
SYNCRETISM: 
An Ever Present Danger



Papua New Guinea 



Bisorio 





Bisorio 



Bisorio 



Bisorio 

Balaibaga 



Bisorio 

Inaru 

Malaumada 

Hewa 

Balaibaga 

Hanamada 

Alibauwa 

Wilifa 

7 day 
 hike



Bisorio 

Inaru 

Bagwido 

Malaumada 

Hewa 

Balaibaga 

Hanamada 

Alibauwa 

Wilifa 

7 day 
 hike



Bisorio 

Inaru 

Bagwido 

Malaumada 

Hewa 

Balaibaga 

Hanamada 

Alibauwa 

Wilifa 

7 day 
 hike

“...because they have seen the changed lives           
of the Bisorios. Isn't that awesome?                          

They notice a difference in the lives of the    
Bisorios and it has created a hunger in them.”                                                 

                                                   - Ethnos360 missionary, Brian Holmquist 





And Jesus came and said to them,                                       
“All authority in heaven and on earth                       

has been given to me.                                               
Go therefore and make disciples                    

of all nations…”

Matt 28:18-19



“By this my Father is glorified, that you bear 
much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.”


John 15:8

…make disciples of all nations…



Pray “...that I might make it clear  
in the way I ought to speak” 

                                            

                                                                                                           Col 4:4
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Clear Communication A Crucial Need:



“It is well to keep in mind that  
effective communication is not easily achieved  
and miscommunication is not easy to avoid” 

                                    David Hesselgrave



SYNCRETISM: 
An Ever Present Danger



Thailand



wat -  buddhist temple

Folk Buddhism



“What language does Jesus speak?                     
Can his words truly be understood by anyone? 

Consider what it means for a Thai Folk Buddhist          
to hear a Christian sermon.”

“Typically, a Thai would go to the Buddhist wat and 
listen to the sermon in order to make merit.                   

The purpose of listening to chanting in Sanskrit               
is not to convey meaning but                                       
for the transference of merit                                  

through the hearing of the sounds.                           
The words themselves are considered                    

sacred, powerful and meritorious for the soul.”

Folk Buddhism



“He or she sits on a pew in a church,                  
listens to a “sermon” and doesn’t necessarily 
understand the meaning of what was spoken. 

What is the effect?                                             
That person leaves thinking,                               

“So what if I don’t understand anything?               
I’ve just made merit the Christian way!”  

- Paul H DeNeui

wat - buddhist temple Thai church
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Power 
to gain merit 
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Evangelical Christians
daily protection and guidance 

                                      



“Christians”

material blessings 
and well-being 

                                      



“Split-level Christianity”

“…the persistence of a two-tier 
Christianity around the world 
despite centuries of instruction 
and condemnations by missionaries 
and church leaders…”

“…a phenomenon that impacts 
every corner of the world today”

“…has sapped the vitality of churches and 
limited Christianity to a segment of 
people’s lives”



“…implying quite a different 
interpretation of the universe and 
the world of spirit from the 
Christian interpretation. In the 
crises of life and rites of passage 
the Church is an alien thing.”

            “…a great deal of the normal 
communal activities of the converts lie 
outside their Christian activities, and that 
for all their influence, the Christian 
churches are still alien institutions…”

“Split-level Christianity”



“The failure to understand 
folk religions  

has been a major blind spot 
in missions,  

and is, in part, the cause for 
the split-level Christianity 
found around the world”  
                  Understanding Folk Religion



This new (“need for speed”) understanding of the 
task of international missions is so common today 

that many consider it to be normative.  

David Sills
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This new (“need for speed”) understanding of the 
task of international missions is so common today 

that many consider it to be normative.  
Since the prevalence of this methodology has been 
growing for well over a decade, we are now seeing 

its consequences and ramifications. 

David Sills



The most frequent consequence is that churches left in 
the wake of such efforts either fall apart rapidly and 
disappear or degenerate into dysfunctional gatherings 

with unbiblical doctrine and practice.                                                            
As a result, the new believers are often victims of 

aberrant doctrine, heresy, cult outreach, or         
nominal Christianity for the rest of their lives.   
    The church the missionaries leave behind                    

is very often anemic at best and                                     
a syncretistic aberration at worst.   

       

M. David Sills, Reaching and Teaching, page 12
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          “It is dangerous to have zeal 
     without knowledge…”   Pro 19:2 (NET)



“More than any other communicator,  
the Christian missionary 

 should have the incentive to discover all he can about the 
people he desires to win for Christ— 

the way they think, speak, act, evaluate, and decide— 
and the remote and contemporary background         
factors that have molded their present state” 

                                                              
                                              David Hesselgrave



“The wisdom of the prudent  
is to understand his way”                                                          
                                 Pro 14:8

“Every prudent man  
acts with knowledge”                                                               

               Pro 13:16



Biblically-principled  
Comprehensive Ministry Strategy
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Church
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Comprehensive Ministry Strategy
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Church

He is the one we proclaim, 
admonishing and teaching everyone 

with all wisdom, so that we may 
present everyone fully mature in Christ. 

To this end I strenuously contend           
with all the energy Christ                                 

so powerfully works in me.

Col 1:28-29
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Pre-Evan Evangelism Mature 
Church

Beginning 
Church

Biblically-principled  
Comprehensive Ministry Strategy

Developing 
Church

“If one gives an answer before he hears, it 
is his folly and shame.”              Pro 18:13

The heart of the righteous studies how to answer” 
                                                                                                                                                Pro 15:28



Flaw of the Excluded Middle
“I had excluded the middle level from my own 
worldview. As a scientist I had been trained to deal 
with the empirical world in naturalistic terms. 
Consequently, I had no answers to the questions 
they raised.

It should be apparent why many missionaries 
trained in the West had no answers to the problems 
of the middle level — they often did not even see it.

The result, as Newbigin has pointed out, is that 
Western Christian missions have been one of 
the greatest secularizing forces in history.” 
                                                                                                  

                                                               - Paul Hiebert 



“high god”
The high god from the sphere of cosmic beings and 
forces is often a creator figure and may also be the 
author of the moral code for humans. However, the 
high god is often seen as far removed and distant, 
uninterested in the everyday affairs of mankind. 

“excluded middle”
This sphere consists of local gods, demons, evil 
spirits, ghosts, ancestor spirits, the evil eye, the 
evil tongue, mana, and so on. Man seeks to 
manipulate these spiritual beings and impersonal 
forces through such means as gift giving, bribes, 
rituals, incantations, offerings and amulets.

“material world”
This realm addresses the nature and 
order of the natural world, and of 
humans and their social relationships

Adapted from Hiebert, Paul G., R. Daniel Shaw and Tite Tiénou (1999).   Understanding Folk Religion 
(chapter 3).  Grand Rapids, MI:  Baker Books. 

WORLDVIEW
Folk Religious
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Evil Eye

- adversely affect a person’s health
- cause crop or business failure
- affect well-being of livestock
- cause people to become impotent or even die

associated with envy
compliments are held with suspicion

“the projection of malevolent power upon                  
a person or object by gazing at it”

- Van Rheenen



Countering the evil eye



“high god”
The high god from the sphere of cosmic beings and 
forces is often a creator figure and may also be the 
author of the moral code for humans. However, the 
high god is often seen as far removed and distant, 
uninterested in the everyday affairs of mankind. 

“material world”
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order of the natural world, and of 
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Adapted from Hiebert, Paul G., R. Daniel Shaw and Tite Tiénou (1999).   Understanding Folk Religion 
(chapter 3).  Grand Rapids, MI:  Baker Books. 

“middle sphere”
This sphere consists of local gods, demons, evil 
spirits, ghosts, ancestor spirits, the evil eye, the 
evil tongue, mana, and so on. Man seeks to 
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“Ancestral preeminence is one of                                        
the main tenets of animistic religion.                                      
To the animist, survival of the dead                            

is not a matter of argument; it is an axiom of life”  
                                                                                      - Philip Steyne 

“Because of this propensity to believe in the 
continuity of the dead, animists are generally   
more concerned with ancestors and ghosts  
than with any other type of spiritual being” 

                                            - Van Rheenen 



ancestors provide ongoing 
support for the living

The dead are understood to be ongoing functioning 
members of the living human community. 



“Ancestors provide people with                             
a cosmic view of reality and their place in it. 

The living are not alone                                          
in a harsh, impersonal world.                            

They belong to large families and  
are surrounded by powerful ancestors.” 

                           - Hiebert, Shaw and Tiénou 

ancestors provide ongoing 
support for the living



ancestors provide ongoing 
support for the living

dreams 
                                         

visions 
                                         

divination 
                                         

promotes a        
strong sense of 

belonging
a primary function  

is to assist the 
living, to whom 
they gave life





“Witchcraft and sorcery  
are feared above all impersonal powers.” 

                               Van Rheenen

Witchcraft and Sorcery                                         



“Witchcraft and sorcery  
are feared above all impersonal powers.” 

                               Van Rheenen

Witchcraft and Sorcery                                         

Hundreds of bystanders watch Kepari Leniata,      
a woman accused of witchcraft,                         

being burned alive in the Western Highlands. 



Ten children in Tanzania 
kidnapped and killed for their body parts

Jan 29, 2019

Baraka Lusambo, 7, a Tanzanian with albinism 
who had an arm chopped off in a witchcraft-driven attack

“…by obtaining some body parts, people 
can attract money and good fortune.”



Particularistic



Pragmatic 

Rural Urban

Who or What can help them                            
with everyday life concerns

South Pacific Eastern Europe



 “what matters is not ‘truth’                                      
but an operational pragmatism” 
                                      Understanding Folk Religion

For the 
animist, 

syncretism         
is                                      

a common 
consequence 



Worldviews shape  
the kinds of questions people ask 

and 
 the answers they seek



Formal Religion
“high religion”

Seeks to offer 
answers to questions 
about origins, the 
purpose of life, the 
ultimate destiny of 
the universe, of a 
people, of an 
individual;  
is concerned with 
ultimate realities, 
truth and what is 
logically consistent

Folk Religion
“low religion”

Seeks to answer 
questions people face in 
their everyday lives—
how do they make sure 
they have good crops, 
how to explain the 
sudden death of a child, 
who stole money hidden 
in the house, why did my 
business fail, etc.; 
is less concerned about 
“ultimate realities”;          
power and success are 
more central concerns  
than truth and logical 
consistency 

Van Rheenen, Gailyn (1991).  Communicating Christ in Animistic Contexts (pp. 57-59).  Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library.



Has written texts              
(e.g., Bible, Quran) 

Is passed on mainly by oral 
tradition, duplicated rituals, 
reenacted dramas, and 
songs

Is highly institutionalized  
with formal places of 
worship, prescribed rites, 
rules and regulations 

Is more informally organized 

Gives ethical and 
moral directives 

Is more relative         
(i.e., pragmatic)

Folk Religion
“low religion”

Van Rheenen, Gailyn (1991).  Communicating Christ in Animistic Contexts (pp. 57-59).  Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library.

Formal Religion
“high religion”



Two main flaws among Western missionaries:

1. They assume that their own cultural 
categories are universal

2. They communicate on the level of high 
religion rather than on the popular level of 
low religion.  While the people are asking 
low religious questions, the missionary is 
preaching on the level of high religion 

      - Gailyn Van Rheenen

Van Rheenen, Gailyn (1991).  Communicating Christ in Animistic Contexts (pp. 51 and 61).  Pasadena, CA:  William Carey Library.



“Frequently people become Christians  
as an access to power  

rather than as a response, in faith,  
to the living God.  

Thus an animist may merely exchange one 
system of power for another  

and establish his own Christo-pagan system.” 
                                                                                 Van Rheenen                     

Power 
                                       



“The weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but 
divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses.   

We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing 
raised up against the knowledge of God,                     
and we are taking every thought captive                                         

to the obedience of Christ.” 
2 Cor 10:4-5 

?



“The weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but 
divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses.   

We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing 
raised up against the knowledge of God,                     
and we are taking every thought captive                                         

to the obedience of Christ.” 
2 Cor 10:4-5 

?





Finding points of leverage on the opponent 
to overcome him and advance forward! 

                                      



Finding points of leverage on the opponent 
to overcome him and advance forward! 

                                      

For we are not fighting against flesh-and-blood 
enemies, but against evil rulers and authorities of 
the unseen world…against evil spirits…Eph 6:12 
                          



Finding points of leverage on the opponent 
to overcome him and advance forward! 

                                      

For we are not fighting against flesh-and-blood 
enemies, but against evil rulers and authorities of 
the unseen world…against evil spirits…Eph 6:12 
                          

“...we know that all the powers of evil,                      
satanic allied with human,                                            
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and hurled their worst at him.      
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 doing the perfect will of the Father, 
transformed all this into triumph of divine love, 

absorbing and defeating it simultaneously.” 



Finding points of leverage on the opponent 
to overcome him and advance forward! 

                                      

For we are not fighting against flesh-and-blood 
enemies, but against evil rulers and authorities of 
the unseen world…against evil spirits…Eph 6:12 
                          

“...we know that all the powers of evil,                      
satanic allied with human,                                            
were ranged against Christ                                           

and hurled their worst at him.      
But Jesus, the Lamb of God, 

 doing the perfect will of the Father, 
transformed all this into triumph of divine love, 

absorbing and defeating it simultaneously.” 

“But the crucial point is this:        
Not only did Jesus defeat all the powers of evil,  

he made them into agents of his victory                        
and their own destruction. 

He turned evil against itself to                                          
its own ultimate destruction.” 
                                     Christopher Wright 
                      The God i Don’t Understand 



“A communication approach that is over-dependent 
upon the discovery and utilization of  

similarities is open to question.  

Dissimilarities between beliefs and practices may,         
in fact, be more important and utilitarian  

in the long run. 

If one’s objective is to convert and disciple,  
both the number and importance of these 

differences  
will far outweigh the number and importance  

of supposed similarities” 
                                             David Hesselgrave



Papua New Guinea 





Building Relationships

Culture, Language
and Worldview 

“If one gives an answer 
before he hears,                     

it is his folly and shame.”
Pro 18:13

Pre-evangelism 
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“If the worldview is not transformed,              
in the long run the gospel is subverted and 

the result is a syncretistic Christo-paganism, 
which has the form of Christianity                       

but not its essence. 
Christianity becomes a new magic                   
and a new, subtler form of idolatry.” 

                                                                        Paul Hiebert 



“What you win them with                                
is what you win them to.” 

                                                                               Ravi Zacharias  


