
Have you seen the movie Avatar 
yet? I think it’s amazing! Avatar was  
written and directed by James  
Cameron (©2009 20th Century 
Fox). The movie presents the en-
counter of two species and cultures: 
humans and na’vi. An “avatar” is 
a remotely-controlled na’vi body  
artificially created for humans to 
move around and interact with the 
na’vi in the na’vi world.

Let me tell you about the movie. The 
main character, a former human ma-
rine named Jake, gets caught up in 
the middle of two human approach-
es of relating to the na’vi. On the 
one hand there are the scientists, like 
his brother, who are avidly curious to 
learn about na’vi ways and the bi-
ology of their planet. On the other 
hand are the military that, respond-
ing to the interests of the big cor-
poration that is funding the expedi-
tions, are on the na’vi’s planet eager 
to conquer territory by any means 
necessary.

Humans send Jake – as an avatar 
– to learn the ways of the na’vi and 

gain their trust. The avatar that Jake 
uses is intended for his twin brother, 
a scientist with a Ph. D. who has been 
training for the mission for three 
years, but since he dies the task falls 
to Jake, who has no training at all or 
knowledge of what’s going on.  Im-
pressed that Jake is the first warrior 
the humans send into their world in 
an avatar, but without knowing their 
true intentions, the na’vi assigned 
Neytiri – daughter of the chief and 
of the spiritual leader of the tribe 
– to teach him their ways. At the end 
of his training the na’vi will deter-
mine if Jake can be “cured of the 
madness” that affects the other hu-
mans and thus, may become one of 
them.

I was thinking about mission engage-
ment while watching the movie. Just 
as exploring a new world and relat-
ing to a different species of sentient 
beings can be approached at least 
in the two ways shown in the mov-
ie, engaging in mission can be ap-
proached in a number of different 
ways. Presbyterians approach it in 
partnership. This means in part that 
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What can the movie 

“Avatar” teach us about 

listening to our partners 

in mission?



when we step into a new “world” 
as Jake does – whether a different 
social group, neighborhood, state, 
country or continent in this planet – 
we step in with our ears wide open 
to learn from the people that are 
already there and LISTEN UP! just 
as Jake has to learn from the na’vi 
and listen to them.

Of course, the learning process trans-
forms Jake and he starts to perceive 
the na’vi differently. He gains their 
trust and becomes “one with the 
people”. They all celebrate this fact 
with a ritual where each na’vi touch-
es the shoulder of another forming 
a web that from above looks like 
a beautiful woven tapestry. Jake’s 
spirituality is transformed as well. 
He listens to nature as the na’vi do 
and prays as he never did before, 
finding his place among them and 
becoming a na’vi leader.

This movie touched me deeply but 
not as deeply as God has touched 
me through mission. I pray that as 

we engage in mission we let God 
cure us of the madness of arrogance, 
stereotyping and preconceived 
agendas. I pray that wherever we 
engage in mission we are open to 
learn from others – especially from 
those who are different from us. I 
pray that we can shed our desire to 
control, to impose, to exercise power, 
and our delirious belief that we are 
better or closer to God than those 
who own less or have fewer mate-
rial possessions. I pray that we move 
apart from a top-down approach or 
a charity campaign from the North 
to the South and embrace fully the 
partnership model where all God’s 
children are equal and can lead each 
other and can learn from each other. 
I pray that such openness would lead 
us to greater understandings of the 
Divine One and God’s mission. I pray 
that we would be able to LISTEN UP! 
Who knows? Maybe in the end, just 
as it happens to Jake, we will “be-
come one with the people” and we 
will fall in love with them and with 
God again.

I pray that wherever we 

engage in mission we are 

open to learn from others 

– especially from those 

who are different from us. 


