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Editor's Foreword

This issue of the Journal presents eleven articles that highlight
Alliance Bible Seminary's commitment to rigorous scholarship and to
cultivating church communities marked by critical and independent
thinking. To commemorate the Seminary's 125th anniversary, an academic
symposium—"Christian Faith: Multiple Facets"—was held on September
30, 2024, at Hong Kong North Point Alliance Church, where more than
a dozen faculty members presented their latest research. The papers
addressed six areas: the knowledge of truth, the many faces of mission,
the diversification of church history, the return from exile and the Persian
Empire, the starting points of theology, and multiple perspectives on family
pastoral care. We hope these studies and conversations not only present
scholarship but also stimulate reflection and exploration, creating space to
respond to an ever-changing future. The eleven papers, revised after the
conference, are included in this issue to provide readers with a platform for
critical engagement and exchange.

First is Lawrence Ming-him Ko's "Levites and Identity Formation in
the Context of Babylonian-Persian Mesopotamia." Framed by the socio-
ideological milieu of the Babylonian—Persian era, Ko argues that the cross-
cultural interactions of Judean elites deported with Jehoiachin catalyzed
a redefinition of communal identity among the returnees. He contends
that Ezra—Nehemiah recasts the Mesopotamian "scholar-scribe" (tupSar)
as a multi-functional template for Ezra and the Levites of Casiphia: they
appear as exegetes of Torah, teachers, and singers, while also functioning
as administrators capable of meeting Persian bureaucratic and intellectual
demands. This portrayal strengthens both the notion of "holy seed"/
community boundaries and textual authority. Crucially, it does not imply
direct literary borrowing from foreign texts; rather, it reflects convergences
in institutions and roles arising from a shared social context.

Fiona Wing-kwan Lau's "The Absent Presence of Levites as a
Polemic to Position Jerusalem and Babylon" reading Ezra—Nehemiah as
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a unified work, reinterprets the Levites along two interacting axes: (1)
the relationship between Jerusalem and the Babylonian diaspora, and (2)
the recurring social strata within the book. Focusing on the twin "Levite
scarcity" episodes (Ezra 8:15-36; Neh. 13:7-22), she argues that absence
itself signals a crucial presence: the Levites are portrayed as a fluid,
multi-functional body who, beyond traditional cultic service, also teach
Torah, escort sacred vessels, manage treasuries, and guard city gates to
safeguard the Sabbath. This construction accomplishes a double move—
acknowledging and mobilizing diasporic support for the temple and
Jerusalem, while simultaneously consolidating Jerusalem's primacy as the
"holy city" by locating final authority and liturgical gravity there. Through
the interweaving of scribal and cultic vocabularies, and by linking the
sanctity of time (Sabbath) with the sanctity of space (Jerusalem), the Levite
image functions as a strategic discourse that mediates center and diaspora
and helps (re)draw communal boundaries and identity.

Man-yiu Lee's "Reflecting on the Theological Basis and Presuppositions
from Contemporary Discussions on the Suffering of God'" takes the
question "Does God suffer?" as its point of entry to probe what should come
first in theology's foundations and assumptions: a prior conception of God,
or a method for knowing God. Lee first outlines classical theism's rationale
for divine impassibility (divine simplicity, aseity, immutability) and appeals
to the Chalcedonian Definition to locate Christ's suffering in his humanity.
He then engages three contemporary trajectories—Jiirgen Moltmann,
Bruce McCormack, and Paul Fiddes—highlighting their epistemic
presuppositions and tensions. Finally, drawing on Dietrich Bonhoeffer's
"analogia relationis," Lee argues that before speaking of God's acts one must
acknowledge God's transcendence and freedom and approach God through
the revelation of Christ; consequently, ontology precedes epistemology, and
Christology governs our understanding of both God and humanity, yielding
a critical equilibrium between divine transcendence and presence.

John Chan's "Theological Methodology: A Dialogue between
Karl Barth and Eastern Orthodox Mystical Theology" uses "mystery"
as the entry point to juxtapose Barth's method with the Eastern mystical
tradition. Drawing on Lossky and Pseudo-Dionysius, the study reaffirms
the Eastern claim that theology is inseparable from mystical experience
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and approaches the transcendent God via apophatic theology and "divine
darkness." Turning to Barth, it notes his critique in Romans of all humanly
driven "mysticism," yet his affirmation in Anselm and Church Dogmatics
of the "mystery of revelation," locating mystery in Christ's self-revelation
and Trinitarian action. Comparatively, the East leans toward unio mystica,
while Barth emphasizes unio hypostatica and revelatory event. Both affirm
divine transcendence and human epistemic limits, and both treat prayer as
the common path from negation to affirmation. The article concludes by
proposing, for Chinese churches, a middle-way placement of "mystery"
within a framework that is Christ-revealed and reverent toward the
transcendent, balancing piety and reason.

Herrick Ping-tong Liu's "The Role of Narrativity in Christian
Spirituality: Comparing Kevin J. Vanhoozer's 'Theo-dramatic Hermeneutic'
with Brendan P. Busse's '[gnatian Narrative Spirituality' from a Practical
Theological Approach" approaches two "narrative—spirituality” trajectories
from practical theology. Drawing on Charles Taylor's narrative philosophy,
Busse reinterprets the Spiritual Exercises, highlighting imagination,
articulation, and discernment as means by which exercitants encounter God
within "narrative cognition"; yet his argument relies more on philosophical
explication and is comparatively weak in doctrinal normativity. Vanhoozer's
"theo-dramatic hermeneutics" links canon, doctrine, and ecclesial practice,
insisting that doctrine serves discipleship (from hearers to doers), but
he is criticized for not probing deeply enough into the transformation
of believers' individual, inner narratives. The article reads the two in
mutual critique: Vanhoozer supplies Busse with doctrinal grounding and a
communal-practice framework, while Busse complements Vanhoozer with
the finer work of personal spiritual direction and interior transformation.
It concludes by advocating an integrative evangelical practical-theology
pathway: grounded in exegetical scientia and oriented toward practical
sapientia, with ecclesial formation and individualized spiritual guidance
proceeding in tandem, so that personal stories are truly embedded within
God's grand narrative.

Scott Ying-lam Yip's "Who Am I?": Reflecting on the Importance of
Narrative Thinking in Christian Self-Understanding through Paul Ricoeur's
Threefold Mimesis" addresses the postmodern predicament of Christian
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self-knowledge. The article first contrasts Plato—who treats mimesis as
a copy that departs from truth—with Aristotle, who affirms its creativity
and cathartic power, thereby grounding the legitimacy of narrative. It then
introduces Ricoeur's threefold mimesis: prefiguration (the reader's life-
world and prior assumptions), configuration (the text's construction of
meaning through plot), and refiguration (the reader's reshaping through
metaphor and appropriation). The author argues that reading Scripture is
not merely the analysis of propositional knowledge but a process of "re-
coding" one's personal story and embedding it within God's grand narrative.
In so doing, believers form a narrative-ethical identity that strengthens
discipleship practices and fosters spiritual renewal.

Chi-hang Chan's "Unfinished Unity: A Study of the Hong Kong
Union Church Plan from the Perspective of the Church of Christ in China"
examines Hong Kong's late-1960s bid to form a "Hong Kong Union
Church" among the Anglican Church, the Chinese Methodist Church, the
Wei Li Kung Hui, and the Hong Kong Council of the Church of Christ
in China (CCC). Using CCC, Anglican, and Methodist archives, the
study recounts negotiations influenced by global ecumenism and CCC
leader Peter Wong's "unity without uniformity." A 1969 draft sought a
structure compatible with episcopacy, alongside pulpit exchanges and joint
committees. The plan stalled in the early 1970s due to polity differences
(especially orders), clergy/property and finance concerns, and the faster
Methodist union culminating in 1975. The essay concludes that durable
unity required incremental, mission-first cooperation with clear governance
pathways rather than immediate institutional merger.

Bu-xiao Ni's "The Life Histories and Spiritual Movements of Christians
in the Late Qing and Republican Periods: A Study Centered on the South
China Christian and Missionary Alliance," employs a life-history approach
to examine how "ordinary Christians" within the C&MA in South China
formed faith and community amid social upheaval from the late Qing to
the Republican era. Challenging scholarship that has privileged institutions
and elites, the study foregrounds grassroots fundamentalist/evangelical
practice. Through locally embedded sites—street gospel halls, gospel
reading rooms, rural itineration, and famine-disaster relief—it reconstructs
the links between conversion, spiritual experience, and everyday ethics. The
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text highlights the life transformations of marginalized groups—especially
through divine healing, education for the blind, and women's schooling—
together with patterns of endurance and mutual aid under persecution,
banditry, and war. It further traces how revival meetings generated durable
forms of "spiritual capital" and congregational identity within local
churches. Overall, the argument is that the localization of Christianity in
Guangxi was not merely a matter of institutional transplantation; rather, it
emerged as a multidimensional religious movement realized through the re-
interpretation and re-enactment of faith in concrete life stories.

Christine Pui-ting Lau's article, "Trauma-Focused Family Ministry:
To Search the Sacred in Wounded Family Relationships," advocates for
trauma-focused family pastoral care in an age of collective trauma. It
first defines trauma—including ACEs (Adverse Childhood Experiences),
secondary trauma, and collective trauma—and explains its long-term
effects on individuals' body—mind health, intimacy, and overall family
functioning. The paper then sets out the core of a "trauma-informed" church:
prioritizing safety, trust, and collaboration, avoiding re-traumatization, and
strengthening family resilience. Strategically, it outlines four dimensions:
(1) understanding the science of trauma and how stress affects the brain; (2)
making physical, psychological, and spiritual "safety" a primary pastoral
concern; (3) returning to "evergreen stories" (Scripture/Psalms/saints' life
narratives) to rebuild meaning; and (4) discerning telos (ultimate purpose),
replacing "why"-driven interrogation with hope-oriented accompaniment.
The overarching goal is to walk with wounded families so they may "seek
the Lord" while restoring the self, relationships, and faith.

Simone Chui-shan Chow's "A New Approach to Islamic Outreach
Using Collective Concepts as Strategy: A Holistic Strategy for Islamic
Outreach Leveraging the Dagomba Tribe's 'Foster Care' Custom" uses
Muslim-background believers among the Dagomba in northern Ghana
as its field context. It critiques Western "Insider Movement" models for
overlooking Ummah (community) and identity reconstruction, which
can lead to long-term identity fragmentation. Drawing on identity theory
(collective / social / core), the author argues that converts most urgently
need to rebuild identity and a sense of safety within community. Based
on two in-depth local cases (Issifu, Maltiti), the article proposes using the
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Dagomba practice of "fosterage" as a bridge: without violating tradition,
provide converts with safe housing and educational resources so they
can move securely from the Muslim circle (A) to the Christian circle
(B) while maintaining ties to their original community. In time, they
can return to their kin group through filial support, sharing, and service,
bearing gospel witness. Strategic emphases: the church functions as a new
Ummabh, offering acceptance, material support, and instruction; leverage
local institutions and elder authority to de-escalate conflict; integrate
"community—identity—tradition" to form a sustainable, context-sensitive
pathway for Muslim outreach.

Kwok-kei Kan's "The Godless Among the Godly: Implications of
Middle Eastern Atheism and Non-religiousness for Missions Today"
uses Egypt as a case to show that, even in the highly religious Middle
East, a non-religious/atheist wave has emerged after the Arab Spring.
Tracing Wahhabism and patterns of identity switching, the article
explains how youth—shaped by revolutionary trauma, digital diffusion,
and disillusionment with religious authority—have gravitated toward
agnosticism or atheism. This trend bifurcates: (1) a strand that promotes
interfaith coexistence and argues for removing religion from the public
sphere; and (2) a New Atheist—style strand that confronts religion
aggressively. Missiologically, the effects are mixed: on the one hand,
greater critical reflection and a heightened openness to dialogue with
Christianity; on the other, deepening distrust and hostility toward religion
and institutions, with many remaining "cultural Muslims/Christians" rather
than converts. The article urges mission practice to read local politico-
religious structures carefully and to respond through the language of justice,
equality, and human rights—prioritizing companionship, dialogue, and
embodied witness.

Bu-xiao Ni
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Levites and Identity Formation in the Context of
Babylonian-Persian Mesopotamia

Lawrence Ming-him Ko

In the books of Ezra-Nehemiah, we witness a story of identity
negotiation. As the Judeans seek to rebuild their community in the Persian
province of Judah, they show anxiety about land right, membership, and
the definition and boundary of "holy seed". The formation of identity
became a burning issue once changes (through destruction, deportation,
military action, or reconstruction) disrupted former social structures. The
Jewish exile community and its claim to being the authentic community,
showing an awareness of fostering continuity with pre-exilic traditions and
the experience of the exile. The community employed various traditions
to justify its identity, and one of these would be the characterization of
Levites and their role as scholar-scribe. I argue in this article that the socio-
ideological milieu of the exile community fostered the development of
the characterization of the Levites as scholar-scribe. Yet the community
did not come from a uncontextualized, and culture-free vacuum, but was
derived from a particular world, whose context allowed and shared a
common understanding of scholar- scribe in the socio-ideological milieu
of Babylonian-Persian Mesopotamia. How would this milieu influence the
characterization of Levities in Ezra-Nehemiah in formulating the identity
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of the exile community? I wish to explore the characterization of Levites
in Ezra-Nehemiah in light of this social-ideological milieu.

Inthis article, I first elucidate the nature of the Mesopotamian influence,
especially the intellectual life of Babylon. I then proceed to investigate
the social status and interactions of scholar-scribe between Judeans and
Babylonians during the exile. Finally, I clarify the characterization of
Levites in Ezra-Nehemiah in light of the Mesopotamian scholar-scribe,
and explain how it fostered the community's identity formation.

I. The Nature of the Mesopotamian Influence

Scholars have explored the social and scribal context of multiple
cultures including that of Babylonia, in order to shed light upon the
understanding of Israelite scribal world and the making of the Hebrew
Bible.! Their approaches are sensitive to shared scribal norms and practices
with a nuanced sensitivity to different historical contexts. They focus on
the scribal context to explain the common and shared features of different
scribal groups across different nations and communities, and yet they
note the differences as well. This is especially reasonable during when
the Judean deportees experienced international mobility, which was one
of the working natures of the elite, literati class. Levites, which belonged
to this class, underwent intense social interactions with Mesopotamian
scholar-scribes. Yet, as Ko comments, "no matter how frequently these

' E.g., David M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); K. van der Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of
the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge, Mass: HUP, 2009); Richard A. Horsley, Scribes, Visionaries, and
the Politics of Second Temple Judea (Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007); Ming
Him Ko, The Levite Singers in Chronicles and Their Stabilising Role, LHB/OTS 657 (New York:
Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 23—-104.
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elite classes interacted socially, we still cannot determine exactly at what
point, in what direction, and for what reason the exchange of their norms,
practices, and ideas may have occurred."> This study does not aim to

nn

provide the exactness of "date," "genre," and "direction" of Mesopotamian
influence, but to explore the social context of Judean elite groups (e.g.,

Levites) during the experience of Jewish exile.

I suggest that the deportation of Jehoiachin and his elite professionals
and officials during the Babylonian exile established a social context that
provides a probable life setting by which the Judean literati interacted with
the Mesopotamian scholar-scribes, fostering the reaffirmation of the intra-
Jewish traditions that were shared between two cultures,’ especially the
characterization of Levites. This social context helps us to understand the
indigenous elaboration of scholar-scribes both rooted in the Mesopotamian
elite culture and the Judean elite groups. At the same time, the definition
of the Jewish exile community became a burning issue as Williamson
comments:

[O]ne of the major issues for the Jewish people was the precise definition
of the extent of its own community, Before the exile of Babylon, this was
less of a problem, because the community was co-extensive for the most
part with the nations of Israel and Judah. The loss of sovereignty, however,
combined with the divisions caused by the transportation of many of the
leaders to Babylon and the later return to the land, created a quite new
situation in which the "terms of membership" had to be redefined *

* Ko, The Levite Singers in Chronicles and Their Stabilising Role, 25

* This does not mean that Israelites and Mesopotamians did not undergo culture exchange in
the pre-exilic period: Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 47-61.

* H.G.M. Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah's Role in Composition and
Redaction (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 30.
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The issue of "term of membership" became important after the
collapse of the former social and political structure.” The deportees had
to reconsider and redefine their self-identity. In this new situation, they
tended to preserve the past and reformulated the existing traditions to
promote the primacy of the Jewish exile community. The characterization
of Levites behaved as one of the identity markers, as stated in Ezra 8 and
Nehemiah 8, to legitimatize Ezra's leadership of the group that returned to
Jerusalem. At the same time, the ideas surrounding the Babylonian version
of scholar-scribes would have supported this legitimatizing purpose.
This new social situation marks the essential emphasis of the Levites
in Ezra-Nehemiah. The author of Ezra-Nehemiah received this ongoing
reflection in formulating the characterization of Levites and incorporated
his understandings into the text. I wish to advance this picture in this study.

The social interaction between Babylonians and Judeans does not
imply that Jewish scribes directly relied on or copied Mesopotamian
traditions (e.g. visual copying) when creating their literary works.

The characterization of the Levites in Ezra-Nehemiah does not
depend on any Mesopotamian literary text. Yet the social condition
allowed the share of scribal practices and identity understandings, rather
than the sharing of literary traditions. No matter how strongly and directly
the Jewish-Babylonian intellectual interaction happened in the exile, it is
uncertain whether Judeans were able to borrow directly from Mesopotamian
literature.® The similarities in norms and practices observed between the
Mesopotamian scholar-scribes and the Levites may be attributed to a more
general resemblance in terms of their institutional (e.g. functional roles,
professional practices) aspects. Meanwhile, I do not pin down a specific
direction of influence between the two scribal cultures. Yet we can speak of
a social reason for Jewish scholars to reaffirm some intra-Jewish traditions,
because of the influence of the Babylonian scholar-scribes. Neither do |

’ See also Aubrey Buster, "Written Record and Membership in Persian Period Judah and
Classical Athens," in Voice and Voices in Antiquity, Orality and Literacy in the Ancient World 11,
ed. Niall Slater (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 297-320.

® H.G.M. Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah's Role in Composition and
Redacti n (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992).
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