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Western world view has a blind
spot that makes it difficult for many Western missionaries to
understand, let alone answer, problems related to spirits,
ancestors and astrology. Dr. Hiebert here brings us a
reevaluation of these problems from a Biblical perspective
which challenges some of the assumptions of Western
theology and opens the door for a more holistic, relational
and relevant theology of mission.
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JOHN’s DISCIPLES asked, ‘Are you he that should come,
or do we look for another?’ ” (Lk 7:20). Jesus answered not with
logical proofs, but by a demonstration of power in the curing of
the sick and casting out of evil spirits. So much is clear. Yet when
I read the passage as a missionary in India, and sought to apply it
to missions in our day, I had a sense of uneasiness. As a
Westerner, I was used to presenting Christ on the basis of
rational arguments, not by evidences of his power in the lives of
people who were sick, possessed and destitute. In particular, the
confrontation with spirits that appeared so natural a part of
Christ’s ministry belonged in my mind to a separate world of the

miraculous — far from ordinary everyday experience.
The same uneasiness came to me early in my ministry in India.
One day, while teaching in the Bible school in Shamshabad, I saw

Born and raised in India, Paul G. Hiebert, returned to his homeland as a
Mennonite Brethren missionary for six years and then later under the Fullbright
exchange as a professor of anthropology in the University of Osmania, Andhra
Pradesh. A graduate of the Mennonite Brethren Seminary, Fresno, CA, he did
his PhD at the University of Minnesota. Before coming to be Professor of
Anthropology and South Asian Studies at Fuller School of World Mission,
Pasadena, he was an associate professor at the University of Washington,
Seattle.

Missiology: An International Review, Vol. X, No. 1, January, 1982



PAUL G. HIEBERT
The Flaw of the Excluded Middle

36

Y ellayya standing in the door at the back of the class. He looked
tired, for he had walked many miles from Muchintala where he
was an elder in the church. | assigned the class some reading and
went with him to the office. When | asked why he had come, he
said that a few weeks earlier smallpox had come to the village
and taken a number of children. Doctors trained in Western
medicine had tried to halt the plague but without success.
Finally, in desperation the village elders had sent for a diviner
who told them that Maisamma, Goddess of Smallpox, was angry
with the village.

To satisfy her and stop the plague the village would have to
perform the water buffalo sacrifice. The village elders went
around to each household in the village to raise money to
purchase the buffalo. When they came to the Christian homes,
the Christians refused to give them anything, saying that it was
against their religious beliefs. The leaders were angry, pointing
out that the goddess would not be satisfied until every household
gave something as atoken offering — even one paisa or penny
would do. When the Christiansrefused, the elders forbade them
to draw water from the village wells and the merchants refused
to sell them food.

In the end some of the Christians had wanted to stop the
harassment by giving a paisa, and to tell God they did not mean
it, but Yellayyahad refused to let them do so. Now, said Yellayya,
one of the Christian girls was sick with smallpox and he wanted
me to pray with him for God's healing. As | knelt, my mind was
in turmoil. | had learned to pray as a child, studied prayer in
seminary and preached it asapastor. But now | wasto pray for a
sick child asall the village watched to seeif the Christian God was
able to heal.

Why my uneasiness both in reading the scriptures and in the
Indian village? Was the problem, at least in part, due to my own
world view — to the assumptions | as a Westerner made about
the nature of reality and the ways | viewed the world? But how
do | discover these assumptions? They are so taken for granted
that I am rarely even aware of them. One way isto look at the
world view of another culture and then to contrast it with the way
| view the world.

Ills and Remedies in an Indian Village

There are many illnesses in an Indian village. People become



