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Confronting Taiwan’s Society, Community and Neighbor in Jesus’ Name

TEXTS: Luke 7:1-10 & Acts 17:16-21

The example set by Switzerland, where multilingual and multi-ethnic democracy thrives, draws struggling people around the world to look to the Swiss as an example. The example set by the Basel mission, reaching out in Jesus’ name to nations and peoples far away from Basel, and continuing within Mission 21 to break down historical and confessional walls that have divided Christian from Christian, inspire the churches of the 19th and 20th century mission movements to recognize, appreciate and cooperate with each other. 

In the New Testament we find examples set by our Lord Jesus and by many of his followers which are worthy of our notice and emulation. Among these are stories of how Jesus and St. Paul bravely stood up to “the way things were” in their societies, communities and with their neighbors. 

The Social Jesus

In Luke 7 we meet Jesus on his way to his house in Capernaum. As he walked he was confronted by the need to be involved in a social problem. Capernaum, Galilee, Judea, all the “known world” of that time was filled with inequality.  Power relationships were far from balanced. In this case, a Centurion, who represented Roman government’s military power, had a slave, very likely a Galileean. Master to slave is not an equal relationship. This Centurion cared about his property (because that’s what a slave is) and felt that Jesus could do something for him. Because he had power, he was able to order Jewish leaders to go call Jesus.


Though there is little actual slavery around the world today, there are still many instances in many societies where power relationships are not equal, where some people feel they can order others’ lives just because the others have no power. In Taiwan this is clearly seen in two specific areas. 

Though Taiwan is an independent and self-governing nation, it covers in the shadow of its powerful neighbor, China. Taiwan’s current government is tilted sharply towards China. Under a previous government that was not “pro-China”, Taiwan’s neighbor aimed up to 1,500 ballistic missiles at my homeland to remind Taiwan not to oppose China’s agenda for annexation. Though the current government of Taiwan is friendly to China, not one missile has been removed. 

Taiwan’s current president has entered into negotiations with China towards an Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement that would yield a large part Taiwan’s economic sovereignty to China. This deal is being discussed without the involvement of the legislature. The people are told that the president and his supporters will do what is right and good, so there is no need to worry.  The Presbyterian Church in Taiwan has joined social groups to call for a popular referendum on the agreement. Each week from church pulpits, church members are urged to sign petitions, giving their names and even Identification Numbers, so that the provisions of Taiwan’s law for a popular referendum can be fully met.  The church is asking Taiwan’s people to stand together against the government in a peaceful and legal action for the sake of the nation. Some would say that the church has no business being involved in such an issue. Others would say this involvement exactly emulates the actions of Jesus

But government is not the only social institution that the church confronts. Taiwan’s economy and education have improved so much in the past 50 years that few unskilled people remain to do the dirty, dangerous, and disgusting jobs that are present in every society. The solution has been to bring in workers from poor countries of South East Asia.  These workers are completely dependent on their employers for food and housing, for payment and even the right to continue working. In many situations, they are treated like property.  Among its many social ministries, the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan, operates a workers’ concern center in one large city which offers shelter for abused foreign laborers, mediation in employment disputes, and pastoral care. The center was created by the church and depends on church support, but receives government funding for part of its operation because this social need has been acknowledged even by those in power in Taiwan, somewhat like how the centurion in Capernaum recognized and acknowledged Jesus’ ability to come to his need.

The Community Jesus

  When the Centurion wanted Jesus’ help, he did not go himself. He sent some of Jesus’ own people, Jewish elders, to him with the request. When Jesus responded positively to their summons, he was not just dealing with the larger social situation of power; he was meeting with the leaders of his own community.  They told him that the Centurion was a good man who loved the people of the town and even arranged for the building of their synagogue. Jesus’ action was for the sake of his community, who had benefited from the man and wanted to pay him back with benefit.


The proportion of churches in Taiwan is lower than it is in Switzerland, but most communities have a church or are not far from one. The problem is that churches are unlike the temples of Taiwan folk religion, which are almost always open but have no meetings or services. Churches generally open only several hours per week for common meetings.  Folk religion worship is an individualistic, Christian religious practice is communal. But that can be limiting. Church groups can become somewhat exclusive, saying that if people want to come at the stated meeting times, they will find the Christians. Otherwise the doors are shut, and often are locked. 

In Taiwan, most towns and villages have places like the Athenian Areopagus where St. Paul confronted the philosophers. Traditionally this has been in the forecourt of a folk religion temple. In recent years, Christian churches in many towns and neighborhoods have realized that their walls kept them separated from the people of the communities that surrounded their buildings. Some congregations re-interpreted their mission to include offering their facility as a community meeting space for all sorts of gatherings, many of which have no relation at all to anything religious.  Traditionally it has been difficult for Taiwanese who are not Christians to enter a church facility. There is a feeling that by going through those doors, one is betraying one’s own gods and becomes liable to punishment or bad fortune. Entering a building, even a church building, for a non-religious purpose, overcomes some of this traditional difficulty. And for the Christians themselves, allowing “outsiders” into the building for a secular purpose, has helped diminish feelings of exclusivity. 

 
Some churches go beyond changing their understanding of their buildings and reach out to their communities as good neighbors. Sin-pi church is a rural congregation in South Taiwan. Its resources are limited, so it invited a youth group from a large city church to lead a neighborhood service project for village children. The urban youth saw the comparative poverty of the rural village and held a concert back at home to raise money so the local state school could provide meals to poor children. The school principal, himself NOT a Christian, then opened the school to church volunteers who teach a non-religious life-education programme that focuses on things like interpersonal relationships, self-respect, and confidence building.  The community has more Buddhists than Christians, and a Buddhist organization had offered a similar programme, but the principal their programme and presenters exemplifying a sharp class distinction from the children in his school. The local parents have agreed with their principal’s decision to let the church run the life-education programme at the school. The sincerity of the church volunteers has opened doors in the village. Children now happily board cars at the school on Sundays to go to church and see their friends there. Because of the good community outreach and relationships, the gospel is preached where people are free to hear it, and it is lived in the public sphere where proselytizing is not allowed.  

Certainly there are communities and situations in every nation under heaven where the social welfare structures fail to meet all needs. Those are the places where Christian people can live the gospel in compassionate action, and bring the people into the churches where the good news is spoken with conviction.

The Personal Jesus 


Jesus met the Centurion’s power and the elders’ plea, but there was still a sick slave waiting for him. But on his way to the Centurion’s house he was stopped. This military officer was powerful, kind and humble. He did not see himself as worthy that one so great as Jesus should bother with his home, he cared only for the healing of his slave, and he respected Jesus’ position. 


Jesus often preached about big things, “Consider the lilies of the field” (Matthew 6:28).  “Do not judge and you will not be condemned” (Luke 6:37), but at this point in the story, he became very personal. Speaking of the Centurion, he said, “Not even in Israel have I found such faith” (Luke 7:9). That leaves only the slave, who, we learn in verse 10, was healed. 


Having a church confront a society, like the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan confronts it’s society about political power and migrant laborers, is one thing.  Being involved as a congregation in a community, like the church in Sin-pi with the nearby elementary school, is yet another one.  But getting personal, commending a person’s individual faith or healing a person’s servant, that is sometimes more difficult.


We may be afraid to draw attention to ourselves, or to offend someone.  Maybe we just don’t know what to say. This year, as part of a movement to double the church, the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan is training members in how to reach out to people.  Seminars are held at several locations. At one recent event in the city of Taichung, an experienced visiting pastor and a hospital chaplain talked about “showing empathy, visitation techniques and inter-personal relationships.”  Home visitations are foundational to all church ministries because no matter what churches do to attract people into its pews, follow-up visits are necessary after a person comes to church for the first time.
    Pastoral ministry in Taiwan involves a lot of visitation. All church members can get involved. Training helps them become more at ease in the situations. Much of the training is not at all religious, but about inter-personal relationship building. This is necessary if a faith testimony is to be offered or accepted. Without the relationship, the testimony is a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. What would it mean for your own neighborhood or church, if some of us would begin this kind of visiting?  Could faith and healing, like happened between Jesus, a Centurion and a slave one day, be possible? 

The Speaking Church

   The Gospel calls us to be involved at all levels. The Presbyterian Church in Taiwan is concerned for Taiwan’s social and political future, especially regarding the big neighbor state and its 1,500 missiles.  The church speaks.  The church is concerned for community needs, beyond the schools and children, many parishes send meals to isolated elderly people in their neighborhoods every day.  The church is concerned for the individual needs of lonely and fearful people for faith and healing, and brings the good news of Jesus Christ to them.  This is what happens where I am from. May we all learn from what is done in each others’ churches around the world. 

