 

On the other hand, “younger” people do not teach religion to 
those who are “older.” Younger-lower status people must communicate the 
religion deferentially and indirectly. Offering religious truth to someone 
“older” must be done in the same way that SEATB offer drinking water to a 
guest. When a guest comes to the home no one asks the guest if they want 
a drink, the guest is immediately brought water (and sometimes a snack) 
which is placed in front of them. It is completely up to the guest as to 
whether they drink it or not, although to be polite most guests at least taste 
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it. Nothing is said but hospitality and deferential respect is communicated 
from the younger to the older in this way. An example will help explain how 
this can happen in Christian witness. 

A Lao older brother and I worked together for many years. He 
was not a Christian and never showed the slightest interest in the Christian 
faith. Feeling the constraint of the older to younger roles I left my Bible at 
his home. When I returned, he scolded me saying I should take better care 
of a sacred book. This was the appropriate rebuke and concern of an older 
brother. Using indirect communication, I left the Bible at his home again 
and several more times after that. After I returned to his home one day, he 
asked me to take a walk with him. While walking he explained that he 
had read my Bible twice and that he had some questions. As explained 
above, it is not in character for an older brother to ask younger brothers 
religious questions, but since he assumed I understood the book, he took 
me away from the others to ask his questions in private. After each of my 
replies to his questions, he “improved” on my answer and felt satisfied that 
he was getting somewhere. Later he went to a conference on community 
development and the Kingdom of God where an older man was teaching. 
He returned and told me he was now a Christian. The crucial point here is 
that had I tried to instruct him in the gospel I would have violated the social 
order of older-younger and this would have communicated an intention of 
trying to honor myself while dishonoring him. Because of this perceived 
intention, it would have been very unlikely that he would have interpreted 
the meaning of the gospel in a way that made it good news to him.

 The final but related level of contextualization is dispositions. The 
Bible speaks to virtuous dispositions frequently. For example, 1 Peter 3:8 
“Finally, all of you, be like-minded, be sympathetic, love one another, be 
compassionate and humble.” 2 Timothy 2:24 “… be kind to everyone, able 
to teach, not resentful. Opponents must be gently instructed.” Philippines 
4:5 “Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be 
anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with 
thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” And Galatians 5:22 “But the 
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faith-
fulness, gentleness and self-control.” As will become clear below, Christian 
and Buddhist virtues overlap but their meaning and application differ be-
cause of the larger religious narratives to which they a part. 

By dispositions Muck refers to “the way we articulate the issue at 
hand…and the way we behave, the actual way we carry out our missions 
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(that is, volitional factors).”30 Here I am also referring to the way dispositions 
are indirectly communicated through body language, speech (i.e. tone, vol-
ume, pace of speech), emotions, attitudes, and virtues.31 SEATB disposi-
tions often communicate virtues through the way bodies are positioned 
in relation to other bodies and in the way the quality of speech indicates 
deference and honor. 

The dispositions of the ideal Buddhist monk are noticeably dif-
ferent from those of the ideal Christian leader.32 Christian leaders learn to 
confidently and zealously persuade others to put their faith in Christ. They 
preach and lead with passion. They often use loud voices, work with entre-
preneurial energy, dress in western clothing that reflects the business world 
of SE Asia and use technology in a way that projects the power of consum-
erism. These dispositions appear to a SEATB to represent a person with a 
“hot heart” (chairon).33 While these characteristics of force and materialism 
can also be found among some Buddhist monks, most SEATB see this as a 
corruption of the sangha (monastic community).34 Christian witness done 
with aggressive dispositions that reflect worldly power tell Buddhists that 
the gospel produces people who cling and who suffer for their kamma. I 
suggest that adopting Buddhist dispositions as a non-verbal means of com-
municating the gospel will help SEATB to interpret the meaning of the gos-
pel as one free of kamma and thus good news. 

I turn now to discuss some key Buddhist virtues that shape Bud-
dhist dispositions in communication.35 The Buddha’s teaching on the “four 
ways of sublime living” highlights the virtues of friendliness (love), compas-
sion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity.36 Here below is a brief introduction 
to how Buddhists understand these virtues. 

Metta – To translate this word as love communicates too much 
attachment and translating it as friendliness risks sounding too distant. The 
meaning lies somewhere between. “Since clinging or craving is the root 
cause of suffering, it is important that metta is not confused with the emo-
tional love that simply reflects a need for the loved object. Metta has to be a 
non-clinging form of love, in order that other Buddhist qualities may spring 
from it. Without this, compassion for example would not be separated from 
self-interest - and can descend into ‘do-gooding’.”37 Metta is a love that 
does not seek to control or possess and that recognizes the freedom of the 
other to be what they will be. 

Karuna – “Compassion is celebrated in many of the Jataka tales, 
which claim to be about former lives of the Buddha, in the compassion of 
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a hunter who spares the life of a deer, for example, or of an hare who vol-
unteers to give his own life to feed a starving man.”38 Buddhist compassion 
is an empathetic response to the human condition of suffering resulting 
from our clinging to the impermanence of everything in our lives. Christians 
might think of John 15:13 and Matthew 5:43-48. 

Mudita – Sympathetic joy is rejoicing in the goodness of others. 
It is understood as an antidote to competitive and jealous attitudes. It is the 
discipline of rejoicing in the excellent qualities of others. By rejoicing in 
the good deeds of others we can share in the merit (the good) that results 
from their deeds.39 

Upeka – Equanimity, is “the ability to see without being caught 
by what we see . . .  which gives rise to a great sense of peace.” It is seeing 
and understanding with patience what is happening so that we do not take 
offense or get caught up in the emotions of the up and down of life that 
leads to improper and unwise responses.40 Equanimity allows us to respond 
with empathetic compassion and peace to the pain we see in the anger and 
hate others project into the world. 

All virtue must be exercised in the peaceful repose of knowing 
that all sentient beings suffer until they release their hold on the imperma-
nent, allowing the beauty of each moment to come and go without cling-
ing. Friendship, compassion, sympathetic joy must all be expressed with 
equanimity, peacefully and without clinging to what we cannot change 
or keep. The enactment of Buddhist virtues shaped as peaceful repose is 
on display in the bodies and voices of SEATB. Five examples of how these 
virtues shape dispositions communicated through bodies and voice quality 
follow. 

The first example related to the virtue of metta or friendly love, 
presents the greatest challenge for a Christian since the passionate love of 
God is what Christians seek to emulate in all their interactions. While Chris-
tians will not want to abandon the character of God’s love that causes God 
to be “jealous” (Ex. 20:5) and to “long” to be gracious to us (Is. 30:18), the 
Buddhist perspective on love can be instructive.  Scripture itself instructs us 
that our love can be misplaced (the story of David in 2 Sam. 11) and even 
idolatrous (Hosea 3:1). Furthermore, God’s love, however passionate, does 
not coerce or manipulate (Matt.10:8). Consider God’s willingness to allow 
Samuel to anoint a king even though this was a rejection of God’s lead-
ership (1 Sam. 8). Consequently, in communicating the gospel to SEATB 
Christians should demonstrate love that does not seek to control or ma-
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nipulate, but rather is characterized by a profound regard for the freedom 
for the other. Of course, deeper, and longer conversations with Buddhists 
will reveal to them new dimensions of the strength of God’s love for them. 
The practical form this can take is by relating to Buddhists as cherished 
neighbors whose welfare we seek and whose faith we respect whether they 
come to faith in Jesus or not. Just as a host does not force a guest to eat or 
drink, so Christians should in body and voice gently offer the gospel with 
dispositions that communicate deference and hospitality.  

Second, the virtue of compassion (karuna) can be communicated 
directly in word and deed in gentle and emotionally quiet ways. But it can 
also be communicated indirectly through the quality of one’s speech. That 
is, speaking with a gentle tone of voice, in low volume and with a slow 
pace of speech. Compassion is communicated by sitting with still bodies 
and silent voices with those who suffer; by listening attentively without 
judgment while others speak. Compassion quiets our need to be right, cor-
rect others, or attempt to fix what is not ours to fix. 

The third example relates to sympathetic joy (mudita) that cele-
brates the accomplishments and status of others. Perhaps the most prac-
ticed virtue among SEATB is honoring others. Honor is most often given 
for a person’s age or position, but it is also given to recognize a person’s 
bunkhun. Most typical are the celebrations of parents, monks and teachers. 
Without demonstrating respect and giving honor to elders no one can be 
said to have virtue. There simply is no occasion when a virtuous person will 
fail to show honor, respect, and deference to those above them. In everyday 
interactions honor is communicated by paying attention to the position of 
one’s body in relation to the other’s body. Questions such as, “Is my head 
above or beneath the other’s?” and “Are my feet tucked underneath me or 
pointing away from the person I wish to honor?” guide the position of her 
body. The proximity of one’s body to the other’s should be close, with some 
shoulder or hand contact if the other is of the same gender and status but 
politely separated with no contact if the other is of higher status or of the 
opposite gender. The gaze of one’s eyes is deferential when it is down or 
away from the gaze of the other’s eyes, but challenging and rude if directed 
into their eyes. One bows the head before passing in front of the other, and 
greets people of status by raising their hands, pressed together, their finger-
tips touching their forehead as they slightly bow their head. One sits on a 
chair showing respect by sitting on the front of the chair without leaning 
back. 
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Fourth, the virtue of equanimity (upeka) shapes the response to 
success, failure, difficulty, and conflict. The phrase “it is nothing” is repeat-
ed frequently.41 It is typical for SEATB confronted with a problem, conflict, 
or an insult to smile and repeat this phrase as a means of controlling un-
pleasant emotions and accepting what has occurred. An outburst of an-
ger can end relationships forever as it dishonors both the person failing 
to demonstrate equanimity and the person to whom the anger is direct-
ed. Instead of showing emotion to empathize with the other, as westerners 
tend to do, one should be sincere but remain in peaceful repose. Even big 
displays of positive emotions should be avoided as expressive joy reflects 
ignorance of the impermanence of all things. 

Finally, a practical means of communicating these virtues well is 
found in ritual. Ritual provides a powerful means of communicating hon-
or, friendship, blessing, healing, and forgiveness. Ritual words of blessing 
are spoken over a home, a meal or to a person embarking on a new en-
deavor such as international travel, business, or school creating a strong 
emotional bond. Examples of ceremonies that communicate virtue include 
the Lao baci, and the Cambodian pchum ben blessing rituals, and the Thai 
ahosikarma ritual of reconciliation.42

In a Buddhist society shaped by hierarchy and a collective concern 
for the welfare of family over a single child, the village over a single family, 
the nation over a single village, the means for communicating the gospel 
must be done with dispositions that honor a person and their kin group. 
Christians who embody these dispositions will not share all the assump-
tions they invoke that their SEATB interlocutors do. But this dissonance in 
the communicational exchange can be overcome when our intentions in 
communicating are seen as virtuous and for the welfare of SEATB. SEATB 
do not fear syncretism or the experience of difference in diversity. They ap-
preciate a virtuous person who respects the sacred whatever their religious 
tradition. Christians who can skillfully communicate the gospel by means 
of honoring others through deference to the social hierarchy and virtuous 
dispositions will help SEATB understand the gospel and be transformed in 
ways dynamically equivalent to the way it transformed people in the first 
century; even as it continues to transform the Christians who share it. 

I have argued that the importance of contextualizing the means of 
communication is more important than the contextualization of the content 
of the gospel among SEATB. If true, this thesis should prompt communica-



272     The Asbury Journal    78/2 (2023)

tors of the gospel everywhere to consider the appropriate social rules for 
relating and the right dispositions that should shape the communication of 
the gospel in their own contexts. As we consider why the church is growing 
and spiritually vital in the Global South, we are likely to find that social and 
relational factors prove far more important in this process than the contex-
tualization of ideas and forms. 
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