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Beyerhaus warns us that millennium goals should not distract us from our evangelical
objectives.1 I want to agree with him. But how I can justify giving anything but full support to
a project that intends to solve the problem of poverty? Could it be that the moral high ground
claimed by MDP (Millennium Development Project) perpetrators is at some point less than
honest? It seems so convincing. Where is the Achilles heel?
Logically, because everyone having enough to eat is a good idea, and because the MDP aims
to provide everyone with enough to eat, it must be a good thing. But an important question is
how the goals to be achieved? Can the goals be achieved without adverse side-effects and
compromises.2
The achievement of millennium goals is rooted in massive resource transfers. Is this the only
way to bring about helpful change? What of Christian mission? Can Christians silently
swallow such an insidious narrowing of options? Why has massive investment been chosen as
‘today’s option’ in dealing with the problems of the world? Have those who have in the past
seen it differently been misguided? Why is there still so much hunger in the world, given the
major efforts made over decades by the wealthy nations of the world to end it through
resource transfers? Are we as Christians automatically to fall on the side of those who
advocate the achieving of such materialist objectives? Are our resources best used in backing
these goals? The implementation of millennium goals is rooted in secularism. Arising from
the United Nations it cannot be otherwise. What are the implications of this?
Some Questions of Translation
Most residents of the Third World are non-native English speakers. The ways in which they
use English clearly cannot be the same as British or American use. For many people around
the world:
a. English words and concepts are an implicit translation of words from their own
language and culture.
b. Speakers assume that they are being overheard by departed predecessors who often
have harmful intent (evil spirits, gods etc.).
c. Words are considered to have inherent power.
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As a result, the use of a mutual language without a mutual culture does not bring mutual
understanding.3 Allow me to demonstrate this in practice by looking at ‘secularism’ as a
foundation-stone of development practices. I here take ‘secularism’ as being a ‘faith’ or
religion. After all, religion for African people is their way of life,4 and as secularism claims to
be a way of life, it appears it ought to belong in the category of ‘religion’.
Secularism and the Development Theory Underlying the Millennium Goals
Claiming to bring ‘development’ has given secularists an ace card in their conversion of those
non-Western people (certainly many in Africa) whose holistic orientation to life has them
considering that success in religion (life) is measured through someone’s material prosperity.
Hence aspects of secularism have been appropriated by many other world (and local)
religions.
Secularism so defines itself to the West as to stand aloof from other world ‘religions’. The
material wealth that it (apparently) generates gives it a platform for its ascendancy. Its
presupposing its own ascendancy justifies, to its adherents, it’s being used as the standard for
evaluation of competing faiths.
Knowing secularism’s weaknesses does not appear to stop its spread. It has often been said to
be foundation less, meaningless, without hope, without eternal purpose and reducing human
existence to an animal-like (by comparison with many faiths5) consumerist façade. 6 Yet, its
spread appears to continue. ‘What would Christ do’, or is he doing in response to these
apparently idolatrous claims?7
Secularism as Chameleon
Doubtlessly ‘secularism’ is rooted in Western history and philosophy. Along with terms such
as ‘modern’, ‘age of reason’ and ‘enlightenment’, it has arisen as a result of a certain
developments in Western thought. What happens to a word that has arisen within the milieu
of one language and people, if it then tries to move to another? It would seem obvious that the
word’s impact must be transformed, as are the impacts of all words on being applied to a
different culture. A dangerous cat is by an Indian considered to be a tiger, but by an African a
lion. A shoe is everyday footwear to a German craftsman, but seen as an unwanted luxury to a
Maasai herdsman. Polygamy is an affront to a typical Brit., but ‘normal’ to an African elder.
Dreaming of wealth may make an American think of a world cruise, but an Indian Hindu a set
of good rice meals. What then is the impact of the term ‘secularism’ in Africa?8
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Let’s consider a Sub-Saharan African perspective. It could be identified with the origin of
wealth, as an African person will often hear it used in the context of bringing wealth. It could
be seen to be God himself, as much power is ascribed to it. It appears to hold something of the
key to the White man’s power. It may be an amorphous and incongruous entity, akin to ‘the
mysterious/vital force’ of life.9 Sometimes it is considered as if it is ‘the devil’, being blamed
for today’s ills. Yet there must be a pattern to its use. Secularism cannot be nothing at all.
The ancestors of many of the peoples who populate the world today did not participate in the
enlightenment. The age of reason and rise of rationalism in Europe came and went unnoticed.
For many people in the world, presuppositions associated with these ‘pivotal’ historical
periods, are strangers. When we look at the ways of life of people who have not gone through
these epochs, we find them to be ‘holistic’. That is, for them the spiritual and the physical
intermingle in ways that are hard for Europeans to grasp. ‘Religion’ rules the day,10 amongst
such people. They do not distinguish the ‘religious’ from the ‘secular’. So secularism cannot
mean to them what it does to people of European stock!
Whereas dominant religions are rooted in written (or oral) histories founded in divine
revelation, secularism has no such foundation. Secularism’s failure to identify itself with
conventional ‘religious language’, be it of angels, gods, spirits, supernormal heroes of the past
or ghosts, results in its being found by many to be particularly obscure.11 The most carefully
worded definitions in Western tongues remain shrouded in murky European history.12 Hence
we must allow two broad definitions for secularism:
1. Something akin to ‘materialism’, for the West.
2. Something akin to ‘mysticism’, for the non-West (those people with a ‘holistic
worldview’).
But if there are two broad definitions for ‘secularism’ then either I must now make my target
audience clear (either Western or non-Western),13 or if I attempt to communicate with both
using one text, then surely I need to use two words instead of one? Hence I invent the term
sekusm, which is secularism as found outside of the West. I could call this secular mysticism
or mystical secularism. This would be misleading, because it would imply that non-Western
mystics have incorporated something from secularism into their understanding of mysticism,
which is not the case because they cannot know what secularism (as known by the Westerner)
is.14 This is not a secularisation of mysticism, or a mystification of secularism, but must for
scholarly purposes be understood as something new and original.15
But if secularism cannot be translated, what of other words? How can one word be redefined
in isolation without consideration of the rest of the English language? While use of the term
sekusm may clear some confusion with ‘secularism’, what of the terms philosophy, Western,
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history, force, religion (as already mentioned above), mysticism and then every other word
that I have already used in this essay!16 How can I be sure that my words have an impact for
readers emerging from the non-West that is functionally equivalent to that of those who are
Westerners? Of course I cannot be sure. It would seem that I must make it clear that I am
writing to Westerners, that I include what is to me a non-Western ‘definition’ of just one word
in the interests of clear understanding, and then I must ask non-Western readers to bear in
mind that they are over-hearers to the rest of this conversation.17 Then, as is often the case
with over-hearers in a conversation not meant for them, I must assume that ‘non-Westerners’
are unlikely to grasp and may misconstrue much of what I am saying.
Can this same Chameleon status be ascribed to Christianity or other ‘traditional’ religions? I
think the answer is yes and no. Certainly Christianity in the UK has a ring of history,
morality, tradition, and staidness, whereas my understanding of ‘Christian’ in East Africa tells
me about knowledge of English, education, a Christian name, wearing clothes and so on. But
the roots of Christianity are not in these things. Few scholars would deny that its origin and
foundation are in faith in God, and a particular understanding of his nature. This is what has
enabled Christianity to become a world religion, and to have one foundation globally. The
lack of such roots causes secularism to change as it does. Secularism being built on the back
of a pre-existing structure (in fact the Christian West) could be termed a ‘sponger religion’.18
This means if moved to where that structure is absent it becomes sekusm, which has its
foundation in primal soil.19
We see that secularism is not well suited to being a missionary religion. It is a jellyfish –
fascinating, intricate, complex and powerful, but totally dependent on water (i.e. Western
language and culture) for its structure and existence. Christ, on the other hand, refused to be a
‘worldly’ King (John 18:33-37). Laying the foundation of Christianity in the heavenly realms
(i.e. heartfelt human universals)20 has enabled Christianity to grow and thrive in diverse
cultures.21
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This is why the spread of secularism (often deceptively identified with ‘development’ and
‘progress’) is dependence-creating. While powerful Western ‘secular’ economies have spread
its products, secularism itself cannot move across culturally boundaries. What we see is
sekusm. A suitable ground must first be prepared for it. Otherwise what spreads is
dependence. Hence proselytism of secularism beyond the Western world can be considered
immoral.
Another view of the Millennium Projects
The MDP is building on secularism. That is, it is rooted not in spiritual reality, but in
materialist pretext. While its founding positivist philosophies make sense in Western English,
they become sekusm (a kind of mysticism) in non-Westerner cultures. Means of fulfilling
millennium goals are only going to be clearly decipherable to Western people. Expecting
others to invest in the achievement of these goals is not a ‘pulling together’ with them, but
asking them to stretch yet further their faith in the abilities of the West. Western man will do
this ‘for them’. In other words, it is ‘dependence creating’.
Christians need not get excited about claims to such exclusive means to achieve elusive goals.
Our faith in Christ is not rooted in particular languages and a particular age. It is universal,
and for all. Let’s not take our eyes from the Gospel. Knowing Christ enables people to value
and believe in themselves. Feeding someone through sekusm (‘mysticism’), leaves them
dependent. Let’s help people come to faith in God, and thus to love one another and build
Christian community. Christians have more to offer than do MDPs.
Jim Harries
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its linking to the human heart that Christianity has become a world religion. It is through its clear communication
to the human heart that it expresses the truth of God, who is a heart (spiritual) being. The reason that secularism
has no foundation, is because it does not link to the heart of man, but to a structure already built onto the heart,
typically some products of Western Christianity.
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