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Abstract 

This article analyses the Croatian-language Bible editions that were actively 
used in the churches of the Reformation Heritage in Croatia between 1990 
and 2020. It aims to identify those translations that exerted genuine influence 
on liturgical, pastoral, and personal practices within these communities, while 
also exploring the criteria by which they were selected and applied. Rather 
than offering a general survey of all Croatian Bible translations, the study 
focuses on editions with documented use in church life, including complete 
translations of the Bible and the New Testament, while excluding occasional 
and sporadic publications. The article begins with a brief overview of the Re-
formation foundations of Bible translation, with particular emphasis on the 
principle of sola scriptura and the importance of making the Holy Scriptures 
accessible to believers in their own language. The central section explores the 
selected editions from the 1990–2020 period, evaluating their linguistic cha-
racteristics, translation strategies, and reception in church practice. Special 
attention is given to contemporary trends, such as the plurality of translati-
ons, the rise of digital and audio formats, and the specialized editions tailored 
to different age groups and social contexts. The results reveal that, despite the 
increasing diversity of available editions, a stable and recognizable core of bi-
blical texts has continued to shape church practice in these communities. The 
study also underscores the Bible’s ongoing role in forming the religious and 
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cultural identity of believers and affirms that modern publishing and digital 
developments are advancing the accessibility of Scripture in continuity with 
the Reformation tradition.

Keywords: Bible editions; churches of the Reformation Heritage; reception; 
Croatian language; publishing

Introduction

For centuries, the Bible has been the foundation of the religious, cultural, and lin-
guistic identity of Christian communities, and in the curches of the Reformation 
Heritage, it occupies a special place as the primary source of spiritual teaching 
and liturgical practice. The term “churches of the Reformation heritage” is here 
used in accordance with the classification stated by Stanko Jambrek in his article 
“Churches of the Reformation Heritage in Croatia (1990–2020): Their Legal Sta-
tus, Restructuring and Overall State in 2021,” published in Kairos journal on Janu-
ary 19, 2025. The principle of sola scriptura, one of the key mottos of the Reforma-
tion, emphasizes the importance of the Holy Scriptures as the only authoritative 
tenets for faith and practice. In the Croatian context, the history of Bible transla-
tions and publications reflects not only the religious life, but also broader cultural, 
linguistic, and educational processes, including the development of publishing, 
standardization of the Croatian language, and education of believers.

However, the subject of Bible translations in Croatia is exceptionally broad 
and multifaceted. It encompasses translations stemming from various confes-
sional traditions, as well as partial editions and occasional or sporadic publica-
tions. The present article, therefore, concentrates on a clearly delimited research 
focus: Bible editions that were used in churches of the Reformation heritage in 
Croatia between 1990 and 2020. Particular attention is given to those editions that 
were actually employed in liturgical, pastoral, or personal practice, rather than to 
the entire history of biblical translation in the country. This deliberate narrowing 
of scope enables systematic and methodologically rigorous analysis, avoids arbi-
trary selection of material, and clearly delineates the temporal and confessional 
boundaries of the research. The topic of reviewing Bible editions has previously 
been addressed by several scholars, most notably Stanko Jambrek and Ruben 
Knežević1, Karlo Višaticki, Tihonija Zovko,2 and Nada Babić3.

1	 Jambrek, Stanko, and Ruben Knežević. 2007. “Kronološki pregled objavljenih potpunih i 
djelomičnih prijevoda Biblije na hrvatski jezik.” Kairos: Evanđeoski teološki časopis 1, no. 1: 137–
156.

2	 Višaticki, Karlo, and Tihonija Zovko. 2022. “Biblijska bibliografija (2019.–2020.).” Crkva u svije-
tu 57, no. 1: 151–172.

3	 Babić, Nada. 2018. Hrvatski prijevodi Novoga zavjeta od 20. stoljeća. Zagreb: Kršćanska 
sadašnjost.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.1
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For this analysis, only complete editions of the Bible and the New Testament 
were selected, while occasional and sporadic publications that did not achieve 
broader reception within church practice were excluded. This selection criterion 
allows for a meaningful examination of the actual use and reception of biblical 
editions within Reformation heritage communities, including their influence on 
liturgy, education, and personal spiritual life. 

The article is organized into three sections. The first section offers a brief over-
view of the historical and Reformation foundations of biblical translation, which 
are relevant for understanding contemporary editions. The central section pro-
vides an analysis of the selected corpus of Bible editions and their use, with par-
ticular attention to linguistic features, translation strategies, and their application 
in church practice. The final section explores contemporary trends in the period 
1990–2020, including the pluralization of translations, digitalization, audio edi-
tions, and specialized publications, and assesses their contribution to enhancing 
the accessibility of the Bible.

Beyond offering an overview of the relevant editions, this article also proposes 
a methodological framework for the systematic tracking of the reception of bibli-
cal editions within churches of the Reformation heritage, by underscoring how 
the interplay between established tradition and contemporary innovations in bib-
lical publishing shapes the religious life and cultural identity of Croatian believers.

1. Historical Foundations of Bible Translation in the Croatian Context

The Reformation strongly promoted the translation of the Holy Scriptures into 
vernacular languages, with reformers frequently assuming the role of translator 
and printer. In Croatia, this process began in the 16th century under the influence 
of the broader European Reformation movement, which gave rise to a pressing 
need for the Bible to be accessible to the general public. The first completed New 
Testament translation into Croatian, Novi testament, prepared by Stephanus Con-
sul and Antun Dalmatin, appeared in 1562/1563 in both Glagolitic and Cyrillic 
scripts. This translation served a dual purpose: to spread the gospel among Croats 
and to evangelize the wider Slavic region to the east. Its linguistic foundation, 
rooted in the Croatian literary language of the Glagolitic tradition, exerted a sig-
nificant influence on subsequent Protestant writers and translators, thereby pre-
serving continuity between medieval and modern Croatian literature (Knežević 
2019, 67–82).4

4	 A reprint and Latin transcription of the Glagolitic original of the New Testament from 1562 was 
published in 2013 by the Adventist Theological College, the Faculty of Philosophy, University of 
Zagreb, and Školska knjiga, while a reprint and Latin transcription of the Glagolitic original of 
the New Testament from 1563 was published in 2015 by the Adventist Theological College, the 
Faculty of Philosophy, University of Zagreb, and Školska knjiga. 
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For more than four centuries, there has been a persistent demand for more 
accessible and contemporary Bible translations. During the Counter-Reforma-
tion, attempts by Croatian authors to publish vernacular translations frequently 
failed to gain the approval of ecclesiastical authorities. Bartol Kašić, the author of 
the first Croatian grammar, Institutiones linguae Illyricae (1604), began translating 
the New Testament in 1625, completed it in 1631, and finished the Old Testament 
in 1636 (Horvat 2011, 70–76). Despite the thoroughness and high quality of these 
translations, their use was prohibited, illustrating the complex interplay between 
church policy and linguistic practice. The translation was eventually published 
in Paderborn in 1999–2000 (Brozović 2000). A similar fate befell Stjepan Rusić’s 
New Testament translation in 1753, which remained in manuscript form – a fate 
that was by no means exceptional.

The first complete Bible translation into Croatian was produced by Matija 
Petar Katančić and completed in 1815/1816. It was printed in Buda in 1831in six 
volumes as a parallel bilingual edition (Croatian and Latin) (Farkaš 1998, 20–34). 
Katančić employed the so-called “language of the Franciscans” – the Ikavian 
Štokavian dialect of Slavonia, thereby connecting his work with both the liturgical 
language and the vernacular idiom. Although of great scholarly importance, the 
translation met with only limited public response, partly due to the literary and 
social conditions of the time.

The evangelistic zeal of the Pietist movement in the 18th and 19th centuries fur-
ther influenced the practice of Bible translations and distribution. The British and 
Foreign Bible Society (BFBS) played an active role in distributing Bibles in villages 
and towns through colporteurs, who witnessed their faith and preached the Gos-
pel (Kuzmič 1983). The New Testament translation by Vuk Karadžić, published by 
the author himself in Vienna in 1847, was acquired by the BFBS in 1851. Together 
with Đuro Daničić’s translation of the Old Testament, the Bible was printed in 
Serbian in both Cyrillic and Latin script in 1868 (Jambrek 2007, 69–73). A Cro-
atized version of the New Testament and Psalms was prepared by the evangelical 
scholar Bogoslav Šulek and published in 1877 (Knežević 2019, 85–98). A Cro-
atized edition of the complete Vuk and Daničić Bible translation, edited by Milan 
Rešetar, appeared in Budapest in 1895 under the title “Pregledno izdanje” (under-
standable, clear edition) (Knežević 2019, 98–105). This translation became the 
most widely used Bible in Croatian churches of the Reformation and Reformation 
heritage for many decades until the appearance of the so-called Zagreb Bible and 
helped establish a lasting continuity in the translation, printing, and reception of 
the Scriptures that would shape subsequent publishing practices.

The first half of the 20th century was characterized by the work of translators 
who continued the tradition of stylistically rich and hermeneutically clear transla-
tions. Ivan Matija Škarić translated the Holy Scriptures from the Latin Vulgate into 
Ikavian Štokavian with a noticeable Čakavian influence. His work was printed in 

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.1
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Vienna between 1858 and 1861 in twelve volumes. A distinctive feature of Škarić’s 
translation was the detailed analysis of each line of the text, rendering it not only 
a translation but also an exegetical work deeply rooted in both Protestant and 
Catholic traditions. 

This was followed by translations that sought to bring the Bible closer to a 
wider readership: the translation of the Gospels and Acts by Josip Stadler (pub-
lished between 1835 and 1907) in five books (14x20 cm format), while between 
1911 and 1913, Valentin Čubešnik translated a large portion of the Old Testament. 
Furthermore, Franjo Zagoda translated the New Testament from its Greek origi-
nal (1925/1939). The 1939 translation of the Old Testament by Antun Sović has 
survived only in manuscript form (Rebić 2013, 136–141). Written in a mixture of 
Serbo-Croatian Štokavian dialects, this translation served as one of the principal 
sources for the creation of the Zagreb Bible (Baraban and Džinić 2018, 315–329).

The translation entitled Sveto pismo Staroga i Novoga zavjeta by Ivan Evanđelist 
Šarić constitutes the third complete Croatian Bible translation (Jambrek 2007, 
74–75). It was published in Sarajevo between 1941 and 1942, with the final edi-
tion appearing in 1943 (Zovkić 2013, 174–175). Šarić’s rendering is distinguished 
by its emphasis on the purity of the Croatian language, literary stylization, and 
faithfulness to the original texts (Knežević, 2007, 23–60), making it a landmark 
in the history of Croatian biblical reception. After the Second World War, Šarić 
emigrated to Madrid, where his translation was reprinted and became more 
readily available to the Croatian diaspora. His secretary, Luka Brajnović, further 
refined his work by eliminating Turkish and Bosnian loanwords (Letica 2018) and 
improving its stylistic quality. This revised version was printed in Madrid in 1960 
and subsequently introduced to Yugoslavia, where it was adopted by members 
of different religious communities. Between 2006 and 2010, the Croatian Bible 
Society and the Archdiocese of Vrhbosna undertook a thorough revision and cor-
rection of the edition. This revitalized the translation, enabling its renewed use 
in liturgical and personal contexts, including among members of churches of the 
Reformation heritage.

Ljudevit Rupčić translated the New Testament in 1961, and in 1968, this trans-
lation was integrated into the Zagreb Bible on the basis of the Sarajevo publication 
from 1967. Rupčić’s version was quickly accepted in the Catholic Church, Prot-
estant communities, and churches of the Reformation heritage, which opened a 
solid base for a systematic use of the Bible in Croatia in the second half of the 20th 
century. Raspudić’s manuscript translation, which appeared in print only in 1987 
– two years before the translator’s death – served as a consulted model and was 
subsequently incorporated into the Franciscan Bible published in 2010. The same 
edition also contains an eight-volume translation of the Old Testament by Silvije 
Grubišić, originally published in Chicago between 1975 and 1984. 



12

KAIROS: Evangelical Journal of Theology / Vol. XX No. 1 (2026), pp. 7-21 / https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.1

This phase of biblical translation is distinguished not only by its linguistic clar-
ity and literary excellence but also by a pronounced emphasis on rendering the 
Scriptures accessible to a broad readership. Such an approach reflects the Refor-
mation principle of sola scriptura, according to which the Holy Scriptures consti-
tute the foundational authority for religious life and spiritual practice.

2. The Zagreb Bible as the Starting Point 

The Zagreb Bible, published in 1968, represents an important milestone in the 
modern reception of the Bible in Croatia. It was issued by the Stvarnost publish-
ing house in cooperation with the Literary Society of Saints Cyril and Methodius. 
The Old Testament translation was based on Antun Sović’s manuscript, while 
the books of the Pentateuch were taken from the rendering of Silvije Grubišić. 
The Books of Psalms came from Filibert Gass’s translation, and Ljudevit Rupčić’s 
translation was used for the New Testament. Jure Kaštelan, a renowned Croatian 
author, served as the chief editor of the edition (Jambrek 2007, 75–79). This ver-
sion quickly became the most widely used and accepted Croatian translation of 
the Bible. It was printed in more than 400,000 copies and played a major role in 
preserving and developing the standard Croatian literary language.

Another important New Testament translation appeared in Zagreb in 1973, 
produced by two biblical scholars, Bonaventura Duda5 and Jerko Fućak. This 
expert translation was warmly received and widely used both in the liturgy and in 
the everyday life of the church among Catholics, as well as Protestants in commu-
nities and churches of the Reformation heritage. Its ninth revised edition was later 
incorporated into the New Testament, with introductions and notes of the Ecu-
menical Bible Translation published by Kršćanska sadašnjost in 1992. The intro-
ductions and notes were produced through exemplary collaboration between 
Catholics and Protestants in the French language sphere. The same New Testa-
ment translation was included in the Jerusalem Bible, published in 1994 to mark 
the 900th anniversary of the Zagreb bishopric. In addition to the biblical text, this 
edition featured introductions to Bible books, as well as commentaries and notes 
drawn from the “La Bible de Jerusalem,” from which it took its name. Several 
experts contributed to the literary refinement of the text. One of them, Tomislav 
Ladan, who was responsible for the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Wisdom, and 
Sirach, also published his own translations of several biblical books. He began 
with the Gospel of John in 1998 and concluded with the Book of Revelation 
(Apocalypse) in 1992, while parts of his translation remained in manuscript form. 

Over time, the Zagreb Bible gradually replaced the older Vuk–Daničić trans-
lation. Its popularity increased significantly with the so-called Swedish edition 

5	 Bonaventura Duda consulted an earlier edition of the Gospel from 1961 for his translation.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.1
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of 1977, which was printed in 20,000 copies. In 1999, Kršćanska sadašnjost col-
laborated with the Croatian Baptist Union to produce an edition of the Zagreb 
Bible without the deuterocanonical books, intended specifically for the churches 
of the Reformation Heritage. This edition was printed in 5,000 copies in 1999 and 
another 2,000 in 2006. The Church of Christ in the Republic of Croatia further 
contributed to the wider distribution of God’s word by printing 10,0006 copies 
of the Zagreb Bible in 2017 for its own needs, making the translation even more 
accessible to a wider readership. 

Alongside these standard translations, a paraphrased version of the New Testa-
ment called Knjiga o Kristu – Novi zavjet živim riječima (The Book of Christ – New 
Testament in Living Words) was published in 1982. Based on the “thought-for-
thought” principle, it was translated by Branko and Mirjana Lovrec and Željko 
Grujić. This edition became especially popular among younger members of the 
Reformation heritage churches, thanks to its simple and accessible language as 
well as its affordable price (Jambrek 2007, 81). The second half of the 20th century 
saw an increase in the evangelistic activities in the Croatian churches of the Ref-
ormation heritage. For example, Billy Graham held an evangelistic campaign at 
the Archdiocesan Seminary in Zagreb in 1967 – the first initiative of such kind 
to be held in a communist country. Support from foreign organizations further 
increased the demand for affordable, readable, and readily available Bibles.

Overall, this phase marks the consolidation of Bible publishing in Croatia, with 
a strong emphasis on literary quality, availability, and the translation’s functional-
ity. These efforts prepared the ground for the development of modern digital and 
multimedia editions at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries.

3. Bible Editions Between 1990 and 2020 in the Context of CRH in 
Croatia

The period between 1990 and 2000 was marked by intensive Bible translation and 
publishing activity in Croatia. These were characterized by some new approaches 
to translation, intended for specific church communities of the Reformation her-
itage and their particular target audiences. At the beginning of that period, in 
late 1989, Branko Đaković translated and published the first edition of the New 
Testament through the Brethren Church of Christ “Bratski vjesnik” in Zagreb 
(Knežević 2019, 135–156). Đaković’s translation follows a strictly literal “word-
for-word” principle, aiming to preserve maximum fidelity to the original texts and 
to allow readers without knowledge of Greek to understand directly what the Bib-
lical text is saying. The language prioritizes precision of expression and structural 

6	 Information provided to the author of the article on 27. 3. 2026 by the writer of the preface, 
Mladen Dominić.
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fidelity to the source, with minimal editorial interventions, keeping the theologi-
cal and intellectual purity of the text. Over the following decades, the translation 
was gradually expanded. In 1993, the Book of Psalms was added to the New Testa-
ment. The third edition appeared in 1994, and the fourth edition was published in 
2000, at which point the Old Testament was included for the first time. In practice, 
Đaković’s translation gained partial acceptance within the Brethren Church of 
Christ but saw only limited use in other Reformation communities, largely due to 
its linguistically and stylistically conservative character.

A similar commitment to consistent, literal translation based on traditional 
source texts is evident in the work of Ivan Vrtarić. In 1998, the publishing house 
Riječi iskrene from Pušćine released its New Testament, translated according to 
the Textus Receptus in cooperation with a team of linguistic and theological experts 
(Knežević 2019, 191–207). Vrtarić also adhered to the literal translation principle, 
emphasizing the precision of Hebrew and Greek terms. With a print run of 33,000 
copies, the edition achieved wide distribution. The innovative aspect of his project 
was its adaptation to audiovisual formats: in 2000, Aurora Ministries from Florida 
released an audio version of the Bible for the blind on twelve cassettes. Later edi-
tions (2005, 2012, 2016, 2020) further expanded the availability of the complete 
Bible and incorporated corrections in line with the contemporary reception and 
language norms. This established Vrtarić’s translation as a relevant resource for 
liturgical and personal use in the churches of the Reformation heritage.

The bilingual English-Croatian translations done by Đuro Martinjak (Novi 
zavjet, Psalmi i Mudre izreke, published in 1993 and 1995) represent an espe-
cially noteworthy contribution. They combine elements of the New King James 
Version with Rupčić’s Croatian translation. Martinjak employed various edito-
rial interventions and adjusted the Croatian text to better suit the cultural and 
linguistic standards of the Croatian emigrant community. In practice, this edi-
tion functioned primarily as spiritual and evangelistic literature among Croatian 
and Bosniak emigrants in Canada, the United States, and Croatia (Knežević 2019, 
159–176).

Martinjak also participated in the revision of Šarić’s translation (1998–1999), 
which resulted in the 2005 publication titled Biblija ili Sveto pismo – Stari i Novi 
zavjet. Kazalo riječi i redaka Biblije. Izdanje za iseljeništvo naroda iz Hrvatske i 
Bosne. This project was explicitly aimed at emigrant communities and was mod-
eled on the King James Version. The last edition published by Martinjak in 2011 
bears the title Sveta Biblija – Stari i Novi zavjet / Biblija Sion / Božja riječ / Duhovna 
hrana. In this edition, the translation was brought into full alignment with the 
King James Version. However, Martinjak’s translations have not gained wide 
acceptance in Croatia due to their linguistic awkwardness, strong influence of the 
diaspora environment, and contact with Bosnian linguistic features. Despite their 
innovativeness in adapting the international standards and enhancing availabil-

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.1
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ity, the linguistic clumsiness and various diaspora influences limited their wider 
reception in the homeland.

Another notable and innovative project during this period was the production 
of the Braille Bible for the blind and visually impaired (1994–1997), based on the 
Zagreb Bible. Initiated in 1994 by the Church of Christ in Zagreb, the project saw 
the New Testament completed by October 1995, with the full Bible finished in 
1997. Consisting of 39 volumes and weighing approximately 63 kilograms, this 
edition is considered the heaviest Bible ever printed in the Croatian language. This 
translation demonstrates the practical application of translation as a means of 
inclusive liturgical and personal devotion across diverse church-practice contexts.

The period between 2000 and 2020 in Croatia was characterized by a prolifera-
tion of Bible translations, the rapid development of new formats and media, and 
an effort to broaden access to the Scriptures across generations and social groups. 
A prominent example is the 2001 New Testament translated by Ruben Knežević 
in collaboration with a team of specialists for the Bible Society at the International 
Center for Life in Rijeka. This translation adopted a classical approach, empha-
sizing linguistic and theological precision. It was based on the 27th edition of the 
Nestle–Aland Greek text and underwent a comprehensive biblical, linguistic, 
theological, and stylistic revision (Jambrek 2007, 84). Although widely regarded 
as high-quality and expert-based, its practical application in the churches of the 
Reformation heritage has remained limited. This confirms that the technical pre-
cision of the translation cannot serve as a guarantee of broad liturgical or pastoral 
adoption. 

An example of the contemporary trend of integrating the biblical text with 
popular culture is the 2003 publication called Kreni: Novi zavjet i svjedočanstva 
vjere vrhunskih sportaša, issued by the Croatian Bible Society. Using Ljudevit 
Rupčić’s New Testament translation, this volume includes sixteen life stories of 
prominent athletes. Such an editorial approach reveals a new strategy: by combin-
ing the biblical message and modern life experiences, the edition facilitates greater 
reader identification with the text and offers a practical application in evangelistic 
outreach, notably through organizations such as Athletes in Action.

At the same time, a new generation of dynamic translations emerged, placing 
particular emphasis on clarity and naturalness of expression. One such work is 
the Novi zavjet – suvremeni prijevod (2003), edited by Mladen Jovanović and pub-
lished by the World Bible Translation Center in cooperation with the Institute for 
Biblical Studies (later renamed the Biblical Institute). This translation later served 
as the foundation for the Suvremeni hrvatski prijevod (Contemporary Croatian 
Translation) (SHP). The translation drew upon the English Easy-to-Read Version 
as well as the Greek text of the United Bible Societies (1993) and the Nestle–Aland 
28th edition (2012). Rather than going for a literal, word-for-word translation, the 
translators adopted a dynamic conveying of meaning, adjusted to the everyday 
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communication of contemporary readers. The pocket-sized format additionally 
increased the translation’s practicality and portability. Subsequent City Bible edi-
tions (2012–2013) were further localized for specific Croatian cities – including 
Zagreb, Sisak, Split, Petrinja, and Karlovac – and supplemented with guides such 
as Five Steps to Peace in Your Heart. These additions illustrate the integration of 
pastoral guidance directly into the biblical text. 

Work on the Old Testament began in 2012, based primarily on the Hebrew 
Masoretic Text (Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 1984), with additional consulta-
tion of the Qumran scrolls and the Septuagint (LXX). Suvremeni hrvatski prijevod 
(SHP) was finalized in 2018 and published in 2020 by Bible League International 
in two print runs of 10,000 copies each. Its contemporary language and read-
able style contributed to a broadly positive reception across different age groups 
and denominational backgrounds. The translators’ guiding principle was to con-
vey the original writers’ message as effectively as possible in their own time. In 
addition to the main text, the edition includes introductions, explanations of key 
terms, cross-references to parallel biblical passages, and cartographic materi-
als, all of which significantly enhance its didactic value. This is something they 
pointed out in the introduction: “The translators’ main desire was to convey to the 
reader the message of the original Bible writer as effectively and as clearly as the 
original texts did for the readers in their time.”7 Although it may not qualify as a 
standard scholarly translation, its widespread practical use in everyday life among 
members of diverse Christian communities remains undeniable.

One of the essential trends in this period was the specialization of editions tai-
lored to specific target audiences. In 2012, the Varaždinska Biblija (VB) introduced 
its first comprehensive edition, which sought to emphasize neutrality, literalness, 
and readability. This was followed in 2014 by the development of specialized ver-
sions for motorcyclists8 (the Biker Bible) and truck drivers (the Trucker Bible), 
which incorporated materials such as guides, prayers, personal testimonies, and 
practical instructions, illustrating the adaptation of the biblical message to con-
crete life contexts. The second and third editions of Varaždinska Biblija, published 
in 2015 and 2021, further refined the textual accuracy and didactic elements.

The New Testament, translated using the King James Version as its primary 
template, was published in 2010 by the Stablo Života Association from Čakovec.9 
In 2011, the first edition of the New Testament and Psalms appeared, followed by 
a second edition in 2016. A complete Bible translation was published in 2018 and 
2020, also in Čakovec, and is commonly known as the Čakovec Bible. However, 

7	 From the foreword to Biblija, Suvremeni hrvatski prijevod, Crete: Bible League International, 
2020.

8	 In 2014, Bible for the Nations organization, in cooperation with the Biker Church Europe, pub-
lished the Biker Bible – Bajkerska Biblija (first edition). 

9	 The translators were Jonny Leslie and Nikola Vukov, with Rajko Telebar as the editor.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.1
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this translation has not gained wider acceptance among members of other Chris-
tian communities.

Digitalization and audio formats have also played a dominant role in increas-
ing the Bible’s accessibility. The Bible 365 project, launched in 2017, offers a mobile 
application featuring interactive reading, guided reading plans, as well as public 
reading, including video materials created in collaboration with The Bible Project. 
The platform integrates the Suvremeni hrvatski prijevod (SHP), Šarić’s translation, 
and the English Standard Version, enabling versatile use – ranging from personal 
daily reading to education and pastoral work. Audio editions of the New Testa-
ment and the full Bible, produced for the blind, have been continuously available 
since the earlier Vrtarić and Martinjak editions, thereby promoting greater inclu-
sivity and access to the Holy Scriptures for people with visual impairments.

The pluralization of biblical translations is also visible in editions designed for 
children and youth. Notable examples include: Moja mala Biblija (1992)10, Dječja 
Biblija u 365 priča11 (1995, 2003, 2013), Biblijske priče i događaji12 (1997), and 
Biblija za mlade13 (2021), which is distributed free of charge. An especially success-
ful children’s edition of the Bible is Michael C. Armour’s Biblija za djecu (2010–
2022). It was published by the Bible Institute in Zagreb in over 1,200,000 copies, 
which makes it one of the most widely distributed children’s Bibles in Croatia. 
The Bible Institute’s ongoing commitment to the study of the Holy Scriptures was 
further demonstrated by the establishment of the Center for Biblical Research. In 
addition to collecting biblical materials and studying biblical languages, the Cen-
ter organizes forums and republishes old, often forgotten editions of the Psalter.

In 2018, Life Publishers International released Biblija Plus, a modern study 
edition that reflects the growing trend of combining the biblical text with ana-
lytical and pedagogical tools. In addition to the biblical text, it includes a subject 
index, book introductions, concordances, notes, maps, and reading plans. This 
edition pairs the translational precision of Šarić’s translation (specifically its 4th 
revised edition) with the needs of contemporary users, thereby encouraging a 
deeper understanding of the Holy Scriptures in theological, academic, and pasto-
ral contexts. The first print run consisted of 3,000 copies.

10	 Moja mala Biblija, by the author Penny Frank, was published in Zagreb in 1992 by a joint en-
deavor of Kršćanska sadašnjost and Duhovna stvarnost in 5,000 copies.

11	 Dječja Biblija u 365 priča, by the author Mary Batcheler, was published in Zagreb by Kršćanska 
sadašnjost and Duhovna stvarnost in 1995, 2003 and 2013.

12	 Biblijske priče i događaji by the author Kenneth N. Taylor, was published in 1997 by the publish-
ing house Riječi iskrene from Pušćine. The first edition was printed in 1988, but, due to war time 
difficulties, there arose a need for a reprint and distribution among the refugees.

13	 Biblija za mlade by Scott Hayes and Lynn R. Camp, was published in 2021 by Eastern European 
Mission from Vienna and is distributed free of charge. 
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Among the most recent translations, Hrvatski standardni prijevod Biblije (the 
Croatian Standard Translation of the Bible) stands out. It was officially presented 
on 12 December 2025 in Zagreb. The project, which began nearly two decades 
earlier, took 22 years to complete and involved 24 experts from various Chris-
tian denominations. The translation was published jointly by the Croatian Bible 
Society (HBD), Verbum, and Naša ognjišta. It employs contemporary linguistic 
expressions based directly on the original texts. According to HBD Secretary 
Damir Lipovšek (Pavičić 2025), the new translation deliberately avoids archaisms, 
aorist, and pluperfect tenses, based on the belief that no one uses those forms 
in contemporary language. Despite facing significant linguistic criticism, the 
first edition of 8,000 copies sold out in less than a month. The project benefited 
from the participation of members of different churches, with contributions from 
Danijel Berković from the Evangelical Pentecost Church and Davorin Peterlin 
from the Baptist Union of Croatia.

In summary, the period between 2000 and 2020 clearly shows a strong trend 
toward expanding the Bible’s availability in Croatia. This has been achieved 
through the pluralization of translations, the development of different formats 
(digital, audio, specialized), adaptation to different age groups and social contexts, 
and the integration of supplementary educational and pastoral resources. These 
trends demonstrate that contemporary Bible projects not only strive to preserve 
the originality and theological accuracy of translations but also actively adapt to 
the needs of contemporary readers, turning the Bible into a practical, accessible, 
and interactive tool for spiritual instruction and daily life.

Conclusion 

The analysis of Bible editions published between 1990 and 2020 reveals that, 
despite the growing plurality of offerings and increased accessibility, there is a 
relatively stable and clearly recognizable set of biblical texts that are in actual use 
in the churches of the Reformation heritage. Such focus enables systematic track-
ing of the selection criteria and the reception of those editions, including their 
liturgical, pastoral, and personal applications. By limiting the scope of the analysis 
to material that is genuinely relevant to practice, this article succeeded in avoiding 
a superficial or arbitrary overview of all Croatian Bible translations. 

The results confirm the enduring importance of the Bible in shaping the reli-
gious and cultural identity of believers. They also demonstrate that the period 
from 1990 to 2020 is characterized by a marked increase in edition diversification. 
This includes new, complete, and revised translations, digital and audio formats, 
as well as specialized editions adapted to different age groups and social contexts. 
Such diversity contributes to the availability of the Holy Scriptures to a broader 
audience – children, youth, persons with disabilities, and the Croatian diaspora 
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– thereby continuing the mission of the churches of the Reformation heritage to 
bring God’s Word closer to every person in a language and form that is under-
standable to the contemporary reader.

The analysis also underscores the methodological importance of clearly defined 
criteria for selecting source material. This, in turn, allows for a systematic tracking 
of the reception and use of Bible editions within a specific confessional and tem-
poral framework. Although focused on the period 1990–2020, the results provide 
a solid foundation for future research. Such studies could examine the reception 
of individual editions in greater depth, compare practices across churches of the 
Reformation heritage with other confessional contexts in Croatia and the region, 
and assess the influence of digital technologies and new media on the actual use 
of the Holy Scriptures.

In conclusion, the article confirms that the Bible remains the unavoidable 
center of religious, cultural, and social life in the churches of the Reformation 
heritage, while contemporary digital and publishing developments additionally 
bolster its role and availability in the 21st century.
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Danijel Časni

Biblijska izdanja i njihova uporaba u hrvatskim crkvama 
reformacijske baštine (1990. – 2020.)

Sažetak 

Rad analizira biblijska izdanja na hrvatskom jeziku koja su bila u uporabi u crk-
vama reformacijske baštine u Hrvatskoj u razdoblju od 1990. do 2020. godine. 
Cilj rada jest identificirati izdanja koja su imala stvarni utjecaj na liturgijsku, pas-
toralnu i osobnu praksu unutar ovih zajednica te istražiti kriterije prema kojima 
su birana i primjenjivana. Umjesto općenitog pregleda svih hrvatskih biblijskih 
prijevoda, analiza se usredotočuje na izdanja koja su dokumentirano korištena 
u crkvenoj praksi, uključujući cjelovite prijevode Biblije i Novoga zavjeta, dok 
su prigodna i sporadična izdanja isključena. Rad započinje kratkim pregledom 
reformacijskih temelja biblijskog prevođenja, s naglaskom na načelo sola scriptura 
i važnost dostupnosti Svetoga pisma vjernicima na narodnom jeziku. Središnji 
dio posvećen je analizi odabranih izdanja u razdoblju 1990. – 2020., pri čemu 
se razmatraju njihova jezična obilježja, prevoditeljske strategije te recepcija u 
crkvenoj praksi. Posebna pozornost posvećena je suvremenim trendovima, 
uključujući pluralizaciju prijevoda, razvoj digitalnih i audioformata te specijal-
izirana izdanja prilagođena različitim dobnim i društvenim skupinama. Rezultati 
pokazuju da unatoč povećanoj raznolikosti izdanja, u crkvenoj praksi postoji sta-
bilan i prepoznatljiv korpus biblijskih tekstova koji su uistinu zaživjeli u uporabi. 
Analiza također naglašava kontinuiranu važnost Biblije u oblikovanju vjerskog i 
kulturnog identiteta vjernika te potvrđuje da suvremeni izdavački i digitalni raz-
voj doprinosi širenju biblijske dostupnosti u skladu s reformacijskom tradicijom.
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Abstract

Loss, untimely departure, and a sense of emptiness are common experien-
ces in coping with sudden death. In such situations, metaphors prove to be a 
key means of expression, especially when personal experience is not aligned 
with collective discourse, and emotional experiences often lead to creative 
metaphorical production (Littlemore 2019; Moon, 1998). In religious langua-
ge, metaphor occupies a special place as a means of figurative representation 
and can be analyzed through the identification of conceptual mappings and 
their linguistic realizations (Hobbs 2021). This paper empirically analyses 
conceptual metaphors in religiously marked narratives of mourning based on 
a corpus of 68 posts taken from a memorial page on the social media plat-
form Facebook. The analysis examines which metaphors occur, how they are 
distributed within the corpus, and which discursive and religious functions 
they perform. Drawing on conceptual metaphor theory, the analysis shows 
that participants structure the experience of death as embodied experience, 
the perception of time, attitudes towards the self, and religious discourse, and 
how this contributes to the function of religion in linguistic communication. 
The paper contributes to research in cognitive linguistics and religious dis-
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course by showing how universal patterns of metaphorical conceptualization 
intertwine with contextually specific religious meanings within the discourse 
of mourning.

Keywords: conceptual metaphor; mourning; religious discourse; embodied 
experience

Introduction

Metaphor occupies a central place in human language and thought. Early lin-
guistic and philosophical reflections have already observed that language is fun-
damentally figurative and that metaphoricity does not appear only in literary 
or poetic discourse, but also in everyday communication (Durrigl 1989; Carter 
1998). In everyday speech, people use metaphors to express experiences, emo-
tions, and perceptions that are difficult or impossible to articulate in literal lan-
guage, especially in situations of strong emotional intensity such as grief, loss, and 
confronting death (Demjén 2011; Junghaenel et al. 2008).

The death of a close person affects the emotional, cognitive, and existential 
dimensions of human experience. Expressions such as premature departure, eter-
nal rest, or great emptiness show that such experiences are regularly conceptualized 
metaphorically. In these contexts, metaphor emerges as a key means of communi-
cation, especially when personal experience exceeds conventional social patterns 
of understanding and when emotions become difficult to express (Littlemore 
2019). Research shows that metaphorical expressions are particularly frequent in 
contexts of negative and traumatic experiences, where they enable creative and 
cognitively flexible processing of emotional content (Moon 1998).

Religious language occupies a special place in the expression of grief and loss. 
Religion, as a social and symbolic system, provides a framework for understand-
ing experiences that go beyond empirically accessible reality, such as death, tran-
scendence, and life after death. Religious discourse is strongly permeated by met-
aphors that enable the conceptualization of abstract and inaccessible phenomena 
through experientially closer domains (Kövecses 2003; Hobbs 2021). Metaphor 
thus becomes one of the fundamental means through which religion is put into 
function - axiomatic, socio-cohesive, and emotional - within concrete linguistic 
practices.

This paper does not aim to demonstrate that metaphors structure experience, 
which is a basic assumption of cognitive linguistics (Lakoff and Johnson 1980; 
Kövecses 2010), but rather to investigate which conceptual metaphors appear in a 
specific religious corpus of mourning, how they are distributed, and which func-
tions they perform in discourse. The study seeks to answer the following research 
questions: (1) which conceptual metaphors are used in the expression of grief and 
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death, (2) how emotions are conceptualized through bodily grounded metaphors, 
(3) what role religious conceptual metaphors play in making sense of death and 
in maintaining social cohesion, and (4) to what extent the analyzed metaphors 
exhibit universal features and to what extent contextually specific characteristics.

1. Theoretical Framework

1.1. Classical Theories of Metaphor

The concept of metaphor has a long history in the Western philosophical and 
rhetorical tradition. In classical metaphor theory, which dates back to Aristotle, 
metaphor is defined as the transfer of a name from one object to another based 
on similarity. Aristotle describes metaphor as the “application of a foreign name,” 
implying that it functions as a substitution for a literal expression. Within this 
framework, metaphor is understood primarily as a stylistic and rhetorical device 
used to embellish speech or achieve an aesthetic effect. 

Later authors, such as Quintilian, further develop this perspective by inter-
preting metaphor as a shortened comparative construction based on similarity, 
in which the conjunction like or as is omitted (Stamać 1983). In the 20th century, 
within interaction theories of metaphor (Richards 1936; Black 1962), metaphor 
began to be viewed as an interaction between two semantic fields. Richards intro-
duces the terms tenor and vehicle, describing metaphor as a process in which two 
ideas jointly produce a new meaning. However, even in these approaches, meta-
phor remains primarily a linguistic phenomenon, tied to individual expressions 
and discursive effects. 

What classical and early modern theories of metaphor have in common is 
the understanding of metaphor as a deviation from literal language and as a sec-
ondary, stylistic means of expression. Metaphor is seen as something added to 
language, rather than as a fundamental mechanism of its functioning. Such an 
approach limits the analysis of metaphor to the level of language, neglecting its 
role in human cognition and the conceptualization of experience. 

Already in the hermeneutic approach of Paul Ricoeur (La Métaphore vive, 
1975), metaphor is no longer viewed merely as a rhetorical ornament or a lin-
guistic phenomenon tied to individual expressions. Ricoeur emphasizes that the 
metaphorical statement operates at the level of the entire discourse, creating a 
tension between literal and figurative meaning that prompts the reader to gen-
erate new meaning. Such an approach shows that metaphor is not a secondary 
stylistic device, but a process of semantic innovation that can transform the way 
we understand reality and opens up space for further reflection on metaphorical 
structures of thought.
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1.2. Cognitive Theory of Metaphor

A major shift in the understanding of metaphor occurs with the work of Lakoff 
and Johnson (Metaphors We Live By, 1980). In cognitive theory, metaphor is 
viewed as a fundamental cognitive mechanism involving mapping between a 
source and a target domain. According to this approach, metaphor is primarily 
conceptual, while metaphorical linguistic expressions are only surface manifesta-
tions of deeper cognitive structures. For example, in the conceptual metaphor 
death is a journey, the experientially familiar domain of travel is used to structure 
the abstract concept of death. Linguistic expressions such as premature departure, 
see you again, or gone too soon are realizations of this same conceptual metaphor.

Lakoff (1993) emphasizes that metaphor is not a linguistic but a cognitive phe-
nomenon: it structures the way people think, feel, and act. This does not mean 
that metaphor lacks a linguistic dimension, but rather that the linguistic expres-
sion is a secondary manifestation of a deeper conceptual structure.

In this paper, metaphor is approached on three analytical levels: (1) as a cog-
nitive mechanism that structures abstract experience (conceptual level), (2) as a 
linguistic realization in concrete metaphorical expressions, and (3) as a discur-
sive-sociocultural resource through which meaning is produced and maintained 
within a community. These levels are not contradictory but analytically comple-
mentary.

1.3. Conceptual Metaphors of Emotion

Emotions represent one of the central areas of research in cognitive metaphor 
theory because they are, by nature, abstract, subjective, and difficult to describe 
directly. Kövecses (2003, 2010) shows that emotional experiences in language and 
thought are systematically conceptualized through a limited number of source 
domains derived from bodily and perceptual human experience. Emotions are 
thus not expressed arbitrarily, but through stable and recognizable conceptual 
patterns.

One of the fundamental assumptions of Kövecses’s theory is the embodiment 
of emotions. Emotional states are not only mental, but are closely connected to 
physiological bodily reactions, such as changes in heart rate, muscle tension, and 
sensations of weight or pressure. These bodily sensations form the basis for the 
metaphorical conceptualization of emotions.

In the context of grief and loss, metaphors involving weight, emptiness, and 
physical damage are particularly relevant. Grief is often conceptualized as a heavy 
burden that a person carries, or as an emptiness caused by the loss of a close per-
son. These metaphors allow speakers to express abstract emotional states through 
experientially familiar bodily sensations, thereby making emotional experience 
communicable and shareable with others.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.2
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Kövecses (2010) emphasizes that many emotion metaphors are widespread 
across languages and cultures, pointing to their partial universality grounded in 
shared human bodily experience. However, the way these metaphors are realized 
in language, as well as their frequency and pragmatic function, depends on cul-
tural, discursive, and situational context. In religious discourse, emotion meta-
phors are often further intertwined with religious concepts, thereby acquiring 
specific meanings and functions.

In this paper, conceptual metaphors of emotion represent a key analytical tool 
for understanding how participants articulate experiences of grief, shock, and 
loss, particularly in the context of sudden death.

1.4. Religious Metaphor and Conceptual Metaphor

This paper distinguishes between conceptual metaphor as a general cognitive 
mechanism and religious metaphor as its specific discursive realization. A con-
ceptual metaphor denotes systematic mapping between domains (death is a jour-
ney), while a religious metaphor represents a case in which the target domain is 
a religious concept (God, salvation, afterlife) and functions within a theological 
narrative.

Kövecses (2003, 2015, 2020) emphasizes that religious metaphors are not 
merely stylistic devices, but fundamental cognitive mechanisms through which 
believers structure their understanding of the sacred, the divine, and their own 
place in the world. Through religious language, we acknowledge human limita-
tions and explain what lies beyond the reach of human reason (Hobbs 2021). Reli-
gious language enables us to respond to complex life circumstances, amid inexpli-
cable phenomena, uncertainty, suffering, grief, and frustration, and to make sense 
of death. Metaphor helps describe the divine, the transcendent, the supernatural, 
the invisible, those phenomena that cannot be articulated literally, and is espe-
cially valuable given the limitations of a purely rational approach to knowledge 
and experience (Hobbs 2021). In religious language, conceptual metaphors fre-
quently appear such as: God is a father, God is a protector, God is a ruler, God is a 
judge, Heaven is a place, Heaven is a home, life is a journey, life is a race, death is a 
transition, death is a departure, faith is light, faith is an anchor. These metaphors 
enable believers to understand abstract theological concepts in terms of everyday 
experience, such as family relations, movement through space, or being in a par-
ticular place. The metaphor Heaven is a home, for example, allows the afterlife to 
be conceptualized as a safe and familiar place, thereby reducing the fear of death 
and loss.

In the hermeneutic tradition, particularly in the work of Paul Ricoeur, meta-
phor is not only a mechanism of mapping but also an event of meaning that pro-
duces a “surplus of meaning” and enables the reinterpretation of experience. In 
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this sense, religious metaphors not only structure the understanding of death but 
also open space for its existential reinterpretation within a narrative of hope. This 
dimension is particularly relevant in the religious discourse of mourning. When 
death is conceptualized as a journey or a transition, there is not only a cogni-
tive mapping from the domain of movement to the domain of death, but also an 
existential reinterpretation of loss. Metaphor allows the experience of death to be 
understood not as an absolute rupture, but as part of a broader narrative of hope. 
In this sense, religious metaphors function hermeneutically: they do not merely 
describe reality, but shape it within a shared horizon of meaning. In this paper, 
a religious metaphor is therefore defined as a conceptual metaphor whose target 
domain is a religious concept, and which performs specific theological and com-
munal functions within discourse.

1.5. Universality and Variation of Conceptual Metaphors

One of the key questions in cognitive metaphor theory concerns the relationship 
between the universality and variation of conceptual metaphors. Kövecses (2005, 
2010) emphasizes that conceptual metaphors simultaneously exhibit universal 
and culturally specific characteristics. Universality arises from shared human 
bodily experience, while variation emerges under the influence of cultural, reli-
gious, historical, and discursive factors.

Metaphors grounded in basic bodily experiences, such as weight, movement, 
balance, or spatial orientation, appear in many languages and cultures. Thus, emo-
tions of grief and loss are conceptualized in many languages as burden, emptiness, 
or physical damage, while death is often conceptualized as a journey or a transi-
tion. These patterns point to a relatively high degree of universality. However, the 
way these universal metaphors are concretely realized in language, as well as their 
interpretation, largely depends on the cultural and religious context. In religious 
communities, for example, the metaphor that death is a journey is often associated 
with belief in the afterlife and reunion, while in secular contexts it may have dif-
ferent implications. Religious discourse further enriches metaphorical structure 
with concepts such as heaven, divine will, or salvation.

In this study, the analyzed texts are written in English but within a relatively 
homogeneous religious context. This allows for the observation of universal con-
ceptual metaphors of grief and death, as well as their specific religious interpre-
tations. Such an approach shows that although many conceptual metaphors are 
grounded in universal bodily experience, Kövecses (2010) emphasizes that their 
concrete realization shows considerable variation depending on cultural, social, 
and discursive context. Universality manifests at the level of basic source domains, 
while variation appears in the choice of metaphorical expressions and their inter-

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.2
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pretation. In religious discourse, metaphors of emotion and death are further 
shaped by the theological beliefs of the community, allowing for the simultaneous 
existence of general and contextually specific metaphorical patterns.

2. Methodology

2.1. Corpus and Sample

The corpus consists of 68 short written posts drawn from a publicly available 
memorial page on the social media platform Facebook, dedicated to a deceased 
theologian, and publicly archived in the Zenodo repository (DOI: https://doi.
org/10.5281/zenodo.18913195). The names of the authors and personal data were 
not included in the analysis for the protection of privacy, although the posts are 
publicly available. Most of the texts are written in English, which is also the lan-
guage of analysis. 

2.2. Analytical Procedure

The research is based on qualitative discourse analysis, carried out in three steps: 
(1) identification of metaphorical linguistic expressions, (2) their grouping 
according to shared source domains, (3) interpretation of their discursive and 
religious functions. 

The identification of metaphorical expressions was conducted through a com-
bination of careful manual reading of the corpus and thematic coding, whereby 
expressions were identified as metaphorical based on a discrepancy between their 
basic (dictionary) and contextual meanings. Since conceptual metaphors are not 
tied to specific grammatical or formal structures, their identification presents a 
methodological challenge (Stefanowitsch and Gries 2006).

The texts were read multiple times in order to understand their overall mean-
ing and the context in which expressions are used. Metaphorical linguistic expres-
sions were identified according to the following criteria:

	– The meaning of the expression in context deviates from its basic dictionary 
meaning.

	– The expression indicates a transfer of meaning between two conceptual 
domains.

	– The expression is used to conceptualize abstract experience (emotions, 
death, faith).

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18913195
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18913195
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In the identification procedure, principles of the MIP method (Pragglejaz 
Group 2007)1 were partially applied, particularly in distinguishing literal and figu-
rative meanings of lexical units, although the method was not applied in full due 
to the nature of the corpus and the aims of the research. The Cambridge Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary and the Croatian Encyclopedic Dictionary were used to ver-
ify basic meanings. If the contextual meaning deviated from the dictionary mean-
ing, the expression was considered metaphorical.

All texts were compiled into a single digital file and analyzed using the open-
source qualitative tool Taguette. The program was used to annotate metaphorical 
linguistic expressions, group them according to thematic codes, and review and 
compare expressions within the same thematic categories. Following the identifi-
cation of metaphorical expressions, a conceptual analysis was conducted in which 
individual expressions were linked to corresponding conceptual metaphors. The 
analysis was carried out inductively, whereby conceptual metaphors were derived 
from the set of linguistic realizations, in line with common practices in cogni-
tive linguistic research. Religious metaphorical expressions were additionally ana-
lyzed with regard to the functions of religion they realize in discourse: axiomatic, 
socio-cohesive, and emotional (Hobbs 2021).

2.3. Research Limitations

This research has several limitations. First, the corpus is relatively small and the-
matically specific, which limits the generalizability of the results. Second, the 
identification of metaphorical expressions partly relies on the researcher’s inter-
pretation, which is common in qualitative analyses but may affect the degree of 
subjectivity. Third, although the texts are written in English, the analysis is con-
ducted from the perspective of Croatian academic discourse, which requires addi-
tional theoretical care in the formulation of conceptual metaphors. Despite these 
limitations, the methodological approach provides insight into how metaphor 
functions as a cognitive and discursive tool in religiously marked narratives of 
grief.

3. Results

The analysis of 68 posts reveals a high degree of systematicity in the use of con-
ceptual metaphors. Metaphorical expressions do not appear sporadically but are 
grouped into stable patterns that structure the experience of loss at four levels: (1) 

1	 MIP (Metaphor Identification Procedure) is a standardized procedure for identifying meta-
phorically used words in discourse. It involves comparing their basic (dictionary) meaning with 
their contextual meaning in order to determine whether a transfer occurs between conceptual 
domains (Pragglejaz Group 2007).

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.2
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embodied emotional experience, (2) temporal reorganization of experience, (3) 
evaluation of the identity of the deceased person, (4) religious reinterpretation of 
death.

In the corpus, 214 metaphorical linguistic realizations were identified, grouped 
into 17 conceptual metaphors. During qualitative coding in the Taguette program, 
some segments were occasionally assigned multiple conceptual codes because, in 
certain cases, they simultaneously realized several conceptual metaphors, result-
ing in a total of 231 coded units in the exported dataset. Table 1 presents the most 
frequent conceptual metaphors in the corpus and the number of their linguistic 
realizations identified in the analyzed texts.

Conceptual metaphor Number of realizations

DEATH IS A JOURNEY / TRANSITION 38
GRIEF IS PHYSICAL WEIGHT / DAMAGE 31
LOSS IS EMPTINESS 18
TIME IS DURATION / MOVEMENT 17
A PERSON IS A STRUCTURE / SIZE 15
EMOTIONS ARE INABILITY TO SPEAK 13

The distribution indicates that religious conceptualization is not secondary, but 
central to the structuring of loss.

3.1. Embodied Experience of Grief

The analysis of metaphorical expressions shows that participants largely concep-
tualize grief and loss through bodily experience.

3.1.1. Grief is a weight/burden
One of the most frequent conceptual metaphors in the corpus is that grief is 
understood as a physical weight pressing on the body. Examples: “My heart was 
tortured” (P11), “My heart is a little heavy” (P21), “Our hearts are broken” (P39), 
“We are left with a broken heart” (P46). Here, the emotional state is structured 
through the sensory domain of physical pressure or breaking. Notably, the heart 
is almost always the syntactic subject, whereby emotion is objectified and exter-
nalized. The speaker is not “sad”, but “the heart is broken”. In this way, pain is pre-
sented as an event that happens to the body, not to a volitional subject.

In some cases, metaphor clustering occurs: “You left a huge void in our hearts” 
(P55). Here, the following appear simultaneously:

	– LOSS IS EMPTINESS
	– EMOTION IS SPACE IN THE BODY.



32

KAIROS: Evangelical Journal of Theology / Vol. XX No. 1 (2026), pp. 23-38 / https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.2

Thus, emotional experience is spatially mapped within the body, which inten-
sifies both the perceived intensity and duration of loss.

3.1.2. Emotions are the inability to speak
Examples such as “We have no words” (P3, P18), “Words are few and pale” (P4), 
and “The pain cannot be expressed in words” (P49) show how language functions 
as a limited resource. The inability to verbalize becomes metaphorical evidence 
of emotional depth. Paradoxically, the discursive act of mourning begins with a 
claim of inability to speak, thereby further legitimizing emotional authenticity.

3.2. Perception of Time

Death and grief strongly affect the perception of time, which is clearly reflected in 
the metaphorical conceptualization of temporal relations.

3.2.1. Death is a premature interruption
Participants use expressions such as “Premature departure” (P3), “Gone too soon” 
(P7), “Way too soon” (P29), and “Too fast, too young” (P56), thereby conceptualiz-
ing time as a linear process that has been violently interrupted. Evaluative modifi-
ers (too soon, premature) introduce a moral dimension in which death is implicitly 
framed as unjust.

3.2.2. Presence is duration
Through examples such as “I will never forget” (P14), “You will always remain in 
our memory” (P24), and “His influence will continue” (P30), memory is conceptu-
alized as enduring existence. Physical death does not interrupt symbolic presence. 
Temporal metaphor thus serves to regulate the experience of loss.

3.3. Attitudes towards Self and Others

Metaphors are also used to express attitudes towards one’s own emotional state 
and towards the deceased person. The deceased is described through metaphors 
that emphasize their value and importance. Examples include: “Academic moun-
tain” (P4), “A pillar of wisdom” (P28), “A mountain of knowledge” (P46), “A giant” 
(P67). These metaphors conceptualize the person as a large, firm, and stable struc-
ture, thereby symbolically emphasizing their influence on the community.

3.4. Religious Conceptual Metaphors

Religious discourse strongly structures the way participants conceptualize death, 
the afterlife, and God, forming the largest semantic cluster in the corpus.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.2
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3.4.1. Death is a journey/transition
The most dominant religious metaphor in the corpus is the metaphor of death as 
a journey. Examples: “Smooth road in the Light” (P2), “See you soon” (P21, P46), 
“Safe journey to heaven” (P55), “Gone to be with the Lord” (P68) show that move-
ment implies continuity rather than interruption. The journey has a destination, 
which integrates death into a teleological narrative. Death is not conceptualized as 
a final end, but as a temporary separation and transition towards a future reunion.

3.4.2. Heaven is a place/home
The afterlife is often described through spatial metaphors. In examples such as 
“Heaven is richer” (P6, P30), “A place where people no longer mourn” (P11), “In 
our Father’s arms” (P35), heaven is spatially conceptualized as a safe, familiar, and 
comforting place, thereby reducing the existential uncertainty of death.

3.4.3. God decides
Examples such as “God has decided so” (P20), “God decided to take him home” 
(P46) portray God as the one who decides on the transition. In this way, the ran-
domness of death is replaced by a narrative of intention, which has a strong axi-
omatic function. These metaphors enable the interpretation of death as part of a 
divine plan, placing the experience of loss within a broader religious framework 
of meaning.

3.5. Metaphorical Clusters and Discursive Function 

The most interesting finding is the frequent coexistence of embodied metaphors 
of pain and religious metaphors of hope. Example (P46): “We are left with a bro-
ken heart… but through the eyes of faith…” shows that in the same text, the fol-
lowing coexist: the heart is broken, death is a divine decision, and reunion in the 
future. This shows that religious discourse does not negate pain but builds upon it 
through reinterpretation.

4. Discussion

The results show how the theoretical postulates of cognitive linguistics are con-
cretely realized in the analyzed religious discourse. In the context of sudden death 
and intense grief, metaphors emerge as a necessary means of conceptualizing 
experiences that are emotionally overwhelming and difficult to express. The ana-
lyzed texts show a high level of systematicity in the use of metaphors, which indi-
cates the existence of stable conceptual metaphors shared among participants as 
members of the same religious community. Metaphorical linguistic expressions 
are neither arbitrary nor individual, but reflect collectively adopted patterns of 
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thought that enable mutual understanding and emotional resonance within the 
community.

4.1. Embodiment of emotions and conceptualization of grief

One of the strongest findings of the research is the dominance of metaphors that 
derive from bodily experience. Similar patterns are also shown in corpus studies 
of metaphors in discourses of illness and coping with death, where metaphori-
cal frameworks serve as a cognitive resource for structuring emotionally intense 
experiences (Semino 2018). Metaphors of grief as weight, emotions as physical 
damage, and loss as emptiness clearly show that participants understand emo-
tional states through the sensations of their own bodies. Such conceptualization 
is in accordance with Kövecses’s (2010) understanding of emotions as embodied 
experiences, whereby physiological reactions of the body serve as source domains 
for abstract meaning. Grief is thus not presented as a transient mental state, but as 
a state that has weight, duration, and spatial dimension, which points to its strong 
impact on the overall experience of the individual. The metaphor of emptiness is 
particularly significant because it implies a permanent change in the life space of 
the grieving, rather than only a temporary emotional response.

4.2. Metaphors of time and the experience of loss 

The analysis of time metaphors shows that sudden death deeply disrupts the usual 
temporal structure of experience. Metaphors such as death as premature interrup-
tion and time as movement enable participants to articulate the feeling of shock 
and injustice resulting from the sudden interruption of the expected life course. 
At the same time, metaphors of duration and continuity (you will always remain, 
his life will continue) indicate the need to preserve the symbolic presence of the 
deceased person over time. Here, metaphors are used as a means of reconciling 
two opposing experiences: the physical finality of death and the emotional need 
for and hope for the persistence of relationships. Such use of metaphors confirms 
their regulatory function in emotionally critical situations.

4.3. Identity, value, and interpersonal relations

Metaphors that describe the deceased person as a size, structure, or pillar have an 
important evaluative and identity function. By describing the person as a giant, 
a mountain of knowledge, or a pillar of wisdom, participants not only express per-
sonal respect but also symbolically construct the collective identity of the com-
munity to which that person belonged. These metaphors indicate an understand-
ing of the individual as a stabilizing element of the community, whose loss leads 
to a sense of insecurity and destabilization. In this way, metaphors are not used 
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exclusively to express emotions, but also to articulate social relations and hierar-
chies within the religious community.

4.4. Religious metaphors as cognitive and emotional resources

Religious conceptual metaphors have a central role in understanding death and 
regulating grief. Metaphors of death as a journey, heaven as a home, and God as 
father/protector enable participants to experience death not as an absolute end, 
but as a transition into another form of existence. In this way, the existential threat 
of death is reduced, and a framework for hope and comfort is provided.

In accordance with Kövecses’s (2015) claims, religious metaphors in this cor-
pus clearly realize an emotional, but also an axiomatic function of religion. Death 
is understood as part of a divine plan, whereby individual suffering is integrated 
into a broader, meaningful narrative. At the same time, a shared religious lan-
guage enables social cohesion and a sense of community among participants. 
Particularly significant is the metaphor of temporary separation (losing a friend 
temporarily), which implies a future reunion. This metaphor directly opposes the 
conceptualization of death as a final loss and enables the reinterpretation of grief 
as a temporary state.

4.5. Universality and contextual specificity of metaphors

The results confirm Kövecses’s thesis that conceptual metaphors simultaneously 
display universal and contextually specific features. Metaphors grounded in bodily 
experience, such as weight, emptiness, or damage, appear independently of the 
religious context and can be considered relatively universal (Lakoff and Johnson 
1980). In contrast, religious metaphors of death and the afterlife are clearly con-
ditioned by the specific theological beliefs of the community. This combination 
of universal and religiously specific metaphors shows that conceptual metaphor 
functions as a dynamic system in which body, culture, and discourse complement 
each other. Metaphors in this corpus are not only a reflection of individual emo-
tions, but also a means of reproducing a religious worldview.

Conclusion

This research analyzed conceptual metaphors in narratives of mourning published 
on a memorial page dedicated to a deceased theologian. The aim was to determine 
how metaphorical expressions participate in the conceptualization of death and 
loss within religious discourse.

The results show that participants predominantly structure the emotional 
experience of death through metaphors grounded in bodily experience, such as 
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metaphors of weight, emptiness, and physical damage. At the same time, meta-
phors of time express the experience of premature interruption of the course of 
life, but also the need for symbolic continuity through memory.

Religious metaphors play a key role in the reinterpretation of death because 
they enable loss to be understood as a transition or temporary separation within 
a broader theological narrative. In this way, the individual experience of grief is 
connected with the collective religious meanings of the community.

The results confirm that conceptual metaphors simultaneously display univer-
sal patterns, grounded in bodily experience, and contextually specific forms con-
nected to the religious beliefs of the community. In this way, the paper contributes 
to research in cognitive linguistics and religious discourse and opens space for 
further contrastive studies of metaphors of mourning in different cultural and 
religious contexts.

Despite methodological limitations, such as the intuitive identification of met-
aphors and the analysis of a corpus in English, the paper provides insight into the 
way metaphors function as a key cognitive and discursive resource in situations 
of intense emotional experience. Future research could include more systematic 
methods of metaphor identification, such as MIP (Metaphor Identification Pro-
cedure) or MIPVU (its extended version developed at Vrije Universiteit Amster-
dam), as well as contrastive analyses of different religious and cultural communi-
ties.
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Metafora kao sredstvo komuniciranja emotivnog  
iskustva smrti u religijskom diskursu

Sažetak

Gubitak, prerani odlazak i osjećaj praznine česta su iskustva suočavanja s izn-
enadnom smrću. Metafora se u takvim situacijama pokazuje kao ključni alat 
izražavanja, osobito kada osobno iskustvo nije u skladu s kolektivnim diskursom, 
a emocionalna iskustva često dovode do kreativne metaforičke produkcije (Little-
more 2019; Moon 1998). U religijskom jeziku metafora zauzima posebno mjesto 
kao sredstvo figurativne reprezentacije i može se analizirati prepoznavanjem kon-
ceptualnih prijenosnika te njihovih jezičnih realizacija (Hobbs 2021). Ovaj rad 
empirijski analizira konceptualne metafore u religijski obilježenim narativima 
žalovanja na temelju korpusa od 68 objava preuzetih s memorijalne stranice na 
društvenoj mreži Facebook. Analiza ispituje koje se metafore pojavljuju, kako su 
raspodijeljene unutar korpusa te koje diskurzivne i religijske funkcije ostvaruju. 
Polazeći od kognitivne teorije metafore, analiza pokazuje da sudionici iskustvo 
smrti strukturiraju kao utjelovljeno iskustvo, percepciju vremena, stavove pre-
ma sebi i religijski govor te kako doprinosi funkciji religije u jezičnoj komuni-
kaciji. Rad doprinosi istraživanjima kognitivne lingvistike i religijskog diskursa 
pokazujući kako se univerzalni obrasci metaforičke konceptualizacije prepliću s 
kontekstualno specifičnim religijskim značenjima unutar diskursa žalovanja.
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Abstract

This article considers the role of music in the churches of the Reformation he-
ritage in the Republic of Croatia through three thematic areas: foreign musical 
influences, the quality of local musical creative output, and its broader social 
resonance. Particular attention is devoted to the historical evolution of con-
temporary Christian music, especially the impact of foreign performers and 
organizations from the mid-twentieth century to the present, and their role in 
shaping the local musical practices. The work is based on an analytical rea-
ding of available sources, as well as the author’s extensive practical experience 
in the area of music in general and concert work in particular within diffe-
rent denominational contexts. The second part underscores the importance 
of excellence as a key factor of cultural influence, combined with a critical 
examination of challenges related to production, institutional visibility, and 
systemic support of musicians. The final section reflects on the social potential 
of church music as a means of communication of theological values in the pu-
blic sphere. In conclusion, the article argues that there is a need for a strategic, 
interdisciplinary, and long-term approach to musical creativity to achieve a 
full spiritual and social effect.
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Introduction

This article addresses the main theme through three distinct subheadings, each 
examined independently. In addition to surveying the present state of the field, 
particular attention is devoted to the still insufficiently exploited possibilities for 
a more systematic and publicly visible presentation of musical creativity within 
churches. This potential is considered in the context of contemporary historical 
and technological conditions, which afford distinctive opportunities. The analysis 
relies in part on the author’s experiential knowledge gained over many years of 
active involvement in the development of church music. It also draws on empirical 
observations derived from sustained concert activities and collaborations within 
various denominational contexts in the Republic of Croatia (approximately 100 
concerts and guest appearances annually). These observations serve as illustra-
tive and contextual material supporting the wider theoretical discussion of issues 
under consideration.

1. Foreign Musical Influences

The 1980s were a fertile soil for the influx of external musical influence into our 
region. As a communist country that maintained relative openness and, there-
fore, is especially interesting to Western democracies, we have seen a substantial 
impact from foreign Christian musicians on our local creative output. This influ-
ence manifested through several channels: visits by more well-known groups, such 
as Continental Singers or some lesser-known groups, including Anno Domini, 
or recordings of musical material by our performers in foreign studios. Among 
these, the Wetzlar studio in Germany proved especially significant as it provided 
a musical accompaniment to numerous records and cassette tapes by our singers. 
This recipe was quite enduring – so much so that Swedish performers Suzie and 
Debbie Sandstrom recorded an entire album with lyrics sung in the Croatian Ser-
bian language, which they learned specifically for these performances. This proj-
ect took place in Costa Mesa, California, at the Calvary Chapel church, employing 
an ensemble of resident musicians, giving the recordings a Western sound.

With the start of the war in Croatia, the number of arrivals shrank signifi-
cantly. The Anno Domini group remained faithful to this region, with Branko 
Kovačević playing a valuable role in bringing them here. Once the war operations 
ceased and the war stopped, various musical groups and individual artists began 
arriving again on mission assignments from external organizations. These visits 
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were funded externally, allowing local churches to offer free musical programs. 
One of the most prominent figures to visit this area during this period was Bob 
Fitts, singer and songwriter affiliated with Integrity’s Hosanna Music, an influen-
tial music label at the time. In 1995–1996, he led a seminar for Christian musi-
cians in Crikvenica. His songs continue to be sung in the churches of the Refor-
mation heritage (hereafter: CRH), including “This is the Day” and the one that has 
only recently become a hit during Catholic spiritual renewals – “He Will Come 
and Save You” – 30 years after its composition. In hindsight, his visit was not fully 
used, given his stature and influence within the worship movement in the begin-
ning. A lasting memory from the Crikvenica gathering is a song he wrote there, 
later published in the Živa Voda songbook: “It Is Good to Praise God.” Through 
his selection of a Psalm, he wanted to demonstrate how an original composition 
could be written in the national language.

Here, it is worth looking at the common practice during this period of pre-
funded groups and individuals arriving from foreign missionary organizations. 
While this model eased the financial strain on local churches, it gradually fostered 
complacency, reduced discernment, and, frankly, a certain passivity in organizing 
such events. As a result, attendance remained modest, with audiences consist-
ing primarily of members from local Christian communities. During this era, the 
band TVB (The Vocal Band) also visited, under the auspices of Youth for Christ 
– specifically its English branch, part of one of the world’s leading youth-oriented 
missionary organizations founded by Billy Graham. Music served as their core 
ministry tool because they recognized its powerful draw among young people. 
Although TVB’s primary activity in England was performing in schools, where 
they presented popular radio hits reinterpreted with clear moral and spiritual val-
ues that naturally pointed toward a gospel message, their concerts were also orga-
nized through local church communities. Later on, several TVB members partici-
pated in the recording of the album Čekamo (1998), collaborating with musicians 
from the Rijeka church.

The true and more enduring arrival of globally renowned Christian music 
groups into this region began with the establishment of Bono Records in 2006. 
This initiative stemmed from an invitation by a guardian of a Franciscan monas-
tery – a man who spoke no English and had little familiarity with contemporary 
music styles, yet was eager to do something for the youth. Through this effort, 
prominent groups such as Delirious? and Oslo Gospel Choir were brought to 
Croatia. 

Due to high financial risks and costs, every detail required heightened atten-
tion. All rules for organizing a musical event were followed, including: the right 
choice of dates, if possible, around religious holidays when people tend to be more 
receptive to spiritual themes; engaging local and national media; and showing 
respect to all relevant institutions in the Republic of Croatia, regardless of their 



42

KAIROS: Evangelical Journal of Theology / Vol. XX No. 1 (2026), pp. 39-48 / https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.3

background, as part of the shared Christian musical landscape. The strategy to 
bring Delirious? – the most famous Christian music band in the world at the time 
– and thereby place Croatia on the map of global Christian music events, could 
not have been realized without additional thought. Their progressive worship 
albums were not available in Croatia, and the band itself was not known enough 
to local audiences. That is why we chose a more familiar and accessible format for 
a Croatian person: choir singing. For this reason, Bono Records invited Europe’s 
most renowned white gospel choir, the Oslo Gospel Choir, to perform on the 
same evening. In the end, it was the Oslo Gospel Choir that truly packed the Zrin-
jevac sports hall in Osijek, drawing a larger crowd, despite Delirious? being, both 
then and now, a much bigger name. Such strategic decisions ultimately decide 
whether an event will be deemed successful. 

In 2007, the famous London Community Gospel Choir – Europe’s most prom-
inent black gospel choir – also performed in Osijek. Following their visit, Croa-
tian artist Gibonni expressed a strong interest in the group. I facilitated connec-
tions between them that led to unforgettable joint performances at major venues 
across the region. 

Bono Records has continued to organize annual concerts featuring major 
international artists such as Hillsong, Matt Redman, Martin Smith, Parachute 
band, and, most recently, for the first time in the historic Pula Arena’s history, 
an evening of worship with Matt Maher and Hillsong United, together with local 
performers who regularly play at Croatian Christian music events. In conclusion, 
I would like to add an important fact. Among the anonymous ticket-buying visi-
tors were now leading Croatian Christian musicians, such as the groups Emanuel 
and Božja pobjeda, who openly credit their attendance at these very events as 
crucial to determining their own calling. Through these efforts, Bono Records has 
left an indelible mark on today’s full squares and Arenas that are filled with the 
sounds of praise songs to the Lord. 

Today, Europe’s largest Christian music festival, Big Church Day Out, is led by 
the former keyboardist of Delirious?. In a personal conversation, he shared with 
me an insight into how English churches think about music and young people: 
their leadership isn’t preoccupied with whether they will run a financial deficit 
this year, but rather with how large that deficit would be. They are aware that 
today’s offer will yield lasting fruit in their congregations and broader society ten 
years from now. That is exactly what happened at Croatian performances featur-
ing outstanding musicians. I want to encourage all influential individuals here 
not to shy away from following this path. The songs by these artists have been 
performed at stadiums and sports halls during major Catholic gatherings, which 
demonstrates how widely they have been accepted and the significant platform 
they have earned.
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On a related note, it’s worth highlighting an interesting fact that the biggest 
mark left by foreign Christian evangelical music was made in 1968, with the 
release of the album To nije tajna by the group Žeteoci. The group was formed by 
four Catholic theology students.1 The record was the second rock LP ever released 
by Jugoton in communist Yugoslavia (following Grupa 220’s debut album). The 
record included songs such as “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” and “Blessed 
Assurance,” which have endured and are still sung at today’s gatherings – and this 
is because of their influence and not bands from CRH. 

2. Quality of Creative Output

Regarding the quality of musical creative output, a pertinent maxim would be: 
“Culture changes exclusively through excellence.” In this context, it is clear that 
many productions from our church communities have remained at a semi-pro-
fessional level. Frequently, one or more essential elements fall short – whether the 
technical and sonic quality of the recording, the visual design and branding, or 
the absence of consistent promotion.2 Compounding the issue is often the lack of 
proper regard for Croatia’s key institutional framework, such as failing to register 
authors’ works with ZAMP (the Croatian Composers’ Society Copyright Protec-
tion Service) or neglecting to submit albums to be included in official national 
music catalogues, needlessly excluding one’s own creative work from the broader 
cultural and social space.

The attitude that “this current recording is just a temporary solution,” and the 
belief that “one day, when we have more resources, we’ll make the proper version,” 
is not good. In reality, this rarely happens. This is precisely why it is crucial to urge 
musicians to approach every recording with intentionality, bearing in mind that 
what transpires will stand as a permanent record. The recorded material becomes 
a part of their story, and a chapter once closed cannot be written again.

Where genuine excellence is present, denominational background loses its 
importance, and the author becomes recognized as a co-creator of a cultural 
space. I can attest to this from personal experience: my albums featuring songs 
rooted in Reformation heritage have been nominated for Croatia’s prestigious 
Porin award seven times, with two wins, competing with releases from Uskrsfest, 
Croatia’s oldest Christian music festival, and Progledaj srcem live! No one can 
credibly claim that works from our tradition are somehow undervalued in our 
society due to their confessional background. Do it well and see what happens. 

1	 https://www.discogs.com/master/512262-%C5%BDeteoci-To-Nije-Tajna.
2	 It is important to mention the excellent example of a Sisak based singer-songwriter Danko 

Tomanić. In 1990, Tomanić managed to gather the members of the “Tajči” band that existed 
at the time, and record a valuable and enduringly solid album – Getsemani – produced by Muc 
Softić.

https://www.discogs.com/master/512262-%C5%BDeteoci-To-Nije-Tajna
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Receiving Porin recognition did not bring me financial gain, but it granted me 
airtime on more than 50 radio stations in Croatia and a platform to speak about 
our musical heritage.

It bears repeating that culture changes exclusively through excellence. Excel-
lence is not a novel idea in our theological thought – both the Old and New Testa-
ments call us toward it. Protestants are known for their progressive outlook and 
strong work ethic, so there is no reason our musical output should fall short of 
the same standard. Also, high-quality songs composed by musicians within our 
churches can – and do – find their way into large gatherings, where they help 
shape the theology of the masses. One such example is the song “Duše sveti 
dobrodošao,” by Bruno Lincender (a former member of Riječ Života church), 
which has been sung in the packed Zagreb Arena. Such moments allow us to see 
that a genuine window of opportunity is open.

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in musical education and 
activity among CRH. More and more young people are enrolling in, and graduat-
ing from, prestigious music institutions both in Croatia and abroad. Nearly every 
denomination includes educated and musically gifted individuals, so some prog-
ress has clearly been made in personal competence. However, is there systemic 
institutional support that would enable a more visible and sustainable platform 
for their public work? Musical releases created in church communities are rarely 
registered with relevant cultural and media institutions and usually remain lim-
ited to the local church context, with minimal presence in the wider public sphere. 
At the same time, opportunities to use international distribution channels and 
collaborations remain largely untapped. In this sense, it is worth noting that the 
earlier periods of church music creation – particularly in the 1980s – tended to 
follow the standards of musical production and distribution more closely than is 
frequently the case today.

Talented musicians are readily available in our churches, and many feel a deep 
sense of mission and calling when it comes to creating these albums. Notable 
examples include the participation of high-caliber musicians in Ivan Špićak’s proj-
ects and the involvement of experienced production professionals in Vlado Hob-
laj’s albums – both showing careful attention to every detail of the recording, with 
the knowledge that it will endure for generations. October Light stands out as a 
particularly strong case, whose quality extends well beyond our national borders, 
serving as one of the clearest indicators of quality. Church alliances can encourage 
already prepared individuals to present our heritage to our people in the very best 
possible light.

Over the years, spiritual music and its role within church life have gone 
through significant changes. In the Catholic Church, a growing trend sees promi-
nent speakers collaborate with music groups that regularly follow them, giving 
those groups working continuity and visibility. Such a model, blending high-
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quality speakers and musical accompaniment, has proven especially appealing to 
younger audiences. In urban areas, such as Zagreb, weekday gatherings regularly 
attract many young people precisely around this simple, but effective format. The 
combination of a clear message and good quality musical performances has been 
recognized as a relevant and sustainable form of pastoral and cultural engage-
ment. According to an internal survey conducted within Catholic circles on the 
topic of spiritual music in the Republic of Croatia, the 2008 album Kao ruža by 
the group Kristina, released by C/Works (Switzerland) and Bono Records, is listed 
as one of the foundational works of contemporary worship music in the Croatian 
context. The album was created thanks to the enthusiasm of individuals from a 
local church community, and it made a lasting impression on the cultural space. 
It upheld key elements of professional music production, including song selection 
attuned to the era’s musical context, high-quality production, and the visual iden-
tity of the release. This effort paved the way for the development of many other 
musical initiatives and bands, shaping further development of spiritual music in 
Croatia.

The theological emphases and ecclesiological practices of individual church 
communities have a significant influence on the musical practices of their mem-
bers. In this regard, it can be observed that the pronounced unobtrusiveness and 
local community focus, characteristic of Churches of Christ, often lead to musi-
cians who are content to remain within their own church environment, resulting 
in very limited visibility in the broader public sphere. On the other hand, the 
intense zeal and missional orientation typical of Pentecostal churches encour-
age active individual engagement in musical ministry. However, sometimes the 
lack of formal musical education proves to be a limiting factor for longer-term, 
more widely recognized public impact. Baptist churches, meanwhile, often priori-
tize personal discipline and systematic work, which tends to produce musically 
educated individuals. Yet, a lower orientation toward cultural and social contexts 
outside church formats can reduce their visibility and missional potential in the 
public domain. These differences reveal a multi-layered relationship between the-
ology, church practice, and musical activity. They also open up space for exploring 
the value of an integrated approach – one that would combine theological depth, 
musical competence, and social relevance.

3. Social Influence

If you were to ask an average Croatian citizen what comes to mind when they 
hear the word “Baptist,” they would frequently say they associate it with a Baptist 
church choir in a movie. At the same time, Baptist churches in Croatia have not 
produced even a single choir that has achieved a significant impact or made good 
use of the general public’s perception. This has instead been accomplished by the 
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choir Agape from the Adventist church. They regularly perform on talent shows 
and consistently mark their anniversaries with sold-out concerts at the prestigious 
Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall, where they often feature guest musicians from 
the show-business world as well as other prominent choirs such as Izvor and Sv. 
Mihovil.

The Pentecostal movement has swept across the world, igniting it with con-
temporary Christian music. 50,000 people gathered at the Maksimir Stadium 
sang songs that originated in those communities, and those songs accounted for 
80% of the repertoire at that landmark event in the history of the Republic of 
Croatia.3 On the other hand, in our country, we do not have even a single band 
from Pentecostal churches that has managed to influence, or “infect” the broader 
Croatian religious scene in the name of their own denomination. This has been 
done by bands such as Božja pobjeda, Emanuel, the Husar sisters, or Halužan sis-
ters. Of course, music knows no borders, nor should it. Placing a denominational 
label before a musical work runs counter to the very idea of music. However, this 
raises a question: Could we have done it better? Here are some constatations and 
some questions.

	– Numerous experts in religious and church education, especially within the 
Catholic Church, point out the importance and pedagogical value of Sun-
day school and a systematic approach to children’s upbringing in the CRH. 
Despite this, one observes a lack of musical recordings that would holisti-
cally encompass songs intended for children’s work in those communities, 
while simultaneously including musically trained church members, who 
undoubtedly exist in those places.

	– The already mentioned perception of Protestant churches as “singing choirs 
from some American movie” remains deeply embedded in the general cul-
tural awareness of our people. Do we have any significant choir albums 
that bring together the best voices from our churches, alongside instru-
mentalists already identified within our churches? These range from Jurica 
Lazar from the Church of Christ (a former member of the Croatian Armed 
Forces Orchestra), the Kovačević brothers from a Baptist church (currently 
members of Gibonni’s band), the married couple Skračić from the Chris-
tian Center in Šibenik (jazz and fusion musicians who converted a few 
years ago), Petra Mikulić and Ivan Špoljarić from the Pentecostal Church 
(both educated in Christian music in England and Croatia), the strongest 
musicians from CCE, to choir directors such as Petra Horvat and Nada 
Matošević (the latter a former intendant of the Croatian National Theater 
Ivan pl. Zajc in Rijeka), the pianist Kristina Bjelopavlović Cesar and many, 
many others who are worthy of mention. 

3	 This refers to the sixth concert “Progledaj srcem,” that took place on June 4, 2022 at the Maksi-
mir Stadium in Zagreb.
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The social influence of religious music would be significantly greater if it 
were led by a clearly articulated shared vision, rather than relying solely on indi-
vidual initiatives and personal leanings. Music is often described as one of the 
most powerful art forms because it deeply permeates everyday life and enables 
the fast transmission of messages and values. In that sense, CRH have a tremen-
dous opportunity to present their theological convictions more systematically 
and visibly through music – relying on competent individuals and high-quality 
production. In the contemporary context, characterized by the evolution of digi-
tal media, music content created within church communities is already reach-
ing broader audiences, often beyond the institutional frameworks from which it 
emerged. This development creates a need for churches to engage consciously and 
actively in shaping cultural and theological discourse, especially through music as 
a medium that can contribute to a greater understanding of religious heritage and 
exert a lasting influence on the identity formation of future generations.

In situations where CRH in Croatia lack their own radio or television stations, 
it is important to strategically leverage existing media outlets that are receptive 
to broadcasting Christian music. Within this context, Croatian Catholic Radio, 
Radio Marija, and Laudato TV stand out in Croatian media as rare platforms that 
consistently feature such content in their regular programming. Collaboration 
with these media organizations constitutes one of the few avenues for securing a 
sustained presence of Christian music in the public sphere. In contrast, the other 
media – particularly those at the local level – tend to provide only one-time album 
presentations or brief segments, rather than ongoing exposure of music. In today’s 
media environment, marked by rapid content production and an incessant flow 
of information, the lack of a proactive strategy leads to diminished visibility and 
influence. Consequently, it is essential to systematically and responsibly employ 
available media platforms to render existing cultural and spiritual content acces-
sible to a broader audience, in accordance with their original purpose of sharing 
and communication.

Conclusion

An examination of musical influences, the quality of creative output, and the 
societal reach of spiritual music within CRH in Croatia reveals considerable, but 
insufficiently utilized, potential. Historical precedents bear witness to the endur-
ing benefits achieved through strategic moves, an investment in excellence, and 
openness to broader cultural engagement – both within church communities and 
wider society. At the same time, many contemporary challenges, including frag-
mented initiatives, a lack of institutional support, inconsistent production quality, 
and limited media presence, point to a need for a more mature, responsible, and 



48

KAIROS: Evangelical Journal of Theology / Vol. XX No. 1 (2026), pp. 39-48 / https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.3

sustained approach to musical creativity as a meaningful mode of theological and 
cultural witness. 

In a time when technical, educational, and communication possibilities are 
greater than ever, the absence of a clear vision and a common strategy represents a 
missed opportunity. Music, as a powerful carrier of a message and shaper of iden-
tity, can be a bridge between the church and society, but only if it is approached 
with seriousness, professionalism, and an awareness of its long-term impact. It is 
therefore necessary to encourage collaboration between denominations, to con-
nect musical excellence with theological depth, and to actively use existing media 
and cultural platforms. Such an integrated approach would not only advance the 
visibility of the musical creative output of CRH but would also do its part in form-
ing a healthier, more open, and more spiritually sensitive cultural space in Croa-
tian society. 

Andrej Grozdanov

Crkve reformacijske baštine: strani glazbeni utjecaji, kvaliteta 
stvaralaštva te društveni utjecaji

Sažetak

U ovome članku razmatra se uloga glazbe unutar crkava reformacijske baštine u 
Republici Hrvatskoj kroz tri tematska područja: strane glazbene utjecaje, kvalitetu 
glazbenog stvaralaštva te njegov društveni doseg. Posebna se pozornost posvećuje 
povijesnom razvoju suvremene kršćanske glazbe, osobito utjecajima stranih 
izvođača i organizacija od druge polovice 20. stoljeća do danas te njihovoj ulozi 
u oblikovanju lokalne glazbene prakse. Rad se temelji na analitičkom pregledu 
dostupnih izvora, kao i na autorovim dugogodišnjim praktičnim iskustvima u 
glazbenom i koncertnom djelovanju unutar različitih denominacijskih kontek-
sta. U drugom dijelu naglašava se važnost izvrsnosti kao ključnog čimbenika kul-
turnog utjecaja, uz kritički osvrt na izazove vezane uz produkciju, instituciona-
lnu vidljivost i sustavnu podršku glazbenicima. U završnom dijelu razmatra se 
društveni potencijal crkvene glazbe kao sredstva komunikacije teoloških vrijed-
nosti u javnom prostoru. Zaključno se ističe potreba za strateškim, interdisciplin-
arnim i dugoročnim pristupom glazbenom stvaralaštvu kako bi se ostvario njegov 
puni duhovni i društveni učinak.
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Abstract

Churches of Christ in the Croatian context are a minority religious commu-
nity and, due to their small numbers, are relatively unknown and under-re-
searched. In this article, the focus is on the missionary work of American 
Churches of Christ in Croatia between the 1960s and 2010 and the results 
achieved. The first section introduces foundations for work in Europe, notably 
through the role of Otis Gatewood and the Eastern European Mission (EEM). 
Section two discusses the beginnings of the Work in Croatia, focusing on a few 
key US missionaries and ministries that were used in missionary work. The 
third section explores the importance of Mladen Jovanović for the establis-
hment of Churches of Christ in Croatia, and section four discusses subsequ-
ent American missionaries who made significant contributions to missionary 
work in Croatia. Section five identifies three Croats who became leaders in 
the Croatian Churches of Christ through missionary work, and section six 
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provides a brief reflection on the results of that initial missionary work. The 
conclusion is that, even though US missionaries came from a Stone-Campbell 
Movement background, past and current Croatian workers have found their 
Stone-Campbell heritage to be part of their historical/theological interests but 
not of daily relevance. The emphasis is rather on the Lord Jesus and his Word. 
The findings presented in this article are based primarily on eyewitness testi-
mony collected through interviews and email correspondence. 

Keywords: Restoration movement; Churches of Christ; Otis Gatewood; 
Eastern European Mission; Mladen Jovanović; Croatia

Introduction

Churches of Christ in the Croatian context are a minority religious community 
and, due to their small numbers, are relatively unknown and under-researched. 
In Croatian context Churches of Christ were researched as part of the project 
“Religious Situation in Croatia” (Plačko 1991), Juraj Kolarić wrote about them in 
his book Ekumenska Trilogija (Ecumenical Thrilogy) (2005), Ankica Marinović 
Bobinac and Dinka Marinović Jerolimov wrote about them in the book Vjerske 
zajednice u Hrvatskoj (Religious Communities in Croatia) (2008), they were men-
tioned in the collection of papers 500 godina protestantizma: baština i otisci u 
hrvatskom društvu (500 Years of Protestantism: Legacy and Imprints in Croatian 
Society) (2018), in 2007, Mladen Jovanović wrote an article “The Restoration 
Movement of the Churches of Christ” in which he gave an overview of history 
and key principles of the Restoration movement, and these churches are currently 
researched as part of the project “Churches of the Reformation Heritage in the 
Republic of Croatia 1990–2020.” 

In this article, the focus is on the missionary work of American Churches of 
Christ in Croatia between the 1960s and 2010 and its outcomes. Namely, mission 
work by American Churches of Christ in Europe began in the mid-20th century. 
As is mostly true with Europe, the continent is regarded as a Christian place and 
in little need of evangelization. Over and over again, this proves to be an opin-
ion in great need of correction, and missionaries who come to live and work in 
Europe eventually leave transformed, with Europe placed deeply in their hearts 
and minds. So was the case with Otis Gatewood, a man who brought a little piece 
of the Restoration Movement1 into Germany and began to dream of a work that 
would overcome the borders of European countries. His dream was likewise pres-

1	 For more info about the Restoration movement in the Croatian language, see Jambrek 2007, 
295–296. 
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ent within his family, and in the summer of 1969, his son, David Gatewood, moved 
to Croatia to start a Church of Christ among young people. He was accompanied 
by his wife, Sandra, and another couple who had come to Croatia a few months 
earlier, Bud and Beverly Pickle. One of the first contacts they made upon arriving 
in Zagreb, Croatia, was their language teacher, Mladen Jovanović. Through per-
sonal evangelism, the first missionaries befriended Mladen and his wife, Dragica, 
which led to their conversion and to their service with the Church of Christ in 
Zagreb for almost 40 years. Jovanović became a preacher for the church in 1971 
and continued in that role until he died in 2013. 

Many short and long-term missionaries have visited Croatia since the first two 
couples arrived. Each brought something unique, and many began ministries. 
The main evangelistic strategy at the beginning included radio broadcasts and 
summer camps on the Croatian coast. Many short-term missionaries came from 
Oklahoma Christian College for the summer. Long-term missionaries came from 
Sunset School of Preaching, Abilene Christian College, and Oklahoma Christian 
College. Their work focused on teaching, leading children at camps, directing a 
Bible School, doing radio and youth ministry, helping with humanitarian aid, and 
many other acts of benevolence. Another noteworthy ministry is the founding of 
the Council of Churches of Christ in Croatia, which fostered unity among many 
churches in the country. 

The present study examines the development of the Churches of Christ in Cro-
atia, shaped by missionaries associated with the Restoration Movement between 
the 1960s and 2010. Particular attention is given to how this theological and 
ecclesiological heritage informed the initial formation of the mission, provided 
its operational framework, and underwent processes of contextualization within 
the Croatian socio-cultural environment.2 The study further explores how these 
dynamics contributed to the emergence of distinct forms of ministry. Method-
ologically, a substantial portion of the data was collected through interviews and 
email correspondence with first- and second-hand witnesses, due to the scarcity 
or absence of written records. While such sources are inherently partial and may 
reflect subjective perspectives, this study preserves a valuable segment of histori-
cal memory and offers a foundation for future research on the work and activities 
of the Churches of Christ in Croatia in the period after 2010.

2	 In this context, “contextualization” refers to the process by which the Christian message and 
ecclesial practices are expressed within a specific cultural setting without losing their core theo-
logical content. For example, such dynamic is reflected in David Bosch’s understanding of con-
textualization, in which the Gospel retains its normative and universal character, while cultural 
forms remain secondary and adaptable. As Bosch argues, “culture and context are the servants 
of the Gospel adiaphora, non-essentials, variable” (Bosch 1982, 10).
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1. The Foundation for Work in Europe

1.1. The Legacy of Otis Gatewood

Missions, in the minds of American Restorationists, have their foundation in the 
19th century. Early in the Movement, a strong sense of responsibility and a calling 
for the United States guided its leaders. James F. MacLear (1978, 192) writes that 
“Past testimony about the nation’s universal role had included both the foreign 
missions emphasis on world crusade and a more isolationist but equally evangeli-
cal stress on America as a providential refuge and example of true Christianity.” 

The earliest missionary efforts in Europe date back to 1875, and in the years 
leading up to World War II, there were attempts to evangelize Northern, Western, 
and Eastern Europe, resulting in few converts and few societies or organizations 
(Foster 2005, 309–310). It was not until after World War II that the mission to 
Europe became very fruitful among the Churches of Christ, particularly in Ger-
many, later spreading to the former Yugoslavia. Although it is true that “already 
during the war, various members stationed in the European theater submitted 
articles for the Gospel Advocate and the Firm Foundation, urging a massive pro-
gram of evangelism in that part of the world” (Hughes 2008, 233), it was not until 
the end of the War, in 1947, that major steps were taken for the work in Europe. 

The pleas from Europe were heard. One man in particular, Otis Gatewood, 
played an important role in the mission to Europe and, subsequently, to Croatia, 
a former Yugoslav republic. Gatewood was born and raised in Texas and educated 
at Texas Tech University, Abilene Christian University, Pepperdine University, 
and the University of Utah at Salt Lake City. He was the first full-time missionary 
of the Broadway Church of Christ in Lubbock, Texas, when he was sent to New 
Mexico in 1937. In 1939, he moved to Salt Lake City to begin work that targeted 
Mormons (Foster 2005, 353). As he was preaching in Utah, at the outbreak of 
World War II, he realized that the Mormon Church was bringing home all of their 
missionaries from Europe, about five hundred of them. Churches of Christ had 
no missionaries in Europe at the time, and the dream began. Gatewood met with 
Norvel Young, a school friend and preacher at the Broadway Church of Christ in 
Lubbock, Texas, and started talking and dreaming about going to Europe. Norvel 
Young began laying the groundwork with the elders at the Broadway Church of 
Christ (Crouch 2009). 

The idea soon became possible when certain steps were taken toward achiev-
ing the goal of evangelism in Europe. “After a planning meeting for prospective 
missionaries to Germany at George Pepperdine College in 1944 and a survey 
trip by Otis Gatewood and business man Paul Sherrod shortly after the war, the 
Broadway Church of Christ held a special lectureship in August 1946 to discuss 
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cooperation for evangelism and benevolence in Europe and Asia” (Foster 2005, 
311). From that, a system of “sponsoring churches” developed. Broadway became 
a “sponsoring church” for the work in Germany (Foster 2005, 311).

In 1947, Otis Gatewood, along with Roy Palmer, came to Switzerland intend-
ing to go to Germany. In Switzerland, they had to wait for a permit, which they 
received from Lucius D. Clay, the Deputy Military Governor of Germany (Foster 
2005, 311). Gatewood confirmed, “Roy Palmer and I were the first two of any 
religious groups to enter Germany following World War II” (McBride and Shipp 
1999, 18). Both of these men had wives and children back home. Their report of 
the conditions was that everything was bombed, people were starving, and there 
were no jobs. Still, they nevertheless made arrangements, went back to the States, 
and returned to Frankfurt with their families, where they volunteered and worked 
in humanitarian aid. This is how they made their first contacts for Bible study 
(Crouch 2009). 

The Gatewood family, Otis and Alma Gatewood, with their son David and 
daughter Darlene, returned to the United States in 1957. In the ten years they 
were in Germany, the Gatewoods worked with orphans, adopted a 9-month-old 
German girl (Darlene), and helped many Americans adopt the war’s orphaned 
children. Upon his return, Otis Gatewood became the first president of Michigan 
Christian College and, in that role, influenced many to reach the people of Europe. 
The assessment in the Christian Chronicle is correct when they concluded: 

No quality contributed more to Otis Gatewood’s ability to bring growth in the 
church than his power with people. He is a keen observer of those he meets. He 
recognizes people with talent and potential. He has a Barnabas-like spirit for 
cultivating capable people. He has given a lot of personal support to his friends 
and co-workers through the years. He has been instrumental in encouraging 
many young people to preach and commit their lives to Christ (McBride 1984, 
24).

He likewise encouraged and helped key people start a crucial ministry to Europe, 
the Eastern European Mission. 

1.2. The Eastern European Mission (EEM) begins in Vienna, Austria

Otis Gatewood returned to Europe, this time to Vienna, Austria, in 1966. His 
wife had passed away, and his heart and mind could not stay away from Europe. 
Austria was a neutral country and thus a wonderful climate for all the missionar-
ies who wanted to work with Communist countries. Located in central Europe, 
Austria was also geographically and strategically useful. Many missionaries sta-
tioned themselves in Vienna. Joy Crouch (2009), Gatewood’s personal secretary 
in Vienna, reports: 
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Otis was a great recruiter and fundraiser. He was responsible for getting people 
in all over Germany and Austria. Many of these people who now formed a 
group in Vienna were students in Abilene, and he encouraged them to come. 
Bob Hare was at Harding, and hecame to Munich, started a church there, 
then moved to Vienna and began working there. In 1956, when they had the 
Hungarian uprising, Otis made a trip to visit Bob Hare at that time, who was 
already in Vienna. They went down to the Balaton See, and they watched peo-
ple fleeing, and that was one of the things that really sparked them to think 
that they needed to get a group together to go into these countries to start 
preaching the Gospel.

Hare’s and Gatewood’s passion for Communist countries led them to dream and 
find new ways to reach them. Bob Hare began working with the church in Vienna 
in 1955. Bruce Stockdale was working there with military Christians, and Rob 
Pitts joined the work in 1959. Six more couples, all from Abilene Christian Col-
lege, joined in: Bob Stewart, Lynn Camp, Gwen Earnhart, Frank McCuthan, and 
Otis Gatewood, who influenced the choice in location and the work. In 1962, Tom 
Turner followed (Rybinski 2009). The main mission of the EEM was, and remains, 
to provide Bibles in native languages to Eastern Europe. According to The Stone-
Campbell Movement: A Global History,

…EEM printed and distributed Bibles, devotional works, and other Christian 
literature to people living in the nations of Eastern Europe, then under Soviet 
control. Initially operating out of Dallas, Texas, EEM relocated to Vienna in 
1974. After the fall of communism in Eastern Europe in the early 1990s, EEM 
began conducting evangelistic trips, supporting congregations, conducting 
Christian service camps, and doing other more direct forms of mission work. 
EEM relied on a very large network of Churches of Christ across the globe, 
translators and agents in Eastern Europe, and its Vienna staff to support and 
carry on the work. It [sic] its first fifty years of work, EEM was credited with 
translating the Bible into twenty dialects and distributing approximately eight 
million copies throughout Eastern Europe (2013, 358).

The idea sprang from regular visits from Vienna to different Communist coun-
tries. On such visits, they realized they were unable to buy Bibles. However, they 
believed the printed Word was very important, powerful, and alive, so they came 
up with an idea: to set up a print shop and get people from these various countries 
to help in the project. Since Vienna was a neutral place, there were thousands 
of refugees from many nations. It was not unusual to meet people of different 
nationalities. The first building where they had offices was owned by the Austrian 
Government, but they were using it for refugees. The Government allowed mis-
sionaries to use the facility if they would take care of the refugees in return. Soon, 
the staff was not made up only of American missionaries but also of people from 
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and other Communist countries. The dream saw its 
first fruit. 
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The first printer for the EEM was purchased by the McGee Foundation (to 
print Bibles), but for several years, there was no money to buy paper. Finally, a 
man who had been a professional printer returned from South Africa to Austria 
and began helping, which led to the printing of one of the first Bibles – the Hun-
garian Bible. Officially, Bible printing started in 1977, but before that, only small 
pamphlets were printed. The mission director at the time was Gwen Hensley, who 
was the driving force behind the organization. Gatewood and others were involved 
in many different aspects. The EEM was involved in printing the Croatian Bible by 
providing paper to the Catholic society that printed it in Croatia (Crouch 2009).

Mladen Jovanović, one of the first converts and the current preacher for the 
Church of Christ in Zagreb, Croatia, reported on this in greater detail: 

The Eastern European Mission was the most active organized mission work 
that we were connected with from the beginning. Thanks to them, we received 
some of the earliest works of literature, and they helped us secure 20,000 
Bibles printed in Vienna and exported to Croatia in 1984. The second edition, 
another 20,000 Bibles, was printed in Sarajevo in 1986, and was distributed 
free of charge also to some Catholic schools and parishes at that time. In 1980, 
when Dragica and I returned from the States, we couldn’t get social and medi-
cal insurance from the government of Croatia, so the EEM mission offered 
us the possibility to be employed by them, helping us solve our social status 
(Jovanović 2009b). 

Clearly, the Eastern European Mission had a major impact on the work in the 
Churches of Christ in Croatia. 

2. The Beginnings of the Work in Croatia

2.1. First Missionaries

In the fall of 1967, Otis Gatewood and Bob Hare came to Zagreb as part of one 
of their research trips to Communist countries. They were unable to find a hotel 
room because of the international fair happening at the city fairgrounds. They 
went to the tourist office, and the lady told them that they were renting rooms in 
the student dorm by the Sava River. They took a room and realized that there were 
40,000 students in the University of Zagreb who did not know Christ as their Lord 
and Savior. They got down on their knees on the floor and started praying, “Lord, 
if we are going to reach this country, we need to do it through the student popu-
lation” (Crouch 2009). They also found that Americans could come to Zagreb, 
enroll in language classes, and obtain student visas.

The added benefit was that Yugoslavia had never signed the Warsaw Pact, so 
people from there, unlike those from other Communist countries, could travel 
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freely to the West. In return, foreign students were allowed to travel and study in 
Yugoslavia. The University of Portland agreed with the University of Yugoslavia, 
allowing students from Portland to enroll, and the first step in their enrollment 
was to learn Croatian. David Gatewood, son of Otis and Alma Gatewood, and 
Bud Pickle were schoolmates at Abilene Christian University (ACU) and were 
part of a group preparing to go to Russia. The group soon fell apart when they 
were unable to receive entry visas. David and Bud, 1967 graduates of ACU (ACC 
at the time), were asked to consider going to Yugoslavia rather than Russia. In 
1969, together with their families, they moved to Zagreb, Croatia. The first to 
come were Bud and Beverly Pickle, and soon after, within a year, David and San-
dra Gatewood followed (Crouch 2009).

Bud and Beverly Pickle met at Abilene Christian University and married while 
finishing their education. Beverly (after 13 years of marriage, Bud and Beverly 
divorced, and Beverly remarried Charles Morrison) recalls their call to Croatia: 

Beginning in 1967, we made several trips to Europe before finally deciding 
to go to Zagreb. In the beginning, we were very interested in entering Russia. 
We spent time in Helsinki, Finland, but God began to make it quite clear that 
was not the place to be. We were led to visit Zagreb, and once there, our main 
thrust began to turn from Russia (because of its very strong Communist state) 
and more to Zagreb (Morrison 2009).

In January 1969, they moved to Croatia with the vision to spread God’s word 
among the people of the nation. They came as students, eager to learn the lan-
guage and culture to reach more people. Their understanding of the needs of East-
ern European people deepened, and they were able to reach Croatia in ways suited 
to the time and place. Bud Pickle explains:

The most striking and obvious differences in Christian outreach between East 
and West Europe was the minimalization of denominationalism. Evangelism 
in the United States and Western Europe was often focused on the individ-
ual denomination and its unique history or minor differences … in East-
ern Europe, the “quiet” evangelistic emphasis was mostly on the focal point 
of Christ Jesus, the Saviour... Eastern Europeans had to endure suffering or 
heartache to maintain an active faith. There was little advertising and less 
glamour, but the meeting halls were packed with the faithful and with many 
more searching for purpose. In most cases, many of the faithful had to meet in 
secrecy or face penalties such as loss of work or even jail time if a believer took 
his faith very seriously. Open evangelism was not only discouraged but also 
banned and subject to severe penalties. There was little opportunity to express 
preference regarding the comfort of the meeting place or the denominational 
choice. Most often, “unity in Christ” existed because there was no opportunity 
to fight or disagree among your brethren (Pickle 2009). 
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David and Sandra Gatewood likewise met and married while attending Abilene 
Christian University. Their first call was to Russia, but they convinced Bud and 
Beverly to join them on their team to Yugoslavia. Otis Gatewood’s initiative to go 
to Croatia, along with tensions within the group over Russia, soon enabled them 
to head there that same year. David and Sandra did not have children when they 
came, so they had plenty of time to spend with university students. They wanted 
to share their faith, and that is what they told the people they met. They were also 
able to adopt a child while living in Croatia (Crouch 2009).

The vision and mission of these two couples were simple, yet profound. They 
wanted to reach people for Christ; they wanted God’s Word to be heard among the 
nation; and they believed that this could be achieved through personal contacts, 
which inevitably led to the formation of other ministries. Beverly Morrison (2009) 
(formerly Pickle) concludes that “We knew that in order to do this, we would 
need to learn the culture, language, and the people before we could be effective at 
all.” Their awareness of cultural differences and sensitivity to the country’s needs 
enabled them to be effective evangelists, first through personal contacts and later 
through the formation of a radio ministry and church camps.

2.2. Personal Contacts

The first missionaries came to the University of Zagreb as students. Many of their 
concerns about adjusting to the culture were overcome by their ability and will-
ingness to learn and to meet new people. One of their first contacts was their 
Croatian-language teacher, Mladen Jovanović, who later converted and went on 
to lead the Churches of Christ in Croatia, serving as the overseeing minister for all 
mission posts and as the director of the Council of Churches of Christ in Croatia. 
Other contacts were mostly students at the University and their neighbors. Soon 
enough, people began coming to the missionaries’ homes, where they would share 
many meals together and become great friends. Some of these efforts resulted in 
lifelong relationships and brought people to the Lord. 

2.3. Radio Ministry

As mentioned in the introduction, the primary means of evangelization at the 
beginning was radio broadcasting. Bud Pickle, with the help of Mladen Jovanović, 
ran this ministry from 1970 to 1974. 

Bud was approached by the elders of the Highland Church in Abilene, Texas, 
regarding his interest in starting a radio outreach in Yugoslavia. Landon Saunders, 
the minister at Highland, visited Bud and Beverly in Zagreb, and the Croatian 
radio ministry concept was born. Landon and Bud each wrote and shared radio 
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message scripts, which were reviewed by several university linguists. Many of the 
early scripts were about the evidence of a higher power, about the possibility that 
there was a God who created the earth, the heavens, and man, and interacted per-
sonally with his creation (Pickle 2009). 

Bud desired for Mladen to read the Croatian text over the airwaves, but it was 
not until 1971, when Mladen converted, that they became full-time co-workers. 
Between 1974 and 1980, the programs were halted, but Mladen resumed them 
in 1980, using a studio in Lausanne, Switzerland. Then, in 1985, after building 
a studio in Graz, Austria, the ministry continued from there. In 1991, the radio 
transmission moved from Portugal to Croatia, and in time, there were 12 stations 
broadcasting the Christian message in Croatia.3 Beverly Morrison (2009) recalls 
this as an incredible evangelistic tool: 

The radio ministry seemed like the best way of spreading the Word and 
thereby reaching more people. The reception was tremendous in the begin-
ning—many letters and requests for Bibles came. We began translating biblical 
books, Bibles, and literature, and oversaw the printing of such … We were able 
to meet many people outside of Zagreb. This was a tremendous outreach tool. 

2.4. Camps 

From the beginning of the work, the main activities were Bible camps and retreats 
organized by Austrian churches, which Croats could attend with groups of Chris-
tian or non-Christian friends. Getting people to cross the border was not hard; 
it was interesting for people in Communist Yugoslavia (Jovanović 2009b). How-
ever, David and Bud began dreaming of a camp setting in Croatia, and soon they 
settled on the city of Pula. The first camp was in 1970 and was mostly focused on 
university students. Every year, groups of short-term missionaries came to help at 
the camps, either teaching, helping with organization, or leading kids and youth. 
Some of the missionaries came from other countries of the former Yugoslavia, 
such as Gary and Danita Jackson and Mark and Linda Scorick, American mis-
sionaries who were church-planting in Belgrade, Serbia. Others came from the 
United States as part of short-term outreach teams and remained for many years 
afterward, including Roger Massey (Jovanović 2009b).

The camps had two main purposes. The first was the encouragement, growth, 
and fellowship of the existing Christian body, and the second was outreach. Just as 
they had done in years past, traveling with a Croatian Christian friend to Austria, 
Gary and Danita Jackson traveled to Croatia with Serbian Christians and their 

3	 Jambrek mentions the following: “In the beginning of 1991, Mladen Jovanović started a radio 
program called Radosna vijest (Good News) which was broadcast on the radio station Hrvatski 
radio Čakovec (Croatian Radio Čakovec). The same program was broadcast by radio stations in 
the cities of Daruvar, Samobor, Sisak, Varaždin, Velika Gorica and Zabok” (Jambrek 2013, 224).
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friends. In their report, a sense of belonging can be felt, with a touch of sadness 
over the war that parted these two nationalities to the core. Gary Jackson (2009) 
wrote that “we had a very close relationship with the Croatian churches. When the 
war broke out, those relations were somewhat strained, but we are thankful they 
seem to be better now.” Gary and his wife were also missionaries in China, where 
they did the same thing they had done in Serbia from 1983 to 1993. They both 
attended the Sunset School of Preaching. Their co-workers in Serbia for many 
years were Mark and Linda Scorick, who eventually returned to the United States 
(Jovanović 2009b).

Roger Massey, however, returned to Croatia in 2004 and has worked to plant 
a church in an urban part of Zagreb, which has around 65,000 residents and no 
evangelical church. He came to Zagreb as a summer mission campaigner, work-
ing mostly in camps for four years in a row from 1980 to 1984, and then moved to 
Zagreb, where he lived from 1984 to 1990. He received his B.A. from Oklahoma 
Christian University and his M.A. from Abilene Christian University (Massey 
2009). His ten years with the Church of Christ in Zagreb have been very produc-
tive, as described below in the section on subsequent missionaries. 

3. Mladen Jovanović (1945 - 2013) – Life and Ministry 

Mladen Jovanović was born in Zagreb in 1945, at the end of WWII, when edu-
cation in the schools of former Yugoslavia was predominantly atheistic. Believ-
ing in God was considered nonsense, though his parents were traditional Roman 
Catholic believers. Religion was not a part of daily life, but they tried to observe 
two Catholic holidays, Christmas and Easter. Until almost the end of his college 
education, Mladen was not really interested in religion; it was something that 
belonged to his parents’ or even grandparents’ generation. 

Mladen married Dragica in 1969, and that same year graduated with a degree 
in Philology from the College of Philosophy at the University of Zagreb. He was 
one of the better students and was immediately offered a teaching position at the 
school. In October of that year, he began teaching, and his first class was for for-
eign students learning Croatian. The foreign students were mostly from Africa 
and the Middle East because studies were free of charge and the University of 
Zagreb had a special agreement with universities in those regions. The first group 
had Palestinians, Sudanese, and two American couples. That was Mladen’s first 
encounter with Americans. 

The Gatewoods and Pickles befriended Mladen right away. Mladen was struck 
by the fact that these people were his peers, yet active believers, Christians. 
Jovanović (2009b) recalls, “It was amazing and shocking to me at the same time 
because I couldn’t believe that someone who was so young and educated could 
believe in myths and legends.” Bud Pickle, who became Mladen’s closest friend, 
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gave him a Bible, baptized him, and became his co-worker. He was 26 at the time. 
Bud and Beverly had a child, and Mladen and Dragica were also blessed with 
their first child in 1969 as well. The two couples had many things in common, yet 
Mladen and Dragica did not yet share in their love for the Lord. 

In 1971, the Ministry of Education sent Mladen to teach at the University of 
Warsaw, Poland. Dragica stayed behind in Croatia to be able to keep an elementary 
school teacher’s position, and their one-and-a-half-year-old boy, moved together 
with his father to Poland. In the winter of that same year, Jovanović (2009b) recalls 
his conversion: 

Alone with my boy, one evening, the Spirit spoke to me in a new way. I asked 
myself what would happen to me if I were to die that very day. Reality of death 
brought me to the source of life, more than anything else, more than any 
arguments that I was given by missionaries, anything I was thinking before. 
Then Christmas was coming close, and Poland was communist, but they were 
observing it as a national holiday. On December 15th, they would close the 
semester and open it up on January 15th. I came to Croatia for a month and 
wanted to meet with Bud Pickle. I approached him and told him I had made a 
decision. I caught him off guard, but I asked him to baptize me. I was studying 
the Material that Bud gave me in his discussions. I was convinced there was a 
God, and I was looking for a way to connect with him, so I even had a prayer 
life. I knew that I had to do more than something deep in my heart to say that 
Jesus is my savior. I need to do something tangible, something public. Dragica 
was shocked, and my mother openly said that I betrayed all family values. One 
Sunday at the house group, Dragica asked if she could take from the bread 
and cup, and I said that it is perfectly ok, but that it probably doesn’t mean the 
same for her as it does for me. Then she burst into tears… she realized that if 
something happened to her, we would be separated forever. In early summer, 
with another baby on the way, she was baptized. 

The family then moved together to Poland, worshiped there at the Church of 
Christ in Warsaw, Poland, and in 1979, after 4 terms of teaching (usually profes-
sors were allowed to stay a maximum of two terms), they were asked to relocate 
to another country. Upon careful consideration, Mladen quit his job, told his boss 
in Zagreb that he was interested in studying the Bible, and then moved to Aus-
tin, Texas, to do graduate work in Bible. In May of 1980, the family returned to 
Zagreb, Croatia, with their last child on the way (Jovanović 2009b).

When Mladen returned with his family, it had been six years since the first 
missionaries left. From 1971 to 1980, the church was functioning as a house 
group, gathering sporadically when the Jovanović family visited from Poland on 
vacation, a month in the winter and four months in the summer. During this time, 
several missionaries came to Zagreb and tried to help however they could. One of 
those was Paul Lakey with his wife, Rae. 
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Rae and Paul Lakey heard about Croatia from Bob Hare and David Gatewood. 
Motivated to meet the incredible people of Croatia, they gave two years of their 
lives and served in Zagreb from 1976 to 1978. During this time, they learned Cro-
atian, helped with camps and weekly services, made home visits during the week, 
and supported ministries that were already underway. In their own words, they 
were unprepared to work alone, and it was not until 1980, when Mladen returned, 
that the church began to form on the outside. 

Jovanović served the church as its preacher from the time of his conversion. 
It was not until 1985 that the first apartment was rented, and eventually bought, 
in downtown Zagreb (Amruševa street), and the church began meeting there 
instead of in people’s homes. In time, the church on Amruševa Street outgrew its 
meeting space, so Jovanović sought approval to purchase and renovate a larger 
house in a well-connected residential area near the center of Zagreb. God pro-
vided the necessary funds through various sources for both the purchase and the 
required improvements, and in May 2000, the church moved into its new building 
on Kušlanova Street (Croatia for Christ s. a.).

During the Croatian War of Independence, Stanko Jambrek writes:

…the Churches of Christ, led by Mladen, collected and distributed humanitar-
ian aid for the needy, especially refugees. The Churches of Christ continued 
with this work, although with less intensity, for years afterward. Along with 
the humanitarian work, the members of the Churches of Christ endeavored to 
proclaim the Gospel at every possible opportunity. The result of this proclama-
tion was the numerical growth of the existing churches and the establishment 
of new churches (Jambrek 2013, 224). 

In an interview for the Chronicle in 2003, Jovanović discussed the roles of 
Churches of Christ in post-Soviet Europe, and particularly during the war:

Churches of Christ, two at the beginning of the war, decided to put the light of 
the Lord on the top of the hill. Two humanitarian organizations were formed. 
The decision was made that all workers, foreign or national, would stay in the 
country at all cost. The “Peace on Earth” Church of Christ humanitarian orga-
nization became a recognized and well-esteemed relief group. Croatian Chris-
tians ministered to more than 3,000 refugee families. With the assistance of 
American Church of Christ humanitarian organizations and churches from 
many countries of Europe, more than $3.5 million worth of food, clothing, 
sanitary, and medical supplies were distributed to those in need (Tryggestad 
2013).

Furthermore, in 2003, when the government of the Republic of Croatia signed 
an agreement with the Evangelical Pentecostal Church in the Republic of Croatia, 
the Christian Adventist Churches in the Republic of Croatia, and the Union of the 
Baptist Churches in the Republic of Croatia, the Churches of Christ were aligned 
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in this agreement with the Union of the Baptist Churches. On this occasion, 
twelve members of the Churches of Christ established a Council of the Churches 
of Christ, and Jovanović was elected its first president. He also played a role in 
founding the Protestant Evangelical Alliance in Croatia, where he served as its 
secretary, and collaborated with editorial teams on several important publications 
and journals, including Novozavjetni komentari (1997) (New Testament Commen-
taries), Biblija na Brailleovom pismu (1997) (The Bible in Braille Script), Novi 
zavjet – suvremeni prijevod (2003) (New Testament – a Modern Translation), Lek-
sikon evanđeoskoga kršćanstva (2007) (Lexicon of Evangelical Christianity), Vjer-
ske zajednice u Hrvatskoj (2008) (Religious Communities in Croatia) and Kairos: 
Evanđeoski teoloski časopis (2007–2013) (Kairos: Evangelical Journal of Theology) 
(Jambrek 2013, 224–225). As a writer, he published several books4 and worked as 
a translator or editor of several publications.5 

In retrospect, from this brief overview of Mladen’s life, we can say that when 
the Jovanović family moved back to Croatia, real growth began. However, with 
the help of subsequent missionaries, many other ministries began to take shape. 

4. Subsequent American Missionaries

4.1. Roger Massey 

As previously mentioned, Roger Massey came to Croatia as a summer mission 
campaigner for four consecutive years before moving to Zagreb in 1984. Roger 
had learned of Yugoslavia through Oklahoma Christian University and was 
intrigued by the people and missionaries that had already worked there, so he 
visited each summer and helped with the camps organized by Mladen Jovanović 

4	 Jovanović, Mladen. 1994. Put do Boga. Zagreb: Kristova crkva; Jovanović, Mladen. 1996. Sla-
va Bogu na visini. Zagreb: Kristova crkva; Jovanović, Mladen. 2006. Čisto srce stvori mi, Bože! 
Zagreb: Kristova crkva; Jovanović, Mladen. 2009. Prigni uho svoje. Zagreb: Biblijski institut; 
Jovanović, Mladen. 2012. I riječ crkvom postade: Kristova crkva u svjetlu i ogledalu Božje riječi. 
Zagreb: Biblijski institut. 

5	 Jovanović, Mladen. 2005. Pošalji mene!: spomen zbornik dr. James A. Williams. Novi sad: 
Teološki fakultet; Zagreb: Teološki fakultet „Matija Vlačić Ilirik;“ Protestantsko-evanđeosko 
vijeće. 1997. Evanđeoski pokret: zbornik radova sa Znanstvenog skupa Protestantsko-evanđeoskog 
vijeća povodom 150. obljetnice Evanđeoske alijanse, održanog 28. - 30. listopada 1996. u Zagrebu. 
Zagreb: Protestantsko-evanđeosko vijeće; Lewis, Clive Staples. 2009 & 2016. Kršćanstvo nije ilu-
zija: vodič kroz osnove vjere. Translation: Mladen Jovanović. Split: Verbum; Jovanović, Mladen, 
ed. 2006. Novi zavjet: suvremeni hrvatski prijevod. Zagreb: Svjetski biblijski prevodilački centar; 
Jovanović, Mladen, ed. 2012. Capetownski iskaz o predanju: ispovijest vjere i poziv na djelovanje. 
Zagreb: Protestantsko evanđeosko vijeće (PEV) u Republici Hrvatskoj; Biblijski institut. 
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and Ivan Tešić. This led to his five-year commitment to serve the church. In the 
end, he stayed for six and a half years. He enrolled at the University of Zagreb to 
do Yugoslav studies, and this was his way into the country. 

During Roger’s work for the Church of Christ in Zagreb, the youth ministry 
began. Although Roger did many other things as well, as he recalls, “I worked for 
the church. I planned and organized camps, planned nearly all church activities, 
led worship, preached, visited people in their homes, organized and taught youth 
classes, traveled to other towns, and had Bible studies there. Basically, I did every-
thing that needed to be done” (Massey 2009). His main focus was youth minis-
try. Through joint meetings with Serbian youth and satellite work with the group 
in Mursko Središće (about two hours from Zagreb), the youth of Zagreb grew 
into the young adults who formed the church. Some have strayed from the Lord, 
but many are either missionaries or active members of different churches around 
Croatia. The Bible study group in Mursko Središće resulted in a growing church 
named “Church of Jesus Christ.” The church had a unique story because it came 
into existence as a result of the influence of two denominations: the Churches 
of Christ and the Baptist Church. For some time, it was part of two unions (the 
Churches of Christ and the Baptists), but eventually it officially joined the Baptist 
union in Croatia. 

Vlado and Marina Hoblaj, who were one of the first people in that group and 
part of the leadership of the church in Mursko Središće, recall: “The Church of 
Christ in Zagreb was a great model, support, and inspiration to us. But even more 
than that, some particular people, like Roger Massey, Kathy Harvey, and Mladen 
Jovanović, became our spiritual mentors and leaders” (Hoblaj 2009). They go on 
to describe the beginning of their work in connection with the Church of Christ 
in Zagreb:

The Church in Središće began in the early 1990s. It was the time of the severe 
war in Croatia, and we were blessed to receive humanitarian help from faith-
ful brothers and sisters in the United States through the Church of Christ in 
Zagreb. Because of helping people in need, we’ve been able to use the public 
library not only to distribute material blessings but also to share the gospel 
itself. So, we began meeting more regularly for prayer meetings and Bible 
studies. In addition, we’ve occasionally been visiting the Church of Christ in 
Zagreb and the Baptist church in Mačkovec. In November 1997, we felt like it 
was time to move into the hired place, and we considered that event the official 
beginning of the church in Središće (Hoblaj 2009).

Roger Massey, together with his wife and three children, returned to Croatia 
in 2004 with a renewed vision and goal. His work in the past for the Church of 
Christ bore much fruit, and in 2009, he described his work in the following way: 
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I am part of a team effort to plant life-giving, cell-based churches among the 
Croatian people by connecting people to Jesus and to one another. I teach 
college-level English composition at Zagreb’s Biblical Institute, and I serve as 
a writer, designer, and distributor for the World Bible Translation Center. I 
led the mission team, but later turned that role over to a Croatian who also 
became the pastor of the church. Our vision is to utilize cell-based home com-
munities to evangelize, build community, and raise up leaders (Massey 2009).

4.2. Joy Crouch

Joy Crouch was encouraged by David and Sandra Gatewood to move to Vienna, 
Austria, in 1975, and once there, she began working at the office of Otis Gate-
wood. He introduced her to Mladen and Dragica Jovanović, and for the follow-
ing six years (until she returned to the States in 1979), Joy helped at camps each 
summer. The following ten years, she visited Europe almost every year, but it was 
not until 1990 that she decided to move to Zagreb and help with the local church 
there. Her vision was already underway in 1989, when she held many one-on-one 
Bible studies with people while living in Zagreb from May to October. Upon her 
return in 1990, this vision was sidetracked by the war that was starting in Yugo-
slavia. Her goals needed to be re-evaluated, and the main way of evangelization 
became humanitarian aid (Crouch 2009). 

Even though Zagreb was in great need of humanitarian aid, peripheral towns 
such as Varaždin and Daruvar experienced even greater distress. Joy sought to 
help the people in these regions by bringing them food and clothing and teach-
ing them English. Both of these places soon became stations from which new 
church plants began; however, when another missionary left Daruvar, the work 
there stopped. 

Joy left for the States in 1997 to begin a two-year fundraising project to buy 
new facilities for the church in Zagreb. Until then, she helped with the organiza-
tion of yearly camps, invited several speakers to hold seminars - one of them being 
Rubel Shelly, who came to teach ethics to the students at the medical university in 
Zagreb – organized building projects, and assisted in any possible way. In addition 
to all of that, Crouch returned to Croatia every year to encourage local leaders and 
workers to persist in their efforts for the kingdom of God (Crouch 2009).

4.3. Mark and Christine Parker

Mark Parker, an English teacher from Oregon, came to Croatia in 1991 to prepare 
for work in Čakovec. When he married Christine in 1992, they stayed in Zagreb 
to learn the language. Their ministry was mostly to teach English through the 
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Bible. However, the war also shaped their goals, and they ended up doing humani-
tarian aid. They also wanted to plant a church in Daruvar, but confess today that 
they were unprepared to tackle that work (Parker 2009).

Perhaps the most crucial part of their work and the greatest contribution to 
the overall work in Croatia was taking over the Bible school. Mladen Jovanović 
started the school but gave it over to Mark in 1991. When Thomas and Sandra 
Sibley moved to Croatia in 1999, they took charge of the school and developed 
what today is the Biblical Institute, an educational center for many students and 
ministers. 

5. Croatian Missionaries – New Church Plants

5.1. Ivan Tešić
Ivan Tešić was born and raised in Bosnia, but came to Croatia in the 1970’s to 
pursue his studies. In his early years, he considered becoming a Roman Catholic 
priest until he heard the gospel in a completely new way from American mission-
aries. He recalls that that was the first time he was faced with biblical Christianity 
(Tešić 2009). His newfound faith led him to further studies at Lubbock Christian 
University, where he received his B.A., and later to Abilene Christian University, 
where he received his M.A. 

From 1980 to 1990, Ivan lived and worked in Zagreb, but at the beginning of 
the great turmoil in Yugoslavia, he and his wife, Ruth, together with their children 
and Ivan’s younger brother, Nikola, started working in Zaprešić, a suburb of the 
capital city, Zagreb. The beginnings were challenging but fruitful, Tešić describes, 
“…we began working in Zaprešić in a very similar manner as we did in Zagreb at 
first – meeting with a few people in their homes … Since the war in Croatia lasted 
from 1991 to 1995, we were involved in distributing a great deal of humanitarian 
aid to refugees and people in need. This turned out to be our main and most suc-
cessful way of evangelizing” (Tešić 2009). Church also developed other ways of 
doing ministry, such as a Christian Radio program, Croatian and English Bible 
studies, and children and youth work. At that time, the articulated vision for the 
future was to “find new ways to build up the current congregation while reaching 
out to new people” (Tešić 2009). 

5.2. Mladen Dominić

Mladen Dominić was born and raised in Čakovec, Croatia, and attended school in 
Maribor, Slovenia. In 1991, he received an invitation from the church in Zagreb to 
come and help with their work with the refugees. Mladen, as was customary dur-
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ing the war, was very busy with the many refugees who were fleeing to the church 
daily, and he also attended Bible School and helped with the Radio Ministry. In 
1994, the need for humanitarian aid and Bible studies in Varaždin grew to the 
point that Mladen, together with his wife Renata, spent two years driving there 
weekly, and then, in 1996, decided to move from Zagreb and begin a full-time 
ministry in Varaždin. 

The church was active in many aspects for the benefit of the entire community 
where it serves. Some of the main ministries included teaching English through 
the Bible, monthly children’s camps, outreach events for the youth, and new con-
tacts from English classes, and prayer meetings at different places in town, as 
well as summer camps together with the church in Zagreb. From a retrospective 
perspective, the stated vision for the future included an even greater connection 
among the community, its organizations, and the local Christian body (Dominić 
2009). 

5.3. Vladimir Pšenko (1963 – 2022)
Vladimir came from Slavonia, the eastern province of Croatia, and, in 2010, 
planned to move to Vukovar, a city in the province with a great need for God’s 
Word and Light. One of Vladimir’s aunts was renting a basement apartment in 
the same building where the Church of Christ, Zagreb, started meeting in 1985, 
the same year that Vladimir moved to Zagreb. He was baptized in 1990, and from 
1991 to 2003, he ran the monthly outreach activities known as The Poetry and 
Song Sessions.6 Between 15 and 150 people attended these events. Since 2001, 
Vladimir and his wife, Renata, have been very active in a ministry serving home-
less people in downtown Zagreb and in a radio ministry (Pšenko 2009).

At that time, Vladimir and Renata had finalized the sale of their apartment in 
Zagreb and acquired a house in Vukovar, intending to relocate at the beginning of 
2010 to initiate a full-time ministry there. The Church of Christ in Zagreb func-
tioned as their primary base of support and as an overseeing congregation within 
Croatia.

6	 Pšenko was also a gifted writer. During his life, he published several publications: Pšenko, 
Vlado et al. 1993. Evo dolazim: lirska razmišljanja mladih. Đakovo: Biskupski pastoralni centar 
Đakovačke i Srijemske biskupije; Pšenko, Vlado 1996. Ljubav i vjernost: zbirka kršćanske poezije. 
Zagreb: Kristova crkva; Pšenko, Vlado et al. 2014. Upaljene luči. Osijek: Grafika; Pšenko, Vlado. 
2016. Božji šapat u Dolini blagoslova: motivacijske poruke. Zagreb: Kristova crkva – Kušlanova; 
Pšenko, Vlado. 2017. Božji šapat u Dolini blagoslova: motivacijske poruke. Zagreb: Kristova crkva 
– Kušlanova; Pšenko, Vlado. 2018. Božji šapat u Dolini blagoslova: motivacijske poruke. Zagreb: 
Kristova crkva – Kušlanova; Pšenko, Vlado. 2019. Božji šapat u Dolini blagoslova: motivacijske 
poruke. Zagreb: Kristova crkva – Kušlanova. 
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6. Reflection on the Work of Churches of Christ in Croatia 

The work of Churches of Christ in Croatia has been fruitful and productive, and 
many ministries that have started with the first missionaries or subsequent work-
ers still exist today. However, three distinct and very successful ministries need 
to be mentioned here because they played a crucial role in two ways. First, they 
strengthened unity among churches, and second, they served as a springboard for 
future generations and for the church’s plans in Croatia. These three are the Coun-
cil of Churches of Christ in Croatia, the Biblical Institute, and summer camps. 

The Council of Churches of Christ, Croatia came into existence in 2002 as a 
result of an agreement between the Baptist Union and the government of Croatia 
concerning matters of common interest, which led to the signing of an agreement 
between the Baptist Union and the Churches of Christ in 2003.7 To “improve 
cooperation based on evangelical principles between the Government of Croa-
tia and Churches of Christ in Croatia” (Jovanović 2009a), the Council issued an 
act outlining regulations to follow. In 2010, the Council consisted of 13 differ-
ent churches of different backgrounds. Most are Churches of Christ, but others 
include the Church of Jesus Christ, the Wesleyan Church, and the Christ’s Church 
of Brethren.8 Through monthly Council meetings and other events, this society 
proved to be a uniting force among Croatian churches. 

The Biblical Institute, founded by Mladen Jovanović, was later led by Mark 
Parker for a time, but in 1999, Thomas and Sandra Sibley took over the leadership 
of the Institute. It has served as a place of transformation and unity. With profes-
sors and students from different denominations, it was one of the most influential 
theological training places in the region. Until 2010, 19 students and graduates 
from the school were involved in various ministries across Europe. At that time, 
Thomas Sibley (2009) reflected on the future hopes for the church and the school 
when he wrote, “We would like to see Central and Eastern Europe turning back 
to God, or at least a gathering in of those who have hearts for God. A passionate 
moving of God’s Spirit over this land to heal, reconcile, and advance the kingdom 
in the hearts and minds of people here.”

Summer camps have likewise remained a central, ongoing aspect of ministry. 
For decades, the camp has been the place where Christians bring their unbeliev-
ing friends, where people meet the Lord and are baptized, where children are 
given special attention through certain activities, where the youth can know and 
experience community, where older generations can rest in fellowship with the 

7	 For more info about the Council, see Jovanović 2007, 416. 
8	 On the Christ’s Church of Brethren see the following article: Iva Đaković. 2025. “The Develop-

ment and Activities of Christ’s Church of Brethren in Zagreb.” Kairos 19, no. 2: 219–261. 
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Lord and other believers, and where God is active in moving his nation. It began 
as a powerful tool, and it remained just that after all these years.

Conclusion: The Restoration Movement and Churches of Christ in 
Croatia

Although all the missionaries who worked in Croatia within the Churches of 
Christ were either born and educated in the Stone-Campbell tradition or edu-
cated solely in it, this fact seems largely irrelevant. European Christians pride 
themselves on having roots in the early church established at Pentecost, as well 
as in figures such as Martin Luther and other European heroes of faith. This, of 
course, is very logical. However, American missionaries who have lived in Croa-
tia for some time have likewise adopted this mindset. Bud Pickle’s assessment of 
church planting in Croatia depicts precisely such notions:

We understood that the Church to be “planted” was NOT a replica of a typi-
cal American church. We had only ONE purpose: to plant…the New Testa-
ment Church. Naturally, that concept was not fully understood by many of our 
American church leaders or veteran missionaries. The term “New Testament 
church” was commonly used within the Church of Christ, and naturally, when 
our mission was publicized, many in the Church thought we would immedi-
ately replicate the Church as visualized in the West… with church buildings, 
Bible schools, public signs, and newspaper advertising. The truth was that the 
church was the body of Christ, BELIEVERS…. not an organization, and if we 
were going to be true to the real New Testament idea of evangelism, then we 
needed to focus on Christ and his gospel story, not buildings and outward 
signs of faith (Pickle 2009).

All the missionaries that we have interviewed confirmed that they did, indeed, 
teach their converts the basic principles of the Stone-Campbell tradition, like 
“Christians only,” “where the Bible speaks, we speak, where the Bible is silent we 
are silent,” and the like, but none of them felt the need to emphasize these prin-
ciples as part of the Stone-Campbell Movement. Likewise, all the past and current 
Croatian workers have found their Stone-Campbell heritage to be part of their 
historical/theological interest, but not of daily relevance. The emphasis is rather 
on the Lord Jesus and his Word. 

Missionaries who came to Europe and demonstrated sensitivity to the local 
cultural context did not merely transplant ecclesial models, but engaged in pro-
cesses of adaptation to the needs of the host society. In doing so, they developed 
a broader understanding of mission in Croatia and contributed to the gradual 
“de-Americanization” of church life, allowing the Churches of Christ in Croatia to 
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assume a more locally grounded identity. Rather than a one-directional transfer of 
beliefs, the mission in Croatia can and should therefore be understood as a trans-
national process in which both missionaries and local believers mutually shaped 
the emerging identity of the Churches of Christ. Consequently, a successful mis-
sion in the Croatian context was not primarily the result of institutional trans-
plantation, but of relational and context-sensitive engagement. This observation 
aligns with broader missiological insights that emphasize the importance of local 
agency and cultural adaptation in the formation of sustainable Christian commu-
nities. Although the influence of American missionaries and churches remained 
significant, and the churches were not fully independent of external support, the 
aspiration toward an authentically Croatian expression of church life persisted 
among local believers.
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Nina Lovše i Thomas Sibley

Misijsko djelovanje Kristovih crkava u Hrvatskoj  
između 1960-ih i 2010. 

Sažetak

Kristove crkve u hrvatskom su kontekstu manjinska vjerska zajednica. Budući da 
se radi o malenom broju vjernika, relativno su nepoznati i nedovoljno istraženi. 
Ovaj članak bavi se misijskim djelovanjem američkih Kristovih crkava u Hrvat-
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skoj između 1960-ih i 2010. te njihovim postignućima. Prvi dio uvodi temelje za 
rad u Europi, posebno putem uloge Otisa Gatewooda i Istočnoeuropske misije 
(Eastern European Mission - EEM). Drugi dio bavi se počecima djelovanja u Hr-
vatskoj, s posebnim osvrtom na nekoliko ključnih misionara iz SAD-a i službe 
koje su korištene u misijskom radu. Treći dio istražuje važnu ulogu Mladena 
Jovanovića u osnivanju Kristovih crkava u Hrvatskoj dok četvrti dio govori o kas-
nijim američkim misionarima koji su ostavili duboki trag na misijskom djelo-
vanju u Hrvatskoj. Peti dio navodi tri Hrvata koji su postali vođe u Kristovim 
crkvama u Hrvatskoj svojim misijskim radom dok šesti dio pruža kratak osvrt 
na rezultate toga početnog misijskog djelovanja. Zaključak navodi da iako su 
američki misionari došli iz pozadine pokreta Stonea i Campbella, prošli i sadašnji 
hrvatski radnici smatraju baštinu Stonea i Campbella dijelom svojega povijesnog/
teološkog interesa, ali ne i važnu u svakodnevnom životu. Umjesto toga, naglasak 
je na Gospodinu Isusu i njegovoj Riječi. Rezultati predstavljeni u ovom članku 
temelje se prvenstveno na svjedočanstvima očevidaca sakupljenim u intervjuima 
i dopisivanju elektroničkom poštom.





73

This work is open access and is distributed under the terms of 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0).

Formation Through Disorientation: 
Reframing Reduced Personal Accomplishment  

in the Indonesian Church

Yustinus Yustinus
 0009-0000-4096-817X

Sekolah Tinggi Teologi Bethel The Way, Jakarta
yustinus2011@gmail.com

UDK: 27-7:27-584:159.944.4(594) 
Category: Review paper 

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.5
Received: March, 2026

Abstract

This article intervenes in contemporary practical theological discourse on 
clergy burnout by critically reexamining the category of Reduced Personal 
Accomplishment (RPA), a core dimension of burnout that refers to a sustai-
ned sense of diminished ministerial effectiveness, inadequacy, and loss of vo-
cational meaning. Dominant burnout frameworks interpret RPA primarily as 
diminished professional efficacy, grounded in performance-oriented anthro-
pological assumptions. This study argues that such assumptions are theologi-
cally misaligned with ecclesial vocation and insufficient for interpreting mini-
sterial experience, particularly in contexts marked by pressures, such as those 
where churches exist as religious minorities. Employing constructive practical 
theological methodology, the article proposes Formation Through Disorien-
tation as a normative framework that reconfigures RPA as vocational disori-
entation rather than functional deficit. Integrating vocation theology, imago 
Dei anthropology, and cruciform spirituality, the framework reorients bur-
nout discourse from managerial restoration toward ontological realignment 
of ministerial identity. Drawing on Indonesian minority church realities as 
a critical case, the article contributes a Global South theological anthropo-
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logy that challenges dominant Western paradigms and advances practical 
theology’s engagement with identity, legitimacy, and perseverance in ministry.

Keywords: Formation Through Disorientation; Pastoral Burnout; Redu-
ced Personal Accomplishment; Theology of Vocation; Indonesian Minority 
Church

Introduction

Church ministry is theologically understood as participation in the missio Dei and 
as an expression of obedience to divine calling. In the Pauline tradition, ministry 
is inseparable from perseverance amid suffering and weakness, as articulated in 
2 Corinthians 6:3–10. This understanding is further developed by Jürgen Molt-
mann (1993,75–78), who frames Christian service as participation in the suffer-
ing of Christ rather than the pursuit of visible success. As Moltmann (1993, 76) 
explicitly states, “the fellowship of Christ is fellowship in his suffering,” thereby 
locating the meaning of ministry not in achievement but in communion with the 
crucified Christ. From this perspective, the meaning of ministry is grounded not 
in productivity or achievement, but in faithfulness shaped by grace and sustained 
through communion with Christ.

Within the literature on burnout, Reduced Personal Accomplishment (hereaf-
ter, RPA) refers to a diminished sense of competence, effectiveness, and vocational 
meaning in one’s professional responsibilities. In the classical framework of burn-
out, it constitutes one of the three core dimensions, alongside emotional exhaus-
tion and depersonalization (Maslach and Leiter 2016, 103–104; Osmer 2011, 2–4). 
In ministry, this condition may appear as a growing sense that one’s service has 
lost meaning and vocational coherence. Accordingly, this study approaches RPA 
not merely as a psychological construct but as an interpretive lens for examining 
ministerial identity and vocation.

Within contemporary practical theology, clergy burnout has become a criti-
cal site of theological reflection (Osmer 2011, 3). Dominant burnout frame-
works, however, continue to interpret RPA primarily through performance-ori-
ented assumptions that remain theologically misaligned with ecclesial vocation 
(Maslach and Leiter 2016, 104). This article intervenes in that discourse by posi-
tioning Formation Through Disorientation as a normative practical theological 
framework, reframing diminished accomplishment as vocational disorientation 
through which grace reconstitutes ministerial identity.

However, the lived reality of church ministry often reveals a different dynamic. 
The complexity of pastoral responsibilities, institutional expectations, and per-
sonal demands frequently generates emotional strain and spiritual fatigue. Fred-
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erick, Thai, and Dunbar (2021, 6–8) argue that ministerial burnout emerges when 
vocational demands become disconnected from spiritual depth and relational 
intimacy with God. As they observe, “burnout in ministry is closely tied to a 
breakdown in the integration of calling and spiritual practices” (Frederick, Thai, 
and Dunbar 2021, 7). Such conditions demonstrate that the ministry remains 
vulnerable to vocational disorientation and spiritual fragmentation, even when 
externally sustained.

One significant manifestation of this loss of meaning is RPA. In the burnout 
literature, RPA is part of the three-dimensional model of Maslach and Jackson 
(1981, 101–102), later refined by Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter (2001, 399–401). 
In this framework, RPA denotes a decline in perceived professional efficacy that 
develops under conditions of sustained occupational stress. Empirical research 
confirms the salience of RPA across professional sectors. Studies examining medi-
cal personnel during the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrate that levels of RPA 
may remain elevated even when emotional exhaustion appears comparatively 
moderate (Zhang et al. 2020, 5–6). Parallel findings within ecclesial settings indi-
cate that ministers likewise experience diminished personal accomplishment as a 
distinct and persistent dimension of burnout, underscoring the relevance of RPA 
within church ministry contexts (Gagola and Brek 2025, 60–62).

Research in Indonesia further confirms the relevance of burnout and RPA 
within church contexts. Sianturi (2024, 74–77) indicates that work-life imbal-
ance and weak social support significantly contribute to burnout among pastors 
of the Gereja Batak Karo Protestan (GBKP), including the RPA dimension. High 
congregational demands and limited stress management capacity further inten-
sify spiritual exhaustion (Setiabudi and Hidayati 2024, 1–15). These pressures are 
compounded by Christianity’s minority status in Indonesia, where ministers face 
representational expectations within a plural society. Consequently, RPA among 
Indonesian church leaders reflects not only psychological strain but also socio-
religious pressures, revealing the limits of Western organizational burnout models 
in minority ecclesial contexts.

Despite the growing international literature on clergy burnout, most stud-
ies continue to interpret RPA primarily within psychological and organizational 
frameworks derived from Maslach et al.’s burnout model (Maslach and Jack-
son 1981, 101–102; Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter 2001, 399–401). While these 
approaches offer indispensable insights into stress, coping, and institutional 
dynamics, their explanatory scope in ministerial contexts remains incomplete 
when detached from theological anthropology and vocational identity. Rather 
than treating psychological and theological approaches as mutually exclusive, 
this study proposes a dialogical engagement in which psychology illuminates the 
experiential dimensions of burnout, while theology interprets its vocational and 
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ecclesial meaning in ministry (Osmer 2011, 3–4). This complementarity enables a 
more holistic understanding of ministerial RPA as both psychological strain and 
theological disorientation.

This study advances a theological reconfiguration of RPA by relocating its 
interpretive center from psychological inefficacy to vocational disorientation, 
understood as a disruption in the minister’s sense of calling, identity, and meaning 
in ministry. Rather than treating RPA primarily as diminished self-efficacy, the 
article argues that in ministerial contexts it signals a rupture in grace-grounded 
identity, in which ministerial worth is derived from performative legitimacy 
rather than divine calling. Drawing on the theology of the imago Dei, cruciform 
spirituality, and ecclesial vocation, the study proposes Formation Through Dis-
orientation as a constructive theological framework in which the collapse of per-
formance-based self-understanding becomes a site for vocational recalibration 
through grace.

Situated within the socio-religious realities of Indonesian church ministry in 
a minority Christian context, this study contributes to pastoral theology by offer-
ing a theological-ontological reframing of burnout that extends beyond psycho-
logical regulation toward identity reconstruction. By advancing the construct of 
Formation Through Disorientation, the article bridges global burnout discourse 
and the lived ecclesial experience of Indonesian ministers, proposing a contextu-
ally grounded theological framework for sustaining vocational perseverance amid 
contemporary challenges.

Methodologically, the study adopts a constructive, practical-theological 
approach that places contemporary burnout scholarship in critical dialogue with 
theological anthropology and vocation theology. Rather than conducting an 
empirical investigation, the article undertakes a normative theological analysis of 
dominant psychological interpretations of RPA and reassesses their anthropologi-
cal assumptions through the lenses of grace-grounded vocation and ministerial 
identity. The Indonesian minority church context functions as an interpretive case 
that illuminates the limitations of performance-oriented burnout paradigms and 
supports a theological reinterpretation of diminished personal accomplishment 
as vocational disorientation requiring restoration at the level of being rather than 
merely managerial correction.

1. The Theological Dimension of Reduced Personal Accomplishment

This dynamic shows that ministerial evaluation cannot be reduced to produc-
tivity, since ministry is grounded in vocation and relational identity rather than 
institutional output. RPA therefore reflects not only functional limitation but a 
disruption in how vocation is interpreted, creating a misalignment between min-
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isterial self-understanding and performance-based identity (Maslach, Schaufeli, 
and Leiter 2001, 399–401). While psychologically associated with diminished 
effectiveness and motivation, pastorally it signals a deeper shift of identity from 
a relationship with Christ toward achievement-oriented self-understanding 
(Maslach and Leiter 2016, 104–105). When grace no longer serves as the primary 
foundation of vocation, ministry is increasingly interpreted in terms of perfor-
mance and external evaluation. Consequently, exhaustion arises not merely from 
workload but from the gradual shift in ministerial identity from a grace-based 
calling to an achievement-based legitimacy. Within this framework, this article 
interprets RPA as a moment of vocational disorientation in which the collapse 
of performance-based identity exposes the fragility of achievement-grounded 
self-understanding. This disorientation does not negate vocation but reveals its 
theological foundation, distinguishing between identity grounded in grace and 
self-worth constructed through performance-based identity.

From a further theological perspective, RPA can be understood as a crisis 
concerning vocation and the spirituality of the cross. Moltmann (1974, 20–22) 
emphasizes that Christian ministry finds its meaning in communion with Christ’s 
suffering, not in worldly success. As Moltmann (1974, 21) writes, “to know God 
means to participate in the suffering of God,” thereby reframing suffering as a 
locus of theological knowledge rather than failure. Similarly, Martin Luther, as 
interpreted by Timothy J. Wengert (2019, 310–312), asserts that God is known 
not through strength or achievement but through weakness and the cross. In this 
theological horizon, “the cross alone is our theology” (Wengert 2019, 311), indi-
cating that divine revelation is disclosed precisely in suffering rather than suc-
cess. Within cruciform theology, experiences of failure gain hermeneutical sig-
nificance rather than merely evaluative meaning. RPA can thus be interpreted as a 
site where ministerial identity is renegotiated, shifting from achievement toward 
participation in divine grace.

Formation Through Disorientation operates precisely at this juncture, desig-
nating a theological process in which experiences of reduced accomplishment 
interrupt performative paradigms and reorient ministers toward cruciform par-
ticipation in Christ, understood as sharing in His suffering, humility, and faithful 
obedience. In this sense, RPA becomes not merely a symptom of burnout but a 
critical threshold, that is, a decisive turning point for vocational reconstitution and 
spiritual growth. Yet RPA is also shaped by internal ministerial dynamics, particu-
larly by perfectionism reinforced by quantitative evaluation models (Miner, Dow-
son, and Sterland 2010, 170–172). When success is measured by numerical indica-
tors such as attendance or program expansion, vocation is implicitly reframed as 
a performance-based identity, heightening the risk of burnout and widening the 
interpretive gap between theological identity and performance-driven legitimacy 
(Hill and Curran 2016, 272–274). In minority church contexts such as Indonesia, 
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this gap intensifies as ministers function simultaneously as spiritual leaders and 
symbolic representatives of communal credibility within a plural society, thereby 
deepening vocational disorientation.

Within this tension, the theology of the cross serves as a corrective by reversing 
prevailing standards of success. Through the paradox of the cross, divine power is 
manifested in human weakness (2 Cor 12:9), reframing limitation not as profes-
sional failure but as a theological site of grace. Accordingly, Formation Through 
Disorientation interprets ministerial emptiness as a space in which grace recon-
stitutes identity beyond measurable achievement. When RPA is read through the 
lens of cruciform theology, it becomes a formative encounter that restores voca-
tion to its ontological grounding in participation in Christ rather than in institu-
tional validation.

The decline in the sense of personal accomplishment often stems from spiri-
tual attenuation in which worship practices and relationship with God become 
routine without existential depth. King and Pong (2022, 765–767) argue that 
when intimacy with God weakens, ministry easily turns into administrative labor 
that drains existential energy. Similarly, Upenieks (2023, 10–12) demonstrates 
that higher levels of spiritual well-being among clergy are positively associated 
with both ministerial fruitfulness and personal flourishing. These findings indi-
cate that sustainable ministry is rooted in spiritual depth that shapes ministerial 
identity. Spiritual disciplines anchor vocation in communion with God rather 
than measurable performance. When this grounding weakens, ministry shifts 
into functional routine, eroding vocational coherence and intensifying RPA.

Within the logic of Formation Through Disorientation, such spiritual attenu-
ation marks the experiential surface of a deeper fracture in identity. RPA emerges 
not only from workload but from the gradual displacement of relational voca-
tion by functional maintenance, as routine ministry obscures theological depth 
(Upenieks and Eagle 2024, 90–92; Dunbar et al. 2020, 178–180). Disorientation, 
therefore, names the moment when routine exposes the loss of theological depth. 
This fracture intensifies within Indonesia’s minority Christian context, where 
ministers carry representational pressures that equate visible vitality with com-
munal legitimacy (Edu 2025, 95–97). Under such conditions, vocational identity 
becomes increasingly vulnerable to performance-based evaluation, deepening 
disorientation beyond individual exhaustion.

Furthermore, Sianturi (2024, 74–77) suggests that weak social support among 
GBKP pastors reflects not merely personal vulnerability but structural strain 
within church organizations stretched by complex communal demands and lim-
ited resources. Within Indonesia’s collective culture, multidimensional expecta-
tions placed upon pastors as counselors, administrators, and community leaders 
exacerbate role conflict. Gunawan (2024, 170–172) indicates that long ministry 
hours and inadequate institutional mechanisms for mental health support aggra-
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vate this condition. In this sense, RPA in the Indonesian context arises from the 
convergence of internal perfectionism and structural minority pressures rather 
than from individual fragility alone. This convergence indicates that Western 
burnout frameworks, developed within majority church and organizational set-
tings, are methodologically insufficient to account for the theological and repre-
sentational pressures characteristic of minority ecclesial contexts.

Therefore, the theological dimension of RPA indicates that the crisis of per-
sonal accomplishment is not merely a psychological symptom, but a struggle of 
spiritual identity rooted in theological vocation. The emerging emptiness may be 
reinterpreted as a space to renew the spirituality of the cross and reaffirm ministe-
rial identity as imago Dei. Dunbar et al. (2020, 179–181) assert that clergy burn-
out is closely related to the weakening of pastoral identity and spiritual calling. 
Clarke, Spurr, and Walker (2022, 602–604) further show that resilience among 
clergy grows not from the absence of pressure but from perseverance and per-
ceived congregational support. Taken together, these findings reinforce the claim 
that RPA reflects not simply psychological depletion but a theological crisis of 
identity requiring spiritual and communal reorientation.

Accordingly, this study argues that recovery from RPA should not be lim-
ited to restoring ministerial effectiveness alone. Within a theological ontology of 
vocation, disorientation becomes formative as grace redefines legitimacy beyond 
performance-based identity. Formation Through Disorientation thus reconfig-
ures RPA as a threshold of vocational recalibration, extending burnout discourse 
beyond psychological and managerial paradigms toward a participatory under-
standing of ministerial identity rooted in Christ’s cruciform life.

2. Theological Perspectives on Ministry: Vocation, Identity, and 
Spirituality

Church ministry, from a theological perspective, cannot be reduced to reli-
gious activity but must be understood as participation in God’s call and mission. 
This vocation demands faithfulness, sacrifice, and perseverance, as reflected in 
Paul’s witness in 2 Corinthians 6, where suffering is intrinsic to apostolic service. 
Accordingly, ministry derives its meaning from communion with Christ rather 
than external religious routine (Wright and Arterbury 2022, 6–8). Samushonga 
(2019, 70–72) likewise affirms that authentic ministry transcends professional 
categories and is grounded in faithful participation in the missio Dei. When this 
grounding is eclipsed by performance expectations, the conditions for vocational 
disorientation begin to emerge.

Within this framework, ministerial identity is shaped by the awareness that 
all work is oriented toward God rather than human approval. Colossians 3:23–24 
affirms that ministry is undertaken as wholehearted service to the Lord. Burling 
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(2019, 490–492) describes this orientation as worship grounded in sincere devo-
tion, while Snelgar, Renard, and Shelton (2017, 250–252) emphasize that resilient 
ministry arises from intrinsic spiritual motivation. Devotion to God thus func-
tions as the theological foundation of resilience amid vocational pressures.

Such motivation finds expression in a ministerial spirituality marked by 
humility and self-denial, shaped by Christ’s kenosis. A study in the Javanese con-
text shows that kenotic spirituality calls the church to center its pastoral attention 
on the poor and marginalized (Kusumaningdyah and Panjaitan 2024, 332–335), 
while also inviting reflection on its anthropological grounding in the imago Dei.

Ministry is further grounded in the imago Dei, affirming that human identity 
is relationally constituted before God, others, and creation. Rabie-Boshoff and 
Buitendag (2021, 5–7) emphasize that the image of God signifies participation in 
divine life rather than privileged status. This relational understanding calls min-
isters to embody integrity and responsibility in practice. When such grounding is 
displaced by institutional metrics, vocational coherence weakens and the condi-
tions for RPA emerge.

This relational identity is sustained through spiritual practices that anchor 
vocation in communion with God. Empirical studies show that disciplined spiri-
tual practices cultivate resilient spirituality (Ottovianus and Sukamto 2023, 215–
218) and enable ministers to face vocational pressures without collapsing into 
performance-based self-understanding (Yustinus 2025). Spiritual formation thus 
safeguards the integrity of ministry by preserving its grounding in divine grace.

The integration of imago Dei theology and spiritual formation provides a deci-
sive foundation for ministerial identity. Tarigan (2024, 30–32) shows that minis-
ters who recognize themselves as bearers of divine authority demonstrate stronger 
vocational responsibility, indicating that theological self-understanding shapes 
both motivation and praxis.

Alongside this, the spirituality of the cross constitutes an essential dimension 
of ministerial identity. Within the Christian tradition, suffering is not merely 
adversity but participation in Christ’s sacrificial faithfulness and redeeming love 
(López 2023, 42–45). Such participation shapes Christlike character and deepens 
communion with God, grounding ministry in grace rather than visible success. 
When this grounding is replaced by performance-based evaluation, suffering is 
reinterpreted as failure, and RPA emerges not simply as diminished productivity 
but as a disruption in relational imago Dei identity.

Seen through a cruciform lens, suffering becomes formative. Christ’s sacrifice 
provides the normative pattern for ministry, grounding service in humility and 
dependence on grace (Sinaga and Sihombing 2024, 6–8). Limitations are no lon-
ger construed as failure but as occasions for vocational reorientation and deeper 
conformity to Christ. In this way, suffering contributes to the maturation of min-
isterial identity.
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Furthermore, this perspective reframes suffering as a process through which 
faith is purified. Tomlin (2020, 2–4) argues that suffering discloses a redemptive 
horizon in which God’s work transcends human criteria of success. For ministers 
experiencing RPA, perceived failure becomes a locus of grace rather than voca-
tional negation. Ministerial identity is thus sustained not by visible achievement 
but by participation in divine action that renews vocation through weakness.

This crisis of vocation and identity is also evident in Indonesian church min-
istry. Edu (2025, 92–95) shows that clergy often experience role conflict between 
congregational demands and family responsibilities, eroding personal accom-
plishment and intensifying vocational strain. Gunawan (2024, 168–170) further 
identifies unrealistic expectations, extended ministry hours, and weakened spiri-
tual life as key contributors to burnout. These findings indicate that RPA in Indo-
nesia emerges from the convergence of structural pressures and internal spiri-
tual fragility, exceeding a purely psychological explanation. Accordingly, pastoral 
reflection grounded in the spirituality of the cross and the imago Dei is necessary 
to address this disorientation. Within this framework, RPA is reinterpreted not as 
incompetence but as a theological disturbance in the alignment between grace-
based vocation and institutional expectation

3. Emptiness in the Disorientation of Ministerial Meaning

RPA emerges when ministry is reduced to institutional routine rather than sus-
tained as theological vocation. As transcendent orientation recedes, evaluation 
becomes governed by recognition and measurable outcomes, creating an existen-
tial dissonance in which outward activity persists while inner meaning erodes. In 
this condition, diminished personal accomplishment signals not merely reduced 
effectiveness but a rupture between vocation, identity, and perseverance in divine 
calling.

Phenomenologically, this disorientation is experienced as vocational ambigu-
ity, spiritual numbness, loss of meaning, and a growing sense that pastoral activity 
no longer aligns with one’s calling (Upenieks and Eagle 2024, 88–90). It becomes 
evident when ministers continue performing ecclesial duties outwardly while 
inwardly experiencing detachment and self-doubt. In pastoral contexts, such con-
ditions require intentional accompaniment through spiritual direction, mentor-
ing, and communal discernment to enable theological, not merely psychological, 
interpretation (Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar 2021, 7–9). Through this process, 
disorientation may become a turning point toward vocational realignment.

This dynamic is particularly evident in minority church contexts in Indonesia, 
where expectations often exceed available support. Ministers experience a loss of 
meaning as vocation and identity become misaligned with lived realities (Sian-
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turi 2024, 74–77). Upenieks and Eagle (2024, 92–94) show that deeper spiritual 
struggles are associated with higher risks of depression and burnout, indicating 
that disorientation not only increases psychological vulnerability but also intensi-
fies the identity crisis underlying RPA.

The crisis deepens as burnout escalates (Adams et al. 2017, 160–164). Exces-
sive expectations, cumulative workload, and limited support erode spiritual resil-
ience, transforming strain into a crisis of vocational integrity rather than mere 
fatigue. At the same time, healthy spiritual coping and communal support signifi-
cantly mitigate depression and burnout among clergy (Upenieks and Eagle 2024, 
93–95), suggesting that prevention depends not only on workload management 
but also on strengthening faith-rooted practices and ecclesial support systems.

Rogers (2023, 1585–1588) further shows that increased pastoral distress 
is associated with lower spiritual well-being, weaker stress management, and 
reduced life satisfaction. Unaddressed RPA thus accelerates psychological decline 
and destabilizes vocational identity. Sustaining ministry therefore requires inte-
grating spiritual well-being and stress regulation into theological-pastoral forma-
tion, supported by structures that preserve alignment between vocation and lived 
experience.

Disorientation intensifies within a performative ministry culture that equates 
legitimacy with measurable success. As quantitative outcomes become norma-
tive, the spiritual grounding of vocation is displaced, leading to depletion rather 
than resilience. Institutional pressures that neglect clergy well-being significantly 
increase burnout risk (Adams et al. 2017, 162–165), demonstrating how perfor-
mance-based expectations erode vocational integrity.

When ministry is defined primarily by outcomes, ministers internalize a per-
formative paradigm that sidelines spiritual growth and relational attentiveness. 
Gagola and Brek (2025, 60–62) show that such orientation correlates with lower 
job satisfaction and higher burnout. Vocational integrity, therefore, cannot be sus-
tained by outcomes alone but requires a theological framework rooted in spiritual 
depth and relational fidelity.

In response, theological reflection must reaffirm ministry as participation in 
divine vocation rather than institutional performance. The integration of spiri-
tual calling and personal well-being becomes essential for restoring coherence 
between identity and praxis. Structured pastoral accompaniment and counsel-
ing strengthen ministers’ capacity to navigate vocational strain (Gagola and Brek 
2025, 62–64), sustaining identity through renewed alignment with Christ-cen-
tered vocation.

Ministerial emptiness may also be interpreted through a theology of suffering. 
Abaria (2021, 45–48) argues that suffering and acknowledged limitation function 
as processes of faith purification through which grace reorients vocation. In this 
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light, RPA becomes a critical moment in which weakness reveals dependence on 
grace and initiates renewal.

However, such a theology must also address structural realities. Ecclesial 
expectations and limited institutional support intensify burnout (Setiabudi and 
Hidayati 2024, 3–5), requiring integration of spiritual formation with institutional 
responsibility. Without this, RPA risks being misread as personal fragility rather 
than a condition shaped by broader ecclesial dynamics. Thus, restoring ministe-
rial meaning through a theology of suffering offers a comprehensive response to 
RPA. Suffering is understood as constitutive of vocation, not its negation, reori-
enting ministry toward dependence on grace through which identity and resil-
ience are renewed.

4. Spiritual Renewal in Ministry

Contemporary ministry often operates within performance-based expectations 
that equate institutional success with vocational legitimacy (Maslach, Schaufeli, 
and Leiter 2001, 400–402). This paradigm intensifies psychological strain while 
obscuring the theological grounding of ministry in grace rather than measurable 
outcomes. Within the framework of Formation Through Disorientation, spiritual 
renewal is therefore understood not as a technique for managing burnout but as 
the regrounding of vocational identity in grace following the collapse of perfor-
mative self-understanding.

Grounded in grace, ministerial legitimacy derives from relational participa-
tion in Christ rather than achievement, stabilizing identity beyond fluctuating 
outcomes. McClanahan (2018, 35–38), drawing on Tim Keller, highlights that 
sustained practices of prayer and scriptural meditation cultivate resilience and 
guard against fatigue. In this way, renewal follows disorientation as grace rede-
fines vocational legitimacy and restores alignment between identity and calling.

In the Indonesian context, renewal requires structured communal pasto-
ral accompaniment rather than individual reflection alone. Empirical evidence 
shows that sustained spiritual and emotional support mitigates RPA and reorients 
vocational commitment (Setiabudi and Hidayati 2024, 4–6). Ministerial identity 
is thus reconstructed within communal relationships, where shared accountabil-
ity stabilizes vocation.

Renewal also requires a reformulation of spiritual formation grounded in 
coherent theology. The church, as a community of faith, bears responsibility for 
cultivating grace-centered formation that shapes both ministers and congrega-
tions. Wolfteich (2000, 10–12) emphasizes that spirituality must be integrated into 
lived practice, while empirical studies indicate that intentional formation plan-
ning strengthens both congregational growth and ministerial resilience (Siswanto 
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2024, 360–363). Formation must therefore be structured and contextual, sustain-
ing rather than supplementing ministry.

Spiritual renewal must also be situated within contextual theological reflec-
tion. Mulia (2010, 195–198) underscores the integration of theological reflection 
and spiritual practice as formative for ministry in Indonesia. Such integration 
enables ministers to sustain vocational coherence amid contemporary pressures 
by grounding identity in a contextually embodied spirituality.

The implications of renewal extend to the structural life of the church. Effec-
tive leadership rests upon a coherent theological foundation embodied in congre-
gational practice (Luther et al. 2023, 66–68). Renewal must therefore be under-
stood as an ecclesial process in which ministers and congregations are jointly 
formed within a shared vocation, integrating personal formation with institu-
tional responsibility.

Within a broader framework, spiritual renewal integrates identity, cruciform 
spirituality, and a redefinition of success. Identity grounded in the imago Dei 
locates ministry in the vocation to reflect God’s character (Sipahutar et al. 2024, 
160–163), while the spirituality of the cross interprets suffering as participation in 
Christ rather than deficiency (Nouwen and Dean 1981, 25–27). Ministerial suc-
cess is thus redefined not by measurable achievement but by fidelity to divine 
vocation.

Therefore, spiritual renewal should be understood not merely as a response to 
psychological pressure but as a theological reorientation of ministerial identity. 
The integration of grace, disciplined formation, contextual reflection, and eccle-
sial support stabilizes ministry beyond performance-based validation. Within 
this framework, renewal becomes the constructive horizon of Formation Through 
Disorientation, in which vocational identity is recalibrated by grace rather than 
restored by managerial correction.

5. Implications for Practical Theology and Pastoral Practice

Interpreting RPA as vocational disorientation rather than professional deficit car-
ries significant implications for practical theology and pastoral practice. Contem-
porary responses to burnout have often emphasized resilience, coping strategies, 
and functional recovery (Osmer 2011, 3–5). While pragmatically useful, such 
approaches risk obscuring deeper questions of ministerial identity when pro-
fessional efficacy becomes the primary norm. Reframing RPA redirects pastoral 
accompaniment from restoring performance toward theological discernment of 
vocation, identity, and grace-grounded legitimacy.

This reorientation challenges ecclesial cultures that equate faithfulness with 
measurable outcomes. Empirical studies show that performance-driven expecta-

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.20.1.5
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tions and perfectionistic ministry cultures intensify burnout and weaken voca-
tional coherence (Hill and Curran 2016, 272–275). Practical theology is thus called 
to critically examine institutional metrics that elevate productivity to a theological 
norm. At the same time, this critique should remain in dialogue with psychologi-
cal research on burnout—particularly in stress assessment, resilience, and pasto-
ral mental health (Adams et al. 2017, 162), so that theological and psychological 
insights can mutually inform ministerial care. Such an approach redefines success 
in terms of faithfulness, relational integrity, and perseverance in vocation.

Formation Through Disorientation further reframes suffering and limitation 
as formative rather than pathological. Within cruciform spirituality, weakness is 
understood as participation in Christ’s self-giving life (Wengert 2019, 310–312). 
This provides practical theology with a resource for resisting resilience discourses 
that prioritize self-management while neglecting dependence on grace. Pastoral 
care and spiritual direction thus function as practices that accompany ministers 
through disorientation, not merely as responses to functional decline.

This framework must also be embodied in concrete ecclesial practices. In theo-
logical education, it can be implemented through curricula integrating reflective 
supervision, theological self-examination, and spiritual direction (Clarke, Spurr, 
and Walker 2022, 603–606). In pastoral contexts, structured mentoring, peer sup-
port, and spiritually informed counseling help ministers address identity fractures 
before they develop into burnout (Adams et al. 2017, 162–165). At the institu-
tional level, churches should adopt evaluative structures that prioritize vocational 
coherence and spiritual depth over numerical success, translating theological 
insight into sustainable practice.

Although this framework arises from Indonesian minority church contexts, 
its implications extend more broadly. Research across diverse settings shows that 
institutional pressure, numerical evaluation, and role overload consistently cor-
relate with burnout and identity strain among clergy (Dunbar et al. 2020, 178–
181). The Indonesian context thus serves as a diagnostic lens for global patterns of 
vocational disorientation. Formation Through Disorientation offers a transferable 
heuristic for interpreting clergy burnout as a theological disturbance in vocation 
rather than a deficit in professional capacity.

Conclusion

This study advances a theological ontological reconfiguration of RPA church min-
istry. The findings demonstrate that RPA in ministerial contexts is not merely a 
psychological deficit within burnout theory but a formative disruption within 
grace-based vocational identity, intensified in Indonesia’s minority ecclesial set-
ting. By articulating Formation Through Disorientation as a constructive theo-
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logical framework, the study repositions diminished personal accomplishment as 
a locus of vocational reconstitution rather than functional decline. Grounded in 
vocation, imago Dei, and the spirituality of the cross, this framework challenges 
performance-oriented paradigms in both organizational burnout discourse and 
contemporary ecclesial practice.

Through this integrative approach, the research contributes a distinctly Indo-
nesian theological anthropology to the global scholarship on clergy burnout while 
strengthening pastoral theology’s engagement with identity and vocation. In 
practice, this framework has implications for multiple ecclesial actors. For theo-
logical seminaries, it calls for integrating spiritual formation throughout the cur-
riculum rather than treating it as supplementary to academic theology, ensuring 
that ministerial identity is grounded in grace before students encounter perfor-
mative pressures. For denominational bodies, it suggests establishing sustained 
pastoral accompaniment programs that move beyond crisis intervention toward 
ongoing vocational nurturing, creating safe spaces where ministers can name dis-
orientation without shame. This may be concretely implemented through formal 
mentoring structures, periodic vocational review sessions, clergy peer reflection 
forums, and institutional policies that integrate spiritual well-being into ministe-
rial evaluation and continuing education.

For local churches, the framework invites reassessment of performance-driven 
evaluation metrics that equate numerical growth with faithfulness, encouraging 
instead forms of accountability that attend to spiritual depth and the integrity of 
ministerial calling. At the individual level, it offers pastors a theological language 
to interpret diminished accomplishment not as personal failure but as a potential 
site of grace, freeing them from the tyranny of constant productivity. By recogniz-
ing RPA as a formative moment rather than an immediate failure, local churches 
can nurture ministerial identities renewed and sustained by divine grace.

This conceptual framework invites further empirical investigation into how 
Indonesian ministers experience vocational disorientation across diverse denom-
inational and regional contexts. Future research might also explore comparative 
studies between minority and majority Christian settings to test the transferability 
of Formation Through Disorientation beyond its original Indonesian locus.
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Formacija kroz dezorijentaciju: preoblikovanje smanjenoga 
osobnog postignuća u indonezijskoj Crkvi

Sažetak

Ovaj se članak bavi suvremenim raspravama u praktičnoj teologiji o izgaranju 
crkvenih službenika tako što kritički preispituje pojam smanjenoga osobnog 
postignuća, jedne od ključnih dimenzija izgaranja koja označava trajni osjećaj 
smanjene djelotvornosti u službi, neadekvatnosti i gubitka smisla poziva. 
Prevladavajući modeli izgaranja tumače smanjeno osobno postignuće ponajprije 
kao pad profesionalne učinkovitosti unutar antropoloških pretpostavki usmjerenih 
na postignuće. Ova studija tvrdi da su takve pretpostavke teološki neusklađene s 
crkvenim pozivom te nedostatne za tumačenje službeničkog iskustva, osobito u 
kontekstima gdje su crkve u manjini. Primjenjujući konstruktivnu metodologiju 
praktične teologije, članak predlaže koncept formacije kroz dezorijentaciju kao 
normativni okvir koji smanjeno osobno postignuće preoblikuje kao dezorijen-
taciju poziva, a ne kao funkcionalni nedostatak. Integrirajući teologiju poziva, 
antropologiju imago Dei i duhovnost usmjerenu na križ, ovaj okvir preusmjerava 
diskurs o izgaranju s menadžerske obnove na ontološko usklađivanje identiteta 
službenika. Polazeći od stvarnosti indonezijskih manjinskih crkava kao kritičkog 
primjera, članak donosi teološku antropologiju Globalnog juga koja izaziva domi-
nantne zapadne paradigme i unapređuje doprinos praktične teologije pitanjima 
identiteta, legitimnosti i ustrajnosti u službi.
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Esther Lightcap Meek
The Mother’s Smile: Philosophical Formation in the Welcome of 
Mothers and Friends
Cascade Books, Eugene, OR 2025, pp. 126 

Reading the newest book by Professor of Philosophy Emeritus at Geneva College, 
Dr. Esther Lightcap Meek, has made me wonder if this is a book on philosophy, 
motherhood, or God. The almost seamless way she shifts her attention from one 
subject to the other, while at the same time connecting them masterfully, makes 
you realize that the book was written to correspond to reality, where motherhood, 
philosophy, God, and indeed all the other things, exist interrelatedly even when 
we are not aware of this. Indeed, in the first chapter, the author notices how hard it 
was for her to be a mother and a philosopher at first, only later to understand that 
these two professions go hand in hand and how mothers, but also other significant 
people, are “carrying out formative philosophical ministration” (p. 2).

The author grounds her philosophical approach in the epistemology of 
Michael Polanyi (p. 3), who fought against the modernist epistemology that 
reduces knowing to a mere collection of information that is useful for humankind 
by detached and, in modernist thinking, objective interpreters (pp. 5–7). Build-
ing upon Polanyi, Esther advocates for “covenant epistemology,” where knowledge 
comes from “mutually transformative interpersonal encounter” in which reality 
is “person-like,” and she argues that we first meet this person-like knowledge in 
the mother’s smile – that is, in relationships that form and condition us to become 
the kind of knower we truly are – personal and therefore in relation to the reality 
we seek to know.

According to Meek, the mother’s smile is an encounter that forms children 
by opening the world to them, giving them an anchor for reality (p. 13). There 
is something indispensable in seeing your mother’s gaze and in being seen by 
her that establishes grounds for further maturity. Indeed, the mother’s smile is 
only the first and existentially crucial step toward philosophical maturity that is 
interpersonal through and through. It prefigures many other formative gazes: of 
a father, of friends, and even of “nonhuman things we come to know in encoun-
ter-esque acts of discovery and insight” (p. 15). And then, all these points point 
toward and invite us to seek the face of God. Meek writes: “Over one’s life, one 
comes to see that God was the face there from the beginning, somehow in all the 
key faces along the way. It is God whose face matters above all, redeeming us and 
all else” (p. 15).
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When a child and its mother meet face to face, an existential change ensues 
in both (p. 18). Employing insights from philosopher Martin Buber, she shows 
what happens in this encounter. When we encounter others, we become who we 
are supposed to be, which then propels even our understanding of our relation 
to God. We realize that “I-Am of God,” which Buber calls “I-You” encounter. On 
the other hand, we are to bring this personal, relational experience into all our 
attempts to understand the world. Who we are as beings that stand in relation-
ship to others and to God influences our knowing of the world because we no 
longer perceive the world as something devoid of meaning and personality, but it 
becomes to us a “thou,” a conversational partner of sorts (pp. 18–19).

Meek then brings another philosopher into conversation, Drew Leder, who 
proposed “four developing dimensions of humanness,” that is, the self, the world, 
the void, and the Holy (p. 19). Although modernism has primarily focused itself 
upon the self as the quintessential knower and the world as an arena of objects to 
be known, we know from our own existential reality that this is not the entirety 
of reality. We all encounter the void, a death-like experience that can be anything 
traumatic or even nonexistent as boredom, from which we are not able to escape 
without the help from Above. Only when we encounter all four dimensions can we 
mature “to being able to give love” and thus also to be a mature lover (p. 20). Meek 
sees this happening already at our birth: a baby-self is taken from the womb into 
the void, and is being welcomed by its mother, thus bringing about the dimension 
of Holy: “the eruption of new being, the transformational undoing of nothing-
ness” (p. 21). And in some sense, she concludes, the Holy actually comes first 
both in time and in primacy, therefore forming us by “paradigmatically shaping 
our sense of ourselves and all our involvements with the world.” And if so, then 
limiting ourselves – as modernism taught us – to only two dimensions of self and 
the world means cutting ourselves from exactly that which can transform us into 
our best selves (p. 22).

Descartes has taught us that our thinking is the evidence of our existence, but 
the author ponders if this has not reduced our world and impoverished our expe-
rience of it (p. 30). She posits that we sense our existence through being seen by 
others, because we really know that we exist prior to doubting it and then tak-
ing the Cartesian medicine to placate our adolescent fear. Being seen by others 
is “paradigmatic and formative of our knowing, and of our sense of reality” (p. 
28). But what does it mean to know? It means to make “sense of the world” (p. 
33), Meek answers. She compares her epistemology to that of modernism, where 
knowledge is a mere collection of useful information (pp. 34–35). Yet she believes 
that knowledge is “not information but rather encounter” (p. 38), an embodied 
event of grasping reality. Also, reality is “not object but other” (p. 38). It is not 
something we master and objectify, but something we reach into and get involved 
with as we would with a person. This means that knowing is “empathetic” and 
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“nonpossessive” in the sense that we acknowledge the other in an attempt to love 
that which we want to know (pp. 41–42). She also describes knowing as “com-
munity not correctness,” which means that knowing is enwrapped with delight (p. 
43). Finally, knowing is about seeing the whole, which she calls “a Gestalt,” in the 
sense that the aim of knowing is to gain this fullness of understanding (p. 44). For 
example, when she encounters her garden, she does not want to dissect it into a 
million parts in a quest for information, but to experience it as a beautiful whole 
throughout the seasons and years of her caring for it (p. 45).

Indeed, Meek’s garden helps us imagine how we want to engage with reality in 
general as something we truly want to know and grasp (p. 47). It is the mother who 
“inaugurates Baby’s grasp of reality itself ” (p. 48), because she is to her baby “the 
face of reality itself ” (p. 50). And the child responds to this reality with a resound-
ing “Yes,” only later learning to refuse to acknowledge reality or at least to suspect 
it, and be indifferent to it (pp. 51–52). The modernist project turns us into “anti-
realists” (p. 53) by moving us away from reality in the way it turns us inward and 
detached from it. Nevertheless, when we saw the face of our mother, we became 
realists because we encountered the other, and in the other we recognized that we 
are also another to others, thus confirming that there is a reality outside ourselves 
(p. 53). Not only that, but it has shown us that these other things are like ourselves, 
a view that is anthropomorphic in the sense that we are conditioned to grasp real-
ity in the way that it is unfolding itself to humans (p. 55). These other things do 
not just exist for our utility, but they “share in reality with us.” And therefore, we 
are united to what Meek calls “a metaphysics of childhood” (p. 56). In a way that 
resembles our joy upon seeing mother’s gaze, we are to acknowledge reality with 
thankfulness and love for the other, as we desire to commune with reality (p. 61).

As we can already sense, the other is very important to Meek’s epistemology, 
and therefore we should not be surprised when she writes that the “whole reason 
for existence is communion with the other” (p. 62). We are again in our mother’s 
embrace, becoming aware both of this motherly other and of ourselves “as the 
other of Mother” (p. 63). Indeed, the mother’s gaze taught us to be invested in 
knowing this other, whether these are people or other things, and this involves our 
love for the other (p. 64). Counter to the modernist ideal of mastering and objec-
tifying things, we need to acknowledge the personhood of other things because 
only then can we “honor the thing as it really is, delighting in knowing it entirely 
for its own sake” (p. 67).

As we grow, and even in our childhood, there are significant others who play 
a crucial role in sustaining the mother’s smile, namely, our friends. Dad is also 
such a face, one that is both “a second mother [and] a second friend.” It is in those 
faces, Meek suggests, that “we see ourselves being seen” (pp. 70–71). And as our 
friends see us, this enables us to grow into our real selves, which are, as Meek uses 
Rowan Williams’ ideas here, more than we are, and are able to see ourselves. She 
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then quotes Caroline Simon, who said that “love is ‘imagining the other’s destiny 
truly’” (pp. 72–73), which means that we give our friends a certain authority, and 
therefore this authority should be given with caution (p. 77). It also means that 
we should be careful both that we see and how we project this vision of others 
(pp. 77–78). Climactically, all these faces gazing and smiling at us, imagining our 
destiny, point us further to the face of God. This is the Face the Israelites called 
upon for bringing blessing and peace (Num 6:22-29), the face of a God that sees 
us even when we are invisible to others (Gen 16:13), of God seen in the incarna-
tion of Jesus Christ, who manifested himself to many like he did to Paul on the 
road to Damascus (pp. 80–81). This encounter with God’s face starts at conversion 
and continues as we live our lives before the face of God (p. 82–83). Therefore, it 
is very important to properly imagine this face of God, considering the face of a 
mother, gazing upon us with her welcoming smile (p. 87).

In her final chapter, Meek brings us to her teleological goal: to delight. We 
delight in seeing the face of our mother, dad, friends, and many others who have 
blessed us with their “noticing regard.” We should reciprocate this gift by look-
ing with delight at others. This is especially important for our children, as Meek 
believes that “parents’ most important task with their children is to delight in 
them” (p. 91). But we should also look with delight at our friends and even at 
nonhuman things, making sure that the screens we are constantly looking at are 
not taking away our gaze from them. And this naturally takes us to Meek’s impli-
cations of her ideas. She first invites us to thank and honor our mother as our 
“first philosophy professor” (p. 92). Second, she invites us to start on a journey 
of healing (p. 93). And we do this, thirdly, by identifying those “select few faces 
of friends and family who see us with steady, noticing regard” (p. 94). Fourthly, 
we should also thank those friends that see us “with delight and welcome,” and 
even if there are no such faces (which, as we have seen, naturally point us beyond 
themselves) then fifthly, Meek invites us to seek the face of God (Ps 27:10). Finally, 
the author calls us to cultivate our philosophical life as we return to our natural 
philosophical mode of gaze and wonder at reality. She invites us to love reality to 
know it (pp. 95–96).

Reading Esther Lightcap Meek’s book was an existential experience: smart, 
emotional, at times hard, always heart and mind-opening. Reading it brought 
memories of my late mother, who had imperfectly but lovingly delighted in my 
sister and me with a gaze that was taken away from us too soon. It reiterated for 
me the importance of friends, especially those older, more mature, totally confi-
dent friends who were therefore perfectly able to commend me when I excelled 
and to lovingly correct me when I needed it. As a theologian, I found that real-
ity is sacramental. It points us to God while also remaining important for our 
well-being that we engage with it personally. Life is about living in the world and 
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delighting in God through his gifts, mother, friends, flowers, sea, food, and every 
other “other” we encounter.

Reading The Mother’s Smile has also brought some questions. First, how does 
this challenge theological education and even Bible exposition, which is often 
focused on amassing theological and practical knowledge and on dissecting the 
Bible through inductive study, devoid of embodied encounter with the world? 
Second, how much reality and delight could we lose if we delegate a lot of our 
cognitive-based work to AI, for example, if we stop reading books and articles 
and focus on their AI summaries, or if we let AI translate these works effortlessly, 
but also physically unengaged with outside reality? Third, I believe that Meek’s 
post-critical epistemology offers a great way to avoid both the modernist infatua-
tion with the factual confirmation of the Bible in apologetics and the postmodern 
relativization of all truth.

In conclusion, I heartily recommend you read this book. Reading this review 
without delving into the work itself would be a very modernist approach. You get 
all the information, but you lack the formative experience the book gives. You lack 
the “Gestalt,” the beautiful whole, the garden of insights and stirred up memories, 
even regrets, that only reading and imbibing can give you. You will not regret it; 
on the contrary, you will be delighted with it.

Miroslav Balint-Feudvarski

Kelly M. Kapic
Communion with God: The Divine and the Human in the Theology of 
John Owen
Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2024. pp. 284

If someone were to mention John Owen, few Christians from Southeast Europe 
would recognize his name. Maybe only those who took a deep dive into the 17th 
and 18th-century church history. We rarely hear about Puritans nowadays. How-
ever, here in front of you is a book review about the theology of one of the best 
Puritan theologians of its time. His books and treatises are still published (Cross-
way has a new series of his completed works), and he is read by laypeople and 
theologians in the West (especially among Reformed scholars). You can find many 
editions of his individual works. Yet none has been translated into Croatian (not 
even abridged versions published by The Banner of Truth Trust). My goal is to 
provide local readers of Kairos with a review of the book that actually addresses 
John Owen’s theology. The title speaks for itself: Communion with God: the Divine 
and the Human in the Theology of John Owen - Kapic dives deep into the works of 
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John Owen and shares with us the relevance of the insight that the Puritan had 
and still has for generations to come. Kelly M. Kapic is a professor at Covenant 
College. He is the writer of many books, including Mapping Modern Theology, 
The God Who Gives, and You’re Only Human. This book is his republished edition 
with a different preface (the first published edition had J. I. Packer’s preface). His 
PhD thesis was on the same topic, but this book was edited for a wide readership. 
The book has acknowledgements by Sinclair B. Ferguson and Joel R. Beek, very 
well-known scholars and professors from Reformed backgrounds. In his preface, 
Kapic concludes: “This book lays out Owen’s attempt at a holistic account of what 
it means to be human, framed around the idea that people were made for com-
munion with God” (p. 10).

In his first chapter, “The Lingering Shadow of John Owen,” Kapic discusses the 
continuing presence of Owen. He tells us about his life, his published works, and 
the repositories that contain them, but he also emphasizes his influence on the 
people of the past (Kuyper, Spurgeon, Wilberforce). His works have been trans-
lated into Dutch, Korean, Scottish Gaelic, Welsh, and Spanish. Here, Kapic intro-
duces us to Owen’s view of humanity. Three principal sources guide Owen’s reflec-
tions: Scripture, historical theology, and experience. He tries not to portray Owen 
as a dry rationalist, but rather a man who moves from his theology to experience. 
“Although there was debate about how to incorporate one’s experience into one’s 
theology, in seventeenth-century England, it was not unusual to value learning 
from participation in daily life; this is the context in which Owen was nurtured” 
(p. 23). Owen’s life was marked by his zeal for study. He completed his B.A. and 
M.A. at Queen’s College, Oxford. In his youth, he spent his time as a tutor, chap-
lain, author, and, for one period, a pastor. He found his peace with God at the 
age of 26, having a radical experience of faith. Shortly after this experience, he 
began writing his first books. Owen became a very knowledgeable preacher who 
was even allowed to preach before the Parliament. Kapic states: “His tremendous 
influence in seventeenth-century England is clearly shown by identifying some of 
those with whom he corresponded: Oliver and Richard Cromwell, leading Gener-
als Charles Fleetwood and George Monk, members of Parliament, the governor 
of Massachusetts, Richard Baxter, and others. Shortly after serving at Whitehall, 
Owen was appointed dean of Christ Church, Oxford (1651), and then vice-chan-
cellor of Oxford University (1652)” (pp. 25–26). During his time at Oxford, he 
wrote many books on theology. One interesting note from his life is that he was a 
friend of John Bunyan, whom he helped to publish the classic work, Pilgrim’s Pro-
gress. Owen was aware of his spiritual heritage, he was Puritan and here are sev-
eral characteristics of his puritan theology: “(1) uncompromising commitment to 
the authority of the Bible as guiding all of life; (2) a heavy Augustinian accent on 
human sin and divine grace; (3) an intense focus on spirituality, especially com-
munion with God; and (4) a persistent prominence given to the Spirit’s role in 
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the Christian life” (pp. 28–29). To understand him better, one must realize that 
currents of thought found in him are Augustinianism, Aristotelianism, scholasti-
cism, and humanism. In the text that follows, we will closely summarize how his 
trinitarian theology reflects on his view of imago Dei. While English Calvinist the-
ology was characterized by anthropology, Calvin’s theology by Christotheology, 
Kapic analyzes and interprets Owen as, in fact, anthroposensitive. He uses “sensi-
tive” to avoid “simplistic classification of Owen as either theocentric or anthropo-
centric” (p. 33).

In the second chapter, “Created to Commune with God,” Kapic examines 
Owens’ view of imago Dei. He is distinguishing between “image” and “likeness” 
on this topic, as church fathers do. Likeness is “resemblance unto that holiness 
and righteousness which are in him, Eph 4:23-24, etc.” (pp. 37–38). Owen follows 
in Calvin’s view – the relation character was destroyed. Still, human faculties are 
the means that make our relationship with God possible (p. 38). For him, there is 
a “loss” of the image of God in humans, but its vestiges remain - a person cannot, 
after the fall, naturally worship the Creator. Kapic takes note: “In Owen’s view, 
likeness communicates righteousness. As a result of the fall, humanity becomes 
sinful and completely unlike God. Yet the image, though marred, remains because 
it is this aspect that allows for the relationship between the divine and human” (p. 
41). What remains are actually humanity’s faculties. Because of sin, incarnation 
is necessary, and that is why the perfect image of God must come to restore the 
communion destroyed by sin. Christ’s role as the Image of God is of the utmost 
importance for Owen. Jesus is the true imago Dei. Only by him, there is restora-
tion in the communion with God; the defaced image of God in us is now restored. 
When we return to the human faculties as means of a relationship with God, we 
see that Owen builds on Aristotle. Three main faculties are used for describing 
the whole person. The first one is mind, and the other two that depend on mind 
are will and affections. These faculties are entangled in humanity’s fall, but when 
the Spirit renews humans, they are positively affected. Here, Owen’s view of the 
role of the Holy Spirit and of Christians’ growth in grace comes into focus. Mind 
is to be renewed by the contemplation of the Truth (God); a Christian’s will is 
renewed, and he is able not to sin; also, his affections are changed where Christ 
becomes true delight. These faculties are the means through which the Holy Spirit 
works on a Christian (Owen would not even exclude the body from the renewal 
of the Image of God). Coming to Christian’s role, the one is always to seek holi-
ness, the goal of sanctification. Kapic observes the importance of understanding 
Trinitarian theology in Owen when it comes to the restoration of humans: “While 
a person’s redemption is secured by the work of Christ, the application and actu-
alization of redemption are only possible by the work of the Holy Spirit” (p. 61). 
And this is where we turn to Owen’s Christology.
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The chapter titled “Humanity Actualized” is about the incarnation of Christ. 
Because of the human debt and need of redemption, there was a need for Christ 
to become man - he that is truly God and truly human. “Owen believes that all 
of humanity has ‘always had a common apprehension that there was a need of 
a nearer and more full representation of God unto them…’” (p. 72). For him, 
although only the Son becomes incarnate, yet the whole incarnation is the work of 
the Holy Trinity. Kapic observes that “in Owen’s thought, three crucial elements are 
required for the redemption of humanity: authority, love, and power…acting out 
of his sovereign authority, the Father sends the Son and gives the Spirit. Second in 
the ‘order of subsistence’ is the Son, who in the ‘order of operation puts the whole 
authority, love, and power of the Father in execution.’” (pp. 74–75). Because Christ 
is also the representation of God, communion with God is possible through him. 
Building on this, Kapic conducts research into Owen’s theology of the humiliation 
of Christ, seeking to answer the question: how did the Word become flesh? Owen 
follows in the language of the later fathers, introducing us to the term assumption, 
meaning the “‘divine constitution of the person of Christ as God and man’” (p. 79). 
This language of assumption protects the distinction between the two natures of 
Christ. For him, assumption is the only way to show how the incarnation came to 
be and how it functioned. If it were not for assumption, the divine would have to 
cease to be divine by becoming human. Owen observes on this that Christ “was 
made flesh as man, in that he took our human nature to be his own” (pp. 81–82). 
In his way of understanding incarnation, he never distinguishes himself from the 
orthodox doctrine of incarnation and the work of the Trinity: “...whatever the Son 
of God wrought in, by, or upon the human nature, he did by the Holy Ghost, who 
is his Spirit, as he is the Spirit of the Father” (p. 85). Continuing on incarnation, 
Owen spends a lot of time focusing on the role of the Spirit in Incarnation, i.e., in 
the life of Christ. In distinguishing our humanity and Christ’s humanity, it is to 
be noted that the Son took on himself human nature uncorrupted by original sin, 
and with it he lived in the fallen world. Only by having that human nature that 
was without sin can he take away the sin of the world. From incarnation, we move 
to justification.

The next chapter is titled “Reconciling God and Humanity.” To make our com-
munion with God possible, the Son had to assume human nature (without sin). 
However, to change our human nature, Christ had to justify us before the Father, 
and to be justified, one needs to profess faith in his Son. In addition, as we noted 
earlier, the image of God in humans is shattered - we don’t have a clear vision or 
communion with God. From above, the Savior needs to come to renew the image 
of God in us. This chapter explores anthropology and the dual emphasis of Chris-
tology and praxis. When Owen writes about the doctrine of justification, he places 
great emphasis on faith. He describes faith in four respects: (1) causes of faith, (2) 
a person’s duty before faith, (3) object of faith, and (4) nature of faith. When Kapic 
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is discussing the causes of faith, he observes a tension that is visible in Owen: “God 
commands certain duties or responses by people; God alone empowers rebellious 
people to respond and obey him” (p. 113). Regarding the person’s duty before 
faith, like Luther, Owen emphasizes the law that brings consciousness of sin. He 
also presents the person of Christ as the object of faith, pointing to the restora-
tion of communion. A man does not need to become academic to be justified, but 
rather he needs to turn to the one who makes a call - living Christ. Owen con-
tinues to explore the nature of faith in terms of trust in Christ. The Spirit of God 
transforms a person. He recognizes transformation as a gift of faith that results 
in the obedience of the individual. Continuing on justification, by reading this 
chapter, we come to understand that Owen affirms only one justification by faith 
and rejects two justifications (the Roman Catholic view). He argues that Rome 
confused justification by works with sanctification. When it comes to imputation, 
Kapic observes, “Owen again finds himself stressing Christ’s person, only here he 
does so in terms of the mystical union that exists between Christ and his church. 
The means by which this union is accomplished is unquestionably the ‘uniting 
efficacy of the Holy Spirit’” (p. 139). Owen uses the word “person” to speak less 
about mystical union and more about the person of Christ. For him, imputation 
of the divine Christ’s righteousness to humans relies on human and divine natures 
in Christ. Jesus, who was fully obedient to the law, is communicating his righ-
teousness to us based on the relationship between his two natures, human and 
divine. Going from here, Owen observes that Christ’s obedience “‘performed in 
the human nature; but the person of Christ was he that performed it’” (p. 143). 
From the Christological part, now we move to the theology of communion with 
God.

John Owen is, for Kapic, an anthroposensitive theologian. His works indeed 
focus on doctrines that are always applicable to Christian living. In the most 
exhaustive chapter, “Communion with Triune God,” Kapic focuses on his doc-
trine of the Trinity and how the communion that God has within the Trinity is 
reflected in regenerated humans. It is important to note that Owen wrote a trea-
tise with a longer title, Of Communion with God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 
Each Person Distinctly, In Love, Grace, and Consolation; or, The Saints’ Fellowship 
with the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost Unfolded. For a man to have communion 
with God, one must realize how his fallen human condition resulted in separa-
tion from God. To bridge this separation, Jesus came as truly human and truly 
God to die for those who would believe and to restore the fellowship that had 
been broken between God and men. For Owen, communion relates to things and 
persons, state and condition, and actions (p. 151). It is the union that we have in 
Christ that makes our life in Christ possible, and this union is the foundation for 
a relationship with the Lord. In Christ, we are accepted before him and by Him. 
Owen holds to the basic orthodox view of the Trinity: “God is one; - that this one 
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God is Father, Son, and Holy Ghost; that the Father is the Father of the Son; and 
the Son, the Son of the Father; and the Holy Ghost, the Spirit of the Father and the 
Son; and that, in respect of this their mutual relation, they are distinct from each 
other” (p. 159). For him, a divine person is divine essence, and each of the persons 
in the Trinity has the understanding, the will, and the power of God. Each person 
becomes a distinct principle of operation, yet all their actings are the actings of 
God – all works are works of one, self-same God (p. 160). The whole doctrine 
of economic Trinity should inform believers how to have communion with the 
Lord. Concerning the communion that we have with Father, we need to recognize 
Father as the fountain of love. Our communion with him should be mutual – we 
should respond with rest in him, delighting in him, with reverence and obedience. 

When Owen turns to the theme of communion with the Son, he divides it into 
two major themes: the character of the Son and the Son’s affections for believ-
ers. Taking into consideration the character of Jesus, one must observe that the 
incarnate Lord has an abundance of grace and love for his believers. Owen notes 
several affections of Christ towards his people. He delights in them, he values 
them, and he has pity and compassion. The communion that we have through the 
purchased grace results in our acceptance with God (making us acceptable), and 
in our adoption by him. Owen, as an orthodox Calvinist, sees the Holy Spirit as a 
distinguished person of the Trinity. Kapic spends some time on Owen’s grammar 
regarding the Spirit, as well as on the unpardonable sin against the Holy Spirit. 
The Holy Spirit is the one who applies the work of Christ to believers. The third 
person of the Trinity engages all of a believer’s natural faculties that are created 
in the image of God. By receiving the Spirit, a believer is able to pray, worship, 
and enjoy intimacy with God. However, when it comes to communion with the 
Spirit, there are negative commands with positive duties to be found. We should 
not grieve, quench, or resist the Spirit’s work through the Word. From here, Kapic 
takes us to the last chapter that deals with the signs that point to continuing com-
munion with God.

“Signs of Continuing Communion” are the Lord’s Day and the Lord’s Supper. 
The means of communion between God and us are found in the ordained patterns 
of worship mentioned above. While observing the creation ordinance in the con-
text of the day of sacred rest, Kapic writes: “Whether humanity sets aside Satur-
day, Sunday, or some other day of the week, what is fundamental to the design of 
creation is that a day be set apart to enter God’s rest, primarily through corporate 
public worship. This original rest included (1) ‘peace with God,’ (2) ‘satisfaction 
and acquiescence in God,’ and (3) ‘means of communion with God.’ All these were 
lost by the entrance of sin, and all mankind were brought thereby into an estate of 
trouble and disquietment” (p. 211). Kapic also shares Owen’s argument, holding 
that the Lord’s Day falls on the first day of the week, when Jesus was resurrected. 
He sees Hebrews 4 as not applying to eschatological rest, but he sees in the text 
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the rest that humanity in Christ can have before the eschatological glory. Owen 
writes on God’s rest that “‘God resteth ultimately and absolutely, as to all the ends 
of his glory, in Christ, as exhibited in the gospel – that is, he in whom his soul deli-
ghted’” (p. 216). Because Father rested in Son, and Son has accomplished the life 
of God for us, we can now worship him and enjoy him. Regarding the Lord’s sup-
per, Owen does not see pure symbolism or transubstantiation in it. There is the 
presence of God for believers in taking the Lord’s supper: “If there was no more 
in this ordinance exhibited but only the outward elements, and, not by virtues of 
sacramental relation upon God’s institution, the body and blood of Christ, his life, 
and death, and merits, exhibited unto us, we should come to the Lord’s table like 
men in a dream, eating and drinking and be quite empty when we have done; for 
this bread and wine will not satisfy our souls” (pp. 226–227). Only by faith do we 
obtain this communion with the Lord. In this communion with God, we see and 
taste his love and acceptance. Kapic again sees in Owen here a work of the Holy 
Trinity: “‘A great part... of the essential blessedness of the holy Trinity, consists in 
the mutual love of the Father and the Son, by the Holy Ghost; which is the love 
of them both’” (p. 231). God’s love is first inside the Trinity, given to us in Christ. 
Now, in Christ, who is the object of Father’s love, we can have rest, and our image 
of God is being renewed. God communicates to us, through the Lord’s Supper, his 
Trinitarian love that is embodied in Jesus for us.

In the last short chapter, “Epilogue,” Kapic offers a conclusion and restates his 
thesis, which runs throughout the book on the topic of communion, and also 
encourages the reader to believe that Owen can shape today’s theology even more. 
He expresses disappointment that the readership of Owen is small and that theo-
logians do not read and implement this anthroposenstive 17th-century Puritan. 
The reasons for writing this book were to present Owen’s anthropology in light of 
the theology of communion with God and to introduce readers to the neglected 
Owen. The books also include a small appendix comparing the Westminster Stan-
dards and John Owen on humanity. The writer, Kelly M. Kapic, used many pri-
mary and secondary sources, which are quite exhaustive in the bibliography. The 
book contains a name index and a subject index.

How can this book serve a reader? First, it summarizes John Owen’s theology. 
Also, if one takes careful notes of John Owen, one would be invited to read him. 
Kapic faithfully observes the major topic of Communion of God in John Owen’s 
theological framework and interpretation. He faithfully quotes this Puritan hold-
ing unto his conclusions and arguments. However, when reading the Puritans, one 
should be prepared to encounter older English; and if one chooses to read Owen, 
especially Communion with God, this book will help the reader better understand 
the Puritan theologian and benefit more from his writings. John Owen was called 
English Calvin, pastoral and doctrinal, both of which we need in our context of 
Croatia, and to look to him. The call to read Puritans in the West is high, and 
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T. C. Schmidt
Josephus and Jesus: New Evidence for the One Called Christ
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2025, pp. 317

In a stimulating piece of detective work spanning a thousand years using five 
ancient languages, T. C. Schmidt has succeeded in re-opening, and likely over-
turning, a near consensus of scholarship that the Testimonium Flavianum (TF), 
a brief section of text from Josephus’ Antiquities (18.63–64) about Jesus, is either 
heavily interpolated by later Christians or wholly inauthentic. Schmidt demon-
strates, rather convincingly in my view, that the TF can be shown to be wholly 
authentic, written by Flavius Josephus in the late first century CE. Below is the 
Greek text of the TF along with the traditional English translation by Whiston:1 

63 Γίνεται δὲ κατὰ τοῦτον τὸν χρόνον Ἰησοῦς σοφὸς ἀνήρ, εἴγε ἄνδρα αὐτὸν 
λέγειν χρή· ἦν γὰρ παραδόξων ἔργων ποιητής, διδάσκαλος ἀνθρώπων τῶν 
ἡδονῇ τἀληθῆ δεχομένων, καὶ πολλοὺς μὲν Ἰουδαίους, πολλοὺς δὲ καὶ τοῦ 
Ἑλληνικοῦ ἐπηγάγετο· ὁ χριστὸς οὗτος ἦν. 64 καὶ αὐτὸν ἐνδείξει τῶν πρώτων 
ἀνδρῶν παρ’ ἡμῖν σταυρῷ ἐπιτετιμηκότος Πιλάτου οὐκ ἐπαύσαντο οἱ τὸ 
πρῶτον ἀγαπήσαντες· ἐφάνη γὰρ αὐτοῖς τρίτην ἔχων ἡμέραν πάλιν ζῶν, τῶν 
θείων προφητῶν ταῦτά τε καὶ ἄλλα μυρία περὶ αὐτοῦ θαυμάσια εἰρηκότων. εἰς 
ἔτι τε νῦν τῶν Χριστιανῶν ἀπὸ τοῦδε ὠνομασμένον οὐκ ἐπέλιπε τὸ φῦλον. 

63Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a 
man, for he was a doer of wonderful works—a teacher of such men as receive 
the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many 
of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; 64 and when Pilate, at the suggestion of 
the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that 
loved him at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again 
the third day, as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other 

1	 The Greek text is taken from the Accordance digital version, based on the 1890 edition of B. 
Niese, Flavii Iosephi Opera. The English translation is from William Whiston, The Works of Fla-
vius Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, New Updated Edition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1987).

maybe this book can help someone become a Puritan reader, a wise man who 
takes the valuable time for the gems of the past and becomes a person who has 
understanding for reading people like John Owen. For me, this book stirred my 
intellectual will and heart to dive deeper into Owen’s mind through his works. I 
hope it will stir other readers, too, both lay readership and pastoral ones. 

Matej Sakač
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wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of Christians, so named from 
him, are not extinct at this day.

When most students first read the brief, approximately 90-word TF,2 their ini-
tial response tends to be one of surprise, either an affirmative surprise that this 
ancient Jewish writer would have such positive things to say about Jesus, and/or 
an equal surprise that one who could write these words was not in fact a Christian. 
The seeming pro-Christian, or perhaps even confessional words, seem implau-
sible, if not an outright impossibility, to come from the pen of a Jewish writer 
known not to be a Christian. Moreover, the TF would be, if authentic, one of 
the earliest, fullest, and most contextually close non-Christian historical reports 
about the life of Jesus of Nazareth and in more or less consistent accord with 
the Gospel accounts. Perhaps because of these apparent paradoxes, most mod-
ern scholars have denied the full authenticity of the passage. Some deny Josephus 
wrote anything at all about Jesus of Nazareth, concluding the TF to be an early 
forgery by a Christian scribe inserted into the manuscript tradition of the Antiqu-
ities. The more mainstream position is that Josephus did indeed write something 
about Jesus, perhaps rather unremarkable, which was then interpolated later by a 
Christian to express essential Christian beliefs about Jesus. 

Schmidt challenges the consensus position based on the TF’s reception history, 
two key textual variations that emerge in the Latin and Syriac textual traditions, 
the style and content of the passage, and the historical plausibility of Josephan 
authorship. It is somewhat ironic that the passage most modern readers find at 
first glance to be overtly pro-Christian was not so received by early Christian writ-
ers. Schmidt shows that in its Greek, western (Latin), and eastern (Syriac, Arabic) 
reception, the general tenor is one of caution and restraint. Many patristic authors 
do not find the TF to be as pro-Christian as later readers have found it. This recep-
tion evidence prompts Schmidt’s investigation into why early Christian authors 
lacked the enthusiasm we might assume they would have.

In fact, Schmidt demonstrates that the wording of the Greek text of the TF 
is quite ambiguous. While aspects of the text could be taken in a positive sense, 
most of the passage is equivocal, allowing for different construals, and possibly 
even pointing to an overall negative portrayal of Jesus. Moreover, Schmidt shows 
that the terms the TF uses are not the ways early Christians described Jesus, pos-
sibly because of the ambiguity of these terms or possible negative connotations. In 
addition, he establishes that the vocabulary and phraseology of the TF are clearly 
Josephan. 

The work is divided into two parts. Part 1 is entitled “The Authenticity of the 
Testimonium Flavianum”, the first two chapters of which deal with the Greek 

2	 The Greek text above contains 89 words. However, Schmidt’s argument for two additional words 
based on evidence in other versions suggest the original Greek text would have contained 91 
words (see below).
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reception (chapter 1), and then the western and eastern reception (chapter 2). 
Chapter three, “An Authorial Commentary on the Testimonium Flavianum”, is 
the longest chapter of the book, and rightly so, for it is the crux of the argument. 
There, Schmidt engages in line by line exegesis of the TF, which leads into the 
concluding chapter (4) of part 1, “Authenticity and Possible Translations of the 
Testimonium Flavianum.”

Part 2 is entitled “The Sources of Josephus and the Meaning of the Testimo-
nium Flavianum.” Here, in chapters five and six, Schmidt brilliantly unravels Jose-
phus’ social network to identify the most likely sources for Josephus’ knowledge of 
Jesus, with a particular emphasis in chapter 6 on identifying those whom Josephus 
described as “the first men among us” who brought an accusation against Jesus 
to Pilate. The concluding chapter seven provides a summary of the overall argu-
ment of the book with implications for how an authentic Testimonium Flavianum 
impacts our understanding of the Jesus of history. The volume is copiously supple-
mented by six appendices, each of which probes more deeply into issues that are 
germane to the thesis of the book. 

Since Schmidt’s argument largely hinges on his exegesis of the TF in chapter 
three, I will highlight several examples of the neutrality or ambiguity of the Greek 
text that Schmidt emphasizes.

In the first of two crucial pieces of textual evidence, Schmidt points out that 
in the Greek text of the TF preserved in manuscript of Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical 
History, the name Jesus is followed by the indefinite pronoun τις, a variation also 
reflected in ancient Syriac and Armenian translations. Introducing Jesus as Ἰησοῦς 
τις, “a certain Jesus,” not only gives the passage an ambiguous flavor, but it is also 
one of the devices Josephus employs to recount characters of questionable repute, 
including, notably, other messianic claimants such as Menahem and Simon, as 
well as many other historical figures in his narrative (See Schmidt, 67–68). The 
inclusion of τις is not only consistent with Josephan usage elsewhere, but it would 
also leave readers with at least an ambiguous, or even negative expectation of the 
description of Jesus in the lines to follow. Finally, it would certainly not be the way 
a Christian interpolator would introduce Jesus. 

Next, the TF reports at the beginning that Jesus was a σοφός (“wise”) man. 
While early Christians unquestionably affirmed the wisdom of Jesus, they 
rarely called him a σοφός, likely because this word could have possible negative 
links to pagan wise men. Soon after, Josephus writes that Jesus was “a doer of 
miraculous deeds” (παραδόξων ἔργων ποιητής). Again, at first glance, this seems 
to be a pro-Christian assertion, consistent with the Gospels and early Christian 
belief. However, as Schmidt shows, Jesus’ Jewish opponents always admitted his 
miraculous deeds. This is evident in antagonistic Rabbinic writings where Jesus 
was accused of practicing sorcery (Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 43a.20) and is 
alluded to in the Gospels themselves (Matt 12:22-27 and parallels). Furthermore, 
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Schmidt shows that the Greek term translated here as “miracles,” παράδοξος, was 
quite ambiguous, and while it need not always have a negative connotation, it 
could point to something incredible, unusual, spectacular, or even nefarious. It 
could easily be read to suggest Jesus had the power to do incredible deeds, but 
ones that were ultimately deceptive and even diabolical. Indeed, this term is only 
used once in the NT (Luke 5:26) where it is employed to narrate the reaction 
of the crowds at Jesus healing of the paralytic, and there it is often translated 
as “strange things.”3 The New Testament writers themselves use other words to 
describe and affirm Jesus’ miraculous works. Schmidt also shows from elsewhere 
in the Antiquities (2.285–6) that Josephus uses παράδοξος in combination with 
σοφός to describe Pharaoh’s court magicians in the Exodus narrative. Hence, the 
term is employed often by Josephus, and often negatively, but it is not common 
in the New Testament. Schmidt thus concludes that “it does not seem likely that 
a Christian would have inserted such a term as παράδοξος into the TF” (p. 75).

That point can also be made for the line translated “if it be lawful to call him a 
man.” When modern Christians read this, their first thought is that it shockingly 
makes a claim for Jesus’ divinity. But Schmidt cautions that first, questioning 
the humanity of Jesus would have been heretical for early Christian writers who 
would therefore not have interpolated such a statement. Second, this expression 
could be derogatory, suggesting that Jesus was less than a man or diabolical, or it 
could have been a sarcastic expression, as Josephus was prone to make, or a divine 
epithet that Josephus elsewhere uses for Moses or Elijah. Again, the portrait of 
Jesus the TF paints is somewhat obscure, but the terminology and phraseology 
employed can be shown to be Josephan, and not Christian.

The TF also refers to Jesus as “a teacher of men who receive truth with plea-
sure.” But again, the precise terminology in the Greek text is much less overtly 
positive than the English translation might suggest. The key terms are ἡδονῇ (with 
pleasure) and τἀληθῆ, which Schmidt translates as “truism.” Schmidt shows that 
the word ἡδονη was a negative term in most early Christian writers, and the form 
τἀληθῆ never appears in the OT Greek or New Testament, each of which employs 
the form ἀληθής (“truth”). The tension of “pleasure” and “truism” suggests a 
statement more ambiguous than positive, and, crucially, these are not the terms 
that an early Christian interpolator would use. 

The TF also describes Jesus as leading many from among Jews and Greeks. 
As Schmidt (pp. 80–81) points out, the Gospels do not portray Jesus as leading 
Greeks, but rather as being sent to the lost sheep of Israel. But more significantly, 
the word translated by Whiston “drew over,” ἐπηγήγατο, could be understood, 
and often is used in such a way in Josephus, to mean something more like “to lead 
away,” that is, to mislead. 

3	 Indeed, it is not a biblical term. The eight occurrences in the Greek Old Testament (LXX) are all 
from apocryphal books. 
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In a compelling argument, Schmidt refers to a passage from Antiquities 
(17.327–329) that he says is “much underappreciated by scholars.” There, Jose-
phus narrates a certain imposter of Alexander, the son of Herod. Schmidt (p. 82) 
summarizes the narrative thus: 

“Taken together, Josephus claims that the false Alexander ‘convinced’ or 
even ‘led astray’ (ἐπηγάγετο) certain men (ἀνθρώπων) because they ‘received’ 
(δεχόμενον) his words ‘with pleasure’ (ἡδονῇ).”

That Josephus appropriates a similar combination of terms for an imposter as 
he does for Jesus at the very least makes this TF statement ambiguous. 

Schmidt similarly gathers many other such parallels from Josephus to show 
not only that the language of the TF is Josephan, but also that it is ambiguous. 
Further, he demonstrates that these particular words and phrases are decidedly 
not what a Christian interpolator would choose to rework a passage to make it 
more explicitly Christian. 

The end of line 63, however, seems to be the most explicit “Christian” state-
ment of all, “He was the Christ.” Here Schmidt (p. 86) appeals to the textual evi-
dence. Jerome’s late 4th-century Latin translation of the TF reads Christus crede-
batur esse (“was believed to be the Christ”), and later Syriac versions of the TF 
are similarly worded: “it was thought he was the Christ.” These Latin and Syriac 
witnesses suggest another textual tradition different from that transmitted in the 
extant Greek. Schmidt concludes that the evidence from the Latin and Syriac ver-
sions indicates the likelihood that the original Greek of the TF included the parti-
ciple λεγόμενος, so that the line would read “he was called the Christ,” rather than 
“he was the Christ.” Indeed, this term is precisely what Josephus used to describe 
Jesus in Antiquities 20.200: Ἰησοῦ τοῦ λεγομένου Χριστοῦ (“Jesus who is called 
Christ”), the only other reference to Jesus in Josephus’ writings.

Another major point is the line that appears to be about the resurrection, 
translated: “for he appeared to them alive again the third day” (ἐφάνη γὰρ αὐτοῖς 
τρίτην ἔχων ἡμέραν πάλιν ζῶν). Again, at first glance, especially in translation, 
this statement would appear to be an assertion by Josephus of the resurrection, 
or at least some kind of appearance of Jesus to his disciples. But the Greek term 
φαίνω, here in the aorist ἐφάην, can mean both “appear” but also “to seem to 
be,” when followed by a subordinating participle as in the TF (ἐφάνη... ζῶν) 
so that Schmidt proposes the translation “he appeared to them to be alive,” or 
“it seemed to them that he was alive.” These translations are perfectly possible 
from the Greek wording, for which Schmidt provides many examples from the 
literature, including Josephus’ deployment of φαίνω in over 100 occurrences. At 
the very least, the employment of φαίνω with the participle is ambiguous and 
could be understood differently by different readers. Moreover, Schmidt (p. 100) 
demonstrates that regarding Jesus’ resurrection, early Christian accounts tended 
use the verb όράω, and not φαίνω (Matt 28:7, 10; Luke 24:34; Acts 13:31; 1 Cor 
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15:5-8), and the construction in the TF about the third day (τρίτην ἔχων ἡμέραν) 
is not the construction Christian texts use (τῇ τρίτῃ ἡμέρᾳ). 

If Schmidt succeeds in part 1 in establishing the authenticity of the TF based on 
a textual analysis of the passage in light of Josephus’ writings and other evidence, 
he significantly strengthens that argument by showing in part 2 the plausibility of 
Josephus having access to first-hand accounts of Jesus’ trial and execution. 

At the beginning of line 64 of the TF, the reader finds this statement: “and 
when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned 
him to the cross...” Schmidt shows that the first-person plural statement “the 
principal men amongst us” (τῶν πρώτων ἀνδρῶν παρ’ ἡμῖν) is quite Josephan. 
Furthermore, Schmidt ably shows how Josephus would have been, as a member 
of a Jerusalem priestly family and a Pharisee, well-connected with the leading 
men of Jerusalem. Furthermore, the personal relationships Josephus describes 
elsewhere with high priestly figures, the Herodians, and leading families make it 
highly likely that Josephus personally knew some of the figures who were present, 
as younger men, at the trial of Jesus. Schmidt crafts a fascinating picture of first-
century Judaism and Christianity from which Josephus emerges as a historian 
who very likely had insider information on the trial and crucifixion of Jesus and 
the early Christian movement. 

I have attempted to highlight key points from Schmidt’s argument, but that 
does not reflect the breadth and depth of material that the book covers, which the 
reader is strongly encouraged to explore themselves.4 

Schmidt’s book not only makes a compelling argument for the authenticity of 
the Testimonium Flavianum, but it also makes a significant contribution to histor-
ical Jesus studies and our understanding of the historical events surrounding the 
arrest, trial, and execution of Jesus of Nazareth, and also regarding the testimonies 
of early Christians about his resurrection. I highly recommend it to all students of 
early Christianity and second-temple Judaism. 

Gregory S. Thellman

4	 And that should not be hard to do since a generous donor provided a gift to make the pdf ver-
sion of the book freely available for download: https://josephusandjesus.com.
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