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Introduction to Part 2 

 
Cross-Cultural Ministry Training: The Tibetans 

 
 
In Part 1 of the Cross-Cultural Ministry Training, topics were studied that lay a foundation for Part 2. This part of the training 
applies the concepts already studied in the context of the Tibetan Buddhist world. Before embarking on this study, you will do 
well to review the material already covered, particularly on the topics of “Encountering Different Worldviews”. The material you 
are about to study relies heavily on the concepts introduced there.  
The Tibetans within China are largely unreached with the Gospel. There are a handful of believers in various areas, but most 
Tibetans have not had the opportunity to hear of Christ in a meaningful way. The goal for this material is to enable you to start 
to understand the worldview of Tibetans – to begin to learn how they think about the world – in order to be able to live out and 
express the Gospel in a way that is meaningful for Tibetans.  
God is raising up labourers from all parts of the world, including Han believers, to pray and go and preach the gospel among 
the Tibetans.  One of the goals of this training manual is to learn from past church planting efforts among Tibetans, as well as 
to understand how Biblical principles can be applied to the Tibetan Buddhist context.  This has the potential to result in 
churches that worship the true and living God, exalt His Son Jesus, and demonstrate the power and love of His Kingdom, 
while at the same time remain distinctly Tibetan. 
Tibetans must have a chance to see Christ’s people, Christ’s witnesses, living and working among them; they will only come to 
know Christ as they see Him in the lives of His followers. Christ places a great responsibility on those He calls to minister 
among Tibetans; we need to represent Him faithfully and communicate effectively in the power of the Holy Spirit. As you begin 
this study, do so prayerfully and with the spirit of a learner.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note to trainers: for the sake of naturalness the Chinese translation is a meaning-based translation and therefore not every 
word is translated literally from the English.



 3

Table of Contents  
 

 
Chapter 1: Introduction to the Tibetans  

• Overview of the Tibetan World …………………………………………………………………………....... 5 
• Map of Tibetan Areas in China …………………………………………………………………... 5 

• Amdo, Central, Kham, and Qiangic Tibetans ……………………………………………………………... 6 
• Map of Tibetan People Groups …………………………………………………………............. 7 

• Language Overview …………………………………………………………............................................. 8 
• Geography …………………………………………………………........................................................... 9 
• Case Study ………………………………………………………….......................................................... 10 

  

Chapter 2: Understanding the Setting for Ministry among Tibetans  

• History …………………………………………………………...……………………………………….…. 14 
• Economy …………………………………………………………...………………………………….….… 17 
• Linguistic Context …………………………………………………………................................................ 18 

• The Use of Chinese Language …………………………………………………………............. 19 
• Tibetan Churches Using Tibetan Language ……………………………………………………. 20 

• The Church in Tibetan Areas ………………………………………………………….............................. 20 
• Catholics …………………………………………………………............................................... 20 
• Protestants …………………………………………………………............................................ 21 
• Present Day Situation …………………………………………………………........................... 21 

  
Chapter 3: Understanding the Religious Context of Tibetans  

• Introduction to Religious Context …………………………………………………………………………... 23 
• Tibetan Buddhism …………………………………………………………............................................... 23 

• Nature of Existence, Truth, and Illusion ………………………………………………………… 23 
• Samsara, Karma and Merit Making …………………………………………………………...... 24 
• Religious Institutions and Specialists ………………………………………………………….... 25 

• “Folk Religion” of Tibetans ………………………………………………………….................................. 26 
• General Characteristics …………………………………………………………........................ 26 
• Folk Religion Rituals and Practices …………………………………………………………...... 26 

• Religious History …………………………………………………………................................................. 27 
• Five Primary Orders ………………………………………………………………………………. 27 
• Present Situation ………………………………………………………….................................. 28 

• Miscommunication and the Risk of Syncretism …………………………………………………………... 29 
  

Chapter 4: Ministry to Tibetans (Part 1)  

• Indigenization and Reproducibility …………………………………………………………....................... 31 
• Understanding Ethnic Identity …………………………………………………………............... 31 

• Making Tibetan Churches Tibetan …………………………………………………………....................... 32 
• Example 1 …………………………………………………………............................................. 33 
• Example 2 …………………………………………………………............................................. 34 
• Avoiding Syncretism …………………………………………………………............................. 35 
• Avoiding Cultural Imperialism …………………………………………………………............... 37 

 

 



 4

Chapter 5: Ministry to Tibetans (Part 2)  

• Biblically-Centered Churches ………………………………………………………….............................. 38 
• The Role of the Discipler …………………………………………………………....................... 38 

• Avoiding Cultural Imperialism (continued) …………………………………………………………........... 39 
• Common Han Attitudes …………………………………………………………......................... 39 
• Tibetan Attitudes Toward Han Chinese ………………………………………………………… 40 

• Making Tibetan Churches Reproducible …………………………………………………………............. 41 
• Ministry in Word, Sign and Deed …………………………………………………………......................... 42 
• Presenting the Gospel to Tibetans …………………………………………………………...................... 43 

• Entry Points …………………………………………………………........................................... 43 
• Some Possible Gospel Illustrations ……………………………………………………………... 45 
• Some Possible Methods …………………………………………………………....................... 46 

  

Chapter 6: Moving Forward  
• The Incarnational Life: Business and Education as Ministry ………………………………………….… 48 

• Education as Ministry …………………………………………………………............................ 48 
• Business as Ministry …………………………………………………………............................. 49 
• Other Opportunities …………………………………………………………............................... 51 

• Personal Preparation: ………………………………………………………….......................................... 52 
• Character and Spiritual Formation …………………………………………………………........ 52 
• Spiritual Warfare and Biblical Grounding ……………………………………………………….. 53 
• Acquiring Cultural Knowledge …………………………………………………………............... 53 
• Examples of Tibetan Cultural Observations ……………………………………………………. 55 

• Next Steps …………………………………………………………........................................................... 56 
• Short Term Trips …………………………………………………………................................... 56 
• Other Practical Steps …………………………………………………………............................ 57 

• Conclusion …………………………………………………………........................................................... 59 
  

Appendices  

• Appendix 1: Language Learning ………………………………………………………….......................... 60 
• Appendix 2: Cultural Observation Guide …………………………………………………………............. 62 
• Appendix 3: Resources for Tibetan Ministry …………………………………………………………........ 65 
• Appendix 4: Further Reading and Information on Tibet …………………………………………………. 67 
• Appendix 5: General Resources …………………………………………………………......................... 68 



 5

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Tibetan World 
 
In Habakkuk 2:14 the prophet declares: "…the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters 
cover the sea".  In Revelation 5:9 John is given a vision of "a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, 
people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb".   
The certainty of these promises gives us confidence that it is God's explicit will to redeem Tibetans and have them counted 
among His redeemed people.  When John observes the multitude worshipping before the throne of God, he clearly recognizes 
their ethnic diversity.  Our vision is to see a Tibetan church that is truly a New Testament church in its beliefs and practices 
and at the same time truly Tibetan in its form and expression. 
Our vision is that this kind of church would spread through every Tibetan town, village, home and tent, giving every Tibetan the 
opportunity to hear and understand the claims of Christ and to follow Him wholeheartedly.   
Our prayer for this manual is that the Lord of the Harvest would use this tool to accomplish His will, through the power of the 
Holy Spirit, and the grace of His Son Jesus. May it be an instrument to see effective ministry among Tibetans and healthy 
Tibetan Churches established. 

 
Overview of the Tibetan World 
Within China, Tibetans number approximately 6 million. Most of them live in the Tibetan Autonomous Region, and in the 
Provinces of Sichuan, Gansu, Qinghai, and Yunnan. Tibetans are also found in India, Nepal, and other countries of the world. 
Tibetans live in an area of high mountains and plateaus, known as the Rooftop of the World.  It is grand in scale and beautiful, 
but it is also a very rugged and harsh environment in which to live. In spite of the large area and difficulties in communication 
and travel, there are several common characteristics that give Tibetans a shared identity distinguishing them from the rest of 
China’s peoples.  
Map 1 – Tibetan Areas in China  



 6

Part of this shared identity stems from their history as a people.  The various Tibetan groups were joined together by strong 
kings.  For a time, Tibetan kings ruled a great empire.   It would be difficult to understand Tibetans without understanding 
something about their history.   Chapter 2 gives a brief outline of Tibetan political history.  Chapter 3 explains some of Tibetan 
religious history.  
Buddhism became the religion of the empire.  When the empire collapsed, the system of Buddhist monasteries remained 
largely in place.  The Tibetan area was broken up into small kingdoms.  However, monastic systems provided connection over 
large areas and are in fact a unifying force throughout Tibetan life and culture.  Understanding Tibetan religious thought is very 
important for those who want to introduce Tibetans to Jesus.  Chapter 3 gives a brief introduction to Tibetan religious thought 
and practice. 
Most Tibetans are either agriculturalists or nomadic pastoralists. Agriculturalists grow barley, wheat and other crops on the 
mountain-sides and valleys of the Tibetan Plateau. Nomadic pastoralists mainly herd yak, sheep, or goats. There are some 
Tibetans who both raise herds and grow crops. 
A unique feature of Tibetan areas is the yak.  Very few people other than Tibetans herd yaks.  The yak is very suitable for high 
altitude grazing and can thrive in air that has very little oxygen.  The yak is a source of food: meat and milk from which butter, 
yoghurt and cheese are made.  Yak hair is used to make tents and clothing.  Yaks can be bought and sold, and are a very 
important source of income for many Tibetans.  Nomads and farmers trade yak products and tsampa (roasted barley flour) to 
one another. Not all Tibetans herd yaks.  Many Tibetans are farmers who own pigs and cows but not yaks, though some may 
have yaks or the yak-cow cross called a mdzo*, used for ploughing fields and other heavy work.  [*Note: Tibetan words in 
italics follow the Wylie transliteration System]. 
Another thing Tibetans have in common is their food.  Nearly all Tibetans eat tsampa, while very few non-Tibetans eat tsampa.  
Tsampa is made by mixing roasted barley flour, tea, and yak butter.  It is a staple for many Tibetans.  Tibetans have been 
known to refer to themselves as "tsampa-eaters", setting themselves apart from other peoples in this way. 
Access to quality education is difficult for Tibetans, especially in remote areas. The illiteracy rate is high, particularly among 
women.  A few Tibetans do have the opportunity to attend colleges and universities in large cities like Xining, Lanzhou, Lhasa, 
and Chengdu to gain higher education.   
Apart from herders, farmers, and students, there are also those who live in cities for business, government work, teaching, 
police, service industries, small factories, etc. Some also engage in private business (e.g. restaurants, guesthouses, trading, 
driving, etc.).  As the economies of Tibetan areas develop, and government policies lead to urbanization, this segment of 
society is growing rapidly. 
Since policies regarding the practice of religion have loosened up over the last two decades, the number of monks has 
increased with many old monasteries being reopened or rebuilt. Some Tibetan families still follow the tradition of giving one 
son to the monastery. Some Tibetans become monks or nuns as an expression of their Tibetan identity as they struggle to 
cope with the changes that their homelands are experiencing, especially the increasing influence of Han culture. 
Lhasa still holds a special place for most Tibetans.  Tibetans from all of the Tibetan areas make pilgrimages to many places, 
such as sacred mountains or special monasteries, but the most important pilgrimage place is Lhasa.  The Tibetans circling the 
Jokhang Temple in Lhasa may not speak the same language or dialect; they may come from villages that are far apart from 
one another.  But they share a common religious practice, and that unites them.   
Today, many Tibetans feel that to be a Tibetan one must be a Tibetan Buddhist.  Someone has said that Tibetan Buddhism 
and the Tibetan Language are the two "legs" of Tibetan identity.  Tibetans assume that all other Tibetans are Buddhists and 
regard those who reject Buddhism with suspicion or hostility.  Though Tibetans speak many different dialects, the 
commonalities of their spoken language unite them.  Due to its importance in conveying Tibetan Buddhism, written Tibetan is 
a special symbol of Tibetan identity, functioning as a unifying force in communication and thought across the entire region. 

Amdo, Central, Kham and Qiangic-speaking Tibetans 
Tibetan people are generally divided into a number of subgroups, primarily according to linguistic dialect. There are four main 
groupings: Amdo, Central, Kham and Qiangic-speaking Tibetans. While they have much in common, they have some unique 
characteristics. For example, the Amdo herdsmen fit the stereotypical image many people have of Tibetans as nomads. Some 
Khambas live up to their reputation for bravery and horsemanship. Central Tibetans celebrate their heritage with great 
religious festivals, and regard Lhasa as the cultural and spiritual centre for all Tibetans. There are approximately 12 Qiangic 
Speaking Tibetan groups that don’t speak Tibetan but speak languages related to the Qiang language. The largest of these 
groups is the Jiarong Tibetans. One of the distinctive features of the Qiangic-speaking Tibetans is the stone towers they used 
to build for defence purposes. They form pockets in an area that is otherwise occupied by Amdo and Kham Tibetans. 
The map that follows indicates where the different Tibetan groups are distributed according to their language varieties. 
(Next page) Map 2 – Tibetan People Groups 
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Language Overview: What Languages do Tibetans speak? 

Although Tibetans in China are all categorized as "Zangzu", there are several sub-divisions beneath that broad heading which 
have been recognized by Tibetans themselves for centuries.  These divisions are based largely on language or dialect 
differences, though there are cultural and social differences also. It is also worth noting that some of these categories are not 
clear. For example, there are small groups of nomads in Kham and Central Tibetan areas that speak a dialect more similar to 
that of Amdo nomads. 
For now we will look at the similarities and differences in the written and spoken languages. 
 

Major groupings of the Spoken Languages 
Many people do not realise that the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) only comprises half of the whole ethno-linguistic 
Tibetan area.  The Tibetan language in the PRC has three main dialect groups: Amdo, Kham, and Central Tibetan (sometimes 
referred to as Lhasa Tibetan).  The different groups of Tibetans are often referred to by the name of the dialect they speak.  
Central Tibetan dialects are spoken in the western and central parts of the TAR. There are four main subgroups of Central 
Tibetan.  They are: 1) dialects spoken around Ngari in the far west of the TAR, near Ladakh; 2) dialects spoken along the 
Nepalese border; 3) “Tsang” dialects related to the speech of Shigatse city; and 4) “Ü” dialects related to the speech of Lhasa 
city but which spread widely to the south and southeast of Lhasa.  Each of these groups has many local speech varieties. The 
Lhasa dialect is regarded as a standard and is used widely in schools and in the media. 
Kham dialects are spoken among Tibetans living in Eastern TAR (Chamdo [Changdu]), western Sichuan (Ganzi), southwest 
Qinghai Province (Yushu) and northwestern Yunnan (Diqing).  The Kham dialects are very divergent and Kham speakers from 
the north (Yushu) would find it very difficult to communicate with those in the south (Diqing).  The majority of Kham speakers 
speak the Eastern dialects of Chamdo, Batang, Ganzi and Dege.  Dege dialect is regarded as a prestigious dialect and is quite 
widely understood. 
Amdo dialects are spoken among the Tibetans living in Qinghai (with the exception of Yushu in the southwest part of the 
province), western Gansu (Gannan), parts of Sichuan (Aba) and parts of the northern TAR.  The major differences within the 
Amdo dialects are between those of nomads and farmers, and north and south, with the nomad dialects generally regarded as 
more prestigious.  A hybrid dialect, which is a mixture of written Tibetan and spoken dialects, is widely used in the media in 
Amdo areas. 
Languages related to the Qiang language.  There are several groups that live in the area from northwest Yunnan through 
western Sichuan and into southern Gansu.  Many years ago these groups became Tibetan Buddhists.  They are part of the 
Tibetan nationality, and share Tibetan culture and religion.  However, they speak languages that are very different from 
Tibetan dialects.  Their languages are related to the Qiang minority's language. They have been called "Qiangic-speaking 
Tibetans" by some linguists. There are at least 12 of these groups.  Each group speaks a separate language that other 
Tibetans cannot understand.   
There are also other groups in China that follow a Tibetan Buddhist religious tradition though the people are not ethnically 
Tibetan, e.g. the Mongols and the Tu minority. Some of these groups do speak a Tibetan dialect, e.g. certain Mongolian 
communities in Qinghai Province.  
 

The Written Language 
Traditionally the written Tibetan language has been common (i.e. the same) to all Tibetans. The Buddhist scriptures are 
written in this old, classical style and monks all study and chant in this style. 
However, as Tibetan education has developed over the decades and as education levels vary from region to region, some 
regional differences in the written language have emerged. In addition, when read aloud, the pronunciation of the written 
language is influenced by the spoken dialect of the reader.  The written language and the spoken dialects all belong to one 
Tibetan language. The written language is basically the same across the regions but the spoken dialects tend to have a high 
degree of divergence.  Spoken dialects of Tibetan are never written down, except for teaching these dialects to non-Tibetans. 
Literacy levels are still quite low across the Tibetan areas and the implementation of national educational policies varies 
greatly from province to province and even county to county.  Therefore, in some places Tibetans are well educated in their 
own written language but have little or no Chinese language. In other places, Chinese is the only available language of 
education, and Tibetans in these areas cannot read or write Tibetan, except for those in monasteries.  
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Geography: Where do Tibetans Live?   
The approximately 6 million Tibetans that live within China's boundaries are spread out over a huge area. Most of the Tibetan 
area is made up of high altitude plateau and mountain ranges.  Historically the Tibetan area has been one of the least 
accessible places on earth.  Up until 50 years ago much of the Tibetan area could only be accessed on foot or on horseback.  
Since then there has been a significant increase in the number of roads through the area; especially in the last 10 years, it has 
become much easier to cross the entire Tibetan area.  However, there are still many villages that are not near roads, and 
these remain very difficult to access.   
The Tibetan area is administered from a network of prefectural capitals, county seats, and townships.   County towns are 
natural places for Han to cross paths with Tibetans, especially partially sinocized Tibetans. Han moving into Tibetan areas to 
work or do business will most likely stay in the county towns.  The villages and tent communities within the county are often 
nearly 100% Tibetan, while the county town may have a significant percentage of Han.  Buses regularly travel from nearby 
large cities to county towns. Many prefectural capitals and county towns within Tibetan areas have a large Han population and 
cultural influence. Work units and businesses locate in county towns and administrative centres of townships.   
Middle schools are located in the county towns as well as a few township centres. In some Tibetan areas, education at the 
county level is only available in Chinese. In other areas, education in Tibetan or in both languages is available.  Tibetans 
educated in Chinese are often not fully accepted in their home villages or tent communities because they lose many of the 
aspects of traditional Tibetan culture.  They can become partly Han in their behaviour and outlook, although rarely enough to 
be totally at home in Han culture.  These are the Tibetans with whom Han will most easily communicate, since they already 
speak Hanyu.  However, in these cases, the county town - culturally and linguistically - may not be representative of outlying 
areas. 
 
Access to Tibetans  
Many Tibetans live in places that are difficult to travel to. It is difficult for outsiders to visit Tibetan villages and nomadic areas. 
It is also difficult for village farmers or herders to regularly visit other places.  Travel over long distances is difficult if they live 
far from a road, and travel is also relatively costly. Women in particular do not leave home often.   
Han wanting to reach Tibetans need to understand Tibetan life within the village and tents, not just the county town.  Tibetans 
look at their villages and tent communities as Tibetan places: places where traditional culture is maintained and is dominant.  
Tibetan leaders that have influence and genuine respect are often the ones that live in local villages and tents.  These could 
be leaders of the future church.  Reaching them means understanding their language, world, life, and thoughts.  It will require 
becoming familiar with life in the village and tent community.  
High-altitude sickness affects many travellers in Tibetan areas and makes traveling on foot difficult.  Workers in this area will 
need stamina, determination and good physical health in order to regularly visit or live in the areas where most Tibetans live. 
 
Bible Study: 

1. Read Acts Chapter 14. What do you think their ministry cost Paul and Barnabus? List some of the hardships they 
experienced for the sake of the Gospel. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Read 1 Corinthians 4:1-13. What are some of the ways that Paul and Apollos responded to the hardships they faced? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Discussion: 

1. Does any of the information presented in this brief overview surprise you?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What is the role of county towns in Tibetan areas? What are the implications for church planting? For example, how 
might county town believers be received by outlying communities? What are the pros and cons of beginning a church 
in the county town? 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What are some of the questions that come to your mind as you consider what it will take for Tibetans to hear the 
Good News of Jesus Christ? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Case Study: Dawa and Wang 
Dawa and his friend Wang inhaled the dust as the bus carried on down the bumpy road in front of them. They stood on the 
side of the road, still feeling somewhat sick from the long bus ride. But Dawa was excited – this was his first time back to his 
home area in nearly two years. The two men walked side by side down the path toward the town. They were tired, but they 
walked deliberately, hoping to make it to the village before night fall. Dawa remembered the last time he had walked this path 
– going in the opposite direction, to catch a bus to take him to the large city. That was the last time Dawa had seen his family. 
For two years, Dawa had worked in the city. He had worked many different jobs, and had been able to earn enough money to 
send some home to help his family. 
Dawa had not wanted to leave his home and his family, but the family was very poor and needed the extra income he could 
generate. His family is semi-nomadic – living in the town in the winter in their winter home, and living out in the grasslands in 
the summer so the yaks can graze. But the winter two years ago was especially harsh – many of the yaks had died because 
they could not get enough to eat. And so it had been decided that Dawa, the youngest son, would go to the city to find work.  
Dawa’s older brother had a higher calling. He had become a monk many years previous and lived at a monastery on the 
outskirts of a town several days’ travel away.  Dawa missed him terribly even though he knew he shouldn’t.  To become a 
monk was very prestigious. Indeed, for the whole family it was an honour to have sent a son to the monastery.  But Dawa still 
longed to see his older brother Tsering, who had been sent away as a child to join the monastery. 
This was Wang’s first opportunity to travel into a Tibetan area. He had made friends with Dawa when they worked together in 
the city. Dawa had arrived from the countryside and didn’t have any friends in the city. On Dawa’s first day working at his new 
job, Wang befriended him. Later, when Dawa became sick, Wang had cared for him and brought him food and medicine. 
Dawa had not forgotten Wang’s kindness, and now was excited to introduce him to his family and have him as a guest.   
Finally the town was in front of them, and they quickly found a guesthouse where they could spend the night. The next day 
they would travel out to the pastures where Dawa’s family tent was located. The guesthouse was different from any other 
guesthouse Wang had ever stayed in before.  It was run by a Tibetan family, and Wang felt it was quite dirty.  But what the 
place lacked in cleanliness, it made up for in hospitality. The Tibetans received them warmly, recognizing Dawa immediately. 
Although Wang was embraced as Dawa’s friend, he felt some estrangement because he could not understand Dawa and his 
hosts as they conversed in Tibetan.  Wang understood only the occasional Chinese word which was thrown into the 
conversation. Wang later learned that the language he was hearing was a Tibetan dialect. He wondered how anyone could 
ever make sense of this language. It was full of guttural sounds, and was like nothing he had ever heard. Wang spoke to the 
family in Chinese, and got blank looks from all but the teenage daughter who had studied Chinese in school. She replied in 
Chinese, and explained that her parents spoke almost no Chinese. This seemed so strange to Wang. He had assumed that 
everyone living in China spoke Chinese. Over the next few days, he would come to realize that there were many significant 
cultural differences between these Tibetans and himself, a Han Chinese, and that these differences might prove to be as 
much of a challenge as the linguistic barrier he was now experiencing. 
Dawa and Wang retired early for the night, weary from the day of travel. Dawa lay awake for a long time, recalling the last time 
he had been with his family. He could almost smell the smoke from the stove in the centre of the tent – the memories were as 
clear as if it had been yesterday. He wondered how his mother’s health was these days. She was getting older and life on the 
pastures was harsh. He wondered if the money he had been able to send was enough to make up for the livestock they had 
lost in the harsh winter. He wondered what it would be like to lie on the grass again and watch the clouds float by… a far cry 
from the city life he had been living these last two years. With that pleasant thought, Dawa drifted off into a deep and restful 
sleep. 
The next morning, Dawa and Wang rose early and started out toward the pasture where his family was said to be. They were 
laden down with gifts from the city, but for Dawa the load seemed light because every step took him closer to his family. Wang 
was amazed at the beauty of the grasslands – they just went on and on. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. Before 
long, some black tents came into view. These tents were made of yak hair, and were quite large. Nearby, yaks grazed, and 
dogs were tethered beside the tents. Wang was very glad the dogs were secured – they seemed quite ferocious, and barked 
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incessantly as they approached.  Near the first tent, several children played. When they saw Dawa and Wang approaching, 
they quickly ran inside the tent. An old lady appeared and called Dawa over. She insisted that Dawa and Wang join her in the 
tent for refreshments. Although Dawa was anxious to keep going, he graciously accepted the invitation. The inside of the tent 
seemed quite dark after the bright sunlight outside. Smoke swirled up from the stove toward the vent in the top of the tent. Two 
children sat in the corner, giggling and whispering together. The old lady poured tea for Dawa and Wang and produced a plate 
of meat. Wang looked awkwardly at the meat which was still on the bone. He sipped the tea which was served in a bowl, and 
instantly realized that this was like no other tea he had ever tasted! It was slightly salty, and was made with milk and butter 
from a yak. He struggled to swallow it and not make a face, realizing that it might be rude if he refused to drink it. Dawa sipped 
his tea slowly, and cut a chunk of meat off the bone, offering it to Wang. Wang accepted it and started chewing it. He was 
surprised with how good it tasted. Soon other people started arriving at the tent. Word had spread quickly that there were 
guests. Dawa started to make inquiries as to the whereabouts of his family’s tent. He was directed further up the valley. After 
some time, Dawa and Wang set off again, taking provisions with them for the journey. 
Early in the afternoon, another settlement of tents came into view. Almost as soon as Dawa and Wang had seen the tents, 
they heard the sound of horses approaching. With a loud ‘whoop’, the horses pulled up beside Dawa and Wang. Dawa 
immediately recognized his cousin, and joyfully greeted him. In a matter of moments, Dawa and Wang were sitting upon the 
horses and riding to the nearest tent. Dawa quickly jumped off the horse and ran into the tent. Wang was left standing outside, 
wondering what to do. Within a few moments, Dawa re-emerged and called to Wang to come into the tent with him. There he 
introduced Ama Doko, his mother, and his younger sister Droma.  His father had gone into the town a couple of days 
previously and had not yet returned. For the next few hours, Dawa and Wang sat inside the tent, eating and drinking. Most of 
the conversation was in Tibetan, so Wang wasn’t able to understand much. But he did understand that he was welcomed as 
Dawa’s friend, and was constantly offered food and tea.  
It was very late when Dawa and Wang turned in for the night. They each made their bed in the allotted space beside the fire. 
The blue flames of the fuel leaped in sudden flashes to the canopy of smoke above that swirled and changed as the night 
winds blew through the vent in the roof. After Wang was tucked and wrapped for the night in the big coat that Ama Doko had 
provided for him, he drifted off to sleep, content and full. He had filled his belly with food and drink to show his appreciation of 
their hospitality.  
Wang woke early in the morning to the sounds of someone muttering nearby. As he listened more carefully, he realized that 
the sounds were coming from Ama Doko who was sitting in the corner of the tent, swinging a prayer wheel, and repeating the 
mantra “Om mani padme hum – Om mani padme hum”. He remembered that Dawa had explained to him that this mantra was 
the most common of Tibetan Buddhist mantras, meaning “O the jewel of the lotus”, an invocation of blessing and protection.  
Although it was still early, Ama Doko and her daughter, Droma, were already up and had milked the yaks.  Droma was busy 
making tea and churning butter.  She turned away when she saw Wang watching her.  
Later that morning Dawa and Wang went for a long walk on the grasslands, enjoying the fresh air and warm weather. As they 
walked, Wang asked Dawa about the prayer wheel he had seen Ama Doko using. Dawa explained that for Tibetan Buddhists, 
the idea of karma is very important. It means that for every action there is a consequence, and that that consequence will carry 
over into one’s next life. Good actions result in merit; bad actions result in demerit. Swinging a prayer wheel is one of many, 
many ways to try to earn such merit.  
One morning, Dawa and Wang set out on horseback toward the monastery where Dawa’s brother Tsering lived. Dawa had 
given Wang several horse riding lessons, but Wang still felt very uncomfortable and unsure of himself while riding. Eventually, 
late in the day, the monastery came into view. The architecture was very interesting to Wang – very different from anything he 
had previously seen. As they rode up, a monk appeared and tethered the horses near a watering trough. Wang noticed that a 
number of people were walking around the central building which turned out to be the temple. He noticed that there were piles 
of stones which some of the people adjusted whenever they came full circle around the building. He realized that they were 
counting – they were keeping track of how many times they walked around the temple. Dawa explained that this was another 
way of earning merit – by circumambulating religious sites. Suddenly there was a bustle of activity, and a monk came almost 
running toward them. Dawa’s face lit up as he saw his brother approaching. He quickly introduced Wang to his brother. Wang 
was surprised to find that this monk was quite educated, but didn’t speak any Chinese. They were taken into a room inside the 
monastery. It was dark in there and quite cold, with only very small windows.  As Wang’s eyes adjusted to the dark interior, he 
realized that the walls were covered in artwork – most of which were thangkas, paintings on cloth, depicting the lives of 
various Buddhas. He also noticed that there were candles burning, but not like utility candles. They were made out of butter 
and put in bronze holders so they could be refilled regularly. The aroma of incense was strong.  
After drinking tea together, Tsering suggested that they go together to the temple. Dawa and Tsering began to kneel down in 
front of the statues of Buddha. They stood, knelt, then lay down, over and over. Wang looked on, not quite sure what to make 
of what he was watching.  In front of the statues were bowls of water and plates of fruit, presented as an offering. There was 
even some money sitting there. After they had finished their prostrations, Tsering explained that the offerings were for the 
Buddhas and their prayers were for help in this life and in the next life. 
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Dawa lay awake that night. He was thinking about how strange it felt that his city life and Tibetan life were intersecting. He 
realized again just how different Wang was – so unfamiliar with that which was so natural to Dawa. He wondered about how 
his brother felt with him bringing a Han Chinese friend into the monastery. He knew that for some Tibetans, there was still a 
degree of tension felt toward Han Chinese. Ever since the “Peaceful Liberation of Tibet” there were some hard feelings and 
mistrust. Dawa realized that his perspective was a little bit different from that of his brother because of his experience in the 
city. He had come to know quite a few Chinese friends as they worked together. But there were other Chinese people who had 
not received him – they seemed to look down on him because he was considered “backward”. So Dawa understood the 
tension that sometimes exists between the two cultures and felt a bit caught in the middle.  
That night, as Wang lay in the monastery trying to sleep, he also was thinking about some of the cultural differences that 
separated him from Dawa and this whole Tibetan area. Wang wondered how he, as a Christian, ought to respond to this 
Tibetan Buddhist faith. He already knew that his primary responsibilities in life were to “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, soul, and mind; and to love your neighbour as yourself”. In fact, that’s one of the things that had motivated his friendship 
with Dawa in the first place. He had cared about Dawa when he had arrived in the city friendless, and needing help. It was a 
genuine care that God had given him for Dawa. Now that care extended also to his family. Wang wondered what impact his 
Christian faith could have in a Tibetan context.  
The next morning Wang decided to share with Dawa about his Christian faith. He had already told Dawa that he was a 
Christian, but he had never before tried to convince Dawa that he too ought to become a Christian. As Wang talked, Dawa 
was impressed with his spiritual sensitivity. He felt that Wang must be a very spiritual man if he was talking about all this. And 
Jesus must have been an incredible teacher. So when Wang asked Dawa if he wanted to hear more about the teachings of 
Jesus, he said yes. Wang was so excited, and as he and Dawa sat and drank tea, he shared much about Jesus and what 
Christians believe. After a while, Wang asked Dawa if he believed in Jesus. Dawa said that yes, he did. Wang was very happy, 
and kept telling Dawa how wonderful it was that they were family now – two brothers who were part of a worldwide family.  
Later that day, with Wang at his side, Dawa asked his brother what he thought about the teachings of Jesus. Tsering 
responded by saying that he knew that Jesus was a very wise man and a great teacher. Wang was somewhat confused, 
wondering how Tsering could believe that, but still be a Tibetan Buddhist Monk.  The more he listened and discussed (Dawa 
translated for him), the more it became clear that Tsering embraced a whole variety of religious beliefs, and did not see the 
tension between them that was so clear to Wang. Wang encouraged Dawa to share his new faith with Tsering. Dawa did so – 
in Tibetan. Wang, of course, could not understand what he said, but assumed that he communicated all that he had previously 
taught Dawa. But Tsering’s reaction was barely noticeable, which led Wang to wonder what exactly Dawa said. But he had no 
opportunity to talk with Dawa more about it – it was time for the evening meal. They joined many other monks for the meal of 
tsampa (made with barely wheat, butter, and tea).  During the meal, Wang realized that several of the monks were talking 
about him. Finally, Dawa turned to him and said the monks were interested in hearing more about Christianity. Wang, feeling 
encouraged, started sharing with them about what it meant to be “born again”. As he did so, one of the older monks muttered 
something and got up and left the room. Wang wondered if he had offended him in some way. Later, Dawa explained that for 
a Tibetan Buddhist, to be “born again” is a negative thing. What they seek is freedom from the rebirth cycle – freedom from 
being born again, and again.  Wang tried to explain more fully what he meant by the term but it was clear that the word Dawa 
used to translate “born again” had a whole different meaning to the Tibetans.  
Wang was discouraged now. Why was it so difficult to explain what he meant? He became even more discouraged over the 
next week as every morning he got up and saw Dawa together with his brother Tsering prostrating themselves in front of the 
temple.  What had Dawa meant when he said he believed in Jesus? Why was no transformation taking place in his life? Wang 
had presented the Gospel in the way he always did, and he had often seen dramatic conversions in the past. But not with 
Dawa. He said he believed, but his actions weren’t bearing that out. A week later, Wang returned to the city, discouraged and 
confused. 
 
Discussion: 

1. Describe some of the cultural differences Wang experienced as he traveled in Tibetan areas. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Share any experiences you have had with people from cultures other than your own. Did you find it difficult or easy to 
communicate with them? What differences did you observe? What did you learn about your own culture through that 
experience? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. Review Part 1 Chapter 2 where “worldview” is discussed. How do you think Dawa understood what Wang shared 
with him? How do you think Dawa’s worldview affected his understanding? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Why do you think Dawa responded so positively to Wang’s initial presentation of the Gospel? Who might Dawa think 
Jesus is?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What are some things that Wang did well, and what are some things that he could have done differently? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Chapter 2: Understanding the Context for Ministry among Tibetans 
 
In order to effectively understand the world view of Tibetans, it’s important to have at least a basic understanding of their 
context. In this chapter, we will look specifically at their historical context, economic situation, and linguistic realities. We will 
also look at the current situation of the Tibetan church. 
 
History 
Tibetans view their history in terms of their identity and religion. This knowledge is essential for you as a messenger of the 
gospel. It will help you to better understand the Tibetans you meet, and how their worldview has been formed. This section is 
written from a non-religious, political perspective, whereas Chapter 3 describes history from a more religious viewpoint. 
Tibetans might not make this distinction, but it is helpful for our purposes. 
Tibetans have an ancient and fascinating history dating back at least 2000 years.  Unfortunately because a writing system was 
not fully developed until the 7th century, there is little written about Tibetan history prior to this period.  One of the main 
reasons for developing the writing system was to translate and disseminate Buddhist texts from Indian Sanskrit into Tibetan 
(as well as for reasons of political and military expansion).  Literacy and the recording of history were originally overseen by 
the monastic community. This means that history has typically been recorded from a religious perspective. For example, many 
of the Tibetan historical accounts tend to focus on the spiritual conflict over their land and people (see Chapter 3 for more 
information). Tibetans will appreciate Chinese people who know something about Tibetan history, though it needs to be said 
that modern Tibetan history (after 1933) is a politically sensitive subject and could result in friction.  The following notes will 
give you an outline of main events and characters with just enough detail to show that Tibetans are proud of their ancient 
history and the prominent historical figures.   
A well known legend has it that the Tibetans were born from the union of a monkey and an ogress.  Their 6 offspring are 
considered to be the ancestors of the Tibetan race. There are several other origin legends also, including stories of the first 7 
Tibetan kings descending from heaven.  Remains of early Tibetan civilization can be traced back over 4,000 years. 
Archaeological and geological discoveries give evidence that Tibetans are descendants of aboriginal tribes and nomadic 
Qiang tribes.   
127 BC: The first Tibetan king, Nyatri Tsenpo, appeared. A common view is that he possibly came from a royal family in India 
and became king as a result of uniting about 12 small states or tribes into a unified state.  Other scholars hold that he was 
from a nearby tribe and was made king because of his physical strength and great abilities.  The Buddhist view is that he was 
a god descended from the heavens. The Tibetan calendar is reckoned from this point.  This rising Yarlung Dynasty became an 
empire, known in Chinese as the Tubo Kingdom.  The Empire increased in size and influence and, by the time of the 32nd 
king, Namri Songtsen, control reached into modern day India, Western China and Persia.  A pre-Buddhist shamanistic religion 
was prominent at this time (later evolving into the present-day "Bön" religion) and "Shang Shun," one of the early Bön 
kingdoms, is believed to have had its own writing system. 
C.618-649: The famous king Songtsen Gampo, was influenced by the Buddhism of surrounding nations and during his reign 
the teachings of Buddhism spread to the areas under his control.  As well as having 3 Tibetan empresses, Songtsen Gampo 
married two neighbouring princesses, the famous Wencheng of the Tang Dynasty, and a Nepali princess - forming alliances 
with the Chinese Emperor and the Nepali King.  Wencheng brought with her a famous Buddha statue to Lhasa, and at this 
time the Jokhang temple was built.  During this period King Songtsen Gampo built up the Tibetan Empire, sending his minister 
Tonmi Sambota to India to develop the Tibetan writing system.  Subsequently, literature and other Tibetan sciences/arts 
flourished including Tibetan Medicine, astrology, etc.   
8th and 9th Centuries: During the reign of king Tri-song Detsen, Tibet occupied Xi'an, the capital of the Tang dynasty. During 
the reign of Tri Ralpachen there was conflict with China, and in 823 stone monuments were erected in Lhasa and Xi'an to 
commemorate a peace treaty between China and Tibet.  During this period, the Indian teacher Padmasambhava was invited 
from India to help spread Buddhism into Tibet.  He is said to have conquered the indigenous deities and made them guardians 
of Buddhism.  King Tri-song Detsen declared Buddhism as the state religion of Tibet, though the Bon religion still remained 
strong in some areas. 
841: King Lang-darma was assassinated because of his oppression of Buddhism.  For the next 3 centuries Tibet experienced 
much political upheaval and the united kingdom of the Yarlung Dynasty broke down into independent regions ruled by princes 
and political factions.   
13th Century: The Mongols under Genghis Khan rose to power reaching as far as Eastern Europe.  Under Kublai Khan the 
Mongols took control of China and established the Yuan dynasty in 1279.  Tibet also fell to the Mongols but the Mongols 
adopted Tibetan Buddhism through the Sakya Lama. The Sakya or "grey earth" sect is one of the four major sects of Tibetan 
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Buddhism and became prominent at that time. The Sakya Buddhist Lama was appointed as religious head, enabling the 
Sakyas to take control of Central Tibetan affairs and establish the "priest-king" rulership of Tibet. 
14th Century: When the Ming dynasty succeeded the Mongol Yuan dynasty, some historians believe that they inherited the 
right to rule Tibet.  Other historians believe that Tibet was independent again at this time.  Emperor Chengzu recognised the 
Tibetan Buddhist Leader and granted him the title of "Religious King". 
1357-1419: Tsong Khapa founded the Gelug sect of Buddhism.  This became dominant by the 16th century. 
1543-88: Gelug leader Sonam Jia-tso received the title of (the third) Dalai Lama from the Mongolian Ruler Altan Khan and was 
revered as the incarnation of Chen-re-zig, the Buddha of Compassion.   
1636: The Mongol Prince Gushri Khan attacked "Kham" from his base in "Amdo" and six years later, Central Tibet, 
incorporating them into his Northern Tibetan Empire. In 1641 he placed the whole country under the rule of the 5th Dalai Lama 
and re-initiated Tibetan theocratic rule.  From that time until the 20th century the Dalai Lamas exercised political and religious 
power in Tibet, prospering greatly under the leadership of the "Great Fifth" Dalai Lama (1617-1682).  During his rule, the 
magnificent Potala Palace was built in Lhasa and the Dalai Lamas resided there.  However, the extent to which the Dalai 
Lamas exercised power over Eastern Tibet, or Kham and Amdo (present day Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan) lessened 
as it reached the easternmost border areas where many regions were more or less self-ruling, having alliances with both the 
Lhasa government and the Chinese Emperors.  In reality, power was in the hands of local kings and chiefs, head men and 
also Chinese and Hui Warlords who may or may not have given allegiance to the Chinese Emperor.   
Late 18th Century: The Qing Court started to reform the "Tu-si" system of local hereditary leaders in the Jiarong and Kham 
areas.  There were several uprisings and the balance of power began to change.  For a time the Lhasa government’s 
influence increased again in this region up until the beginning of the 20th Century. However, by 1905 much of Kham was 
under direct rule of the Chinese (in particular the general Zhao Erfeng who was known for his cruelty to Tibetans in this region).  
After a successful military campaign against the Mongol rulers of what is now Qinghai, the Qing emperor Yongzheng installed 
an Amban, or imperial representative, in Xining in 1724.  He divided up the province into tribal districts and received tribute 
from the Tibetans living there. In 1915 Hui Muslims from Gansu took over from the Amban. The Muslim warlord that controlled 
Qinghai prior to liberation was called Ma Bufeng, also noted for his cruelty.  
19th Century: In Central Tibet (present day Xizang) contact with the Chinese declined up till the reign of the 13th Dalai Lama 
(1876-1933), when other foreign powers entered the scene.  The British Colonial Government in India had unsuccessfully tried 
to establish trade ties with Tibet to prevent the Russians from gaining influence in the region.  In 1903-4 they invaded Central 
Tibet and signed a treaty with the Tibetan Government.  This was contested by the Qing government who insisted that the 
British go through them when dealing with Tibet. The British agreed, and a treaty was signed in 1907.   
1910: The Qing posted troops in Lhasa but had to leave after the Qing dynasty was overthrown in China proper.  When the 
Republic of China was established in 1911, Tibet was considered by the Chinese to be one of the "5 Minorities" of the Chinese 
nation and was included in the Republic though no troops returned until 1950.  In the meantime the 13th Dalai Lama ruled until 
his death in 1933.  He began a series of reforms after experiencing modern technology and conveniences during time spent in 
India.  These included telegraph and radio communications, education of the children of leaders, and the training of the armed 
forces.  Following the 13th Dalai Lama’s death, Reting Rinpoche was named Regent.  Amidst great controversy Reting was 
replaced as Regent by Taktra in 1941, one year after the 5 year old 14th Dalai Lama was installed.  
1939: The Republican Government formed the south eastern part of Tibet into Xikang Province (Eastern Kham) and had a 
measure of control of all the areas east of the Yangzi.  Qinghai Province was formally made part of the Republic in 1928. 
1949: The People's Republic of China was established.  Control of the Tibetan areas east of the Yangzi was quickly re-
established.  In 1950 Chinese troops marched to Chamdo (Changdu) in Eastern Tibet (Xizang) and took control, then carried 
on to Lhasa.  The next year representatives of the Tibetan government signed the "17 Point Agreement for the Peaceful 
Liberation of Tibet". 
The next few years were very unstable in Lhasa.  In 1959 there was a revolt after the young 14th Dalai Lama's supporters 
suspected a plot to harm him.  This led him to flee Tibet for India where he has remained in exile to this day.  Through him and 
other lamas, Tibetan Buddhism is gaining popularity all over the world, and most Tibetans are aware of this. 
Outside Central and Western Tibet (present day Xizang), much of the North-Eastern (Amdo) areas formally became Qinghai 
Province and the remainder are known as "Autonomous Prefectures and Counties" in Gannan and Tianzhu in Gansu and Aba 
in Sichuan.  These areas had not been under direct control of the Lhasa government since the 18th century, control fluctuating 
between Tibetan chiefs, Muslim warlords and Chinese military.  
The Province of Xikang (present day Ganzi Prefecture) was incorporated into Sichuan in 1955.  The southern-most point of 
Kham became part of Muli County in Sichuan and Deqin Prefecture in northern Yunnan Province.  These areas had had a 
greater Han presence and influence over the previous 100 years than Central Tibet, and many people today only think of 
Xizang (TAR) when Tibetan people are mentioned (see the Map for details).  However it is important to remember that present 
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day Xizang is only about half of the historical Tibetan area and is basically the region that was still fully ruled by the Dalai 
Lamas until the time of "Liberation".  "Land Reforms" in the 1950's were very unpopular and many rebellions in Kham and 
Amdo areas were crushed by force during this time. 
1966-76: "The Great Cultural Revolution" caused much confusion and disaster all over China.  Tibet was no exception and in 
addition to much human suffering and starvation, many Buddhist monasteries and temples were destroyed.  Tibetans were 
forbidden to read or learn Tibetan and many customs were outlawed as being superstitious or reactionary. 
1980's: While several monasteries have been rebuilt since the opening up policies of Deng Xiaoping, many Tibetans associate 
the destruction of Buddhism with the arrival of the Han.  A lot of money has been spent and much construction of roads and 
infrastructure has occurred since then. However, not all Tibetans feel that this has benefited the average Tibetan. 
Tibetans still lag behind national averages in terms of the availability and quality of education, health services, income levels 
and living standards, etc.  Some resent the Han for this while others feel the only way ahead is to learn the Han ways to 
prosper in a Han-led society.  The messenger of the gospel needs to understand some of these issues in order to reach the 
Tibetans with the love and salvation of Jesus Christ.  If His messengers show respect for the history, culture and customs of 
Tibetans, and are not perceived as Han Chauvinists, their message will be heard more clearly.  

 
Discussion: 

1. There are differing opinions about the relationship between Tibet and China throughout history.  Some people view 
the Tibetans as being merely a backward minority within a large Han nation.  How do you think Tibetans would feel 
about being regarded this way?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Relationships between Tibetans and Han are still strained in many Tibetan areas.  Some see the new wave of Han 
migrants as taking away job opportunities from the local Tibetans, bringing further cause for resentment.  Regardless 
of your personal opinions, what kind of attitude should the Lord's servants have as they enter Tibetan areas? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. There is a lot of poverty in many "minority" areas of China, including Tibet.  Sometimes Han people give the 
impression that the answer to the "minorities" problems is to become like the Han in terms of education, language 
and culture.  How do you think Tibetans will respond to this attitude (knowing their own cultural heritage)?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How does one’s understanding of history help or hinder the spread of the gospel amongst Tibetans? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Bible Study: 
Read Acts 17:16-34 and answer the following questions: 
 

1. What was different about the way that Paul shared the gospel with the Athenians (compared to his preaching to the 
Jews)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. How did he show respect for the people's beliefs even though in his heart he was "greatly distressed"? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. Read vv 22-23.  What might be your starting point as you seek to introduce Tibetans to the True and Living God? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Economy: Tibetan lifestyles and occupations 
Traditionally, most Tibetans make their living from growing crops (farmers) or herding animals (herders) or a combination of 
both lifestyles.  
Nomads earn their living by raising sheep and yaks and live in the upper altitude grasslands.  Typically they move their herd 
between two or three grazing areas.  When the grass in one area has been eaten they move to another.   
Yaks are animals that are uniquely suited to the high altitude of Tibetan grasslands.  They have a bigger lung capacity than 
milk cows.  They are not affected by the low level of oxygen in the air at high altitude.  Tibetans use yak hair to make tents and 
clothes, yak milk to make butter and cheese, they use yaks to carry packs, and eat yak meat as a staple in their diet.  High 
altitude grassland has few trees, and yak dung is an important source of fuel for cooking and heating.  Yaks are valuable, and 
a large herd can generate a comfortable income for a family. 
Sheep and goats are also important sources of income for many Tibetans. They are raised for their wool and as a source of 
meat.   
Herding yaks and sheep is a precarious occupation.  During the winter, grass stops growing, and the weather can become 
very cold.  Often snow covers the grassland.  The yaks and sheep survive by eating the grass beneath the snow.  Sometimes 
the snow is too thick or too hard and the animals cannot move the snow aside to eat the grass beneath the snow.  Often the 
grass has all been eaten weeks before the new grass starts to grow in spring.  Animals that are weak from hunger can easily 
get sick and are in danger of dying from either starvation or disease brought on by malnutrition.  And there are predators such 
as wolves that will hunt and eat the young and the weak.  Sometimes bad snowstorms at the end of winter kill many yaks and 
sheep. Hungry, cold animals that can't get to the grass beneath often simply die.  A family can see its source of income 
destroyed in one week of bad weather.  Or it may see its herd reduced badly because the spring arrives late, too long after the 
grass has all been eaten, and the animals have starved.   
Nomads with sheep or yaks have several ways to earn money.  They regularly sell cheese and butter for cash, and live yaks 
for their meat and hides.  They also sell wool from the sheep and goats.  For herders with large herds, food, clothing and 
shelter, even expensive things like school fees and motorcycles are possible.  However, for herders that have lost their herds, 
life is difficult.    
Farmers make up the other large group of Tibetans who live according to traditional ways. High altitude farming is also a 
precarious occupation.  Mountainside soil is thin, weather is unpredictable, and land plots are small.  A family that only has a 
small amount of land, or that has poorly producing land, can become very poor.  Most Tibetan farmers grow enough to feed 
their families, but few are able to grow extra to sell.  Cash income must come from working away from the farm or from 
gathering wild herbs used in Tibetan and Chinese medicine.  Other farmers look for chances to hire themselves out as 
labourers.   
Many Tibetans scour the mountainsides looking for caterpillar fungus in the spring and mushrooms and other medicinal roots 
and herbs in the summer.  These fetch a good price in the Han and overseas markets and competition to find and sell these 
plants is fierce and can lead to conflict.  
Some Tibetans engage in both nomadic pastoralism and agriculture.  They grow crops and also have access to some 
grassland where they raise yaks and sheep.   
Monks, lamas and nuns make up another section of traditional Tibetan society.  While the number of monasteries and monks 
is fewer than it was before "liberation", there is a steady flow of new members to the monkhood.  The monastic system is 
largely supported through donations from family members, earnings from conducting religious rites, and gifts from worshippers 
and pilgrims. Many people and communities contribute in this way in order to gain merit or ensure prosperity. Individual monks 
are often supported by their families.  However monasteries often have their own herds and crops or other means of income. 
In modern society there are also a number of Tibetans who engage in business and government-related occupations.  
Especially in the larger county towns there are government employees, teachers, health workers, shopkeepers, restaurant 
staff, and craftsmen.  More people are gravitating to these centres and trying to find employment that earns cash and affords 
modern comforts.  
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Some Tibetan areas are undergoing huge upheaval as herders are being made to resettle in other areas due to ecological 
policy decisions.  Resettlement is usually to urban areas resulting in Tibetans facing new social problems as they try to cope 
with massive changes in lifestyle and livelihood. 
As in other parts of rural China, finding access to modern medical care is difficult and costly. Limited resources are available in 
the county towns and prefectural capitals. Common minor medical problems are addressed within the family. See Chapter 3 
regarding the role of the Lama in this regard.   

 
Discussion: 

1. How does the economic context described here compare with your own economic background and present 
circumstance? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Do you think the economic situation of Tibetans will make it more or less difficult for them to respond to the Gospel? 
Why? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Will understanding the economic realities of Tibetans impact the way you approach Tibetan ministry, and the way 
you will prepare to minister to them? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Linguistic Context 
 
The following story is not true.  But it is a scenario that is possible.  Some of us will work in places that are like the one in the 
story.   

Li, Wang and Zhang are from three house church groups that have a burden for Tibetans.  Four years ago they 
began making short trips to one of the Tibetan county towns.  Over time they led several people to Christ.  The 
believers now meet together regularly for meals, Bible study, and prayer.  All of the believers are Tibetans.  About 
half of them moved to the county town from a small farming village to the east of the county town.   A quarter are 
from the grassland area about 5 hours’ bus ride north of the county town.  The rest are from the County town itself. 
There are actually three different kinds of Tibetans in one meeting. 
When the Tibetans from the farming village are by themselves they speak their own language, a language that is 
different from other Tibetan languages.  When they are with the others in the group they use the local Chinese 
dialect.  
When the Tibetans from the grassland area are by themselves they speak Amdo Tibetan.  When they are with the 
others in the group they use the local Chinese dialect, although sometimes they struggle to understand and to make 
themselves understood, since they are not very fluent in the local Chinese dialect.   
When the Tibetans from the county town are by themselves they sometimes use their local language, which is 
different from Amdo and different from the farming village to the east of town.  They also sometimes use the local 
Chinese dialect even when they are by themselves.  There is a strong Han presence in this particular town, and 
these Tibetans are fluent in the local Chinese dialect.   
Li, Wang and Zhang have encouraged the believers to meet together regularly.  They gave all the new believers 
Chinese Bibles.  They also gave the Amdo believers Amdo gospels.  However, Li, Wang and Zhang do not speak or 
read Amdo, and when they are studying the Bible together they all use Mandarin.  The county town Tibetans and the 
farming village Tibetans are not able to read the Amdo gospel, and they do not speak Amdo.  Some of them can 
read the Chinese Bible quite well, while others have more difficulty.  
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Li, Wang and Zhang would like to start similar churches in villages outside the county town, but so far have been 
unsuccessful.  When they visit the farming village many of the people they talk to have difficulty understanding them, 
and they often rely on interpreters.   
They at times invite “seekers” to come to their gatherings in the county town, but the people from the village have 
difficulty traveling, and when together they tend to disrupt the meeting by holding long conversations in their own 
language.  The few times they came they interrupted often, asking for explanations in their own language.   Most of 
those that first showed interest stopped coming after a few times.  Li, Wang and Zhang are confused about this 
situation and do not fully understand why the gospel is not spreading to the villages.   
 

Discussion:   
1. What are the advantages of having Tibetans from three different language groups together?  What are the 

disadvantages? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Why do you think the gospel is not spreading to the villages?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Use of Chinese Language 
Han Chinese will find that there are a number of Tibetans that speak Hanyu.  Tibetans that live in the county centres, or that 
have received an education in a Han language primary school, will know some Hanyu.   It is likely that these will be the natural 
first contacts for Han cross-cultural workers.  The Tibetans that can speak both their own language and Hanyu are important 
links between Han and Tibetan culture.  They could become effective translators and interpreters, explaining what they learn 
from their Han brothers and sisters to people in their ethnic group who don’t understand Hanyu (whether Mandarin, Sichuan, 
Yunnan, or Qinghai dialects). 
For these first contacts it will be natural that conversation, Bible study, even prayer and singing will be in Hanyu.  It will be the 
language that the speaker and listeners both understand. Even if the first believers are discipled in Hanyu, it is important that 
the churches use their mother tongue as quickly as possible. Churches that only use Hanyu could hinder the spread of the 
gospel to Tibetans. Han workers need to understand the points below and also take advantage of the Tibetan language 
resources listed in Appendix 1. 
Below are some of the issues that are vital for Han cross-cultural workers to understand: 
1. Identity: If Tibetans can only use Hanyu to study the Bible, and to receive teaching, they will have difficulty seeing 

Christianity as something “Tibetan”.  They will tend to view Christians as people that are somehow outside Tibetan culture.  
Tibetans tend to view Tibetan Buddhism as a key factor in Tibetan identity.  It is important that Tibetans understand that 
one can be truly Tibetan and wholeheartedly Christian.  In fact, a Tibetan that is reconciled to his Father and Creator is 
the truest Tibetan.  If, however, all Christian Tibetans can only express their faith in Hanyu, it will be very difficult to 
convince the Tibetan community that Christianity is for Tibetans.   

2. Spiritual Vocabulary and the Danger of Syncretism: It is important that key terms be carefully translated into Tibetan 
as soon as possible.  Many Biblical words, such as “God”, “Holy Spirit”, “eternal life”, have had no equivalent in Tibetan 
until recently.  Tibetan religious words all have meanings that come from Tibetan Buddhism.  There is a great danger that 
Jesus will be thought of as another great Lama or Buddha.  If a person is speaking to Tibetans about Christianity through 
an interpreter, the interpreter will have the difficult job of translating a lot of religious vocabulary into Tibetan.  If words like 
“God”, “grace", “sin” and “salvation” are not carefully translated and explained fully, there will be the tendency to use 
words from Tibetan Buddhism that appear to have the same meaning but cause the Tibetan to think of something entirely 
different.   Tibetan Buddhism has many “gods”, and it will be tempting to use the word for “god” to describe the one true 
“God”. Although this may work in Hanyu, the equivalent does not work in Tibetan. A completely different meaning is 
conveyed. The result will be that “God” is viewed by Tibetans as another Tibetan Buddhist “god”.  This means that key 
terms need to be carefully explained to interpreters and not interpreted until they are fully understood.  It is not sufficient 
to translate one's favourite gospel presentation into Tibetan language and expect the hearers to understand what is 
meant by all the words used to translate those terms.  The kingdom of God is more than words - it is about love, power 
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and life in the Holy Spirit.  However, words are important as they convey meaning and help define who it is that is the true 
object of worship.  

3. Linguistic Diversity: There are several languages spoken by Tibetans, other than the Tibetan language, that are not 
written. For example there are at least 12 groups of Tibetans that live in Sichuan that speak languages related to the 
Qiang language.  Most of these people would not understand how to read either the Tibetan or Chinese Bible.  These 
people need to have the Bible recorded in their own languages so that they can hear it on tape, or watch it on DVD.   
Furthermore many Tibetans are not literate in written Tibetan and would even struggle to understand it when read aloud 
as it may be very different than their spoken dialect. 

4. Heart Language: If Tibetans can only use Hanyu to study the Bible and learn, most Tibetans will have difficulty accepting 
Christianity.  It is important that Tibetans can study the Bible, receive teaching, pray, and worship in their own languages.  
For example, if Han Chinese did not have a Chinese Bible, but could only use English to read the Bible, the Han church 
would have difficulty growing, and Christianity would have difficulty being accepted by Han Chinese. Cross cultural 
workers that live long term in Tibetan areas will find that learning the local language will open many doors of opportunity.  
It will be tempting to use interpreters, and not to spend the time needed for language study.  However, the opportunities 
for people who speak the local language are much greater than the opportunities for people who must depend on Hanyu.   

 
Tibetan Churches Using Tibetan Languages 
In Revelation 7:9, when John observes the multitude worshipping before the throne of God, he clearly recognizes their ethnic 
diversity. Our vision is that people from each Tibetan dialect group will be represented in that multitude. Every Tibetan needs 
to have an opportunity to follow Christ. This will require churches to be planted within every Tibetan community.  For these 
churches to thrive they will need to be local-language churches so that people can worship in their heart language. Worship 
includes the language of prayer and song as well as music and dance styles - Tibetans are a people who love song and dance 
and these may feature strongly in Tibetan worship.  While the first Tibetan believers in an area may hear the Gospel first in 
Hanyu, if it is to permeate the entire Tibetan community, it must be through the use of their mother tongue.   
It should be noted that the Old Testament is not yet available in modern, written Tibetan. Some Tibetans may benefit from 
using the Chinese Bible, but cross-cultural workers need to encourage the use of the available Tibetan Scripture portions 
where possible. 
 
Discussion: 

1. What are the advantages of using Chinese language to evangelize Tibetans? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What are the disadvantages of using Chinese language to evangelize Tibetans? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What are some of the reasons people don’t study Tibetan? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
The Church in Tibetan Areas 

Catholics 
Probably the first contact Tibetans had with Christianity was through the Nestorian Christians in the 7th Century.  Certainly 
their influence was known in Tang China and Mongolia.  Christians enjoyed religious tolerance in the whole of the Mongolian 
empire at this time.  Roman Catholics came to this part of the world also and in 1266 Kublai Khan sent Marco Polo's two 
uncles back to Europe with a request for the Pope to send "100 Christians who… could prove that the law of Christ was the 
best… so that all [in the huge Mongolian Empire] could become Christians".  Unfortunately, due to problems in Rome, this 
never happened and Tibetan monks were used to build culture amongst the Mongols instead (Chapter 2: History).  
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In the middle of the 14th Century when the Mongolian Empire collapsed, Nestorian Christianity of the Mongols disappeared 
also.  The reasons are not clear, but by this time Nestorian Christianity was diluted by the existing shamanist practices, and it 
is possible that it was unable to stand against the occult power of Tibetan Buddhism which was on the rise.  Nestorians also 
found it hard to translate Christian ideas into Mongolian or Chinese without distorting their meaning (see previous section: 
Linguistic Context).   
In the 1700s the Catholics sent missionaries directly to Tibet. These individuals suffered many obstacles including climate, 
political barriers, policy changes in Rome, etc.  In 1626 the first church building was built in Guge, Western Tibet, with the 
Catholics reporting 100 converts.  However the missionaries and converts faced opposition from the lamas, and an attack on 
the royal family led to a change of power and the demise of Christianity there. They were able to establish themselves in 
Ladakh however, and later missionaries also went to Bhutan.  In 1630 another Catholic made it to Shigatse for a short time 
and in 1707 the Capuchin monks made it to Lhasa, though they had to leave after facing financial and other difficulties.  In 
1716 a Jesuit priest also made it to Lhasa.  He was a brilliant man and engaged Tibetans in a style that appealed to them, 
debating frequently with monks and writing Christian apologetic works.  Unfortunately he was ordered to leave by his superiors 
in Rome just 5 years later.  He was replaced by priests of a different order who upset the monastic community.  By 1742 they 
had 27 baptized converts, but when they were about to baptize 12 more, there was a major uprising against them after one of 
the converts refused to publicly bow down before the Dalai Lama.  The converts were beaten, the Catholic priests were thrown 
out of Tibet and the chapel was destroyed.   
In hindsight we can see that a lack of workers, few missionaries who could speak and write Tibetan well, as well as the 
political circumstances at the time prevented the mission work from being established.  In the late 1900s Catholic missionaries 
coming from China established missions in Deqin (Yunnan), Batang (Sichuan) and Yanjing (Southeast TAR).  By the 1920’s 
they had recorded over 1600 converts. 

Protestants 
After 32 years of prayer, in 1853 Moravian Christians entered Ladakh and translated the first Tibetan New Testament in 1885.  
Another version was published in North India in 1903.  In 1948 a whole Bible was published.  The Moravians did much 
evangelizing, story-telling, singing and used other indigenous forms such as artwork to communicate the gospel.  By the time 
they had to leave Ladakh in the 1950’s the church had about 140 members. 
In the 1890s, works were started on the Tibet (Xizang)-Gansu border, including Xining and Huangyuan in modern-day Qinghai. 
These works included missionaries from various agencies and nationalities engaging in medical work, establishing missionary 
stations for the purpose for public and house to house preaching, establishing guest houses, etc.  In the early part of the 20th 
century works began in the Tibet-Sichuan border areas (Kangding, Batang and Ganzi).   In these areas medical work also 
accompanied the preaching of the gospel. Tibetan churches, or mixed Han and Tibetan churches, were established in all of 
these areas, and a few of them have survived to the current day. In some of these areas, Chinese coworkers of the foreign 
missionaries were very effective in these works.  Many missionaries were martyred during this period, especially those who 
tried to reach the capital Lhasa. 
After the founding of the Peoples’ Republic of China, there were around 50 missionaries working in Tibet's border areas.  
These all had to leave China at that time.  Many of them began work with Tibetan refugees in India and other Tibetan-related 
ethnic groups.  Not many converts were won, but small groups of believers have continued on in India and Nepal to this day. 

The Present Day Situation 
Right now the church amongst the Tibetans is neither large nor mature.  However, God is doing some amazing things in these 
days that will result in the kind of vision that is described in the beginning of this manual.  Over the centuries God's people 
have tried to penetrate Tibet and bring the good news of salvation to Tibetan people.  Many were rejected and some were 
martyred as a result of their efforts.  Some churches remain in parts of Yunnan, Sichuan and Gansu and have been 
incorporated in the Three Self Patriotic Movement or the Catholic churches.  Some believers meet in unregistered house 
churches as Protestants or Catholics.  The largest Christian communities are the Catholic churches of Yunnan and the 
southeast of the Tibet Autonomous Region (Xizang), numbering several thousand in all. A later volume will describe these 
areas in more detail.  For now it is worth noting that the Catholics pronounce the name of Jesus slightly differently than 
Protestant believers and also use an entirely different word for God (Lord of Heaven - translated directly from the Chinese).  
Some of these churches seem to be nominal in their faith or even syncretistic, while others seem to exhibit genuine faith in 
Christ.  There are also Tibetan churches in Ladakh (in north India) and Nepal.   
There are isolated believers and small churches scattered throughout different parts of Tibetan areas in China. While these 
are growing, they represent a very small proportion of the Tibetan population. Most Tibetans have not yet had the opportunity 
to hear the Gospel in a way they understand. 
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God is raising up labourers from all parts of the world, including Han believers, to pray and go and preach the gospel among 
the Tibetans.  One of the goals of this training manual is to learn from past efforts of church planting among Tibetans, as well 
as understanding how Biblical principles can be applied to the Tibetan Buddhist context.  This has the potential to result in 
churches that worship the true and living God, exalt His Son Jesus, and demonstrate the power and love of His Kingdom, 
while at the same time remain distinctly Tibetan.  That is to say that they will be communities that Tibetans feel at home in 
(though not necessarily comfortable for Han or other outsiders). They will not remove all traces of Tibetan culture so that 
Tibetans feel that they are foreign.  Neither will they rob the Lord of receiving glory in a unique way from a people that He 
made to worship Him uniquely. 
In Chapters 4 and 5 we will explore what a healthy Tibetan Church might look like. Some suggestions for reaching Tibetans 
are given in Chapter 5 as well as some tools in the appendices of this manual.  

 
Discussion: 

1. Many people have attempted to preach the gospel to Tibetans and plant churches over the last 200 years but with 
little success.  Compare this to attempts in the Han Chinese areas.  What factors caused the church to grow? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What do you think it will take to see the course of history change for the Tibetans and see the church established? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Bible Study: 
Read Acts 5:17-18, 7:54 - 8:8, 16:19-30 
1. What effect did persecution have on the church in Acts?  Do you anticipate that you or believers you know will be 

persecuted?  
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How can you prepare yourself and Tibetan believers for possible persecution? 
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Chapter 3: Understanding the Religious Context of Tibetans 
 
In this chapter, we will start to explore the underlying beliefs and religious practices of Tibetans. It is important to note that 
there are many variations according to geography, school of Tibetan Buddhism or Bon, historical context, and of course 
personal conviction. But generally, this chapter will give you an overview of what you might expect to encounter as you build 
relationships with Tibetans.  

Introduction to Religious Context 
Tibetan daily life and social customs have for many centuries been influenced by Tibetan Buddhism, the main religion in 
Tibetan areas. Travellers to these areas will have no difficulty seeing evidence of this. Prayer flags on passes, bridges and 
near houses or tents; altars with images or photographs of Buddhist deities and revered lamas; people mumbling prayers and 
fingering prayer beads as they walk and talk; monasteries; incense being burned, and much more.  
However, in order to better understand the Tibetans' ways of life and their views on the world, it is not enough just to recognize 
such outward symbols. It is useful to have some basic understanding of the religious context and beliefs behind such practices. 
Buddhism was introduced into Tibet first in the 7th century and then in 11th century AD, establishing itself as the main religion.  
It did not encounter a religious vacuum.  In fact, as it entered Tibet, Buddhism itself was transformed by the religious beliefs of 
those times and has evolved into what is now known as “Tibetan Buddhism”. Religious specialists (Tibetan lamas, monks, etc.) 
at times attempt to distinguish between Tibetan Buddhism and folk religious practices.  Buddhism is concerned with providing 
a means of escaping the cycle of existence - and is therefore “other worldly” in its outlook.  Folk religious practices address 
concerns of spirits and the forces of nature, and how to appease or make use of those forces.  It addresses the needs of the 
people living in the here and now. However, for the average Tibetan these different religious systems overlap, and Buddhist 
rituals are used as much as are shamanistic practices to control the spirits that reside in mountains, lakes, trees and more 
(see below). 
In this chapter we will introduce some aspects of Tibetan Buddhism as well as beliefs of the folk religion to provide a better 
understanding of Tibetans and their worldview. This will be followed by a short historical synopsis to give a context for the 
different religious orders that exist in Tibet today.  

Tibetan Buddhism  
Tibetan Buddhism is a complex philosophical system based on the "four noble truths" as set forth by Siddhartha Gautama, the 
founder of Buddhism. They state that:  

1. All life is suffering. 
2. All beings suffer because of desire and ignorance. They desire an independent, personal existence which Buddhism 

states is an illusion.  
3. If this desire is destroyed one can reach nirvana, be redeemed from the endless cycle of suffering and rebirth and 

cease to exist.  
4. This can be achieved through following the "eight-fold path".  This path will eventually lead to the realization of the 

true nature of existence and to enlightenment. An enlightened being is free from the endless cycle of existence. 
Buddhist thought, as it was first taught in India by Siddhartha Gautama, was a religion of self-reliance.  There was no fixed 
doctrine, only some basic principles and guidelines about how to realize enlightenment. This left it wide open to interpretation. 
As Buddhism was taught in different countries and cultures and over many hundreds of years, it was changed, and a number 
of different schools arose with numerous scriptures and commentaries.  
Buddhism had already changed significantly from the religion of self-reliance when it entered Tibet.  However the “four noble 
truths” and the "eight-fold path" are still at the heart of all Buddhist teachings. Some of the Buddhist teachings found in Tibet 
are unique while others are common to all Buddhist schools. This chapter seeks to highlight some concepts that will help us 
understand the mindset of an average Tibetan Buddhist. 

Nature of Existence, Truth, and Illusion 
Buddhism maintains that no being or phenomena has real, inherent existence. One famous example often used by Buddhists 
is that one can take apart objects into small components, but none of these parts are in themselves the object.  For example a 
cart is made of wheels, axle, floorboard, etc., but none of these parts is the cart.  Therefore, they maintain, if the parts have 
not in themselves what makes the whole, then the whole (the cart) does not exist as such. This subtle philosophical reasoning 
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does not allow for anything “certain” or “true” to be said about phenomena or concepts. It has its own logic and is difficult to 
follow for the lay-Buddhist as well as the non-Buddhist. However, the way Tibetans perceive of the world and explain their life 
experiences is deeply influenced by such Buddhist thought.  
Tibetans understand their existence on two or perhaps three different levels. They are brought up to believe that nothing 
certain can be said about the things we perceive.  So, according to Buddhist doctrine, they therefore do not exist. This is the 
level of “absolute truth” only reached by religious adepts, but aimed at by all people. To be liberated from the cycle of life and 
suffering, “absolute truth” has to be realized. To help people realize this level, they are given help on the level of “relative truth”.  
This is in the realm of the material world, the world around us as experienced by our senses. We might call this the “real world” 
or the “here and now”.  Most Tibetans find themselves on this level of existence, ever aspiring for the higher one. Here moral 
“truths” are taught: the rightness and wrongness of actions influencing one’s movement towards realizing liberation from 
existence. In practical terms, the aspiration of liberation is a distant goal, and most Tibetans are simply hoping for a better life 
now and a better rebirth in their next life. 
Nothing certain can be said about the things that we see, feel or touch - the world perceived by our senses.  Therefore for 
many there is a third level of existence, that of the imaginary or the illusionary. One can never quite trust ones perceptions. 
Things change constantly, and what we hold to be true might just as well be an illusion created by our own senses, by the 
trickery of gods, or by the psychic powers of some religious adepts who have achieved power over phenomenal existence.  

Samsara, Karma and Merit Making 
Buddhism teaches that all life is suffering and that people suffer because they desire a personal existence. All such desire 
attaches one to the “wheel of life” (Samsara). Beings that tend to grasp for what their senses show them to be real, are bound 
to this wheel of life and have not fully realized the nature of existence. They will be reborn lifetime after lifetime until they 
manage to destroy their ignorance by following the Buddhist path to liberation. The Buddhist aim is to attain enlightenment and 
to cease to exist. Therefore, being born is not something to be glad about. Life is suffering. One will encounter sickness, old 
age and death. However, being born as a human being is fortunate since only humans can work towards liberation. The 
human mind has the capacity to reason and understand, to choose to act in certain ways, to pursue or not to pursue religious 
action, etc. 
Having said this, it is important to understand one basic concept of the Buddhist worldview - the concept of "cause and effect".  
Everything is conditioned.  Nothing exists by itself.  There is no concept of creation or a supreme creative power.  As we have 
discussed above, nothing we perceive with our senses has real, inherent existence.  Rather, it is interdependent on many 
factors or causes. When one throws a stone into a lake, it causes ripples, not just one, but many, and they go on and on. In 
this way every action, every thought, everything there is, causes an effect on other things. The way a person perceives and 
experiences the world is conditioned by many different factors, or causes. This perception will cause the person to act in 
certain ways. Every cause creates an effect, which in turn becomes a cause for something else. 
This concept has deeply impacted people.  "Cause and effect" is not merely an impersonal force, but it is personal in that all 
one's actions, thoughts, behaviour - good or bad - have results. Most importantly, they affect in what form one will be reborn in 
following lives. Ordinary men and women are caught up in the realm of samsara – a dreary round of perpetual rebirth. There 
are six possible realms or states of being into which one can be reborn: hell-beings, hungry ghosts, animals, human beings, 
demi-gods, or gods. Those who accumulate good actions or good "karma" will be reborn in a higher and more pleasant state, 
while those who accumulate bad karma sow the seeds that will result in a rebirth in one of the hells, as a hungry ghost, or as 
an animal.   
This kind of thinking results in the belief that people basically deserve to be in the situations they find themselves in. If 
someone is rich and has a good life, he has earned it in past lives. If a person embarks on a spiritual journey, becomes a 
monk, and through much learning and meditating comes to a higher realization, he/she is reaping the fruit of efforts in earlier 
lives. And if one is born poor and crippled, then he/she is only reaping the results of past actions. 
Although the belief in cause and effect or "karma" does have some fatalistic aspects to it, it is also important to note that it 
represents Tibetan (or Buddhist) morality. Past deeds and their effects cannot be cancelled, but they can be amended and 
turned towards good purposes through the way the present life is lived. Good deeds, good moral behaviour and good thoughts 
will produce good karma.  A religious life of studies and meditation offers the best hope of overcoming obstacles, and even 
moving beyond the cycle of life and death into realizing “the truth” of things. However, most people do not have such high 
aspirations, but seek to live life in a way that will balance out the bad deeds through good deeds.  They hope that this will 
enable them to be reborn in the god realm to live a life of bliss, or the human realm again.  This realm is perhaps the most 
desirable as it is only from the human realm that enlightenment can be achieved.  As people seek to accumulate good karma, 
they are moving towards the attainment of enlightenment in a future life, if not in this life, and towards escape from suffering. 
As people live their lives, they constantly accumulate “demerit”.  They do things consciously and unconsciously that will 
produce bad karma and have bad consequences in the future or future lives. Non-virtuous thoughts, accidentally stepping on 
an insect and killing it, deliberately taking the life of insects, animals, or humans, being greedy, moral misconduct, non-belief in 
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the qualities of the religious specialists, etc., are all demeritorious acts. They need to be balanced out by meritorious acts. 
Since people can accumulate demerit without being aware of it, many Buddhist cultures have developed ways to accumulate 
merit. In the Tibetan Buddhist world some of the most obvious are: 

• Spinning prayer wheels or fingering prayer beads 

• Saying mantras 

• Giving offerings 

• Walking around shrines, temples and monasteries 

• Going on a pilgrimage 

• Acts of personal service to monks or monasteries 

• Hanging prayer flags 

• Burning incense 
Quite apart from these outward actions, though, the concept of karma provides the Tibetans with moral values and it motivates 
them toward living a good moral and religious life (according to the standards of Buddhism). The idea of leading a life that will 
accumulate “virtuous actions” or good karma, serves as a regulator for people's behaviour within their communities. 

Religious Institutions and Specialists  
While Tibetans on the every day level are concerned with avoiding bad karma and accumulating good karma, the fear of a bad 
rebirth and the desire for happiness in future lives are the lowest level of motivation for a Buddhist practitioner. Tibetan 
Buddhism aims towards the liberation of all sentient beings from samsara. In this the religious institutions and religious 
specialists such as lamas, hermits, wandering yogins, as well as “ordinary” monks and nuns take a prominent role.  They have 
given their lives and efforts to the practice of religion. In Tibetan Buddhism this is never only for one's own personal liberation 
from the cycle of rebirth, but for the well-being and liberation of all sentient beings.  
Buddhists are people who have taken refuge in the three precious jewels - Buddha, his teachings (Dharma), and the 
monkhood (Sangha). To be a Tibetan Buddhist requires one to have faith in Buddha, his teachings, and the monkhood. In 
Tibetan areas, monasteries have played a prominent role over centuries - religiously and sometimes also politically (see 
Chapter 2: History). They are centres of learning and fulfill an important function for the lay population since religious practice 
is always to benefit others. One can directly procure benefit through supporting a monastery materially, through attending 
religious ceremonies, having monks come to one's house to read scripture and above all, through giving a son to a monastery. 
Not all monks in a monastery pursue a career of learning, but all of them have to take certain religious vows. They are set 
apart for a religious life and therefore deserve respect.  
Quite apart from the ordinary monkhood, an important aspect of religious practices in Tibetan Buddhism is the role given to 
religious adepts - lamas, hermits, wandering yogins, and others. Most prominent among them are the lamas. There are 
different kinds of lamas. Most well known are those thought to be the incarnation of an enlightened being called a bodhisattva. 
A bodhisattva has realized enlightenment, but also has great compassion and the desire to relieve all sentient beings from 
their sufferings. In order to help others to achieve enlightenment, bodhisattvas do not enter nirvana, but choose to be reborn in 
human form again and again until their mission is completed. The most famous among them is the Dalai Lama. The term 
“'lama” is also used for heads of monastic orders or monasteries, often people of high learning who are believed to be reborn 
in human form to carry on their tasks of teaching and leading a monastic community. “Lama” is also a generic term used for 
religious teachers, although it should be noted that ordinary monks are not generally referred to as lamas. Some lamas do not 
belong to a monastic institution, but have acquired a reputation and following because of their wide religious knowledge and 
power.  
In the Tibetan religious system lamas play a very important role. They are in some ways mediators between the lay population 
and required religious rituals. Tibetan Buddhism has developed techniques to help people come to a realization of the real 
nature of things and to enlightenment. These techniques involve intricate rituals and above all meditation on various Buddhist 
deities. These techniques are referred to as tantras. Lamas are expected to be adepts in such rituals and techniques and 
either perform them on behalf of others, or initiate others into certain meditation practices and be their personal teacher.  
Lamas then play a very important religious role in the life of an ordinary Tibetan, but their help is also sought for more 
mundane matters. Since they are believed to have higher knowledge and foresight into things to come, they are consulted for 
any decision that needs to be made in the course of a life.  People seek out their lama to find out the reason and cure for the 
illness of their child, to determine the best date to start out on a trip, to know if a potential marriage partner is suitable, why the 
harvest has failed, etc.  
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While the ordinary lay Tibetan relies on his lama on a very practical level, the relationship between a monk and his lama - his 
religious teacher - takes on a different quality. The lama instructs his students in all religious practices, initiates them into the 
tantras and helps them along on their spiritual path. Unquestioned faith in and total devotion to the lama are expected from a 
monk who wants to pursue religious practice as well as from devout lay people. 
 

The “Folk Religion” of the Tibetans 
General Characteristics 
We have mentioned earlier that Tibetans operate on different levels of existence, the absolute and the relative. While all 
seriously religious people seek to live their lives in a way that accumulates merit and observe religious stipulation in order to 
follow the path that will eventually lead to enlightenment, Tibetans are also very pragmatic people. In some ways 
“enlightenment” is a remote aim, a concern more for the lamas and monks than ordinary people. Tibetans, like people all over 
the world, are not so concerned with the philosophical intricacies of their religion, but rather in how it can help them in their 
daily lives, e.g. what to do when a child is sick, how to prevent the loss of cattle, what needs to be done to turn a threatening 
hail storm away and how to secure a good harvest.  For such things they rely on rituals that are closer to pre-Buddhist 
religious practices which have since been integrated into the Buddhist worldview. We will refer to these practices here as “Folk 
Religion” since this is the religion closest to the lay population of Tibet and lived out on an everyday basis.  
Tibetans believe that the environment within which they live is also the home of many and varied, unseen (or rarely seen) spirit 
beings. Mountains are believed to be the home of mountain gods; streams, rivers and lakes are populated by the klu - the 
water spirits. Gods live in the soil and in rocks and other features of the landscape. Tibetans share the environment they live in 
with spirit beings of various kinds.  
While they can be frightening, or able to inflict misfortune on one's life and well-being, their powers can also be accessed. 
Tibetans everywhere have rituals and religious practices to propitiate powerful mountain gods, and gods of a certain territory, 
to secure their help and protection. They enlist the help of a variety of gods and spirits to increase their fortunes, to turn away 
bad weather.  
An important concept in connection with local gods is that of “sgrib”. The gods and spirits of the Tibetan landscape are not 
necessarily favourably inclined towards human beings. Tibetans believe that certain actions may cause offence to the gods. 
This is thought of as a kind of pollution – sgrib. Sgrib is seen as the prime cause of misfortune in everyday life, and has to be 
remedied by appropriate ritual action to the gods.  Since sgrib can be incurred on an everyday basis and is almost 
unavoidable, Tibetans have developed rituals with which to combat the attacks of offended deities and malevolent spirits. The 
next section will look at some of the most common rituals and their context.  It should be noted that sgrib also refers to other 
kinds of defilements which have a more orthodox Buddhist explanation. 

Folk Religion Rituals and Practices 
1. Labtse   
In lay ritual the local Tibetan gods are treated with respect and deference. Part of their cult is connected with the “labtse” stone 
cairns found at the top of high mountains, on passes, on plains, near lakes or rivers. They mark the abodes of these deities.  
Travellers will honour such gods by throwing “wind horses” - little pieces of paper with printed prayers - into the air, by putting 
a stone on top of the cairn, by hanging prayer flags, or by burning incense. Most common is the invocation “Kye kye so so… 
lha gyal lo” meaning “the gods are victorious”. 
Every Tibetan locality has its local protector god whose abode is marked by the labtse. Tibetan communities make yearly 
communal trips to the labtse to make offerings to the local god. Every household is required to send one male member 
(women are generally not allowed to partake). The ritual is an important one for the prosperity and well-being of the whole 
community. Incense is burned and prayer flags erected. Quite apart from this main event, Tibetans make offerings to the local 
gods on a daily basis when they burn incense in the early mornings and invoke certain prayers. 
2. Omens and Divination 
Tibetans are very much concerned with the “auspiciousness” of an event or an action. They know that everything is 
interconnected and that one's actions and plans are only a small part of the total situation. It is therefore important to pay 
attention to signs or omens and also to dreams. Some people are good at reading omens and interpreting dreams. 
Additionally, most Tibetans will seek to obtain information about a situation and its auspiciousness through divination. There 
are some practices performed by all lay people. However, for more accurate information one seeks out the lama or some other 
person adept at performing divination. Divination is very much part of everyday practice of Tibetans and their way of dealing 
with the particular environment within which they live. 
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3. Rituals at the Household Level 
Birth and death, weddings, the building of a house, and other important events in one's life are accompanied by rituals to 
ensure the well-being of the households or the persons concerned. In the case of childbirth there are certain omens that are 
paid attention to. If they are not good, rituals will be performed to combat inauspiciousness. After childbirth, purification rituals 
are performed. 
Illness is often thought to be caused by spirit activity (see note on sgrib). Lamas or other religious specialist are sought out to 
help find the reason for an illness and the cure. The sick person, or his/her family in certain situations, will be asked to perform 
certain rituals, to go on pilgrimage, have monks come to their homes to read prayers, etc.  
For Tibetans, their worldview includes interaction with the local territorial gods, malevolent spirits, divination, and good and 
bad fortune. It tells us much about how Tibetans perceive their landscape.  It is a landscape that even in modern times is seen 
as being full of dangers and threats to life and property.  Spirits and deities are viewed as being closely involved with these. 
These beliefs further strengthen the role of the lama or other religious specialists who know the right rituals and prayers to 
counter negative spirit activity and how to access their powers for the well-being of individuals and communities. 

Religious History 
Little is known about the religious systems that existed before the introduction of Buddhism into Tibet and before the creation 
of a Tibetan alphabet and the availability of written history. Some of those early written sources, as well as a careful study of 
how Buddhism was introduced into Tibet, and the words that were used to translate Buddhist concepts (and their 
transformation as they got integrated into Tibetan societies) help us to reconstruct a pre-Buddhist religion. We can assume 
that many of the folk religious beliefs that are believed in to this day, and commonly interpreted in a Buddhist frame of thinking, 
have been carried over from pre-Buddhist times. 
At the time of the early Tibetan courts (see Chapter 2: History) of Yarlung and Shangshung, Bön and Shen priests were in 
attendance. Those priests served a function that can be compared to that of a shaman.  Their role was to deal with local 
deities, often through spirit possession.  Shamans were expected to be able to communicate with, control and manipulate 
powers outside the human realm. Some of these early practices include techniques of divination and medical diagnosis, rituals 
for placating or overcoming local deities, techniques for destroying enemies, and funerary rituals. Such techniques and 
concepts may have been native to Shangshung, or possibly borrowed from neighbouring literate societies such as those in 
Iran, Gilgit (in modern Afghanistan), and India. 
Although some of the priests and some of the religious practices of those early times were called “Bön”, we should be careful 
to distinguish them from the religious order of Bön that can be found in Tibet to this day. The history of how Buddhism came to 
Tibet and became the main religion is complex. Scholars believe in two main reasons for the victory of Buddhism. First, the 
Great Master Padmasambhava defeated the Bon deities and made them subservient to Buddhism; and second, the king 
finally decided in favour of Buddhism after a debate between two representatives of Buddhism, one from China and one from 
India, who won the debate.  In any case, Buddhism did not meet a religious vacuum and probably became acceptable among 
the population because it appeared to provide new and improved rituals to deal with the spirits and the local deities. Many of 
the existing beliefs were absorbed and reinterpreted through the lens of Buddhist thought. At the same time, the religious 
practitioners of the pre-Buddhist religion borrowed Buddhist concepts and ideas to reinterpret their own practices.  
In the 10th century, after a period of religious and political chaos (see History - death of Lang-darma, p.28) and when 
Buddhism started to re-emerge, adherents of the old religion also reorganized. They adopted many elements from Buddhism 
and became what is sometimes known as “systematized Bön”. They differ from Buddhist schools in that they do not trace their 
roots back to the teachings of Shakyamuni (the Buddha Siddhartha Gautama) but claim to derive from the teachings of the 
pre-Buddhist master Shenrab Mibo. Their explanations of the world and how it came into existence differs from Buddhist 
accounts, and so do many of their ritual practices. However, Bön is similar in form and nature to the schools of Tibetan 
Buddhism and technically it is organized as a Buddhist or quasi-Buddhist religious order. Some Buddhists and Bönpos, 
however, do resist such a notion.  Like other Buddhist schools, so has Bön changed and evolved over the centuries and there 
are now at least two different schools of Bön, the “old” Bön and the “reformed” or “new” Bön schools. 

The Five Primary Religious Orders  
The development of Bön and of the four main Tibetan Buddhist schools in Tibet (Nyingma, Kagyud, Sakya, Gelug) are linked 
to historical events. They differ in respect to the importance of monasticism (especially celibate monasticism), the weight given 
to tantric practices, and in their commitment to hierarchy and structure. 
Buddhism was first introduced in the 7th century and was in the following years adopted as the court religion. It is hard to know 
to what degree it penetrated beyond the immediate circle of the court. However, in those early years monasteries were 
established and Buddhist religious practices started to spread and to be practiced.  In the 9th century all Buddhist activity was 
pressed under ground by King Langdarma who was a follower of the old religion.  
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The Nyingmapa (literally “Old Sect”) trace their roots back to this early period (7th - 9th century). Their order is not very 
centralized or hierarchical.  Nyingmapa place great emphasis on ritual, especially the Tantras.  Tantras are special 
meditational rituals that need a teacher (they are transmitted orally), careful initiation, and long practice.  They rely less on 
scholasticism but they are said to be more effective than any other religious practices for achieving enlightenment. Nyingmapa 
monks and lamas do not always reside in monasteries and are sometimes allowed to marry.  
In the 10th and the 11th centuries, when Buddhism started to re-emerge after a period of persecution, several Buddhist 
teachers and teachings from India made their way into Tibet.  They opened the way for a more structured, scholastic kind of 
Buddhism. Both the Kagyud and the Sakya traditions are based on texts that were brought to Tibet by Indian teachers of the 
10th and 11th centuries or their Tibetan disciples.  Also, both orders played important political roles over the next centuries 
(see Chapter 2: History). 
While the Bön, the Nyingmapa, the Kagyudpa, and the Sakyapa all have monastic traditions, they also maintain a tradition of 
lay practitioners with wandering yogins, etc. 
The Gelugpa order, founded in the 15th century by the revered teacher Tsongkapa, is the most centralized, hierarchical order 
of the five. Great emphasis is placed on monasticism and scholasticism.  Monks are expected to adhere to a strict scholastic 
curriculum and must be celibate.  The Gelugpa eventually became the largest Buddhist order.  The biggest monastic centres 
in Tibetan areas are all Gelugpa (Ganden, Drepung, Sera, Kumbum, Labrang, Litang etc.). Through the institution of the Dalai 
Lama, from 1642 onwards they were the rulers of Central Tibet and had significant influence in Tibetan areas of Kham and 
Amdo through their monastic centres. 

Present Situation 
The situation regarding Tibetan Buddhism today is quite complex.  On the one hand many monasteries have been rebuilt 
following the destructive period of the Cultural Revolution.  Tibetans are still taking monastic vows and joining monasteries and 
nunneries all over Tibet.   However the government restricts the number of monks a monastery can have and religious 
gatherings are closely monitored.  Many see that pursuit of Tibet Buddhism is the ultimate way to express their Tibetan-ness in 
a changing world in which they feel powerless.  Sharing of the gospel can be seen as a way of destroying Buddhism and some 
Tibetans will defend their faith even to the death. 
On the other hand, many Tibetans are being exposed to different ways of thinking from all over the world through higher 
education, the internet, and Han influence.  Some of these Tibetans seem to be less committed to Buddhism and possibly 
more open to a new faith.  In any case Jesus' witnesses need to approach Tibetans with a measure of understanding and 
respect for their religion.  As you develop relationships with Tibetans, needs in their lives which Buddhism is unable to meet 
will become evident, and the Holy Spirit will show you ways to communicate the love of the Father and the good news of His 
Son. 

Discussion: 
1. Obviously there is more to Tibetan Buddhism than the different coloured hats that are worn by monks and lamas.  Do 

you think that a Tibetan will be more likely to listen to your message if you show that you have some understanding 
of his/her religion? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Using the information in this section, list 3 possible ways that you could introduce the good news of Jesus Christ to a 
Tibetan Buddhist (consider their felt needs). 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Bible Study: 
1. Read Acts 17:22.  Paul used the Athenians’ devotion to idols as a starting point for teaching them about the one true 

God.  How can your knowledge of Tibetan Buddhism help you lead into such a conversation? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Read 1 Kings 18:16-40.  How significant do you think a demonstration of God’s power (for example, healing) would 
be for a Tibetan Buddhist?  Have you considered asking God to demonstrate His power to Tibetans in a dramatic 
way?  List 5 ways you can pray and prepare for such an encounter. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Read Acts 28: 1-10.  Do you think Tibetans would interpret the snake bite Paul received in a similar way to the 
Maltans’ interpretation?  How could demonstrations of compassion or power be used to show that karma or "cause 
and effect" is not the ultimate law (i.e. God's forgiveness and the work of the cross have greater significance than the 
law of "cause and effect")? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Miscommunication and the Risk of Syncretism 
This section looks at Tibetan language again, but from the religious perspective.  Tibetan language has many religious words.  
However, most of the religious words have meanings that come from Tibetan Buddhism.  For instance, to a Tibetan the word 
for "god" may refer to Buddha, a living Buddha, or a mountain "god", or many of the "gods" in the "god realm" of existence (in 
the cycle of existence).  Tibetan has no word that originally meant God, the benevolent, all-powerful creator of the universe. A 
Tibetan hearing the Christian word for God in Tibetan would need to have the meaning explained carefully for him or her to 
understand God's uniqueness.  God is supreme, and deserves our exclusive worship.   
There are many other Christian words that are difficult to translate into Tibetan.  For example "sin".  For Christians sin is an act 
of rebellion or offence against a holy God and results in a severed relationship with Him.  For Tibetan Buddhists such a 
relationship is not known or sought after.  Sin is a moral fault, that which is "non-virtuous" and brings bad karma.  It is often 
exemplified in the taking of a life, even that of an insect. 
Han Christians who do not know Tibetan language and who wish to share the gospel with Tibetans, may want to use 
interpreters.  The interpreter’s role will be crucial if the gospel message is to be communicated.  For instance, the Christian 
may want to share the truths of John 3:1-18 with a Tibetan.  It is likely that an interpreter may use a word for "God" in Tibetan 
that makes the Tibetan think of the “Three Jewels” (Buddha, his teachings, and the monkhood).  Or, he may use a word that 
might apply to all the kinds of "gods" mentioned above.  God's "love" for the world may be understood as extremely negative 
desire - evidence that this "god" has not overcome his attachment to the illusory world, and is not an enlightened being at all.  
The necessity of being "born again" might be explained as rebirth, in which case the Tibetan would think this was self-evident 
and that Christianity must be a very simple religion.  "Eternal life" might be understood as being trapped forever in the cycle of 
existence - the very thing Tibetans are trying to avoid!  
Using Chinese language with a bilingual Tibetan would likely have the same result as the listener himself will interpret the 
terms according to his Tibetan Buddhist worldview.  However, do not let this example discourage you from sharing the gospel 
with Tibetans!  Our point is simple: attempt to understand how Tibetans think and explain the meaning of the words that you 
use to avoid confusion and miscommunication.  Understanding a little about their religion will help you to avoid this kind of 
scenario. 
Because the "Folk Religion" of Tibetans is so pragmatic, some Tibetans have been very happy to hear that there is a God who 
loves them and wants to take their sins away.  They have been very willing to accept Jesus.  However, they have no intention 
of leaving Buddhism.  They think that they are being very religious by accepting another god.  There are so many deities, 
Buddhas and highly regarded lamas in Buddhism that it is easy to add another deity.  A Tibetan may even assume that Jesus 
is in fact a Buddha that they have never heard of before.  When the time comes to have the Lama bless their home, or for the 
men to go to the god mountain to ask the mountain god for favour, they see no problem in these activities.  They still have not 
clearly understood that Christ alone is the creator and sustainer of the universe, and that he is the only one who can truly 
answer their prayers for favour.  The Tibetans may have heard about Jesus, but the heart of the gospel has been lost in the 
translation.  Some Han and foreign Christians have been very confused when faced with this kind of scenario because they 
have not understood the religious worldview of Tibetans adequately. In the Case Study in Chapter 1, this happened when 
Wang shared about Jesus with Dawa. Initially Dawa appeared very interested in knowing about Christianity, and even said 
that he believed. Later, it became clear that he had not renounced Buddhism, which left Wang very confused. 
When Buddhism first came to Tibet, it absorbed many of the practices and “gods” of the Tibetans.  It also has the capacity to 
take in many Christian ideas and make them part of Tibetan Buddhism.  There is the danger that the Christian message will 
serve to expand Buddhism, or to help cults to start.  It is crucial that Christians working among Tibetans learn the language 
and culture well, and learn to communicate the gospel clearly.   
As we saw in Chapter 2 when we looked at the “Linguistic Context”, there are many important spiritual terms and concepts 
that need explaining to a Tibetan in a way that can be understood by them.  
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Discussion: 
1. Practice sharing the gospel with a co-trainee who is pretending to be a Tibetan.  List the terms that are problematic 

and then list the ways that you explained them to make the meaning clear. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How do you think Wang might have better been able to share with Dawa in order to avoid syncretism? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Bible Study: 
1. Read Acts 14: 8-20.  In this example people couldn't understand Paul's explanation of events because their worldview 

had already supplied an interpretation.  What similar scenario might occur in a Tibetan context? 
________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Chapter 4: Ministry to Tibetans (Part 1) 

Indigenization and Reproducibility 
As we discussed at the beginning of this manual, our vision is that every Tibetan hears the gospel in a way they can 
understand and that every Tibetan community has a church.   
What does it mean for us to be involved in planting Tibetan churches? What kind of church would be thought of as “Tibetan” 
by Tibetans? What kind of churches would be needed to spread to every community? These are the kinds of questions we will 
be addressing in this chapter.   
We will be looking at several principles that will assist in the development of healthy churches that are truly Tibetan. It may be 
helpful to review Part 1, Chapters 2 and 5 before studying this material. 
The principles we will be looking at have to do with “indigenization”. In this context, this means that churches planted among 
Tibetans should have Tibetan characteristics. Not only will this mean that the churches “feel” Tibetan, but also it will greatly 
increase the possibility of those churches reproducing. Of course all churches must be wholly Christian – that is, they must 
keep Scripture central and make sure that every cultural expression is evaluated in light of Scripture. However, being wholly 
Christian does not mean that these churches cannot also be wholly Tibetan in their expression. 
A related principle is that of reproducibility. The idea is that Tibetan churches need to be easily reproduced by Tibetans. That 
is, without outside assistance, Tibetans themselves can establish churches. This is the only way the vision can be fulfilled. 
Churches that are indigenous are more likely to be reproducible. 
We will look at how these principles impact the development of Tibetan churches and what the implications may be for how we 
approach church planting among Tibetans. These are not just theories – these are relevant time-tested Biblical principles. In 
this chapter we will also look at specific examples of how these principles can be applied and what the outcome may be. 
 
Understanding Ethnic Identity  
In the Bible, the Jews were identified as God's chosen ethnic group.  Other ethnic groups belonged to other gods, but the 
Jews belonged to the God above all gods.  They saw themselves as ethnically superior to all other cultures.  When Jesus told 
Nicodemus in John 3:3 "you must be born again" Nicodemus was surprised.  Nicodemus thought that God accepted him 
because he had been born a Jew.  But Jesus said that he needed to be spiritually reborn to truly become part of God's family.   
This same issue came up later in the Colossian church.  The Colossians thought that people needed to become Jews in order 
to be accepted by God.   The Jews had been God’s chosen ethnic group, the one ethnic group that was to show all the other 
ethnic groups how to gain a right standing with God.  In the Old Testament gaining a right standing with God meant obeying 
His laws, the laws given to His chosen ethnic group, the Jews.  The Colossian believers were trying to earn God’s approval by 
obeying Jewish laws.  Instead of relying totally on Christ’s work in reconciling us to God, they were depending on their own 
diligence in following the law, taking on the marks of the chosen Jews, such as circumcision and special festivals and certain 
new customs such as the worship of angels.  Paul wrote them a letter to correct them.  Colossians 3:9-10 “…you have taken 
off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its 
Creator.  Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and 
is in all.”  Paul was saying that it is not your membership in a particular ethnic group that is important to God.  It is your 
relationship to Christ that makes the crucial difference.  Christ takes our sin away, and welcomes us into the Father's house 
again.   We become citizens of the Kingdom of heaven.  Our true identity comes from being in His family.  Part of the message 
we as Christ’s ambassadors bring to Tibetans is to find their deepest identity in Christ. 
Our relationship with Christ is more important than our ethnic identity.  We have truly found our identity when we are 
reconciled to our creator, and are received as part of his family.  However, being identified with Christ does not mean that we 
no longer have an ethnic identity.  It simply means that our ethnic identity, our unique language, traditions, values, worldview, 
are all now to take their unique place in Christ’s family.  Our cultures are unique frames in which the life of Christ is to be 
expressed in human communities.  They are subject to him.  Our ethnic identity, our language, music, and other cultural 
characteristics are meant to be a special and unique way of bringing worship to God.   
Revelation 7:9 "After this I saw a vast crowd, too great to count, from every nation and tribe and people and language, 
standing in front of the throne and before the Lamb."    John was able to distinguish where each person was from.  Each of the 
people before the throne still has his or her own unique cultural identity.  And they are all united in the same family, bought 
with the blood of Christ and restored to their heavenly Father.   Tibetans will one day be using Tibetan language to sing and 
shout in worship before the throne of their Creator and Saviour.  They will be standing side by side with people from every 
other ethnic group.   
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At present there are very few models of Tibetan Christianity, and even fewer models of Tibetan churches.  Tibetan believers 
are still at the beginning stages of discovering how to use uniquely Tibetan ways to express their faith. For example, they are 
just beginning to learn how to sing songs of praise and worship to God using Tibetan forms.  Tibetans have a very unique and 
special culture.  It is important that Tibetans find Tibetan ways of expressing their new faith.   
However, the practice of Tibetan Buddhism permeates much of Tibetan culture and so Tibetan believers will encounter areas 
in their culture that need to change as they obey Christ.  A new church must emerge that is culturally Tibetan and wholly 
Christian.  It is especially important that the church does not adopt unnecessary aspects of the culture of the outsiders who are 
bringing the gospel.  For the gospel to spread among Tibetans it must be perceived to be Tibetan rather than something from 
Han or Western culture.  
The early Jewish Christians were wrong to insist that other Christians should follow Jewish customs.  It would also be wrong 
for Han Christians to insist that Tibetans follow Han customs.  Han Christians working among Tibetans need to be especially 
sensitive to honour and preserve the parts of Tibetan culture that are not in opposition to the exclusive worship of Christ.  
Tibetans should be encouraged to take pride in their language, food, clothing, music, etc.  They should be encouraged to find 
Tibetans ways of expressing worship and prayer.  They should be given leading roles in shaping the Tibetan church from the 
beginning.   
 
Discussion: 

1. Share any examples you can think of where Christians from different cultures might express worship using different 
forms. For example, how might Africans express their worship to God, and how might this be different from Chinese 
worship forms? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Do you think there are any “right ways” to express worship to God? Any “wrong ways”? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Do you think it would be appropriate for Tibetans to use prostrations or chanting in worship to God? Can you find 
Biblical instances of either? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Making Tibetan Churches Tibetan 
A person starting a church among Tibetans should repeatedly ask what context a Tibetan would feel most at home in.  What is 
the heart language of this group of Tibetans? Which language would this group of Tibetans converse in most freely?  That 
should be the language that is used in prayer, singing and teaching.  What are the ways that Tibetans feel most comfortable 
making decisions?  What is the Tibetan attitude towards time?  How do Tibetans select leaders, and how do they treat leaders?  
A person starting a church among Tibetans will want to carefully study how Tibetans do things and empower the Tibetan 
believers to make the church as Tibetan as possible.  Then when Tibetans are interested in Christianity they will feel 
comfortable learning in a group of Tibetan Christians.  Tibetans that become Christians won’t feel that they need to stop being 
Tibetan in order to become a Christian.   
As noted above, it is critical that all of us use Scripture to evaluate our own culture, and Biblical values always take 
precedence over cultural values. This is especially true among Tibetans because many of their cultural values may have been 
influenced by or connected to the religious values of Tibetan Buddhism. For example, Tibetans will be accustomed to relying 
on a Lama as an unquestioned religious authority.  While Christians should respect their leaders, leaders ought not take the 
place of the Bible and Holy Spirit. 
In order to help Tibetans develop healthy, Biblical, reproducible churches that are truly Tibetan, it is crucial that we are 
continually learning about Tibetan culture and not imposing our own culture on the Tibetan believers.  
Sometimes we are not aware of how different our culture is from other cultures.  Some Tibetan characteristics will be apparent 
right away to a new visitor. For example, the local Tibetans may dress in traditional Tibetan clothes and speak only Tibetan.  
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Other aspects of another culture are not as apparent, and require careful observation if we are going to find out about them.  
But being culturally sensitive involves not only trying to understand the culture of Tibetans – it also involves knowing and 
understanding our own culture. We may not be aware that our actions could be perceived as strange, unpredictable and 
perhaps even rude to the people we are visiting.  Because we are visitors, people may be patient with us.  But if we can do 
things in ways that local people are more comfortable with, we will remove some of the barriers to the gospel.   
 
Bible Study: 
Read 1 Corinthians 9:18-23.  

1. What do you think Paul means when he says that “When I am with the Jews, I become like one of them so that I can 
bring them to Christ” (v 20) and “When I am with the Gentiles who do not have the Jewish law, I fit in with them as 
much as I can. In this way I gain their confidence and bring them to Christ…” (v. 21)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What principle is Paul exemplifying at the end of v. 21?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

How can we become like Tibetans in order to win Tibetans?  First we must learn what Tibetans are like.  Tibetans live in a very 
large area.  While some Tibetan customs are common throughout the Tibetan region, there are many habits and customs that 
are local (specific to one location).  When we travel into a Tibetan area, we need to be careful observers of local customs and 
ways, and not assume that they are like other Tibetans that we know about. Chapter 6 has a guide to observing and learning 
Tibetan culture, with a guide to avoiding offending Tibetans with our behaviour.  Appendix 1 includes a helpful guide for getting 
started on language learning.   
There are a number of examples from missionary history that will help us to understand the practical implications of this 
principle of indigenization. We will look at two examples now. 

Example 1: European Missionaries among North American Indians 
One way of preparing for sharing the gospel among Tibetans should be learning to avoid the mistakes missionaries have 
made in the past.  As you read the following story, try to think of what the missionary did well, and where he could have 
improved.   
In the late 1800’s most Europeans felt that European culture was superior to North American Indian culture.  Europeans had 
advanced technology in agriculture and in warfare.  North American Indians were not as rich or powerful as the Europeans 
and were considered by many to be uncivilized or backward.   
At that time, a British Christian named Duncan began to evangelize the Indians, and some of them believed. He gathered 
them into groups in order to receive Bible teaching, and to learn to live as Christians.   However, many of them found it difficult 
to faithfully follow Christ; they were influenced by the drinking, gambling, theft and violence of those living near the trading post.  
Eventually Duncan began a separate community of believers away from the negative influence of the trading post.    
Duncan really wanted to help the Indians, but he wanted to teach them more than just the gospel.  There were many things 
about their lives that he wanted to change for the better. Duncan thought that European style houses were superior to 
traditional Indian homes. Under the direction of Duncan they built European style homes with sawn boards, different from the 
pole and mud shelters that other Indians lived in. The town looked like a European town, and not at all like an Indian 
community. 
Duncan also insisted that the Indians wear European style clothes. The Indians began to look like Europeans, very different 
from the other Indians.     
The local Indians had a tradition of chanting, singing and dancing to the beating of a drum. Duncan taught the church 
European hymns, with melodies and rhythms that were very different from traditional Indian culture.   
The Indians did not have any books in their own language, and did not have a tradition of reading and studying. Skills such as 
hunting and weaving were learned by working alongside an expert hunter or weaver. During the summer, the community spent 
the evenings sitting in a circle around the fire, the younger ones listening as the elders discussed news, local events, told 
stories, and made decisions.   Having a circle meant that many people shared in the discussions and the decisions. In the 



 34

winter there would be meetings in the small houses, and festivals in mid winter to honour the local gods.  People learned as 
they watched, listened and participated.   
In Duncan’s community they built a building for the Christians to meet together in.  It had benches that faced the front.  A 
teacher would stand at the front and teach from the Bible, or lead them all in singing or prayer.  It was very similar to European 
church buildings.   
The Indians that lived in this community were treated as outcasts by the other Indians. They no longer had influence in the 
decisions made in their old communities. People thought they were Indians that were trying to be Europeans. When the 
European leader left, the community disbanded and was not repeated. It was not able to multiply itself in other Indian 
communities.  It was always thought of as a very foreign community. 
 
Discussion: 

1. What were the advantages and disadvantages of Duncan’s approach? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Which of the things that Duncan taught were simply his own cultural preferences, and which had to do with spreading 
the gospel?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Why do you think Duncan’s church did not multiply?  What could he have done differently? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What part of Duncan’s example can we follow?  What part should we avoid? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Example 2: A Better Example, from South East Asia   
In the mid 70’s a missionary named Jim and his family moved to a very remote mountain community in South East Asia.  They 
wanted to reach a small tribe with the gospel.   
They befriended the local villagers. They moved into one of the bamboo and palm branch huts that was empty in the village.  
Over three years they studied the local language, and learned the local customs.  Jim went with the men on some of their 
hunting trips.  His wife learned to harvest food from plants in the jungle.   
Jim and his wife wanted to learn to live like the local people.  But they also introduced some “foreign” things that they thought 
would help the local people.  They introduced goats and chickens to the tribe, trying to help the local people get more protein 
in their diet.  They also developed a way to save rain water from roofs, giving the local people cleaner drinking water.  They 
also brought in medicine to heal some of the infections that were making people sick. 
They learned the language well enough to begin teaching about God in the local language.  Nobody wanted to believe them.  
The local people still thought of Jim and his family as weak outsiders who needed a lot of help to survive in the mountain 
jungles.   
Then one day a baby fell from a canoe and disappeared into the black river near the shore.  All of the villagers, as well as 
Jim’s family, began to feel around in the water for the baby.  The water was too black to see anything.  After half an hour they 
found the baby, brought it to shore and tried to revive it.  But the baby was dead.  The whole village gathered around the child.  
Jim and others tried to get the child to breath again.  They worked for several hours but finally gave up hope.  Then Jim prayed 
out loud, a desperate prayer, in the local language: “Please, God, bring this child back.”  The villagers were shocked and 
overjoyed as the child began to cough, coming back to life.   
After this event, the local leaders came to Jim with many questions, wanting to know more about the God he was teaching 
about.  Many of them came to believe.   
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From the beginning the language used for teaching, prayer, and sharing was the language of the local people.   Their 
meetings were similar to village meetings, sitting in a circle on the floor of one of the people’s homes.   
Jim did not teach them any of the music from his own culture, even though there were many good songs in his language.  The 
local people had a tradition of using handmade drums and shakers that they used to chant and sing while they danced.  
Eventually they began using their drums while they sang their praises to God. 
Jim did not become the leader of the church.  The villagers had a style of decision making that waited for everyone to be in 
agreement.  Some of the older people would have more influence than others, but all would have a voice in the decisions.  
The church adopted that style, and sometimes took a long time to make decisions.  But when they decided, everyone would 
be in agreement.    
Neighbouring tribes came and asked Jim to come to their villages to tell them about God.  He agreed to go only if 
accompanied by local people.  The people in the first tribe learned to share their faith with other tribes and became active 
missionaries, beginning churches among many other tribes.   
 
Discussion: 

1. In what way is Jim’s example better than Duncan’s example? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What can we learn from this story? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. In what ways could we be like Jim among Tibetans? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

It is important to note that in both of these examples the missionaries were perceived to be coming from the civilized world to 
the uncivilized world. However, there are many, many other examples where this is not the case. For example, thousands of 
relatively poor Christian Filipino housemaids have intentionally taken jobs in wealthy Saudi Arabian households, with the 
desire to spread the love of God to these unreached people. 
Tibetans are sometimes described as an inferior people group, not as civilized as Han, more violent than Han, and somewhat 
wild and savage.  A common idea is that the Tibetans need outside help from “big brother” Han or foreigners in order to catch 
up to the modern world.  
We are all created in God’s image and all equally in need of his grace.  No single culture is superior over another. It is very 
important that we don’t approach Tibetans in a patronizing way. 
 
Avoiding Syncretism  
In the previous section we have stressed the importance of indigenization – using the local cultural forms as much as possible 
in order to avoid the gospel being perceived as foreign.   However there are times when local customs and values contradict 
the teachings and principles of the Bible.  They may also hinder the reproducibility of the church.  
We must not change the gospel itself in order to accommodate it to local Tibetan customs.  In some places in the world 
missionaries have compromised key areas of the gospel in order to accommodate the beliefs of the locals.  The missionary 
has wanted the church to reflect local culture, but has included in the church local beliefs that contradict the Bible.  This results 
in syncretism, a belief system that is not Christian, but contains some ideas from Christianity.  This is how cults start.   

 
Bible Study:   
Read Colossians 2:6 – 3:1 

1. What is Paul warning the Colossians about? (verse 8)  
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What are the religious practices that the false teachers are telling the Colossians they must do? (verses 16, 17) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. How does Paul refute the false teaching? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. In what areas was Paul not willing to compromise with Jewish custom? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this passage, Paul is seeking to prevent the Church in Colossae from becoming a cult. The Colossians were Greeks who 
had received the gospel but knew little about it.  It appears that some Jewish teachers were teaching the Colossians that 
Christ was merely a Jewish religious teacher.  They honoured Christ perhaps, but depended on Jewish religious customs in 
order to be made right with God.  Paul made it clear that the only way to be made right with God was through our union with 
Christ.  Through faith we participate in Christ’s death and resurrection.  He bears our sins; we receive His righteousness.  
Christ is God Himself.  God took our sins on Himself, and there is no other way to have our sins removed, no other way to be 
reconciled with God.  Therefore no one else should be worshipped except Christ.   
Cults have this thing in common: they all deny that Christ is God.  They all provide an “alternate” way of becoming reconciled 
with God.  They do not give Christ the central place that He deserves. Often the focus is instead on the laws or rituals which 
become the standard of righteousness. This type of legalism has a tendency to produce cults. 
Buddhism honours many gods.  It is possible that many Buddhists on first learning about Christ will have a respect for him as 
a religious figure.  Buddhists may be willing to pray to him and worship him as one of the gods.  Christ may perhaps be seen 
as one of the many gods of Buddhism which contradicts the core truth of Christianity. 
A Tibetan church will want to look and feel as Tibetan as possible, but there are some areas where compromise is impossible. 
There is no other name by which people can be saved other than Christ.  Christ has paid for our salvation, and we cannot 
make merit to add to our salvation.  Salvation does not depend on the favour of mountain gods or local spirits.  Our sins have 
been removed by the fact that we have died with Christ.  Our future with Him is assured because He rose from the dead.  On 
these truths the Scriptures are clear and there can be no mixing with local customs or traditions that change these truths.  God 
will not share His throne with other gods.   
You will recall at the end of the previous chapter we discussed the risk of syncretism arising from misuse of spiritual terms.  It 
is critical that we work hard to understand the worldview of Tibetans not only related to language, but also to the expression of 
beliefs. 
 
Discussion:   

1. Do you know of examples of cults?  Discuss what you know about their origins. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. In what ways is the cult similar to Christianity?  In what ways does it differ?  How can we avoid the rise of cults in 
areas where people are hearing the gospel for the first time? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Avoiding Cultural Imperialism 
Cultural imperialism is what happens when the messenger’s home culture is assumed to be the best culture or held up as the 
standard by which other cultures are measured. In the first example above, Duncan, who worked with the American Indians, 
held his own cultural norms as the standard for housing and for church meetings. In this way, he imposed cultural imperialism 
upon the American Indians. The way that cultural imperialism is introduced though is often not so obvious. It may be as subtle 
as imposing our preferences for the food we are used to over the local food of the community. Or it may be assuming that 
everyone ought to sit on chairs instead of on cushions. 
We should encourage Tibetan believers to express their faith in ways that are culturally Tibetan – Tibetan language, music, 
teaching styles, decision making customs, etc.  Tibetan churches should look and feel Tibetan.  Tibetan churches will likely 
look quite different from what we are used to “back home”.   
In some cases, such as Duncan’s case with North American Indians, missionaries have started churches that use the 
language, music, customs that the missionary is accustomed to but that are different from the local culture.  Part of Duncan’s 
problem was that he thought that English culture was superior to North American Indian culture.  Duncan’s pride in his own 
culture hindered the gospel from spreading to other North American Indians.  If we have the attitude that our culture is superior 
to Tibetan culture, this will hinder the gospel from spreading among Tibetans. 
It may be possible to use Han language, music, and style to spread the gospel to some Tibetans.  But Han cultural styles may 
all become hindrances to the further spread of the gospel.  While a few Tibetans may feel comfortable in a Han style church, 
many probably will feel that Han culture is very foreign.  Whatever makes the church look unnecessarily non-Tibetan should 
be avoided.  Churches that we are involved in planting should carefully follow local customs and ways as much as possible, 
without compromising the gospel.   
We all have many customs and traditions.  We have music forms that we prefer.  When there is a wedding, or a baptism, or a 
funeral, we have traditions that we are accustomed to.  We need to give Tibetans the freedom to discover their own way of 
using music to express worship.  Tibetans may need to invent their own “Christian Tibetan wedding”.  There may be traditional 
Tibetan ceremonies and celebrations that need a new Christian tradition.  We will need to trust the Holy Spirit and his Word to 
be guides for Tibetans as they reinvent their culture after being reconciled to their Creator.  The less we guide this process the 
better.  Customs that Tibetans invent will be far more likely to be accepted by other Tibetans than customs that are introduced 
from the outside.   
Tibetans need to have the message of the gospel available to them in their own language in order for the gospel to spread 
among Tibetans.  In many areas it will be possible to communicate with some Tibetans using Hanyu.  This will be the 
language that most Han messengers find easiest to use.  But we need to always ask “What language do Tibetans find easiest 
to use?”    Language learning involves a sacrifice of time and energy.  Are you willing to make that sacrifice in order for 
Tibetans to hear the gospel in their heart language?  
Tibetans will be served best by using local styles of music to express Christian truths and Christian worship.  We may find it 
easiest to teach songs that we are familiar with, using music that we have learned at home.  But we should ask ourselves what 
music the Tibetans enjoy.  The best worship songs will be the ones that Tibetans write themselves. 
We may be comfortable with the style of decision making that our home fellowship uses.  Yet in order for the gospel to spread 
among Tibetans we need to find out how they make decisions and let them make decisions in their way.   
It is crucial that the core truths of the gospel remain unchanged in the Tibetan church.  At the same time, for the church to be 
understood and accepted by Tibetans, it must use Tibetan cultural forms as much as possible.  We can trust the Holy Spirit to 
guide and direct even the newest believers. As outsiders, we would only need to intervene if an important truth or moral issue 
were at stake. 
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Chapter 5: Ministry to Tibetans (Part 2) 
Biblically-Centered Churches 
Healthy Tibetan churches must be grounded in Scriptural truth. That is the only way to avoid the dangers of syncretism, cults, 
and importing “foreign” forms.  
The Bible truly is our universal language. No matter what our culture and ethnicity, as Christians, the Bible unites us. If we are 
faithfully seeking to understand God’s revealed truth, and being obedient to that truth, then we have a solid foundation and can 
be confident that we are bringing Him glory. The challenge, however, is helping new Christians to understand Scripture in 
context and finding the underlying principles that are universally applicable.  
One of the ways to ensure that a new church adheres to Scripture as the lens through which they evaluate their own cultural 
forms and what it means to live Biblically, is to model Biblical obedience ourselves. From the beginning of a discipleship 
relationship, it is critical that we are modelling turning to the Bible to seek answers to questions. This in turn will become the 
norm for the Tibetan church.  
In the same way, we need to be sure that we are evaluating our own cultural perspective through Scripture. Often we have 
inherited cultural forms of worship and understanding, and while they may not contradict Scripture, these are purely cultural 
forms and should not be held as the only “right” way to express our faith. For example, one group of Christians might be 
accustomed to following a certain order when they gather for a church worship service. They might sing some songs, have 
someone preach, collect offerings, and then sing a final song. While there is nothing wrong with that, it would be wrong to 
assume that all church services need to follow a certain pattern. That is because that pattern itself is not Biblically derived. We 
need to hold to that which comes from Scripture directly and let go of everything else when in a cross-cultural church planting 
situation.  
The New Testament expresses these ideas very well. In Romans, Paul addresses the members of the church who were 
convinced that there was a “right” way to do things. His message to them is simple: extend grace to one another. 
 
Bible Study: 
Read Romans Chapter 14. 

1. This chapter addresses some very specific issues that the Church in Rome was facing. What were these issues? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. In v.17-19, what is the essence of what Paul is teaching? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Role of the Discipler 
 
By turning to the Bible to seek answers to questions, we can also avoid another complex issue – that of the “Christian Lama”.  
As we saw in Chapter 3, the Lama plays a very important role in the life of the lay Buddhist.  He is consulted for advice on 
travel, marriage, naming a child, as well as for receiving blessing, protection and prosperity. 
It is very easy for the outsider coming with the message of the gospel to find him or herself taking the place of the Lama in the 
lives of new believers.  This can happen very easily and needs to be guarded against.  Obviously we are to direct them to the 
Bible in all matters of truth and practice and also to teach them to hear the voice of the Holy Spirit guiding them in their 
decisions, filling them with the power to live holy lives and empowering them to share the good news with others.   
Experience has shown though that Tibetans will naturally look to a person to be a kind of intermediary to perform these 
functions.  The missionary may be tempted to dispense good advice instead of directing the person to the Bible. This can hold 
new believers back (until they have been discipled more by the outsider) and discourage them from making their own 
decisions (because they are too young in the faith). This can become a form of idolatry, giving the missionary the place that 
ought to be occupied by God (see Hebrews 4:14-16; John 16:5-15; 1 Timothy 2:5. These Scriptures address the direct access 
believers have to Jesus Christ and the role of the Holy Spirit in teaching and guiding). The cross-cultural missionary needs to 
trust God and not take the place of God for the new believer or new church. We need to trust the Holy Spirit in people, 
encouraging them to depend on God and allowing them to hear God's voice, even though they make mistakes.  This is the 
only way for them to learn and grow in a healthy way. This tendency in Tibetan culture is an example of where the indigenous 
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form (i.e. dependency on the Lama) stands in contradiction with Scripture. Using Scripture as the guide in this way may make 
us aware of weaknesses in our own cultural forms.  
With the Bible as our criteria for truth, we will approach the ministry of planting Tibetan churches with humility and approach 
Tibetans believers as our brothers and sisters. Tibetan churches will be both wholly Christian and truly Tibetan. 
 
Discussion:  

1. What are some things that can be done to help prevent new Tibetan believers from viewing their discipler as a type 
of Christian Lama? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Thinking of the issues that the Roman church faced (that Paul addresses in Romans 15), are there any equivalent 
types of issues that you have faced in your own church, and how do you think Paul would have responded to these 
issues? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Avoiding Cultural Imperialism (continued) 
In the previous chapter, we began discussing the dangers of Cultural Imperialism. In this next section we will look at potentially 
harmful attitudes that Han and Tibetans may have toward one another. 

Common Han Attitudes  
Sometimes the attitudes of our home culture towards Tibetans will not be God’s attitudes towards Tibetans.  These kinds of 
attitudes can hinder the message. 
 
Discussion: 

1. When people that you know talk about Tibetans, how do they describe them?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What are typical Han attitudes towards Tibetans?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. In what ways do you think that typical Han attitudes towards Tibetans are different from God’s attitude towards 
Tibetans?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
When Han Chinese travel to Tibetan areas of China, they will encounter differences in culture and be tempted to make 
judgements about the ethnic group they are observing. For example, in one Tibetan village there is a man in his sixties who is 
uneducated and has been a yak herder all his life. He doesn’t know any Chinese, and has never travelled far from his village, 
yet he is very wise. When other villagers have disputes he is called on to settle them, and the other villagers respect his 
opinion. He is active in acquiring knowledge of the world and will ask perceptive questions of outsiders. He has memorized 
large portions of Tibetan literature; just quoting King Gesar stories he knows can take him up to three days. He lives in China, 
yet has a culture very different from Han Chinese. Educated urban Han often value formal education, wealth, a certain level of 
cleanliness. Because of his lack of education in the Chinese education system this village leader would likely be considered 
“uncultured”. Because most of his wealth is held in his yaks and sheep, he would be considered very poor, and because most 
of his life is spent in very simple living conditions, he would be considered to be part of a "backward" area of China. 
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Many Han think that it is important to be literate, especially literate in Mandarin.  Most Tibetans cannot read or write Hanyu.  
Many cannot speak Hanyu, or speak only a little.  Many people admire wealthy people, and think of them as successful.  Many 
Tibetans are not wealthy; in fact, many Tibetans earn very little money.  It would be easy for educated, wealthy Han to look 
down on Tibetans. 
While it is true that Tibetans today are part of the People's Republic of China, many Tibetans firstly define themselves 
according to their ethnic identity.  They do not respond well to people who ignore or belittle that ethnic identity.  A similar 
parallel might be the way in which you as a Han person feel when people say that Western ways of doing things are superior 
to Chinese ways.  Ethnic chauvinism of any kind will turn the hearer away from the messenger and his or her message. 
Tibetans are aware of commonly held attitudes toward them (they have their own prejudices also). These can hinder the 
message we bring.  As God's ambassadors we need to understand clearly that in God's eyes we are all equally in need of his 
grace, and equally loved by Him as we are created in His image. It is very important for us to discover where the perspective 
of our home culture is different from God’s perspective and continually evaluate our own hearts and attitudes and invite God to 
transform us. It is a good exercise to consciously look for aspects of the culture that you appreciate, to help you value the 
culture and balance any negative impressions you may have. 

 
Bible Study: 
Read James 2:1-9. 

1. What is James’ attitude toward discrimination? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Would you consider a person that was not educated in Chinese to be a potential leader in the church? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Tibetan Attitudes toward Han Chinese 
Many Tibetans think of Han as outsiders that are culturally quite different from Tibetans.  Even the most sinocized Tibetans, 
those that are educated in Hanyu and live in Han cities, think of themselves as quite different from the Han they live among.   
Tibetans that live in close contact with Han will likely be more at ease with Han messengers than those that are more isolated 
from Han.  Tibetan farmers that have many Han neighbours will probably be quite comfortable in conversation with Han. 
Tibetans that live in isolated areas with no Han living nearby will probably feel quite strange talking to Han.   
Tourism is bringing about greater contact between Han and Tibetans.  Tibetan areas are now opening up to tourism.  Many 
Tibetan areas that were isolated for generations now have tour buses going through.  As the Chinese economy expands, there 
are more and more people that can afford to travel.  The Tibetan area is seen by many as an exotic travel destination, and 
Tibetans are seen as an interesting minority.  This means that there is more and more interaction between Tibetans and Han.  
This should help promote understanding between the two groups.   
Most Tibetans have a strong tradition of hospitality, and will often offer at least tea to total strangers who happen by.  
Outsiders will often be urged to stay for a meal and offered a place to stay for the night.  This is considered to be polite 
behaviour among Tibetans and is extended to strangers as well.   
Even though Tibetans are very hospitable, and in spite of the fact that tourism is helping promote mutual understanding 
between Tibetans and Han, some Tibetans might be antagonistic towards Han simply because they are Han.   Some Tibetans 
see Han influence as a threat to Tibetan culture.  In recent years many Han have moved into Tibetan areas looking for work.  
Often the best business opportunities in Tibetan areas are dominated by Han “outsiders”.  The best jobs are often taken by 
Han, or by Tibetans that speak good Hanyu.  Although there are many Tibetans involved in government in Tibetan areas, it is 
not uncommon for the highest leaders to be Han.  Some Tibetans remember, with bitterness, past conflicts with Han.   When 
Tibetans travel to Han cities the Tibetans are often treated with suspicion.  They find it difficult to find jobs and to rent 
apartments simply because they are Tibetans.  Because of all these things, Han messengers might not be treated well in 
Tibetan areas.  Tibetans may feel honour bound to be hospitable, but at the same time feel resentment towards their Han 
guests.    
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Discussion: 
1. Looking back at the case study in the beginning of this manual, look for examples of Tibetan hospitality that were 

extended to Dawa and Wang.  How do you think Wang felt as he travelled in Tibetan areas? How do you think 
Dawa’s family felt about Wang?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. If you were to encounter prejudice and animosity from Tibetans, what do you think might be a Biblical response? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Read Matthew 5:9. Why do you think that Jesus said that peacemakers are children of God?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How can Han messengers help improve relations between Tibetans and Han? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

As Christians we have a role to play in reconciling people to God and to one another.  It requires humility to resolve 
relationship disputes.  Han that take the steps of humility to learn about Tibetans, and especially those Han that make the 
effort to learn the Tibetan language, will find that many doors of opportunity for relationship are opened up to them. 
 
 
Making Tibetan Churches Reproducible  
Reproducible Discipleship 
In this chapter and the previous chapter we have been emphasizing the importance of churches being indigenous and 
reproducible.  An indigenous church is more likely to be reproducible as it "fits" the people group in which it is planted; that is, 
there are fewer barriers to the acceptance of the church within that society than one which is very "foreign" in its structures and 
forms.  There is more to a church’s being reproducible than simply employing indigenous forms however.  In fact it is possible 
that many indigenous forms could be used, but the church could still stagnate in terms of its spiritual life and numerical growth.  
One reason for this is often the cross-cultural worker.  This is not because of deficient character or knowledge, but rather that 
methods are employed that are not easily reproducible and lead to dependency on the outsider. 
Let's look at a scenario which has occurred many times in cross-cultural church planting: the church planter builds a 
relationship with a Tibetan; the Tibetan responds to the gospel message in faith and is discipled by the "outside" church 
planter.  Then the Tibetan is encouraged to bring his friends along to the discipleship time, and out of this a small church 
grows.  Now, this is good in the sense that people are responding to Christ, and a church is being planted.  However, in this 
model of church, the outsider assumes the position of evangelist, group leader and teacher from the start.  He is probably well 
versed in the Bible and the group members look to him as a wise teacher and a capable leader, even if the way he does things 
is a little strange.  The Tibetan church members are unlikely to take on leadership responsibility in such an environment, and 
the church planter will grow frustrated at the seeming lack of commitment or interest displayed by the members. 
A possible alternative scenario might be for the church planter, as he or she begins discipling the new believer, to encourage 
the believer to share all the stories and truth that he has received with interested friends and family members.  As people 
become interested, the Tibetan believer could gather them together and teach them all that he is learning in the intensive 
discipleship relationship times he experiences with the outside church planter.  The discipleship times become training and 
preparation times for the Tibetan believer to lead the meetings. The church planter need not attend the meetings at all, or at 
the most, only as a support to the believer he is discipling.  During the meetings the Bible becomes the authority by which truth 
is received, rather than a knowledgeable person.  After the meeting the church planter and disciple will meet together to 
assess the meeting, work on areas of difficulty and plan for the next one.  This approach is called Shadow Pastoring. It must 
be emphasized, however, that Tibetans need a deep revelation of who Christ really is and what His salvation means.  Only 
then will they understand His love and have the desire and courage to share with others.  Pray continually that the Holy Spirit 
will reveal this to the Tibetans with whom you work. 
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In Part One, Chapter 5 of this series of manuals, we looked at the process called "Model, Assist, Watch and Leave".  This can 
be applied to all aspects of church planting, from evangelism and Bible Study, to planting a new church.  This process, and the 
Shadow Pastor model, empowers the local believer to lead and plant churches, while providing the necessary support for him 
or her to succeed.  It will also likely result in more indigenous forms of meeting, including how the people arrange themselves, 
when they meet, how they sing, how they interact with one another, how openly they can discuss issues arising from the Bible 
etc.  Some Tibetans have discovered a real freedom in Christ to share what the Holy Spirit has been teaching them, confess 
their sins and support one another that they might not have felt comfortable about doing with an "outsider" leading. 
Furthermore, they will learn that with a growing knowledge of God's Word and the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives, 
they too can plant a church in another home, neighbourhood or village.  These groups can be linked through a supportive 
network and thus spread throughout all Tibetan areas. 

Reproducible Leadership 
An intensive discipleship process that allows room for Tibetans to lead from an early stage will also facilitate the identification 
of leaders.  As we noted in Part One of this series, in parts of the world where there have been church planting movements, 
local lay leadership has been a universal factor.  We need not place unnecessary requirements on Tibetans in regard to 
theological or seminary training – the church itself will recognise the need for specialist training if and when it is required.  1 
Timothy 3 and Titus 1:5-9 enumerate the qualifications for church leadership.  These are all character qualifications with the 
exception of the ability to teach sound doctrine and refute heresy.  With this kind of leadership the church will be shepherded, 
protected from heresy and have leaders who model obedience to Scripture.  Other non-Biblical requirements may limit the 
pool of potential leaders.  For example, if seminary training is a requirement, lesser-educated believers will be precluded from 
serving in this way, even though they may be godly and gifted people.  Additionally, if leaders must be "full-time" church 
workers this will rule out many people who may otherwise qualify, as well as putting a financial burden on the young church to 
support them financially. 
Acts 14:21-23 and Titus 1:5 relate how Paul and Barnabus, and Timothy and Titus (apostolic representatives) appointed 
elders in each town or church.  Looking at these Scriptures and other parts of the New Testament we can infer that "churches" 
probably referred to clusters of house churches with several elders overseeing them in each town.  Individual house churches 
are small by nature and can be led by Tibetans from an early stage.  These churches should be connected at many levels 
including leadership training and occasional combined gatherings as circumstances allow.  The cross-cultural workers 
involved in the discipleship of these leaders are in fact training up those who will be elders of the church in each location.  
 
Discussion: 

1. What do you think could hinder a church from reproducing, especially in regard to discipleship and leadership models? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How does a person's character affect his or her witness, in evangelism and leadership? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What are the possible weaknesses of having new believers lead and teach a small group, and how can the church 
planter counteract these without taking over? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Ministry in Word, Sign and Deed 
Part of God’s invitation to the world comes through our words.  We need to speak out clearly, calling people to repent and 
encouraging them to be reconciled to God through faith in Christ.  God is inviting people to return to him, and He is sending us 
to give the invitation.  Words of truth in the language of the people we are speaking to potentially have the power to open 
darkened minds and help them receive saving truth.  Tibetans need to hear who the one true God is, and how that God is able 
to forgive them, heal them, restore their honour, set them free, and make them part of his new community. 
Part of God’s call to the world is seen in his power.  God wants people to know that His gospel is not just words made up by 
men.  We can be sure that as we step out to witness, He will back up his word with signs and wonders (Mk 16:15-18).  We can 
expect that the same Holy Spirit that directed the mission in Acts is at work today.  We can trust Him and follow Him.  Healing, 
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deliverance, and all the gifts of the Spirit are a normal part of the way God tells the world about himself.  These “signs” will 
confirm to the Tibetan listener that you, as the messenger, are speaking the truth.  Although Tibetans may be familiar with the 
supernatural, they have been known to respond to God because of deliverance from demons, dreams, miraculous healings, or 
other signs.  
Another part of God’s message to the world is how we live.  Our relationships with other people will display if we actually 
believe the words that we are preaching.  Jesus said that others would know that we are his disciples if we love one another.  
Following Jesus, letting him be Lord of our lives, will result in transformed relationships.  As we respond to the Holy Spirit, He 
changes our selfish hearts.  We begin to treat people with humility, and patience, the fruit of the Spirit.  Our lives are part of the 
way God tells the world that He is powerful and good. He won’t force us to change, that is not his way.  But as we submit to 
him we become less proud, less selfish, more loving, more like him.   Many philosophers and governments have tried to 
change the human heart.  Only God has that power. And our love does not just extend to close family members, but also to 
the rest of the world.  Strangers will become precious to us because they are not strangers to Jesus; He knows and loves 
each person.  It is especially our love to the outsiders, people beyond our circle of family and friends, that will mark us out as 
Jesus’ disciples.  God’s circle of “insiders” includes every person.  He created each one and loves each one.  When we 
choose to make God’s circle of “insiders” our circle of “insiders” we will look different from the world.  Our actions will show that 
we belong to Him.  God wants to speak to Tibetans through our words, through displays of His power, and through our actions.   

Discussion: 
1. What would be the problem with outreach that only uses words, but no displays of God’s power, and no godly actions? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What would be the danger of outreach that simply displays power, for instance healing, without any teaching? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What would be the result of outreach that demonstrates good deeds but is not accompanied with words of truth and 
also power? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Presenting the Gospel to Tibetans  
Entry Points 
What is "Good News" for Tibetans? 
Every culture is unique and God will receive worship and glory from each one in a unique way.  In regard to salvation all 
peoples stand before God with the same need of justification, forgiveness, reconciliation, etc.  However, the way that they 
perceive their own needs as fallen people varies from culture to culture.  People of different cultures also value things 
differently and therefore respond to messages differently.  This is true of the gospel as well.  When we ask, "What is good 
news for Tibetans?" we know that the gospel does not change, but that people perceive it differently and respond to it for 
different reasons.  We are simply seeking to find the helps in their own culture to give a Tibetan the best possible introduction 
to the message of “great salvation” (Heb. 2:3) the Bible contains. 
Sociologists speak of guilt-based, shame-based, and fear-based cultures.  These categories describe the orientation of the 
worldview in any particular culture.  Every culture has a unique preference for one of these categories or a combination of 
them.  In general terms, people from guilt-based cultures interpret everything in terms of whether it is "right" or "wrong".  In 
shame-based cultures, honour and shame determine how people interact with people and interpret their actions.  The world of 
people who live in fear-based cultures revolves around their interaction with the spirit world and their need for power or 
protection.  Our initial presentation of the gospel may need to take these categories into account.  For example: North 
Americans live in a culture that emphasizes the rule of law. The concept of guilt and judgement is very important.  It used to be 
popular in America to use the "Four Spiritual Laws" to share the good news.  However, this kind of approach is usually only 
effective with people who come from cultures which strongly emphasize the rule of law and the concept of guilt and innocence.  
Other initial approaches are required for people whose cultures are dominated by the fear of evil spirits, or for cultures which 
emphasize honour and shame. 
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Tibetans seem to have an unusual blend of all three categories so it is good for us to look at these three and other entry-points 
also, so that we will be more likely to get a positive response when we share the good news.  Of course some people reject 
the gospel even if we present it well but we do not want it to be for the wrong reasons. For example, this may happen because 
of our ungodly lives, or because we have shared something that they have perceived is not "good news" for them, i.e. we gave 
them an irrelevant presentation of the gospel. 
Jesus Christ is the heart of the gospel.  He is the central figure in the plan of Salvation.  It is He who has carried the penalty for 
the sins of the whole world on the Cross; it is He alone that has reconciled fallen humanity with the Father; it is He alone 
(through the power of the Holy Spirit) that gives us the power to live godly lives and be freed from the power and effects of sin 
in our lives.  We receive His Grace through faith and are spiritually united with Him in his death, burial and resurrection.  These 
truths all need to be understood by the believer through study and teaching, and through prayer and the revelation of the Holy 
Spirit.   
What we have listed below are some initial "entry-points" that might serve as ways to relate to a Tibetan at his or her point of 
need and so gain his or her interest and desire to know more, allowing us to get to the heart of the Good News: 
Healing: 1 Peter 2:24 "He himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for 

righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed".  James 5:16 "Confess your sins to one another and pray 
for each other so that you may be healed". 

 There is healing through Jesus' work on the cross, from all the defilement of sin and its consequences, even 
physical healing.  Tibetans, like other peoples, are full of wounds and pain from the suffering they have 
experienced, emotionally, physically and in all ways.  Jesus is the Healer for them. 

Cleansing: Eph. 5:25-27 "…Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the 
washing with water through the word and to present her to Himself as a radiant church, without stain or blemish, 
but holy and blameless." 
Tibetans may carry a sense of defilement or impurity as a result of sins they have committed.  This may lead 
into teaching concerning the true nature of their sins.  They can know that Jesus can cleanse them from all 
these things and that they can be holy and clean in God's sight. 

Honour:  Romans 10:11 "Anyone who trusts in Him will never be put to shame."  Luke 12:8 “I tell you, whoever 
acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man will also acknowledge him before the angels of God.” 
Tibetans have been known to grasp the truth of Jesus as the one who gives honour and takes away shame.  
This has helped them to stand firm when others criticize them for doing something that brings shame on the 
family (e.g. changing their religion).  They can know that they can stand before God in a state of honour through 
the Cross and their identification with Christ. 
Rev. 4:11 “Worthy are You, our Lord and our God, to receive glory and honour and power, for You created all 
things.” 
God deserves to be honoured. Tibetans may grasp the rightness of honouring God if they begin to understand 
His greatness and that they belong to Him as his creation.  We honour God by obeying Him, and our 
disobedience dishonours Him, and has caused our relationship with Him to be broken.   

Power: Col. 2:15 "And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing 
over them by the cross". 1 John 3:8 "the reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil's work". 

 People without God live in fear - of evil spirits, nature, authorities etc.  Tibetans who have called on the name of 
Jesus in the face of demonic oppression know without a doubt that He is more powerful than all the spirits of 
nature and religion that they previously feared.  He is the one who can give them protection from all evil. 

Belonging: 1 Cor. 12:13 "For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body…"  1 Peter 2:9 "But you are a chosen people, 
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God…" 
For Tibetans it will be important to know that they are being "born" into a new community and will not be isolated.  
This is another reason it is helpful to try to reach Tibetans in groups rather than just as individuals - they will find 
comfort and strength in believing together, or with people they already know.  They can find comfort in knowing 
they were chosen by God, and through redemption belong to him, rather than being subject to the laws of 
"karma". 

Purpose:  Jer. 29:11 “’For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, 
plans to give you hope and a future’.”  1 Cor 10:31 "So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for 
the glory of God."  

 Jesus gives purpose to our lives and meaning and life to all things around us. He created all things for His glory 
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and all people to worship Him and to be in relationship with Him. Many younger Tibetans are longing for their 
lives to have more meaning and purpose and they are not finding it in Tibetan Buddhism. They are looking for 
something worth giving their lives to.  

Forgiveness: Eph. 1:7 "In Him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins…"  Heb. 9:22 "without the 
shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins". 
The apostles preached this as their central message because the Jews understood guilt through the Law of 
Moses.  The Tibetans’ concept of sin is based on karmic demerit rather than an offence against God or a 
breaking of His laws, but this can be used as a starting point in conversation about the nature of sin and 
showing that there is only one way to have sin removed.  This will require that the whole concept of a 
relationship with a creator God, and the break in that relationship and its consequences, is explained.  It is 
essential for them to grasp this truth so that they can understand the seriousness of sin and therefore why Jesus 
needed to die for their sins. Then they can know the release and freedom of forgiveness. Of course forgiveness 
is more than just an entry point as it leads to the heart of the Gospel message. 
 

It is difficult to generalize and say that one approach is better than others.  It may depend on what kind of Tibetans you are 
reaching.  For example, folk Tibetan Buddhists whose primary concern in life is how to deal with the spirit world around them 
and the well-being of their families, crops, animals, etc. may respond best to the presentation of Jesus as the all-powerful one 
who has defeated all evil and harmful spirits at the cross.   
Another Tibetan may be attracted to a caring community, and so on.  The point is that we should be aware that other people 
groups may respond to the work of Jesus in ways different from our own group.  With the attitude of a learner and the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, God can give you keys to unlock the hearts of Tibetans.  The ideas presented above are not 
intended to be a method of sharing, but may give you a framework to think about different ways to present the Good News.  
These entry points to communicating the good news are ways of helping Tibetans personally relate to the good news of Jesus 
so that they are in a position to listen to and understand the whole gospel message. 
Discussion: 

1. What is the typical way that you share the Gospel, and does it meet the felt needs of those who receive the message?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Thankfully it is easy to talk about religion with Tibetans. How do you think you could use one of the above entry 
points to show Tibetans the need for salvation by grace, rather than through gaining merit by works? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Knowing the Tibetan concepts of merit and rebirth, how might terms that you are used to using in presenting the 
Gospel (such as the need to be “born again”) be understood by Tibetans? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Some Possible Gospel Illustrations  
In the study of missions, some people have used the term "redemptive analogies" to describe practices or beliefs already 
existing in a culture which point to Biblical truth. A careful study of Tibetan religion and culture may reveal these kinds of 
practices or beliefs. These can be used to explain the gospel in a framework that the listeners already understand.   
Here are a couple of examples. As you learn more about the Tibetans God is calling you to reach, you may discover more. 
The Scapegoat: In parts of Amdo and Kham, especially those areas that practice Bon, community rituals are practiced which 
have remarkable parallels to the Old Testament practice of the scapegoat.  The sins of a whole community are symbolically 
placed on the body of a person or animal who is then driven from the community, ensuring peace and prosperity for the 
coming year.  These people would more easily grasp the concept of the Old Testament scapegoat ritual and the fulfilment of 
that through the substitutionary aspect of Jesus' death on the cross (see Leviticus 16:5-34 and Hebrews 9:13-14).  It should be 
noted, though, that Buddhists of the reformed schools regard this kind of practice as extremely backward and contrary to 
Buddhism. 



 46

Another practice common throughout Tibetan areas is that of Redeeming Animals (tshe thar gtong).  Typically a person pays 
money to release an animal, saving its life and protecting it from future harm.  This is often done with fish in a market, but 
sometimes with larger animals such as yaks.  The yaks are then marked with a tag in the ear so that people know that they 
have been redeemed and cannot be slaughtered.  This relates again to the concept of God redeeming us through the cost of 
sending His son Jesus (1 Cor. 7:23).  There is a danger that it may reinforce their beliefs concerning all sentient beings 
needing deliverance from the wheel of life.  These kinds of analogies serve as comparisons but they also need to be 
contrasted with cultural beliefs to avoid syncretism. 
Other Sacrificial Offerings (gTor-ma): The Gelug sect of Buddhism has several kinds of these offerings and these can be 
seen in Lhasa at the Great Prayer Festival (sMon Lam Chen Mo).  One of these usually consists of images or emblems 
shaped from clay, dough, butter, or similar substances - most frequently dyed red. These become the bearers of retribution or 
bad luck. In some dramatic ceremonies the offering is ritualistically attacked with symbolic weapons, such as a dagger or axe, 
and then cut to pieces.  There is an understanding in this community of the need to have "sins" removed in order to begin the 
new year "clean".  Again, there are pitfalls with trying to use such an approach, but, if it is well thought through, it could be a 
means of opening the eyes of Tibetans to an understanding of the imagery of blood, the need for sacrifice, Jesus’ priesthood 
and the permanency of His sacrificial act (Heb. 7: 23-28; 10:1-14). 
At the very least a careful observation and inquiry into the rituals performed at important festivals in each community will lead 
to an understanding of Tibetans' own sense of need and may open up ways for you to explain how Jesus deals with sin 
completely and permanently. 
  

Some Possible Methods  
Chronological Storying:  
An approach that is gaining popularity in sharing the gospel with Tibetans has been chronological Bible storying.  This 
approach utilizes story-telling, which is a common means of transmitting knowledge and teaching moral lessons in Tibetan 
society.  It tends to be less threatening than a presentation with a challenge that demands a response.  It also presents 
Biblical truth in a chronological, ordered way that can actually serve the function of giving an alternative explanation of the 
world around us, how it came to be, what is fundamentally wrong, etc.  If the listeners are interested they will naturally want to 
know what the remedy is to the situation we find ourselves in and may be eager to receive Jesus as their Saviour.  There are 
many resources available to help you put together a story set that is appropriate for the people you are reaching (See 
Appendix 5).  You can develop shorter sets of as few as five stories, longer sets of up to 20 or 30 stories, as well as stories 
designed for new believers, discipleship training, etc.  Stories are also available on cassette tape or CD that you can learn and 
tell.  This approach is particularly suited to non-literate people for the obvious fact that they cannot read, and also because 
they are used to learning in this way. 

Chronological Bible Studies:  
Studies have also been developed for people working with literates who are able to read Bible portions in Tibetan or in 
Chinese if they are educated in Chinese.  In both cases the chronological approach can be much easier than trying to read the 
entire Bible on their own.  People can be confused or put off trying to make sense of all the Old Testament laws and practices 
without someone to guide them, or they may simply read the New Testament and not understand why it was that Jesus 
needed to come and die and rise again without the background of Genesis and the rest of the Old Testament (Acts 17:2-3).   
Alternatively, studying a book of the Bible or using it as a study of the life of Jesus may be appropriate for an educated Tibetan.  
Some Tibetans hungry for the truth have read large portions of Scripture and come to their Christian friend with many 
questions about life, the universe and salvation. 

Using Tibetan Forms:  
Some Christians have developed tools and aids for sharing the good news in ways that use Tibetan cultural forms.  For 
example there are now a number of religious style paintings called "thangkas" which can be used to tell Jesus' parables or 
other well known Bible stories.  There are risks involved in using such methods. For example, Tibetans may be angered that 
their forms are being used to promote a "foreign" religion, or the message itself may be distorted because of the form used.  
However, in the context of relationship and with a good knowledge of the possible pitfalls, the messenger of Christ may find 
that these tools can be used effectively.  In addition there are a number of cassettes, movies and booklets available in various 
Tibetan dialects which have attempted to use Tibetan cultural forms to communicate the message. 
Music is something that speaks to people of all cultures, but its form varies from culture to culture.  Rather than teaching Han 
style songs, Christian workers could take advantage of Tibetan Christian worship songs available in several Tibetan dialects 
and use them evangelistically, for teaching, or for worship (music books are also available).  The use of such songs may also 
encourage local believers to write songs as an expression of their heart worship to God in their own dialect. 
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Physical and Social Needs:  
Of course as we seek God for opportunities, discernment, and power, we will find many opportunities to minister to people 
where they are; to pray for their physical healing, to be a listening friend, to help them through a crisis, to speak a word of truth 
into a confusing situation.  Many of these opportunities will come through relationships we have developed with Tibetans, 
though the Holy Spirit may prompt us to speak a "word in season" to a total stranger also (1 Pet. 3:15-16).  Befriending 
someone and praying with them through a family crisis or a time of personal need may be more effective than any preaching 
or teaching.  This may open them up to God, especially if they themselves have prayed to Him and seen their prayers 
answered.  Having a close relationship with Tibetans allows them to see into the life of a Christian, to see an example of what 
it means to be in relationship with Jesus, and to hear about the ways He is working in the Christian's life. 
This may also lead into opportunities to help the poor or needy in practical ways, providing medical care, helping someone find 
employment, education, etc.  Of course, wherever money is involved, great care must be taken, especially as Tibetans may 
view practical help as a way of "buying converts" to Christianity.  You may be able to connect a poor person needing medical 
help with a Christian running a clinic or doctor working in your area.  However, it needs to be clear that you are not helping the 
person to gain merit for yourself, which is an assumption that Tibetans are likely to make. For example, when Tibetans ask 
you why you are helping, you may want to answer that God has changed your heart so that you want to help strangers.  Also, 
whenever practical assistance is given it should be done in a way that does not result in dependence on the giver but rather on 
God. 
In the next chapter there is more discussion about how Christian businesses can impact those around them, as well as other 
ways in which we might live among Tibetans. 
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Chapter 6: Moving Forward 
 

The Incarnational Life: Business and Education as Ministry 
Here we would like to discuss two opportunities for people to live and work in Tibetan areas: education and business. Part of 
God’s message to Tibetans is through the lives of people that work among Tibetans.  These opportunities should be 
considered part of your ministry; how you live your life will have a lasting impact and influence and will provide opportunities to 
build relationships and to tell people about Jesus. 
 
Education as Ministry 
Many Tibetan areas don’t have enough school teachers.  For a person trained as a school teacher this could be a way to live 
and work in a small Tibetan community.  While living among Tibetans we will naturally want to share our faith with them.  Most 
of this will occur outside the classroom.  It will be tempting to view our ministry as separate from our occupation, the work we 
do to earn a living.  However, our actions as educators are an important part of our witness.  For example, at one school in a 
Tibetan area the other teachers commented that the Christian teacher "treated the students like people rather than animals". 
This gave her opportunities to tell students and teachers about the love of God. 
It is important that we do not separate our work as teachers from our work as God’s servants.  God cares about education, 
and cares that Tibetans receive an education.  He also wants Tibetans to see how much He loves them through the actions of 
Christian teachers.   
Education is often a key in overcoming the cycle of poverty.  It is the door to employment outside of agriculture.  God cares 
about seeing people able to provide for their families.  Education is His gift.  Teachers are his means of giving that gift.  The 
best teachers understand that they are ultimately responsible to God for how they carry out their task, and regularly seek Him 
for the wisdom to train their students.   
Literacy is also important for the health of the church.  Although people can access the Bible through audio recordings, written 
texts are preferable.  Only people who can read can interact with written texts.  Teachers have a very important role to play in 
preparing the way for the gospel among Tibetans.   
It is important that we keep in mind that as teachers we are serving God, that He is the one in authority and is above the 
school leader and our employer.  It is beyond the scope of this manual to discuss all that the Bible says about education.  
However, let us consider two passages that will help set the tone. 
 
Bible Study: 
Read Proverbs 1:7   

1. What is the root of knowledge, the foundation for education?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How can a teacher’s actions proclaim the fear of God?    
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Colossians 3:23,24 
1. Whom are we to consider as our employer?   

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Discussion: 
1. How could a teacher’s actions and attitudes towards his/her students make the gospel attractive?   

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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2. If a teacher is always busy doing other things and does not prepare well for lessons, how could that affect the 
teacher’s ability to share the gospel? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Business as Ministry 
Many Han are now moving into Tibetan areas in order to do business.  Doing business is a common and practical way of living 
in Tibetan areas.   

Discussion: 
1. People sometimes say that it is difficult to be a Christian and do business.  Why is this?   

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Is it okay for Christians to live by a double standard - one at work and another the rest of the time? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. In what ways could a business person display the character of God, His love and His truth, through the way in which 
business is conducted? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Bible Study: 
Business can be a way for God to bless Tibetans and to proclaim His rule to them through your actions.  
Read Matt. 6:24 

1. What do you think it means to serve money?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Can you serve God and still do business?   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. How would a business person that serves God act differently from a business person that serves money? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Is it possible to make a profit and serve God at the same time?  If so, how?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The actions and attitudes of Christian business people could be an important way for Tibetans to find out what God is like.  
Business people are often confronted with moral decisions.  A business person who serves God will make decisions that are 
different from a business person that simply serves money.  For example, a person who serves money might try to not pay 
back money they have borrowed.  A person who serves God will be truthful and pay the amount owed. People who serve 
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money might deceive their customers by delivering a product that is inferior to what they promised, but still charge the 
customer the price of the superior product.  A person who serves God will not deceive customers, and will keep promises.  A 
person who serves money might find ways to keep from paying his or her employees.  A person who serves God will deal 
honestly with employees.   
A person who serves money will have difficulty getting people to trust him/her.  A person who serves money and tries to share 
the gospel at the same time will hinder the spread of the gospel.   A person who serves God in business may find that their 
reputation as a Christian business person actually helps the gospel spread.   In small towns everyone knows everyone else's 
business and there is a tendency to gossip about it. 
 
Discussion: 

1. What would happen if a Christian business person was always late in giving his employees their salaries?  What if 
he/she promised to sell a high quality product but then, after taking the money, gave a poor quality product?  How 
would this affect the spread of the gospel? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
How we handle money is an important part of our witness. In the Bible Study below we will look at the example of the apostle 
Paul. 

Bible Study: 
 
Read Acts 20:25-35 

1. What is the occasion? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How has Paul been an example of how we should help the poor?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. This is the last time that Paul will see the Ephesian elders.  Why do you think that he talks about money? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How did Paul earn his living when he lived with the Ephesians?    

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. How was his attitude towards money part of the message he brought to the Ephesians?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Paul was a tentmaker by trade.  While in Ephesus he did not depend on the hospitality of the church.   He earned enough not 
only for himself but also for his travelling companions.  He not only preached the gospel, but he was a living example as well 
that God is more important than money.  He did not covet other people’s money.  Instead, he gave away his own money.   

 
Read 1 Tim. 6:3-10  

1. What is the motivation of the false teachers in Ephesus? 

_____________________________________________ _______________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
2. What is it that has caused some to wander from the faith?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Compare the attitude of the false teachers to the attitude of Paul. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
1 Timothy was written toward the end of Paul’s ministry.  Paul wrote this letter to Timothy to bring correction to the Ephesian 
church.  Some of the Ephesian elders were teaching false doctrine. These were members of the same church that he 
addressed in the passage in Acts we studied above. Apparently, they were using the gospel as a means to make themselves 
rich.  Their love of money was at the root of their behaviour.   
The love of money can easily lead people astray.  People are especially sensitive to how church leaders handle money.  That 
is why Paul was so careful to live in such a way that his example opened the way for his message.  One of the most important 
things that the Ephesian church received from Paul was his example.  He did not covet the Ephesians' money.  He was able to 
write to Timothy about the dangers of the love of money because he himself was clearly a person who had avoided the 
temptation to chase after money.  
Living among Tibetans will require money.  Some of us will start a business or get jobs in the Tibetan area.  Others will receive 
some financial support from other believers that are partners in the work of spreading the gospel.  We will encounter Tibetans 
who are very poor and have little hope of getting out of poverty.  How we treat money is an important part of our message.  A 
desire for money is very common.  Part of our witness is to use our actions to show people that God is God, and that money is 
not God.  The actions of godly business people of course cannot replace the proclamation of the gospel, but they can help 
prepare people to receive the message of the gospel. 
It is also important to see business succeed if it will be an effective means to be in an area long term. If a business fails, it may 
be perceived by Tibetans as bad karma and may harm the witness of the Christians. We should avoid starting businesses 
simply as a means to gain access to an area.  If we claim to be business people but never do much business, local people 
may think that we are not trustworthy, that what we say is not what we do.  Running a successful business is hard work, and 
can be very time consuming.  It might be practical to approach business with a team perspective. It may be that one member 
of the team takes primary responsibility for the business while others have a part time role in the business and are freer to 
engage in other ministry. It may be that Simon the Tanner and Philemon functioned in this way (see Acts 9:43 and Philemon). 
Priscilla and Aquila seem to have managed to run a business and host a church meeting in their home as well (Acts 18:3, 
Romans 16:3-5). 
 
Other Opportunities 
People with skills in areas such as health care, car repair, construction, and mining will find that there are job opportunities in 
Tibetan areas.  We discussed how a business person who serves God will behave differently from a business person who 
serves money.  The same principles apply to all other professions.  For example, a car repair person who serves God will 
keep their promises to their customers.  Over time people will learn that this person is a trustworthy person.  They will also find 
out that that person is a Christian. When they hear other people talk about Christianity they will be willing to listen.   
There are several things to keep in mind when planning to move long term to a Tibetan area.   
1. The best jobs in Tibetan areas are often taken by the many Han that are moving into Tibetan areas.  If you are planning to 

start a business in a Tibetan area, consider how it will influence local Tibetans.  Try to choose a business plan where 
knowledge of Tibetan is an advantage.  Try to choose a business plan where employing local Tibetans is an advantage. 
Tibetans often resent Han people coming into their areas, exploiting the resources and paying outside Han people to do it. 

2. Keep in mind that our actions are an important way that God wants to communicate with Tibetans.  When we serve God, 
we prepare the way for the gospel.  People will be ready to hear about Christ when they see Christians that serve Him 
with their whole hearts.   

Many of the work possibilities mentioned above will apply to those whom God has called to live long term among Tibetans.  
Regardless of what type of role you play, the most important testimony you bring is your transformed life and character. Living 
in a cross-cultural context can be very stressful, and consequently, we need to be sure that our spiritual life and character are 
up to the challenge.  
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Personal Preparation 
Character and Spiritual Formation 
Our relationship with God is the most critical factor at the heart of all ministry, whether cross-cultural or not. Effective ministry 
doesn’t come about as a result of using a particular method of sharing our faith, or by the words we use, but comes from our 
relationship with God.  
It is essential that you have developed and are able to maintain spiritual disciplines in your life. Sometimes you may find 
yourself in a situation where you have little or no contact with other Christians, and you must be able to sustain your faith 
without the encouragement of fellowship.  Being able to maintain a strong and vibrant walk with God is the best witness you 
will ever have. Your ministry will only be effective as it flows out of your relationship with God.  
Christians wanting to be involved in cross-cultural ministry among Tibetans need to be settled in the basics of their faith and 
have a clear personal commitment to Christ. A firm foundation of faith is essential because Tibetan Buddhism propagates itself 
through the appeal of occult mysticism and philosophical arguments. Some Christians may find these philosophical arguments 
disturbing to their faith. If this is the case, then we need to remember what the Apostle Paul wrote to the church at Colossae: 

"See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on 
human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ" Colossians 2:8. 

With this warning in mind, it is probably best if people who are unsettled in their faith, or who have recently come to Christ, 
wait until they are more mature or seek a ministry other than with Tibetan Buddhists.   
Most Tibetans who become Christians do so not only because they have understood the Christian message in a way that is 
meaningful to them but also because they have met a Christian who exemplifies the love of God and demonstrates a life that 
has been transformed by Him.  
One’s own spiritual life and character are testimonies. This is especially true in a cross-cultural context. The way we express 
our faith through our lives, actions, and attitudes is very significant. Our point of reference must first be the Bible which 
provides a clear description of holy living. The culture we are trying to reach must also inform our behaviour. Expressions of 
holiness sometimes take on cultural forms and need to be adapted to the cross-cultural context in which we are ministering. 
For example, a holy person in a Tibetan Buddhist context would never kill an animal. Even though in our own cultural context 
we may not equate holiness this way (killing an animal is not actually a sin), the important factor is how that action would be 
perceived by a Tibetan.  The worker must take care not to give unnecessary offence (see 1 Corinthians 9:22). In some 
countries, many people would consider smoking cigarettes to be an unholy practice, but in some areas of Europe, it is entirely 
acceptable for Christians to smoke and it has no connotations of unholiness.  Christians who smoke would refrain from 
smoking among those for whom smoking would cause them to stumble (see Romans 14:1-4). 
 
Discussion:  

1. Share an example of a way that your behaviour or an attitude you have displayed has had a negative impact on your 
Christian witness. Then share an example of a positive behaviour or attitude that has had a positive impact for the 
Kingdom. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How would you encourage a cross-cultural Christian worker who has little contact with other believers? What spiritual 
disciplines would you recommend? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Describe any examples you can think of where relationships are expressed differently according to culture.  (For 
example, in western countries, it is very unusual for a woman to hold the hand of another woman, while this is 
common in Chinese culture).  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Spiritual Warfare and Biblical Grounding 
As we have studied in Chapter 3, the everyday religious life of most Tibetan Buddhists is strongly influenced by shamanistic 
practices, and occultism is widespread. Christians working among Tibetan Buddhist people must be aware of factors such as 
these if they are to truly understand the spiritual forces arrayed against them.  These spiritual forces do not just impact the 
Christians working in these areas – they hinder the work by making it very difficult for Tibetan Buddhists to understand the 
Gospel, much less accept it.  
Paul reminds us "For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms"(Ephesians 6:12). 
The occult is a part of the everyday religious experience of many, if not most, Tibetan Buddhists. Christians who enter the 
Tibetan Buddhist's world need to know what these occult practices are and how to deal with the forces behind them. 
For example, most Tibetans have been dedicated to some local deity or lama and are under the protection of that god. The 
practice of astrology, divination, and adherence to superstitious practices – such as wearing an amulet – are extremely 
common. Many Tibetans would identify a personal god with whom they have a contractual relationship (such as a mountain 
god or their personal lama). These are all potential sources of demonic bondage for Tibetans that need to be addressed. In 
praying for Tibetans, it would be helpful to pray specifically about these spiritual realities, and be conscious of what the Holy 
Spirit may reveal about specific individuals when praying for them. Sometimes patterns of behaviour or responses may 
emerge that may reveal demonic influence. For example, consistently angry responses, unreasonable argumentativeness, or 
falling asleep when certain topics are raised might indicate this. At critical junctures in their spiritual journey all kinds of 
obstacles might emerge in their lives. 
While the work of Christ on the cross is sufficient to deal with every kind of bondage, it may take more than a confession of 
faith to be completely free from these demonic influences in Tibetan lives. It may take specific confession and renunciation on 
the part of the believer, and intensive prayer and teaching from other believers to find freedom (see Mark 9:28-29).   
 
Bible Study: 

1. Read Ephesians 6:10-20. What principles from this chapter will equip you spiritually for work among Tibetans? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. How does 1 Peter 5:8 describe the enemy? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
  

3. What do you think would increase our vulnerability to the enemy’s attacks? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
4. Read James 4: 7-8. What steps does James recommend for facing spiritual conflict? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Acquiring Cultural Knowledge 
You will recall in Part 1 of this training manual that it is very important to understand the culture of the people you are reaching. 
This can begin even before you travel into Tibetan areas through reading, talking to others who have been there before, or 
developing friendships with Tibetans in your own city.  
Acquiring cultural knowledge takes a long time, but it is extremely important. Without understanding the worldview of the 
people you wish to reach, you will not be able to communicate in ways that are meaningful to them.  
Take some time to go back and review Chapter 2 of Part 1 of the Cross Cultural Training Manual. 
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Assume the position of a learner. This is the best approach to researching a culture. This will allow those among the people 
group to truly become teachers of the subject they know best – their own culture. An effective way to learn about culture is 
simply to ask someone the question, “What can you teach me about your culture?” This sort of question is not only less 
intimidating that a series of direct, specific questions, but it can also allow the informer to begin with what is most important 
within the culture. As the informer begins to open up, you can ask him or her to clarify or elaborate on certain topics. If the 
informer is hesitant or shy, you might want to give an example of something you are interested in (i.e. religion or festivals).   
 
Observation is a great way to learn culture. Another helpful way to research culture doesn’t involve asking any questions at 
all. Be on the lookout for clues about religion, social structure, etc., and be listening to what people say, not only to you, but 
also to each other. Pay attention to the concerns that people talk about. Researching a culture is a long process, so don’t 
expect to answer all these questions during an initial visit. But do record all that you learn for your own benefit and for the 
benefit of others. 
 
Listen and observe. These are some of the most important ministry skills you can develop. It is important not to make 
assumptions about what Tibetans think or believe. Watch carefully what they do and learn from them. For example, at some 
Tibetan temples, you will notice that people walk only in a clockwise direction.  In order not to offend anyone you would be 
wise to walk in the same direction. (Note that at other temples, people walk in an anti-clockwise direction – this highlights the 
need to develop your observational skills!).  Also observe the things that they do not do.  Here is an example: 
 
Example: 
Observation:  Tibetans never put holy objects (such as Buddhist Scriptures) on the floor. 
Questions:  How do they view objects that are put on the floor? 
  What would they think if I put my Bible on the floor? 
Interpretation: Perhaps they would think the Bible is not holy if I put it on the floor. 
Application: Never put my Bible on the floor. 
 
Areas that we should pay attention to include: 
 
Ways of speaking. For example:  
• Do these people speak in a more direct or indirect way?  Do they take time to bring up a subject in a roundabout way, or 

do they simply speak about it immediately?   
• Do they speak more quickly or more slowly compared to speakers from your mother tongue?  Is silence common?  Is it 

common to have many people speaking at one time?  Do they typically speak loudly or softly?  Do they often interrupt one 
another, or do they wait and take turns? 

• When is it appropriate to make eye contact?  Who makes eye contact, and who doesn’t, in conversation? 
 
Ways of deciding. For example: 
• In family decisions how are things decided?  Who influences decisions, and how are opinions expressed?  Do people 

make independent decisions, or are things discussed with relatives and friends first?  How do people decide things like 
where to live, or whom to marry, or what occupation to take up?   

• In community decisions, who has influence?  How are decisions made?  Is there one leader, or several, or does the whole 
community have a say?  What role does gender play in decision making?  Do women have a role in public decision 
making, or are the leaders all men?   

 
Language.  For example: 
• What language do husbands and wives use to communicate with?  (This should be the language of the church as much 

as possible).   
Clothing. For example: 
• What clothing is commonly worn by women, men, young people, older people?  What do people think about traditional 

clothing, or modern clothing?  Is some clothing considered more respectable than others? 
• What clothing is used on special occasions?  What do people wear to weddings, what do people wear to festivals?  Ask 

yourself what kind of clothing you could wear to best fit in with and honour the local culture?  What kind of clothing would 
be appropriate for a religious gathering? 

 
Music. For example: 
• What types, styles of music do people prefer to listen to in their homes?  What kinds of instruments do people like to listen 

to or play?  Who sings? 
• Is there music for special occasions?  Are there special songs that are sung for dancing, horse race festivals, religious 

festivals? 
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• Are there songs that are only sung by certain types of people or in a certain context? Are there times when songs cannot 
be sung? 

 
Learning. For example: 
• How is religious knowledge passed on in this community? 
• Do these people have a tradition of story telling?  What are the ways in which stories are told?  Is there a creation myth, 

or story of the origins of the people?  On what occasions are stories told? 
• How are religious books used in this culture?  How can the Bible be introduced in a way that people understand its status 

but don’t use it to simply chant? 
 
 
Discussion: 

1. If someone from another country or culture were trying to learn about your culture, what are some things they might 
observe? How might these cultural expressions be different from his/her culture? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Give examples of specific cultural differences you have observed from any culture different from your own. In light of 
what you’ve learnt about different cultures, how do you feel about these differences? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Consider doing a practical assignment, using the list of questions located in Appendix 2, during your next trip into a 
Tibetan area. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Examples of Tibetan Cultural Observations and Applications: 
• When traveling in Tibetan areas, demonstrate a respect for the people, the culture and their religion, even if you don’t 

agree with the way they do things. Treat the mani-stones and other religious objects with respect. 

• Dress modestly as Tibetans do. In most rural areas, it is appropriate to wear long sleeves and loose fitting clothing.  Often 
Tibetans who have moved to larger cities to study or work dress differently from the way they would in their home towns, 
so don’t use them as a guide necessarily for what is appropriate outside that setting. 

• Tibetans walk clock-wise around religious sites. It shows respect if you do the same. (Note: In Bön settings, they usually 
walk anti-clock-wise).  

• Hats should be removed while indoors, especially in religious places (including god-rooms in houses) to avoid offending 
Tibetan hosts. 

• Written material should be treated carefully. Don’t put any written material on the floor/ground, especially not your Bible. 

• When you visit Tibetan homes, you should not remove your shoes. They never do that when entering the house, except if 
they go and visit a lama’s home (a religious priest). Often they would actually be embarrassed if you ask them to take off 
their shoes in your home, because their feet might not be clean. 

• Because feet are considered dirty, Tibetans never step over anything. For example, if there is anything on the floor, 
Tibetans will be careful to walk around instead of over it. They never step over another person's body (including legs). For 
this reason, they take care not to leave things on the floor where they will cause problems for others. They also stand-up 
or move away to let other's get past them in crowded areas such as restaurants or small homes. You should do the same. 

• Tibetans never point their feet at others. When sitting on the ground, be careful to keep your feet pointing away from 
others, or tucked underneath you. Never point your feet at religious objects (such as household shrines) when sitting in a 
Tibetan person's house. 
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• Tibetans consider underwear very dirty. Hide your laundry, and don’t let it hang in a place where people see it or need to 
walk under it.  Tibetans never wash clothes from their upper body with clothes from below their waist (pants, underwear, 
socks).  Keep this in mind if you wash your clothes with Tibetans present. 

• When hosting a Tibetan serve them tea and make sure their bowl/cup is always full. 

• When visiting a Tibetan's home for the first time it is best to wait to be directed to a seat, or to choose the lowest 
seat.  The seat furthest away from the door is the seat of honour. Don’t take the highest seat unless you are invited to! It 
is also good to wait to be asked to eat something, and then eat a little bit.  A good Tibetan host will continually implore the 
guest to eat, and they will appreciate it they think you enjoy their food. 

• When you want to ask a favour or if you have a request to make of a Tibetan friend, first ask after their family or engage in 
other polite topics before you get to the point.  

• Don’t touch other people’s heads. This is considered a holy part of the body, because that’s where the thinking is done! 

• Many rivers, lakes and mountains are considered sacred.  It's not good to make lots of noise when nearby.  This is 
especially true of monasteries.  It is also considered very bad to hunt or fish near monasteries.  This will especially enrage 
the monks of the monastery. 

• Because Tibetans consider killing any animal a sin, never kill any animal (no matter how small, including flies) in the 
presence of a Tibetan.  

• It is taboo to talk about someone who is dead.  It is also not good to ask someone if their relative is still alive.  If you want 
to know ask if that person is in good health. 

• It is important to note that different cultures have different cultural standards pertaining to the way men and women relate 
to one another. In a Tibetan context, it is most appropriate for men to relate to men and women to women – there are very 
few contexts in which it would be appropriate to develop friendships across gender lines.  

• Men and women should be very careful about showing physical affection in public, even when married. Though it is very 
important to demonstrate the love of God in how you relate, physical affection may cause significant embarrassment to 
Tibetan friends. 

 
Next Steps 
For those who have never been to a Tibetan area or even met Tibetan people, a short term trip is a practical way to get started. 

Short Term Trips to Tibetan Areas 
For many of us, our first contact with Tibetans will be on a short term trip.  Short term trips can be important ways of both 
bringing the gospel to Tibetan areas and helping us hear God’s call for long term work among Tibetans.  Here are some 
practical suggestions to consider when preparing a short term trip among Tibetans: 
 
1. Preparation: successful short term trips are well prepared ones.  One of the most important aspects of preparing for a 

trip is to ask people to pray for you and the people that you will see on the trip.  Missions is God’s business, we need to 
be continually opening our hearts to his leading and his will for us and the people he is sending us to.  Having people 
praying for us, and praying ourselves, helps us to hear God’s voice.  Ideally, short term trips ought to be initiated by a 
church or group of fellowships. This allows for whole church involvement, and provides encouragement and accountability. 
God’s plans are opposed by the powers of darkness therefore prayer is a crucial part of our opposition to the powers of 
darkness.  Prayer acknowledges our dependence on God and invites him to act.   

2. Purpose: A clear purpose helps you to focus on preparation.  You should be able to explain in a few sentences to the 
people who are at home praying for you why you are going on this trip.   
Different purposes will require different preparation.  Some might be: 
a. To visit an area where there is no long term work or Christian presence yet.  The first Christian witness in such a 

place is often made by short-termers.   
b. You may want to plan a trip that is simply to explore a new area, to pray over it, and to begin forming relationships 

with local people.  Most Tibetan places have several festivals during the year.  The internet can be a good source of 
information about Tibetan festivals. These can be good places to learn about Tibetan culture and meet Tibetans. 

c. Short term trips can also be helpful as a support to an already existing work.  A short term trip with the purpose of 
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encouraging a long term worker and perhaps sharing with a group of local believers can be very helpful.     
d. Short term trips are best done as part of an ongoing outreach to a given area.  If there are local people that become 

believers through a short term trip, they will need follow up visits in order to grow.  One of the best ways for people to 
grow in God is to have lots of contact with a more mature Christian. 

3. Place and People: 
a. Most Tibetans live outside the county towns.  If your plan is to be among Tibetans on your short term trip, it will 

require planning, effort, and maybe more money in order to get outside the county towns (which are primarily Han) 
and into the Tibetan villages.   

b. Many counties have several language groups within the county.  Do some research to find out which parts of the 
county speak which language.  A short term trip that focused on one language group may be more difficult to carry 
out but have more long term fruit in the end.   

c. Counties that are quite mountainous will likely have farmer languages spoken in the valleys (especially in Kham, 
Jiarong, Central Tibetan areas).  Nomads in the broad grassland pastures and high mountain areas will likely speak 
nomad dialects.  Getting to the nomad areas will likely be more difficult than getting to the farmer areas because the 
grassland areas of counties are most often the farthest areas away from the county towns. Short term trips to these 
places require the most planning and are physically the most challenging.   

4. Pilgrimage and "Power" Places:  Consider following a Tibetan pilgrimage route to pray, learn, and initiate conversations.  
There are many places that Tibetans regularly travel to as part of their way of making merit.  Trails circle Tibetan holy 
mountains and sacred sites.  Many Tibetans visit these places to gain merit.  Pilgrimage routes often go through Tibetan 
places that would otherwise be difficult to access.  

5. Conduct:  
a. Be sure to follow culturally appropriate behaviour on these trips.  There is a list of cultural observations earlier in this 

chapter which will be a good starting place for behaving inoffensively.  
b. Many Tibetan monasteries have simple guest houses also other private guest houses and tent hotels in nomad 

areas.  Consider using these rather than the more familiar establishments run by Han people.  This will enable you to 
meet Tibetans and also enable them to observe you and the way you conduct yourselves as guests and as believers 

6. Debriefing: It is important for trip members, prayer and financial supporters, and church leadership to gather together 
after returning home. This is valuable exercise for the following reasons: 
a. In order to report and give praise and thanksgiving for the trip, and pray for contacts made, etc; 
b. Evaluate the effectiveness of the trip in relation to its specific purpose, as well as assessing the impact of the trip on 

team members; 
c.  Plan for the future. What will be the next steps for your churches ministry among Tibetans? For example, will there 

be a clear plan to move a team into a specific Tibetan area, or perhaps to gather resources for the area (research 
materials, language study opportunities, etc)?  

Many times a short term trip is one step in the Holy Spirit’s plan to reach out to a group of people.  Another part of the Holy 
Spirit’s plan is to send Christians to live among Tibetans.   

Other Practical Steps 
We are near the end of this manual, and it is time to consider what the next step in ministry to Tibetans should be.  In Part One 
Chapter 4 we outlined some practical steps toward becoming involved in cross cultural ministry.  It may be helpful to review 
these as a guide to how to become further involved in Tibetan ministry. 
Missions is God’s work, and the entire church is to work alongside him as he reaches out to the world.   Ministry to Tibetans is 
difficult work.  A team of people working together will be more likely to have a lasting impact than an individual.  Some are 
called to be involved in travelling and moving to unreached areas, others are called to support with prayer and perhaps 
financial support.  Perhaps a next step for you is gathering a team that includes those that pray, those that give, and those that 
go.   
Ministry to Tibetans could be a unique call on a gathering of believers.  A home fellowship, or a group of home fellowships, 
could consider “adopting” one of the Tibetan groups.   A possible strategy could be to begin with regular prayer for that Tibetan 
group, short term trips to that Tibetan area, and then preparing, sending out and supporting a team of long term workers.  
Possibly your next step is to take a short term “prayer trip” to some of the Tibetan areas, asking God to highlight the area he 
wants you to work in.   
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Some of us are at the point where we are ready to consider moving into a Tibetan area.  Your next steps might include 
language learning.  Be sure to consult the language learning helps in the appendix to start you on your way.  Language 
learning is difficult, and home fellowships should do their best to encourage long term workers that are involved in learning the 
language.  People who start by language learning will perhaps have to delay “results”, but will in the end have a deeper impact 
in ministry.  Learning language will take a significant time commitment – possibly two or more years. 
In addition to language study, it will be vital for you to learn about the specific Tibetan group and place that you are focusing 
on. Consider using the guide for making cultural observations (found in Appendix 2) as a starting point for helping you to apply 
the principles in this manual. 
Others will be considering how to support themselves financially, and perhaps planning to start a small business.  Consider 
starting your planning process with a Bible study on what the Bible says about money.  Proverbs is a good place to start 
learning practical Biblical principles of business. Developing a sound business plan will perhaps require further research and 
training.  Perhaps the next step for you is to develop a business plan suited to the Tibetan area you want to work in as well as 
suited the needs and skills of the long term workers moving to the Tibetan area.   
Home fellowships may want to consider financially supporting long term workers.  Perhaps your next step is to make financial 
goals with your home fellowship on how to financially support long term workers. 
It may be that you are already working in a Tibetan area where there are other Christians working.  These other workers could 
be a very valuable source of encouragement and support.  Building good relationships with other workers is not always easy 
but can be a very rewarding investment, as well as become a good witness.  You might consider gathering for prayer with 
workers from other groups, and learning to support one another in this way and allowing further cooperation to develop out of 
your times of prayer together.  Perhaps your next step is to approach other workers to see how you can support one another 
in prayer.   

Discussion: 
1. What is the next practical step that you think you should take in ministry to Tibetans?   

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Who will you ask to hold you accountable to the vision that God is placing in your heart for Tibetan ministry? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Take some time now to prayerfully plan your next steps of involvement in Tibetan ministry.  Try be as specific as possible, with 
concrete steps and a time frame to complete those steps.   

 
 
Conclusion 
This manual has presented an introduction to understanding the worldview of Tibetans and what it means to engage in 
ministry to Tibetans. There are many obstacles that stand in the way of Tibetans coming to faith, but by far the greatest of 
these is simply that they have never heard.  It may be that God will use you to fulfil His mandate to “go and make disciples of 
all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). Please prayerfully 
consider how God is leading you, and spread the vision to other believers. 
Multiple editions of Part 3 of this manual provide introductions to specific groups of Tibetans (Kham, Amdo, Central, and 
Qiangic Speaking Tibetans).  Alternate Part 2 Manuals will also be available, presenting introductions to other unreached 
groups in China. 
For further information, please contact the person who gave you this manual, or use the following email address: 
CCTM@bigfoot.com. Please be discreet in your communication, taking care not to disclose sensitive information in the 
message. 
May God bless you as you seek to serve Him. 
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Appendix 1: Language learning 
 
What is the best way of learning Tibetan?   
Tibetan is a difficult language to learn.  However, any person who is diligent and determined can learn Tibetan.  Our ability to 
learn language does not depend on how much education we have.  Educated people and uneducated people all use language, 
and all can learn another language.   
Here are some things that may help the language learning process: 

1. Decide what you want to use the language for.  Do you intend to teach from the Tibetan Bible?  Then you will want to 
learn to read written Tibetan.  Do you intend to understand and converse with people?  Then you will need to learn 
spoken Tibetan.   

2. Written Tibetan is quite standard over the whole Tibetan area.  Tibetans from any of the Tibetan areas that have 
studied written Tibetan can understand written Tibetan.   

3. Different dialects of Tibetan are spoken in different areas.  Before starting to learn spoken Tibetan you need to 
decide where you will be living. For example, if you will be working among the Kham, you will want to select a dialect 
of Kham that is spoken in the area where you will be working. 

4. Written Tibetan is related to the three main dialects of spoken Tibetan, Amdo, Central, and Kham.  It is similar to the 
relationship between Cantonese and Sichuanese.  The written characters are the same, but they are pronounced 
differently.  There are also some words and some grammar structures that are different.  But basically they are the 
same language.   

5. Qiangic languages like Jiarong, Daofu-hua, and Minya, are not related to written Tibetan.  They are totally different 
languages.  They have borrowed words from Tibetan, but they have their own very different grammar rules, and the 
majority of their words have no relationship with Tibetan.  No textbooks are available, but a native speaker of the 
language could teach you. 

6. A person that is working among smaller language groups, for example the Minya would want to first find out which 
dialect most Minya can understand.  If your dialect group is spread out from north to south along a river valley, it is 
possible that people at the north end may not understand people from the south end.  Possibly everyone 
understands the dialect from the middle village, and that is the one that should be learned.   

7. There are several schools that teach Tibetan.  You don’t need to pass an entrance exam, but you do need to pay 
tuition fees.  The minority universities in Lanzhou, Chengdu, Xining, Lhasa, and Beijing, all have language programs 
that welcome part-time or full-time students.  None of them require an entrance exam if the student is only interested 
in language study.   

8. It is important to have a language partner for conversation practice.  You will want to find someone that is from the 
dialect area that you want to learn.   

9. Start by using a tape recorder or an mp3 player to record simple phrases.  Listen to the recording many times until 
you instantly understand what is being said.  Try to repeat and memorize the phrases exactly like they are on the 
recording.   

10. Ask your language partner to practice with you using the phrases you have learned.  Add more phrases and words 
when you are ready.   

11. Try to study some every day, to keep the language fresh in your mind.  Learning language means lots of repetition.  
The more you repeat, the faster you will learn.   

12. Tibetan uses sounds that are not common in Chinese languages.  Take your time learning the new sounds.  It might 
take some time before you can produce them.  Your mouth will probably need some time to get used to the things 
you want it to do!  Don’t get discouraged, anybody can learn another language if they are persistent.   

13. Don’t forget that written Tibetan is different from spoken Tibetan.  If you are trying to learn both written Tibetan and 
spoken Tibetan at the same time, consider this approach.  Think of a sentence you want to learn.  Ask your language 
helper to write it out using standard written Tibetan.  Then record the language helper saying the same sentence 
using spoken Tibetan.  Learn to recognize the meaning of the written sentence, and to hear and understand the 
spoken sentence.   
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14. If you are learning Tibetan part time, 4-8 hours a week with a language helper would be more than enough time to 
get the sentences you can study in one week. Expect to study another 8-12 hours to learn the sentences well.  If you 
are diligent, you should be able to learn Tibetan in about 2 years using this approach.   

15. There are some language textbooks and dictionaries available, especially for written Tibetan.  Check at bookstores in 
or near the minority institutes and universities in places such as Beijing, Chengdu, Xining or Lanzhou.  Some of 
these colleges have textbooks written for spoken dialects of Amdo, Kham and Lhasa Tibetan.   Many Tibetan county 
towns also have Tibetan language resources but usually these are for written Tibetan only.  The internet is a source 
for a number of Tibetan language resources as well.  For a start, see the following websites: 
http://info.tibet.cn/zt2006/xzt_xzangyu/index.htm ; http://www.thdl.org/index.php?lng=chi   
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Appendix 2: Cultural Observation Guide 
 

1. Questions Related to Identity 
 

a. Ethnic boundaries 
• What do others call them? What is the significance? 
• What do they call themselves? What is the significance? 
• How do they define themselves? 
• When did they come into existence as a people? 
• What types of myths/history exist to explain their origin? What is the significance? 
• What defines an “outsider”? 
• Are there different categories of outsiders? 
• How are outsiders received? (If there are distinctions, what are they?) 
• What kinds of relationships do they have with other people groups? 

1. Affinity to other people groups?  Who? Why? To what extent? 
2. Antagonism with other people groups? Who? Why? To what extent? 

b. Geographic issues 
• Where are they living now? 
• How did they get there? 
• What migration patterns exist (if any)? 

o Regional?  
o International?   
o Rural urban? 

• What is their relationship to power in the country? 
o Are they a majority? 
o A major minority? 
o A recognized minority? 
o A marginalized, neglected, or rejected minority? 

c. Intra-ethnic boundaries and sub-groups 
• Are there significant and identifiable sub-groups within the people group? 
• Are there sub-groups with language or dialects as a part of the definition? 
• How do these groups perceive (and relate to) one another? 
• What groups are seen as good or desirable to join and why? 
• What kinds of relational networks exist? 
• What kinds of relational networks are most important/influential? 

d. What major challenges do they face? As a people? As individuals?  
• How are they attempting to address these challenges?  

e. Where are they headed? 
• Where do they see themselves headed as a people? 
• What is their future perceived to be by the power structures that exist? 
• What projections would you make for their future given current trends? 

 
2. Questions Related to Communication: 

 
a. What languages / dialects do they speak? 

• With family and friends? 
• At school? 
• In the work place? 
• At the market? 
• In worship? 

b. Information consumption/inflow/gathering 
• Where do they get information about the outside world? 
• Do they trust information they receive about the outside world? 
• What is the most trusted source of information?   
• What forms of media do they consume? 
• Do they tend to be direct, or subtle in their verbal communication? 
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• What kind of questions do they ask? 
c. What type of verbal communication style do they prefer? (i.e. How is truth communicated or discovered?) 

• Songs 
• Poetry 
• Stories 
• Myth 
• Lectures/Non-fiction 
• Dialogue/consensus 
• Debate 
• Demonstration 
• Other 

 
d. Is education valued? 

• How does education take place? 
• Are there different forms of education for different content?  
• Are they literate in their own language/dialect? 

e. What learning styles are most favoured? 
• Visual 
• Audio 
• Kinetic / Tactile (i.e. learning by doing) 

 

3. Questions Related to Leadership Forms and Approaches 
 

• Who is respected? 
• Who do they regard as a leader? 
• Who do they turn to in a crisis? 
• How do they lead?  
• Who is influential in the community?  Why? 
• How do they exert influence? 
• Who do they turn to when sick?  What do they do? 

 
4. Questions Related to Religious Activities 
 

• Where do religious activities take place? 
• Do they pray? When? Where? How? With whom?  
• What kinds of religious activities take place in the home, if any? 
• To what degree are their religious forms tied in with their culture? 
• Are they able to articulate what they believe?  
• What role do religious specialists play in the community? 
 

5. Questions Related to Redemptive Analogies 
 

1. Explore cultural paradigms and thought patterns 
• Is there a problem they are trying to solve with religion? (suffering, guilt, shame, etc…) 
• Do they believe in evil and/or evil spirits? How do they deal with this? 
• Is there more than one worldview present in the people group? 

2. Explore cultural traditions  
• How do they ensure success in agriculture or commerce? 
• How do they resolve conflict?  How is peace made? 
• What are their gift giving traditions? 

3. Explore cultural celebrations or other ceremonies 
• What do their celebrations reveal? 
• Do they have sacrificial ceremonies?  If so, how do they understand them? 

4. Explore cultural symbols 
• What do their symbols reveal about them?  Any points of contact with Gospel? 
• Are there cultural status symbols?  If so what are they and what do they mean? 



 63

6. Questions Related to Christianity 
 

1. How much exposure have they had to Christianity? 
• What do they currently understand about Christianity? 
• What attitude do they hold toward Christianity?  
• Is there a movement for or against Christianity? 

2. How receptive are they to Christianity?   
• Are some sub-groups more receptive than others? 
• What can be done to better bond with receptive people/sub-groups? 

3. What kinds of evangelism work have been attempted? 
• When? 
• By whom? 
• What methods were used? 

4. What was their response to past evangelistic efforts? 
• Opposition? 
• To what (method or message)? 
• How was it expressed? 
• Who expressed it? 

5. Do culturally accessible and relevant Scriptures exist?   
• If not, do some portions exist? 
• Quality of the translation? 
• What name for God is used? 
• Are they readily available? 
• In what format are they available? (Audio, Video, Book, Portions) 

6. What is already/currently being done? 
• Are there Christians in the community around them? 
• What is the attitude of Christians toward them? 
• What is their attitude toward the Christians? 
• Who is working among them?  How are they received? 

7. What remains to be done, or can be tried again in a different way?  Barriers to be overcome? 
• What can be built upon what has already happened/is happening? 
• What modifications should be made to current or past practice? 

8. What resources are available to help you to accomplish the remaining tasks? 
• Scripture, other books, journals, websites 
• Audio visual media 
• People 
• Other Resources  
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Appendix 3: Resources for Tibetan Ministry 
There are many Tibetan Language Resources available now that can be used by Han workers.  As you network with other 
workers of different church backgrounds, provinces and even different countries, you will gain access to all of these and more.  
Below is a list of some of the audio, video and written resources, including some websites. Please remember that the 
authorities may be able to associate the computer you use with the web sites visited.  
 

Scripture: 
Modern Mid-level Written Tibetan (suitable for Amdo and Kham readers) 

• Genesis :)A$- gJ/- $?<- .- 2!R.- 0:A- 3.R-8J?- L- 2- 28$?- ?R,, 

• Luke's Gospel & Acts in one volume =R- !:A- :UA/- 29%- .%- 36.- :UA/- 8J?- L- 2- 28$?- ?R,, 

• Mark's Gospel & John's Gospel in one volume 3<- !:A- :UA/- 29%- .%- ;R- @- //- I A- :UA/- 29%- 8J?- L- 2- 28$?-?R,, 

• See also http://www.amdoforjesus.com for downloadable Scripture portions. 

Modern Low-level Written Tibetan (suitable for Central Tibetan and Kham readers) 

• "Jesus Christ has the Power to Save" (excerpts from Mark's Gospel) *2?-3$R/-;J->-#A-<A:A-?A-,R-=-%-5 S-*R2-
0:A-.2%-;R.,,  

• John's Gospel  ;R- @- //- IA ?- VA?-0:A-:UA/- 29%-  28$?-?R,, 

• Mark's Gospel 3<- ! ?- VA?-0:A-:UA/- 29%-  28$?-?R,, 

• “The Story of Creation” (excerpts from Genesis 1-22) :)A$- gJ/- #3?-2! R.- 0:A- =R-o?-28$?- ?R,, 

Old Translations (these older translations may be more difficult for Tibetans to understand) 

• Whole Bible (1948, difficult to obtain, partially available online at: http://www.tibetanbible.org/freebible.htm ) 

• New Testament (1970 revised version) 

• New Testament (1903 "Shanghai" version) 
Other Translations 

• There are limited editions of a New Testament based on the spoken Lhasa dialect. 
 
Other Literature: 

• Biblical Timeline - Creation through Jesus Christ: A chronological timeline starting with creation, listing 
names of key people and events in the Bible. 

• Christianity and Buddhism Comparison Booklet: 19 pages of story presentations with topics on God, 
creation of universe, human creation, sin, and way of salvation from sin. ;J- >:A- (R?- =$?- .%- ?%?- o?- ( R?- 
=$?- $* A?- GA- H.- 0<- :LJ.- 0:A- 2>.- 0- 28$?- ?R,, 

• Discovery Studies: 12 Chronological Bible Studies for Tibetans in Chinese language 

• Exploring the Bible with Tibetans.  This book is full of Bible background information, including colour 
maps. ;J->:A-(R?-=$?-GA-.3-0:A-$?%-<2-{R<-%R-3R.-28$?-?R,, 

• Good News For You: Tibetan Style Picture Book (with audio file).  A popular aid telling the message of the 
Bible in 40 stories and pictures. 

• He Loves You Also: Prodigal Son comic book.  Comic bubble captions are in spoken Amdo with the story 
text in literary Tibetan. #R%- $A?- HR.- G%- $&J?- ?R,, 
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• Studies on the Way, 1-3.  For studying Spiritual Language and doing Bible Studies in Written Tibetan (with 
some Amdo dialect prayers).  Based on the Chinese book of the same name. 

• Tibetan Christian Catechism Booklet: 43 pages in Tibetan. Q & A format.  Topics include God, creation, sin, 
Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, the church, the Bible, prayer, future hope of believers, and examples of prayer. 
*2?- 3$R/- ;J- >:A- (R?- GA- SA- 2- S A?- =/- ..- 0:A- :)$- %R$?- 8J?- L- 2- 28$?- ?R,, 

• Tibetan Thangkas.  Tibetan style scroll paintings depicting Bible Stories.  

 
Audio / Video: 

• "A Few True Stories from the Old Testament": Amdo (6 OT stories on CD) .3- 0:A- $?%- <2- GA- 8=- (.- }- 3- 
=?- 2.J/- 0:A- $+3- o.-  :$:, 

• "Creation to Christ" VCD in Lhasa Tibetan 

• "God's Story" (same as the Chinese version) .!R/-3(R$-$A-$+3-o., 

• "Good News For You": Audio with Pictures (same as in "Literature" above) 

• "Good News" VCD (same as the Chinese version) :UA/- 29%- , 

• "Heavenly Father's Love Letter": Amdo (VCD with text) /3- 3#:A- ;2- GA- L3?- 0: A- :UA/- ;A$ 

• "History of the World": an Old Testament Story Tape in Kham and Amdo :)A$- gJ/-IA-=R-o?, 

• "Jesus" Film in Amdo, Kham and Lhasa Tibetan (VCD, audio CD, and DVD.  DVD has 8 languages 
including Putonghua and Sichuanhua) $4S- 2R- ;J- >:A- i3- ,<, 

• "Offer A Praise Song": Worship Songs in Amdo, Kham and Lhasa Tibetan, CDs and cassettes (songbooks 
and music book also available) 2!R.- .L%?- 1=- 8A$ 

• “The Hope": a DVD telling the story of creation to Christ in a Tibetan style (Tibetan with Chinese and 
English). Includes Tibetan songs and dances. Other resources are available to complement this DVD 
(including a set of Thangkas). Available from http://www.rewahope.com <J-2:A-i3-,<, 

Radio: 

• Gaweylon: Central Tibetan broadcast (produced in India): a mix of Christian and secular content, 8:00-
8:30pm, 19m band 15215 frequency (frequencies are subject to change) .$:-2:A-=R/, 

• Snow Mountain Radio: Kham Broadcast: a mix of Christian and secular content, 9:00-9:30 pm, 31m band 
9890 frequency (frequencies are subject to change) $%?-<A-o%-21$?, 

• Spring of the Plateau: Amdo Broadcast: a mix of Christian and secular content,  Spring of the Plateau: 
Amdo Broadcast: a mix of Christian and secular content, 9:00-9:15 pm, 31m band 9370 frequency 
(frequencies are subject to change) 3,R-|%-$A-(-3$R 

Websites 

• http://www.lovetibet.cn/ : This site has whole books about Christian outreach to Tibet in Chinese 

• http://www.amdoforjesus.com : A site with information about Amdo ministry and downloadable Scripture 
portions 

• http://www.tibetanbible.org/freebible.htm: This site has portions of the older Tibetan Bible available online 

• http://www.rewahope.com: This site provides resources related to “The Hope” 
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Appendix 4: Further Reading and Information on Tibet 
Written Materials in Chinese 

• Amdo Tibetan Prayer Guide: A 30 day prayer guide to inform and pray for the Amdo Tibetans 

• God Spoke Tibetan: the amazing story of the translation of the original Tibetan Bible, written to motivate 
Christians to reach Tibetans 

• Introduction to the Qiangic Speaking Tibetans booklet 

• Kham Tibetan Training Manual: training for cross-cultural missions and reaching Khambas. Provides 
information about Kham Tibetan areas 

• Series of Basic Information on Tibet: a series of 10 books on different aspects of Tibetan life and customs 
from a Han perspective.  www.cicc.org.cn  

• There are many books on Tibetan areas in the Chinese language, though many of them will only focus on 
the TAR (Xizang) and may reflect certain biases. 

 
Audio/video 

• Introduction to the Qiangic Speaking Tibetans VCD 

• Kham Tibetans VCD: a promotional video introducing the Khambas 
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Appendix 5: General Resources 
Training and Storying Resources 

• Acts 29: CPM style training aimed at reaching a whole people group or area 

• Church Planting Movements: a small booklet describing the phenomenon of CPMs and the universal elements 
present in all the case studies 

• Firm Foundations: chronological Bible studies in Chinese   

• Training Rural Trainers: a training manual including a basic story set for evangelism and discipleship (this story 
set may need to be adapted for a Tibetan context). TrainingRuralTrainers@gmail.com  

• Inquire about Storying resources and training in your church network, as well as making use of Bible stories 
available in Tibetan (see appendix 2)  

 
General Reading 

• Victory Over The Darkness, Neil Anderson: Understanding our identity in Christ and living in victory 

• The Bondage Breaker, Neil Anderson: Overcoming bondages and gaining freedom in Christ 
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