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A related example is how Torajans 
do church. The traditional culture 
emphasises fidelity to the forms of 
ceremonies such as funeral or wedding 
ceremonies in order to ensure blessing. 
The church elders will similarly often be 
far more sensitive to violations of church 
rules than breaches of love. Woe betide 
the service leader who forgets the second 
Geneva Psalm! What is important is that 
the liturgy or rite is performed properly 
so that it is ‘effective’.

 
  

 
 

The point is that these attitudes 
influence most Torajans, even including 
those brought up in cities, though 
less so. Globalisation hasn’t made 
them Westerners. This means that 
globalisation hasn’t changed the need 
for a staple of recent mission, that is 
contextualisation, clothing the gospel 
in language and metaphors that will 
speak to the heart of the local people. An 
example of this in the Torajan context 
is Tongkonan theology, first suggested 
by noted missiologist Hendrik 
Kraemer. Tongkonan is the Torajan 
word for their clan house, in front of 
which clan members will be married 
and have their funeral ceremonies. 
Tongkonan represents the fellowship of 
the clan. To say that the church is the 
true tongkonan of Christ, with Christ 
as the clan head, is to convey that Christ 
is owed obedience and offers protection, 
and that the members owe fellowship 
and support to one another. It is akin to 
calling Christ Lord or King. Of course, 
the concept must be used to convey 

mission in a hybrid culture

What is it like to live in a pure, 
primitive culture, free from 
the contamination of modern 

society? I don’t know! Although I live 
eight hours from the nearest airport, 
I have nearly 24-hour electricity, my 
house is on a sealed road, and I sent 
this article by – internet. 

At the same time, Toraja is very 
definitely not Australia. When an old 
person dies, their body is kept in an 
alcove in their ancestral house – where 
their children quite possibly still live 
– until the family is ready to hold the 
four-day funeral ceremony – often 
months, possibly years later. The 
funeral ceremony itself is a mixture of 
traditional elements during the day, such 
as water-buffalo fighting, mixed with 
Christian services at night. Alongside 
the traditional dress worn by most of 
the several hundred participants as 
they sit on the tarpaulin-covered floor 
in the temporary bamboo shelters, the 
ceremony will use a PA system and be 
recorded on digital video camera, to 
be made into a video CD for posterity. 
This is a snapshot of the paradox of 
globalisation: local and global in an 
unpredictable mix. How does this 
context affect mission?

Mission brought modernity to 
Indonesia
That is the conclusion of Professor 
E. Gerrit Singgih from Yogyakarta in 
Java, speaking at the Church of Toraja 
Consultation on Evangelism held in 
May. He argued that the Dutch and 
German missions that brought the 
gospel to Indonesia brought modernity 
with it as a seamless whole. The 
church of Toraja denomination is a 
good example. As well as establishing 
congregations, the Dutch mission 

built European style church buildings, 
introduced European hymnology, 
and established a ‘good Calvinist’ 
church structure. The denomination 
is complete with an orphanage, social 
work unit, hospital, schools, and until 
recently, my theological college, now 
handed over to the government.

The presupposition, of course, 
was that European man is the most 
civilised man, and hence love of 
neighbour implies helping them to 
become European too. The upside of 
this policy has been that as the pace of 
globalisation picks up, Torajans are not 
left behind. The Western culture may 
or may not be the most civilised, but it 
is the most powerful. Torajans benefit 
from tourism, mining and other foreign 
companies, and export of produce 
– you can buy Torajan coffee under the 
name of Kalosi. The downside has been 
that Christianity is a part of Torajans’ 
modernity (global), but not of their 
Torajanness (local). Which brings us 
to the subject of evil spirits. 

Driving out the evil spirits 
A student who lives at the back of my 
house recently came off his motorbike 
at a particular corner, with significant 
grazing. My house help commented, 
“We don’t believe in evil spirits, but 
there’s a devil on that corner.” I was 
recently told of a stretch of road that 
was constantly in need of repair until 
an appropriate animal sacrifice was 
made. Families will pick a particular 
date for a family wedding to avoid bad 
luck. For many, the traditional practices 
in the funeral ceremonies still have 
significance in terms of the fate of 
the departed and bring blessing to the 
family. Here is a world, connected with 
traditional beliefs, that for many, the 
gospel has not really touched. 

Globalisation is bringing ‘local’ and ‘global’ into an unpredictable mix. How does this affect mission? 
Andrew Buchanan writes.
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the Bible’s understanding of Christ. 
But using language from their local 
culture helps them to bring their ‘local’ 
ways of thinking under the Lordship 
of Christ.

Oddly, this approach hasn’t really 
been tried out, perhaps because 
Indonesian theologians, trained in 
Western theology, are also inclined 
to embrace Christianity with their 
‘modern’ side, and have long lived 
outside of the village context where 
such a local theology is most obviously 
needed. What then of the ‘modern’ side 
of globalisation?

What about sex?
If Torajans are still very Torajan, they are 
also importing a lot of Western problems, 
among them drugs, promiscuity 

and materialism. Here, as a Western 
missionary I have some familiarity 
with how to approach such issues. 
For example, a majority of marriages 
in Toraja occur with a pregnant bride, 
including occasionally students at my 
college. So I preached once at chapel 
on responsible dating. Apparently, it 
was the first time most of them had 
heard discussion of that subject from 
the pulpit, or even within their youth 
group program. These problems are 
difficult enough in the West, but the 
difference here is that they have come 
fully-formed from the outside, so that 
many parents and church leaders are 
at a loss.

Globalisation, then, has meant 
the grafting of foreign but often very 
useful or appealing cultural elements 
onto the local Torajan culture. It has 

widened the cultural gap between city 
and remote village, between the older 
and younger generation, between 
tertiary educated minister and primary 
educated parishioner, while narrowing 
the cultural gap between the missionary 
and those who are more ‘modern’. But 
it hasn’t changed the power of Christ to 
overcome the elemental spirits of this 
world, whether devils or materialism, 
nor the joy of those for whom Christ has 
become their true King and Lord.

The traditional and the new come together at a festival to rededicate a Tongkonan or traditional clan house, in Toraja, Indonesia.
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