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 There are different attitudes in the East from the West 
toward the purpose of a story. If I were to ask the writer of a 
particular article why he didn’t believe in God, one of his 
strongest reasons would be the problem of evil and pain. When 
pushed to justify his reasoning, he would resort to storytelling, 
using one illustration after another of atrocity or tragedy. Sud-
denly the stories would become the reason for his disbelief, all 
while he pretended that the reason made the stories. It boils 
down to not whether an apologetic is anecdotal or syllogistic, 
but what place each is afforded in the powers of persuasion. 
Both story and argument have a place.  
 Almost the entire sacred text of Hinduism is a story. 
Much of Islam’s hadith are story after story. Buddha’s entire 
authority comes from his story. But the gospel of Jesus Christ is 
a story that invites a test for truth. Everything Jesus said and 
taught was open to historical investigation and was incredibly 
supported by prophecies and by his works. Jesus was the ulti-
mate lawgiver and is the ultimate answer to our struggle to dis-
tinguish between truth and lies. He revealed himself in history 
and continues to do so in individual lives. His reasoning is glob-
al; his stories are local; his visitation is transcendent; his mes-
sage is personal; and his implications are eternal. His message 
and his method are riveting.  
 In an Eastern pantheistic culture, it is not truth that is 
the focus, but “truths” that are of importance. Somewhat like 
Greek mythology, the tales tell lessons. Truths come in proverbs 
or sayings, seldom in a thought-out, logical framework. Invaria-
bly, the writer tells the story as a fable in order to engender 
some emotion from the reader and to inscribe a timeless princi-
ple in the conscience. The story may not be true, but it is intend-
ed as a medium of certain truth. To Muslims, the story of Islam 
is a truth claim and must by tested by its claims. The gospel of 
Jesus Christ is also a story.  
 Shortly after I (Abdu) committed my life to Jesus 
Christ, I was walking by a pile of garbage near my home. Right 
at the top of the heap was a book with the hard cover open. The 
title read Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Romans by W. H. Griffith 
Thomas. It was the teaching of what salvation is about that drew 
my attention, the explanation of the backdrop and implications 
of the gospel story. Romans explains that one is justified by 
faith and not by works; it explains what the grace of God and 
sin mean. In the Eastern mind-set, the earned liberation of kar-
ma is the quest of every individual. The book of Romans, a light 
that shone into the hearts of Augustine, Luther, Wesley, and 
scores of others throughout the centuries, shone into my heart 
too. It is probably the world’s greatest treatise on the gospel.  
The story of the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is the 
backdrop, and the ending was not just a surprise to the reader; it 
was a surprise even to the gospel writers themselves.  The defin-
ing difference between the claims of the biblical text and those 
of other faiths is that the writers of the Gospels and the Hebrew 
Scriptures affirm the Bible’s stories to be fact, true in detail, a 
compilation of historic events.  
 Eastern stories provided answers to questions like why 
family is important, why respect for the elderly is good, why 
one should never question one’s parents, why shame is so dev 

 
astating, and why the East is superior to the West. Our culture 
was older and therefore superior; our values in the East were 
higher than in the West, and the morality of the East was better 
than that of the West, as Christians were bent on loose living.   
 We also believed that excellence in academics deter-
mines one’s future. Fear of failure and poverty propelled us to 
work hard and superstition controlled all our rituals. My sense 
of shame was not based on my own failure alone. It was also 
based on my failure in the face of the success I perceived every-
one surrounding me experiencing. It wasn’t so much that I 
feared facing others; it was the anxiety of seeing what lay within 
me. There simply wasn’t meaning in my life. There was a mo-
notony to it and no real destiny to follow. Not only did I not 
have a GPS for my soul; I did not even have a destination in 
mind. To this day, I believe that finding meaning and purpose is 
the fundamental pursuit of life.  
 I (Ravi) attempted suicide at age 17. It seemed the 
most pragmatic way to escape my sense of shame. When the 
Bible was brought to me in a hospital room, and I realized the 
possibility that God might be a real being, for the first time I 
gave Truth a serious look. Maybe life wasn’t an accident. I 
feared my father’s disdain at my newfound faith, not because of 
the faith itself, but because of where it might take me profes-
sionally. A belief can become something you merely hold; a 
conviction is that which holds you. In the East, once you believe 
something to be true, its is a matter of life and death. It was also 
seen as a rejection of the culture that cradled me. It took on 
“traitorous” implications. Long before Islam conquered that part 
of the world, all 7 churches in the book of Revelation were in 
Turkey. Truth now mattered. This was the biggest paradigm 
shift in my life.  
 Most Eastern sacred texts are written by single narra-
tors, but the Bible brings together a confluence of narrators and 
speaks to our whole cosmos. It offers a telos, a purpose-driven 
story for our existence. In its implications and definitions, it is 
about what it means to be human.  
 When I (Ravi) arrived in Toronto, Canada in 1966, 
there were 400 people of Indian origin living together. Today, 
there are 500,000. Anytime a nation has gone the route of defin-
ing itself by a particular religion, it ends up struggling to keep 
its young people. The whole point of the American experiment 
was to allow for pluralism without the enforced dominance of 
one belief. This is a challenge historically for all faiths.  
 You can take several divinities out of Hinduism, and 
Hindu culture holds firm. You can take Mohamed out of Islam, 
and Allah remains the heart of the Muslim message. Buddha can 
be an esoteric figure who came and taught and died, but Bud-
dhism remains as a teaching. You cannot take Jesus out of the 
gospel story and still have the gospel. No Jesus, no gospel. It is 
a name toward which it is impossible to be neutral. It all hangs 
on a single peg—the person of Jesus Christ. Belief may not be 
compelled, but neither can it be reduced. The defining question 
of Christianity lies in the question Jesus posed to Peter: “Who 
do you say that I am?” (Mt 16:15). The gospel is a story. But it 
is a story that demands a decision, even at the cost of dividing a 
family.  
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 Hinduism has its exclusive claims as does every major 
religion. There is a reason for exclusivity to every faith, and 
many faiths are rooted in an ethnicity or nationality. The starting 
point of the gospel is filial (John 3:16-17). The gift is uncondi-
tional. The reception is personal. The range is eternal. The terms 
are relational. The core is judicial.  
 Today the followers of Jesus number in greater propor-
tion than any other religious group. If Islam were not an en-
forced religion, millions of its followers would reject it.  
 From the beginning of the Bible’s overarching narra-
tive, it includes the same 5 voices: God, the tempter, a fellow 
human being, conscience, and the Savior. The Bible is a story. 
The world was framed within the structure of laws. Satan’s 
voice is clearly heard 3 times in the Bible: Genesis, Job, and in 
the temptation of Jesus. The basis of all his temptation is for 
humans to be like God, not in character, but in authority. The 
steepness of the fall is that in playing God, we displaced God 
and listened to the voice of the one who seeks to own and ulti-
mately destroy our souls. Satan was the source of doubt between 
humanity and God from the beginning until he met the God-
Man, Jesus, and lost the battle. 
 Disobedience hates to be alone. While both Adam and 
Eve clearly participated in the disobedient act, both blamed 
someone else. Satan’s appeal, “You can and you should“ is evi-
dent in every seduction. The eyes, the will, the desire for power 
and autonomy—all come into play. Today the Internet might be 
considered our tower of Babel. The human inclination to com-
panionship in evil is a cancerous force spiritually. Adam and 
Eve no longer saw each other as partners but as competitors and 
objects of gratification or blame.  
 Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph--4 generations tell 
the story of faith and the cost of not following God. Eastern 
stories are invariably about a family in close proximity or vio-
lent hostility. The Hindu scriptures are about a family feud. Is-
lam’s history of succession is as well. Buddha taught and mod-
eled abandoning the family to gain individual enlightenment. 
The battle in the Middle East today is about which son of Abra-
ham is the chosen one. A wounded culture finds its best answer 
in a wounded Savior. 
 The Hindu scriptures are divided into the Shruti and 
the Smriti. The first is “that which was heard,” the second is 
“that which was remembered.” In the Qur’an the focus is on the 
one who received the revelation. In Buddhism the sermons of 
Buddha form the scriptures. The Bible’s focus, however, is not 
on the one who received the message, but on the one who re-
vealed the truth--the Revealer, who is also the Embodiment of 
God incarnate, the culminating revelation. God is a communi-
cating and self-revealing God.  
 The goal of Jesus’ reign is not geographical conquest. 
The rule of God comes to us as individuals, one by one. We 
invite his reign; we obey his voice. His coming was not a rein-
carnation; it was the incarnation. The messenger is of primary 
importance. Jesus helps us deal with these 2 giants--the evil in 
our hearts and death. All of us are contingent beings who at one 
time never existed and for whom the possibility existed by for 
nonbeing. My birth was not necessary. It happened. To open the 
Bible and read that God actually loves us is a breathtaking con-
cept that invades an emotionally barricaded culture.  

 From his parables to his conversation, Jesus sought to 
gently open up the heart of the listener. He knew how to pin-
point the real hunger in every life. As we share Jesus’ message, 
we must attend to his method, which is part of the gospel story. 
The centerpiece of his method was how he told stories.  He 
knows my story. He knows me.  
 African American history is a story that has birthed the 
arguments and questions of African Americans. That is why I 
believe a typical apologetic text doesn’t appeal to many in 
wounded or subdued cultures and why the Easterner sees him-
self as buying a Western product. Jesus, however, is the master 
storyteller, who comprehends my story better than I do. He en-
ters my world understanding my struggles. Our biggest shock is 
coming face-to-face with God and discovering that he comes, 
not merely offering us forgiveness, but that he knows who we 
really are and still offers us forgiveness. He knows our debt, and 
he alone has the resources to cover it. This is the story of grace 
beyond our understanding.  
 The truth of the waiting Savior is that he knows your 
story and wants you to know his. Until we know the real pain of 
sin, we will never find the true joy of forgiveness. Jesus’ answer 
to our struggle is not just propositional. It is personal and rela-
tional. He conquers not in spite of our pain but through it. Faith 
and faithfulness go hand in hand. Faith has its reasons, and 
faithfulness is its fruit.  
 For the Easterner and Middle Easterner, whose culture 
are collectivist and communal, the community and family honor 
underpin and dominate all of life’s pursuits, even the pursuit of 
truth. That’s why a thoughtful young man can intellectually 
assent to the truth of the gospel and yet be terrified at the very 
idea of embracing it as true. Perpetuating an Eastern communi-
ty’s traditions, especially its religious traditions, brings honor. If 
perceived honor bestows identity on a person, perceived shame 
robs him of it.  
 There is more said in the Bible about shame and honor 
than about guilt and innocence. Whereas in innocence-guilt cul-
tures, one’s individual desire to be free of a guilty conscience 
may impel him to do the right thing, in an honor-shame culture, 
fear of disappointing family and the community and shaming 
oneself is the primary motivator for behaviors and beliefs. In an 
innocence-guilt framework, I would feel guilty because I have 
“done something bad”; in an honor-shame framework, I’d be 
guilty becase “I am bad” in society’s eyes. Honor and shame are 
such powerful forces that they affect how an Easterner sees 
himself, even if he has done nothing wrong.  
 Public questioning functioned in Jesus’culture as a part 
of what scholars call an honor game: Public questions were con-
tests. The winner was determined by the audience, who repre-
sented the community. If you silenced your opponent, you 
gained honor and they lost some. With the Herodians and Sad-
ducees—Jesus’ challengers were silenced. They couldn’t risk 
losing any more honor before the crowds, which explains why 
they didn’t dare ask him any more public questions. The crowds 
understood what Jesus had done and how he had honored their 
dignity in the process, which explains why they were astonished 
and amazed. Not much has changed in 20 centuries. 
 In the West it’s considered morally wrong for the col-
lective to impose its will on an individual’s conscience or 
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choices. In the East, however, the opposite is usually the case. 
Eastern collectivism dictates that morality is about what’s good 
for the community and family first. When a Muslim, Hindu, or 
Buddhist becomes a Christian, her family and community feel 
that she has elevated her individualism above the community 
and family—a selfish act. A Hindu who professes faith in Christ 
doesn’t merely stop being a Hindu. She also falls from the ped-
estal of being her family’s pride and joy, landing in the ditch of 
being the family’s dirty little secret.  
 While honor and shame can erect barriers to the gospel, 
they can also pave boulevards to Christian belief. They frame an 
equally accurate summary of the gospel. We had the honor of 
being in God’s presence but experienced the shame of what it 
means to reject him. Jesus came to restore us to honor by bear-
ing our shame. As he was restored to glory and honor by his 
resurrection, we too are restored to the honor of fellowship with 
God.  
 During law school, I (Abdu) saw how the very fact that 
the Bible describes its chief figures as sinful actually strength-
ens the case for its credibility.  According to “the principle of 
embarrassment,” a historical account is more likely to be true if 
it includes embarrassing or damaging details about the heroic 
figures or the person giving the account. The Bible would have 
no reason to include such shameful details unless it is telling us 
how things really happened. That Jesus suffered willingly and 
defeated death by rising from the grave sounds like courage, 
honor and glory. He performed an honorable act.  Jesus took 
shame’s momentum, flipped it around, and turned it into honor.  
 The Bible drips with insights into how all of us—
Eastern or Western, innocence-seeking or honor seeking—
respond to truth. The overlap, in fact, is significant. Easterners 
may stress public honor and shame as means to promote private 
virtue (innocence) and prevent personal guilt (wrongdoing). 
Westerners tend to reverse the emphasis. As honor and shame 
(mostly shame) gain prevalence in the West, restitution is be-
coming increasingly inadequate to remedy a guilt-worth act.  
 In the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, the level and na-
ture of persecution is arguably coming close to meeting the in-
ternational definition of genocide. Specific blessings are be-
stowed because of that suffering. Paul’s Eastern mind under-
stood that suffering is intertwined with significance. Suffering is 
an extraordinary teacher. It amplifies testimony, fulfills identity, 
and brings unshakable faith and strength that never drain away.  
 We usually ask “Why?” after we’ve suffered some 
terrible loss. We seldom ask “Why?” in our pleasures or suc-
cesses. We passively accept blessings but struggle to make our 
sufferings mean something. The church exploded for 300 years 
because of the believers’ chains. Easterners and Middle East-
erners admire convictions of faith, even if they try to suppress it 
with persecution. When followers of Christ suffer for their be-
liefs, they are blessed with the opportunity to testify to the pow-
er of the gospel. God uses suffering to bless those who suffer 
with a credibility they might not otherwise have. 
 A good parable beefs up an argument’s thrust by mak-
ing it relatable and mentally sticky. It employs characters and 
themes that immerse us into the truths being taught. Luke 14:18-
24 tells the story of a wealthy man who had prepared a great 
banquet and invited many to come. The master gives progres-

sively inclusive invitations. That’s quintessential Middle East-
ern hospitality.  
 Mt 20:1-16 The fact that those men waited all day for 
work showed their eagerness to work. “If God knows and con-
trols everything, how are human beings free or responsible for 
their actions?” This presents a paradox, not a contradiction. Ab-
sent God, free will is an illusion at best and our assertion that it 
exists is a contradiction, not a paradox. In God, the problem is 
only a paradox. Human free will was on display in that the men 
chose how to spend their day. God’s sovereignty was exercised 
in that the master chose whom to hire and what to pay. We also 
learn something about God’s delight in responding to faith and 
honoring those who might feel ashamed. The fact that the vine-
yard master found men still eager to work at the end of the day 
told something about their faith. Perhaps Jesus meant to com-
municate that the men’s daylong faith was credited to them as 
daylong work. Notice that the men hired in the morning didn’t 
protest that the men hired later in the day should have been paid 
less; they demanded to get paid more than they had agreed on. It 
teaches us that faith—actively trusting God—is rewarded by a 
God who is worthy of that trust. Heaven is not going to be a 
place of petty jealousies. Instead, we will all be like those work-
ers who were hired last, having no reason to boast in our efforts 
before a generous God. Books and movies are nothing if not 
drawn-out parables.  
 People will lay down their lives to defend their sacred 
places. When a nation breathes politics into its faith, the mix can 
be deadly—be it a mosque for the Muslims, a temple for the 
Hindus or Buddhists, or a state-dictated Christianity.  
 The entire thrust of the Reformation was not to abolish 
the priesthood; it was to abolish the laity. We are all meant to be 
priests, having direct access to our heavenly Father. The king-
dom of heaven is reached in the present when God rules in your 
heart. The hundreds of laws given under Moses had now been 
reduced to these 3. Justice reflects the law. Mercy reflects 
grace. Humility reflects the heart.  
 The Church of the Holy Sepulcher (in Jerusalem) is 
divided into 5 sectors, each belonging to a different Christian 
sect. The leaders do not even talk to each other, so the keys to 
the church are held by a Muslim cleric who opens and locks it at 
appointed hours.   
 C.S. Lewis talks of the 4 loves: God’s love, protective 
love, friendship love, and romantic love. Marriage is the only 
love that binds all 4 in one. The West prides itself on love be-
fore marriage, while the East prides itself on love after mar-
riage. Neither extreme has it right. Love may precede the union, 
but it must also follow the ceremony.  
 Jesus was tempted, as are we, within the context of who 
he was. We are all tempted withing our own contexts. True faith 
will never be born in us if the heart has been won by material 
gain alone. What people are won with is often what they are 
won to. Faith and reason are forever in an interplay. God has put 
enough into this world to make faith in him most reasonable, 
but left enough out to make it impossible to live by reason 
alone.  
 Jesus couldn’t be drawn into politics, because by doing 
so, his message would be polluted by the politically driven. He 
couldn’t be seduced by the interest of the moment, because his 
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mission was eternal. He couldn’t be goaded into looking good in 
the eyes of others, because his mission was to do good. Jesus 
put aside his rights in order to do what was right. Sensuality is 
not really the temptation here. Instead, it is the immediate ver-
sus the eternal. Satan desires our worship. To get it, he seduces 
us from worship of the living God. Worship has to be pure to be 
meaningful.  
 Satan tempts us at the point of our physical needs, not 
that we might gratify them to excess, but that we might think of 
nothing else, and satisfy them at the expense of our usefulness 
in the world. Satan tempts us at the point of our ambitions, that 
we might accept the fact of evil, learn to live with it, and come 
to terms with it. Satan tempts us at the point of our religion that 
we might demand certainty. Jesus resisted the allurement of the 
intellect, will, and imagination in the 3 temptations.   
 Moses and Elijah share one thing—God himself had 
been their undertaker. Neither had a known burial site. Every 
experience has a shelf life. When we come into his presence at 
the end of our earthly lives, our first realization will be that eve-
rything in our past happened for a reason.  
 The Son truly rises in the East but casts his light on the 
West. Historically, the gospel came from the East to the West 
and traveled back again to the East. Having been a Muslim most 
of my life, I (Abdu) now have been a Christian for nearly 2 dec-
ades, following a lengthy (and emotionally painful) exploration 
of the gospel’s credibility. If the East is based on communal 
conformity, the West is based on individualism and countercul-
tural non-conformity.  
 Slavery in the Bible, permissible for ancient Israel, was 
a form of indentured servityde, a voluntary situation that was 
meant to be temporary until a person’s debt was paid. Ethnic 
and racial equality were startling ideas to the Middle Eastern 
mind in Jesus’ and Paul’s time. In the 21st century we still find 
the idea of racial equality difficult to implement.  
 In the 1st century Middle East, a woman’s testimony 
was worth half that of a man, if anything at all. Choosing wom-
en as the first eyewitnesses would have been laughable to the 
Middle Eastern mind, making the account less acceptable—
unless that’s how it actually happened. Jesus seemed to be mak-
ing a statement about the character, equality, and value of wom-
en by honoring them as the primary witness to his crowning 
miracle. He chose women not only to be the first to see him 
risen, but also to tell the men what had happened and to turn the 
tables on his culture’s devaluing of women.  
  
[This is Ravi’s last book before he died.] Both story and argu-
ment have a place. The defining difference between the claims 
of the biblical text and those of other faiths is that the Bible’s 
stories claim to be fact. Finding meaning and purpose is the 
fundamental pursuit of life. He conquers not in spite of our pain 
but through it.] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
  
 


