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The world of today represents a rapidly changing environment charac-
terized by burgeoning population growth, teeming cities, young people
breaking free from tradition, and dramatic growth of materialism as a
fmotivating ph:iosophy More than ever before, successful communica-
tion strategy requires a sophlstlcated anaiys:s and nnderstanding of the
audience, if the church is to succeed in penetrating societies with the
message of Jesus Christ. This paper exploms the importang questions of
why an understanding of the audience is crucial, the types of information

needed for Christian communication, and some 1mpllcat10ns for averall
strategy.

Thé’ commumcarlon pF‘OCESS

Assume that an African tribesman turns on his transistor radm and
hears the sounds of a hymn followed by the begmnmgs of an evangehstlc
sermon, What will his response be? In large part 1he answer given by the
reader will reflect an underlying theory of communication.

' Accordmg to one theéory which is \Vldespread among some Christian

leaders, the primary task of the communicator is to expose the audience
to the message and God will do the rest to bring the reader or listener to
hlmself Exposure in other words, is the hasic consideration and. the
mesgage itself i %condary 50 long as it contamb biblical truth,

In one sense this point of view has merii, because it is undemable
that the Holy Spirit is the agent responsible for human. response to the
Christian’ message. More fundamentally, however, it errs by overlooking
that a perceptual filter is part of the God-given psychological equipment
of every human being. Psychologists have demonstrated. conclusively
that exposure is only the the first stage in communication. The message
input then must be procc%sed through a ﬁiter Wthh contains the accumu-

the individual, Purthermore 1t is now knowh that this filter can fur;ctlon
to prevent the entry .of unwanted messages into the central nervous
system and, conversely, to enhancé the probab1i:ty that Lompdtlble infor-
ration wnii be processed aiid acted upon,

" Returning riow to the African tribesman, the second theory of ¢ori-
munication recognizes the very real posmb1l1ty that the radio’ may be
tirned off through disinterest, or that the message will be completely
misunderstood, or that it will nof be retained in memory. The key ligs in
whether or fiot the f1lter is open to begm with, and whether or not the
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message is phrased in such a way that it is compatible with his felt needs,
interests, and background. To disregard the functioning of the percep-
tual filter is to raise the very real possibility that communication will
never oceur and-the word will thereby return void!

1s such a communication theory biblical? While the Bible obviously
is not atextbook in psychology, it is interesting to learn from the example
of Jesus. He invariably approached people in terms of felt need and
based his messages on An awareness of his audiences. For example, it
wouid have been absurd for him to telf the woman at the well that she
shoutd sell atl she owned and give it to the poor, while telling the rich
young ruler that he needed living water, On the contrary, Iesus recogniz-
od that filters are open at the point of felt need and the individual is
receptive to messages which spealk to these issues. :

Notice, however, that Jesus did not only contend with the need of
{he moment. Rather, he took oceasion to capture the attention and in-
(erest of his audience and to move from that point to present necessary
spiritual truth. ' '

The basic principle, then, is that people process communication
messages in such a way that they see and hear what they want to see and
hear. This has profound implications for communication strategy. First,
the communicator who bases message and media on his own ideas of
what the audience should hear is pursuing an approach which is fraught
with peril. The audience, in effect, is disregarded and it may well be that
the message is avoided, miscomprehended, not retained, or not acted
upon. An adaptive orientation, on the other hand, begins with an under-
standing of the audience and utilizes both messages and media which are
appropriate. It is recognized that those in the audience are sovereign
and, in the final analysis, have ful! ability to screen out unwanted or in-
appropriate messages. Co

While the adaptive orientation takes full cognizance of human infor-
mation processing, a careful distiction must be drawn between constants
and variables in strategy. All biblical content, especially the commands,
should be viewed as a constant which never changes. The church is com-
manded to worship, for example, and this is a constant, The program or
strategy of implementation of & constant, however, is a variable which
changes as circumstances change. In one sense, therefore, the Christian
message never changes when it is expressing basic biblical truth, but
there is ample latitude to adapt that message to unigue individual cir-
cumstances in terms of its phrasing, emphasis, and practical application.
The danger enters when outmoded communication methods are main-
tained with scant attention paid to effectiveness.

Understanding the spiritual status of target audiences
' Evargelism is communication of biblical content. Granting the prin-
ciple that messages and media must be adapted to the audience, what
does this méan in terms of the historic role of the church? The answers
are contained in the Great Commission passage in Mait. 28:18-20. The
tole of the Great Commission is to “make disciples in all nations” by
. bringing people from no real awareness of Christ to some level of
spiritual maturity as {llustrated by the following diagram: '
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which never truly ends, In this senise; the Great Commission has no final

fulfillment until Christ comes again, _

An understanding of the perceptual filter enters, in that Christian
communication must be directed to people in terms appropriate to their
current spiritual status, vecognizing the extent to which a need for change
is felt or not felt, and employing symbolism which is valid for their
cultural background. For-example, if the majority of those who comprise
an audience have only a distorted awareness of Christ, it is likely that a
presentation of the phan of salvation will, at that point, have little or no
impact, especially if they do not feel 4 need for change. A more realistic
strategy would be to focus on presenting a clear biblical picture of Jesus.
This, in turn, would represent successful evangelism if it succeeds in
moving a person closer to Christ and disposing him to understand the
plan of salvation when presented later.

The first phase of the communicative task, then, is that of proclama-
tion. Communication content must challenge presuppositions, raise gues-
tions, and present the Christian alternative. The objective is to build an
awareness and grasp of the essentials of the Gospel message and, where
possible, help stimulate a positive attitude toward the Christian alterna-
tive. The objective, then, is to bring about change in people as they
progress in their decision process, Furthermore, this type of change 1s
measurable using the tools of modern survey research.

Once there is a sufficient base of awareness and positive attitude, the
stage is set for a strategy of persuasion in which an attempt is made to
stimulate a decision. A valid life commitment will not be made, however,
unless the individual also has entered into a stage of problem recogni-
tion — a state of conviction in which a keen difference is felt between the
actual state of affairs and the ideal state of affairs. This will serve as a
motivating force for change, and it is a key indicator that the person is
“ripe unto harvest.” Strategy then will focus onthe causes of problem
recognition and provide the steps for that initial decision. Then, of
course, the Holy Spirit works, upon the invitation of the individual, to

“make old things pass away and all things become new”’ through
regeneration, If the inguirer draws back from this step, then the com-
municator must focus once again on the implications of the Gospel as is
shown in the diagram. e .

Clearly most people in the Third World fall at the top enc of the
model of spiritual status. Mo more than two per cent of the Japanese
population 18 Christian, for example. Even Korea, with nearly 100 years
of missionary activity and one of the world’s great churches, is stil! 90
per cent non-Christian. The great fallacy enters in the assumption that
there usually is sufficient awareness of the basics of the Gospel message
to permit large scale results from a strategy of persuasion based on
Western-style modeis of evangelism. More frequently, the communica-
tion task is one of proctamation through messages designed to speak to
audience understanding in culturally relevant terms. :

We only compound the error when we assume without evidence that

communication, to be effective, must result in arge numbers of converts

and consequent church growth. This will happen only when there are
large numbers who have progressed to the point that persuasion is the ap-
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totally -ineffective in building the flock. spirituatly if- i ignores: the
difficulties congregation members are having in applying faith 1o life.
The pastor, and any communicator for that matter, st begin with the
people where they are, ministering to felt needs, bringing relevant serip-
sural truth to bear in practical and undersiandable ways.

What should the communicator know about the Christian audience?
4 definitive answer is beyond the scope of this paper, because the answet
must, of necessity, reflect a concept of the properties of a mature Chris-
sian. Nevertheless, at least three charasteristics wiil be evident in-a
Christian who has reached the stage where he or she can reproduce tife in
others: (1) an adequate doctrinal undersianding; (2) 8 grasp of the man-
ser in which doctrine is applied, vnder the empowering of the Hoty
Spirit, to wieet the vecurring needs and problems of life; and (3)awilling-
ness toyield to Christona moment-by-monient basis. .

Taking this as a guide; it is apparent thai the communicator must
begin with an understanding of the doctrinal awareness of the aundience.
Where there are deficiencies, ciues are provided for needed message
content. Doctrinal knowledge, howevet, is an insufficient measuie of
maturity. Doctrinal knowledge, in itself, is of little value if it cannot be
applied realistically to the problems of life, Surveys of Christians in the
Western world and elsewhers repeatedly indicate the existence of vast
areas of unmet probiems and resulting spirvitual need. It is small wonder
that the evangelical church is becoming impotent, without spiritual mus-
cle, Much sighificant evidence can be gained by focusing on life-style.
What are the motivating goals in secular life? What basic values are
held? What activities are jmportant? What are the areas of felt need in all
phases of life — in the home, at school, on the job, at play? The church
must speak to these issues unequivocally if we are serjous about building
Christians to sufficient magurity that they carn reproduce the life of Christ
in others, Finally, the communicator must understand those areas where
the Christian may be résisting his duty. The social needs ofithe communi-

iy, for example, may be unmet and there is little demonstrated desire to
take affirmative action, This can serve as a signal for needed exhottation
from the pulpit or through the various media. Can this understanding be

gained simply by observation and intuition? This is perhaps possible if
the audience is very small, but there is the ever-present problem of the
“Christian mask.” People often are reluctant to reveal needs and
shorteomings, and the result is that the body of Christ is inhibited in.its
functioning. One useful remedy is to atilize properly-designed question-
naires, and this approach is proving to be useful. in churches in many
countries of the world. Research technique, however, is the subject of

another -paper in this section of the World Congress. = .

Some implications for sirategy ) :

While many implications for communication strategy have been
mentioned throughout, it is worthwhile to stress three essential points:
(1} recognize the existence of audience segments; {2} utilize appropriaic
combinations of media; asd, (3) measure communication effectiveness.
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