The Evangelization of Animists:
Power, Truth or Love Encounter?

The successful evangelization of animists requires a correct understanding of animismas a
belief systemin conjunction with a combination of strategies that utilize the strengths of three encoun-
ters—a truth encounter, a power encounter, and a love encounter.

by Douglas J. Hayward
issionary strategiesin the evan-

M gelization of any given peo-

ple group are the product of missionary
understandings regarding the prac-
tices and beliefs of that people. When it
comes to the evangelization of ani-
mists the history of missions reveals that a
variety of strategies have been
attempted. In this article | address three
specific strategies that arise out of an
understanding and response to animism.
In particular, | shall argue that the
successful evangelization of animists
requires a correct understanding of
animism as a belief system in conjunction
with a combination of strategies that
utilize the strengths of three encounters—
truth encounter, power encounter, and
love encounter. | begin with some intro-
ductory words regarding the anthro-
pological and missiological use of the
term animism.
Defining Animism

The term animism was first intro-
duced by Edward Tylor in the | ate nine-
teenth century based upon the Latin
word anima for soul. Tylor introduced the
term in order to serve at least two
important functions. First he wanted to
refute the arguments of his contempo-
raries that primitive peoples lacked relig-
ion. To thisend, Tylor argued that
writersin his day failed to recognize
“anything short of the organized and
established theology of the higher races as
being religion at al” (Tylor 1871:2:
4). By establishing a new definition of
religion, namely that “a minimum
definition of religion” consists of a “belief
in spiritual beings” (Tylor 1871:2:12),
he was able to demonstrate that religion is
universally present in all cultures.
Tylor was then able to move on in his

arguments to build a case for cultural evo-
lution which was a prominent socio-
logical paradigm in his day.

| shall not, here, attempt to trace
the history of the criticisms of Tylor’'s
position, but with the demise of the
theory of cultural evolution the term “ani-
mism” has either been dropped by
contemporary anthropologists, or it is ref-
erenced for its historical role in the
anthropological study of religion.

The contemporary use of the
term is evident in the following defini-
tions of animism from three popular
anthropological text books:

—"“Belief in spiritual beings”
(Peoples & Bailey 1988:443).

—"the belief in a soul or a per-
sonal supernatural force” (Plog & Bates
1980:381).

—"“A belief in spirit beings, which
are thought to animate nature” (Havi-
land 1990:361).

The problem with this use of the
term isthat it applies equally well to
Christianity or other world religions
which is, of course, what Tylor intended
when he stated that animism was to
be considered as a minimum definition of
religion. However, for the purposes of
scholars in comparative religion as well as
missiologists, animism has taken on a
more technical nature, namely that of
referring to the religious beliefs of tri-
bal peoples (or folk religion) who believe
in the existence of multiple spirit
beings. If animismisto be used in this
manner, then, it must be modified
from its original usage, or even its stan-
dard anthropological usage. Accept-
ing, then, that such a use of theterm is
legitimate | would suggest the follow-

ing working definition for the term:

Animism is abelief in multiple spirit
beings and souls that inhabit the uni-
verse, whose existence is found in
people or in nature. As most gener-
aly conceptualized such spirits are
semi-autonomous beings who repre-
sent distinct spheres of influence
over nature (such as trees, water, ani-
mals, weather, etc.); or locations

(such as mountains, depressions, for-

est glens, etc.); or human beings

(that is by causing sickness, induc-

ing possession behavior, evil behav-

ior, or by becoming familial, helping
entities, etc.).

This definition seeks to differentiate
animism as areligion distinct from
other religions, while at the same time
acknowledging that a belief in such
spirits often coexists with other religions.
It is also a definition that seeks to be
descriptive without adding pejorative,
moralistic or theologically biased ter-

minology.

K. Burridge brings further insight
into the nature of animism as a belief sys-
tem in his discussion of the function
of religion when he writes:

..al religions are basicaly con-
cerned with power. They are con-
cerned with the discovery, identifica-
tion, moral relevance and ordering
of different kinds of power... whose
manifestations and effects are
observable, but whose natures are
not yet fully comprehended (1969:5)

As he elaborates on this process
(see especially pages 2-8) Burridge clari-
fies that religion is concerned with
the truth about power, with the identifica-
tion of the source of that power
whether it comes from spiritual beings,
whether it manifests in natural phe-
nomena, apparitions, or abnormal behav-
ior, whether it is beneficial or danger-
ous, and whether it has measurable
attributes and ranges of power. Bur-
ridge continues to reason that taking these
discoveries, and identifying those
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sorts of power, which, though sensed and
affective, are currently not wholly
comprehended, requires a combination of
experience, working assumptions and
faith which then become the shared truths
of the culture. Thisinterplay of expe-
rience, assumptions and faith is constantly
subject to new experiences, under-
standings and challenges so as to be sub-
ject to a developmental process

whereby old perceptions are tested, found
faulty and abandoned while new

truths are received and incorporated.
From these shared truths are derived

the moral imperatives, obligations and
rules of conduct to which the mem-

bers of a society are willing to subject
themselves. Such rules enable indi-
viduals to identify their place in society,
to discharge their moral obligations to
the community and to engage in asimilar
process of identification and interac-

tion with the culturally identified powers
of the universe.

In light of this understanding regard-
ing the nature of religion, it is evident
that animism has the same objective as
other religions but is unique as a
belief system in that it postulates the exis-
tence of numerous spirit beings who
function semi-autonomously in the uni-
verse, a domain they share with
human beings and with whom they are
capable of interacting. The origin,
nature and manner in which they interact
with human beings are distinctive to
each cultural group’s belief system and
may be highly influenced by the pres-
ence of areligion from amajor tradition
such as Islam or Christianity. What-
ever the variations may be, though, they
arise from the common spiritual con-
cerns of humanity, and from this perspec-
tive, we are able to understand ani-
mists, grasp the logic of their beliefs, and
engage in inter-faith dialogue. A
word of caution, as helpful asthe above
may be, we do well to take heed of
the admonition of Marvin Harris who
reminds us that religion is much more
than simply a people’'s attempt to explain

puzzling phenomena (1991:284). Religion
also serves many social and prag-
matic concerns of a people or society.

Truth Encounters

It is obvious from the above that,
well intentioned as they may be, ani-
mists are a people who do not have the
full light of God'srevelation and as a
conseguence suffer from spiritual ignor-
ance and even Satanic delusions. One
of the consequences of ignorance is fear
which is a feature of animism that has
been noted by evangelicals and missiolo-
gists. Van Rheenen states:

The animist livesin fear of the spiri-

tual powers...[He} is overwhelmed

by the many powers that might bring

evil upon his life..He desperately

searches for information to ward off

evil and manipulate the powers to do

hisbidding. (1991:21-22).

Inasimilar vein, Nida and Smal-
ley state that animists set about to resolve
their fearsin their religion, but that in
their animistic practices they only end up
in transferring their “elemental fear of
the immediate, primary danger” to that of
fear in “largely irresponsible spirits”
(1959:58).

Having witnessed animists scur-
rying to their homes in the evening hours
desperately seeking to be inside
before the spirits of the night begin to
roam the earth, | cannot help but
agree with these assessments. However,
as evangelicals we must be careful
not to describe animism as a religion of
fear while forgetting that the God of
the Bible is also to be greatly feared, and
that the fear of hell islegitimate for
all people.

An appropriate response to these
issues of ignorance and fear is truth and
trust. Truth regarding the true nature
of God and the spirit world, and truth
regarding the fundamental spiritual
questions they confront us as human
beings including the six most com-
mon existential questions asked by people
everywhere:

1. Can | find help in confronting the
problems of living?
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2. Can | find healing in times of sick-
ness?

3. Can | find protection from malevo-
lent beings?

4. How can | discharge my obliga-
tions to supernatural beings who may
interact with me and my world?

5. How can | find meaning in life
and in particular meaning to pain and suf-
fering?

6. What is the source or origin of
evil?

Teaching, preaching, Bible transla-
tion, discipling and other educational
ventures, then, are appropriate missionary
strategies in confronting ignorance.
Indeed, these have been at the very heart
of missionary strategies for decades,
but we have also since learned that infor-
mation alone does not dispel fear. The
antidote to fear istrust, which iswhy a
truth encounter must be accompanied
by a power encounter which must be fol-
lowed by alove encounter for effec-
tive evangelism among tribal animistic
peoples.

Power Encounters

Since the decade of the 1960’s it
has been increasingly popular in mission-
ary circles to talk about and plan
evangelistic strategies around what has
become known as “power encoun-
ters.” This concept was first articulated
and developed under the able |eader-
ship of Alan Tippett (1969). The concept
has since undergone significant
changes over the years since its first intro-
duction, particularly under the influ-
ence of the so called Signs and Wonders
Movement (see esp. Wimber:1992).
However, at the heart of the whole con-
cept is the recognition that truth must
be accompanied by power and authority.

Strategies that incorporate power
encounters have been particularly popular
in the evangelization of animists
because animism has increasingly been
identified as being areligion that is
focused, even obsessed, with gaining
power. As examples of this under-



standing | turn first to the work of Nida
and Smalley who state:

One basic assumption that is implied
in all animistic practices is the con-
trollability of the spirit power. If
only one knows the right formulae,
the spirit world can be made to do
one's bidding, whether for good or
for evil. The animist is not con-
cerned about seeking the will of his
god, but in compelling, entreating,
or coercing his god to do his will...
As animists come more and more
into contact with the secular-
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selves as living in harmony with nature
and the land. They seek to use the

land in a manner that recognizes the mul-
tiple demands upon it by not only

man and nature, but also the spirit entities
of the spirit world. Their quest for

power, then, is more a quest for the
authority and aright to engage in

their particular activities. In contrast, to

157

tudes toward power between animists and
Westerners (in particular) is evident

in a study of the topic of mana. It has
been common in anthropology to

identify manaas an impersonal power,
and this identification has been

picked up and repeated by missiologists.
Unfortunately this misconception

about the nature of manaas power has

ized views of urban centers,
religion begins to lose its
hold... But though an animist
may lose his gods, he does not
lose his basic orientation—
that life should serve selfish
ends. (1959:54-55)

Van Rheenen echoes this
theme when he says “ The essence of
animism is power...” (1991:21).

In fact, for Van Rheenen this focus
on power is so important he

gives his own definition of animism
that incorporates this concept.

Van Rheenen defines animism as:

...the belief that personal spiri-
tual beings and impersonal
spiritual forces have power
over human affairs and, conse-

The purpose of power
encountersisnot the need

to demonstratethe
superiority of faith in

Christ, but rather how faith
in Christ brings peace
with God, establishes a

harmoniousrelationship
with His eternal purposes,
and empowersusfor the

tasks of daily living.

mislead both anthropologists and
missiologists in their understanding
of both the concept of manaand
the religious practices that surround
it. In aseminal article on this

topic entitled “ Rethinking Mana,”
Roger Keesing argues that in
Oceanic languages manais

...a stative verb, not a noun:
things and human enterprises
and efforts are mana. Mana is
used as a transitive verb as
well: ancestors and gods mana-
ize people and their efforts.
Wheremana is used as a houn,
it is (usually) not as a substan-
tive but as an abstract verbal
noun denoting the state or
quaity of mananess (of a
thing or act) or being-mana (of
aperson). Things that are mana

quently, that human beings

must discover what beings and
forces are influencing them in order
to determine future action and, fre-
quently, to manipulate their power.
(1991:20)

Steyne makes similar claimsin a
book entitled Gods of Power: A Study of
the Beliefs and Practices of Animists.
He states:

..inanimism...man needs power
from outside himself to control his
environment... Life's pursuit and
religious motivation is... to compel
the whole universe, both spirit and
material, to do man’'s bidding and
serve his selfish ends regardiess of
what they may be. Man is the focus
of life and all forces (powers) are
solely for his benefit. (1990:39)

These statements affirm what
Burridge correctly noted, namely, that the
essence of all religion is the concern
for the truth of power. Missiologists need
to take great care in this matter for the
concept of power is not the same in all
cultures. Concepts of power will dif-
fer in cultures depending upon their atti-
tude toward nature and the land. As
such foragers, pastoralists and even sim-
ple horticulturists may view them-

this attitude toward the land, more
advanced agricultural societies seek to
subdue the land, and their quest for
power is driven by the desire to conquer
and/or exploit for their own purposes.

When power comes from being in
proper relationships, then human
beings seek to form appropriate relation-
ships with other sentient beings (both
those that are seen and those that are
unseen) that will assure their good-
will, cooperation, and if possible harmoni-
ous co-existence. These will include
appropriate gifts, offerings and sacrifices
of honor and/or appeasement.

Since the animistic world, in particu-
lar, isinhabited by a host of spirit
presences who are ubiquitous, variable in
nature or essence, and sometimes
helpful, malicious, capricious, or distant
and unconcerned, animists diligently
seek to form appropriate relationships
with the spirit world.

Therelational character of power,
and the fundamental difference in atti-

are efficacious, potent, success-
ful, true, fulfilled, realized: they
“work.” Mana-ness is a state of effi-
cacy, success, truth, potency, bless-
ing, luck, realization—an abstract
state or quality, not an invisible spir-
itual  substance or  medium.
(1984:138)

In the hands of missionaries and

anthropologists, though, manahas
been misunderstood ever since Codring-
ton first introduced the term into liter-

ature. Keesing argues that turning mana
into a noun has been the invention of

Europeans. He states:

Argumentsin favor of understanding
mana as a noun that labeled a diffuse
spiritual  energy or power [tri-
umphed] more by virtue of rhetorical
persuasiveness and the sheer intelli-
gibility of such an imagined medium
of spiritual potency to European
philosophical  imagination  than
because of solid textual, linguistic,
or ethnographic evidence.
(1984:137)

| believe that..mana as an invisible
medium of power was an invention
of Europeans, drawing on their own
folk metaphors of power and the the-
ories of nineteenth-century physics
(1984:148)

Man_a_meetl{ metaphorically be sub-
stantivized: a magica stone may
“have mana.” But the interpretation
by missionaries (and anthropolo-
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gists) that the stone thereby “con-
tains’ some invisible medium of
power seems to me fundamentally
erroneous. (1984:150)

Because of the way we metaphori-
cally substantivize “power” the term
was adopted to label quantifiable
electrical energy as a medium whose
flow could be channeled through
cables and directed to human ends.
The physicalist conception of electri-
cal energy as power...has affected
characterizations of mana
(1984:150.

Keesing suggests that in order to
more correctly understand the term
we need to see
that a minimal first step toward a
hermeneutic  reinterpretation  of
mana in Oceanic religion would be
to change every gloss of mana as
“power” to “potency,” and every
gloss of “powerful” to “potent.”
“Potent” as stative and “potency” as
derived abstract noun (and the paral-
lel series needed to capture other
senses of mana “effective” and
“efficacy”; “true” and “truth”; “real-
ized” and “realization”; “sacred” and
“sanctity”; “confirmed” and “confir-
mation”; etc.) begin to capture the
linguistic, semantic, and ethno-
graphic facts at hand. (1984:151)
If Keesing isright, and | believe
he s, then all anthropological and missio-
logical discussions on mana, not only
for Oceania, but for other geographical
regions as well, are highly suspect
because the untested ideological assump-
tions, indeed the anthropologically
orthodox view that we all learned in grad-
uate school has blinded usto its true
function in the religious systems of ani-

mists.

In respect, then, to the evangelical
and missiological claim that the
search by animists for manais a quest for
power, we do well to consider Kees-
ing’s statement that:

Mana is a concept that addresses
two circumstances of life...: first, the
essential unpredictability of the out-
comes of human effort—in war,
fishing, gardening, feastgiving, cur-
ing, and other activities; and second,
inequalities among humans—in their
attainments and success, in their
rank, and in their access to the gods
and spirits...(1984:148)

Mana, from this perspective, is
an explanation for causation and arises
out of aworldview assumption about
the nature of cause and effect. The mana
(empowerment, luck, effectiveness,
etc.) may originate from familiar spirits or

other spirit beings who potentiate an indi-
vidual or object. How thisworksisa
question that animists rarely ask for that is
ametaphysical question that is pecu-
liar to Western thinking. The focus of the
animist is not upon how it works but
rather upon what Burridge described as
the task of identifying and under-
standing the moral relevance of power
(success?) that is perceived but not
fully comprehended.

In addition to these concerns
about unpredictability and inequality, ani-
mists are also concerned, as are peo-
plein al cultures, about the source of or
cause for evil. Animists, given their
particular worldview assumptions, often
explain the presence of evil as being
due to the activity of spirits and from this
perception develop concepts of char-
acter and nature that they ascribe to these
spirits. As such they may identify a
god/spirit or class of gods/spirits as being
tricksters, or believe them to be capri-
cious spirits, or malevolent and/or angry.
Making peace with such beings, or at
least accommodating to them, is a part of
animistic practices in the same sense
that making peace with God is a dominant
themein all religious traditions.

From this perspective, the purpose of
power encounters among animistsis
not so much the need to demonstrate the
superiority of faith in Christ, but
rather how faith in Christ brings peace
with God, establishes a harmonious
relationship with His eternal purposes,
and empowers us for the tasks of eve-
ryday life. Thisis a much more positive
use of the concept of power encoun-
ters and |ess destructive than what other-
wise might be. As Hiebert has noted
when power encounters result in confron-
tations the results are often persecu-
tion, suffering or even death (1993:173ff).

Love Encounters

I think it would be afair paraphrase
of | Corinthians 13 to say that “If |
have all knowledge and power and have
not love, | have nothing...” And so, it
is that we come to the third encounter that
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is essential for the evangelization of ani-
mists—a love encounter.

Loveisfoundational for establishing
trust that is, as noted earlier, the anti-
doteto fear. It is the climate by which
new information can be incorporated
and embraced, making it possible for an
effective truth encounter to take
place.

Love ensures that power is not
abused, does not become abrasive, or in
any way overwhelms the willing sub-
mission of a people to the claims of Jesus
Christ. Thereis no room in love for
an attitude of triumphalism such as was
expressed in the following early
description of animism:

[Another] weskness is that often the
religious |eaders—shamans, sorcer-
ers, or mediums—are the “lunatic
fringe” of society. They are often
psychotic, mentally deranged, emo-
tionaly unstable...[These kinds of
people] do not provide the kind of
constructive leadership that any soci-
ety needs..A [further] liability in
primitive beliefs is the undue empha-
sis upon the physiological and infan-
tile in religious practice.... though
such practices may appeal to people
for a time because of their very ele-
mental and mystic character, they
are not fully satisfying, since they
are essentially beneath man’s capac-
ity for religious expression (Nida
and Smalley, 1959:57-58)
Love ensures the preservation of
human dignity for love is patient
while it waits for another to weigh com-
peting claims to truth. Love never rid-
icules ignorance, nor does it ever diminish
that which is good and well-
intentioned. Rather, love in both word
(truth) and deed (power) are the key
to the successful proclamation of God’s
word to a blind and confused world in
which allegiance of the heart toward God

isour goal.
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