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vAdapted from The Global Gospel: Achieving Missional 
Impact in Our Multicultural World by Werner Mischke 
(MissionONE: 2015) Purity is one of nine honor/shame 
dynamics explored in this book. 

D oes the Buddhist, Hindu or Muslim have to learn 
to think like a Westerner about guilt before he or 
she can appreciate the good news that Jesus’ blood 

offers a better answer to their problem of sin and shame?

Purity practices and ritual cleansing in 
major religions

The vast majority of unreached and unengaged peoples 
embrace Buddhism, Hinduism, or Islam. And despite 
their many significant differences, these religions share at 
least one thing in common—religious purification rituals.

Buddhism: “Purity (suddha) [aims] to purify the 
personality … so that all moral and character defilements 
and defects … such as anger, ignorance and lust are wiped 
away and Nirvana can be obtained.”1   

Hinduism: “Religious acts presuppose some degree of 
impurity or defilement for the practitioner, which must 
be overcome … before or during ritual procedures. 
Purification, usually with water, is thus a typical feature of 
most religious action.”2  

Islam: The Quran says, “For Allah loves those who turn to 
Him constantly and He loves those who keep themselves 
pure and clean” (2:222). “Before offering prayers, it is 
necessary to perform [ritual purification].  … If the body 
or clothes show traces of blood, pus, urine, feces, semen 
or alcohol, then [purification] becomes essential. … The 
Quran says: “None shall touch it but those who are clean 
(56:79).”3

The Hebrews also had purity rituals—
part of the “cycle of sanctification”

For the Hebrews, everything in life was perceived in 
relation to God’s holiness. This led to the purity concepts 
of clean and unclean.

On the basis of Levitical law, everything in life was 
either holy or common for the Hebrews. Those things 
determined common were subdivided into categories of 
clean and unclean. … Clean things might become holy 
through sanctification or unclean through pollution. 
Holy things could be profaned and become common 
or even unclean. Unclean things could be cleansed and 
then consecrated or sanctified to be made holy.4 

Purity-Based 
Gospel 
Presentation for 
Muslims, Hindus 
and Buddhists 
 
Adapted from“The Gospel for Shame Cultures”, a 

1994 EMQ article

Bruce later posted a revision of that article 
here: http://oprev.org/wp-content/back_
issues/1stQtr02.htm#feature3 

/ Bruce “Thomas” Sidebotham
Imagine yourself in a Hindu, Muslim or Buddhist 
culture obsessed with dietary limitations, ritual 
cleansing from defilement, and seeking honor. 
Now consider a gospel presentation that starts 
with what you already “know,” rather than asking 
you to think like a Westerner about personal guilt:

All flesh is defiled, and from before birth needs to 
be cleansed. But ceremonial rituals aren’t enough 
because dirt can’t make itself clean and darkness 
can’t make itself light.

Yet God is light. In Him there is no darkness at all! 
And just as a candle drives darkness from a room 
by entering it, He alone has the power to drive out 
our defilement and give us true enlightenment.

God saw that our own best efforts to cleanse 
ourselves are like dressing in “filthy rags.” So He 
provided our only hope. God Himself embraced 
and destroyed defilement by entering His own 
creation in the person of Jesus Christ, the only 
man to ever live undefiled. The Bible describes 
Jesus as “the true light that enlightens every man.”

Not only did Jesus destroy defilement through 
his holy life, but He also demonstrated that He is 
God by driving disease out through his touch and 
even his spit! No mere prophet could touch a leper 
without being contaminated, and a prophet’s spit 
is just as foul as anyone else’s. So Jesus’ miracles—
healing blind eyes with spit and the leper with His 
touch—prove that Jesus alone is God, come to 
deliver us from our defilement and our diseases.

And not only did Jesus destroy defilement and 
disease by embracing them, He also embraced the 
greatest enemy—death itself—and then destroyed 
it by rising again to prove that He truly is God.

Thus our only hope for true cleansing and 
enlightenment lies in inviting Jesus Himself to 
cleanse our defilement, and to send His Spirit to 
enlighten us, by living in and through us. All your 
life you have sought cleansing or enlightenment 
that you cannot attain on your own. Are you ready 
to abandon that burden and embrace being a new 
creation in Jesus Christ?
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Moving toward honor or shame?

Jewish behaviors in the cycle of sanctification were of 
two types, as shown in Figure 1 below5 —moving toward 
honor and the holy, or moving toward shame and  
the unclean. 

 
1) Actions moving a person toward holiness, toward 
God (and honor):

• Cleanse: People who were unclean needed to go through 
ritual cleansing in order to become clean. There were 

rules for many kinds of uncleanness: bodily and sexual 
discharges including menstruation (Lev 15; 18:19), 
touching someone with disease (Lev 13), touching a 
corpse (Lev 22:4–6), eating unclean food (Lev 11), and 
various diseases of which the worst was leprosy (Lev 13).

• Sanctify: If a person was clean, he or she could sanctify 
him or herself to become holy (or separate), in order to 
enter the presence of God. This was necessary for the 
levitical priests in order for them to serve in the temple.

2) Actions moving a person away from holiness, away 
from God (toward uncleanness/shame):

• Profane: A priest who was holy could become profaned 
by association with anything common (Lev 21). In 
turn, he would have to be sanctified—a ritual done in 
cooperation with God—in order to regain his “holiness” 
and the ability to enter the presence of a holy God.

• Pollute: A person who was clean could be polluted 
and thereby become unclean by the same variety of 
things listed above in regard to cleansing: sexual activity, 
menstruation, touching a corpse, eating unclean food, 
or having a disease. The unclean person would then have 
to follow the appropriate laws of cleansing to once again 
regain his or her position of cleanness.6 

Jesus cleanses the leper 
—a man profoundly unclean

Let’s consider a passage of Scripture linking Old and New 
Testament concepts about purity.

While he was in one of the cities, there came a man 
full of leprosy. And when he saw Jesus, he fell on his 
face and begged him, “Lord, if you will, you can 
make me clean.” And Jesus stretched out his hand 
and touched him, saying, “I will; be clean.” And 
immediately the leprosy left him. And he charged 
him to tell no one, but “go and show yourself to the 
priest, and make an offering for your cleansing, as 
Moses commanded, for a proof to them.”  
(Luke 5:12–14, cf Mark 1:40–44)

How can we grasp the depth of uncleanness and shame 
of the “man full of leprosy”?  Especially noteworthy is this 
passage from Leviticus:

The leprous person who has the disease shall wear 
torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang 
loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, 
‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long 
as he has the disease. He is unclean. He shall live 
alone. His dwelling shall be outside the camp.  
(Lev 13:45–46)

We make note of three things:

• The leprous person was to make himself unattractive: He 
“shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang 
loose.” Leprous persons were not allowed to dress up in 
attempt to cover up their disease.

• The leprous person was to announce his uncleanness: “he 
shall … cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’” He was to proclaim 
his uncleanness and shame publicly. 

• The leprous person was to be isolated and segregated: 
“He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside the 
camp.” The health of the larger community could not be 
compromised by the disease of the individual. The leper 
had to be quarantined.

Since the Hebrews had their identity rooted in their 
community, the shame and degree of exclusion for the 
man full of leprosy was extreme. Of course, there were 
good reasons for isolating people with contagious disease. 
God was providing boundaries for their survival. 
 
Uncleanness and shame

What may we observe about Jesus and the “man full of 
leprosy”? First, the man full of leprosy had little hope of 
ever again becoming clean. He was not able to regain 
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Figure 1
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vhis honor or “place” in the community. His was a life of 
isolation, embodying shame. 

Second, Jesus “stretched out his hand and touched” the 
man full of leprosy and said, “Be clean.” Two miracles 
happened. One, the leper was cleansed. Two, apparently 
Jesus did not himself become unclean! His personal purity 
was untainted. This was unthinkable to the Jewish mind.

Third, we observe that Jesus was concerned for the man’s 
reintegration into his own community: “Go and show 
yourself to the priest, and make an offering for your 
cleansing, as Moses commanded, for a proof to them.” 
Jesus wanted the leper to have his honor restored among 
his own family and friends following the process defined in 
Leviticus 14. Here are two main points concerning purity 
codes and honor/shame:

• In the social world of God’s people, the Jews, in both 
Old and New Testaments, the laws and practices about 
purity and uncleanness corresponded to honor and shame. 

• When Jesus touched and healed him, he violated the 
traditional purity codes by transcending them. Jesus 
introduced a new set of variables for determining what is 
common or holy, unclean or clean, outside the group or 
inside the group, shameful or honorable.

Purity language in the gospel message 
The apostle John used purity language to describe how 
Christians can enter into fellowship with one another and 
with God. It is the blood of Jesus which cleanses God’s 
people from their sins: 

“But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we 
have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus 
his Son cleanses us from all sin. … If we confess our 
sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:7, 9).

Some of the New Testament’s most extensive material 
connecting purity with the saving work of Christ and the 
life of believers is contained in Hebrews. For example:

• Reflecting the sacrificial system of the Old Testament, 
the atonement of Christ is summarized as “making 
purification for sins” (1:3).

• The sacrifice of “the blood of goats and bulls” is contrasted  
with the far superior sacrifice of Jesus Christ as high priest—
who offered his own blood to “purify our conscience from 
dead works to serve the living God” (9:13–14). 
• Believers are admonished to “draw near with a true heart 
in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an 
evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water” (10:22).

A gospel of purity for Majority  
World peoples
 The cultural dynamics of purity and honor/shame 
are held in common by the Bible’s cultures and many 
Majority World peoples, and this represents a significant 
opportunity for contextualizing the gospel. The man who 
was full of leprosy pleaded, “Lord, if you will, you can 
make me clean.” Using similar language, believers can 
present to people in the Majority World the good news 
that Jesus Christ came to cleanse them of their sin and 
shame. When introducing the gospel, believers can ask, 
for example, “Can I tell you a story about God coming to 
earth to cover your sin and shame, and to make you  
clean forever?”   
 
This material will also be adapted from Beyond Literate 
Western Contexts: Honor & Shame and Assessment of 
Orality Preference, Samuel E. Chiang & Grant Lovejoy 
editors (2015 in cooperation with Capstone Enterprises) 
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