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Deep Mission To Deep Culture

Harold Turner

This title phrase above has become the summary statement of what
Collision Crossroads is all about. This essay presents the unfamiliar idea
of ‘deep culture’ which provides the roots and therefore largely governs
the life of any society:. Like roots, it is mostly out of sight and unrecognized,
so that to examine it a special effort has to be made.

The two sources I turn to for light on this task are probably surprising
— the nowadays much out of favour ‘overseas missionary’, and the
somewhat repudiated Karl Marx. The former has had to work at under-
standing a non-Western culture in considerable depth, and the latter’s
strength lay in a worldview that included what he saw as the deepest
forces at work in our, and indeed all, cultures.

The first part of the essay therefore pursues this theme of deep culture
in distinction from our use of the term culture at more surface levels; the
second part looks at the same term again but by analogies from depth

‘studies in other areas; the third part offers a case study of one of the
foundational features of all cultures in terms of three concrete images
that will hopefully help in grasping and evaluating each of the alternatives.
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Deep Mission To Deep Culture

l. Who Are We?
Personal, Social and Cultural Identities

Overseas Missions Reversed

Christian missions from the Western countries to the rest of the world
have been a notable part of Western history in the last two centuries of
the modern period, known as they were as ‘foreign missions’. Now the
line between the ‘heathen and primitive peoples overseas’ and our own
post-Christian societies cannot be drawn with the confidence that marked
the 19th century and later. Our personal, social and cultural identity no
longer stands in ready contrast to that of peoples in the non-Western
world. Indeed the tables have almost been turned. It is fashionable to
speak in derogatory terms of Western culture and to exhibit a sense of
guilt about its effect on the rest of the world, and not least through
Christian missions. Despite the derogatory overtones this last term has
unjustly acquired, I shall look to thiskmissionary experience for some
light on our own predicament in the ‘sendirig countries’ of the West, now
that we are much less sure of ourselves as we face our own mounting and
seemingly intractable social problems.

Holism: The Three Levels of Life

The main lesson derives from the way in which most overseas missionary
work has had an holistic approach, in the sense that the Gospel was
addressed to all three levels of human existence: the individual personal,
the public social, and the deeper cultural. The local situation required
missionaries to start at the first level, that of the individual, with sole
converts or small groups. They also had to address the second level, that
of social systems, such as the structures of martiage, the place of women,
the treatment of disease, pay-back revenge, and many other areas demand-
ing reform in the direction of Gods Kingdom. ’
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Collision Crossroads

Beyond these two levels, missionaries had to address a third level,
that of the basic culture itself. Language is the first expression of this
level of culture. From very early on in the history of Christian eXpansion
the local language was learned, given written form, and used for trans-
lating the Scriptures. Bible translation into a myriad of local languages
has been a major cultural operation with a profound significance usually
unrecognized by the critics of missions. This study was extended by the
use of anthropology to help reach the very roots of a people’s life. Mission-
aries were pioneers in the development of the modern sciences of
linguistics and anthropology. They were engaging in what I am calling
‘deep mission’.

Learning from these Missionaries
The holistic approach we have seen used abroad in other societies and
cultures offers a radical critique of what we have been doing in our own
countries. Here the evangelism of the ‘evangelical’ and the more recent
‘charismatic’ constituencies has focused on level 1, the individual, as its
chief emphasis. Christian bookstores concentrate on this and on the
nurture of the personal religious life. The more ‘liberal’ constituency,
especially in the mainline Churches, is much more involved in the reform
of social systems and structures, level 2 of our existence, especially through
its focus on issues such as rights, ecology, peace, feminism, etc. For several
decades evangelicals have shown increasing concern for level 2 social
transformation. The New Zealand Brethren pastor, Brian Hathaway’s
Beyond Renewal, The Kingdom of God provides striking evidence of this.
Nevertheless there continues to be a degree of polarization between the
individual and the social emphases within our Christian communities,
polarization that has been less evident on overseas mission fields.
While our missionaries overseas study the worldviews and the basic
assumptions of tribal and other cultures, at level 3, in order to bring a



Collision Crossroads

From the Maori viewpoint they are all ‘Pakeha’, i.e., European. Pakeha
is primarily a cultural term rather than a racial one. New Zealanders will
become even more conscious of their common surface .culture when
they see the impact of the current immigration of quite different Asian
cultures, and understand what lies below the surface cultural variations
of Chinese, Taiwanese, Koreans, Japanese, Indians and others. An Asian
worldview has fundamental oppositions to the European worldview.
This is a new and urgent question to which governments in all Western
countries where Asian and Arabic immigration have rapidly increased
seem to be irresponsibly indifferent. How can these worldviews combine
if there is a basic incompatibility between them? We just do not know
what we are doing at these foundational levels of human life.

Flexible Relations Between Surface and Deep Culture

The same word ‘culture’ can refer to social customs, i.e., ‘surface culture?
(level 2, the social level of our lives), or to the basic axioms and convictions
by which people live, i.e., our ‘deep’ or foundational culture’ level 3, the
deeper level). Like the foundations of a building the third level is often
hidden. At some points there may be the closest interconnection between
these two levels. 1t is remarkable how at other points they may be
separated.

A classic example of this is found in the Scriptures. Israel emerged
from a background of tribal cultures and religions where rituals and
festivals were linked with the fertility of crops and herds, with lambing
and harvest festivals, and with pagan fertility rites. Remarkably, outward
forms, the visible social customs, were retained and given new meaning
that derived from the new biblical worldview. The feasts of Weeks, of
Tabernacles and of Passover commemorated the specific acts of God
within their history rather than the timeless fertility. powers of nature.
Israel’s surface culture now carried new meanings.
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