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Book Review

Davis, John R., Poles Apart: Contextualizing the Gospel in Asia,
rev. ed. Bangalore, India: Theological Book Trust, 1998. 285 pp.

Reviewed by: Darell CALDWELL

among those who seek to meaningfully and courageously

contextualize the gospel in Buddhist Asia. Davis, now
retired, generously shares his gleanings of experience as a
missionary in Thailand. He has thoughtfully ruminated upon its
Theravada Buddhist cultural setting to the extent that he proposes
some specific and radical changes to the strategy for missions in
this cultural milieu. He also encourages us to own those mistakes
made by missionaries in the past, to critique our approach, and then
to rethink our strategy from the bottom up. Although the first
edition, published in 1993, is decidedly specific to the Thai scene,
in the revised edition “the author seeks to make suitable application
to the peoples and contexts of the Asian continent. He has also
added a new chapter dealing with church structure and leadership
in the [Asian] church today.”

Despite the large number of monographs written on
-missions strategy, it is Davis’s opinion that evangelicals have yet
to appreciate or demand scholarly works on this subject. The need
is felt more and more intensely as grassroots missionaries confront
the complex folk Buddhism with its admixture of animistic and
Hindu concepts. And yet many still minister with some
exasperation, whether they be expatriates or national leaders, as
they encounter a people seemingly impervious to the “Good
News.” They have come to realize that it is not enough to know
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the concepts of Theravada Buddhism as taught in some classroom;
rather one must be able to relate to that specific cultural expression
of folk Buddhism and animism which actually is found in the
markets, villages, and streets of Asia. Davis has spent over thirty
years reflecting upon the actual belief system with the view to
solve the crisis of resistance. Thailand remains approximately
99.9% Buddhist.

A poignant illustration of Thailand introduces Poles Apart.
Most good missionaries would have memorized John 3:16 not only
in his heart language but also in the adopted language. He or she
may feel encouraged at the friendly smile in response to quoting
John 3:16 to his or her new acquaintance. But what has the hearer
actually heard? Davis states, “With all due respect to the
missionary’s enthusiasm, he is in fact communicating unintelligible
gobbledygook. Words with contradictory concepts.” If we
perceive the problem from a Buddhist’s perspective, the God who
so loved the world “in Buddhist cosmology can mean any number
of things, [such as] the sun, moon, stars, members of the royal
family, members of the Buddhist priesthood, Hindu mythological
gods, special sacred places—or images of Buddha; all use the same
designation.” From the beginning the recipient hearer is confused
because he would never think of using the word “god” (Pra Jao) in
the exclusive Christian way. Then his confusion is compounded by
hearing that this god loves him. To him love connotes weakness,
since “all desire, good or bad, in Buddhism is by definition bad—it
presupposes relationships and attachments.” The goal of the
devout Buddhist, of course, is to escape all passion and
attachments. The smiling hearer is thinking, “This God lacks
something; He is inadequate in Himself.” Why else would he love
the world and the people in it? Davis continues the illustration
showing that at every major point in the most famous verse of all,
there is basic and profound misunderstanding. So what are we to
do?

In essence, I hear Davis saying: we must do our
homework, review the irreducible components of a biblical church,
analyze our own culture, avoid cramming our Western context
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down the throats of Asians, and respond to the real heart and mind
issues of folk Buddhists. This includes knowing one’s own culture
and the critique of scripture upon it; otherwise we merely import
Western or other corrupting cultural values. Equally important is
a correct understanding of contextualization without syncretism
(covered in chapters 1 & 2). Thai Buddhism, basically eclectic,
can accommodate Christ as a “cosmic Christ” in long line of a
pantheon, but not as King of kings and Lord of lords.

In chapter 3 Davis boldly tackles the problem of the
radically divergent world views, i.e. Western naturalism versus
Asian supernaturalism. “In any society which holds a
supernaturalistic world view there is an unseen ‘other world’ all
around, above, and below, which pervades everything and which
relates to and engages with ‘supernatural phenomena’, such as
inexplicable disease, plagues, ... crisis in families, accidents ... the
return of the ‘living dead’ to cause calamity....” However, he
observes further, “Western theologies seem to have no answers to
Eastern problems and values....” This lack of understanding is the
main reason why “[t]he whole theological package Thai people
have been given has only penetrated into their world-view skin-
deep.” Thus, there remains a critical need to “develop holistic
theology and practice where solutions will be found to answer the
[real problems] of the ‘supernaturalistic’ world-view.”

To the foregoing discussion in chapter 3, Davis has added
in his revised edition valuable material illustrating this daily
interaction with the ‘other world.” For example, in Southeast Asia
the construction of a house entails many elaborate preparations.
Various ceremonies are considered essential to ensure the peace
and prosperity of the new residents. “First, an astrologer will be
consulted to ascertain the most auspicious time for construction
and the exact location of the house.... [W]hen the site has been
cleared it will be necessary to engage the expertise of a ‘ritual
specialist’.... [I]f the practitioner is a monk, Pali mantras will be
chanted, if a layman, gifts will be offered, sacral water, incense
candles and flowers will be placed on the earth....” Several steps
remain such as the selection of the correct wood type favorable to
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the local spirits (some tree types attract spirits, others less so), the
selected trees must be felled in the correct direction, precise depths
of the pole holes must be determined according to what the unseen
world says, the first hole will receive an offering coin from the
ritual specialist, other rituals follow (construction has not yet really
begun), with a final step being that “a piece of red and white cloth
upon which magical signs have been inscribed” is placed on the
first pole. From this example one can see that in everyday life,
“folk Buddhists see nothing as ‘secular’ or unrelated to the unseen
world.” Davis additionally illustrates by describing the ubiquitous
spirit houses and shrines considered as the local spirit-land-lords.
Furthermore, above this is another hierarchy of the ‘Spirit Lords of
the Towns.” Davis has added much new information to his second
edition of chapter 3.

Both chapter 4, “Local Theologies,” and chapter 5 “The
Nature of Suffering” (no serious book on Buddhism could overlook
this subject) have been greatly revised and re-researched. For the
Buddhist, life is suffering. The only way to escape it is to have
right knowledge (enlightenment), that is, to see that suffering
“ceases when desire ceases.” Chapter 5 in the revised edition lists
68 footnotes. Beginning with chapter 6, the author gives us the
beef with insight into how we might contextualize aright. He is
most helpful in saying, “All rites, rituals and ceremonies should be
carefully examined as potential vehicles for Christian truth.”

But the plethora of rituals fall into many categories,
beginning with “if not adhered to or neglected, society would
regard as ‘sin’” to a descending order of importance as perceived
by the people. Some ceremonies are directly Buddhist while others
are strictly cultural. Having discerned this (no easy process), the
missionary may encourage the use of the form of the ceremony as
a container into which new content is poured. This Davis calls
“reloading” the local ritual with Christian content and meaning.
For example, some Thai Christians have taken the Lotus Float
ceremonial form of asking forgiveness and doing merit (as the
lighted candle floats away down the river on a lotus leaf,
it symbolizes “all that the sender wanted to get rid of”), and have
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reloaded this ceremony by employing it as a means of asking
forgiveness and giving thanks, not to a river god, but to the God of
the Universe. Believers who have learned to reload their cultural
forms are “dynamically equivalent churches,” according to Davis
and to other missiologists such as William Smalley. Such
believers “live out their life, including their socialized Christian
activity, in the patterns of the local society....”

Chapter 7, “Power Encounter,” challenges us to be students
of the various manifestations of spiritual power in Southeast Asia,
since most of us “do not have all the facts nor do we have an
adequate theology that gives us the answers!” But Davis also says
let us be hopeful and expect for God “to pour out His Spirit ... all
the signs and wonders promised ... have not yet been fulfilled—Ilet
us look keenly for them and opt for nothing less.”

The final chapters, 8 to 10, are brim full of practical
information. We are encouraged to make liberal use of the
dramatic arts in both live performances as well as the electronic
media. Contextualized radio dramas have recently been greeted
with “an amazing change in response.” The use of ancient stories
and epics can provide an entry point into the culture. Davis’
discussion of redemptive analogies or “the Eye-Opener” is
particularly germane to our context in Cambodia. Especially so is
his treatment of the prophesy regarding “the one Messiah who is
foremost in Buddhists’ aspirations and prayer,” Pre Sayamitray
(Metteya), which is usually translated *“Prince of Peace.” Davis
reports that Dr. W. C. Dodds, a missionary to Thailand over 100
years ago, discovered the other name of Metteya, Ariya, comes
from Sanskrit and means “high bormn.” Dodd “proceeded to show
that Jesus is Highest born of all who ever came to earth, and that he
is all merciful.” Davis observes, “It is highly probable that many
of the early Christians in Thailand became Christian because they
saw Christ, as the fulfillment of this ancient prophesy.”

Chapter 10, a new addition to the revised edition, contains
an excellent review of leadership structures found in the church
today. It comprises an articulate and poignant critique of worldly
leadership styles which have crept into many churches, especially
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Asian congregations. Finally, Davis helps us to review our
hermeneutics; he does so via a clear outline of the five “irreducible
components” which should be found in every truly New Covenant
Church regardless of culture.
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