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An Asian Perspective on Marketplace Ministry 
 

By Paul Ng, Singapore 
 

A) EMPOWERMENT FROM AN ASIAN VIEWPOINT 

 
Even as the marketplace believer grapples with the new paradigm required to 

fulfil his call in life and as institutions of learning and churches deal  with issues like new 
methodologies and content, another major area has to be looked into. This is the area 
relating to contextual issues. Even with new content and methodologies, the way that 
we view our world has a tremendous impact on how we empower believers for 
ministry. Hwa Yung deals with the quest for an authentic Asian Christian Theology in his 
book, “Mangoes or Bananas.”1 

  

From the various issues raised in Hwa Yung’s book, I have opted to look at five of 
these and how it relates to the marketplace. Due to the great diversity within Asia, I will 

review these five issues mainly from the perspective of the Chinese because much of 
East Asia eg Japan and Korea share a similar belief system to that of the Chinese with 
roots in Confucianism and Buddhism. These five are the Supernatural, Family and Group 
Solidarity, Filial Piety, Authority and Leadership and Ethics. I will also look at the effect 
that culture has upon the workplace. 

 
Usually contextual issues are looked at through the lens of culture. However with 

the Chinese, religion is so closely intertwined with all aspects of the Chinese life that in 
order to understand the Chinese mind, we have to look at Chinese religion as well. 
When asked what his religion is, the average Chinese would be at a loss  to explain it 

because there is no single Chinese Religion. The Chinese believe in a mixture of 
Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism.2  From Confucianism comes the moral-intellectual 

                                                 
1  Haw Yung, Mangoes or Bananas?: The Quest for an Authentic Asian Christian Theology . 

Regnum Studies in Mission (Oxford, Akropung, Buenos Aires, Irvine,CA, New Delhi: Regnum Books 

International, reprint 2000. Original 1997), 71-96 (page references are to the reprint edition). While he 

demonstrates how Asian theologians have yet to break out of Western captivity, he has also suggested two 

themes by which we can perform further theological reflections on contextualization. These are firstly the 

various types of literary genres required to fully express theological reflection in Asia and secondly the 

concerns that must be taken into consideration in this process.1 Under the first theme he considers biblical 

exegesis, Christian apologetics, systematic theology, ethics and theology for and from the grassroots. For 

the second theme he suggests unearthing hidden presuppositions, in -depth studies of Asian Cultures and 

Traditions, Dialogue with Asian Religions, insights from Cultural Anthropology, addressing the challenge 

of ‘Power Encounters’ in Asian Christianity and Learning from Western Christians.  

 

2  Poh Boon Sing. The Christian in the Chinese Culture. (Serdang, Malaysia: Good News 

Enterprise, 1986), 4. 
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aspect, from Taoism comes the mystical aspect and from Buddhism comes the 

philosophical-metaphysical aspect of the Chinese Religion.3 
 

a) The Supernatural 

As a result of dualistic presuppositions, Western Christianity does not expect 
divine intervention in the world. This expectation is in spite of the fact that the New 

Testament is replete with examples of divine healing and exorcism. However the 
supernatural has always been part and parcel of the Asian mindset. CK Yang notes that 

the supernatural took centre stage in any discussion on Chinese religions,4 while at the 
folk level, Chinese religious life embraces much magical practices and beliefs.5 

 
Paul Hiebert in writing of his experiences in India6 believes that the Western 

mind has a two-tiered view of reality as opposed to the three-tiered view of Asians. The 
upper tier refers to “high religion” which provides theistic answers to rational beliefs 

concerning God and spiritual beings. The lower tier refers to empirical sciences that 
perceive this world as being controlled by impersonal forces. Both tiers do not provide 
any answers to the activity of local deities, ancestral and other spirits and demons. The 
third or middle tier in the worldview of Asians consists of beliefs in this supernatural 

realm. Consequently power encounters and signs and wonders have long been part and 
parcel of Asian Christian practice. Even in the marketplace, many practices stem from 

this worldview. Thus in the seventh month of the Chinese calendar, commercial 
organizations will have a celebration to appease the hungry ghosts that are purported to 

roam the world during this period. Should the Christian manager take part in these 
celebrations? Similarly when property is purchased or even when the firm moves into 
new rental premises, offerings are made to the deities to ensure that the firm will have 
good fortune. In order to empower the Asian believer, a theology for the supernatural 
must be taught.7 

 
An issue for believers in the marketplace is how to relate to the use of common 

symbols that seem to denote evil according to Christian beliefs but are a source of  good 
fortune in the marketplace. One such motif in East Asian culture is that of the dragon. It 

                                                 
3  Ibid, 5. 

4  C.K.Yang. Religion in Chinese Society: A Study of Contemporary Social Functions of Religion 

and Some of Their Historical Factors. (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1961) 2. 

5  Ibid, 3. 

6  Paul Hiebert, The Flaw of the Excluded Middle (Missiology 10:1, 1982), p.35-47. 

7 A good overview of this can be found in Principalities and Powers:  Reflections in the Asian 

Context.3rd ATS Theological Forum (Manila, OMF Literature Inc. and Quezon City, Philippines, Asian 

Theological Seminary 2007).  
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can be found in sculptures, designs on clothes, pictures, teapots, cups and saucers and 

many other paraphernalia. For the Chinese, the dragon represents power, honour, good 
fortune and success. In fact among all the 369 species of scaly animal symbols, the 

dragon is preeminent, and is generally viewed in a positive light.8 Occasionally the 
dragon portrays destruction. Yet from Scriptures, the picture from the Old Testament is 

that of a large untameable monstrous sea creature, generally referred to as Leviathan. It 
occurs five times (Job 3:8-9, 41:1-34, Psalm 74:13-14, 104:26 and Isaiah 27:1) in the Old 

Testament. In Genesis 3, the Hebrew word tanni n is used identically with nahas to 
symbolize what is later identified as Satan, the devil, the drakon in the New Testament 
(Rev 12:7,9,20:2,10).9 This reference to the dragon is not something that is easily 
reconciled. Everywhere one goes, he or she will encounter this dragon. It is even 
celebrated in dragon dances and dragon boat races. 

 
For the Christian business person, he can react to this symbol in three ways. He 

can embrace this symbolism, completely reject it or redeem it in some way. Amanda 

Shao Tan argues that in Numbers 21:4-9, God punishes the discontented Israelites by 

using fiery serpents. Yet God also uses the same symbol of the serpent for providing 
life.10 Similarly in the New Testament, John refers to the lifting up of the serpent sign in 

John 3:14-15 when speaking of the lifting up of Jesus on the cross. Thus God did not see 
any inconsistency in using this despicable sign as a sign of hope. In the same manner the 
Christian business person need not totally reject the dragon or anything associated with 
it. However he should be wary that acceptance of this symbol does not taint him with 
evil. There is no “one size fits all” solution to this problem. However he should use the 
symbol of the dragon as an opportunity to dialogue with non-believers.     

 
b) Family and Group Solidarity 

In Asian societies, the family is not only the primary social grouping; it functions 
as the prototype for all social organizations. Not only is networking part of the family 
structure, this is also part of how business is conducted. As an example, guanxi plays an 
important part in business. Guanxi refers to connections or relationships developed 
amongst networks and are generally based on trust, understanding and personal 

relationships. Business is never conducted until some form of relationship is established. 
Guanxi’s four basic principles are trust, favour, dependence and adaptation.11 Thus until 

                                                 
8 Amanda Shao Tan. The “Auspicious” Chinese Dragon versus the “Evil” Dragon in Scripture: A 

Dialogue towards Fulfilling the Great Commission. In Principalities and Powers:  Reflections in the Asian 

Context.3rd, 121. This is originally from Shu Wen, a dictionary written in AD 200.  

9 Ibid. 129. 

10 Ibid. 138-139. 

11 Robert Buderi and Gregory T. Huang. Guanxi: Microsoft, China and Bill Gates’ Plan  to win the 

road ahead. (London: Random House Business Books, 2006), 6-7. Originally published in the United 

States in 2006 by Simon and Schuster.  
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there is some level of trust and dependence, no business transaction will be entered 

into. However the process can be shortened by making use of someone else’s guanxi to 
gain some level of trust. 

 
It is generally felt that guanxi is the most important factor in the success of a new 

business in China. The Overseas Chinese have played an important role in the 
development of business in China. However they have kept each individual investment 

small because of guanxi. This is because in China, projects that are less than US$30 
million do not need to be sent to the Beijing authorities for approval.12 Thus, utilising 
guanxi can expedite the approval of projects under US$30 million. 

 
This factor also applies when doing business with the Chinese in countries where 

there are significantly large numbers of them, for example in Singapore and Malaysia. 
Understanding guanxi is important for the believer because there is a fine line between 
it and corruption.  

 

Wee Chow Hou and Fred Combe points out several subtle points about guanxi 
that is worth highlighting.13 The first is that guanxi is built upon personal contacts and is 

not transferable. As such the building of this relationship cannot be delegated or 
contracted out. The second is that building of guanxi takes considerable personal 
chemistry, time and effort. This process cannot be shortened. The more trust is built, 
the less dependence there is upon a written contract. The third is that systems and 
procedures cannot replace guanxi. Documents and processes cannot replace a personal 
handshake or a smile. The fourth is that gifts alone cannot replace guanxi. Typically the 
Western business person is unaware of this and tries to curry favour through gifts. 
Under guanxi, the principle is reciprocity. Thus when something is given, something 
must be returned even though it is not immediate. Finally managing guanxi is an 
ongoing and changing process. 

 
Under the Western system of conducting business, when a person becomes an 

employee of a company, he accepts an ethical obligation to put the company’s interests 
ahead of his own. Therefore if the employee uses his position to influence the purchase 

of goods or services from a friend or relative, this would be considered a breach of the 
company’s code of conduct and the employee can be fired or even dealt with by the 
law. In China, under the guanxi system, the use of one’s personal social network or that 
of one’s contacts as well as the granting of favours are perfectly acceptable. If 

                                                 
12 George T. Haley, Usha C.V. Haley and Tan Chin Tiong. New Asian Emperors:The Business 

Strategies of the Overseas Chinese. (Singapore: John Wiley & Sons (Asia) Pte Ltd, 2009), 162. 

 

13 Wee Cho Hou and Fred Combe. Business Journey to the East: An East-West Perspective on 

Global-is-Asian. (Singapore: McGraw-Hill Education (Asia, 2009), 274-281.  
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necessary, gifts are given to assist in the process. This giving of gifts is not deemed 

corruption. Most times instead of gifts, wining and dining is sufficient.  This is no 
different from the Western concept of entertainment. However guanxi is not a license 

to steal. There are acceptable limits to what one can give.14  
 

Business is viewed as transactional in the Western system whereas the Chinese 
system is more relational and based largely on honour and respect. Insisting that the 

Chinese employee give up guanxi as a means of conducting business will result in an 
erosion of loyalty on the part of the employee. For the Christian employer intending to 
do business with the Chinese businessman whether in China or in other parts of the 
world, he needs to understand the distinction between guanxi and corruption.     

 
Besides guanxi, another aspect of how business is practised relates to the 

employment of family members. Under Confucianism, the individual has a responsibility 
to his nuclear as well as extended family, especially to parents but also to ancestors. He 

has to house, clothe and feed living family members as well as conduct rituals and make 

offerings to dead ancestors.15 In business, the Confucian owner frequently adopts a 
paternalistic management style. Consequently many family members are employed 

even though they may be inefficient. The immediate family members are also put in 
senior management positions even though they might be incompetent.  

 
In Chinese culture the concept of personal loyalty is limited only to the master of 

the business. When he dies, this relationship is ended. Neither the heir nor the loyal 
employee is obliged to continue on with the relationship. This explains why there is 
often lack of continuity in Chinese family businesses. An example is the food and 
beverage maker “Yeo Hiap Seng.” Due to the family feud that ensued after the 
patriarch’s death, control was wrested from the hands of the founding Yeo family nine 
years after the patriarch’s death.16  

 
c) Filial Piety 

According to the traditional Chinese worldview, the most basic relationship in 

human society is that between parents and their children.17 Filial piety takes precedence 

                                                 
14 Fred Burton and Scott Stewart. China: Guanxi and Corporate Security (STRATFOR Global 

Intelligence, Jan 16, 2008) http://www.stratfor.com/china_guanxi_and_corporate_security  Accessed 8th 

November, 2010. 

15 Haley, Haley and Tan,50. 

16 Ibid, 52. 

17  Samuel Ling. Chinese Attitudes towards Work and Vocation: A North American Perspective . 

Presented at “Vocation and Work: Cultural, Theological and Pastoral Issues” Second Annual Conference 

on Christianity and Chinese Culture. Regent College, Vancouver B.C., April 9-11, 1987. 

http://www.stratfor.com/china_guanxi_and_corporate_security
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even over the relationship between husband and wife. With rapid urbanisation in Asia, 

this traditional worldview is no longer widely accepted.  Many children leave their 
parents behind in their ancestral homes while they seek employment in the cities. 

Consequently the ties that bind have been loosened. Due to free choice, romantic 
notions of love have replaced the traditional arranged marriages. However the success 

rate of marriage has not improved with the advent of free choice. In fact, we find that 
many Chinese men and women are more likely to place work over family as a priority in 

their lives.18 According to Samuel Ling19, the Chinese in North America work because 
they find their identity in their work. That explains the long hours that they work, 
usually putting it above family.  

 
From a Christian viewpoint, while the children should continue to honour their 

parents, once they are married their relationship with their spouse should take 
precedence over their relationship with their parents. In Genesis 2:24, it says, “For this 
reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they 

shall become one flesh.” This verse is usually interpreted differently by Western and 

Asian Christians. In Western Christianity it is often argued that this verse means that the 
children and their parents should not even live under the same roof. In Singapore’s 

context and also in other Asian countries, housing is extremely expensive and most 
newly wedded couples are unable to afford their own housing. In the Asian context, this 
verse could also be interpreted to mean that even though the two generations live 
under one roof, the younger generation should continue to honour the older generation 
but make their own decisions in regard to matters relating to themselves and their 
children. In this case, the older generation’s words are taken to be advice rather than 
instructions. This applies in the running of family businesses as well. From the Western 
Christian’s viewpoint, once a person no longer holds a position in the business, even if it 
is a family business, they should not have any say as to what happens in the business. In 
Asian cultures, the older person is honoured and respected and his words still carry 

some weight even if there is no official position occupied.   
 

Another aspect of filial piety relates to ancestor worship. According to Confucius, 
“To serve those now dead as if they were living, and those departed as if they were still 

with us: this is the highest achievement of true filial piety.”20 Thus many Chinese 
business people faithfully practise ancestor worship because they equate it with filial 
piety. Even in the dedication of new offices and building sites and in existing offices, 
altars are set up to offer worship to the departed since they believe that they can 
protect their descendants. Now the Chinese are acknowledged widely as being shrewd 

business people. The Diaspora has brought them to many corners of the World, 

                                                 
18  Ibid. 

19  Ibid. 

20 Steven Wong. Exposing Chinese Ancestor Worship. (Malaysia: Firstfruits Sdn Bhd, 2007), 35. 
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especially Asia. In doing business we are likely to run into them almost everywhere. This 

will give the believer ample opportunities to witness to them through a better 
understanding of filial piety. According to Ou Yang Shieu, a noted scholar and statesman 

in the Sung Dynasty, “It is more important to provide respectfully and affectionately for 
the needs of the parents when they are alive, rather than worship them by burning 

paper money and spreading a feast before ancestral tablets which are mere 
superstitious practices.”21 Clearly he did not agree with ancestor worship although he 

was in favour of filial piety. 
 
From a Christian perspective, respect and honour of parents are honourable acts. 

The Bible teaches us in Exodus 20:12, “Honour your father and mother, that your days 
may be prolonged in the land which the Lord your God gives you” and in 1 Timothy 5:8, 
“But if anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he 
has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” This is in accordance with the 
teaching on filial piety. The widespread teaching that ancestor worship is part of filial 

piety is something the Christian cannot agree to. All material provisions for the dead, by 

the living, is unnecessary since we know that the person who dies does not need them 
anymore. 

 
d) Authority and Leadership 

Western models of authority and leadership tend to be institutionalized or 
democratic in nature whereas Asian models tend to be personalized, paternalistic and 

authoritarian. In Asian societies that are influenced by Confucian philosophy, 
paternalism is expressed in the form of filial piety. In India, it is based on the caste 
system, where leaders function according to a different set of moral rules from that of 
the ordinary people. Another aspect that this issue is concerned with is in whom 
authority resides. Previously in China, it rested with the scholar-gentleman. Business 
people were looked down upon. With the modernization of society, the status of 
business people seem to have changed. They are no longer looked down upon. Instead, 
they rather than the academics are looked upon as examples to follow. Perhaps it has to 
do with the fact that the influence of scholars have diminished whereas that of business 

people have increased. The authority of spiritual leaders has also diminished. Thus 
empowering Christian business people will surely result in an impact in the marketplace.  

 
e)  Work Ethic 

Why do we work? Do we do it for economic reasons, that is, to put food on our 
table and meet our needs or do we work for other reasons as well? Whatever the 

reason why we work, we bring certain attitudes to our work and employment, which 
translate into our values. 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 37. 
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In Biblical times, there were two ideas in regard to economic activity which 

sound strange to us today.22 First was that there was a limited amount of goods and 
services that could be distributed. The economic pie could not be increased over time 

through productivity. Second, this economic pie would only grow at roughly the rate 
needed to keep the population alive and well. Life was therefore seen as taking place at 

subsistence level. Up to the fifteenth century this view was true.  
 

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, this stark poverty was gradually 
replaced by sufficiency. In the middle of the nineteenth century, Karl Marx attributed 
the rise of the middle class to material factors such as the spread of capitalist forces of 
production and the division and exploitation of labour. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century in his famous treatise “The Protestant Ethic and the Rise of 
Capitalism” the sociologist Max Weber acknowledged the roles of these factors but 
argued that the root of the work ethic lay further back in religious beliefs about calling, 
election and work stemming from John Calvin. This work ethic or set of values 

associated by Weber with the rise of modern capitalism and industrial society attributes 

the fulfilment of our duty to God through diligence, hard work and restrained 
expenditure, with the resulting accumulation of goods as a reassuring sign of eventual 

salvation. 
 
Weber wrote in his book, that capitalism in Northern Europe influenced large 

numbers of people to engage in work in the secular world, developing their own 
enterprise and engaging in trade and the accumulation of wealth for investment. In 
other words, the Protestant ethic was a force behind an unplanned and uncoordinated 
mass effort that influenced the development of capitalism.   

 
There is no agreement on what constitutes the Protestant Work Ethic. However 

it is generally believed that some of these attitudes and behaviour make up this work 

ethic:- 
 

1) Believing that work gives meaning to life. 
2) Having a strong sense of duty to one’s work. 

3) Believing in the necessity of hard work and giving work the best of one’s time 
(even above family). 

4) Believing that work gives moral worth. to the individual and to the health of the 
social order 

5) Viewing wealth as a major goal in life. 

6) Viewing leisure as earned by work and preparation for work. 
7) Viewing success in work as resulting primarily from one’s own effort. 

8) Viewing wealth that accrues from work as a sign of God’s favour. 

                                                 
22  James Halterman, The Clashing Worlds of Economics and Faith . (Scottdale, Pennsylvania and 

Waterloo, Ontario: Herald Press, 1995), 57. 
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This notion of work related values underpinned by religious dogmas is credited 

for the rise of modern capitalism. The West provided an atmosphere such as political 
expression and openness to modern thinking. Today this work ethic has been gradually 

eroded and replaced by postmodern thinking. There are three characteristics of 
postmodern culture23:- 

 
1) People living in this culture are constantly exposed to mediated messages.   

2) Postmodernity is characterized by fragmentation. 
3) Postmodernity holds high the ideal of consumption.  

In complete contrast to Paul’s injunction that anyone unwilling to work should 

not eat (2 Thess 3:10), postmodernity cries out that if no one will consume then no 
one will work. Consumption is the result of globalisation. 

 
1) The Confucian Model of Work Ethic 

Whereas the Protestant work ethic emphasises individualism, the Asian or 
Confucian model emphasises the family unit. For decades social scientists believed that 
there was a natural development path that led from family businesses based on 
traditional moral reciprocity to the modern, impersonal, professionally managed 

corporation based on contracts and property rights. Thus in the West, it was believed 
that family ties had to be weakened if economic progress was to occur.24    

 
Fundamental to this model are:- 

i) Frugality 
ii) Hard Work 
iii)  Cohesive Family Units 
iv) Value for Education 
v) Trading Skills 
vi) Respect for Authority 
vii) Reverence for duty 

In the early 1990s, Lee Kuan Yew and Mahathir Mohammed both argued that 
Asian cultural values were at the root of Asia’s remarkable postwar economic success. In 
the economic scene they argued that these values provided a work ethic which 

supported savings, education and other practices conducive to economic growth. 
However the recession that hit the Asian economies in 1997-98 seem now to suggest 

                                                 
23 Robert A. Muthiah, The Priesthood of all Believers in the Twenty-First Century: Living 

Faithfully as the whole people of God in a Postmodern Context. (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 

2009), 92.  

24 Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity . (New York: Free 

Press Paperbacks, 1996), 65. 
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that these same values were at the root of cronyism and corruption.25  Cronyism has 

been widely acknowledged in Indonesia but other Asian economies have also suffered 
corruption scandals, even in countries like Japan and Korea. One explanation is that 

business relations in Asia are conducted on a more personal level than that in America 
or Europe. Thus cultural practices like reciprocal gift giving that are widely practiced can 

often slide into corruption.   
 

Taking Confucianism as the dominant value system in Asia, we see that it 
describes an ethical world in which people are not born with rights but with duties to a 
number of hierarchical structures, beginning with the family and extending all the way 
to the state. In this world, there is no concept of individual rights. Duties are not derived 
from rights unlike in the West.  

 
From the Judeo-Christian perspective, the idea that there is an eternal realm of 

divine law superior to all earthly laws gives the individual with access to that higher law 

potential grounds for revolt against all secular authority. It promotes both individualism 

as well as universalism where the Western concept of individual rights are transferable 
from one society to another. 

 
Asian religions and in particular Confucianism are particularly tolerant in a way 

that monotheistic religions like Judaism, Christianity and Islam have not been. Thus the 
exam system in Confucianism offers the prospect of social mobility and can be highly 
meritocratic. The Confucian emphasis on education is particularly well adapted to the 
needs of a modern technological economy and the Confucian family system promotes a 
certain protected sphere of private life that is relatively free of state intrusion. 

 
B) RELIGIOUS WORLDVIEWS AND THE MARKETPLACE 

 

Throughout recorded history, religion and ethics remain the primary sources of 
conflict in life. After a decade into the Twenty First Century, we find it no different from 

other Centuries. The recent global financial meltdown can be traced directly to greed 
and a lack of ethical standards.  

 
In Asia, we are faced with a multiplicity of religious worldviews which affect 

ethical standards. The ethics of a religion determine how its followers relate to one 
another as well as to those outside of the religion. Business ethics refer to the rules and 
principles within the context of commerce. Different worldviews arising from the 

teachings of each religion will result in different ethics, thus causing problems when 
                                                 

25Francis Fukuyama, “Asian Values in the Wake of the Asian Crisis,” in  Democracy, Market 

Economic & Development: An Asian Perspective, ed. Igbal Farrukh (Washington, DC, USA: World Bank 

Publications, 2001), 149. 

http://www.cuesh.udg.mx/catedrasnaconales /material/2009b/lopez_jimenez/asian_values_waker.pdf 

[accessed 15/10/09]. 

http://www.cuesh.udg.mx/catedrasnaconales/material/2009b/lopez_jimenez/asian_values_waker.pdf
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business is transacted. My review below draws to a large extent from research done by 

Todd Albertson in this area.26   
   

a) Confucianism in the Marketplace 
 

There are four distinct concepts. 
1) Under Confucianism, preference is given to the collective welfare rather than the 

individual’s welfare in order that a stable society is achieved. People are treated as 
interdependent and therefore ethical business leaders are required to think of the well 
being of all people. If a company were to act “dishonestly” but all its constituents 
benefit, then this act could be considered ethical because supposedly the whole 
community benefits. Notice that Confucianism strongly emphasises the network of 
obligations, duties and relationships binding an individual to the family, the community 
and the state. Confucian business ethics combine both the public and the private realms 
to create a happy social whole. 

 

2) For individuals with a Confucian worldview, saving “face” is paramount. Thus 
there may be times where there appears to be a lack of commitment. In contrast to the 

Western pattern of bluntness in order to bring closure to negotiations etc, not causing 
injury to others by helping them to save “face” is widely practised.  
 
3) Business structures are extremely hierarchical and bureaucratic. Business people 
are keenly aware of age, seniority, rank and status within organisations. They are more 
likely to accept inequalities in power and authority that exist in most organisations. 
 
4) Confucian thought lauds varying levels of honesty. The Confucian argument is 
that legal authorities administer punishment for anti-social actions forcing many people 
to behave without fully understanding why they should behave in that manner. The 

reluctance to enforce laws in a society where relationships are considered more 
important has given rise to corruption and nepotism. The problem lies in the lack of 

safeguards if leaders do not do their best for others and instead look out for themselves 
only. 

 

a) Islam in the Marketplace 
 

Like most religions, the Quran teaches honesty, patience and charity. However 
Muslims practise these virtues inconsistently, particularly when they are dealing with 

non-believers. 
 

                                                 
26 Todd Albertson. The Gods of Business: The Intersection of Faith and the Marketplace. (Los 

Angeles: Trinity Alumni Press, 2007). 
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The standard used for determining what is right or wrong in business is guided 

by the shariah and the collection of previous fiqh judgments. The latter includes (1) 
Islamic legal interpretations (2) organizational factors and (3) individual quirks such as 

stages of moral development, personal values and personality, family influence, peer 
influences, life experiences and other situational factors. 

 
The bottom line is that what is ethical for me under Islamic law may not be 

ethical for you, and what was unethical today, may be ethical tomorrow. This creates an 
ambiguity about what is the appropriate moral conduct. 

 
b) Christianity in the Workplace 

 
Under the Christian worldview, work is viewed as a virtuous duty that has been 

mandated by God both before and after the fall of man. Idleness is seen as a vice. 
Because we live in a sinful, fallen world, there will be times when work will involve a 

degree of strict self-denial. Workers should also receive satisfaction and joy from their 

work. A Christian work ethic requires a commitment to excellence in the task. This can 
be seen in 2 Tim 2:15,24  – “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a 

workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of 
truth. And the Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead he must be kind to everyone, able 
to teach and not resentful.”  

 
The Bible has many direct things to say about how we should conduct business 

activities. The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-7), deal with idolatry, the limits of 
work, stealing and even covetousness. In a period where the world is going through a 
major financial crisis because of covetousness and greed it would wise to highlight once 
again the Biblical injunctions on various economic matters. Economic justice must be 
practised. The Bible speaks of using just weights and measures (Lev 19:35), wages are to 

be paid promptly (Lev 19:13; James 5:4), the king “must not accumulate large amounts 
of silver and gold” (Deut 17:17). This speaks to our current situation where CEOs of 

major corporations are being paid salaries of two to three hundred times that of an 
average employee. In the New Testament Jesus says to render to Caesar what belongs 

to him, referring to taxes that are due (matt 22:21). In like fashion, Paul writes to the 
Romans “Render to all what is due them: tax to whom tax is due; custom to whom 
custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour” (Romans 13:7). 

 
Where businesses are used according to God’s purposes, wealth can be 

generated thereby becoming a blessing to the people as well as being a means to 
advance the Kingdom of God. In Deuteronomy 8:18, we find that God has given us the 

power to create wealth. In Mark 4:11 we are able to understand mysteries of the 
Kingdom which will unlock wealth and in Proverbs 13:22, the wealth of the wicked will 

be transferred to the righteous. However the love of money will produce 
unrighteousness as it is the root of all evil (1 Timothy 6:10). This represents greed or the 
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desire for gain and is the major motivator for work in today’s world. It will corrupt the 

commercial system which will be eventually destroyed by God (Rev 18). 
   

C) CULTURE AND THE WORKPLACE 
 

a) Guilt and Shame Cultures 
 

In Genesis 1:19-20, we see that even before the fall, Adam was engaged in 
productive work. He was called to name the living creatures. After the fall, work was still 
to carry on but in Genesis 3:17-18, we see that much effort would be needed since the 
ground had become cursed. Man was now called to fill the earth and subdue it.  

 
In relation to the fall of man, we find that almost all Western commentators look 

at Genesis 3 as a key text in the theology of sin. They attribute Adam’s response to his 
fall as guilt. When God looked for him in the Garden, he and Eve hid from God because 

they felt guilty. James Fowler in Faithful Change points out that the story of Adam and 

Eve is a story about shame rather than that of guilt.27 Adam and Eve did not feel guilt or 
remorse over their disobedient act. Rather they felt shame in regard to their nakedness. 

Because of their shame they resorted to the use of fig leaves.  
 
Asian theologians’ read the text in a similar manner to that of the Jewish 

community and the Eastern Orthodox Church as they also come from a shame culture. 
Many sociologists consider the culture of Western industrialised societies as guilt 
cultures whereas Asian cultures are generally considered to be shame cultures. 
However both guilt and shame exists in both types of cultures. 

 
What is the difference between guilt and shame? There are two approaches in 

social anthropology and psychology to determine the distinction between the two.28 

The key source of anthropological distinction is found in Ruth Benedict’s book, The 
Chrysanthemum and the Sword. Here the distinction is found between public and 

private transgressions. We may feel guilt about our private transgressions but only 
those that are made public bring shame to us. Psychologists have a different distinction. 

The key source here is Helen Block Lewis’ Shame and Guilt in Neurosis. Here the idea is 
that we feel guilt about particular behaviour that we consider as transgressions whereas 
we feel shame about ourselves.     

 
Does it make a difference in work if we come from a shame culture as opposed 

to a guilt culture? This matter is made more difficult by the intertwining of another 

                                                 
27 James Fowler. Faithful Change: The Personal and Public Challenge of Postmodern Life. 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 92. 

28  Watts, F. Shame, Sin and Guilt. In A. McFadyen & M. Saret (Eds.). Forgiveness and truth: 

Explorations in Contemporary Theology. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2001),53-70. 
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difference. In Western cultures individualism is hailed whereas in the eastern cultures, 

the group’s view is more important.   
 

The difference lies in the underlying values that frame our decision making. In 
today’s modern corporation, it is not honour that we value but achievement and profits. 

Thus if we do not maximise profits or achieve what we set out to do, we feel a sense of 
guilt. For Eastern cultures, relationships are more important than profits. If relationships 

are damaged or harmed through a transgression, shame is felt. Businesses are known to 
forgo profits rather than damage relationships. I worked for a family business more than 
20 years ago.  The patriarch of the family was a wily businessman. I was the Finance 
Director of the group of companies that he owned. I remember on one occasion doing a 
costing for him on a property development project that we were looking to start. He 
took one look at the site and told me how much it would cost to develop. I used a model 
I had developed and took one day, calculating individual items before I arrived at the 
cost. It was exactly the same. This same businessman told me that we had to convert 

everything to cash because the recession was coming. True enough the recession came. 

Did he emerge from it unscathed? Unfortunately not. His brother did not heed his 
advice and had a bought a large office property unit costing millions of dollars. When 

the recession came, he was in big trouble as the value of the property dropped below 
the loan amount. Should he let his brother solve his own problems or come to his 
rescue? He went in to help and almost lost everything in the process. For him as the 
elder brother it would be shameful if he could not do his part, never mind that his own 
business would be affected.      

 
b) Individualism and Group Culture 

 
Western society’s move towards individualism has also affected the decision 

making process. In Western culture the individual is responsible for the decisions that he 

makes. He might collect opinion from others but he alone makes the decision. If it is a 
good one he gets rewarded for it. If not, he bears full responsibility. Thus although he 

has the good of the company in mind, he is also looking at how that decision will 
enhance his own standing. In Eastern cultures the opposite applies. The good of the 

group is paramount.  
 
Thus in discussions with the Japanese for example, the chief complaint is the 

long time it takes before a decision is reached. The reason for this is that there must be 
group consensus. If no consensus is reached, the discussions continue until there is 

agreement.  
 

 
 

 
 

c) Face 
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This is also important in Asian cultures, although the idea of face is Chinese in 

origin.29 According to Ho, social scientists have distinguished two Chinese concepts of 
face. The first is mianzi which is achieved through success whereas the second, lianzi has 

to do with the regard that society has for the integrity of one’s moral character. Losing 
face is not a gradual process but a momentary one. It is public and damaging and has 

consequences for social functioning. The result is guilt or shame or even both.  
 

To a Westerner, a loss of “face” is probably nothing more than the deflation of 
one’s ego. However to the Asian, a loss of “face” means much more. It refers to the loss 
of one’s honour, reputation and image. Thus saving and preserving “face” is important 
not just to the individual but to the family and community as well.30 An example cited by 
Wee and Combe is that of territorial disputes. Rather than having direct face-to-face 
negotiations, Singapore and Malaysia preferred to go to the International Court of 
Justice for a resolution as neither side wanted to lose “face” in regard to territory as it 
involved their sovereignty.31 

 

Notice that if shame is brought upon a person, he would rather forgo the deal. 
There is a story of an Arab man who was sleeping under a tree. In the middle of the 

night his cloak was stolen by a man that had sought shelter at the same place. This man 
was brought before the judges and he confessed that he had indeed stolen the cloak. 
However he said that while stealing the cloak he had raped the owner of the cloak. 
Immediately the Arab exclaimed that the cloak did not belong to him. Honour was more 
important than the cloak. Similar in dealing with Asian business people, “face” is 
extremely important. If there is a loss of “face”, no deal is possible. I remember a s tory 
told to me by a colleague in Australia. He knew Japanese but did not reveal it. While he 
was having business discussions with some Japanese he was reporting back to his bosses 
what transpired in their discussions. When they found out he could speak Japanese they 
refused to continue with any more discussions even though the bosses wanted to take 

him out of their meetings. The Japanese had lost “face”.    
 

 
d) Globalisation 

 
In Genesis 11 we find a story of man’s rebelliousness. Here we see the story of 

the Tower of Babel. What is significant here is that mankind did not want to obey God’s 

                                                 
29 David Yau-Fai Ho, Wai Fu and S.M. Ng. Guilt, Shame and Embarassment: Revelations of Face 

and Self. In Culture & Psychology. Vol. 10 (1), 2004. (London, Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi: 

SAGE Publications), 64-84. www.sagepublications.com  [Accessed 11/11/10] in 

http://www.humilationstudies.org/documents/HoGuiltShameEmbarassment.pdf  

30 Wee Chou Hou and Fred Combe, 243. 

31 Ibid, 246-247.  

http://www.sagepublications.com/
http://www.humilationstudies.org/documents/HoGuiltShameEmbarassment.pdf
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command to disperse. Instead according to verse 4, “They said, “Come, let us build for 

ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let us make for 
ourselves a name, otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole 

earth.”  
 

By the Middle Ages we began to see the rise of global empires but due to 
difficulties in communication, there was no real intertwining of nations. However with 

the advent of globalisation and the rapid rise of global communications, we begin to see 
that despite being scattered all over the world, man is beginning once again to build a 
city unto themselves. 

 
Now when we think of globalisation we normally think in economic terms. 

However globalisation has cultural, political and moral features as well. Here I would like 
to deal with the cultural aspect. According to Michael Budde, the cultural environment 
has become dominated by global culture industries.32 These industries are those for-

profit businesses that operate globally and are focused on media, information, 

communications and entertainment. Disney and Time-Warner are examples of such 
companies. Budde argues that these industries require a certain culture to flourish and 

therefore they work to create and sustain such a culture. These transnational firms seek 
to define or affect perceptions so that they are able to attain profitability, regularity and 
social control.  

 
Consumption is a significant societal good in this value system because of its role 

in capitalism. At one time, production was the major challenge for capitalism. Today the 
greater problem is how to create a level of consumption that can keep up with the 
greater level of productive capacity. Therefore one of the tasks of these global culture 
industries is to create greater levels of demand for goods and services. Consumption will 
lead to further economic expansion and the economic benefits will accrue to all. Budde 

argues that the way these industries seek to shape people is in direct conflict with the 
processes and goals of spiritual formation. Also time is another value. These industries 

are not content with just a small portion of our time. They seek to dominate it. 
 

This aspect of globalisation is also in direct conflict with Asian values. In 
Confucianism, gratification is not a virtue nor is the seeking of ease. According to 
Chapter XIV of The Book of History,  

“The Master said, “He who aims to be a man of complete virtue in his 
food does not seek to gratify his appetite, nor in his dwelling place 

does he seek the appliances of ease; he is earnest in what he is doing, 
and careful in his speech; he frequents the company of men of 

                                                 
32 Michael Budde, The (Magic) Kingdom of God: Christianity and Global Culture Industries. 

(Boulder, CO: Westview, 1997), 36-37.  
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principle that he may be rectified – such a person may be said to love 

to learn.”33   
 

 
SUMMARY 

 
In order to understand the Asian marketplace scene, several contextualization 

issues need to be looked into. The first relates to the supernatural. Some common 
aspects of this that impact the marketplace are the seventh month celebrations, placing 
of altars in offices and the use of common symbols which are revered in culture but are 
seen as evil in Christianity. A theology of the supernatural needs to be developed to 
determine what is acceptable from a Christian perspective.  

 
The second deals with family and group solidarity. Under this heading, the issue 

of guanxi is discussed. Guanxi relates to connections or relationships. The four principles 

that it embodies are trust, favour, dependence and adaptation. There is a need to 

understand it as guanxi and corruption appear to be similar but there is a fine line 
distinguishing the two. Guanxi is acceptable whereas corruption is not. 

 
Regarding the third issue, filial piety, its most important expression is the 

relationship between parent and child. In Confucianism, the parent is to be obeyed 
above all else. This understanding is in conflict with the Christian belief that only God is 
to be obeyed above all else. However honour needs to be accorded to parents. Ancestor 
worship as an expression of filial piety also impacts various marketplace practices. From 
a Christian perspective, ancestor worship is not acceptable. Therefore there is a need to 
explain that Christianity is not against filial piety and that ancestor worship is not filial 
piety. 

 

For the fourth issue, authority and leadership, the difference between Western 
models and the Asian models is that the West emphasizes individualism whereas Asians 

emphasize personalization, paternalism and authoritarianism. Also in Asia in the past, 
the scholar-gentleman was looked up whereas business people were viewed with low 

regard. Today that has changed and business people are now looked upon favourably. 
 
Under the fifth issue, work ethic, it is noted that the Protestant work ethic 

emphasizes individualism whereas the Asian work ethic emphasizes the family. Under 
the Confucianism ethical system, people are not born with rights but with duties. 

 

                                                 
33  Todd Albertson, 20. The Book of History is a compilation of documentary records relating to 

events in ancient Chinese history. It is commonly known as the Shangshu. In western translations they are 

variously known as “Classic of History”, “Classic of Documents”, “Book of History” and “Book of 

Documents.”  
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Next we look at religious worldview and the marketplace. We notice that 

religious worldviews have an effect. Thus under the Confucian outlook, the important 
concerns are collective welfare, saving “face”, business systems that are hierarchical and 

bureaucratic, relationships ahead of justice. Under the Islamic model, the standard for 
right or wrong will vary. For the Christian worldview, work is regarded as duty and it 

must be done excellently. Wealth is also an important issue to be addressed.    
 

Finally we look at culture and the workplace. The concept of sin by man was first 
recorded in Genesis 3. From the Western perspective, the fall of man is seen as guilt. 
However to Asians and Jews, the fall was perceived as shame. As far as work is 
concerned, does it make a difference whether we come from a guilt or a shame culture? 
In Asian cultures, relationships take precedence and therefore profits can be sacrificed if 
shame is involved. For the Western marketplace believer, decisions are viewed from his 
individual perspective. Similarly “face” is highly important in Asian cultures. If no “face” 
is given, no business can be transacted.   

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Finally more research needs to be done in regards to contextualizing 
marketplace issues for Asia. I have dealt with five issues but even these five needs 
further in depth study. Many other areas pertinent to Asia need to be looked into as 
well.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

          

 


