THE CASE
"Build Your Church Here"

From   Christian Mission, a Case Study Approach, Alan Neely, Orbis, NY, 1995 p 101
The three missionaries were finishing their tea when the village shaman in whose home they had shared a meal suddenly appeared to fall into a trance. Several moments passed before anyone spoke, and then it was Ratefy, the shaman. What he said and did caught his three visitors by surprise. Gesturing toward an open field across from his house, he said, "You can build your church here," implying, it seemed to Daniel, that he was not only giving permission, but offering them the land also.

Daniel Razivelo, a Malagasy Lutheran missionary who had first come to the village nine months earlier, looked imploringly at his two companions. Emmanuel Ramambasoa, a former missionary and now a national pastor, and Ted Jacobson, a representative of the American Lutheran Church and long-time missionary to Madagascar, appeared stunned. Daniel was totally unprepared for Ratefy's announcement and was unsure about how he or his companions should react. 
The First Missionary Attempt in Ramaholimar

More than a year earlier Daniel, a young Malagasy pastor, had been commissioned by the Lutheran Church in Madagascar to begin evangelization work in an area south of the Mangoky River and north of Toliary. More than 10,000 people lived in the 1200 square miles, and it was one of the most underdeveloped sections of the country. In fact, Daniel had often remarked to his wife Mariette that he thought the people lived no differently than they had lived some fifty or a hundred years ago.

Prior to Daniel's initial efforts, the Lutheran national missions and evangelism board had sponsored an extensive survey of the area and had found only six professing Christians among the entire population. The area was quickly designated by the board as their number one priority for missionary and evangelistic work. Daniel was invited to be the area missionary. He was given an adequate stipend, slightly more than what he had received as a pastor, and he was provided a motorcycle and a small budget for travel and other expenses. His work plan, approved by the board on missions and evangelism, consisted primarily of going from village to village, meeting people, making friends, beginning Bible studies in homes, and training local leadership; and when a group appeared strong enough, he encouraged them to secure a worship center or construct a small chapel.

On one of his early trips, Daniel had spent two days in the village of Ramaholimar where there was no church. Catholic or Protestant, and—as far as he could determine—not a single professing Christian. Several families, however, had shown marked interest in the Christian faith, and Daniel was able to begin monthly Bible studies alternating between two homes. But this had been the extent of his work for several months. Even so, attendance grew, and the homes were not large enough to accommodate everyone who attempted to crowd into the limited space.

Daniel suggested on two occasions that the people would do well to secure some land and build a chapel. He indicated the mission board would likely help them buy some of the necessary building materials. No one responded. The third time he spoke of a chapel, however, several people shook their heads, and then someone said, "To get land and construct a chapel, you would have to see Chief Ratefy. He is a very powerful man." Everyone hummed in agreement. Daniel understood the last comment to mean that Ratefy exerted great spiritual powers and was a person the villagers feared. He surely had authority over them, Daniel thought, for not only was he the recognized chief, he was also a widely known shaman who served as the animistic priest in the village.

The truth was that Daniel did not relish the thought of trying to talk with Ratefy about a church building. But he also sensed that the people, because of their obvious fear, were not likely to take the initiative. The first time he came to Ramaholimar Daniel had sought to meet Ratefy, but the shaman refused to talk to him. The second time he went to the shaman's house, Ratefy had threatened Daniel and driven him away.

After talking with Mariette and praying with her about the matter, Daniel decided to make a trip to the capital city of Tananarive to seek the counsel of Ted Jacobson and his friend Emmanuel Ramambasoa. They met in Ted's living room, and Daniel described in great detail the work he had done in Ramaholimar, the response of the people, and the difficulty he had experienced with Ratefy.

“I know it is important to gain Chief Ratefy's goodwill if at all possible, but he refuses to talk with me. The first time I went to the village, I asked directions to the chief's house. When I rode up on my motorcycle, he was sitting out in his yard under a tree, staring up at the sky. I parked the cycle, saluted him, walked over and squatted down [a gesture of respect], and began to talk to him. I told him I was a Christian pastor, that I would like to visit his people and teach them the Bible. He never responded. He never even looked at me—just kept staring up into the sky. I waited for a while, but he never said a word, so finally I left.

I went back a second time. This time it was late in the afternoon, almost dark. I tried the same approach, but again he refused to say anything. I had given up and was beginning to stand when he looked at me and said, "You must leave. I will not allow you to come into this town. You cannot build a church here nor try to bring my people into your church."

I tried again to tell him I came with the good news of the gospel, but he became very angry. His face darkened, and he reached for his spear that was leaning against the side of his house. "You leave now!" he said. "Right now you leave or I'll put this spear through you!" I left frightened and very discouraged”

Daniel paused a moment and then said if Ted and Emmanuel would accompany him to Ramaholimar, perhaps they could talk with the shaman and try to persuade him to allow Daniel to continue his visits and Bible studies. After considerable discussion, it was agreed they would make a trip together the following week, and they would attempt to gain an audience with Ratefy. They also decided nothing would be said about land or a chapel. They would be satisfied to get permission for Daniel to return to the village. 
The Visit to the Shaman

When the three arrived at the priest's house, Ratefy was sitting in his yard under a tree. He was dressed in his full regalia, and his hair was braided in a Rastafarian style. As the three visitors approached, Ratefy sat staring into space. They squatted down in front of him in a semi-circle and again explained why Daniel had come to the village and why they were there. The shaman said nothing. His eyes seemed to be fixed on a point in the sky. Daniel later described the rest of the meeting to his wife Mariette:

‘We waited and waited for a response, and finally Ratefy made a sweeping gesture with his arm and said to Emmanuel, "Come here." Emmanuel got up and walked over and shook the shaman's hand. Then Ted did the same thing, and I followed.   Ratefy shook all our hands.

Then he said he was not going to fight with us and did not want to argue with us. He would greet us as friends coming to his village.

This was quite a surprise, considering his previous attitude toward me.

Then Ratefy began to stare into space again. It was as if he had gone into a trance. He looked up into the sky for a long period, and then he spoke what sounded like a kind of prophecy.

“We were here before, but now someone has come who is stronger. I am not going to fight with them. They are our friends. We don't understand their customs, but we want to welcome them, and we don't want to fight with them.”
Then he came out of the trance, said a few other things, and motioned to us saying, "Come with me." We did not know what was going to happen at that point, but he invited us into his house for a meal. It was clearly a ritual for him. After we had eaten, Ratefy sacrificed a chicken. Then he made another wide sweep with his arm and said as he pointed to a large area across from his house, "Here is where you can build your church."

This was not only a surprise, it was unsettling. It seemed to me that Ted wanted to delay a formal acceptance by responding, "We likely would want quite a bit of space in the future. We probably would like to build a home for the pastor and even a school, a church school. So it may be that we would want more land than you are prepared to offer us."

"That's no problem," Ratefy replied. "Take all you need. How much do you want? I'll get someone to pace it off now."

"Will there be any conditions?" Emmanuel asked.

"Only one," Ratefy said. "You cannot have your services on Sunday because that is when I have mine. Sunday morning is when I offer sacrifice for the whole village."

I was so bewildered by what was happening that I did not know what to say. I wondered what Emmanuel and Ted were thinking. I felt we needed to make a graceful exit and have time to discuss the matter. I was terribly fearful that we were being drawn into a position of irreversible compromise.

Ratefy was now looking straight at Emmanuel and Ted. He was obviously waiting for a response.’
"What did they say?" Mariette asked.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
STUDY QUESTIONS
1. How would you describe the missionary strategy and policies of the Lutheran Church in Madagascar?

2. What is the principal issue in this case? Are there other important issues? If so, what are they?

3. There appear to be several views as to what Christianity is and what is the gospel. Can you delineate these?

4. If you were sitting where Daniel, Emmanuel, or Ted is sitting, what would you say or do?
SUGGESTED BIBLICAL TEXTS FOR REFLECTION
The following texts are often appealed to as biblical bases for Christian separatism. They are given without prejudice. The question is, in light of these admonitions, are there accords Christians today can reach with non-Christians? 
Exodus 34:10-16. The demands of the Covenant and warning against treaties with "foreigners."
Deuteronomy 7:1-11. What is required to continue as God's people? 
Nehemiah 13:29-31. The governor reflects on what he has done to purify the people and their society. 
2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1. The Apostle Paul's warning against affiliations with unbelievers.
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