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In October of 2007, at the invitation of Bishop Floyd Schoenhals, I gave a presentation on the subject 

of mission titled “Seeing with Other Eyes: Mission for our Sake” at the Fall Theological Conference of 

the ELCA Arkansas-Oklahoma Synod in Hulbert, Oklahoma. Bishop Schoenhals later requested that I 

give a version of the same presentation at the Arkansas-Oklahoma Synod Assembly in Tulsa, Oklahoma 

on April 18, 2008. As I was reworking the material for the presentation, it occurred to me that the 

different understandings of mission that I was discussing could be expressed more clearly by presenting 

them in terms of three paradigms: a Paradigm of Superiority, a Paradigm of Plurality, and a Paradigm of 

Mutuality. I then developed the following Power Point slides to explain these three paradigms. In light of 

time constraints, however, I presented an abbreviated version of them at the Assembly.

While most of us would reject strongly the ideas associated with the Paradigm of Superiority, I would 

argue that these ideas have been so deeply engrained into us by the culture in which we live that we 

tend to continue to adhere to them, whether consciously or unconsciously. Many of us would identify 

much more with the Paradigm of Plurality, which represents a reaction against the ideas associated with 

the Paradigm of Superiority. I would propose instead, however, that we need to move into a Paradigm of 

Mutuality. While this is the paradigm in which most of us would like to see ourselves, I believe that in 

reality we tend to move back into one of the other two paradigms, generally without realizing it.

At the request of a number of those who attended the Arkansas-Oklahoma Synod Assembly, I have 

made the abbreviated version of the slides of my Power Point presentation available to any who request 

a copy. However, I am sharing this expanded version of the slides with those who may be interested in a 

more complete presentation of my thought concerning these three paradigms. Eventually, I hope to put 

the ideas of this presentation into published form. As I continue to develop these ideas, I would 

appreciate very much any comments or feedback from those who have found this material useful. You 

may write to me at: dabrondos@gmail.com

May God guide us all as we seek to be faithful in discerning how best to carry out the mission God 

has given us.

David A. Brondos



THREE PARADIGMS FOR UNDERSTANDING 

OURSELVES, OUR WORLD, AND OUR MISSION

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY



VIEW OF REALITY

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Hierarchical dualisms of 

“superior” / “inferior” :

soul / body

spiritual / material

“man” / nature

white / black

male / female 

parent /child

rich / poor

civilized / uncivilized,

“backward”

 Dependency of the inferior on 

the superior

 Plurality, diversity are 

something to be overcome by 

the inferior becoming like the 

superior; the goal is unity and 

uniformity

 Clearly defined “right” and 

“wrong”

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Rejection (in principle) of  

dichotomy of superiority / 

inferiority

 Suppression or elimination 

of dualities as oppressive and    

divisive

 Everyone and everything is 

essentially “good,” 

acceptable

What is “not good” is to    

criticize and reject what is     

different

 Diversity, plurality are good     

rather than something to be      

overcome

 Dependency must be 

broken, and replaced by 

independence

 “Right” and “wrong” are 

relative concepts, depending 

on the context 

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 All are different parts of a 

whole that must be integrated 

in order to achieve wholeness

 Appreciation of differences 

as necessary and 

complementary parts of whole; 

yet dualities, diversity, and 

plurality require integration

 Diversity and plurality are 

thus necessary for wholeness, 

but can also work against it

 “Good” and “bad,” “right” 

and “wrong” are defined in 

terms of what contributes to 

wholeness of all or works 

against that wholeness

 There is both “good” and 

“bad” in everyone and 

everything; we must all discern 

together

 Stress on interdependence 

rather than dependence or 

independence



VIEW OF OURSELVES IN RELATION TO THOSE WHO ARE DIFFERENT

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Superiority of some groups 

over others:

cultures

religions

races

socio-economic levels 

 Clearly defined and separated 

groups:  “we” / “they”

 “We” are whole and complete, 

“they” are not

We are “good” and are “right,” 

others are less so, or even “bad,” 

“mistaken,” etc., and must 

become like us; when they refuse 

to do so, “we” see them as our 

adversaries

 “We” tolerate those who are      

different, but desire that they 

change   

 The well-being of all requires 

that “we” be on top and others be 

subject to us

 Racism subtle but present, and 

at times may even be justified 

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 None are superior or 

inferior, just “different”

“We” are in reality a 

collection of many different, 

independent “I’s”

 Stress on respecting others,     

not judging them

We are not better than 

others, but all are equally 

good; at times, to counteract 

past ideas of superiority, “we” 

may even see our group as 

“bad” and others traditionally 

labeled “bad” as “good” (e.g., 

“ugly Americans”)

We do not attempt to 

change others, but accept 

them as they are

 If anyone must change, it is 

“we” rather than “they” (e.g., 

put away our prejudices and 

notions of superiority)

We openly reject racism 

and seek to show the world 

that we are no longer racist

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 “We” includes all people as parts of 

a single whole; “we / they” distinctions 

also exist, but this changes from one 

context to another and is fluid

We do not see one another as 

superior or inferior, but recognize that 

we all have strengths and weaknesses, 

virtues and deficiencies; we all lack 

wholeness to some extent

We evaluate ourselves and ask 

others to evaluate us, as we evaluate 

ourselves and others together with 

them and alongside them as our peers

We appreciate others, not just 

tolerating and respecting them, and 

want to share with them, giving and 

receiving together with them

We place ourselves on the same 

level as others, neither above them nor 

below them

We recognize that we are all racist, 

and must help each other address this 

problem, since racism hurts all people 

and groups



VIEW OF PAST

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

“We” justify the past and 

idealize it as “the good old days”

 Lack of a critical attitude 

toward the past

When apparently valid 

criticisms are made of what was 

done in the past, the response is: 

“what’s done is done; we can’t 

change the past, but only the 

future, so let’s focus instead on 

that” 

 Criticism of past makes “us” 

feel threatened, since it calls into 

question the conviction that we 

are “good” in relation to others

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 The past may be celebrated 

as good as long as this does 

not involve approving 

disrespectful attitudes and 

behavior towards others

 The past may also be 

criticized and condemned, 

especially where the paradigm 

of superiority prevailed 

(treatment of minorities, 

colonialism, oppression, etc.)

 Recognition of past wrongs 

and injustices by those in the 

dominant group tends to lead 

to a sense of guilt on their part

 Criticism of past often done 

in a superficial and sweeping 

manner by making 

generalizations, rather than 

careful analysis, since such an 

analysis makes people feel 

uncomfortable

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 A critical attitude toward the 

past is necessary; there is both 

good and bad

 The past must be evaluated and 

analyzed by others together with us 

in order to learn from it and to 

discern the good and bad

 The recognition of past wrongs 

and injustices has as its goal 

understanding the reasons behind 

them and their root causes, so as 

to make changes in the present 

and future

 In dialogue with others as our 

peers, we critique the past as 

carefully and objectively as 

possible, aware that we and all 

people have erred and committed 

many wrongs, and in the earnest 

desire to identify these so as to 

address them together; recognizing 

that we are all sinners and not just 

saints, we are able to do this 

without feeling threatened or 

uncomfortable



THEOLOGICAL EMPHASES

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Salvation involves a 

movement from the second, 

inferior side of the dualism to 

the first, superior side:

spiritual / physical, material

divine / human

eternal / temporal

heavenly / earthly

light (us) / dark (others)

godly / sinful

Christian / non-Christian,  

pagan

 There is a single definition of 

salvation, especially future-

oriented, that is the same for all

 Salvation is not universal: 

some are saved (those like 

“us”), others condemned

 God is on “our” side; we are 

God’s chosen representatives to 

bring salvation to others

 The gospel is in our 

possession, and proclaims that 

God graciously allows others to 

be saved like us

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

Multiple definitions of     

salvation: everyone defines      

“salvation” in their own terms 

for themselves

 All people have and know 

God in their own way

 Salvation is universal, 

embracing all people; no one 

is to be condemned (unless 

they choose this for 

themselves)

 To be “saved” is to feel 

good about oneself and have 

the freedom to pursue one’s 

own goals and interests

 Salvation has to do 

primarily with the present 

rather than being future-

oriented

 The stress is on the 

individual; one should not 

impose one’s idea of salvation 

on others

 A general loss of the notion 

of “sin”

 The gospel proclaims: “God 

loves and accepts you just as 

you are, no matter what”

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Salvation is defined in terms of wholeness 

and shalom for all (that is, justice)

 Salvation involves appreciating and 

integrating rather than eliminating the 

different dualities and pluralities, but also 

seeing them in different terms

 Salvation as justice and shalom for all 

embraces both present and future, individual 

and community, the spiritual and the 

physical/material

While salvation admits of different 

understandings and interpretations of 

wholeness, it is not defined by one person or 

group unilaterally but by all together through 

dialogue and critical reflection

 Salvation seen more in terms of degrees, like 

wholeness, rather than as being fully present or 

absent

 Since we are all not just saints but sinners, 

there is condemnable sin in all of us; that sin 

must be brought to light so as to be forgiven 

and overcome

 The gospel proclaims: “God loves all people 

unconditionally and wants all to be made 

whole: God is at work to make you whole, and 

to make others whole with you and through

you; God not only forgives and accepts you, but 

transforms you to make you who God wants you 

to be for your own good and that of others”



WHO INTERPRETS SCRIPTURE AND DEFINES GOD’S WILL?

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 As those possessing 

Scripture, we stand above 

others and interpret it for them

 “We” interpret correctly the 

Scriptures; “they” do not

 Literal readings of Scripture: 

“it means what it says,” and 

the correct and incorrect 

interpretations of Scripture are 

obvious and self-evident

 Scripture clearly defines 

right and wrong

 “We” define God’s will for 

ourselves and others, especially 

with regard to moral questions

 Absolute truth exists;  

relativism must be avoided and 

condemned

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 All interpret Scripture for 

themselves; in essence, there 

are no right and wrong 

interpretations; “the text 

means whatever it means for 

you”

 Interpretations of Scripture 

done from this paradigm are 

acceptable, but those 

interpretations done from a 

paradigm of superiority are not, 

since they involve imposing 

one’s own ideas on others

 All define God’s will for 

themselves; God’s will may be 

different from one person or 

context to another

 Truth is relative and 

contextual

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We interpret Scripture in 

dialogue with one another, 

seeking to discern God’s will 

together as peers and fellow 

sinners and saints

 The criteria established by the 

Scriptures themselves for 

determining acceptable Biblical 

interpretation revolve around the 

concepts of wholeness and  

justice for all

 In order to discern God’s will 

for ourselves and others, we

stand alongside others under 

the Gospel in a spirit of dialogue 

and critical reflection to be 

judged by it and judge all things 

by it together with others

 Truth is both absolute and 

relative, but can only be 

understood and expressed 

contextually



UNDERSTANDING OF LOVE

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Paternalistic view of love: 

“we” are like parents, 

graciously helping those who 

are like children 

We are disinterested, 

helping those who need us out 

of no concern for ourselves; to 

have interests of one’s own or 

be concerned for oneself is 

selfish and sinful

 As a lack of love, sin involves 

not trying to change and 

improve others, but simply 

leaving them as they are; since 

“we” have what “they” need, 

we must share it with them

 “Love” is condescending, 

stooping down to reach a hand 

out to those below us in need

 “We just want to help” 

justifies almost any action in 

relation to others

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Love involves affirming 

others as they are, not judging 

or condemning them

 All people are to be loved as 

“good,” no matter what

 Sin involves an attempt to 

change others and impose on 

them one’s own supposedly 

“superior” ways of thinking and 

doing things, rather than 

accepting them as they are

 One loves others by 

attempting to help them attain 

their own goals and dreams 

and find self-fulfillment

While one may offer help to 

others if moved to do so, it is up 

to them as to whether they 

wish to receive that help or not

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Love involves seeking the 

wholeness of others together 

with our own; these two are 

inseparable

 Sin involves seeking only our 

own wholeness and not that of 

others (which is actually 

impossible by definition), or 

acting in ways that destroy or 

harm the wholeness of all

 The way in which love is to be 

expressed and shown concretely 

is defined in dialogue with 

others, not unilaterally by one or 

the other

 Love seeks justice (shalom for 

all) and opposes injustice 

(remembering that we are all 

just and unjust, sinners and 

saints)



UNDERSTANDING OF MISSION

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Our objective in mission is 

that others be “saved” as we 

have been

 “They” must come to 

believe what “we” believe 

and become like “us”

Mission is something 

“we” do for “their” sake, not 

for “ours”

We go out to give, not to 

receive

 We use our superior 

power and wealth for the 

good of others; at times this 

ends up involving the use of 

resources to manipulate 

others (for their own good, of 

course)

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

Mission as traditionally defined 

is a questionable enterprise in that 

it involves imposing our ideas on 

others, attempting to “convert” 

them, and trying to change them 

to make them like us; this involves 

a lack of respect for the beliefs 

and practices of others

 The only acceptable forms of 

mission involve caring for others in 

ways that do not invite them to 

change their religious beliefs or 

practices (e.g., social work, 

advocacy, justice issues)

We go out to those who are 

different in order to learn and 

receive from them

We seek to empower others and 

enable them to find self-

fulfillment; the goal is that those in 

need obtain the power and 

resources they need to attain their 

goals and live better 

While mission may involve doing 

things for others in need, the 

stress should be on doing things 

with them

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 The objective of mission is wholeness and 

shalom for all, including both ourselves and 

others; we thus do mission for our sake and not 

just for others

 Because one can only be whole if one seeks 

the wholeness of others, no one can be whole 

without being involved in mission

We go out to give and receive

We raise a prophetic voice to oppose 

injustice, but seek that others do so as well, 

including in relation to us

 In mission, we seek to create communities 

of mutuality and integration, to build “bridges” 

for ourselves and others to cross

 Power and wealth take many forms; we must 

dialogue and work together so that the various 

types of power and wealth we all share are used 

to contribute to wholeness for all; we define the 

use of power and resources together under the 

light of the gospel

We are all subjects and objects of God’s 

mission; we join together with others in mission, 

which is not only ours but that of others as well, 

both in relation to us and to others

We seek to bring others into our own world, 

and not just go into theirs



UNDERSTANDING OF EVANGELISM

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 The primary focus of 

mission is evangelism

 Through evangelism we try 

to convince others of our 

faith so that they may be 

converted and attain the 

eternal salvation of their 

souls like us

 The goal of evangelism is 

that people join our church or 

form a new congregation that 

belongs to our same church 

body

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Evangelism traditionally 

understood is a 

questionable enterprise in 

that it involves trying to 

change the beliefs of others 

so that they are in 

agreement with our own, 

and condemning their 

beliefs as mistaken; this 

reflects an attitude of 

superiority in relation to 

them

 Evangelism as 

traditionally understood is 

also questionable in that it 

focuses on the salvation of 

people’s souls and regards 

their material and physical 

needs as less important

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Evangelism must be re-defined in 

terms of witness; it is good, since its goal 

is to share our own experiences of 

receiving wholeness from God through 

faith with others so that they can 

experience wholeness from God together 

with us

We evangelize not from a position of 

superiority but alongside others, looking 

up to the gospel with them as we stand 

alongside them underneath the gospel to 

view and evaluate ourselves and one 

another in its light; and if they have a 

different understanding of the gospel, we 

do the same in relation to their 

understanding

 As we evangelize, we also seek to be 

evangelized by others, receiving their own 

witness; we evangelize with others, 

including those who are different from us

We must all be converted by God, 

along with others; we seek mutual 

conversion in accordance with God’s will 

as we define it in dialogue with others 

under the light of the gospel



VIEW OF CHANGE AND TRANSFORMATION

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Those who are different 

(“inferior” in some way) must 

change to become like us; to 

accept them as they are 

would be to abandon them 

to their “unsaved” condition

 It is our responsibility to 

transform others in order to 

“help” them; we are divinely-

chosen agents of change

 In love, we can and should 

help solve the problems of 

others for them 

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 No one should be urged or 

forced by others to change; but if 

one desires to change of one’s 

own free will, that is good

We accept others as they are 

rather than attempting to 

change them

 People should define for 

themselves the ways they need 

to be changed and transformed, 

rather than having it defined by 

someone else for them

 Ultimately, the responsibility 

for the transformation of each 

person lies in the hands of that 

person herself/himself

 Everyone must solve their own 

problems, though it is good to 

ask for and receive help from 

others

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Since we are all sinners and saints, we must 

all change in various areas and ways

 Properly understood, change does not mean 

ceasing to be who we are in relation to others, 

or eliminating our differences, but integrating 

these differences so they work together for 

mutual wholeness

 Our way of seeing ourselves and others must 

be transformed, and can only be transformed by 

mutual dialogue, interaction, and integration

We do not define unilaterally the ways we 

and others need to be changed and 

transformed, but we look to the gospel together 

with others, as peers and equals, to define how 

God would have us change

 Through dialogue and working together, we 

seek our own transformation along with the 

transformation of others, so that all may be 

whole

We have a God-given responsibility for one 

another, and thus must seek the wholeness of 

all together: we are each other’s keepers

We define problems together and seek 

solutions together as peers and equals, viewing 

ourselves and reality in a critical spirit under 

the light of the gospel 



VIEW OF DIALOGUE

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 The objective of dialogue is 

to change others

We enter into dialogue to 

convince others that we have 

the truth

 Others will change as they 

come to see the superiority of 

our views and ideas

We define the content of 

the dialogue and the 

conversation so that others 

will hear what we want to tell 

them

 Ideally, we wish to talk 

more than we listen, and seek 

to provide answers to the 

questions others have

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 The objective of dialogue is 

to learn more about our 

differences, affirm that those 

differences are good, and to 

overcome the antagonisms that 

have resulted from past 

relations based on the 

paradigm of superiority

 The only real change we 

seek in dialogue for ourselves 

and others is that we all 

become more tolerant of 

others’ beliefs

We may also seek to define 

through dialogue ways we can 

work together with others, as 

long as this does not involve 

trying to change people’s 

beliefs

We wish to listen just as 

much as we talk, and let all be 

involved in defining the content 

of the dialogue and 

conversation 

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 The objective of dialogue is the 

transformation of all involved, including 

ourselves and others, so that we all 

may be made more whole

 Because one cannot be whole 

without seeking the wholeness of 

others, and because we cannot seek 

the wholeness of others except through 

dialogue, dialogue is an integral and 

indispensable part of mission

We enter into dialogue with others 

because we wish to be changed 

together with them; any such change, 

however, is not our work but the work of 

God’s Spirit who speaks to us through 

one another

 In dialogue, we share that of which 

we are deeply convinced and ask 

others to do the same

We all talk and listen to one another, 

defining the content of the 

conversation and dialogue together 

We cannot define ahead of time 

where dialogue will take us; we only 

know that it will take us in directions 

that no one expected



DEFINING PEOPLE

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 “We” know, “they” do not 

know

 “We” can do things that 

“they” cannot due to their 

lack of our knowledge and 

ability

 “We” define ourselves 

rather than letting others 

define “us”

 “We” define “them,” rather 

than letting them define 

themselves

 Those on the bottom are 

led to accept the definitions 

of those on the top, and often 

come to be convinced that 

those definitions are actually  

true and appropriate, coming 

to define themselves as those 

on top have defined them

 “We” are subjects, “they” 

are not adequate subjects 

due to their lack of knowledge 

and ability, and thus must be 

treated as objects

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 All individuals should be free 

to define things for themselves, 

and to define themselves in 

their own terms

 No one should define anyone 

else for them

While we refrain from 

defining those who are 

different from us in negative 

terms, we may nevertheless 

define them in positive terms, 

such as intelligent, good, 

capable people; this still 

involves our making value 

judgments regarding them, 

however

 To consider others as 

ignorant or incapable is a lack 

of respect toward them

 People are free to seek the 

knowledge and abilities that 

they want and need, without 

being judged by others

All people are subjects and 

must not be treated as passive 

objects

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We define ourselves and one another in 

dialogue and mutuality as peers and 

equals alongside one another

 Through this dialogue, we seek to let 

God and the gospel define us all, rather 

than  simply defining ourselves or one 

another as we wish

We do not define ourselves or others 

unilaterally; nor do we make any unilateral 

negative or positive judgments regarding 

others as if we were the judges and they 

the judged; rather we stand alongside one 

another to judge all things and all people 

(including ourselves) together with them 

under the light of the gospel

We all have different knowledge and 

abilities to share

 At the same time, we are all ignorant 

and incapable in certain areas and need 

the knowledge and abilities of others

 Thus we must bring together our 

different kinds of knowledge and abilities 

for the good of all

We are all subjects and objects in 

different times, places, and contexts 



DEFINING AND MEETING NEEDS

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 “We” are self-sufficient, and 

therefore able to define and 

satisfy our own needs without 

any help

 “We” label others as needy, 

and see them as being 

dependent on us

 “We” define the needs of 

others for them, since we 

know what is best for them

 “They” are not only 

incapable of meeting their 

own needs but defining those 

needs properly  

 “We” are able to satisfy the 

needs of those who cannot 

satisfy their own needs, and 

must do so

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

We let others define what they 

need, just as we define for 

ourselves what we need

 All people have the 

responsibility of finding ways to 

meet their own needs, and 

asking for help if they require it

 The goal is that all become 

independent, so that all may 

meet their own needs

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 No one is self-sufficient; all are 

needy in different ways and require the 

help of others 

We do not define the needs of 

others for them, nor attempt to meet 

their needs for them as if they were 

merely objects

We define our needs and those of 

others in dialogue with others

 Since we are all part of a single 

whole, our needs are the needs of 

others, and their needs are ours

 All are responsible not only for 

satisfying their own needs but those of 

others as faithful stewards, since 

everything and everyone belong to 

God; by meeting one another’s needs, 

we thereby meet our own as well

We must overcome unhealthy 

dependencies and promote healthy 

forms of independence, but ultimately 

see ourselves as interdependent and 

relate to one another in that way



GIVING AND RECEIVING

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 “We” have, “they” do not: 

“have’s” / “have-not’s” 

 “We” give, “they” receive

 To receive from those 

different from us or those 

“below” us is not good, 

because it makes us less than 

them

We give to help the needy, 

but not help ourselves; on the 

contrary, our giving to the 

needy involves love and self-

sacrifice on our part

 Stewardship involves using 

some of our abundant 

resources to provide for those 

who have little if any 

resources 

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Emphasis on receiving

what one needs and wants, 

and giving only when one 

feels moved to do so

We are all “have’s” rather 

than “have-not’s”

 It is the responsibility of 

all to find ways of receiving 

what they need; we should 

not insist on giving to those 

who do not ask or need, 

since this creates 

dependencies

 As Christians, our 

primary concern is that 

others receive what they 

need for self-fulfillment

 To receive from those 

different from us or in need 

can make us feel guilty, 

because they are more in 

need of what they give than 

we are

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We all “have,” yet we are all lacking 

and “have-not’s” in many ways, and need 

that which others have

 Those who are often seen as “have-

not’s” actually have a great deal, and 

those who seem to have most are also 

“have-not’s” in many ways 

When we give, we inevitably receive as 

well; and when we receive, we inevitably 

give as well

We want not only to give to others but 

receive from them; we also want to give by 

receiving and receive by giving, and desire 

that others do the same with us

When we give, we expect others to give 

as well, since this is the God-given 

responsibility of all; this may involve giving 

to us or to others, perhaps together with 

us

 To receive from those different from us 

or in need is to value them and see them 

as people who also have much to give to 

others, and to see ourselves as those who 

have needs just like everyone else



TEACHING AND LEARNING

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Since “we” know and 

“they” do not, we must teach 

them

 “They” must learn from 

“us”

 As part of a superior 

culture, “we” know the best 

way of doing things; those in 

inferior cultures do not

 “We” define what needs to 

be learned by others for their 

own good

 By teaching others what 

we know, they are enabled to 

become more advanced like 

us

 Effective teaching involves 

depositing our knowledge 

into others

 It is our responsibility to 

help others by teaching them

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

While some people know 

more than others, everyone 

should be free to define what 

they want to learn and who they 

wish to learn it from

We are all able to teach 

others and learn from others, 

since we all have different types 

of knowledge

 Everyone knows what is best 

for himself / herself, and thus 

what he / she needs to learn

 Effective teaching involves 

enabling all to learn to get the 

information they need and 

desire, rather than imposing our 

beliefs on others or simply 

depositing our knowledge into 

them

 It is the responsibility of 

everyone to obtain the learning 

they need, and one may also 

assume the responsibility for 

teaching others who request to 

be taught 

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Teaching and learning are both 

priorities for all, since only in that 

way can we all be made whole and 

contribute to the wholeness of others

 All people have knowledge and 

expertise in some areas, but lack 

knowledge and expertise in others; 

we must thus all teach one another 

and learn from one another

When we teach, we learn; when we 

learn, we teach

We teach others for our own good, 

not just for theirs; others teach us for 

their good, not just our own

 Others learn not only for their 

sake, but for our sake and the sake of 

others; we learn for the sake of 

others as well as our own; only as we 

all learn can we contribute to making 

ourselves and others whole

 Teaching and learning are shared 

responsibilities belonging to all

We define together in dialogue 

what is to be taught and learned



VIEW OF SOCIAL MINISTRY
PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Because the spiritual is more 

important than the material 

(hierarchical dualism), social 

ministry must relate in some way 

with ministry to the soul and spirit 

of others; “saving souls” is primary

 The ultimate goal of social 

ministry is that people be 

incorporated into a church 

(preferably ours)

 Paternalistic models of social 

ministry: as superiors, we have, 

give, teach, help, etc., in contrast to 

the others that do not have and 

must receive and learn from us and 

be helped by us; we define the 

needs of others for them

 Hand-outs and assistentialism, in 

which others play a passive role as 

objects

 No questioning or exploring the 

root causes of social problems; the 

dominant system and status quo 

must be maintained

 Those who receive help are 

accountable to those who give it in 

the sense that they must use it in 

the way the givers intended

 “Give others fish to eat”; maybe 

even “Teach others to fish”

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Rejection (often strong) of 

attempts to get people into church 

through social programs, and at 

times even of programs aimed at 

addressing spiritual needs, since 

we do not wish to “convert” others

 Focus primarily or exclusively on 

helping others meet their material 

needs

We let others define their 

needs, and avoid defining these for 

them

Motivation for helping others 

may be guilt at having more than 

them

 “Reverse paternalism”: 

everything about others is good 

and wonderful, but ultimately we 

are still “on top” defining and 

evaluating others, but not allowing 

them to define and evaluate us

 Those who receive help are 

either not held accountable by the 

givers, or held accountable only for 

using what they received honestly 

according to what was agreed 

 “Teach others to fish” if they 

want to fish and ask to be taught

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Goal is justice and wholeness for all in all of its 

different senses (material, spiritual, individual, 

community, etc.)

 All have resources to share that are not their own, 

but belong to God; as stewards of these resources, all 

are called to use them as God desires for their own 

good and that of others

 All give and receive, and seek both the wholeness 

of others as well as their own

 Resource-sharing is not defined unilaterally by 

either party, but through dialogue; we analyze our 

reality and theirs together as peers so as to define 

common approaches to ministries in which all are 

subjects and objects

Mutual accountability for the use of resources of 

all, and ultimately, accountability of all to God

 All evaluate themselves and one another, and all 

are evaluated by others and themselves

We are all sinners and saints, “haves” and “have-

nots”; we all need help from others, and we are all 

able to help others

 Our motivation is not guilt, but the wholeness of 

others as well as our own

We witness of our faith as we share with others, 

and also ask them to witness to us of their faith; we 

are mutually converted through ministry, but any 

conversion is not our task but that of the Holy Spirit 

(AugsConf, Art. V)

 “Teach others how we fish, learn from them how 

they fish, and see how we can fish together”



VIEW OF CHURCH

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 “We” are the church as 

Jesus intended it, to the 

extent that this is possible 

(no one is perfect, of course!)

 “We” generally take a non-

critical view of ourselves, 

seeing ourselves as saints 

more than sinners

 “We” have the truth in 

greater fullness, others only 

in part

 Clearly-defined lines of 

demarcation between “us” / 

“them,” “insiders / 

outsiders,” “church / world”

 “They” must come to “our” 

church to receive from “us”

 “All are welcome” means 

“You are welcome if you 

become just like us”

 The church, including the 

building and pastor(s), is 

“ours,” and has as its 

purpose to meet and serve 

“our” needs

 The church stands for 

truth

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 The church is actually many 

churches, none with an 

exclusive hold on the truth; 

other churches are neither 

superior nor inferior to ours, 

but just “different”

 Supermarket mentality: 

focus on offering “shoppers” 

what they want

We have aspects of the 

truth as we understand it, but 

so do others, since truth is 

relative

 The limits separating “us” / 

“them,” “insiders” / 

“outsiders,” “church / world” 

are blurry, since the stress is 

on the inclusion of all and the 

exclusion of none

 “All are welcome” means 

openness to all as they are; if 

what our church offers meets 

your needs, great!

 The church (building and 

pastor[s]) is “ours” but open 

and available to all

 The church stands for 

inclusivity and equity

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

Wherever people are made whole by Word and 

sacrament, through God and one another, there is 

the church

 Like people, all churches are “saints and 

sinners,” having good and bad, and needing to 

change and learn from others while also having 

much to share with others

 The church is an “army” or “body” (1 Cor. 12), in 

which all play a vital but unique role to accomplish 

God’s mission; all are needed, and none are more 

important or valuable, or less so

We identify as one with those inside and 

outside of church, yet without anyone denying or 

losing their own identities

 The church is a place where we experience 

forgiveness and transformation from God 

alongside others who are saints and sinners like 

us

 “All are welcome” means “We would really love 

to have you here for our sake, for your sake, and 

for the sake of others, so we may all be made 

whole together”

 The church, including the building and 

pastor(s), is not only for us but for others and all; 

these resources belong to God, and we administer 

them as stewards not only for ourselves but for the 

sake of others through dialogue with them

 The church stands for justice and wholeness for 

all in Christ



PLANNING FOR MISSION
PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 “We” define what needs 

to be done, and seek to do it 

ourselves or perhaps train 

others to do it under us

 “We” define what 

resources are needed and 

how others are to use “our” 

resources, which we 

(graciously) give to them

 “We” establish the 

structures and systems 

necessary to carry out 

mission properly, and 

implement those in the 

contexts where we do 

mission

 “We” are the ones sent 

out by God as missionaries; 

what God desires of “them” 

is merely that they receive 

us and what we bring them 

from God

 Those who receive from us 

must be accountable to us 

 “We” give assistance to 

others on the condition that 

“they” do what we have 

defined is best for them 

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Persons and groups define for themselves what 

needs to be done, and are responsible for either 

doing it themselves or finding and preparing others 

to do it 

 All are responsible for defining their mission, 

obtaining the resources they need to carry it out, 

and establishing their own structures and systems 

as they see fit

 All should look first to themselves for the 

resources they need in a spirit of independence, 

rather than looking to others in a spirit of 

dependence; however, they may ask others to 

share their resources, although these others 

remain free to allocate and share their limited 

resources as they see fit

Whoever has the resources to do it can go out in 

mission to others

We only send out missionaries to those who 

request them, and are careful to make sure those 

missionaries contribute to the independence and 

development of those who receive them, rather 

than promoting dependency

 Those who receive resources from others are 

accountable to them for the use of those resources

 The condition for others to receive resources 

from us is that they use them honestly for the 

purposes for which they were requested and 

intended; however, we are careful to avoid 

manipulating them with our resources or giving 

them with strings attached

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We define in dialogue with others how 

God’s mission is to be carried out so that all 

may be made whole

 The responsibility for doing mission 

belongs to all

 All share the responsibility for defining 

the resources necessary to do mission and 

procuring those resources, sharing what 

they have and pooling resources

 Resources are seen as belonging to God; 

all are merely stewards, called to 

administer together those resources in the 

ways that contribute best to wholeness for 

all

We create together structures and 

systems that serve God’s mission

 Since all give and receive, there is 

interdependence rather than simply 

dependency or independence 

We examine critically the reality that 

only some can go out in mission, and others 

cannot, due to laws and the unjust 

distribution of resources, and seek to 

change reality so that there is greater 

justice for all and all can go out in mission

 Receiving others is seen as just as  

important an element of mission as going 

out to others

 All are mutually accountable to one 

another, but ultimately to God



MISSION TRIPS
PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 “We” go to help “them,” 

because they need us and 

cannot meet adequately 

their own needs without us

 “Love” may be 

condescending and 

paternalistic

What we get out of a trip 

is a sense of satisfaction at 

having helped others at our 

own expense and sacrifice, 

as the gospel teaches

We define the needs of 

others for them and attempt 

to meet those needs for 

them

 The emphasis is on giving 

rather than receiving, 

teaching rather than 

learning, helping rather than 

being helped

 Because those to be 

helped are poor and have no 

resources of their own, we 

must provide all the 

necessary resources

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

We go out to learn from 

others, rather than to help 

them 

We are aware that we often 

end up being a hindrance 

rather than a help, and that 

our presence may imply that 

others are unable to help 

themselves; thus we view 

mission trips from a critical 

perspective

 In cases of great material 

need, it is good to help others 

establish self-help projects 

that they can then administer 

themselves to satisfy their 

physical needs, especially if 

they have requested our help; 

however, these projects must 

not involve trying to convert or 

change others, especially with 

regard to their religious beliefs

What we get out of a trip is 

personal enjoyment and 

satisfaction at having done 

something useful while 

nevertheless demonstrating 

respect for others and 

embodying a model of helping 

not based on the idea of 

superiority

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We go to receive and not just give, to receive by giving 

and to give by receiving; we seek to maintain a balance 

between these things

We go out to learn, listen, and be helped, not merely to 

teach, speak, and help

 The interests of all are defined clearly ahead of time, 

including especially the interests of those going on trip; 

we must avoid paternalistic ideas of “disinterested love”

 Participants have a proper understanding of mission 

focusing on wholeness of all (including those going, those 

receiving, and others in the contexts of both)

 All giving contributes to cycles of greater giving by all, 

including especially by all those who receive, who also 

give to us and others in turn

We go only to places where healthy relations of 

mutuality have already been established and will continue

We bring together our knowledge, abilities, and 

resources to transform our realities together 

 Trip experience leads to systemic questions (Why the 

inequality, poverty, etc.? Why can we go there but they 

not come to us?), and then to prophetic action and 

advocacy 

 Open critical reflection and analysis before, during, and 

after trip by all involved, including those going on trip and 

those receiving them

What we get from trip is that we are transformed by 

others, while enabling others to be transformed through 

our presence there (though not merely by us); as sinners 

and saints, we all learn from both the good and the bad



SOCIAL JUSTICE

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Social justice is of secondary 

importance, but since the gospel 

commands love of neighbor, it is 

not entirely unimportant

 Because the prevailing order in 

society is divinely established, we 

are called not to question that 

order but to work within it to 

improve the lot of those in need

 The dualistic world view 

requires a strict separation of 

church (the “religious” or 

“spiritual”) and state (the 

“secular” or “material”), with the 

church being more important

 Because those on top have 

superior knowledge and abilities, 

they (“we”) are the ones who 

should solve the problems of 

people who suffer injustices such 

as poverty and racism; history has 

shown that the poor and needy 

lack the understanding and 

capacity to solve these problems 

themselves

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 Social justice is of great 

importance, since salvation is not 

merely other-worldly or future-

oriented, but has to do with well-

being in the here and now

 Those who have more should be 

involved in striving for social 

justice on behalf of those who 

have less, in solidarity with them, 

so that they may achieve their 

own goals and desires just as we 

can

We seek to empower others to 

resolve their own problems rather 

than attempting to resolve their 

problems for them

We respect others in the 

process of seeking social justice 

for them

We feel guilty about having 

more than others, and thus need 

to make sacrifices and give up 

some of what we have so that 

there is a more equitable 

distribution of resources

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Social justice is inseparable 

from salvation, since this is 

defined in terms of shalom for all, 

but is also inseparable from 

spiritual and emotional justice 

and wholeness

 Social injustice affects all

people adversely, and not merely 

those in greatest need; all can 

only be made whole together

 Thus we seek social justice for 

our sake as well as that of others, 

and do so alongside others and in 

dialogue with them as peers and 

equals

 Since all of us are sinners and 

saints, there is good and bad in 

all of us, whether we are 

considered rich or poor, 

“privileged” or “underprivileged”

We view social reality from a 

critical perspective alongside 

others and under the light of the 

gospel, so as to understand it 

better and seek together 

solutions that bring wholeness 

for all



CALLING AND MAKING DISCIPLES

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

We call others to become 

disciples as we define 

discipleship; often the difference 

between following Jesus and 

following “us” is blurred

We call others to discipleship 

for their own good, out of love for 

them

We possess a correct 

understanding of what 

discipleship involves, and others 

must adopt this same 

understanding

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

We are somewhat hesitant 

to call others to become Jesus’ 

disciples, since this can be 

seen as a lack of respect 

toward them; we must accept 

them as they are

 It is good to follow Jesus, if 

that is what makes you feel 

fulfilled; however, there are 

other acceptable ways of 

finding self-fulfillment as well, 

and everyone must define this 

for herself/himself

 There are many different 

ways of living as Jesus’ 

disciple, and all of these can 

be seen as “good”; it is up to 

every believer to define what 

discipleship means for him or 

her

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 As Christians, we are convinced that 

wholeness and shalom for all come 

through Jesus; as his disciples, we give 

witness of this belief in word and deed

 To follow Jesus is to seek wholeness 

and shalom for all (including ourselves); 

in this sense, we call others to follow 

Jesus, that is, to join with us in seeking 

wholeness and shalom for all

While we believe that wholeness 

comes through Jesus, we respect 

others who believe differently, listening 

to them witness to their faith and 

experiences as we share our witness 

with them; yet in spite of our different 

beliefs, we believe following Jesus 

involves working together with them for 

the wholeness of all

 Together we discover what true 

discipleship consists of, looking to 

Jesus alongside one another as fellow 

believers in dialogue with one another 

and in a spirit of critical reflection



MOTIVATING OTHERS TO JOIN US AND TO GIVE

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

We tell others, “You too 

can become part of God’s 

chosen people with us” (even 

though those who are 

different can never be 

entirely “insiders” like us)

 Since we have the truth, if 

you join us you will know that 

truth

We want people to join us 

for their sake, not for ours

 By giving, you make it 

possible for our church and 

its ministry to continue so 

that others may be saved

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 We tell others, “Here among 

us you will find self-fulfillment, 

and have your needs met”

 This often involves the 

supermarket mentality: offering 

people what they want for as 

little a cost to them as possible 

 If people choose to join our 

church, it should be for their

sake, not ours; to think 

differently would be selfish on 

our part

 Giving enables one to 

experience the joy and 

satisfaction of serving God and 

others

 Giving may also help us 

address the problems 

associated with feeling guilty 

about the past or about having 

so much more than others

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We tell others, “You will only find 

wholeness as you seek the wholeness 

of all together with us and others”

 We want others to join us for our 

sake—so that we may be made more 

whole by receiving what they have to 

give--; for their sake, so that they can 

be made whole both by giving to us 

and others and receiving from us and 

from others together with us; and for 

the sake of those outside the church 

whose wholeness we will seek 

together with those who have joined 

us

Wholeness comes not only from 

receiving but giving; therefore, we 

invite others to join us not only so 

that they may receive but especially 

so that they may give (to us and to 

others together with us)

We can only be whole as we share 

our gifts and talents with others; we 

are committed to creating spaces 

and opportunities for this to occur 



BRINGING OTHERS INTO THE CHURCH

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

When we evangelize others, 

our hope is that they may join 

our church so that they may 

attain eternal salvation

When people join our 

church, we feel affirmed and 

are glad that our church is 

strengthened

 Since our church has the 

truth in greater fullness, 

calling others to follow Jesus 

is virtually inseparable from 

calling them to become 

members of our church

 The process for others to 

become fully and formally 

accepted in “our” church may 

be fairly long, since a great 

deal of change is required on 

their part regarding faith and 

practice

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

 If and when we evangelize 

others, our objective is just that 

they know that God loves them, 

but not necessarily that they be 

brought into our church

 Different churches suit 

different people; those who 

wish to follow Jesus as his 

disciples should find a church 

that makes them feel 

comfortable; if that is ours, 

great, but if not, that’s OK

We are happy when others 

join our church, since this 

means that they share our 

understanding of the gospel as 

God’s acceptance of all people, 

and can help promote this with 

us

We make it relatively fast and 

easy for people to join our 

church, accepting them as they 

are, rather than setting up a lot 

of hoops for them to jump 

through

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

 Our primary concern is to make the church 

a place where wholeness is to be found and 

shared; and because we want others to be 

made whole with us, we are anxious for them 

to discover God’s wholeness with us in our 

midst

 Because we have control only over our 

own church and not that of others, to the 

extent that we work to make our church a 

place of wholeness for all, we actively invite 

people to seek wholeness from God together 

with us and in our midst

We believe that the many churches and 

faiths (including our own) do not always 

contribute to wholeness for all as they 

should, and that at times every church and 

faith is even oppressive; thus through 

dialogue and critical reflection with others, 

we explore how our church and faith as well 

as the churches and faiths of others 

contribute to wholeness for all or impede it; 

and our desire is that people be integrated 

into churches and faiths that are more 

conducive to that wholeness, whether that 

be ours or some other one

 The process of being integrated into the 

church is ongoing for all, since we must all 

continue to grow and learn throughout life



REASONS FOR SEEKING GREATER RACIAL AND 

CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN OUR CHURCH

PARADIGM OF SUPERIORITY

 Those who are “different” 

(that is, at a lower socio-

economic, educational, and 

cultural level) can and should 

become like us, and thus 

should join our church; they 

can thus move from the 

margins to the center (where 

we are)

 However, they must 

become like us before they 

can be fully accepted; “we” 

are not to become like them 

We have the truth, and 

those who are racially and 

culturally “different” from us 

need to receive it from us

 Our wonderful church and 

traditions will die out if we 

don’t get more of “them” in it

PARADIGM OF PLURALITY

We feel called to 

embody the fact that God 

loves all people and not 

just those who are like us

We feel guilty and 

embarrassed by the fact 

that we emphasize 

diversity and the full 

acceptance and 

integration of those who 

are different, but our 

churches continue to be 

white, wealthy, and 

segregated

We are anxious to show 

that we have definitely left 

behind the Paradigm of 

Superiority

PARADIGM OF MUTUALITY

We can only be whole if there is racial and cultural 

diversity; we need those who are different from us for 

our own sake, yet have much to share with them as well; 

we ask them for their help in transforming us, which 

leads to their transformation as well

 Our focus is not primarily getting those who are 

racially and culturally different into our church, but 

creating spaces and opportunities for interaction, 

dialogue, and joint cooperation that foment  integration 

but also allow for people to preserve and celebrate their 

own identities; as a result of this, some who are 

different will indeed join our church, even though this is 

not our focus

We believe that our understanding of the gospel can 

enrich those who are different from us, and that it can 

also be enriched by them, just as the way in which 

others understand the gospel can enrich us

We cannot struggle properly against social problems 

such as poverty and racism as God desires without 

understanding them; but we can only understand them 

when we are immersed in them together with others, 

and when we stand and work alongside those who suffer 

most from these problems

 Only by interaction and integration with those who are 

of other backgrounds can our own paternalism, racism, 

etc., be brought out into the light and addressed

We all need the eyes of those who are different to see 

properly, as God would have us see


