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hose who have lived in Southeast Asia likely know about durian,
that fruit of legendary smell and taste. It has an extremely hard outer
casing more like a hand grenade than a typical fruit. To open it one
must find and cut along the natural seams of the outer shell. If a person were
to try to cut across those seams rather than wizh them, opening a durian would
be nearly impossible, requiring a chain saw rather than simply one’s hands and
a knife! But when done properly, a durian opens nicely and reveals the fruity

treasure hidden inside.

In certain ways, ministering to people is like opening a durian. For quite some
time now missiologists have helped us see this same reality in understand-
ing cross-cultural notions of sin, conscience, and conviction. That is, if we are
working at cross-purposes with a person’s or a culture’s natural form of convic-
tion, we will experience frustration. But, if we can understand the “seams” of
a person or a culture, that is, if our approach works wizh rather than against
these natural cultural “seams,” we will potentially find greater connection and

effectiveness in our evangelism and discipleship.

‘This cultural variability of the human conscience—the way we think about
sin—has been ably noted.? We now recognize that individuals, and to some
degree cultures and sub-cultures, tend towards an orientation that is guilt or
shame prone.?® Generally speaking, “shame orientation implies a relational per-
sonality type, guilt orientation implies a standard-centered personality type.”
Both these ideas are uncontroversial, though perhaps still underappreciated.
Admittedly, we use these terms sloppily and can often over-generalize, but no
culture is unilaterally a “shame culture,” an “honor culture,” or a “guilt culture.”
Each culture experiences all these dynamics variably, but these distinct terms

reflect real-world differences.

Unfortunately, there have been strong messages in historic missiology that

have directed many of us to try and cut across the seams of human conscience.
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Much has been written on the way Western approaches to
theology, evangelism, and discipleship rely too heavily on le-
gal notions.” When this guilt orientation is assumed in other
contexts, this bias results in the missiological equivalent of
opening a durian the wrong way.

Due to the way our Western tradition can frame the nature
of the gospel, missionaries and missiologists have at times
accepted this distinction begrudgingly. They look at shame-
orientation as a sub-Christian framework, similar to a cultural
accommodation. It’s like “allowing” for belief in other gods
until it matures into a more adequate belief in the existence
of one single God; or, like one surrendering to certain local
religious terminology because of its familiarity in the minds
and hearts of local people. Acknowledgment that shame-
oriented people and cultures exist comes with a begrudg-
ing acceptance, as mere accommodation that will hopefully
mature into a more “Christian” stance of a guilt-oriented
conscience. A guilty conscience has become the normative
standard based on the nature of the gospel itself.

'This deep-seated perspective is in part due to the influential
Dutch missiologist, Johan Bavinck, and his writings on sin,
conscience, and conviction, what he termed elenctics.* What 1
wish to demonstrate is that one significant misunderstanding
in his writings turns out, ironically, to argue the exact oppo-
site of what Bavinck intended. Bavinck claimed that elenctics
and the convicting work of the Holy Spirit must rest upon a
sense of guilt. Elenctics in scripture, however, does not rest
upon guilt, but rather on shame. To put it another way, the
biblical terminology Bavinck and many Western missiolo-
gists have used to ground a guilt-oriented approach actually
authorizes an elenctics rooted in shame.

Elenctic theology was polemical and
its aim was to help people see where
they were wrong. That was the point.
Elenctics was apologetic, confrontative,
aimed at unmasking human religious
effort wherever false and sinful.

Elenctics: A Short History

What is elenctics? If you were a student of missiology in the
1970s-1990s, you would likely have been familiar with the
term. Elenctics is a subdiscipline of missiology, brought into
prominence in North America by mainstream missiologists
such as David Hesselgrave and Harvey Conn. It was a major
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topic of missiological instruction during the late 20 cen-
tury in prominent training institutions such as Westminster
Theological Seminary, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School,
Wheaton College, and Fuller Theological Seminary.’

In practice, elenctics was primarily concerned with the per-
suasion of others, thus it was often folded into discussions of
apologetics and Christian interaction with non-Christian re-
ligions. It surfaced in the conversations between conservative
Christian voices over against the more progressive, modern,
and liberal voices that began to emphasize dialogue and take
a more progressive turn in their theology. But, more than just
merely persuading people of God’s truth, elenctics was also
about inculcating in others a sense of conviction about what
is true and right and conversely, what is wrong.

'The history of elenctics predates modern missiological litera-
ture as a type of practical theology, beginning with Gisbertus
Voetius and his reformed theology of the 1600s. Voetius pro-
vided an encyclopedia for theology in his Exercitia et Biblio-
theca Studiosi Theologiae (1644), where he separates theology
into the traditional divisions of biblical, systematic, and the
practical. But he then adds a fourth division——zheologia elenc-
tica. Voetius derived this term “elenctica” from the Greek verb
eléyyo (elencho). As the semantic meaning indicates, Voe-
tius believed this important area of theology should focus on
disproving, refuting, and exposing untruth and error, particu-
larly in apologetic disputes Christianity had with paganism,
Judaism, and Islam. The famous Reformed theologian Francis
Turretin later picks this idea up in his strong reaction against
perceived liberal tendencies in his theological environment.
These tendencies minimized the notion of personal sin, the
importance of personal conviction of human culpability, and
the status of a sinner before a holy God. For both Voetius and
Turretin, elenctic theology was polemical and its aim was to
help people see where they were wrong. That was the point.
Elenctics was apologetic, confrontative, aimed at unmasking
human religious effort wherever false and sinful. Subsequent
Reformed theologians such as Abraham Kuyper advocated
elenctics to counteract the growing liberal theological ten-
dencies of 19 and 20 century Protestant theology.

Elenctics, however, was not a missiological issue until the work
of the great Dutch missiologist Johan H. Bavinck,® whose
writings established this focus of study as a sub-discipline in
North American missiology. In his 1960 text Introduction to
the Science of Missions, one of the most influential texts in
modern missiology,” Bavinck laid out his notion of elenctics
and its importance for missiology. He defined elenctics as a
missionary science that asks the question, “What have you
done with God?” In particular, elenctics referred to the work



of the Holy Spirit in convicting people of sin (John 16:8).
According to Bavinck,

elenctics is the science which is concerned with the conviction
of sin. In a special sense, then, it is the science which unmasks
to heathendom all false religions as sin against God, and it
calls heathendom to a knowledge of the only true God."

It is “strongly controlled by the missionary motive ... and at-
tempts to convince .. . of sin and to move them to repentance
and conversion.” So important was elenctics that Bavinck
argued it formed one of three areas that encompassed the
discipline of missiology: mission theory, mission history, and
elenctics.’ It was Bavinck who brought elenctics directly into
the missiological conversation, placing it squarely in the con-
text of missionary proclamation and practice.

A point critical for Bavinck’s notion of elenctics came from
his understanding of the Greek term eléyy® (elengcho).
Bavinck notes that

“elenctic” is derived from the Greek verb elengchein. In
Homer the verb has the meaning of “to bring to shame.” It
is connected with the word elengchos that signifies shame.
In later Attic Greek the significance of the term underwent
a certain change so that the emphasis fell more upon the
conviction of guilt, the demonstration of guilt. It is this latter
significance that it has in the New Testament."

I will return to this important claim of a linguistic shift later,
but here I note that for Bavinck, elenctics was about expos-
ing human guilt and the conviction of guiltiness before a
holy God. So, as a practical example, Bavinck recommends
that in the initial stages of evangelism, missionaries should
concentrate on the proclamation of sinfulness, guilt, and
repentance. Guilt and guiltiness form the foundation of the
New Testament usage of this term and Bavinck’s understand-
ing of elenctics.

David Hesselgrave brought Bavinck’s notion of elenctics
squarely into the North American conversation and popu-
larized it for a generation of missiologists. Drawing primar-
ily on the work of Bavinck, Hesselgrave noted that the term
elenctics

comes from the Greek word elengchein, which originally
meant “to bring to a sense of shame,” but later came to
mean “to bring to a sense of guilt.” The latter meaning is
found in the New Testament."

In his enormously influential text Communicating Christ
Cross-Culturally, Hesselgrave repeated this claim that “the
meaning of the word ‘elenctics’ shifted from ‘to bring shame’
in Homer to ‘to bring guilt’ in Attic and New Testament
Greek.” In a 1983 article in Missiology, Hesselgrave pro-

vided a strong endorsement of BavincK’s assertion that eleng-
chein was based in guilt and was “in accord with Scripture.”?’
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Furthermore, Hesselgrave argued that though guilt, shame,
and fear all can function to lead unbelievers to conversion,
guilt remains central:

elengchein refers to conviction of guilt. This is not so much
cultural as it is transcultural and spiritual. Sin and guilt,
atonement, and forgiveness—these are not culturally de-
rived accidents which are seized upon by God. They are su-
percultural and spiritual realities insisted upon by him...!
(italics original)

That is, “only those who recognize their guilt will value the
payment made on the cross; only those who value the cross
will embrace its Savior.”” Hesselgrave makes room for the
Holy Spirit to work through various motivations such as
shame and fear. However, he posits guilt as the primary, most
“Christian” motivation, noting that guilt is “most compatible
with, if not derived from, the Judeo-Christian view of a holy
and omniscient God.”® According to Hesselgrave,

shame and the spector of shame...are frequently inimical to
faith in Christ, because, when a sense of shame supplants an
awareness of guilt, the respondent is often so preoccupied
with the approval or disapproval of others that he cannot
consider the requirements of God."

Parallel to the work of Hesselgrave was that of German
missiologist Klaus Miiller, whose significant writings in
this area have been quite influential in Europe. Like Hes-
selgrave, Miiller argued that elenctics was about guilt and
guiltiness and that shame was problematic for the gospel. For
example, Miller argued that in 2 Timothy 3:16 the Greek
term elegmon (typically translated as “rebuking” or “reproof”)
should be translated as punishment, meaning something like

t.”22 He argued that shame acts as an

“to be guided by guil

impediment to proper Christian conversion. It is

superficial, the search for prestige, acceptation by others,
and the values that lead there, are the motive for a deci-
sion. This leads to a sort of “rice Christian”... Syncretistic
elements are the consequence, if the guilt feeling does not
grow ... Shame is however not only an obstacle on the way.
It has to be directed towards God like in the Old Testament,
on his omnipotence, omnipresence, and incorruptibility.2?

Like Hesselgrave, Miller relied heavily on Bavinck, and pointed
out how the meaning of elengchein had shifted from its earlier,
pagan definition of “to bring to shame” to an idea of “convicted
by guilt” in New Testament context. Miiller suggested the gos-
pel should ultimately reshape the human conscience, that when
“a shame-oriented conscience accepts the Holy Spirit as his au-
thority, it internalizes the ‘significant other’ and experiences a
change to guilt orientation.”?* The goal of gospel proclamation,
in Miiller’s summation, is that “people should be convicted of
their guilt before God in their very consciences, and should ac-

cept redemption from the saving work of Jesus Christ.”?

37:3-4 Fall/Winter 2020



124  Bringing Shame upon an Honored Missiological Paradigm: A Study of Conviction and Elenctics

From this short survey of influential voices, elenctics should
lead to forgiveness of sins based on a consciousness of guilt
before God. Bavinck, Hesselgrave, and Miiller alike agree
that though there was an earlier sense of shame in the biblical
narrative, in the New Testament the meaning of elengchein
had changed to a focus on guilt and guiltiness.

U-Shaped Conversion

This cultural assumption of guilt and guilt awareness as basic
to the Christian experience of the gospel is nothing new. Such
a guilt-focused approach in missiology parallels the recent
history of conversion in the modern Western Evangelical ex-
perience. Historian Bruce Hindmarsh’s study of British and
American conversion narratives in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries alerts us to the strong expectation of guilt in the western
theological imagination. Hindmarsh identifies what he terms
the “U-shaped conversion” model, the dominant pattern
among the Puritans and early evangelicals in North America.
'This was a very specific cultural model, one that assumed an
explicit awareness of forgiveness of sins and a concomitant
personal experience involving guilt-awareness, which became
for quite some time the sine qua non of authentic conversion
in Western Evangelical Protestant Christianity.?® Hindmarsh
explains the outline of this conversion model. Such involved a

U-shaped pattern that begins with serious religious impres-
sions in childhood, followed by a descent into worldliness
and hardness of heart, followed by an awakening or prick-
ing of religious conscience, and a period of self-assertion
and attempted moral rectitude, which only aggravates the
conscience and ends in self-despair. This self-despair, para-
doxically, leads to the possibility of experiencing a divine-
ly wrought repentance and the free gift of justification in
Christ. Forgiveness of sins comes as a climax and a psycho-
logical release from guilt and introduces ideally a life of ser-
vice to God predicated on gratitude for undeserved mercy.?”

'This model followed the pattern of the younger son in the
parable of Luke 15, where the son begins with a type of
knowledge of God, but then falls into sin, is filled with guilt,
and ultimately finds release for that guilt in the forgiveness
of the loving father. This model assumed a guilt-laden con-
science that would find relief of its guilt in the cross. Promi-
nent evangelists and preachers such as Charles Finney and
Jonathan Edwards would base their appeal for authentic con-
version upon this U-shaped expectation. There was continual
doubt that a conversion was authentic if it did not exhibit this
U-shaped pattern.

Missionaries of the 19% and 20 centuries traveled with this
expectation. For example, it represents the dominant frame-
work of modern Thai Christianity, dating from the beginning
of Protestant missionary work in the early 19 century and
continuing in some places into the present. Early missions
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in Siam (modern-day Thailand) demonstrated this same ex-
pectation, which formed part of the significant frustration
these early missionaries experienced. Many pondered why it
seemed the Siamese (and later, Thai) just didnt “get” the gos-
pel. The Siamese did not seem to be moved with the heavy,
guilt-laden conscience when receiving or responding to the
Gospel. Pioneer missionary Daniel McGilvary and others
like him found such a lack of this guilt-laden, U-shaped con-
version model frustrating.?® Siamese would verbally accept
they were culpable and were a sinner. But these missionaries
desired something more to manifest, that is, a deeper psycho-
logical experience of a guilty conscience. They did not want
their converts merely to acknowledge their guilt, but they
needed to feel that guilt deep in their hearts.

When Thai converts failed to exhibit the expected charac-
teristics dictated by Western missionary expectations, the
primary defect was thought to be in Thai culture itself. For
example, influential 19th-century missionary Jesse Caswell
notes that the Thai mind was “peculiarly unfitted for under-
standing and embracing the doctrine of the forgiveness of
sin through an atonement.”?

With roots in Europe and North America, this model was
individualistic, and emerged with both a distinctive sense of
independent self and a heightened sense of introspective con-
science.® The model also assumed the juridical patterns of
penal substitution and a Western legal interpretive filter that
focused on guilt and pardon. Although there does emerge
some level of variance in modern American and European
Protestantism, “on the whole . . . the basic U-shaped pattern
... remains consistent in all the evangelical autobiographies

whatever their differences and variations at other levels.”3!

'This evangelical conversion narrative, viewed through a legal
framework, assumed an experience of deep emotional guilt
and an explicit focus on the forgiveness of sins. This was the
central motivation for and the chief benefit of conversion.
When aligned with this model, the Protestant dialectics of
law and gospel, judgment and mercy, and terror and com-
fort encouraged a level of internal tension that drove people
toward a crisis of conscience before the gospel resolved that
crisis. Evangelical homiletics stimulated and expressed this
pattern.’? As missionaries did their work in non-Western
worlds, they carried these expectations with them, assuming
people of other cultures would display similar experiences.

As Hindmarsh notes, however, the expectations for this
“proper” conversion were often not realized. Many Western
missionaries were surprised by how difficult it was to repro-
duce this conversion model and all its concomitant psycho-
logical experiences in their non-Western mission contexts.*
When missionary preaching did not result in the expected
conversion experience, missionaries frequently blamed either



the local culture or the hardness of hearts.3* Often, if religious
change did happen among the local people, this “conversion”
was viewed with hesitancy or suspicion, especially if it lacked
these “authentic” conversion markers of guilt; that is, they
were not content with acknowledgment of culpability, but
desired something akin to the psychological experience we
know as a guilty conscience.

Bending Sin towards Guilt

I return now to Bavinck. Recall that he framed his under-
standing of elenctics on the Greek term elengchein, which
he argued changed from a shame-oriented experience in pre-
Christian Greek to one of guilt-orientation in the New
Testament. There is one significant problem with
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focus upon sin before God (instead of earlier usages that were
not theological in focus) meant that elengchein must mean
guilt and guiltiness.*’

Bavinck is not alone in doing this. Others have made simi-
lar errors of interpolation, based presumably on this Western
tendency to read guilt into the idea of conviction. John Mec-
Clean writes about elenctics in his Thinking of God blog, itself
a fine blog. He quotes John 16:8, one of the occurrences of
elengchein in the New Testament; but, McClean adds guilt.
John 16:8 notes that when the Holy Spirit comes, he will
convict (elengchein) the world concerning righteousness, sin,
and judgment. McClean, however, changes the verse to
“convict the world of guilz.” That is, he adds the

BavincK’s claim that the meaning of eleng- There |S term guilt to the verse.3

chein had changed—he was wrong. . B McClean is simpl tine f Corne-
N . . . one S|gn|f|cant .c ean is simply quc'> mg' rom orne.

Critical to BavincKk’s discussion of elenc- ) lius Haak, whose article in the Calvin

tics is his reference to the work of bib- prOblem Wlth Theological Journal addresses this topic of

lical scholar Friedrick Biichsel, author B avinck's Cl aim th at the elenctics.” There, Haak does exactly this

of the article on the elench semantic
domain for the famous Theological Dic-
tionary of the New Testament (TDNT).

It is this work that Bavinck claims es-
tablishes a meaning shift from the earlier
notions of shame to the New Testament sense
of guilt. In both the original German entry and

the subsequent English translation, however, Buchsel

says no such thing. What Buchsel argues is that the focus
or criteria of elengchein is reoriented towards sin and God’s
truth. He does not, however, say anything about the mode of
conviction changing from shame to guilt. Quite the opposite,
throughout his brief entry he consistently points out the fun-
damental sense of shame in the term elengchein throughout
Hellenistic, Jewish, and Christian writings. He notes that in

” «

Homer and the LXX, the term means “to shame,” “to scorn,”
“to expose,” “to rebuke.”® Indeed, Biichsel is clear to point out
the New Testament speaks more specifically to sin than guilt;
but, he also argues that among late Jewish and early Christian
writers, discipling and moral formation were accomplished
through the means of elengchein, that is, to convict or rebuke

through shame.3

What is clear is that Biichsel does not argue, as Bavinck sug-
gests, for a shift in meaning from “shame” to “guilt” in the
New Testament. Bavinck’s note about the T7DNT entry is
illuminating. Bavinck interpolates into Biichsel’s definition
the notion of guilt and guiltiness, making elenctics about
conviction of guilt. How did Bavinck make this mistake? I
hardly think that such could have been deliberate. Rather,
I suspect that the dominant modern Western legal frame-
work of his theology led him to assume quite naturally that a

meaning of elengchein
(elentics) had changed.
He was wrong.

very thing. His article begins by quoting

the text of John 16 and he, too, injects

into the verse the term guilt.** Haak notes

correctly how elengchein is a Greek term

that means to pull off the mask, to reveal, to

expose—all experiences that typically correlate

with shame. He then makes the unwarranted and

unsupported claim that due to the juridical nature of the

term, elenctics involves the guilt of people in the courtroom

of God.# I find it ironic that Haak, though he acknowledges

that shame is the fundamental sense of the term, continues to

read elengchein with a focus on guilt, to the point of adding the
term into his scriptural citation.*?

My purpose is not to disparage or unduly critique these men.
It is, however, to point out how easily Western interpreters
slip the notion of guilt into our understandings of what it
means to convict. It’s more likely that our notions of what
constitutes conviction have been profoundly shaped by our
Western social, legal, and philosophical presuppositions. This
influential Western-legal framework leads us to miss shame
dynamics that are present in scripture, and assume there to be
a consistent case of guilt dynamics. This seems to be evident
with elenctics.

Correcting Western Anthropology

Some of this bias among missiology and biblical interpre-
tation was likely influenced and reinforced by the writings
of anthropologists like Margaret Mead and Ruth Bene-
dict. Many have written on how their early notions of

shame and guilt cultures were flawed, and while mainstream
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anthropology generally rejects these distinctions, the ideas
persist in popular opinion and mission literature.** Mead and
Benedict clearly make a strong connection of guilt to con-
science in contrast to its absence in shame, which they argue
is more attuned to public opinion.

True shame cultures rely on external sanctions for good
behavior, not, as true guilt cultures do, as an internalized
conviction of sin. Shame is a reaction to other people’s
criticism ... it requires an audience. Guilt does not.*

There is little empirical support for their claim that shame
arises from public exposure of failure, whereas guilt arises
from the more private pangs of one’s internalized con-
science.® In more collectivistic cultures, people internalize
standards from what is important in the opinions of others.
'Thus, they are often much more sensitive to failing to meet
those expectations and often feel “shame” when they do not.*

one is guilty regardless of feelings. Therefore, “to be culpable”
is one definition of the English term guilt. The confusion is
that often missiologists and theologians do not clarify which
sense of guilt it is they are talking about—the fact of guilt or

the experience of guilt. This often muddies the waters.

Shame and Conviction in the New Testament

As I have pointed out above, however, the Greek term eleng-
chein is not about conviction by guilt, but rather by shame.
Or, to use the second sense of guilt, elengchein is an attempt to
bring about shame based upon the guilt (culpability) of a person.
To counter a common Western misconception, conviction of
wrongdoing, sin, or moral failure is experienced not only as a
form of guilt-conviction, but also, shame-conviction. This is
what the New Testament use of elengchein points towards,
and it raises the question as to what it means practically to

experience a shame-conviction.

Lau notes that in the Old Testament the idea of guilt is about being guilty and not
feeling guilty. Shame, in contrast, denotes “the subjective experience of objective
guilt,” that is, “deep regret, sorrow, and compunction for past moral failings.”

What, then, does it mean to convict or to be convicted? Con-
viction does not equal a mere cognitive recognition of facts
but assumes an affective reaction of dis-ease (discomfort)
that accompanies that recognition. “The activity of the con-
science is subjectively experienced through the awareness of
self-conscious emotions, such as shame, pride, guilt, or em-
barrassment,” sometimes called “moral emotions.”™ It is this
reaction that moves individuals and communities to repent or
return. The biblical notion of conviction assumes this fuller
sense of recognition, with the appropriate emotions of self-
assessment. Elengchein is no mere rational judgment, not
a court simply pronouncing a guilty verdict, but it includes
an appropriate recognition. This means that reason alone is
not what the term assumes. Conviction must involve both
reason and affect, both realization and emotional response.
This internalized sense of failure and blame, what we call
conviction, can come in two forms—guilt or shame.

The Western view primarily thinks of conviction as legal—
the declaration of someone’s guilt—with perhaps an accom-
panying sense of guiltiness. This brings us to the semantic
complexity of the English term guilt. To be guilty can cer-
tainly mean to experience feelings of guilt, the pangs of
a guilty conscience, but the primary sense is to simply e
guilty. That is, to be culpable, to be declared guilty or in the

wrong. This sense produces an objective assessment where
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Here I must draw upon the work of New Testament scholar
Te-Li Lau. In a recent work on shame in Paul’s writings, Lau
discusses at length the term elengchein and “shaming refuta-
tion.™® He notes carefully and extensively the dominant role
the term played in the Greco-Roman notions of moral edu-
cation. He also summarizes the shame/guilt terms in both the
Hebrew Bible and ancient Jewish thought. Lau notes that in
the Old Testament the idea of guilt is primarily one about
being guilty—of guilt-culpability—and not fee/ing guilty. The
Old Testament emphasizes the fact of having transgressed
YHWH’s moral code. Shame, in contrast, when it is associ-
ated with the law or the salvific work of God, denotes “the
subjective experience of objective guilt,” that is, “deep regret,

sorrow, and compunction for past moral failings.”*

Lau is careful to differentiate among different types of shame.
He notes, for example, what scholars term disintegrative
shaming (which treats the offender as fundamentally bad, a
defective person). This is the type of shame that eventually
assumes a master status and defines the person as a total-
ity>® But there is another type, that of reintegrative sham-
ing (shaming that is followed by efforts to bring the person
back into a rehabilitated state). This focuses significantly on
the act(s), assuming that the person is still fundamentally

good and sound, someone who has gone temporarily astray.>!



It draws attention to what is shameful about the
behavior or the perspective. Lau argues that Paul op-

erated with a modified version of this second type.

Lau also carefully demonstrates how Paul uses retrospective
shaming (situations where the shame causing event is in the
past) and prospective shaming (where the potentially shame-
ful event is still in the future).’? In the case of the Galatian
church, Paul

uses shame as a salutary tool so that the Galatians are able
to perceive accurately their predicament. He wants to trans-
form their minds so that they are capable of self-testing,
self-examination, and self-reflection.”

And again,

Paul uses shame (both retrospective and prospective) as a
pedagogical tool to transform the mind of his readers into
the mind of Christ so that their identity and behavior are
rooted in the crucified Messiah.>*

Lau provides a summary of Paul’s extensive use of shame in
his letters.>

1. Shame is a moral emotion that is vital to the Chris-
tian life. That is, emotions play a significant role in
Christian spirituality and moral formation.

2. Shame is a powerful emotional response and a
window into our moral character. This means that
when we experience shame toward a truly shame-
ful event, it demonstrates we have appropriated
Godly values and shifted our “court of approval”
to God and divinely approved communities. If we
lack shame toward a truly shameful event, we dem-
onstrate shamelessness. A good example of this is
how Paul uses shame to express his disapproval of
the Corinthian church’s response to the man guilty
of sin in 1 Corinthians 5.

3. Shame is a moral emotion that has the potential to
affect our belief structure.

4. Shame is a moral emotion that provides rhetorical
amplification and deepens convictions. Paul does
this to help his readers “know moral truth in such a
way that it affects the core of their being.”

5. Shame is the premier social emotion that supports
the communal nature of Pauline ethics. Since we
often experience shame publicly and communally,
particularly in the presence (real or imagined) of
those who are close to us or who are important to
us, shame can function to discourage violation of
social responsibilities and the breaking of accepted

social norms.
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6. Shame motivates, but gratitude is the ultimate
emotional motivation for doing good.

When believers understand that the basis of
their honor truly is Christ, their shamefulness
before God and their desire to receive a crown
of righteousness from him (1 Cor. 9:24-27; Phil.
3:14; 2 Tim. 4:7-8) motivate them to keep the
faith and do that which pleases him.

Paul is not of course the only voice who recognizes shame
as a powerful tool for God’s work in human life.* The term
elengchein or its cognates appear several times in the New
Testament.”” What difference would this shame perspective
make for how we read these texts? It is beyond the scope of
my discussion here to look at each of these closely. Allow one
example to suffice.

In 2 Peter 2, we read of false teachers and false prophets. The
language of the entire chapter is one that drips with shaming
language, with deeply uncharitable comparisons, and ends with
two of the most memorable shame-laden images in scripture.’

'The term elengchein appears in 2:16 describing the effect of
the donkey on Balaam. Most English translations render this
as “rebuke,” “convict,” or “correct.” The donkey did indeed re-
buke Balaam, but it was certainly more than that. The account
in Numbers 22 in the Greek version of the Old Testament
uses the term éunailew (empaizo), which typically means to
mock, make a fool of, or humiliate another. That a talking
donkey humiliated Balaam, convicted him through shaming,
rather than merely rebuking him, makes more understand-

59 2 common reaction to

able his response of rage and violence,
public shaming and humiliation that at times can even result
in murder! This same term empaizo occurs in the Genesis 39
account of Joseph where Potiphar’s wife reports to the house-
hold servants that Joseph had tried to Aumiliate them by try-
ing to forcibly sleep with her.®® Again in verse 17, she tells her
husband that Joseph tried to humiliate her. What this sug-
gests is that the story of Balaam and the donkey is not about
a mere rebuking, or Balaam’s conscience convicting him of his
guiltiness, but rather a rebuke by shaming. Elenchein here in
2 Peter certainly seems to carry strong shame connotations.

I encourage you to examine each of these occurrences of
elengchein in the New Testament and to substitute the terms
“to shame” or “to convict by shame” to see if that does not fit
with the context. Of course, I do not suggest that we should
expect that every occurrence of elengchein in the New Testa-
ment must be translated with a sense for shame. What I wish
to propose, however, is that unless there is good reason to
render it otherwise, the normal semantic meaning should be
understood with the sense of shame.
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The Value of Shame in Elenctics
So what? How does a more accurate way of understanding
elenctics help us?

First, the example of Bavinck and others provides a caution-
ary tale of how easily we can allow our own biases and presup-
positions to impact our theology and even our understanding
of the biblical text. It goes without saying that

Western missionaries historically come from backgrounds
stressing law-guilt, and tend to emphasize selectively the
corresponding biblical imagery (sin as crime, as transgres-
sion of the law; guilt as formal pronouncement of a judge in
a court of law, as deserved punishment...).5'

That a talking donkey humiliated
Balaam, shaming rather than
merely rebuking him, makes more
understandable his response of rage and
violence, a common reaction to shaming
that can result in murder!

We must guard against the tendencies of this cultural back-
ground. The uncritical imposition of our models and frame-
works can impede the work of the Holy Spirit in human
hearts and minds.

Second, understanding elenctics helps us read Scripture more
faithfully. As those who value the truth, we all strive to read
the Bible accurately. Seeing the shame dimension in eleng-
chein helps us to step into the shame-laden world of the New
Testament, and we become better readers of the Bible. This
will assist us in a missiology that must ultimately emerge
from and rest upon good theology and an accurate under-
standing of Scripture.

'Third, seeing the shame-dimension of conviction can help
correct outdated anthropological notions that still work their
way into our missiology and our popular mission writings.

Endnotes

In part, this is due to missiology being a derivative discipline.
At times, outdated and mistaken theories from anthropol-
ogy are retained and continue to limit our ability to perceive,
transcend and correct our previous missiology. By expanding
our understanding of how shame functions, we can clear out
these older theories and engage in a refresh of sorts.

Finally, recognizing the legitimacy of both shame-oriented
and guilt-oriented consciences will free us to better connect
with those who exhibit these differences. We can embrace
shame not simply begrudgingly, as mere accommodation, but
as the actual basis for a thoroughly biblical notion of convic-
tion. Those of us who live and work in contexts where shame
is a more obvious feature of the dominant culture, or where
people tend to exhibit a more shame-oriented conscience,
should engage in a renewed effort to look for local shame
terminology and use these more intentionally in teaching and
training. That is, we must learn how local cultural modes of
conviction function, fully allowing shame to function as part
of that work.®?

I end with a quote from mission anthropologist Robert Priest

that I have found very helpful.

Conscience is God-given and functions as an internal wit-
ness which ratifies the biblical message that we are sinners
in need of salvation. Conscience contributes to repentance
and faith, and it plays a pivotal role in the sanctification of
the believer. But conscience is also culturally variable. As a
result, cross-cultural missionaries seldom understand native
conscience and frequently work at cross-purposes to it.%?

If Priest is correct (and I believe that he is), understanding the
essence of shame in elenctics can assist us in this important
work. We will avoid the frustration of working against the
seams of human conscience. Instead, working together with
the diverse responses of the human heart, we can find new
resources for seeing how shame shapes conscience and con-
viction. It will provide new bridges across historically difficult

frontiers. IJFM

! Since making that presentation, I have become aware of two excellent resources that make similar points to those I make here. One of
these is the excellent monograph by Hannes Wiher, Shame and Guilt: A Key to Cross-Cultural Ministry (Bonn: Verlag fiir Kultur und
Wissenschaft, 2003). The second is the recent work on shame language in Paul’s letters. See Te-Li Lau, Defending Shame: Its Formative

Power in Paul’s Letters (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020). These two excellent works support my basic arguments here. I highly

recommend them both.

2Robert J. Priest, “Missionary Elenctics: Conscience and Culture,” Missiology: An International Review 22, no. 3 (1994); Thomas Schirrm-
acher, Culture of Shame/Culture of Guilt: Applying the Word of God in Different Situations (Bonn, Germany: Culture and Science Publica-
tion, 2013), 64-77; Wiher, Shame and Guilt, 30-178; Jayson Georges and Mark Baker, Ministering in Honor-Shame Cultures: Biblical
Foundations and Practical Essentials (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 162-163, 195-196; Lau, Defending Shame, 206-233. Also
see the entire January—March 2014 issue of IJFM, which focuses on these issues.
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