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A WORLD OF RELIGIONS AND A GOSPEL OF TRANSFORMATION 

Vinoth Ramachandra 

Introduction 
There is a vast gulf that separates us from Edinburgh 1910. Three significant 
differences between their world and ours emerge from a consideration of the 
Commission Four Report. First, the racial, linguistic, denominational and 
theological complexion of the Christian world has been transformed in the 
twentieth century. The Report writers and respondents were white Western 
males who dominated the ecclesiastical and missionary centres of power. No 
African spoke for African Christianity, nor were there any representatives from 
indigenous churches outside the European world. It is Western Christendom 
that informs their conversation and constitutes its background.  

Secondly, they were denizens of global empire, with the European nations 
and their former colonies in the Americas having political and economic 
control over 80% of the world. Not only have nationalism and de-colonization 
in Asia and Africa been prominent features of the twentieth century, but 
Europeans are now cynical towards all global projects except the march of 
consumerism and a narrowly defined set of rights.  

Thirdly, while they were concerned about the threat of Western secularism 
and materialism on traditional ways of life, they could not foresee that 
modernity would develop in diverse ways, and even lead to a resurgence, rather 
than a diminution in religious identities in politics and national life. So 
convinced were they of the ‘finality and absoluteness of Christianity’ (which 
they could not distinguish from the ‘finality and absoluteness of Christ’) that 
the thought that Christianity would recede in Europe, while taking on new 
configurations in Sub-Saharan Africa, Korea, or China, lay beyond their 
imaginations. 

Reading through the Report of Commission Four, one is struck not only by 
the gulf that divides our world from theirs, but also by a resonance with 
concerns of our day. It was perhaps unfair of the missiologist David Bosch to 
label Edinburgh a ‘how to’ conference the climax of American-inspired 
pragmatism. While it may have begun that way, one is humbled by the 
recognition in the Report’s conclusion that ‘the success of the missionary 
enterprise depends in the last issue, not on numbers, nor on wealth nor on 
organization’ but by the desire to cultivate a ‘living faith’ and a ‘living 
theology’.1 And this re-vitalized theology is needed for the church ‘at home’ as 
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much as for the churches abroad: ‘There is assuredly more in God and in truth, 
and in that Gospel which is the truth of God, than we have yet attained.’2 

The Report approached religious faiths under five headings, organized in 
separate chapters: Animism, Chinese Religions, Japanese Religions, Islam, and 
Hinduism. Clearly it is the religions of India and China that caught the 
imagination of the missionary movement and attracted some of its most gifted 
personnel. The lack of attention to Buddhism in South-East Asia was 
acknowledged, the reason being that only four responses had been received. 
One can only note the irony that Buddhism has been more successful than any 
of the other Faiths in winning Western converts in the twentieth century, and its 
influence (through the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer, for instance, or 
Edwin Arnold’s epic poem on the life of the Buddha) was being felt in 
European intellectual circles even before the end of the nineteenth century. 
Parallels are drawn in the Report between the work of contemporary churches 
and the missionary challenge that had faced the early church: for instance, 
Animism today and pagan polytheism in Greco-Roman society; modern Islam 
and ancient Judaism in its ‘legalistic conception of the God-man relationship’; 
Hindu Vedanta and the sophisticated intellectual systems of the Hellenist 
world.3 

The Report is permeated by a sense of impending global crisis, perhaps a 
hangover from the apocalyptic pre-millennialism that marked much of the 
American missionary enterprise. With some prescience, the in-roads of an 
atheistic scientific naturalism into China and Japan are noted as potential 
catastrophes facing these nations. Paragraphs like the following, read with 
historical hindsight, are rather poignant: ‘All history shows that without 
religion no civilisation can live. No man can tell the evils and the sorrow to 
China, and not to China alone but to the whole human race, that must follow 
the decay of religion throughout this great Empire. It would be far better for 
China to keep the religion that she has than to discard it for materialism and 
atheism.’4 It is also fascinating to note that for the writers of the Report, ‘There 
is perhaps no spiritual position in the missionary world of today of such 
strategic moment as the Island Empire of Japan’,5 and that ‘sooner or later the 
issues here, as in China, must be fought out between naturalism and 
Christianity’.6  

It is customary to regard Edinburgh 1910 as the high point of missionary 
triumphalism, Western Christianity’s reflection of the high noon of empire 
prior to the dark horrors of the First World War. The Report belies this 
perception. No doubt some of the military metaphors jar on the sensitive 
postmodern reader, as when the Report concludes with the oft-quoted words: 
‘The spectacle of the advance of the Christian Church along many lines of 
action to the conquest of the five great religions of the modern world is one of 
singular interest and grandeur.’7 But what is rarely quoted are the words that 
immediately follow: ‘But at least as remarkable as that spectacle of the outward 
advance of the Church is that which has also been revealed to us of the inward 
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transformations that are in process in the mind of the missionary, the changes 
of perspective, the softening of wrong antagonisms, the centralising and 
deepening of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the growth of the spirit of love to 
the brethren and to the world.’8 

The overwhelming impression conveyed by the respondents and the Report 
is that deep understanding, sympathy and respect must mark the Christian 
approach to the non-Christian religions and their adherents. While our present 
vocabulary of ‘inter-faith dialogue’ may be missing, there is no doubt that most 
of those involved in the Report had been practising it to a remarkable extent. 
And their missionary experience of other faiths and cultures furnished a 
powerful challenge to Western Christianity. Anticipating the work of African 
theologians in the twentieth century, the Report dared to ask whether the 
animist worldview was not more helpful in understanding the Bible than 
‘conventional Christianity’ and whether the post-Enlightenment ‘theological 
view of nature as a closed system, sporadically broken on rare historic 
occasions, [was] really philosophically sound or religiously sufficient?’9  

Even Islam, the ‘great antagonist’ of the Gospel, was a model of ‘living 
faith’ and it was ‘this living faith, intenser [sic], more intimate and more 
comprehensive than sight’, that the body of Christ had to recover if it was to 
have a credible witness in the world.10 The Report dares to ask: ‘Have we in our 
modern theology and religion sufficiently recognized what Islam stands for - 
the unity and the sovereignty of God?’11 Anticipating later scholarship of 
Christian-Muslim relations, it suggests that it is not ‘historically just’ to say that 
Muhammad rejected Christ, and laments that ‘The study of the conditions 
under which Islam came into being afford matter for heart-searching to 
Christendom.’12 That same Christendom is chastised for ‘all the rapacity and 
violence of national policy’ towards China.13 Temple Gairdner notes how, on 
the very first evening, one of the speakers had ‘most uncompromisingly pointed 
to the failure of western Christianity to solve her social question, as well as to 
Christianize the foreign and colonising policies of the western nations’.14  

Commission Four manifests humility, despite the triumphalist language. 
Along with a recognition of all that is good in non-Christian religions, the 
respondents share the ‘massive conviction’ that ‘Jesus Christ fulfils and 
supersedes all other religions’.15 But it is this conviction that led to the 
recognition that ‘they and we alike need a new discovery of God’,16 and, what 
Gairdner calls the ‘working principle’ that guided the Commission: ‘since the 
Church of Christ itself is partially involved in mists of unbelief, failing 
aspiration, imperfect realisation, this quest of hers among the non-Christian 
religions, this discovery of their “broken lights” may be to her the discovery of 
facets of her own truth, forgotten or half-forgotten – perhaps even never 
perceived at all save by the most prophetic of her sons’.17  
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The ‘fulfilment’ model 
The language of ‘fulfilment’ vis a vis the relationship between Christianity and 
other Faiths surfaces especially in the sections on Hinduism. The Report 
recognizes that most of the papers received show a ‘combination of what to the 
superficial observer seem contradictory elements, their penetrating judgment of 
the evils of Hinduism and their generous and profound appreciation of that in it 
which is true and eternal’.18 It drew a parallel between the theological effort in 
India and the work of the Alexandrine Fathers: ‘Indeed, at every turn one is 
reminded of the first meeting of Christianity and Hellenism in this meeting 
between Christian thought and the strange blend of crude, popular polytheism 
with a deep and subtle esoteric philosophy which is found today in India.’19 
Two native Indian readers objected to the Report as being inattentive to the 
view of Indian converts. Their experience of Hinduism from the ‘inside’ was 
not as ‘roseate’ as that of the missionaries who often only had contact with the 
‘best’ of Hinduism.20 In this, they were pre-figuring Dalit consciousness which 
champions Jesus as a fellow Dalit, one who, in solidarity with his brethren, 
subverts the oppressive power of the caste-system and its underlying religious 
ideology.  

Edinburgh 1910’s greatest legacy to the Christian Church lay in its setting 
up of a continuation committee, in the form of the International Missionary 
Council, to further the dialogue among Christians on the nature of the 
missionary calling. The Commission issued an appeal for deeper study of other 
religious traditions ‘because the most direct way into the human heart of both 
Animist and Hindu and Moslem will be the study of what he holds most 
precious’.21 An international journal was founded under the editorship of J. H. 
Oldham himself, the Secretary of the conference, and it was in these pages that 
much of the ensuing debates were initiated.  

The ‘fulfilment’ approach dominated missionary and native Christian 
thinking in India right up to the IMC conference in Jerusalem (1928). Keshub 
Chander Sen was probably the first within the Indian nineteenth-century 
context to have used the term ‘fulfilment’ to describe the relationship of Christ 
to other religions. Max Müller’s evolutionary view of religious development 
seems to have been the main influence on Sen’s understanding of fulfilment. It 
is interesting to note that some African theologians continue to apply the 
fulfilment motif to their own pre-Christian religious experience. For John 
Mbiti, ‘The Gospel enabled [African] people to utter the name of Jesus Christ 
... that final and completing element that crowns their traditional religiosity and 
brings its flickering light to full brilliance’.22  

J. N. Farquhar and A. G. Hogg came to represent the two poles of the 
‘fulfilment’ debate in the period immediately before Edinburgh and until 
Jerusalem.23 Farquhar’s The Crown of Hinduism, published in 1913, and 
Hogg’s Karma and Redemption, published a few years before Edinburgh, 
quickly became essential reading for missionaries serving in India. Their 
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differences lay less in different assessments of Hinduism, or the uniqueness of 
the Christian message, than in matters of emphasis and of missionary approach. 
For Hogg, instead of asking what elements in Hinduism presented ‘points of 
contact’ with Christianity and constitute a preparation for it, it was better to ask 
‘where one can most readily create in the Hindu consciousness points of 
contact with the Christian consciousness, and thereby prepare the way for an 
Indian type of Christianity’. The Christian’s aim should be to ‘intensify’ a 
dissatisfaction with the ‘individualist ideals’ of Hinduism: ‘… inspire the 
Hindu mind with the sense that its ideal is too narrow, that its attainment leaves 
the world too full of misery and wrong, and you have prepared the way for the 
Kingdom of God’.24 

These two missionary approaches – the one building on what is good and 
true in the religious faiths of humankind, the other subverting them by 
intensifying the dissatisfaction of their devotees and leading them to a 
Christological transformation – both presuppose a deep and sympathetic 
engagement with the lives and thought-worlds of others. The most stimulating 
missionary theologies have come, not from academic theologians writing about 
the ‘world religions’ in general, but from scholar-missionaries who have lived a 
large part of their lives within another, particular, religious culture – whether 
Hendrik Kraemer among rural Javanese Muslims, Kenneth Cragg in the world 
of Arabic Muslim intellectuals, Lesslie Newbigin as pastor to rural churches in 
south India, or Kosuke Koyama among Thai Buddhist villagers. Their writings 
reflect the complexities and ambiguities of all religious systems. Even 
Kraemer, whose massive 450 page book The Christian Message in a Non-
Christian World written (in just seven weeks!) for the 1938 Tambaram 
conference of the IMC has often been derided by religious pluralists for its 
Barthian denunciation of religion as human self-justification and idolatry, 
criticizes Barth for his (ironically) ‘undialectical thinking’ and ‘rationalistic’ 
arguments about religion.  

Kraemer’s argument against a ‘rationalistic’ approach to discussing religions 
cuts in two directions, not only against Barth but also against his detractors. 
Orientalist romanticism has marked several text-based defenders of ‘religion’. 
Peter Cotterell, a missionary in Ethiopia for many years, has complained that 
‘in the contemporary debates about the world’s religions the religions are 
hopelessly idealized.... The horrors of Canaanite religions are still with us, the 
shaman still claims the power to manipulate his gods, witchcraft still flourishes, 
the credulous are exploited, human achievement is exalted, the rich are filled 
with yet more good things, and it is the poor who are sent empty away. The fact 
is that religions do not prepare their adherents for the revelation of Christ.’25  

The sheer otherness of what is heard in the gospel story by people of other 
faiths cannot be downplayed. Whatever may be the relationship between the 
Gospel and non-Christian experience of God, it cannot be described in terms of 
continuity alone. Lesslie Newbigin never tired of reminding us that it was not 
the sages but ‘babes and sucklings’ (Matt. 11:25) who received the Christ, 
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while the highest in the land crucified him: ‘The message of Jesus, of the 
unique incarnate Lord crucified by the powers of law, morals, and piety and 
raised to the throne of cosmic authority, confronts the claim of every religion 
with a radical negation.’26  

The transformation of religions towards Christ 
Indian Christian theology in the post-independence period has had a third 
partner in its dialogue with the dominant Hindu religious schools: Marxism. M. 
M. Thomas called for a ‘Christ-centred syncretism’, meaning a transformation 
of all religions around Jesus’ liberating action for the poor and oppressed, and 
urged the Church to speak of this both in secularist and metaphysical 
categories.27 The Dalit theologians of India have largely rejected Thomas’ 
approach as being too naive in its estimate of changes within Hindu religious 
society. 

There are similarities here to Kenneth Cragg’s theology of ‘retrieval’. Cragg 
is concerned with a Christian mission to the household of Islam.28 He 
recognizes, more profoundly than does Thomas, that ‘the Christian gospel is 
conversionist through and through’,29 and that the ‘ardent hospitality’30 that 
flows out of the Christ-event seeks to retrieve and mend distorted refractions 
elsewhere. We are summoned by the divine hospitality to exercise a like 
hospitality to unfamiliar and alien ways of thought and life, including where 
religion itself is neglected or denied outright. Christ ‘belongs to us only because 
he belongs to all. He is ours only by virtue of his universality’.31 This calls for a 
‘cross-referencing’ style of doing theology, paying close attention ‘those 
thoughts and inklings of him in the comprehension of other religions’.32 

Thus Cragg confesses an incarnational Christology in dialogue with Islam, 
not by the traditional way of confrontation with Muslim views of Jesus, but by 
fully indwelling the Islamic discourse on missionary prophethood and moving 
that discourse towards the recognition that: ‘truth-bearing from God, via 
prophethood, to the human realm reveals a logic in which message and 
messenger become indistinguishable, word passes into life and life becomes the 
word. When it does so, given human passion and prophetic steadfastness, the 
word that becomes life is likely to be the life that becomes suffering.’33  

The pneumatological approach 
What is of interest is the way that Roman Catholic theologians in India and 
elsewhere have begun to move from a Logos Christology to a Spirit 
Christology in dealing with religious pluralism. The shadow of Karl Rahner 
and of the Conciliar and post-Conciliar Vatican II documents falls on these 
theologies, but they are developed in different directions. Rahner’s point of 
departure was 1 Timothy 2:4, ‘the universal and salvific purpose of God 
towards all men’, which he took to be actually effective ‘for all men in all ages 
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and places’.34 This must imply that every ‘individual ought to and must have 
the possibility in his life of partaking in a genuine and saving relationship to 
God, and this at all times and in all situations of the history of the human 
race’.35 For Rahner, the non-Christian religions are ‘lawful religions’ but only 
up to the ‘time when the Christian religion becomes a historically real factor’ 
for their adherents. A ‘lawful religion’ is ‘an institutional religion whose “use” 
by man at a certain period can be regarded on the whole as a positive means of 
gaining the right relationship to God and thus for the attaining of salvation’. 
Religions become ‘unlawful right from the moment when they [come] into real 
and historically powerful contact with Christianity’.36 Therefore, ‘Christianity 
does not simply confront the member of an extra-Christian religion as a mere 
non-Christian, but as someone who can and must already be regarded in this or 
that respect as an anonymous Christian.’37  

Rahner has been criticized for the paternalism implied by the term 
‘anonymous Christian’. In fairness to Rahner, since his thinking is 
Christocentric, he has to interpret the salvific value of other religions in 
Christological terms. His weakness is the way the argument from the universal 
saving purpose of God to the salvific efficiency of non-Christian religion 
assumes that God’s saving action is experienced in the sphere of ‘religion’. It is 
also unclear as to what constitutes the ‘newness’ in the ‘good news’ that the 
Church is called to proclaim. 

Samuel Rayan has developed the post-Conciliar Vatican openness to 
salvation in other religions in a more radical pneumatological and political 
liberationist direction. Rayan makes the bold move, reminiscent of Hegel, of 
interpreting history as the movement of the Spirit across religious boundaries, 
bringing liberation and unity. Christ belongs to this ‘history of the Spirit’, 
which Rayan identifies with the Hindu concept of shakti, the universal divine 
energy, of which Jesus Christ is one instantiation. As Rayan sees it, ‘The real 
question is whether the religions can now muster their resources to act together 
with the oppressed to struggle for the liberation of all and for a new-creative 
pro-existence.’38 The Spirit works to conform human relationships to a socialist 
model of society. For Rayan and others, the concept of Spirit provides a way in 
which they can break out of what they see as the straitjacket of salvation-
historical thinking, recognize truth and goodness in non-Christian peoples, and 
accord all histories equal significance. The irony of this approach is that it ends 
up being an ideological ‘theology from above’; despite the intention to respect 
diversity, it tends to turn the particular into an example of a general principle. If 
the Christian message is reduced to the statement that in Jesus certain 
wonderful qualities such as love and justice were present in an exemplary 
manner, then we could dispense with the example once we had learned the 
lesson. 
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Unitary / monological pluralism 
The editors of the much-publicized 1987 symposium, The Myth of Christian 
Uniqueness, expressed their confidence that ‘a pluralist model represents a 
‘paradigm shift’ in the efforts of Christian theologians to understand the world 
of other religions and Christianity’s place in that world’. 39 John Hick maintains 
we must learn to think of the ‘great world faiths’ as equally valid responses to 
the Ultimate Mystery (or ‘The Real’ in Hick’s later writings). Similarly, Paul 
Knitter proposed a model of ‘unitary pluralism’, asserting that: ‘the world 
religions, in all their amazing differences, are more complementary than 
contradictory’. Knitter set a new ‘goal and inspiration for missionary work’ so 
that a process of ‘mutual growth’ may take place among people of all Faiths 
and none, the success of which would be measured in terms of ‘a Christian 
becoming a better Christian and a Buddhist a better Buddhist’.40  

It is in this normative and programmatic sense that the word pluralism has 
come to function in contemporary Christian discussions. This calls for the re-
interpretation of all truth-claims. We can only speak, in a mythological way, of 
our culturally and historically conditioned perceptions of the 
Real/Transcendent, which are the religious traditions of humankind. Hick has 
invented a new ‘pluralist religion’; tailored to suit the preferences of Western 
liberal intellectuals! He speaks of the ‘great world faiths’ or the ‘post-axial 
religions’, but ignores primal religions and the newer religious movements. 
Similarly, Hans Küng is quite sure that ‘one cannot place magic or belief in 
witches, alchemy, or the like, on the same level with belief in the existence of 
God..’.41 But why ever not? Because such phenomena do not fit comfortably 
within the liberal intellectual tradition to which most religious pluralists belong.  

‘Trinitarian’ religious pluralisms 
Raimundo Panikkar has vigorously championed an oecumene of world faiths. 
He has sought to marry the personalism of the Semitic faiths with the advaita, 
non-dualist experience of Asian faiths in such a way that diversity is not 
dissolved but anchored in a transcendent Mystery. He affirms the irreducible 
plurality of religious traditions, and then argues for their inter-penetration and 
mutuality on a different plane. 

For Panikkar, as indeed for many recent pluralist theologians, the Christian 
belief in God as Trinity provides a way of accounting for the divergent 
spiritualities that we encounter in the world of religions. Belief in an ineffable 
ultimate ground, acknowledgment of a dialogical relationship with the ultimate, 
and a sense of the depth of our own being – these can all be found in the major 
religious traditions. Since the Christian doctrine of the Trinity has the form of a 
transcendent, personal and immanent principle, such a doctrine could be 
extended to serve as an explanation for how the various spiritualities may be 
grounded in the silence of the Ultimate.  
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This approach, however, runs the risk of confusing form with content and 
goal. Even if there are ‘triadic’ patterns or ‘trinitarian’ structures running 
through different religio-philosophical systems, it does not follow that the 
ultimate experience of nirvana or satori is equivalent to an experience of God, 
let alone salvation as understood in the Christian tradition. Experience is never 
unmediated, but always shaped by an overarching worldview. Thus neither 
concepts nor ‘spiritual experiences’ can be compared without paying attention 
to the narrative worlds in which they are embedded. The worship of God as 
Trinity did not arise from a speculative philosophy about God’s relation with 
the world, but from the heart of the gospel narrative itself.  

In the Christian tradition, Jesus is the unifying point of reference for all the 
creative acts of God. The eschaton towards which our life-stories are moving 
has a concrete pattern because of the life-story of Jesus. Human possibilities are 
defined with reference to Jesus who, as the Logos made flesh, not only 
becomes the normative form of human flourishing and response to God, but 
also brings the present disordered reality into a new intelligibility and unity. 
Christ is the redeeming presence in the unpredictable diversity of human 
histories; the divine action as Spirit is grounded in the divine action in Jesus, 
the incarnate Logos.  

This is where Rahner, Rayan, Panikkar and others who follow them are 
vulnerable in their ‘Spirit’ terminology. There is a necessary and reciprocal 
relation between Jesus and Spirit. Jesus is both the gift of the Spirit and the 
giver of the Spirit. While the Spirit has been active in all of creation, the 
narrative identification of the triune God presents the Spirit as the Spirit of the 
crucified and exalted Christ, and not simply as the Spirit of the Logos. The 
giving of the Spirit is an eschatological event, a deposit and foretaste of the new 
creation. Surely this is the significance of Pentecost and of sayings like John 
8:39 (‘for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet 
glorified’). It is the coming of Jesus that makes the gift of the Spirit universally 
accessible to all; and the work of the Spirit is to bear witness to the Logos made 
flesh, to convict the world of guilt, sin, righteousness and judgment, and to lead 
people to truth by ‘taking what is mine and making it known to you’ (John 
15:26, 16:7ff). 

Responsible and responsive gospel witness 
In conclusion, some brief questions may be raised with a view to deepening the 
integrity of our Christian missionary vocation.  

(1) Is not any ‘theology of religions’ inevitably reductionist? Firstly, any 
generic notion of ‘world religions’ which embraces such diverse worldviews as 
orthodox Christianity, Jainism or Confucianism, but ignores Evolutionism or 
Marxism, is bound to be inadequate. Secondly, we should resist the temptation 
to seek conceptual neatness and theoretical closure. Not only does this distort 
the complexities of religious traditions, which are intertwined with cultural and 
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political factors, there are good theological reasons for retaining ambiguity. 
Thirdly, since the Spirit’s activity is universal, why restrict it to world 
religions? God may give saving faith to men and women while they live in the 
context of a non-Christian religion, and even be at work in the transformations 
of religious traditions to reflect his purposes for the world but this is not the 
same as claiming that the religions themselves are vehicles of divine salvation 
and have been formed by God with that intent. If people encounter God in 
gracious friendship, may it be despite their religious practices and loyalties 
rather than through them? 

As Chris Wright and John Goldingay have written: 

The gospel is good news, not a good idea … However much theological and 
spiritual insight other religions may have, then, by definition they cannot 
encompass the gospel, because they do not tell the gospel story. So, while one can 
honour them as starting points for people, one cannot in love view them as 
finishing points. There is no salvation in them, not because they are somehow 
inferior as religions to the religion of Christianity, but because they are not 
witnesses to the deeds of the God who saves.42  

(2) Does not gospel integrity demand that we hold together a high 
Christology and an open soteriology? The intent of God’s action in Jesus Christ 
is universal; but surely it is important to distinguish this universality of intent 
from a kind of universality that many religious pluralists seem to endorse, 
which is actually the relinquishment of its content. ‘To affirm the unique 
decisiveness of God’s action in Jesus Christ is not arrogance; it is the enduring 
bulwark against the arrogance of every culture to be itself the criterion by 
which others are judged.’43  

The biblical witness to Jesus Christ as the world’s indispensable Saviour 
requires that certain questions remain open in eschatological hope. Until that 
day when all hostile powers are subject to Christ and we share in the 
resurrection of the dead (1 Cor. 15:24–28), we see ‘in a mirror, dimly’ (1 Cor. 
13:12). I am simul justus et peccator, in Luther’s immortal words. I have been 
grasped by the truth as it is in Christ Jesus, yet am ever growing into the 
fullness of that truth. In this pilgrimage, even as I share the story of Jesus with 
others, I find myself drawn deeper into the story and given fresh insights into it.  

This is why the other is essential to our own pilgrimage. We do not know 
what we really believe, let alone how far our lives conform with what we 
profess to believe, until we engage in dialogue with others, especially those 
who are profoundly different from us. Evangelism, if authentic, changes the 
bearers as well as the recipients of the gospel. 

(3) Does it not follow that gospel integrity demands a dialogical approach to 
mission? Dialogue proceeds from the belief that, in the missionary encounter 
with other peoples and their cultures, we are not moving into a void, but that we 
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go expecting to meet the God who has preceded us and has been preparing 
people within the context of their own cultures and communities. 

Christians need to engage seriously with the contemporary art forms that 
embody the beliefs and values of our non-Christian neighbours. Sadly, the great 
bulk of writings on inter-religious dialogue that come from academic 
theologians, whether in the West or Asia, tend to be discussions of ancient 
Indian, Arabic or Chinese texts. There is comparatively little engagement with 
the novels, films, paintings and street dramas that represent the way that 
modern Muslims, Buddhists and others have re-interpreted their religious 
heritage in the light of both external critique and internal pressure. If we are 
relating the gospel to real people and their living traditions, then such critical 
attention is surely necessary. 

Listening will lead, sometimes, to new appreciation. At other times it will 
result in disagreement and debate. The differences we discover through 
dialogue may be less important than we thought or the similarities we assumed 
may turn out to be superficial. In seeking to persuade others, but not in a 
manipulative or coercive manner, that the vision of the world that opens up 
through the gospel story is more true and more desirable than any alternative, 
we take seriously the ‘otherness’ of the other.  

In conclusion, a ‘postmodern’ but orthodox Christian faith holds that it is in 
the incarnate life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ that the divine 
character is decisively and supremely disclosed and the divine saving purpose 
effected; but not in a way that gives us finite and sinful human beings a 
unifying theoretical scheme that embraces the whole history and diversity of 
human experience. Rather, it is given in such a way that it becomes the 
universal point of reference for distinguishing between true and false visions of 
human flourishing. Otherwise, how do we distinguish the divine Spirit from the 
demonic? But reading the signs of how God is at work in the secular and 
religious activities of humanity is always hazardous and must be done with 
appropriate humility. It is the Spirit who makes a genuine ‘hermeneutical 
spiral’ possible, helping us to be critical of the church’s language and practice 
and not identifying the absoluteness of Christ with the pilgrim church and 
Christianity. 

‘The biblical story’, as Richard Bauckham reminds us, ‘is not only critical of 
other stories but also hospitable to other stories. On its way to the kingdom of 
God it does not abolish all other stories, but brings them all into relationship to 
itself and its way to the kingdom. It becomes the story of all stories, taking with 
it into the kingdom all that can be positively related to the God of Israel and 
Jesus. The presence of so many little stories within the biblical metanarrative, 
so many fragments and glimpses of other stories, within Scripture itself, is 
surely a sign and an earnest of that. The universal that is the kingdom of God is 
no dreary uniformity or oppressive denial of difference, but the milieu in which 
every particular reaches its true destiny in relation to the God who is the God of 
all because he is the God of Jesus’.44 
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The closing words of the Commission Four Report are still as fresh and 
stirring as when uttered almost a century ago: ‘But at least as remarkable as that 
spectacle of the outward advance of the Church is that which has also been 
revealed to us of the inward transformations that are in process in the mind of 
the missionary, the changes of perspective, the softening of wrong antagonisms, 
the centralising and deepening of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the growth of 
the spirit of love to the brethren and to the world. Once again the Church is 
facing its duty, and therefore once more the ancient guiding fires begin to burn 
and shine’. 45 
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COMMISSION FIVE 
‘THE PREPARATION OF MISSIONARIES’ 

The Commission in Summary 
Commission Five of the World Missionary Conference had the task of 
reporting on ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’. Under the Chairmanship of 
Professor Douglas Mackenzie – born of Scottish missionary parents in South 
Africa, Edinburgh educated, Professor of Systematic Theology in Chicago, and 
from 1904 the President of Hartford Seminary Foundation – the Commission 
gathered evidence from the United States, Britain, Germany and Scandinavia, 
and from a wide cross-section of missionaries. The Commissioners were 
mainly theological educators from European and North American 
universities/colleges and theological colleges/seminaries. Thirteen were from 
Britain, seven were from the United States, and Sweden, Germany and Canada 
each had one representative: 24 men and 4 women. 

The Report, running to 219 pages, with a further 115 pages of appendices, is 
divided into five Parts: (1) a review of world conditions affecting Christian 
mission; (2) a review of the current theory and practice of missionary training; 
(3) an elaboration of principles for missionary training, and their application to 
varies categories of missionary; (4) a consideration of what ‘special missionary 
preparation’ requires, and how it could be provided; and (5) a review of 
principles and practices of committees responsible for the selection and 
preparation of candidates.  

The heart of the Report lies in Parts 2 to 4. In light of the rapidly changing 
world situation that was seen to challenge churches to produce a higher 
standard of missionary – the need being for men and women who combine 
genuine vocation with the highest possible professional and theological training 
– Part 2 offers a frank assessment of contemporary concepts and methods of 
missionary preparation. Reflecting views expressed by missionaries 
themselves, the Report recognizes ‘a marked disparity between their ideals and 
their actual, or working, standard’.1 This criticism is applied both to the 
standards of personal preparation – physical, social, intellectual, spiritual – and 
to the professional training of ordained, educational, medical and industrial 
missionaries, and lay evangelists. ‘It is clear’, this part of the Report concludes, 
‘that the Mission Boards of America, the continent of Europe, and Great 
Britain, are, as a whole, aiming at a high standard of all-round missionary 
qualification ... But in view of the admitted inability of the Societies to satisfy 
their own requirements, and because of the widespread opinion among 
missionaries that because of the modern situation abroad higher qualifications 
are needed, it is urgent that the richer resources of the Church should be more 
largely drawn upon’.2  
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This set the ground for the Commission’s main task, ‘to determine as 
precisely as possible what steps the Boards can take against such relative 
failure by a better system of preparatory training’.3  Part 3 of the Report sets out 
the Commissioners’ understanding of the principles that should underlie 
effective missionary preparation in relation to their definition of the three 
fundamental tasks of mission: to present the Christian message through ‘direct 
evangelisation’;4 to manifest the power of Christian living in the ‘personality 
and life of the evangelist’;5  and to organize ‘a living and effective church in a 
Christian nation’.6  

Missionary training, for all types of missionaries, should integrate spiritual, 
moral and intellectual elements. Since the spiritual element is ‘purely a gift 
from God’,7  it has to be nurtured throughout a missionary’s life, in which 
training both before and during missionary service is essential. Moral training 
should cultivate four qualities: ‘docility’8  in the sense of always being open 
and willing to learn; ‘gentleness’ or ‘the spirit of courtesy’9  that enables 
missionaries to understand the customs of the people among whom they are 
called to live; and ‘sympathy’ that empowers missionaries to love the people 
they serve. These combine to produce a fourth quality that all missionaries 
should seek to attain: namely, ‘leadership’ in respect of ‘the special duties and 
responsibilities of a missionary’s position’.10  

In addition to such personal qualities, Part 3 of the Report addresses the 
importance of intellectual training. ‘The missionary must have the best 
education which his own country and the Church can give him, whatever is to 
be his department of labour.’11 For most missionaries this entails professional 
training for ordination, in medicine or education, or in nursing or a range of 
industrial skills, and it was recognized that such training can only be acquired 
in universities or colleges that are independent of the missionary societies 
themselves. But in nurturing potential missionary candidates in their 
professional studies, the Societies should encourage them to avoid the 
‘parochialism of specialisation’,12 and cultivate a wide culture that will inspire 
them ‘to face the perils and the fascinations of independent thought’, rooting 
themselves in the Bible – ‘the missionaries’ Book’13  – while engaging the 
natural and social sciences and philosophy.  

Anticipating that most missionaries would continue to be ordained clergy, 
and that their professional training would continue to take place alongside those 
preparing for home ministry, the Report gave extensive consideration to ways 
in which theological education could be improved by opening itself to 
missionary perspectives. Here the Commissioners spoke with the authority of 
theological educators themselves. Theological education, they opine, is best 
undertaken at the post-graduate level, on the basis of a good general education 
in the arts or sciences. Theological colleges/seminaries should pay more 
attention to missionary topics as an integral part of all theological training. 
Mission should not be considered an optional or elective subject, but should 
infuse the study of the Bible, the Church Fathers, historical and systematic 
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theology, and practical theology. The Chair in Evangelistic Theology held by 
Professor Alexander Duff in New College, Edinburgh, was cited as an example, 
and it was regretted that it had lapsed.  

The Report also gave extensive consideration to ‘the supreme importance of 
the women’s share’14 in missionary work. While betraying the Commission’s 
patriarchal complexion in the tone and content of its discussion of the 
preparation of women missionaries, it also produced one of its most insightful 
recommendations: that women missionaries should not be trained only for 
‘women’s work for women’, but for the realization of ‘the vision of the place of 
women in the building up of the whole fabric of national life’.15 The example 
cited was the Women’s Missionary College in Edinburgh, the Principal, Annie 
Small, being one of the four women Commissioners. An Appendix to the 
Report describes the philosophy of the College.  

Part 4 of the Report deals with ‘special missionary training’,16 meaning the 
specific areas of training that could not be provided by universities or 
theological colleges. The ideal was a Central College, or Colleges, where 
missionary societies could co-operate in providing a curriculum including the 
sciences, history and methods of mission, comparative religion, social sciences, 
pedagogy, and linguistics. Yale and Hartford were already moving in this 
direction, as were German and Scandinavian colleges. To address the situation 
in Britain where there was less system, but no fewer resources, the Report 
recommended the creation of a Board of Missionary Studies, ‘the general 
purpose of which will be to supply guidance and to render assistance to 
Missionary Societies in the preparation of missionaries for their work’.17  
 

Endnotes 

1 World Missionary Conference, 1910, The Preparation of Missionaries, Report of 
Commission V, Edinburgh & London: Oliphant, Anderson & Ferrier; New York, 
Chicago, and Toronto: Fleming H. Revell, 1910, p. 15. 
2 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 25. 
3 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 97. 
4 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 97. 
5 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 97 
6 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 98. 
7 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 100. 
8 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 101. 
9 The Preparation of Missionaries, pp. 102–3. 
10 The Preparation of Missionaries, pp. 104–5. 
11 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 107. 
12 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 108. 
13 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 110. 
14 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 147. 
15 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 153. 
16 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 155. 
17 The Preparation of Missionaries, p. 189. 



 

CHANGING IMAGES IN THE FORMATION FOR MISSION: 
COMMISSION FIVE IN LIGHT OF CURRENT CHALLENGES 

A WORLD PERSPECTIVE 

Anne-Marie Kool 

In his account of the 1910 World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh, W.H. 
Temple Gairdner introduced the agenda for the last two days as follows: ‘If 
THIS be the task before the Church: … the evangelisation of all the world, the 
Christianising of the nations … then what manner of men must they be who are 
sent to set their hands to it, and what manner of Church must [it] be which 
sends them!’2 The focus was now on the missionaries, on the ‘men … who are 
sent’ to fulfill the task of ‘the evangelisation of all the world’.3 It was felt that 
this task largely depended on them. That is why the 1200 participants met to 
discuss the Report of Commission Five dealing with the preparation of these 
missionaries.4 On the next day the focus was on the ‘Church which sends 
them’, the ‘home base’ in the ‘Christian world’.  

Since 1910 groundbreaking changes have taken place in the demographics 
of Christianity. It has become increasingly obvious that the ‘home base’ of 
Edinburgh 1910, Europe and North America, can hardly be called ‘Christian’ 
anymore. Christopher J. H. Wright reminds us that on an average Sunday more 
people are in church in Communist China than in all of Western Europe.5 The 
churches in the West find themselves now in a completely new role – as 
missionaries being sent to their own Western contexts – considered by many as 
one of the toughest mission fields of today.  

This chapter will focus on the changing images of the formation for mission 
since Edinburgh 1910 from a Western perspective. Wilbert R. Shenk has 
demonstrated that missiology and missionary training programmes in Western 
culture ‘continue to be defined by the “foreign missions” paradigm of the past 
two centuries’.6 This forces us to consider whether there has in fact been any 
change in mission formation since 1910. Though pragmatic approaches based 
on a functional ecclesiology have dominated the field for the last century, some 
authors have frequently asked more fundamental, theological questions 
regarding the nature of the missionary agent on whom this formation is 
focused. J. E. Lesslie Newbigin observes two responses of Western 
Christendom to this changed situation, showing a tendency to turn away from 
the reality of the Gospel and the contemporary world. There is the temptation 
‘to recapture missionary fervour by appeals to the models of the past’, as well 
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as the temptation ‘to become victim of a sense of guilt’.7 Referring to the 
situation in North America, Dana L. Robert suggests we have to go back ‘to the 
basics’, since we can ‘no longer assume an educated consensus about mission 
in our churches’. She observes that ‘a formation for mission in a post-modern, 
pluralistic world is seriously lacking’.8 This chapter begins, first, with a brief 
examination of the Commission Report. Second, we will look at how the image 
of the preparation of missionaries changed and developed during the twentieth 
century. And third, we will turn to the question of missionary formation for 
today’s world, especially in the Western context. 

The Preparation of Missionaries: Assessing the Commission Five Report 
The image of a missionary in this report is one who is trained for a lifetime 
career on the mission field, bringing Christian civilization hand in hand with 
the Gospel message. The impression is that the task of evangelizing the world 
largely depends on Western missionaries, and on the quality of these people. 
The missionary is the agent of mission. The chairman, Douglas Mackenzie, 
stated that, ‘The whole matter on the human side of it hinges on the quality of 
the missionary… The quality of the missionary will triumph over the absence 
of money. The quality of the missionary therefore becomes a supreme question 
for this Conference’.9 And what defined proper ‘quality’ was clearly outlined.  

First, there was the quality of scholarship. The Report depicts the missionary 
not only as someone thoroughly rooted in the Bible, but also as someone who is 
academically competent in his or her professional field, be that medicine, 
education, or theology. The missionary should have the highest possible 
professional qualifications in the relevant field. He must be able to think 
independently and maintain a broad, academic outlook on life and culture. The 
general intellectual preparation of a missionary should give him a ‘habit of … 
weighing what is wanted, and for what purpose … [It should also develop in 
him] a readiness to recognise the complexity of questions, and humility and 
patience to study them’.10 Whether this ideal was ever achieved remains an 
open question.  

Second, there was the quality of leadership. The Report acknowledges the 
‘unanimous call from every mission field’ for ‘men with a special capacity for 
leadership’.11 The West was to send ‘the ablest and best youth of Christendom’, 
‘great leaders’, not ‘your average man’. The question is how does one identify 
and train such leaders. ‘Real leaders are few … those who think themselves to 
be such prematurely, perhaps before they have left home, usually fail, while the 
real leaders of the future are today content to be obedient and humble toilers at 
the daily task which is imposed on them by their own leaders’.12  

Third, there was the quality of spirituality. A central stress in missionary 
preparation was the importance of their vocation, and of their spirituality. The 
necessity of spiritual formation was predominantly present in the principles laid 
out for raising the level of missionary training. The conference itself also had a 
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strong focus on spirituality. In the plenary sessions ‘the heart of the morning’ 
was given to ‘the cream of the day’, the prayer hour, times of ‘united silence, in 
the close presence of God’.13 In regard to training, this spiritual element, the 
Report states, has to do with ‘ways in which God rather than self becomes the 
actual centre of life’, and should be considered as ‘purely the gift of God’. 
Training could at best only ‘remove some obstacles in the way of their 
development’. Nurturing a deeply rooted spiritual life, one that is independent 
from external aids, can be helped by general instruction, but more by ‘intimate 
personal advice’ provided by ‘experienced Christian friends’.14  

Finally, there was the moral quality. ‘The secret of effective work’ rested in 
an attitude of ‘docility’, of humility. This openness and willingness to learn was 
of crucial importance.15 A special chapter in the Report examines the need for 
continuous education to assist the missionaries to avoid the danger of a certain 
mental fatigue brought about by climate, food or poor health, which affects 
both their spiritual and their intellectual life.  

Underlying all that is said about the calling and character of the missionary 
is the matter of obedience to Christ’s command, the Great Commission of 
Matthew 28:19–20, to take the Gospel to the world. The emphasis is on the task 
to be completed, rather than on the Gospel as something God has done once for 
all and for which we may all rejoice. This description of Christian mission 
approximates what Newbigin characterizes as a human ‘programme of action’ 
and moral reformation, which is marked by an ‘atmosphere of strain and 
anxiety’.16 Accordingly, the task of the evangelization of the world is depicted 
almost in the form of a huge business plan: a thorough, systematic and critical 
analysis of the current situation in the mission field. For this plan to be realized, 
better-qualified missionaries were needed. This basic assumption was followed 
by a set of principles for effective missionary preparation, and 
recommendations on how to implement them immediately. Finally, proposals 
were offered to fill certain gaps in this process: a Central Training Institute was 
proposed and a ‘last word’ was addressed to the church ‘at the home base’, 
calling it to provide the necessary resources.17  

The Report conceived Europe, as well as North America, as ‘fully 
evangelized’. The urgent issue was to point the home church to her 
responsibility to ‘produce the missionaries and resources needed to tackle the 
unprecedented opportunities now being offered to evangelize the non-Christian 
world – before it is too late’.18 However, between the lines – especially in the 
account and interpretation of Temple Gairdner – one senses that the survey had 
revealed that the home church was not as stable as the delegates conceived it to 
be.  

Christendom Losing Missionary Zeal 
One of the first discoveries was, as Gairdner recalls, the ‘existence of a non-
contributing Church’,19 that ‘Christendom is not yet missionary’. Elsewhere he 
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points to the standard of Christian life in the church, the ‘lowness’ of which is 
related to the ‘mass of intellectual unsettlement’ among students in the West.20 
With regard to the difficulties in recruiting missionaries, there was not simply a 
lack of interest in the missionary vocation. The ‘ultimate explanation’, put very 
‘bluntly’, was that ‘men are not coming forward into the membership of the 
Christian Church at all’.21 It was even stated that ‘something must happen to the 
church at home if it is going even to look at the work which has been put on it 
by this conference’.22 Despite these bleak signs, the Report pointed the 
conference to God, the ‘one solution of the problem of the home base of 
missions’.23 People were urged to pray for a revival of a missionary spirit in the 
sending churches. Nonetheless, the first signs were already present for what 
Andrew F. Walls referred to as ‘perhaps the largest and fastest recession in 
Christian history’.24  

In identifying the weakness of the ‘home base’, the Report focused on the 
importance of making the home church more missionary minded. The idea 
dawned that ‘the missionary enterprise … must cease to be considered a matter 
for the specialists’.25 This was no less than a restoration of the church to ‘her 
proper function’, or ‘the re-creation of the church’. It is something ‘which only 
God Himself can work, yet a work in which man can join by the almost 
forgotten secret of prayer’. This was the Moravian Ideal: the church itself as a 
mission society. At issue was ‘how to make the passion for taking the Gospel to 
all the world permeate every rank and class and definable section of 
Christendom’.26 We see here the contours of a new image of missionary agent, 
the church itself, later termed a ‘missional church’.27  

Finally, these issues, while of theological bearing, were essentially 
pragmatic. The concept of a missionary church was an individualistic one. It 
was to become an instrument for the goal of ‘gathering converts’, one by one, 
and in this way of Christianizing the non-Christian world. The focus was on 
how to secure, as soon as possible, the needed resources for completing the 
task. The Report was characterized by what James A. Scherer described as 
‘missionary traditionalism’. The modus operandi of missions remained 
unexamined. The theological, practical, vocational and intellectual tasks appear 
to be ‘perfectly self-evident’. No fresh study was required.28 Difficult questions 
were not asked, and the only things perceived as lacking were human and 
financial resources. Scherer, indicative of something of the shift, calls for a 
renewed biblical reflection on the goals and practices of mission. ‘Our 
missionary practice must reflect that the Triune God fulfils His mission in the 
world through the church.’29 He emphasized that the ‘church needs to bring its 
missionary practice into conformity with a Biblical, theocentric and apostolic 
understanding of missionary vocation’.30 
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The Twentieth Century: Changing Images in the Formation for Mission? 

Billy Graham, in his opening speech at the Lausanne Congress on World 
Evangelization in 1974, characterized Edinburgh 1910 as ‘the most historic 
conference on evangelism and missions of this century’.31 He identified two 
streams coming out of Edinburgh: an evangelical one and an ecumenical one. 
This split was due to several interrelated shifts in approach. Although some 
attempts were undertaken to reconcile the two streams, several dichotomies 
continued to dominate the discussions on mission theology and practice 
throughout the twentieth century. Aspects of this include: shifts from an 
individualistic to a communal approach, from evangelism to social action, from 
parachurch/mission society to church as the agent of mission, from man ‘in this 
and the next world’ to man ‘in this world’ alone, and from reconciliation with 
God to social reconciliation.32 Graham sees the main reason for these shifts in 
an unclear relation between church and mission. In Edinburgh, church leaders 
were not there to represent their churches; they were there as ‘evangelists or 
missionaries’. However, in later world missionary gatherings the participants 
were, increasingly, ‘eminent leaders … in their capacity as churchmen’.33 
Graham considered these church leaders to be the main cause of a lack of 
evangelistic zeal that led to the disappearance of mission from the agenda. This 
strengthened the increasingly individualistic character of mission in evangelical 
circles, and impacted changes in the formation for mission. Profound 
theological discussions were taking place on the what and why of mission(s) in 
the ecumenical stream, while the evangelical stream was dominated by 
pragmatism and a complete lack of theological reflection. Fruitful interaction 
between the two concerning the church and mission relationship was missing. 
There was no mutual correction. This resulted in a continuation of a pragmatic 
approach to mission with no fundamental theological questions raised, and a 
stagnation of a missionary fervour, with some excellent documents on mission 
theory shelved in Geneva. What are the reasons for this stalemate? One 
wonders why Protestants write relatively little about a theology of mission.  

The 1952 Willingen conference of the International Missionary Council 
revealed two different views on missionary ecclesiology that would be 
prominent in the ensuing years. For one, represented by Newbigin and Scherer, 
the church was perceived as continuing the mission of Jesus in the world. The 
other, ‘emphasizing the work of the Spirit in culture’, is represented by 
Hoekendijk. These two views remain in tension even until today.34 Willingen 
was significantly influenced by the shock of China closing to Western missions 
and the ‘alarmingly high’ number of missionary withdrawals in the 1950s.35 
The conference made it clear that traditional approaches had to be re-evaluated 
and placed an emphasis on God calling the church to express her mission 
‘through an increasing flow of Christian laymen and women who go across the 
world in business, industry and government and who do so with a deep 
conviction that God calls them to witness for Him in all of life’.36 Each member 
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is called ‘to share in the total mission of the church by his witness in his daily 
life and work’.37 According to Newbigin, ‘the primary witness to the 
sovereignty of Christ … must be given and can only be given in the ordinary 
secular work of laymen and women’;38 they are the ‘signs of His lordship in 
every area of life’,39 the ‘subversive agents’,40 and ‘the church’s front-line 
troops in her engagement with the world’.41 Early in his career Newbigin had 
come to the conclusion that ‘the success or failure of the church depends 
supremely upon the witness to Christ of the ordinary lay member’.42 For 
Newbigin, recovering the laity as the primary agents of mission had huge 
implications for missionary formation. His wide experience as a missionary in 
India had taught him the importance of ‘exhorting pastors to give high priority 
to training people in their congregations for their callings’, and to developing 
structures whereby ‘the laity can be equipped for their witness in society’.43 
The patterns of ministerial leadership were the primary structure needing 
reform.44  

Willingen’s dealing with the missionary calling of the church did not rule 
out a foreign missionary obligation to be fulfilled by people in life-long service 
to the church, although this conclusion was prompted only by practical 
considerations.45 The stronger focus on the missionary nature of the church 
implied for the foreign missionary that ‘decisions in all matters of common 
concern should be made in mutual consultation, and in the spirit of partnership 
and obedience’.46 Scherer points out that here we see a transition from the 
nineteenth-century missionary’s role as ‘a gospel herald standing on the frontier 
of paganism’ to an ‘ecumenical servant’. The interchange of servants of the 
church between countries belongs to the ecumenical nature of the church 
herself, not whether churches are older or younger.47 ‘The missionary now 
fulfils his personal calling by merging his vocation and identity with that of the 
receiving church’. He is not sent anymore as an ‘agent or authority of the 
sending church’, but as ‘a servant loaned by one branch of the church of Christ 
to another’.48 The terminology for ‘foreign mission’ shifted to ‘inter-church 
aid’, the foreign missionary became a ‘fraternal worker’.49  

Newbigin concludes that mission was being absorbed into inter-church aid 
and ecumenism. This was caused by a distorted ecclesiology.  

We have corrupted the word ‘church’ (and distorted the life of the churches) by 
constantly using it in a non-missionary sense. If it was always clear, both in our 
speech and in our ecclesiastical life that the Church is mission … then inter-
church aid would always be aid-for-mission and nothing else.50  

He recalls that, whereas traditional Christian tendencies rejected the world, the 
mission and renewal of the church in the 1960s now ‘depends on acceptance 
and affirmation of the secular world’. The vision of the missionary nature of the 
church, represented by Newbigin and dominant in the 1950s, was now 
considered ‘pious talk and Geneva ideology’.51  
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Although it would appear that the age of the foreign missionary was over 
with the indigenous church now taking responsibility, Newbigin points to the 
cross-cultural missionary as an ‘enduring necessity in the life of the universal 
Church’, because in and through that person an ecumenical correction takes 
place. Through the ‘reflexive action’ of the missionary ‘the gospel comes back 
to us in the idiom of other cultures with power to question our understanding of 
it’.52  

In 1959, the International Missionary Consultation was asked to undertake a 
study of missionary training on a worldwide basis. Here, the foremost question 
asked was why it is at all necessary to train missionaries: ‘Is not the missionary 
task self-evident to men of Christian conviction? Does not the church 
understand what mission is?’53 The working definition of a missionary was 
accepted as ‘the servant of the church who leaves his own country or culture to 
proclaim the Gospel in partnership with the church where it is already at work, 
or with the purpose of planting the church where it has not yet been planted’.54 
For the first time the emphasis was that ‘every church is potentially both a 
sending and a receiving church’, recognizing the need for missionaries also 
from the ‘younger churches’. 55  

Whereas Edinburgh thought in pragmatic terms, now theological issues are 
given attention in missionary formation. Scherer states that ‘theological clarity 
is no luxury to the Christian mission; it belongs to the indispensable equipment 
of the missionary’. Practical matters must also be given attention, implying ‘a 
rigorous application of theology to missionary practice, so that the means and 
instruments employed are consistent with the Gospel’.56 Missionary 
methodology should be grounded in theology, because ‘missionary activity that 
is not consistent with the mind and purpose of God has no claim upon His 
blessing’.57 Since in the ecumenical era the missionary’s service has inter-
church, inter-confessional and international implications, missionary training 
should deal with all three of these senses of ecumenical.58 It should occur in an 
ecumenical community setting in which the missionary candidates should be 
helped to ‘maintain and strengthen their evangelistic zeal and to deepen their 
sense of commitment to Christ as Lord’.59 A special emphasis should be given 
to ‘building genuine and vital relationships with persons’ and working with 
groups. A significantly new note at the Toronto Consultation was an emphasis 
on the involvement of the receiving church in all phases of missionary 
orientation and training,60 and in pastoral care – or, ‘member care’, as it is 
called today for expatriate missionaries.  

Much attention has been and is given to the formation of individuals for 
missions, be it ‘the laity’, ‘foreign missionaries’ or ‘fraternal workers’. But the 
missionary formation of churches seems to have been given less attention. 
Dana L. Robert reminds us that the Mission Education Movement in America 
taught ordinary churchgoers about the mission of the church, calling them to 
support missions. This was the way in which many denominations ‘came to 
look beyond themselves to a grand vision of the Kingdom in which all of 
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Christ’s people have a place at the table’. The ‘simultaneously optimistic and 
self-critical’ materials of the Mission Education Movement brought that ‘grand 
vision down into the living rooms of small-town Christians across the country’. 
This located ‘American experience in its place, as only one part of a worldwide 
Christian community’.61 In the last three decades of the twentieth century the 
movement ‘lost steam’ because the number of missionaries from evangelical 
mission agencies and churches outgrew those of mainline churches, and thus 
mission in terms of missionary formation reflects the individualistic, pragmatic 
days of Edinburgh 1910.  

Theological institutions were supposed to play a role in the missionary 
formation of the churches in the West, equipping them to take up their 
responsibility for mission in their own local and global contexts. David J. 
Bosch points out that one factor in the present crisis for missiology in the West 
is that the modern missionary enterprise was born and bred outside the church. 

The church did not regard [herself] as called to mission. The Reformation 
definitions of the church were concerned with what happened inside the church… 
a place where something was being done (passive voice), and not a people who 
did something …. Consequently when the missionary flame was eventually 
kindled, it burned on the fringes of the institutional church, frequently meeting 
with passionate resistance from the official church.62  

Mission was an ‘appendix’ to the church, and missiology could be no more 
than that in the theological curriculum. Practical theology focused on the 
internal up building of the church in the West, missiology with the church in 
the ‘Third World’. Other theologians often ‘did not know how to cope with a 
department of foreign affairs in their institutions’.63 That is the case in many 
institutions in Europe. A clear focus on missiology in their own context has 
emerged in only a very few institutions, although that number is increasing.  

The most significant shift in mission formation since Edinburgh 1910 was 
the move from an individualistic, pragmatic focus on the missionary as the 
hinge on which the whole missionary movement depended, to a focus on God 
being a missionary God, who sends His church into the world. However, 
Willingen’s focus on the missionary church remains deficient insofar as the 
relationship between the individual and the communal agent in missions 
remains ambiguous. Here, the individual missionary remains a functionary of 
the institutional church, dependent on the church, and confined by its 
institutional structures.  

In the meantime a functional ecclesiology had taken over, which eliminated 
missions from the agenda of the mainline churches for decades to come. In 
1958 Newbigin continued his Trinitarian-Christocentric perspective on the 
church in mission, and introduced a related, new image for Christian mission: 
that of One Body, One Gospel, One World.64 Paradoxically, this was not 
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initially taken up by the ecumenical movement, but by the evangelical wing of 
worldwide Christianity in its groundbreaking congress in Lausanne 1974.  

Reaction: World Evangelization Back on the Agenda 
Billy Graham formulated the goal for Lausanne as focusing on one sector of the 
church’s responsibility, that of evangelism, because this aspect had ‘not been 
adequately represented at some of the other world Church gatherings’.65 
Evangelical Christianity kept the ‘unfinished task’ of world mission on the 
agenda in the last decades of the twentieth century, taking up one of the main 
concerns of the Willingen conference to reinvigorate the missionary movement. 
It is striking how Newbigin’s unity image for Christian mission is taken up in a 
modified way by the Lausanne movement – ‘the whole Church … the whole 
Gospel … the whole world’. The structure of his statement is taken up, but its 
heart is relinquished – whole vs. one – possibly explaining the fact that 
Newbigin was not present in Lausanne. There was little attention at the 
Lausanne Congress 1974 to the ‘formation for mission’, or the training of 
missionaries, though some contributions dealt with closely related topics like 
the ‘Church as God’s Agent in Evangelism’.66 Notably Jonathan Tien-en Chau 
raised the question of whether Evangelicals should cooperate with less mission-
minded churches for the sake of biblical unity or to choose an independent 
route for pragmatic reasons so that mission strategy may be accomplished. 
Chau asked, ‘Should we permit a pragmatic approach to cross-cultural 
strategy?’ He concludes that ‘the biblical doctrine of the unity of the body and 
the diversity of its members does not warrant such a pragmatic policy’. The 
evangelical world needs ‘to re-examine its para-church structures in the light of 
the nature of the unity among local churches’.67  

A major development in the formation for mission is related to the Lausanne 
movement. With the growth of the emerging missionary movement from the 
Two-Thirds World in the 1980s and 1990s, the Mission Commission of the 
World Evangelical Fellowship presented a study in 1991 called 
Internationalising Missionary Training: a ‘world-wide perspective on the 
equipping of cross-cultural servant leaders’. It offers a ‘spectrum of models 
from different countries, contexts and institutions’ which are involved in the 
training of missionaries at a global level. The common thrust of the training is 
‘formation of character’, and the ‘development of cross-cultural ministry 
competencies’ emerging from ‘solid Christian educational philosophy’.68 
‘Nothing else like it exists.’ Its global perspective offers ‘the singular 
opportunity to do something new and fresh in this arena of equipping cross-
cultural servants, while at the same time learning from both the successes and 
mistakes of the Western missionary movement’.69 A sense of opportunity and 
optimism, like Edinburgh, is present here. But there is also a kind of amnesia. 
Were not Commission Five, and later the Toronto Consultation (1964), 
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examples of internationalizing missionary training and involving the ‘receiving 
churches’ in the training process?  

Stephen T. Hoke, in examining the paradigm shifts in ‘Missions Training’, 
states that ‘the roles played by missionaries from North America must change’. 
He calls for ‘servant-teaching’ and ‘a ministry of humility’,70 offering a good 
illustration of the current state of affairs in the formation for mission among 
evangelicals, and showing that in fact not much has changed since Edinburgh 
1910. There seems to be a hidden resistance to speaking about Western culture 
as a mission field. One wonders, with this vestige of a ‘West to the rest’ 
attitude, whether ‘real and active cross-fertilization’ is truly taking place, so 
that we may become ‘truly global in our missionary work’.71 There is a real 
danger that the West will continue to ‘dominate and impose strategy and 
structuring’ of the partnerships between the West and the Two-Thirds World;72 
all the more so since most of the resources for missions are still provided by the 
West. Hoke presents us with a training model for missions characterized by a 
pragmatic ecclesiology. This is deficient in that it only focuses on the training 
of the individual missionary and not of the church. The basic assumption of the 
nineteenth-century image of a missionary and of the Western church as ‘home 
base’ is still present. Western culture is not explicitly considered a ‘mission 
field’. The methodology of the formation for mission is uncritically taken from 
secular business models, which have their starting point in a radically different 
anthropology, and introduce non-biblical values into the mission movement. 
Shenk reminds us that ‘we should become more self-aware of the assumptions 
that have controlled mission studies and missionary action up to the present’.73 
Interestingly enough, Hoke concludes his article similarly, with the observation 
that ‘we have been depending too much on social sciences, management by 
objectives, and marketing techniques … Where is Jesus in all this?’74 He 
proposes a ‘biblically responsible and reflective’ answer from Christian 
educators, a response of ‘doxological teaching’, that is, ‘recognizing or 
discovering that “God is here! God is in this place!” and then designing 
learning experiences which open the learner’s eyes to see how big and glorious 
God is’.75  

Surveying the ‘images’ of missionary formation in the twentieth century 
captures Newbigin’s observation well, that two temptations have threatened the 
mission movement. On the evangelical side of the stream we notice the 
temptation ‘to recapture missionary fervour by appeals to the models of the 
past’. A striking resemblance of continuity with Edinburgh 1910 can be 
observed in the image dominant among evangelicals: the individual missionary 
as the agent in missions. However, a shift has taken place from the career 
missionary to more short-term and tentmaker missionaries. Often partnership 
with local churches has been missing. It seems that in comparison to Edinburgh 
the academic focus has weakened. The pragmatic mission enterprise has 
continued. A weak functional ecclesiology gave way to the expansion of 
parachurch organizations. This led the missionary movement worldwide to 
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splinter, causing duplication of effort, competition, division and conflicts 
within the body of Christ. How was at the forefront, and the what, and why 
questions were hardly raised. Theological questions into the nature of the 
missionary agents – the question of who should be included in the formation 
process – were not asked. A reductionist approach, lacking the biblical image, 
continued. No critical reflection took place on the methodology used in the 
formation. One wonders whether the drivenness for results and outcomes due to 
the use of secular business models in mission, and the continuation of an 
individualistic focus, does not lead to a situation in which missionaries are 
stretched to capacity, giving rise to increased ‘missionary attrition’.76 This 
image is as much a child of its time as the Edinburgh one. Few missionary 
training programmes have been set up for mission to Western culture, as the 
West seems not to be taken seriously as a ‘mission field’. In the meantime, an 
emerging missionary movement is spreading up out of Central and Eastern 
Europe, often eastward into Central Asia and Siberia. 

 On the ecumenical side, Newbigin observes another temptation, ‘to become 
victim of a sense of guilt’,77 has dominated. This second image of a missionary 
is a more corporate one, emphasizing since Willingen that the whole church 
was the agent in missions, with the responsibility of all her members to be 
witnesses. However, the ambiguity of Willingen resulted in a confused 
situation in which mission was dropped altogether. There was a failure to give 
these corporate and individual missionary agents a clear theological foundation, 
as well as uncertainty regarding how the two should relate to each other and to 
the world to which they were called. There was also ambiguity regarding how 
the missio Dei and the missiones ecclesiae were to relate. At most, churches 
were dominated by social agendas. Mission was out. Ecumenical unity without 
reference to mission was in. After the individualistic emphasis of Edinburgh 
1910, the image of mission formation expanded to a more corporate, communal 
model. However, this change has not been of much impact, as the focus was no 
longer on mission.  

Contemporary missiology also missed the opportunity to lead the formation 
of the church and its pastors for mission, helping them to understand the shift 
from Christendom to new missionary ecclesiology. Missiology continued to be 
the department for external affairs in Western theological curricula, focusing on 
the non-Western world, and hardly dealing with the Western world and its own 
missionary challenges! Few theological institutions aimed at teaching their 
pastors to be trainers of the members of their congregations to live a witnessing 
life and be missionaries, as Newbigin and others emphasized.  

Resistance to Shift from Christendom to Missionary Ecclesiology 
What is striking is a kind of resistance in Europe to thinking through issues 
related to the missionary nature of the church, although recently evangelism 
and mission are back on the agenda of mainline churches there.78 There is no 
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evidence of new missional structures in the church, which is indispensable for 
the Western churches to face the challenges of now being part of the non-
Christian world. The emergence of non-Western Churches all over Europe has 
led to a situation where, on an average Sunday in cities like Amsterdam and 
Copenhagen, more ‘non-Western’ Christians worship than ethnic Dutch or 
Danes. Yet it seems that mainline European churches hardly take notice of 
these changes.  

Wilbert R. Shenk states that the church in the West has long been 
marginalized, ‘because it is confused about mission to its own culture’. The 
‘self-consciousness’ inculcated by Christendom was non-missionary. Therefore 
the church in Western culture is characterized by a ‘lassitude’. ‘What is 
required is a fundamental reorientation of the church in modern culture to its 
mission to its culture.’ In other words, ‘missional ecclesiology must be at the 
top of our agenda’. Through the modern mission movement the church 
rediscovered her responsibility in the ‘regions beyond’, but ‘nothing less than a 
reformation on that scale will deliver the church in the West from its captivity 
to its mission-less identity relative to its own culture’. A ‘continuing conversion 
of the Church’ to its missionary nature is needed!79 The missionary formation 
for Western culture must reckon with the ‘ancient cathedral spires (which) 
continue to cast long shadows, … but it must be based on a renewed 
understanding of the apostolic character of the church…’.80  

One wonders why Newbigin’s theological reflections did not have more 
impact on the Lausanne movement. Was he considered too much of a ‘liberal 
ecumenical’? Why did his theological and practical reflection on the church’s 
formation for mission not have more impact on the ecumenical movement? 
Was he considered too much of a ‘missionary’ in the traditional sense of the 
word? Probably the greatest asset in the formation for mission of the Edinburgh 
1910 conference was that it was one conference, mission in unity, representing 
what were later referred to as the evangelical and ecumenical movements. But 
the greatest deficiency of Edinburgh was the dominance of the Western 
perspective on mission. Until now, ‘solutions’ for recovering a proper image of 
the formation for mission have been provided by ‘the West’. As Joel A. 
Carpenter suggests, Western scholars would do well to listen to those voices of 
the body of Christ belonging to non-Western Christianity ‘by allowing (them) 
to share in our projects here and shape our agendas’.81 They are now in the 
majority. Their perspective in the training of missiologists and missionaries for 
Western culture could advance Shenk’s observation that the formation for 
mission ought to be based ‘on a biblical understanding rather than historical 
precedents and theological distortions’.82  



170  Edinburgh 2010 
 
The Twenty-First Century: ‘Back to the Basics’! Changing Images in the 

Formation for Mission  
African scholars remind us that the New Testament provides resources needed 
‘for offering a solidly grounded critique of the practice of mission’.83 
Newbigin, with his forty years of missionary experience in India, says that 
foreign missions, in the sense we know them, are a relatively recent occurrence 
and have been shaped by the movement of the cultural and political expansion 
of the West. He emphasizes that as we realize that our missionary methods 
have been ‘too much conformed to the world of the 19th century, it is no 
adequate response to try now to be conformed to the world of the 20th 
century’,84 or, one could add, to that of the twenty-first century. We need to 
look afresh ‘to our chart and compass and to ask how we now use the new 
winds and the new tides to carry out our sailing orders’.85 That is what 
Newbigin considers a third possibility, apart from the two temptations 
mentioned earlier. It is another way forward, though it may not be ‘broad and 
easy’. It is the ‘costly, but exciting task ... of fundamental theological thinking, 
of Bible study, and of discerning the signs of the times’.86 Dana L. Robert 
suggests ‘we should go back to the basics’, since ‘one can no longer assume an 
educated consensus about mission in our churches’.87 As we do so, Newbigin 
urges that, first and foremost, we recover the proper biblical and theological 
foundations for mission: 

The Christian mission began not as something to be done for the world, but as 
something God has done for all – the conquest of death. The risen Lord with us – 
that is the starting point. Jesus reigns; He is the Alpha and Omega; all authority in 
heaven and earth is His. He builds up and casts down, He roots up and He plants. 
He is not struggling against a world too strong for Him. He is not appealing to us 
to help Him to overcome the world. He has overcome the world, and all things – 
the things that so baffle us and frighten us – are in His hands to deal with as He 
will. How foolish we are when we allow ourselves to be tempted to seek some 
other source of authority and assurance for our mission… As if who Christ is and 
what He has done were not good enough reasons to go singing to the ends of the 
earth.88  

Christian mission does not begin with a programme of action, but with the 
Risen Lord. ‘It does not have about it that atmosphere of strain and anxiety, 
which always characterizes a human programme. It begins with a shout of joy 
… He is risen from the dead!’89 Christian world mission starts with the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, ‘that explosion of hope (which) carried the 
believers to all the points of the compass’.90  
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The Twofold Antioch Mode of Missionary Existence 
Shenk reminds us how Luke describes in Acts the unfolding of the church’s 
missionary existence. Following His ascension Jesus entrusts the disconsolate 
and disoriented disciples with their defining purpose (Acts 1:8), which serves 
as the basis for the constitution of the church at Pentecost. In two passages 
Luke provides a twofold normative model for how this missionary existence of 
the church is to work out in the world,91 and to the ends of the earth.  

There is, first, the organic mode, with the disciple community scattered 
under the impact of persecution. They went as far as Antioch, one of the largest 
urban centres of that time, maintaining their witness indiscriminately to both 
Jews and Gentiles. This mode, Shenk emphasizes, has been the main vehicle of 
the expansion of the church historically. Secondly, there is the complementary 
mode: certain individuals set apart for itinerant ministry.92 The innovative 
action of the Holy Spirit set apart certain individuals for an itinerant ministry, 
enabling faith to spread to key places in the Roman Empire. Shenk argues, 
‘This creates the precedent for the sending mode and, by extension, cross-
cultural mission, which played a critical role in the expansion of the church 
precisely because it guards against parochialism… which is the slow death of 
the faith’.93 Newbigin reminds us that the Holy Spirit Himself is the agent of 
mission who empowers the disciples (Acts 1:8) to continue the work of Christ 
Himself.94 The ‘Antioch Mission’ does not advance after the manner of a 
‘humanly organized campaign’,95 or as a ‘corporation to which Christ has 
entrusted it, but as the living body quickened and directed by the Spirit. The 
Spirit remains free and sovereign. He leads the way, goes ahead of the Church, 
surprises the Church with new things, leading her through her mission into 
fullness of the truth..’.96  

The two-fold Antioch mode of mission leaves us with a surprising method 
for the formation for mission. There is a corporate dimension, focused on the 
disciple community in Antioch as they organically fulfill their mission, and a 
two-fold individual dimension, constituted by the members of this community 
and those sent out on a complementary mission. Both are closely related, as 
those who are sent on an individual mission have been actively involved in the 
formation of the former, and they continue to do so as they share their 
missionary experiences. One could even argue that special formation for 
mission is not even on the agenda; it is part of the everyday formation to be a 
disciple of Jesus Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit who sends them to 
witness in Antioch and the ends of the earth. It was part of the nature of this 
community. On this basis Newbigin argues that: ‘Church and mission belong 
indissolubly together’.97 When the two are separated, he argues the result is that 
‘the Church becomes an introverted body, concerned with its own welfare, 
rather than with the Kingdom of God, and even if successful missionary work 
is carried on by others – the Church will be no fit home for those who are 
gathered in’.98 In addition, he notes that, ‘where new converts … are taught 
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from the very beginning that being a Christian means being involved in a 
continuing mission to the world, they take their place quite naturally from the 
beginning in the van of the Church’s evangelistic work’. 99 In arguing for a 
missionary ecclesiology – that mission belongs to the essence of the church – 
he sounds almost blasphemous to a Christendom ecclesiology still widespread 
in Western culture. ‘If churchmanship does not mean fellowship with the Lord 
Jesus Christ through the Spirit, it means nothing; and you cannot have 
fellowship with Him without being committed to partnership in His mission to 
the world’.100  

The question for theological institutions in the West is how to turn their 
inward looking theological curriculum into one which deals with the realities of 
their own Western context as a mission field, drawing on experiences gained in 
the worldwide mission movement. How can theological education provide for 
pastors to be missionaries to their own contexts, training their churches for the 
organic mode, to become missional and their members to be missionaries in the 
market place? A related issue concerns the role of academic missiology in the 
training of ‘complementary mode’ missionaries.101  

The scope of this chapter does not allow for more than an outline of the 
implications for missionary formation. In Western culture, this task has as its 
starting point the reality of a widespread Christendom ecclesiology. Shenk 
reminds us that we are preoccupied with power, which is heightened in modern 
culture by a confidence of being in control of our environment, our life, and 
even our destiny.102 In Christendom, the church has lived for 1500 years in a 
position of power. Her calling is now to let go of power, accepting a minority 
position, and to recover the redemptive power of the Gospel message as defined 
by the cross. Nothing less than a metanoia of the church is needed, a re-
formation.  

This reorientation needs to take place first of all where the formation of 
missional leadership for the church takes place, in theological education, which 
is often geared to achieving individual academic ‘success’. Alternatively, it 
should focus on the training of pastors, helping them to lead their church 
community and its members to live ‘worthily of the Gospel’, to expose the 
idols of modern culture, to correct dichotomies, to reflect critically on the 
culture, and to be examples of love and grace of Jesus Christ in their families 
and in the market place. This radical reorientation should be based on a 
redrafted, global map of Christianity, with the West as a major focus of 
attention as a ‘mission field’. Indeed, this might well be the ‘most demanding 
mission frontier … the church has yet to face’.103 At the same time, it is 
important to build in adequate corrective elements to help theological students 
from the West discover their own provincialism and the richness of the 
colourful worldwide body of Christ. This can only be provided by the non-
Western church. With current global mobility, the introduction of off-site 
courses, faculty and student exchanges, extended exposure trips and field 
assignments in cross-cultural settings and in the non-Western world are much 
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more realistic than a century ago. Students should be exposed to vital models of 
missional churches on other continents, with the persistent question in mind of 
how these experiences can be related to their own Western context.  

Such cooperation in programs by sharing resources of different kinds could 
bring out one aspect that was very important in Edinburgh that of unity for the 
sake of a stronger witness. John 17 still reminds us of the importance of that 
element. The Western church should be willing to conduct programs on the 
basis of a ‘sharing of resources among equals, not equals in strength but in 
status’.104  

Valuable, untapped resources for the formation of missional leadership are 
people who have served as missionaries in other contexts, but have returned to 
their home countries. They are often considered a threat to the status quo of the 
home church, instead of a resource in the formation for mission. Such cross-
fertilization of the church with the experiences of those who have been sent to 
engage in cross-cultural mission is more vital than ever today. 

A curriculum for missiology in this context should focus on four different 
spearheads. One would deal with the biblical/theological foundation of mission 
and with the history of the missionary movement from a global perspective. A 
second would deal with ecclesiological issues, focusing on issues related to old 
Christendom, post Christendom and missionary ecclesiology. Thirdly, one 
ought to deal with contextual issues like gospel and culture, sociology of 
religion, and the relationship of Christianity to other religions. And finally, one 
ought to deal with issues of missionary spirituality, leadership, conflict 
resolution, adult education and, discipleship training.  

Apart from formation for mission aimed at the local church and its 
leadership a curriculum for missiology should focus on reminding the local 
congregation that it is part of a worldwide community. In addition to the 
organic mode of the Antioch model, it must have the formation for mission of 
the complementary mode – which reminds the congregation of ‘the ends of the 
earth’, of being part of a worldwide community, and guards the church against 
parochialism. These two modes clarify to the church that there is an ‘unfinished 
task’ in world mission to fulfill in partnership with local churches on ‘the 
mission field’, wherever that mission field is.  

Spiritual formation for mission to Western culture demands special 
attention. David J. Bosch calls this a ‘spirituality of the road’.105 Newbigin 
reminds us of John 20, where the risen Jesus greets His disciples: ‘Peace be 
with you’. Peace refers to ‘the fullness of God’s blessing in His people, peace 
with God, peace with man, shalom’.106 Newbigin challenges us: if that is what 
we have, why are we so often infected by anxiety and restless busyness?107 He 
asks whether we show that the peace of God is at the heart of our activities. 
Often missionaries have been seen more as elements of Western cultural 
invasion than as emissaries of the peace of God. Many people today long for 
that peace, and ‘if we are to be God’s messengers today, we need to be able to 
speak to that longing for peace’.108  
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W.H.T. Gairdner used two images to introduce the last two days of 
Edinburgh 1910. One was of missionaries, on whom the task of evangelizing 
the ‘non-Christian world’ largely depended. The other was of a sending church 
in the ‘Christian world’ which had long ago become ‘an encapsulated 
community… unable to evangelise the society around them’.109 Since 1910 
attempts have been made to clean and clarify these two images, and the 
relationship between them. Only by going back to the place where these images 
originate do we find under the ages of dust that there is the single image, in 
which both the Christian community and the individual participate in God’s 
mission. Christopher Wright reminds us that ‘all mission or missions that we 
initiate, or into which we invest our vocation, gifts, and energies, flows from 
the prior mission of God. God is on mission, and we, in that wonderful phrase 
of Paul, are “co-workers with God”’.110  

The question is whether the Christian churches in the West are willing to 
surrender their resistance and fear of change, accepting to be formed for 
mission to impact their own culture as well as serving the rest of the world. In 
this, non-Western churches have much to teach us.  
 

Endnotes 

1 This chapter is an abbreviated version of a paper presented in Edinburgh in October 
2006. 
2 W. H. Temple Gairdner and John Raleigh Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910: an 
Account and Interpretation of the World Missionary Conference, New York, Chicago 
[etc.]: Fleming H. Revell, 1910, p. 215. 
3 Gairdner and John Raleigh Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 215.  
4 World Missionary Conference, 1910, The Training of Teachers: with Supplement, 
Report of Commission V, Edinburgh & London: Oliphant, Anderson & Ferrier; New 
York, Chicago and Toronto: Fleming H. Revell, 1910. 
5 Christopher J. H. Wright, ‘An Upside-Down World’, Christianity Today 51, no. 1 
(2007), p. 42. 
6 Wilbert R. Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists for Western Culture’, in Changing Frontiers 
of Mission, American Society of Missiology Series, no. 28, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1999, pp. 129–38. 
7 J. E. Lesslie Newbigin, ‘The Future of Missions and Missionaries’, Review and 
Expositor 74, no. 2 (1977), p. 211. 
8 Dana L. Robert, ‘The Mission Education Movement and the Rise of World 
Christianity, 1902–2002’, Program Committee on Education for Mission, November 
2002, <http://www.ncccusa.org/missioneducation/about_us/about_history.htm>, 3 May 
2007. 
9 The Training of Teachers, p. 300. 
10 The Training of Teachers, p. 108. 
11 The Training of Teachers, p. 105. 
12 The Training of Teachers, p. 106. 
13 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 67. 
14 The Training of Teachers, pp. 100–101. 
15 The Training of Teachers, p. 104. 



Commission Five 175 

16 J. E. Lesslie Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods under the Word of God’, 
Occasional Bulletin from the Missionary Research Library XIII, no. 11 (1962), p. 2. 
17 The Training of Teachers, p. 300. 
18 See above, Andrew F. Walls, ‘The Church’s Transforming Century’, p. 27ff. 
19 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 240. 
20 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 247. 
21 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 262. 
22 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 262. 
23 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 263. 
24 Walls, ‘The Church’s Transforming Century’, pp. 27ff. 
25 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 241. 
26 Gairdner and Mott, Echoes from Edinburgh, 1910, p. 242; cf. pp. 249–50. 
27 Darrell L. Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in 
North America, The Gospel and Our Culture Series, Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998. 
28 James A. Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries in an Ecumenical Era’, 
Occasional Bulletin from the Missionary Research Library XV, no. 2 (1964), p. 4. 
29 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 4. 
30 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 4. 
31 James Dixon Douglas, Let the Earth Hear His Voice: Official Reference Volume, 
Papers and Responses, Minneapolis: World Wide Publications, 1975, pp. 26–7. 
32 Douglas, Let the Earth Hear His Voice, p. 26. 
33 Douglas, Let the Earth Hear His Voice, p. 26. 
34 Michael W. Goheen, ‘As the Father Has Sent Me, I Am Sending You’: J. E. Lesslie 
Newbigin's Missionary Ecclesiology, Zoetermeer Netherlands: Boekencentrum, 2000, p. 
5. 
35 International Missionary Council, Minutes of the Enlarged Meeting and the 
Committee of the International Missionary Council, Willingen, Germany, July 5th to 
21st, 1952, London and New York: International Missionary Council, 1952, pp. 69–74. 
36 International Missionary Council, The Missionary Obligation of the Church: 
Willingen, Germany, July 5–17, 1952, London: Edinburgh House Press, 1952, pp. 19–
25; Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 5. 
37 International Missionary Council, Minutes of the Enlarged Meeting, p. 69; see also p. 
152 {Günther, 1970 #7168} where Günther states, that ‘laypeople are the bridgeheads of 
the church in the world’.  
38 J. E. Lesslie Newbigin, in Goheen, As the Father Has Sent Me, p. 44. 
39 J. E. Lesslie Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda: An Updated Autobiography, St. Andrew 
Press, Edinburgh, 1993, p. 203. 
40 Goheen, As the Father Has Sent Me, p. 361. 
41 Goheen, As the Father Has Sent Me, p. 308. 
42 Newbigin, in Goheen, As the Father Has Sent Me, p. 18. 
43 Newbigin, in Goheen, As the Father Has Sent Me, p. 95. 
44 Newbigin, in Goheen, As the Father Has Sent Me, p. 97 
45 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 5. 
46 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 6. 
47 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 6. 
48 International Missionary Council, Minutes of the Enlarged Meeting, p.7. 
49 Wolfgang Günther, Von Edinburgh Nach Mexico City : Die Ekklesiologischen 
Bemühungen Der Weltmissionskonferenzen (1910-1963), Stuttgart: Evang. 
Missionsverlag: 1970, p. 150. 
50 Goheen, As the Father has Sent Me, p. 320. 



176  Edinburgh 2010 
 
51 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, pp. 164–5. 
52 Goheen, As the Father has Sent Me, p. 365. 
53 International Missionary Council, Minutes of the Enlarged Meeting, p. 2. 
54 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, pp. 5–6. 
55 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, pp. 5–6. 
56 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 3. 
57 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 5. 
58 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 7. 
59 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 8. 
60 Scherer, ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’, p. 11. The changed role of the young 
church is also observed in the fact that they painted a composite picture of the desiderata 
in a missionary, emphasising such qualities as servant-hood, lifelong identification, 
embodiment of Christian vocation and spiritual depth and maturity; Scherer, ‘The 
Preparation of Missionaries’, pp. 13–15. 
61 Robert, ‘The Mission Education Movement’. 
62 David J. Bosch, ‘Theological Education in Missionary Perspective’, Missiology: An 
International Review 10, no. 1 (1982), p. xix. 
63 Bosch, ‘Theological Education in Missionary Perspective’, p. xxi. 
64 J. E. Lesslie Newbigin, One Body, One Gospel, One World: The Christian Mission 
Today, London and New York: International Missionary Council, 1958. 
65 Douglas, Let the Earth Hear His Voice, p. 27. 
66 Douglas, Let the Earth Hear His Voice, pp. 327–51. 
67 Jonathan Tien-en Chau, ‘The Nature of the Unity of the Local and Universal Church 
in Evangelism and Church Growth’, in Douglas, Let the Earth Hear His Voice, pp. 
1109, 1110, 1113. 
68 William David Taylor, ed., Internationalizing Missionary Training: A Global 
Perspective, Exeter: Paternoster Press; Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1991, p. ix. 
69 Taylor, Internationalizing Missionary Training, p. ix 
70 Stephen T. Hoke, ‘Paradigm Shifts and Trends in Missions Training – a Call to 
Servant-Teaching, a Ministry of Humility’, Evangelical Review of Theology 23 (1999), 
pp. 329–46; see also Stephen T. Hoke and Jim Roché, ‘The Missionary Training 
Assessment: A Best Practices Case Study in Missionary Training’, Common Ground 
Journal 4, no. 2 (2007). Accessed: 3 May 2007. 
71 Hoke, ‘Paradigm Shifts’, pp. 330, 331. 
72 Hoke, ‘Paradigm Shifts’, p. 331. 
73 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, p. 132. 
74 L. Grant McClung, in Stephen T. Hoke, ‘Paradigm Shifts and Trends in Missions 
Training – a Call to Servant-Teaching, a Ministry of Humility’, Evangelical Review of 
Theology 23 (1999), p. 346. 
75 McClung, in Stephen T. Hoke, ‘Paradigm Shifts and Trends in Missions Training – a 
Call to Servant-Teaching, a Ministry of Humility’, Evangelical Review of Theology 23 
(1999), p. 346. 
76 William Taylor, ed., Too Valuable to Lose: Exploring the Causes and Cures of 
Missionary Attrition, Pasadena: William Carey, 1997; Kelly O'Donnell, Doing Member 
Care Well, Pasadena: William Carey Library, 2002. 
77 Newbigin, ‘The Future of Missions and Missionaries’, p. 211. 
78 See, for example, Michael Bünker and Martin Friedrich, eds., Evangelising: 
Protestant Perspectives for the Churches in Europe, Wien: Community of Protestant 
Churches in Europe, 2007, <http://lkg.jalb.de/lkg/documents/lkg_doc_en_2089.pdf> 2 
May 2007. However, the little attention given to the discussion of this document at the 



Commission Five 177 

Budapest 2006 General Assembly does not seem to imply that it is considered a major 
agenda item. 
79 See Darrell L. Guder, The Continuing Conversion of the Church, ed. Craig van 
Gelder, The Gospel and Our Culture Series, Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2000. 
80 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, p. 130. 
81 Joel A. Carpenter, ‘The Christian Scholar in an Age of Global Christianity’, Minds in 
the Making 1, no. 2 (2004); http://www.calvin.edu/minds/vol01/issue02/global-
christianity.php accessed 26 Febuary 2007. 
82 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, p. 132. 
83 See above, Teresa Okure, ‘The Church in the Mission Field: A Nigerian/African 
Response’, pp. 59ff. 
84 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 2. 
85 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 2. 
86 Newbigin, One Body, pp. 11, 12. 
87 Robert, ‘The Mission Education Movement’. 
88 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 2. 
89 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 2. 
90 Newbigin, ‘Future of Missions’, p. 209. 
91 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, pp. 132, 133. 
92 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, pp. 132, 133. 
93 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, pp. 132, 133. 
94 Newbigin, One Body, p. 18. 
95 Newbigin, One Body, p. 19. 
96 Newbigin, ‘Future of Missions’, p. 215. 
97 Newbigin, One Body, p. 46. 
98 Newbigin, One Body, p. 46. 
99 Newbigin, One Body, p. 46. 
100 Newbigin, One Body, p. 46. 
101 J. J. (Dons) Kritzinger, ‘Training for Mission’, Missionalia 30, no. 1 (2002), p. 127. 
102 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, pp. 136, 137. 
103 Shenk, ‘Training Missiologists’, p. 138. 
104 Newbigin, One Body, p. 38. 
105 David J. Bosch, A Spirituality of the Road, Pretoria: IMER, 1994; See also Timothy 
C. Geoffrion, The Spirit-Led Leader: Nine Leadership Practices and Soul Principles, 
Herndon, Va.: Alban Institute, 2005. 
106 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 3. 
107 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 3. 
108 Newbigin, ‘Bringing Our Missionary Methods’, p. 3. 
109 Newbigin, ‘The Future of Missions’, p. 209. 
110 Christopher J. H. Wright, ‘An Upside-Down World’, Christianity Today 51, no. 1 
(2007): <http://www.christianitytoday.com/bcl/areas/missions/articles/070502.html>, 3 
May, 2007. 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COMMISSION SIX 

THE HOME BASE 
OF MISSIONS 

 





 

COMMISSION SIX 
‘THE HOME BASE OF MISSIONS’ 

The Commission in Summary 
Introducing the remit of Commission Six, the Report states its concern as being 
‘the whole subject of the means by which the Church at home may adequately 
discharge its responsibility for the evangelisation of the world’.1  The titles of 
its eighteen chapters indicate that the subject was understood as ‘scientific’, not 
merely practical: ‘mission intelligence’ and ‘the science of missionary 
societies’ are the terms that define the opening and concluding chapters of the 
Report, setting out the conceptual framework in which issues of missionary 
recruitment, funding, home leadership, and administration are discussed.  ‘The 
science of the home base’, and ‘the science of the operation of Missionary 
Societies’ were to be understood as essential to the science of missions as a 
whole – a science yet in its infancy, to which the Report aspired to make a 
formative contribution. 

A US American, James Levi Barton, chaired Commission Six. After 
distinguished missionary service in Turkey, where he manifested a combination 
of administrative and scholarly talents, he was appointed Foreign Secretary of 
the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. His experience 
and thinking imbues the Report. Its espousal, at this early point in the twentieth 
century, of today’s ‘management science’ makes it a very American report in 
its provenance, principles and prognoses. 

‘In every point in our investigation’, Barton told the plenary conference, ‘the 
Commission has been confronted by the one stupendous fact, that there is not a 
Missionary Society in any of the countries named that is properly supported 
today for the conduct of its work.’2 At a time when the home Church enjoys 
abundant material resources, the paucity of its giving to missions deadens the 
life of the Church that sends them forth. With this remedied, ‘the Christian 
Church … possessed, mastered, and dominated by the faith which it professes, 
could easily evangelise the world’.3  

The root problem being thus diagnosed as spiritual, ‘the science of the home 
base’ begins with prayer: ‘the necessity of intercession, and of securing a 
widespread and intelligent scheme of intercession based on knowledge’.4  
While encouraging churches to commit to the practice of intercessory prayer 
for mission, and recommending several methods, the Report emphasized that 
‘multiplication’ is not in itself sufficient: ‘proficiency in the practice of prayer’, 
and above all prayer that avoids nominalism, is required.5  ‘Learning (original 
italics) to pray’ in this way, ‘from first to last with the Holy Spirit of God’, 
opens human instruments to the Divine Spirit, and teaches the Church what 
makes for ‘the coming of the Kingdom’. In this manner ‘a revival of missionary 
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interest must wait upon a spiritual revival’.6 ‘Missionary intelligence’, as the 
Report uses the term, is neither primarily concerned with, nor confined to 
scholarly interest. ‘Systematic study’ has its place, but anchored in ‘the power 
of prayer’ it is quickened with spiritual enthusiasm that inspires effective 
application. ‘ “Knowledge” is what is needed – knowledge of the obligation to 
evangelise all men, knowledge of the open doors, the imperative call, the 
rewarding service.’  

In light of its opening chapter on ‘The Spiritual Resources of the Church’, 
the following seven chapters each deal with ‘the Promotion of Missionary 
Intelligence’ in particular areas of activity: church services and agencies; 
religious and secular newspapers and periodicals; special literature; mission 
study classes; educational institutions; visits to mission fields; conferences and 
exhibitions. Four promotional targets emerge. Firstly, the pastors, among whom 
missionary enthusiasm, once fostered, ensure that their ‘people … gain much 
the same spirit and become a missionary force’.7  Secondly, the youth, who are 
to be trained  through Sunday schools, secondary and college education, with 
the aim of shaping them to become future recruits for missionary service. 
Thirdly, ‘laymen’ (sic), especially the young educated elite, were given 
extensive attention. At the time the lay were considered an ‘unoccupied field’ 
for missionary recruitment. The Report praised the successful methods of the 
Laymen’s Missionary Movement, which had been founded a few years earlier 
(1906) in the United States (the General Secretary, John White, being brother-
in-law to the Conference Chairman, John Mott). Fourthly, the Report also 
recognized the special role of women in missionary promotion: ‘in not a few 
congregations the only missionary interest discernible is that engendered and 
kept alive by devout women, while most communions are indebted to women 
for large measure of their missionary activity’.8  In a chapter devoted to the role 
of women’s missionary organizations, the Report acknowledged that the day 
has passed when the nineteenth-century watchword ‘Women’s Work for 
Women’ could still be applied. ‘Women have been real leaders, both in wide 
plans of organisation and in details of execution’ across a wide range of 
missionary activity.9 The separation of women’s work from the general 
missionary task was an artificial division. The future called for women to be 
included, alongside men, in the leadership of mission societies, and for existing 
women’s missionary societies to be associated with the missionary councils and 
societies of the Church. 

The chapter of the Report dealing with women’s missionary societies was 
one of seven devoted to issues of missionary administration. These touched 
repeatedly on the problem of missionary funding; a subject that received 
detailed analysis in two chapters. Should missionary societies decline suitable 
candidates for lack of funds? Should initiatives in the mission field be 
constrained by budgetary stringency at home, or should the home churches be 
allocating greater proportions of their budgets to mission? Recognising the 
value of ‘faith missions’ that trust the Spirit of God to provide the material 
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support necessary for work that the Spirit approves, the Report was at pains to 
avoid a polarization between these and centrally-funded missions; ‘in both 
cases the entire work is one of faith’, the difference being only on whom a 
deficit fell. The Report recommended ‘a medium ground’ that expected 
financial sobriety on the part of missionaries, and an increase of financial 
provision by home churches ‘that they more nearly reach the standard 
required’.  Drawing again from recent American experience, the Report 
commended the success of the ‘Apportionment Plan’, whereby a denomination 
made annual budgetary provision for mission, and apportioned the funding 
responsibility to its regional synods or their equivalent, which in term 
subdivided the apportionment among local churches. This gave local 
congregations a ‘share’ in mission, often connecting them directly with 
missionaries overseas.10  

The Report ended as it began, with the spiritual value of mission.11  As 
intercessory prayer for mission is the hallmark of a spiritually intelligent 
church, material support for missions brings spiritual vitality to home churches. 
Quoting the Scottish theologian and missions’ advocate, Thomas Chalmers, the 
Report stood on the principle that ‘charity works not by a process of 
exhaustion, but by one of fermentation’.12  Churches that give generously are 
spiritually renewed and extend their generosity further. The fundamental value 
of mission for the home Church can be measured in terms of education, 
international sympathy (for example, in the struggle against racism and 
negative facets of imperialism) the promotion of Christian unity, a ‘new spirit 
of beneficence’13 in which mission takes the place of war, a quickening of 
evangelical zeal, and a strengthening and deepening of the faith of the Church 
itself. ‘It is as we see the Gospel demonstrating its power of universal appeal 
that we receive confirmation and fresh evidence of its essential truth.’14  

The Report appended ‘The Findings of the Medical Conference’ that 
medical delegates and medical missionaries convened on the fringe of the main 
Conference.15  Complementing the many references to medical missions in the 
eight Commission Reports, this conference re-affirmed that medical missions 
should be recognized as integral and essential parts of the missionary work of 
the Christian Church, and asked Commission Six to recommend ‘that there 
should be a definite Medical Department in connection with all foreign 
missionary societies’.16  

A second appendix, nearly two-thirds the size of the Report itself, comprised 
a Bibliography: Missionary Publications classified under nine sections 
covering the main fields of missionary science as defined in the Report: ‘the 
study of the extension into the world, among non-Christian peoples, of the 
principles of Christianity and the results that follow’.17  
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MISSION FROM EVERYWHERE TO EVERYONE: 
THE HOME BASE IN A NEW CENTURY 

Samuel Escobar 

The Report of Commission Six argued that without a strong ‘home base’, 
missionary work on the field would lack its necessary foundation. Striking a 
strongly spiritual and evangelical tone, the Report argues that intelligent 
prayerful commitment and practical support from the church at large is the 
great need of the missionary movement. This chapter will address three of the 
core features of the Report. Firstly, it will focus on the Evangelical ethos of 
Edinburgh 1910 and the theological and practical questions that it poses for 
2010. Secondly, it will consider what the Report calls ‘intelligence for mission’ 
and the way it has developed in our time. Thirdly, it will deal with the way the 
base for mission has changed during the twentieth century to place us in a 
totally different setting. 

The evangelical ethos and the aftermath of Edinburgh 1910 
If Edinburgh represents a key point in the Protestant missionary movement it is 
a matter of historical record that such movement had what Latourette described 
as the evangelical-pietistic-puritan spirit which marked world Protestantism.1 
The Report reveals that participants place themselves in continuity with the 
Evangelical Awakenings of the nineteenth century and with the Evangelical 
conventions such as Northfield in the USA and Keswick in the UK.2 John R. 
Mott himself owed his experience of conversion to that Evangelical movement, 
and especially to the Student Volunteer Movement, which by 1910 had 
mobilized almost 4,000 students to become missionaries. It was out of this 
spontaneous ferment, coming up from the grassroots of the church, that the 
well-organized institutional movement represented at Edinburgh emerged. The 
agenda and language of the Report reflect a continuity of what we could call an 
Evangelical spirit. If we look for a continuity from Edinburgh 1910, as we 
move into 2010, where do we see signs of it?  

One way of grasping the situation is to follow the development of 
missionary activity from Europe and North America during the twentieth 
century. There is always the risk of simplification, but we may trace the 
development of two cycles of Protestant mission. We can place the first cycle 
in the time between the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference of 1910 and 
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the end of World War II. During this period there is a development of 
missiological reflection that takes place in connection with the missionary 
activity of the mainline Protestant denominations that were playing the key role 
both in the practice of mission and in the theologizing about it. Edinburgh had a 
missionary vision and a sense of urgency for the evangelization of the world ‘in 
this generation’. Out of the continuation movement arose the International 
Missionary Council. The meetings of this organization became the platforms 
for missiological reflection. In 1948, three years after the war ended, the search 
for unity and cooperation in mission had evolved into the formation of the 
World Council of Churches. However, in spite of the missionary vision that in 
1910 had started it all, the period following the formation of the WCC was a 
period of continuing decline in the missionary activity of what we could call 
mainline Protestantism.  

In contrast with that decline, a second cycle of Protestant missionary activity 
developed especially after 1945 through the growth of conservative Protestant 
agencies mainly in North America, but also in Europe. There was an explosive 
growth of faith missions and para-church agencies.3 These new mission 
organizations were very critical of developments in the ecumenical movement. 
Some of them were strongly influenced by the liberal-fundamentalist debates of 
the 1920s and 1930s in the United States, and came from new denominations 
that were the result of separatist movements in mainline churches or from 
denominations that had been reluctant to enter into the ecumenical movement. 
The formation of the WCC polarized attitudes among such organizations and 
mission agencies. Especially in the USA, Protestantism became divided. 

If it is true that Edinburgh 1910 reflected the mindset of the imperial 
expansion of Europe, the second cycle reflected the mindset of the Cold War. 
This was especially the case for the missionary work that sprang from 
conservative Protestantism. For instance, in the case of American missionary 
work in Latin America, both Roman Catholic as well as conservative Protestant 
missionaries embarked with a desire to save these societies from Communism. 
In the process of missiological reflection that followed both cycles there was 
eventually a revision of the mindset and a search for more biblical patterns of 
mission.  

The history of American Protestantism after World War II, and its 
corresponding missionary activity, is still in the process of being researched. 
Two American scholars have recently argued that it is necessary to review the 
way in which the history of the classic divide has been understood. For my part 
I have sought to demonstrate how the divide between liberal/mainline and 
fundamentalist/evangelical had been crossed and blurred by some mission 
agencies, for the sake of mission.4 In my view, it was a deep evangelistic and 
missionary concern which prompted evangelist Billy Graham to move away 
from the extreme separatist stance of fundamentalist Christianity and contribute 
to the development of an Evangelical stance; which became operative in the 
birth of a movement that could claim continuity with Edinburgh 1910.  
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Missiologists from the ecumenical movement did not always welcome the 
new actors in the missionary panorama. Dana Robert has captured well the kind 
of polemical encounter of the two moments, or cycles, to which I have referred. 
She reminds us that the great historian of mission R. Pierce Beaver, in his book 
From Missions to Mission, placed the future of mission in the new 
missiological ideas and methods that were being fostered within the ecumenical 
movement, and he referred to the missionary activism of conservative 
Protestants or Evangelicals as ‘sectarian and partisan ... disrupting the unity of 
mission’. Robert goes on to observe that ‘The ecumenical movement that 
Beaver touted as the source of new forms of mission had within ten years so 
modified the definition of mission that confusion over its meaning was 
widespread in mainline churches.’5 On the other hand she says, ‘The 
“sectarian”evangelicals that Beaver had excoriated in 1964 reached such a level 
of institutional maturity and ecclesiastical dominance that critical historical 
analysis became possible and necessary.’6  

A number of developments in the mid twentieth century contributed to the 
emergence of a clear sense of Evangelical identity which stood in the tradition 
of Edinburgh but had misgivings about the direction being taken by the World 
Council of Churches as the institutional heir of the 1910 Conference. First, the 
renewal of mass evangelism that reached public notice with Billy Graham in 
Los Angeles, 1949. Some classic elements of revivalistic Protestantism 
combined with the use of mass media shook the dormant religious routine of 
people, especially in the big cities, first in North America and then in Europe. 
Graham´s perception of the world and of Christianity developed significantly as 
he traveled and preached in other continents. Second, there was a renewal of 
serious Evangelical scholarship in Biblical studies and theological reflection, 
following a renewal of evangelical university life in Europe and especially 
Great Britain. Third, strong Evangelical churches and movements had emerged 
around the world, connected to the post- World War II stream of missionary 
fervor and activity from North America and Europe. Independent ‘faith 
missions’ played an important role in this emergence. 

These three movements exemplify the type of Evangelical churches, 
missionary organizations and denominational renewal groups that find a way of 
expressing their concern for Christian unity and cooperation in loose alliances 
such as World Evangelical Fellowship (now WEA) or the Lausanne movement. 
Their variety also explains the tensions that develop within those alliances or 
umbrella movements which sometimes are unable to contain them. The 
volunteerism which is the genius of Evangelical life and mission is a key factor 
in understanding these developments. The ‘faith mission’ type of missionary 
activity contributes to the rise of vigorous Evangelical churches in the majority 
world, which are independent and have no connection with the historic 
Protestant denominations. Ecclesiology is undefined in these independent 
churches. Their participation in Evangelical alliances brings them into contact 
with Evangelicals inside the mainline churches. The encounter is mutually 
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enriching but it also accounts for a long and difficult process of theological 
dialogue and definition. There is a dialectical interaction between the vitality 
that comes from these movements at the grassroots and the direction and 
stimulation that the alliances themselves provide. In order to understand the 
Evangelical position, both the promise and the precariousness of this dynamic 
have to be appreciated and its historical significance has to be evaluated 
theologically. 

The Lausanne Congress of 1974 provided the forum that was required for an 
exercise in critical self-reflection on the part of the second cycle of Protestant 
missionary engagement. The pragmatic concerns of Evangelicals from North 
America, and the theological and missiological acumen of European 
Evangelicals, were matched by the restless sense of mission of Evangelicals in 
the young churches of the majority world or among the oppressed minorities. 
The agenda of the ongoing reflection had to make room for the burning 
questions of those who were witnessing to their faith in Jesus Christ within 
situations where the ferment of nationalism, social upheaval and ideological 
conflict were testing the theological depth of both Evangelical and non-
Evangelical missionaries and churches. Lausanne 1974 was not a missiological 
and theological monologue of European or North American Evangelicals, but a 
brotherly global dialogue of a community that had grown beyond expectations 
all over the world: a dialogue in search of ways of obedience to the missionary 
imperatives of Jesus, our Savior and Lord.  

The Lausanne Covenant expresses this unique missiological moment. 
Precisely at the point in time in which Evangelical Christianity became joyfully 
aware of its global dimension, it also developed a painful awareness of its 
serious shortcomings. Liberated by its missionary thrust from the bonds of 
sterile fundamentalism, Evangelicalism was able again to rediscover the 
holistic dimensions of the Christian mission that are clearly presented in the 
Bible. The Lausanne Covenant restates convictions that are characteristic of 
Evangelicalism. It starts with a Trinitarian confession, a statement on the 
authority of the Bible and an expression of Christological conviction.7 At the 
same time the Covenant expresses repentance for what was wrong or missing in 
the way in which Evangelicals had been performing their missionary task.  

We may summarize in four points the direction taken by the Lausanne 
Congress. 

(1) The Congress made a commitment to a concept of holistic mission that 
retains the Evangelical emphasis on the proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ while also describing the kind of missionary presence it requires, a 
presence that calls to discipleship and incorporates converts into the Church.8 
Inherent in this is self-criticism over the type of dualistic spiritualization that 
had come to be prevalent in the practice of Evangelical missionaries. Mission 
relates to every area of human need. For the majority of Evangelicals, however, 
holistic mission has evangelism as a key and primary component: ‘In the 
church's mission of sacrificial service evangelism is primary.’9  
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(2) The Congress called for cooperation in the mission task – between 
church and para-church, mainline and evangelical, Pentecostal and Reformed – 
based solely on the missionary passion shared in the Lausanne event, and the 
basic theological consensus reached in the Covenant itself. The sheer 
magnitude of the task of world evangelization, and the scandal of sterile 
division and competition among missionary agencies, demanded a new attitude. 
A sense of urgency for reaching those still unreached makes room for the type 
of concern that had been underlying the call for a ‘moratorium’.10 

(3) The Congress was aware that in the post-imperial era the missionary and 
the theological tasks have a global dimension. Christians and missionaries from 
the European and North American regions, once strongholds of Evangelical 
faith, had to acknowledge the spiritual decline in those regions and the rise of 
new thriving churches in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Thus, neither 
imperialism nor provincialism could be tolerated.  

(4) The Congress made a commitment to seriously consider the context of 
mission. Issues such as culture, education of leaders, spiritual conflict and 
persecution were addressed.11 The need was recognized for an evaluation of the 
social, ideological and spiritual struggles that surround and condition the 
missionary enterprise, in order to design a relevant type of discipleship for our 
own times. 

These insights have enabled the Lausanne Committee for World 
Evangelization to promote an active theological-missiological discussion within 
the second cycle of missionary engagement. However in the ongoing 
discussions evangelical leaders from the more pragmatic sector (related to the 
Church Growth movement) have been reluctant to deal with theological issues. 
It is worth remembering that as the second cycle of mission activity, especially 
in the United States, had a polemical stance and did not benefit from the 
experience and reflection of the first. New generations of missionaries without 
an adequate historical awareness or biblical training were condemned to repeat 
the mistakes of the past. It became necessary for theologians to embark anew in 
the search for a critical missiological reflection. This is what historian William 
H. Hutchison called ‘familiar debates in an unfamiliar world’.12 At the same 
time a remark by Joel Carpenter that points to the evangelical isolation from 
previous missionary practice and experience is sobering. Carpenter observes, 
‘when a post-fundamentalist, “neo-evangelical” theological movement 
appeared in the 1950’s and 1960’s, it virtually had to reinvent evangelical 
missions theology’.13  

Lausanne 1974 was a missiological reflection on the Evangelical missionary 
activity of the second cycle we have mentioned, just as Edinburgh 1910 was to 
a certain degree a reflection on the missionary practice of the nineteenth 
century that preceded it. It is a well known fact that Edinburgh 1910 avoided 
theological definition. James A. Scherer, an ecumenical missiologist, says, ‘In 
overall character, Edinburgh 1910 was not a conference on the “theology of 
mission” as we now understand it. It was a conference to design the strategy for 
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a final campaign by the concerted forces of the kingdom of God as they 
assayed what was needed to complete the “unfinished task”.’14 Anglican 
Evangelical John Stott offers a historical explanation. He notes the contrast 
between the confident and optimistic mood in which the conference ended and 
the developments that followed. He thinks that two influences undermined the 
expectations engendered at Edinburgh. The first were socio-political events 
such as the two world wars. Stott argues, ‘These devastating conflicts sapped 
the moral as well as the financial strength of the west, and signaled to the rest 
of the world the collapse of western culture and of its foundation, 
Christianity.’15 The second influence was theological. Here I quote Stott 
extensively: 

Theologically, the fatal flaw at Edinburgh was not so much doctrinal 
disagreement as apparent doctrinal indifference, since doctrine was not in the 
agenda. Vital themes like the content of the gospel, the theology of evangelism 
and the nature of the church were not discussed. The reason is that Randall 
Davidson, Archbishop of Canterbury, as a condition of Anglican participation in 
Edinburgh secured a promise from John R. Mott that doctrinal debate would be 
excluded. In consequence the theological challenges of the day were not faced. 
And during the decades which followed, the poison of theological liberalism 
seeped into the bloodstream of western universities and seminaries, and largely 
immobilized the churches’ mission.16  

With its orientation to the practical task of world evangelization, the Lausanne 
movement today runs the risk of failing to develop an adequate theology of 
mission. If it does not learn from history it may be condemned to repeat the 
mistakes of history. Two factors ought to be taken into account as we seek to 
offer critical missiological reflection to the practice of mission today. First, by 
the mid-1970s there was what has been called a ‘convergence’ in the reflection 
about mission. The Lausanne Covenant of 1974 became, as Scherer says, ‘a 
rallying cry for intensified evangelical mission efforts and a challenge to non-
evangelicals’. He goes on to say that in the same year the Roman Synod of 
Bishops stated that ‘the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential 
mission of the church’ and that the bishops asked the Pope to reflect on the 
mission of the Church. The following year Pope Paul VI promulgated the 
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi about the evangelization of the 
modern world. In the same year the WCC held its Fifth Assembly in Nairobi. 
Themes of mission and evangelism were the object of renewed attention. 
Scherer says that ‘Assembly statements about “confessing Christ” had a 
strongly Christocentric, Trinitarian, and churchly ring, echoing Eastern 
Orthodox and Roman Catholic influence but also responding to evangelical 
criticisms.’17 The second factor is that in the field of Missiology a practice of 
dialogue between representatives of the Protestant, Roman Catholic, 
Evangelical and Pentecostal traditions had been established. This is evident in 
the work of such bodies as the International Association for Mission Studies 
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and the American Society of Missiology.18 Such collaborative missiological 
efforts are generating a capacity to underpin the missionary enterprise with a 
much more critical theology than has heretofore been apparent. 

Intelligence for mission 
Seven chapters of the Report have to do with what is called ‘The Promotion of 
Missionary Intelligence’. We do not currently use the phrase, probably because 
of its militaristic connotations. At the outset it is evident that, for the 
Commission, such promotion is necessary for what we would today call the 
‘mobilization’ of the church for mission (another term taken from military or 
political imagery). The idea is that the promotion reaches the rank and file, or 
the grassroots, of churches. At present, information and analysis is available to 
interested Christians as never before. We may think for instance of David 
Barrett´s three volume World Christian Encyclopedia; a scholarly reference 
work that can be placed side by side with Patrick Johnstone’s Operation World, 
a more popular book of missionary promotion that offers, in the best William 
Carey tradition, a vast amount of information as an incentive to prayer.19 
Barrett´s figures are now used as a source of information about Christianity by 
Christians of all traditions, and also by secular agencies. Barrett, and also 
Johnstone, have created data centres that are independent of church control, and 
have established themselves as quotable authorities in the field of 
Missiometrics – the new discipline they have developed.  

Data processing has been used to provide a map of the missionary 
challenges that are still ahead of us. However, missiological discernment is 
necessary. For example, missiologists of the school that I call ‘managerial 
missiology’ have developed the concept of ‘unreached peoples’. This helps us 
to see the missionary need more precisely. The missiologists use linguistic and 
cultural indices to determine need, going beyond what could be the misleading 
categories of the nation-state. This allows them to take account of such peoples 
as the Kurds, a people with no nation of their own. However, there is need for 
the concept of ‘reaching’ and ‘reached’ to be cleansed of the imperialistic 
overtones of conquest and subjection that may be conveyed. Because of the use 
of technology and electronic media, ‘unreached’ tends to sound like a 
militaristic ‘target’ to be conquered, for the sake of the conquerors. Indeed even 
‘reaching’ them can apparently be reduced to having them in the screen of our 
computers. The term has to be humanized by ascribing to it a biblical meaning 
of compassion, intercession, and willingness to serve. It is the love of Christ for 
those other sheep that are not yet in the fold, the zeal of Paul to preach where 
Christ has not yet been preached, which must shape our concept of the 
‘unreached’. 

 There is another aspect of intelligence for missions that, to my surprise, I 
have found in the Report: ‘The greatly improved facilities for travel have led in 
recent years to a great extension of the practice among Americans and 
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Europeans of making tours to non-Christian countries…. It is desirable that 
missionaries and Mission societies should encourage such personal contact 
between tourists and missionaries and missionary work to the utmost extent in 
their power.’20 The Commission would be delighted and surprised to find the 
turn that this idea has taken in the contemporary situation. At a recent 
consultation on ‘Short Term Missions’ (STM) in Lima, Robert Priest quoted 
figures that show that close to a million and a half Americans went overseas on 
an STM trip during 2005.21 All indicators seem to point to the fact that the 
phenomenon will continue to grow. The consultation was an effort to evaluate 
the trend from a missiological perspective. Peruvians who had been hosts to 
short term teams, persons who regularly lead them, and scholars who are trying 
to measure the impact of the phenomenon, are using the tools of the social 
sciences. What emerges is a mixed picture. If the 1910 Commission 
recommended such a method as a way to promote ‘intelligence for mission’, 
the trend we are observing today could well undermine the long-term 
missionary enterprise. In the final analysis it could become just a form of 
glorified tourism. 

Mission from everywhere to everyone 
The late twentieth century witnessed a continuous and steady growth of 
intentional missionary activity from the non-Western countries to other parts of 
the world. The records we have are approximate and need to be qualified, but 
they show significant growth. Those who attend missionary conferences, 
missionary celebrations, or missiological gatherings know that the presence of 
representatives of young and flourishing mission organizations from the non-
Western world have become more evident also in North America and Europe. 
Increasing numbers of nationals sent by non-Western agencies are involved in 
pioneering missionary situations among Muslim, Buddhist or Animistic 
peoples. Indeed non-Westerners are becoming involved in the new 
evangelization of Europe and North America and in the programmes of 
traditional Western mission agencies.  

This trend was already evident during the Lausanne Congress of 1974 when 
evangelicals expressed a firm consensus about the urgent need to acknowledge 
that global Christian mission had become the responsibility of a global church 
and not only the privilege of the Western missionary enterprise.22 The 
Lausanne Covenant expressed it clearly, ‘We rejoice that a new missionary era 
has dawned. The dominant role of western missions is fast disappearing. God is 
raising up from the younger churches a great new resource for world 
evangelization, and it is thus demonstrating that the responsibility to evangelize 
belongs to the whole body of Christ.’23 The Covenant went on to ask all 
churches to participate in global mission and to practice a continuous re-
evaluation of their role. For Lausanne the new forms of partnership had 
theological and testimonial significance: ‘Thus a growing partnership of 
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churches will develop and the universal character of Christ’s church will be 
more clearly exhibited.’24 The Covenant also unfolds some of the consequences 
of taking seriously the new missionary era that has dawned: ‘Missionaries 
should flow ever more freely from and to all six continents in a spirit of humble 
service. The goal should be by all available means and at the earliest possible 
time, that every person will have the opportunity to hear, understand and 
receive the good news.’25 This has proved to be a prophetic insight. 

In 1989, Larry Pate gathered data about the dynamic involvement of Third 
World churches in global Christian mission. He referred briefly to the gloomy 
picture that Western missions faced because of restrictions by countries that 
were closing their borders to missionaries and the activity of resurgent 
religions. Pate counterbalanced this with a glowing report about ‘the 
burgeoning growth of missions by Christians in the Two Thirds World’. He 
stated that ‘a large part of the future of mission belongs to the missionaries 
from Latin America, Africa, Asia and Oceania’.26 He also offered a series of 
statistical studies showing the steady growth of that missionary movement, 
some valuable case studies, and a directory of Third World agencies that were 
sending missionaries to other parts of the world. He even predicted that soon 
non-Western missionaries would be more numerous than Western missionaries. 
More recently Michael Jaffarian, one of the world experts in missiometrics, has 
corrected Pate´s enthusiasm by reminding us that in his comparative tables he 
included in the figures about the non-Western missionaries those that worked in 
mission inside their own nations, but that his figures for Western missionaries 
included only those that worked abroad.27  

In any case, the figures of growth are impressive. Non-Western missionaries 
have gone from 6,634 in the year 1990 to 20,570 in the year 2000, which means 
a growth rate of 210%. Western missionaries numbered 62,927 in the year 1990 
and by the year 2000 they had grown to 70,323, which means a growth of only 
12%. In the year 2000 non-Western missionaries numbered 3,126 from Africa, 
13,607 from Asia, and 3,837 from Latin America.28 According to the Korea 
Research Institute for Missions, in the year 2002 there were 10,745 Korean 
missionaries sent by 136 mission organizations.29 COMIBAM, the largest 
coordinating agency of Latin American missions shows that the number of 
Latin American missionaries in the year 2001 was 6,455. These figures do not 
take into account the number of migrants from the majority world that carry on 
missionary work in the countries where they move as migrants or refugees. 

 From a sociological perspective, Paul Freston says that: ‘The British 
diaspora and Anglo-Saxon missions responsible for much worldwide expansion 
of Protestantism since the eighteenth century have now been overtaken by other 
diasporas (African, Caribbean, Latin American, Chinese and Korean) and by 
other missions.’30 This growth is not just an imitation of the Western churches 
or a response to the mobilizing techniques that Western agencies may have 
developed. The spiritual vitality of persons, churches and denominations has 
nourished the vision and the willingness to obey and made possible great 
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advances in mission. Revival has been the cradle for missionary vocations. 
Howard Snyder has offered a very convincing analysis that demonstrates 
revival has resulted in an environment in which new structures for mission have 
been imagined.31 The sheer numerical weight of a church does not naturally 
produce missionary vocations. Catholics in Latin America are concerned by the 
fact that though half the Catholics of the world live in Latin America only 2% 
of the Catholic missionary force comes from that region.32  

The Holy Spirit seems to be at work especially in the periphery of the world, 
giving Christian people a vision and mobilizing them for local and global 
mission in spite of poverty, lack of experience and absence of training. On 
almost every continent migration movements have brought to cities, and 
industrial or commercial centres, legions of mission minded lay people from 
Third World churches. The spiritual warmth and the sacrificial commitment of 
those whose parents or grandparents had been recent converts from other faiths, 
or from a dead nominal form of Christianity, is rejuvenating old established 
forms of Christendom. If this is the way the Spirit is moving, what needs to be 
done in order to walk in step with his reviving and transforming activity? What 
kinds of global partnerships have to be imagined and developed for this new 
stage of mission history? Obedience to Christ's commission and the Spirit's 
missionary drive will keep Christian mission advancing in the twenty-first 
century, but it will also demand a humble and reflective missiological expertise 
to propose avenues of obedience to biblical imperatives about the way and the 
style in which such advance is to take place. 

My observation of churches in Asia and Latin America, also among 
minorities in the USA and Spain, is that those with dynamic mission awareness 
are located in impoverished communities. Newly formed churches experience 
life together in Christian community as a continuous effort to prolong the 
possibility of survival. As missiologists we cannot fall into the trap of 
idealizing these churches, but neither can we afford to bypass them as we think 
of future global partnerships for mission. Their missionary dynamism is the 
expression of a thankful response to the experience of the power of the Holy 
Spirit and the love of Jesus Christ. The marginal, the lonely, the displaced and 
the refugee find in these churches a home for the homeless and they experience 
koinonia. The oppressed who are ‘nobodies’, because they do not have a name, 
money or education, find a community where they may unburden their hearts or 
express their joy in their own way, without censorship. Those desperate 
because neither psychology, nor the fear of police, can deliver them from 
alcohol or drugs experience the liberating power of the Holy Spirit in the name 
of Jesus. One can then understand the joyful response by which, out of their 
poverty, they become stewards of God’s grace and their churches are born with 
a special ability to be self-sufficient. 

What is distinctive about the stewardship of these churches of the poor? It is 
what we could call a stewardship for survival. Popular churches planted among 
the poor cannot depend on a tradition, on the help of the state, on the 



Commission Six 195 

endowment of rich benefactors or on a body of professional ministers. They 
have to be fellowships where members join forces to make the community live, 
grow, propagate the faith and survive. The stewardship of the totality of life is 
experienced as total missionary mobilization. What seems to be more difficult 
to obtain in the case of developed and old established churches is lay 
mobilization, or total participation in the holistic welfare of the Christian 
community. Among the churches of the poor such mobilization is the normal 
lifestyle of the community. No other form of life and ministry is possible. After 
the reality of survival has been possible for a certain time it is then also possible 
to speak of patterns of stewardship that will project the community to the great 
tasks of centrifugal mission. But that experience of voluntary contribution for 
the survival and growth of the church creates a discipline, a pattern of timing 
and budgeting, that is a new and foundational experience.  

As we are well into the twenty-first century, the Covenant's reference to 
shocking poverty, as well as the call to simple life-style, has become more 
relevant to our discussion about global partnership for mission. On the one 
hand, an accelerated globalization process has facilitated communication to the 
point that we could say that material and technological means are available for 
the creation and development of transnational and transcontinental partnership 
for the recruitment, training and sending of missionaries. On the other hand, 
that process is generating a world of economic and social disparities that 
militate against the possibility of effective and legitimate global partnerships. 
Within this ambivalent situation it is a timely missiological exercise to ask 
about what is implied in the development of new global partnerships. 

What kind of expectations may these churches from the majority world 
bring to the table of discussion about future partnerships of interdependence for 
mission? First, these churches would not like to lose the missionary vigour 
expressed in the total mobilization that characterizes their missionary patterns. 
As they come to participate in global mission their drive and willingness to be 
obedient to the prompting of the Spirit is their best contribution. There may be 
naive pre-modern tones in their confidence that the Lord will provide, or that 
God will open a way even in the most difficult missionary situations. That 
naivety may take them to missionary situations that, from a Western 
perspective, are disastrous. However the disposition to obey and the willingness 
to go are a very important asset. 

Secondly, because their involvement in global mission is new, these 
churches need assistance in training of missionaries for participation at that 
level. However, such training has to be contextual because otherwise it may 
stifle spiritual initiative and it may de-contextualize missionaries to the point of 
making them irrelevant in their own environment and insensitive to the needs 
of the new environments to which they work. One serious problem in the 
development of theological education has been the difficulty of achieving true 
independence in terms of curriculum design, pedagogical patterns and content 
organization. Theological education in the non-Western world has been 
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excessively dependent on Western patterns, not only financially but also 
theologically and pedagogically. Missionary education should avoid this pitfall. 
The tendency in the West has been always to assume that Western training 
programs and patterns are immediately transferable and translatable. The 
assumption must be radically revised. I would dare to say that one should start 
cooperative ventures with the opposite assumption; working in a creative 
search for adaptation. 

Thirdly, participation in global mission requires established and durable 
institutional structures. Some young churches in the south are characterized by 
institutional fragility and weakness, which make it difficult to provide a 
continuous pattern of support and care for the missionary effort. In the 
enthusiastic or charismatic phase of a movement institutional structures are 
secondary and there is even a revolt against them, because revival has broken 
the structures. Structures are indispensable. However, they have to be 
contextual. This contextuality is very important in relation to the frame of 
disparity that has been observed above. The reproduction of support structures 
that reflect the needs and demands of an affluent society requires drastic 
revision. With an adequate ecclesiological basis we may be able to see patterns 
of partnership in which Western and non-Western churches enter into a 
relationship characterized by the principles of reciprocity and mutuality that we 
see in the practice and teaching of the Apostle Paul.  

The pattern of stewardship for survival that I have outlined is not the only 
pattern that has developed in mission from the south. A sociological study of 
the expansion of Pentecostalism shows that what starts with humble origins, 
even in places like Brazil or Africa, may develop into a sophisticated 
corporation in which it is difficult to separate what would be religious business 
from what is Christian mission. A case in point is the Universal Church of the 
Kingdom of God in Brazil, which was established in 1977 and has expanded to 
over fifty countries including Europe and the United States. Paul Freston 
describes it in the following terms:  

While seeing itself as an heir to the Evangelical tradition, the UCKG also has 
links with traditional Brazilian religiosity. In the phrase of one leader ‘We do not 
follow a European or American Evangelical tradition; we start from the religious 
practice of the people.’ As a result in the opinion of the president of the Brazilian 
Evangelical Association the UCKG is a new syncretic religion which mixes 
‘Evangelical teachings, precepts of the medieval Catholic Church and Afro-
Amerindian elements.’ But it is also (thanks to constant methodological 
innovation facilitated by centralized control) a bricolage of practices from diverse 
sources adapted to times of globalization.33  

I dare to ask the simple question, should the UCKG be invited to Edinburgh 
2010? With such a successful record of missionary expansion should this 
church enter our dialogue about mission? This brings us back to the 
fundamental issue that cooperation in mission requires some kind of theological 
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consensus. In 2010 it will be impossible to avoid theological issues. In order to 
be consistent with the ethos and spirit of Edinburgh 1910 we should find a way 
to avoid the pitfalls into which it apparently fell.  
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COMMISSION SEVEN 
‘MISSIONS AND GOVERNMENTS’ 

The Commission in Summary 
‘Missions and Governments’ – the title of Commission Seven – denotes the 
relationship between missions and the governments under which they operated: 
indigenous national governments, European colonial governments, and ‘native 
chieftainships’. Within the concern for church-state relations, the Commission 
was specifically interested in ‘the contact of the expanding (i.e. among “non-
Christian peoples”) Church with Governments which, for the first time, have to 
take account of Christianity both as a destructive and constructive power, 
contending for a law and loyalty different from, and higher than, those 
recognised by any State’.1  

The task was entrusted to a twenty-one man (not a woman among them) 
Commission, ten of whose members were British, six US-Americans, three 
Germans, one Norwegian and one Canadian. Lord Balfour of Burleigh – 
Scottish politician, cabinet minister, and Presbyterian elder – who presided over 
the Edinburgh 1910 Conference, served as Commission Chairman. 

The Commission Report runs to 121 pages – considerably shorter than the 
other commission reports – but includes a longer (nearly 40 pages) summary of 
the plenary discussion, as well as 20 pages of appendices. This reflects the way 
the Commission dealt with the challenge facing it. How to elaborate and apply 
general principles from situations of mission-government relations that differed 
widely from one part of the world to another? In line with the general policy of 
the 1910 Conference, it opted for an empirical approach.  

Part One, ‘A Survey of Existing Conditions in Various Mission Fields’, 
examines relationships between missions and governments in Japan, China, 
India, the Dutch East Indies, ‘Mohammedan Lands’, Mid Africa and Southern 
Africa, with additional contributions from missionaries in all these regions in 
the plenary discussion. Part 2 extrapolates ‘Principles and Findings’, and 
applies them to a range of problems that recur in mission-government relations 
across the regions. The colonial ethos of the Report reflects the nature of the 
times, and the fact that Part 1 was drafted entirely by the British 
commissioners. Part 2, by contrast, is the work of the entire Commission, and 
succeeds in articulating principles that criticise aspects of colonialism and, at 
least to an extent, transcend the colonial mentality.  

The Report classifies the survey evidence on a graduating scale of where it 
perceived societies to stand in relation to ‘civilisation’, the latter being defined 
relative to the missionary task itself. Thus, Japan was deemed the most 
civilized of ‘mission fields’, since its government had established ‘such internal 
order and toleration that problems of missionary policy, in relation to 
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government (original italics), have ceased to exist in any acute form’.2 At the 
lowest end of the scale was ‘the absolutely independent savage chief’.3 
Between the two stood governments that were ‘of higher civilisation and 
independent’ (e.g. Persia, China and Turkey), ‘of low civilisation, under 
Christian rule or influence’ (e.g. the African Protectorates), and ‘of higher 
civilisation, under Christian rule and influence’ (e.g. India and Egypt.)4  

Irrespective of where governments were perceived to stand on this scale of 
civilized administration, it was agreed that missionary policy should be based 
on the New Testament principle, ‘give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, 
and to God the things that are God’s’.5 Respect for civil authority, regardless of 
religious identity, was deemed essential, provided civil authority obeyed its 
God-given mandate of caring for the welfare of the people. This included, as 
the Report tirelessly reiterates, the rights of indigenous Christian communities, 
and of the missionaries themselves, at least on par with other ‘domiciled aliens’ 
residing in a state, as determined by treaty or international law. The Report 
emphasizes, however, that Christians have a higher loyalty to God. Christianity 
is ‘a revolutionary moral force’ that desires the ‘spiritual and personal 
transformation’ of every human society.6 In order to protect this Christian 
obligation, the Report considers it essential that missions should scrupulously 
avoid ‘the identification of the Christian faith either with the aggression of 
Foreign Powers or with the spirit of lawlessness’.7  

The Report recommends a policy of missionary obedience to ‘settled 
government’, and cautions against missionary participation in ‘political 
agitation’.8 At the same time it speaks with approval of situations where 
missionaries become ‘the champion of the people’ among whom they live.9 
This may be in missionary support of local cultures and languages, or advocacy 
of social change, or criticism of civil governments that are responsible for gross 
oppression and injustice, or sympathy with the awakened social and political 
aspirations of the people. The Report accepts that tension may therefore occur 
between missions and governments.  

To guide the missions in such situations, the Report recommends the 
following principles:10 (1) missionaries are legally subjects of their own 
governments, unless they choose to naturalize, and are therefore bound by such 
treaties as exist between their national government and the government of the 
country in which they serve; (2) indigenous Christians are, in terms of civil 
status, subjects of their own governments; (3) the relationship between 
missionaries and indigenous Christians is therefore ‘purely religious’, and does 
not legally permit missionaries to ‘interfere in the general administration of the 
country’; (4) every independent state has the right to make its own laws, and is 
not answerable to any other state except in terms of international law or special 
treaties; (5) the spiritual obligation under which missionaries work does not 
confer any civil or legal rights upon them; (6) in other than exceptional 
circumstances, such action as missionaries undertake to apply their spiritual and 
moral teaching in society at large must be within the framework of the national 
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law; and if, in exceptional circumstances, they act outside the law, they also 
place themselves out with its protection; (7) missions should deal with 
governments in a conciliatory and reasonable manner; (8) where missions feel 
morally or spiritually obliged to make representation to governments, they 
should do so in the spirit of St Paul’s teaching: ‘Let each of you look not to 
your own interests, but to the interests of others.’11  

Under these same principles the Report considers several ‘general questions’ 
arising from its survey of existing conditions: e.g. appeal to civil authority, and 
compensation of missions. Especially in situations where governments restrict 
missionary work, the Report recommends that (a) contact with civil authority 
should be entrusted to a senior missionary, preferably acting on behalf of a joint 
missionary council (the institution of the Dutch Missions Consul was 
sympathetically described in Part 1 of the Report);12 and (b) on the Pauline 
distinction between what is expedient and what is lawful,13 missions should be 
willing to forego their legal rights where such sacrifice may benefit the 
indigenous Christian community.14 This is the principle on which the Report 
concludes: ‘We would emphasise that Christian teaching inculcates respect for 
civil authorities ... and would affirm the reasonableness of granting to 
(indigenous) Christians all the protection, rights and privileges of loyal and 
law-abiding citizens’.15  
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CHRISTIAN MISSION AND POLITICAL POWER: 
COMMISSION SEVEN REVISITED 

Tinyiko Sam Maluleke 

1.  Edinburgh 1910: Character and Assumptions 
The full title of the theme for the Edinburgh 1910 Conference is worthy of our 
careful recollection: World Missionary Conference to Consider Missionary 
Problems in Relation to the Non-Christian World. At least five things are 
remarkable about the vision behind Edinburgh 1910.  

The first is the firm idea of the world as one unit, hence the boldness of 
declaring a ‘world’ missionary Conference: 

… one world, waiting, surely, for who shall carry to it and place in its empty 
hands one Faith – the only thing that can ever truly and fundamentally unite it or 
deeply and truly satisfy it, bringing its one human race into one Catholic Church.1  

Clearly therefore, not only was there a growing vision of the world as one, such 
a vision was also inspired by (and in turn, inspired) an understanding of a world 
without Christ being as a person with ‘empty hands’ and in need of ‘one faith’. 
The vision of unity here is not merely the scientific (the Earth as one planet 
among others) or the merely technological (the Earth ‘organically knit by the 
nerves of electric cable and telegraph wire’2). Rather it speaks of a unity of the 
world that, despite its apparent scientific and technological unity, will never be 
truly united until and unless it is united by coming to faith in Christ. 

The second remarkable thing about the theme is its clear and specific focus, 
namely ‘to consider missionary problems in relation to the non-Christian 
world’. Commentators may have sometimes spoken of Edinburgh as if it was a 
Conference about everything to do with missions. But as the title delineates, 
Edinburgh 2010 is a clearly focussed Conference with a distinct and limited 
brief:  to consider missionary problems in relation to the non-Christian world. 
Another way of amplifying this is to speak about what the 1910 Conference 
was not primarily about. It was not a Conference about the challenge of 
missions to the ‘Church at home’. Indeed, it appears that mission was 
understood mainly in terms of foreign missions so that the ‘Church at home’ 
was only conceived of as ‘the home base of missions’ and not a site of missions 
in its own right and its own context. More positively stated, the 1910 
Conference focus was on the non-Christian rather than the Christian world. It 
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seems to have been the overwhelming view then that there was nothing wrong 
with the Christian world; hence, attention ought to be focussed on the non-
Christian world. Ironically, the non-Christian world was represented by mainly 
Western missionaries working in that world rather than the peoples of that 
world themselves. Not a single native African was in attendance at Edinburgh 
1910 – the exception being the Reverend Alexander P. Camphor, an African-
American missionary to Liberia.3  

Third, from the preceding point, it is clear that although the notion of the 
world as a single unit was making inroads in missionary thinking, the dominant 
reading at Edinburgh 1910 was of a world divided into two: the Christian and 
the non-Christian world. It is clear that this was the main diagnostic manner in 
which the world was viewed. The major challenge for missions and 
missionaries, therefore, was one of how to expand the Christian sphere at the 
expense of the non-Christian sphere in the world.  As well as the notion of 
Christian vs. non-Christian, the world was further interpreted in terms of high 
civilization and low civilization. Note how the Commission on missions and 
governments goes about classifying the ‘mission lands’: 

Without entering into detail, we may divide mission lands roughly into five 
groups: a) those of low civilisation, but independent; b) those of higher 
civilisation and independent; c) those of low civilisation, under Christian rule; d) 
those of higher civilisation, under Christian rule or influence, e) those of the 
highest international rank.4  

Fourth, the 1910 Conference is touted as ‘deliberative and consultative’ rather 
than taking the form of a practical demonstration.5  This is true insofar as when 
Edinburgh is compared to similar conferences before it. However, the slant of 
Conference topics and discussions did bear a very practical ‘how to’ rather than 
a ‘why’ tone. It is significant that the planners of Edinburgh 1910 coined the 
problem and deliberations of our Commission (as they did with other 
commissions), not in terms of the apparently more theoretical construction of 
Christian mission and political power, but rather more practically in terms of 
mission and governments – in fact in terms of specific missions/missionaries 
and specific governments. A huge chunk of the principal sections of the Report 
of the Commission on Missions and Governments pertain to the roles, attitude, 
and functions of the missionary rather than towards missions as such. 

Fifth, for Edinburgh 1910 mission was understood in an immediate and 
pragmatic sense. In this pre-Barth and pre-Hoekendijk era, talk was of missions 
rather than of mission. Mission was understood mainly as ‘foreign missions’, as 
the missions of the missionaries rather than in terms of a theological 
understanding of missions per se, the mission of mission societies and mission 
as the work of evangelization in a so-called mission field. In those days, the 
current of mission did flow, not from everywhere to everywhere, but rather 
from the Christian world to the non-Christian world. These are the prevailing 
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understandings of mission that informed Edinburgh 1910 and certainly the 
understanding that informed Commission Seven on ‘Missions and 
Governments’. Theologically, this overt man-based and Church-based 
understanding of missions was nevertheless grounded in God. Gairdner 
reported that the Conference methodology and objectives were the following: 

Like Solomon it sought wisdom – to know … to know what? The work abroad, of 
course, with its thousand facets; the nature of the supreme crisis that faces the 
Church; the Church Catholic itself, to which the whole [mission] enterprise has 
been committed; and – God.6  

We sense here a kind of latent missionary theology built around an 
understanding of mission, with the Church as the main driver of mission. In 
understanding and performing its duty in the world, it was optimistically 
believed that the Christian Church had ‘possibilities as illimitable as God 
Himself …. The issue to which the consideration of the world task of 
Christianity drives us back is whether the Church really possesses Christ’s 
thought about God, and, if not, whether it can get it back’ (emphasis mine).7 
The overwhelming sense was one of mission as an immensely achievable duty 
of the Christian Church – albeit a duty to be accomplished in faith and 
faithfulness to God. The countenancing of failure in achieving the goal of 
evangelizing the world was regarded as a sign of both a lack of faith in God and 
a lack of faith in self. ‘Can anything stand in the way of the accomplishment of 
the good will [of God] but the unbelief of the Church?’8  

2.  The ‘Unusual’ Subject of Mission and Governments 

2.1.  Its Theoretical Underpinnings  

In all the other commissions … the Conference kept, so to speak, within the 
sphere of the Christian Church; but in the Report now to be considered it was 
dealing with an external power, the power of the State all over the world. It was 
one more of the novel features of this Edinburgh Conference, that this unusual 
subject had received treatment…9  

From the above, it becomes clear that the first notable matter underpinning the 
approach of Edinburgh 1910 was the subject of external power. At the time, 
this was considered unusual if not daring.  It was a subject considered to be 
beyond the normal purview of Christian missions. This was driven by an 
understanding of society as organized into different and separate spheres. This 
understanding governed the way in which the Commission understood the 
relation of the sphere of the Christian Church and the sphere of the State.  The 
daring and peculiar nature of the work of this Commission is attributable to the 
fact that the Conference was seen as overstepping its proper sphere and moving 
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into another sphere. To this notion of separate spheres, we must keep, at the 
back of our minds, other tools used to interpret society, already alluded to, such 
as the schemes of high and low civilizations, Christian world and non-Christian 
world, Christian and non-Christian religions. These form the ‘Edinburgh 
toolbox’ of conceptual instruments with which the world was to be read and to 
be understood. In this regard, the sphere of Christian mission was seen to be 
different from, for example, the sphere of government. 

Second, it chose to conduct its task in terms of an analytical-descriptive 
rather than an analytical-critical approach to the subject. It was, in the first 
instance, not concerned with theoretically or theologically debating, let alone 
defining, the ideal. And this was not for lack of awareness of the issues at stake. 
The Commission noted that its subject, ‘… may be theoretically regarded as a 
study of one aspect of the great problem of the relation between the Church and 
the State and the discrimination between the two spheres’.10  The mouth-
watering issues and complex theoretical and theological issues implied in the 
above quotation notwithstanding, the path chosen by the Commission was one 
of accurately establishing the status quo, its problems and promises and: 

… not the ambitious one of defining the ideal relations of Church and State. It is 
the humble work of ascertaining, by a survey of existing facts, what attitude the 
various governments assume towards missions working within their borders, how 
they help and are helped by missions, how they hinder them and, perchance, are 
hindered by them, with a view to disentangle the principles upon which missions 
do work and should work in order to avoid needless offence, and to promote the 
common end, both of governments and of missions – the welfare of the nations.11  

Third, although recognizing the different spheres occupied by the two, as 
discussed in the first principle discussed above, the Commission ultimately 
recognizes and recommends a ‘co-operant’, rather than a conflicting 
relationship, between missions and governments. The reason is that ‘to restrain 
evil and promote good is the duty of government’, and both missions and 
governments are interested and invested in ‘the welfare of the nations’.12  

Fourth, there were, even after the decision for the Commission to seek non-
confrontational principles upon which to build mission and government 
relations, there were at least ‘three wrongs’ discussed at the Conference where 
confrontation between mission and government lurked. These ‘three wrongs’ 
were: i) opium traffic, ii) liquor traffic and iii) enforced labour. All three 
impinged on the income and profits which major Western countries were 
making in relation to other countries.13  

2.2.  Findings and Recommendations of the Commission 
It is necessary to recall here the distinctions between governments highlighted 
above, namely countries of a) low civilization, but independent; b) higher 
civilization and independent; c) low civilization, under Christian rule; d) higher 
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civilization under Christian rule or influence, and e) those of the highest 
international rank. How missionaries should behave in relation to government 
and how the relations between missions and governments are to be structured 
depends on the type of government in place, as sketched out in the foregoing 
scheme. For the rest, the findings essentially contain a set of elucidated 
guidelines for missionaries in terms of how to relate to various governments in 
such a way as to advance the missionary cause. These guidelines were 
themselves compiled from the input of missionaries in various mission fields 
controlled by various types of government.  

Concerning loyalty to political governments, the report suggested that 
missionaries should generally be guided by the principle of ‘rendering unto 
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and unto God the things that are God’s’ 
regardless of the form and face of Caesar in the various contexts of the world. 
This included a recommendation to pray for the ruling prince. In this regard, the 
Commission rejoiced in the knowledge that ‘the Gospel is the Gospel for the 
national and not the product of Western thought nor a means of advancing 
Western interests’.14  

Concerning the heightened sense of political aspiration in many parts of the 
world, combined with the missionary efforts to ‘disentangle the essentials of 
Christian faith and life from the Western outgrowths and accompaniments…’,15  
the Commission found that the work of missions could not but be affected, 
‘especially in the many lands where the missionary belongs to a dominant 
race’.16   In this regard, the Commission highlighted three crucial principles: a) 
missionaries were to desist from ‘political agitation’ for ‘this is outside their 
sphere’, b) missionaries have a duty to ‘teach and practice obedience to settled 
government’, c) they also have duty to ‘exercise their influence for the removal 
of gross oppression and injustice, particularly where the Government is in the 
hands of men of their own race … provided that in so doing they keep clear of 
association with any political movement’.17  

Concerning the public services of missionaries, the Commission was most 
articulate and full of praise for the numerous ways in which the work of 
missionaries was of great service to governments, claiming that ‘they have won 
an influence which has made the task of governments comparatively easy; and 
everywhere they continue to manifest and inculcate that loyalty to and co-
operation with governments, without which the latter indeed may rule, but 
without which they cannot fit a people for the higher task of ruling 
themselves’.18  

Concerning other more generalized principles governing missionary 
relations towards governments, the Commission pronounced thus: 

• Missionaries remain subject to their own governments as domiciled 
foreigners, ‘entitled to all the privileges and subject to all the 
disabilities of domiciled aliens’.19  
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• The convert remains subject of his government. ‘His [sic] civil 
status is not changed, except insofar as the law of the country may 
impose civil disabilities upon the profession of Christianity.’20  

• Relations between missionaries and converts are ‘purely 
religious’.21  

• All independent states have the right to control and regulate the 
civil and municipal lives of its subjects. 

• All independent states have the civil right to admit or refuse 
missionaries. 

• ‘…where settled government exists, it is the protector of all within 
its borders; and the missionary should act on the presumption that it 
will protect’.22    

Concerning the main points of difficulty between missions and governments (in 
restrictions on movements and settlement of missionaries, their acquisition of 
property, persecution or discrimination against converts, compensation for 
injuries, cooperation in matters of public welfare) the Commission made the 
following general observations: 

• ‘The government has the legal right in its own order (civil) to lay 
such regulation as it thinks necessary upon the missionary’s 
action.’23 (Recognizing that the missionary may choose to 
disregard, but only at the pain of relinquishing, his civil rights). 

• Missionaries are urged to appeal to civil powers sparingly and to 
exercise wisdom/restraint in claiming extra-territorial rights. 

• Missionaries should always seek to strike a balance between 
‘Christian expediency’ and their demand for legal rights. 

• The work of the Commission was not without a certain prophetic 
edge. The Commissioners were prepared to stick their necks out on 
such contentious issues as the following: 

• The Commission contended that ‘a respectful remonstrance’ should 
be made to the British government for the excessive deference to 
Islam and the excessive restrictions placed upon Christian 
missionaries in such countries as Egypt, the Sudan, and Northern 
Nigeria.24  

• It was strongly suggested by the Commission that the Conference 
should ‘make a decided pronouncement upon the Congo question’, 
where massive atrocities were being committed by the Belgian 
rulers in the context of forced labour in pursuit of profits connected 
with the acquisition of rubber.25  In this regard, the Commission 
also noted that ‘a system of forced labour is always liable to the 
greatest abuses’.26  

• Concerning the difficulties faced by Christian missionaries and 
their converts in so-called Mohammedan lands, the Commission 
asked the rhetorical question of whether ‘the time (has) not come in 
the development of a world civilisation and of international 
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relationships when the enlightened nations of the world may make 
freedom of action in religious profession the birthright of every 
man?’27  

• Notwithstanding all the ‘hindrances put in the way of missions by 
the policy of governments … nothing is a greater hindrance than 
the feebleness of the sense of responsibility for the welfare of the 
more backward races which is felt by the more advanced … (so 
that) even men in high public positions do not hesitate to speak of 
all “coloured” races as if they were doomed to perpetual national 
servitude …’.28  

• The Commission advocated that ‘the traffic in opium should cease 
unless under the restrictions proper to a dangerous drug’ whist also 
expressing the hope that the British government ‘may be able to 
meet the financial difficulties created by the cessation of opium 
revenue without further burdening the people with tax’.29  

• The Commission further urged the ‘severe restriction, if not the 
absolute prohibition of the sale of intoxicating liquor to native 
races, among whom its use has hitherto been practically unknown, 
or on whom its use is manifestly producing deteriorating effects’.30  

3. How Far Have We Come? 

3.1.  Church State Relations before Constantine 
The question of Church and State is a topic steeped in the earliest memories of 
Christian history. The original context of ‘Church-State’ relations was one of, 
on the one hand, a vast, powerful and extensive State demanding both taxes and 
allegiance, and on the other, a small, weak, but determined formation of 
followers of Christ who believed and confessed him as Lord and Saviour. Here 
lies the inherent subversive nature of the Christian faith: the admission that 
upon being crucified Christ died, the belief that Christ rose from the dead and 
the fervent hope Christ will come again to usher in a new dispensation. This is 
the triad of beliefs in which is contained the seeds of Christianity’s relations to 
civil authorities.  It was in this context that the nascent Christian Church was 
born – developing its identity, defining its mission, developing its theology and 
perfecting its rituals and structures.  

Jesus’ engagement of Pilate as the procurator sought to establish whether 
Jesus was king or not is quite instructive. First, he seemed to brush the question 
aside by fearlessly implying that Pilate might not be able to think 
independently, retorting, ‘Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you 
about me?’ (John 18:34 NRSV). Later, Jesus puts it to Pilate that, ‘You say that 
I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world…’ (John 
18:37 NRSV), even though he had also said his kingdom was not of this world. 
When Pilate asserted his ‘power’ (from Caesar) either to crucify or free, Jesus 
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disputes the source of Pilate’s ‘power’ declaring, ‘You would have no power 
over me unless it had been given you from above…’ (John 19:11 NRSV). With 
these words, Jesus seems to dismiss both the ‘power’ of Pilate and the authority 
of Caesar deferring instead to the real power and real authority of God. 
Denuded of his ‘power’ both by Jesus and by the crowds who were determined 
to coerce him to do their will, Pilate, as a final resort, takes to a  ‘what-I-have-
written-I have-written’ stance – all in a pathetic and hollow attempt to salvage 
some semblance of ‘power’ and to mitigate the indignity of being stripped of 
power so completely and so publicly. This same insistence of Jesus on a higher 
form of allegiance, allegiance to God and not to ‘man’, was to be invoked by 
Jesus’ disciples and followers many times in the course of the first few 
centuries of Christianity, even in the face of persecution and death.  

3.2.  Church State Relations after Constantine 
The conversion of Constantine and the resultant mainstreaming of Christianity 
eased Church-State relations considerably. From then on, Christians had to 
reorder their relations with the State – now a benevolent and friendly State. To 
speak of Church and State is ultimately to speak about power – its 
understanding and its exercise as well as the social and economic arrangements 
between people. In this regard, the Deuteronomic and prophetic teachings of 
the Bible become relevant alongside the teachings and practice of Jesus and the 
early Church. The topic invokes a discussion of how the Church understands 
power and its structuring, purpose and exercise. For example, there are really 
no Church and State relations to discuss when both Church and State 
understand, structure, order and exercise power in essentially the same way. 
The advent of the Constantinian era did not erode the importance of Biblical 
teachings; if anything, such teachings become an important resource as the 
Church defines and redefines its own attitude to power both internally and 
externally. To return to the phraseology we used at the beginning of this essay, 
after Constantine, the Church can no longer afford to ignore the ‘politics’ of its 
message, or assume the innocence of its own ‘political existence’ any more 
than the Church can afford to ignore the mission of the Constantinian State. 
After Constantine, the State is no longer satisfied (if it ever was) with being 
given what belongs to it because it is now possible for the Church to be drawn 
into the sphere of the State. After Constantine, the Church is no longer 
innocent, but it is implicated in the State even as the State is implicated in the 
Church. This mutual implication is complex and subtle, overt and covert, 
voluntary and involuntary, normal and abnormal, obvious and not so obvious. 
After Constantine, there is formal and legalized mutual seduction between 
Church and State. In this regard, the Reformation notion of spheres is a helpful 
hermeneutical key, but the actual determination of what aspect of what issue 
belongs to which sphere is not easy to decipher.  
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4.  Evaluating Commission Seven for our Times 
4.1.  The late David Bosch has been criticized by, among others, Greg 
Cuthbertson, in one of the early reviews of his book, for overstating the 
influence of the Enlightenment on mission.31 While we agree with some of the 
criticism in Cuthbertson’s review, we do not think that (at least for Protestant 
missions) it is possible to overstate the influence of modernity. The long 
shadow of the enlightenment was cast over the 1910 Edinburgh Conference, 
perhaps in more ways than many of the subsequent conferences. This does not 
mean that Protestant missions were a carbon copy of Enlightenment thinking. 
Rather, it means that the Enlightenment provided the major and the dominant 
framework upon which the theory and practice of missions was developed. 
Protestant thinking on mission – even thinking that was decidedly opposed to 
aspects of Enlightenment thinking – was often either mirrored or modelled on 
Enlightenment paradigms.  

4.2.  We have already noted how the growing scientific belief of the earth as 
one planet among others was used by the participants in the Edinburgh 
Conference to argue for:  i) the uniqueness of earth as that one special place 
where God chose to send His Son with  ii) the coherence and oneness of earth 
interpreted as a metaphor for a single world emptily and hungrily awaiting one 
salvation, one baptism; one Lord. Indeed, its scientific oneness was transfigured 
into a necessary and imminent oneness in Christ which would come with 
missionaries doubling their efforts and governments assisting accordingly. It is 
in this belief that the missionary cause sometimes appeared indistinguishable 
from the colonial project. What confronts us today is the notion of the world as 
a ‘global village’ – one of the most subversive expressions of our times –with 
instant links of communication and travel, cultures, peoples, sounds, tastes and 
smells from afar, available at the touch of a button. But how real is the global 
village to one and all? Is it a global village for goods, people or money? Is it a 
global village for all or is it just for some? Is the global village available and 
amenable to mission? What is the difference between ‘globe’ and ‘earth’? 

4.3.  Edinburgh 1910 participants not only borrowed from enlightenment 
descriptions of the word and enlightenment ordering of the world’s peoples, 
cultures and religions, they also adapted and, in some cases conservatively 
resisted, enlightenment interpretative frameworks in order to construct their 
theology of mission and vice versa. We now live at a time when the economic 
metaphor reigns supreme. Countries and peoples are defined by their placement 
on the economic scale – the time of the market, the emerging market, the 
established market and the self-regulating market. We speak today of the 
developed, developing and underdeveloped world. How has missiology 
appropriated and dealt with the grammar? Is Christian mission an aspect of 
developmentalist and market paradigm or is it a challenge to this agenda, or 
both? One of the remarkable things about the notions of the world as globe and 
the world as market is how both seem to eschew and eclipse human beings. 
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Neither the term ‘globe’ nor ‘market’ necessarily foreground people. It is one 
thing to criticize our forbears for having depended heavily on the language and 
socio-analytical tools of their times; it is quite another when we have to 
consider our own captivity to the metaphors of our own time. If we were to do 
away with the economic grammar of our times; if we were to revise or do away 
with the notions of globe, market or development, what would we put in their 
place? If we were to discard the vision of a development as propounded by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, what alternative 
vision of society would we put in its place and from what source would we 
draw the building blocks of such a vision? In a world that was scientifically 
defined as a unit, our missionary forbears proceeded to argue that the world 
was not really ‘one’ until and unless it was evangelized.  What, then, is the role 
of faith in Christ in the quest for economic development and control of the 
markets? 

4.4.  One of the big suggestions of David Bosch in his Transforming 
Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (1991) – the most 
controversial in my opinion – is the suggestion that one of the big moves we 
have to make in terms of our understanding of mission is the shift from 
‘mission is’ to ‘mission as’ – his suggestion that mission has to be carried out 
in many modes. Bosch then makes a list of ‘mission as’ suggestions: liberation, 
justice, contextualization … etc. The real question is whether Bosch sees the 
transition from ‘mission is’ to ‘mission as’ a complete and single movement so 
the one replaces the other, once and for all. My sense is that ‘mission as’ is not 
a replacement of ‘mission is’, but an expression of it. Each generation therefore 
has the challenge both to define (i.e., mission is) and to contextualize (mission 
as) mission. Since Edinburgh 1910, we have moved from missions to mission – 
the mission of God who so loved the world that he gave his only Son. Herein 
lies also our understanding of the power of Christian mission as opposed to the 
power of our missions. While God is powerful, the Church may need to come 
to terms with the power of its powerlessness. We may need to engage in 
mission at the tactical rather than the strategic level – tactics being, as Michel 
De Certeau has taught us, the art of the weak.32  By and large, we want to 
suggest that we persist in subscribing to power models of mission, relying more 
on Matthew 28 than on John 3, even though the context we live in confounds 
our assumptions and methods.  

4.5.  It is clear that our forbears operated with the idea that, although there 
was much overlap, there was nevertheless a government sphere and a 
‘missions’ sphere. The problem is that there was not always a clear-cut space of 
intersection and non-intersection. Indeed, whenever the boundaries between 
Church and State are too clearly defined and too easily recognized by both 
sides, it is a sign of danger. In South Africa, the problem of spheres was often 
invoked by Apartheid-era politicians who cautioned against the mixing of 
politics and religion – so that the sphere of politics was meant to be totally 
detached from that of religions. Armed with the tool of distinct spheres our 
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Edinburgh forbears proceeded to map out some principles in terms of which 
Church and State were to relate. The challenge we face in the globalizing world 
is that spheres are harder not merely to distinguish one from the other but also 
to identify – for a variety of reasons. The walls surrounding most spheres are 
constantly being undermined and dissolved. No sooner are they set up than they 
are brought down. Think of the sphere of government as opposed to the sphere 
of the so-called private or corporate sector; the sphere of the private as opposed 
to the sphere of the public, the sphere of the personal as opposed to the sphere 
of the political. Have we perhaps reached a stage where, owing to the fluidity 
and porous nature of the spheres, we should consider either rethinking the 
whole scheme radically or abandoning it altogether?  Think of the extent to 
which the nation-State has either ceased to have meaning and influence or 
ceased to exist. In this regard, the notion of government becomes elusive. 
Governments are important but perhaps not such centres of power as they once 
were. It also reveals the futility of limiting our focus to one government (or to 
government alone) when there is a network of other players benefiting from, or 
influencing, the government in question. 

4.6.  It is remarkable that Edinburgh 1910 managed to identify and speak out 
against some clear wrongs in relation to the action of governments, for example 
the opium traffic, liquor traffic and enforced labour, plus atrocities in the 
Belgian Congo. All three impinged on the income and profits of the major 
powers of the day.  One of the most remarkable things about African wars and 
instabilities is the way in which some of them are able to rage on without 
seriously affecting the sale of platinum, diamonds and oil taking place in the 
same context. Similarly, there are business arrangements between countries that 
affect and regulate sales of drugs, which arrangements do to address the crises 
faced by humanity today – the case of anti-retroviral AIDS drugs being a 
candid example. The trafficking in women and girl children, as well as the 
scourge of sex tourism, is another poignant example. 

4.7.  Power relations in the world. The influence of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), G7 countries and the United States of America (note that 
we have excluded the United Nations) has long been recognized as one of the 
main drivers of power and powerlessness, wealth and poverty, in the world 
today. We cannot discuss the question of mission and political power without 
confronting this reality. Indeed the most pressing question for mission today is 
how we conceive of Christian mission in the light of globalization as driven by 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), G7 countries and a rampant United 
States of America – which also happens to be Christian. 

4.8.  Will the 2010 Missionary Conference look different from its 1910 
predecessor? In 1910 Commission One’s membership included, so far as my 
forbears are concerned, Arthur Grandjean and Henri-Alexander Junod, Swiss 
Missionaries in the north of South African and the South of Mozambique 
respectively. Will the Commissions be any more representative in 2010? This is 
the third decade in which we have listened to arguments indicating that there 
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has been a shift in the centre of gravity of Christianity from the global-north to 
the global-south. But what does this mean and why is it taking so long to sink 
in?  One of the reasons why it has taken so long is that the global-south 
remains, by and large, an economically and politically powerless hemisphere. 
The swelling numbers of Christians in the global-south do not translate into 
power. Indeed, as Jesse Mugambi of Kenya has rhetorically asked: 

… how [can we] explain the apparent contradiction, that contemporary Africa 
continues to be, perhaps the most religious continent in the world, and yet its 
peoples remain the most abused of all in history. How could it be that peoples 
who continue to call on God most reverently are the ones whom God seems to 
neglect most vehemently? Could it be that irreligion in the key to success, and that 
religion is the key to backwardness?33   

The shift in gravity has not moved the World Council of Churches (WCC) from 
Geneva to Accra, Ghana. It will not move Wall Street, New York to Soweto, 
South Africa and it has not moved the World Alliance of Reformed Churches 
(WARC) office from Geneva, Switzerland to Seoul, South Korea.  Perhaps we 
need a much more quantitative basis, a much more tactical basis, for creating a 
new vision for mission than numbers and gravities. 

4.9.  An aspect to which we have hinted above regarding the 1910 
Edinburgh Conference is the extent to which it was comfortable with the 
practice of naming others in terms of Christian criteria and standards. The 
notion of the ‘non-Christian world’ may have seemed obvious and self-
explanatory to them, but it has over the past ninety-five years become hugely 
problematic. It is, for one thing, a massive generalization. It also seeks to confer 
on ‘the other’ a description whose intention it is to evaluate and to prepare for 
eventual take-over. Admittedly, the notion of civilization was employed to 
balance out the notion of non-Christian, for example Japan and China were 
granted the status of being civilized, though non-Christian. Yet the overarching 
frame under which they and all the rest fell was that of ‘non-Christian’, just as 
the world was seen to be either ‘Christian’ or ‘non-Christian’. Ninety-five years 
later, we have learnt that it is fair and preferable to call people what they call 
themselves rather than describe them in terms of who we are. The insistence on 
naming others in our terms has many implications. It speaks against genuine 
exchange, stunts our capacity to listen, and militates against genuine mission. 
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COMMISSION SEVEN IN LIGHT OF A 
CENTURY OF EXPERIENCE IN CUBA 

Adolfo Ham 

Commission Seven: a Latin American Reading 
From a Latin American perspective, the Commission Seven Report is marked 
by Constantinian thinking. Most of the governments of the ‘First World’ 
protected, and some even helped, the churches in their missionary endeavours. 
The mentality of the corpus christianum was prevalent in that the churches 
comfortably regarded their different societies as genuine realizations of the 
Kingdom. Missions were still guided by the Vasco da Gama approach: a joint 
project of the governments and the churches, with missions seen as a civilizing 
drive. Non-western nations were seen as having yet to ‘learn to appreciate the 
blessings of Christian civilization’.1 The Report is marked by an almost 
eschatological sense of triumphalism, an uncritical acceptance of the 
missionary endeavour. The participants were unconscious of their underlying 
ideological presuppositions: a kind of capitalism somehow balanced by a 
moderate democratic socialism. However they affirmed that: ‘Christianity is a 
revolutionary moral force, and should be conscious also of not permitting its 
character to be misunderstood, keeping in the forefront the spiritual and 
personal transformation which Christianity aims at.’2 Europe was naively 
considered a Christian continent, especially the Protestant nations, while other 
races and countries were considered ‘backward’. And yet they could affirm that 
‘the Gospel is for all nations, and not a product of Western thought nor means 
of advancing Western interests’!3  

The question of compensation illustrates the prevailing presuppositions. The 
Report suggested that in some circumstances, when some wrong was done to 
missionaries, they could claim for compensation.4  Now it is just the opposite: 
many people allege that the missionary societies and churches should pay some 
form of compensation for the damage done to indigenous cultures and races. 
This claim for ‘restitution’ (or reparation) has been dear to the aborigines and 
the black population in North America. Thomas Aquinas dealt with it in his 
Summa Theologica, expressing that in an unjust war to appropriate booty is 
spoliation and restitution has to be made.5 This principle was applied in a 
surprising way by Bartolomé de las Casas when he argued that the only way to 
evangelize the Indians was to free them, and to restore to them whatever was 
taken from them by force.6  Las Casas refused to give absolution of their sins to 
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the encomenderos and those who participated in wars, and therefore they could 
not participate in the Eucharist. 

W.R. Hogg, in his well-known book Ecumenical Foundations, comments on 
‘Edinburgh’s omissions’, mentioning women’s work, literature, medicine, and 
emphasizing that for many ‘the most important omission was Latin America’. 
Since the Roman Catholic Church fulfilled the missionary task, Latin America 
was not considered Protestant mission territory. The self-imposed limitation for 
the conference subject was ‘missions to non-Christians’. Hogg comments: ‘The 
great difficulty proved to be the fact that Latin America was a ‘border line’ case 
and in the hectic pressure that was Edinburgh there was no time to work it out. 
The whole question was the ‘gravest issue’ with which J.H. Oldham as 
conference secretary had to cope.’7 R. E. Speer, Secretary of the Board of 
Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church in the USA, led the opponents to 
this exclusion and organized informal meetings of interested delegates who 
planned a ‘Conference on Missions in Latin America’ in New York in 1913. In 
an attempt to address this issue, they created the ‘Committee on Cooperation in 
Latin America’ which convened the Panama Missions Congress in 1916 and 
was for many decades, until the creation of CLAI (the Latin American Council 
of Churches) in 1982, the main ecumenical agency for missions and 
collaboration in Latin America (the American way, of course!). Speer claimed 
that the exclusion of Latin America from Edinburgh 1910 led to its inclusion on 
the missionary map of the world! Perhaps it would not have been so if Latin 
America had been in the Edinburgh agenda. Nevertheless the legitimization of 
Protestant missions does not remove the problem of the relation between 
Roman Catholic Missions and Protestant missions and the fact that many 
Protestant churches do not regard the Roman Catholic Church as capable of 
engaging in authentic Christian mission.  

The Conference participants were convinced that the programme of the 
missionaries was beyond any suspicion, so that they had the right to demand 
freedom of action. No doubt that they start from respecting the constituted 
authorities and governments. They are following the rule stated by our Master: 
‘Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are 
God’s.’8 We can share their conviction that ‘Alive as missionaries are to the 
fact that Christianity is a revolutionary moral force, they are equally alive to the 
danger of permitting its character to be misunderstood, and to the necessity of 
keeping in the forefront the spiritual and personal transformation that 
Christianity aims at.’9  

Christian Faith and Political Power: the Latin American Experience 
The history of missions in Latin America, as elsewhere, has its shadows and its 
lights. Roman Catholic missions featured the requerimiento, requiring the 
Indians to swear a double loyalty: to the Catholic Church and the Spanish 
Crown. On the bright side, we remember missionaries like Bishop Antonio de 
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Valdivieso in Nicaragua who was assassinated by an encomendero,10  Antonio 
de Montesinos, Bartolomé de las Casas, Obispo Toribio de Mogrovejo, Pedro 
de Córdova and others. Bartolomé de las Casas was the first priest to be 
ordained in the Americas in 1510. He was an encomendero in Santo Domingo, 
but in 1511 he heard Father Montesinos preach a sermon against Indian 
exploitation and from that time on he became the most brave and consistent 
defender of the Indians before the Spanish Crown and a forerunner of the 
Theology of Liberation. In 1542 he was able to speak personally to the 
Emperor Charles V and succeeded in making the Consejo de Indias in 
Valladolid to approve the ‘Leyes Nuevas de Indias’, by which more freedom 
was granted to the Indians. For him the whole system of encomiendas was 
‘unjust, impious, scandalous, irrational and absurd’.11 He was one of the main 
actors in the first theological and philosophical controversy over the Americas: 
the issue of whether or not the Indians were human beings. Francisco de Vitoria 
held that the Indians were ‘animals’. Although Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda 
defended the Spanish conquest, which las Casas disparaged, both he and las 
Casas defended the full humanity of Indians, as did Pope Paul III.  

The ideology of that time made a difference between ‘lands of peace’ and 
‘lands of war’ (as today!) In lands of war it was justifiable to inflict all evils 
(the ‘just war’ theory). If the Indian territories were considered ‘lands of war’ 
then evangelization was violent, if ‘lands of peace’ it was done in great 
sympathy with the aborigines. Who made the decision? In terms of the law of 
the ‘Patronato Real’ (Royal Patronage), approved by Pope Alexander VI in his 
bulls Inter Caetera (3–4 May 1493) to the benefit of the Spanish crown, the 
Catholic Church was under the direct supervision of the Spanish Crown, as was 
the case with the Portuguese colonization. Mission meant, in our case, 
‘hispanization’, as later on at the end of the nineteenth century with the arrival 
of US missionaries it meant ‘americanization’! Of course, the religious beliefs 
of the Indians were considered idolatrous, superstitious and atheist and had to 
be eradicated. The Catholic missionary was in the best of cases seen by the 
Indians as ‘a more human sorcerer’. 

Rivera Pagán observes:  

Novus mundus, nova ecclesia. The utopian imagination of the late Renaissance, so 
dramatically expressed in Thomas Moro’s Utopia, the fusion of the missionary 
spirit of the mendicant orders and the inexorable violence of the conquistadores, 
not only transferred Christianity to the Americas, but also created the conditions 
for the renewal of the church of the poor, the distinctive characteristic of the 
apostolic ekklesia. It was a complex combination of material and spiritual forces 
which tried to save the soul of the aborigines, but at the same time made possible 
the enslavement of his body and sometimes legitimated his annihilation. The 
avarice and greed of the conquistadores seemed to be a divine paradox through 
which God calls the indigenous population to redemption.12  
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No wonder that when Pope John Paul II visited Salta in Argentine in April 
1987, 2,500 aborigines presented him the following statement: 

Welcome John Paul II to these lands which originally belonged to our ancestors 
and that we do not possess any more! On their behalf and those of us who 
survived massacres and genocide, we declare you our guest and brother … But we 
were free and the land belonged to us. We lived out of what the land gave us 
generously, and all ate abundantly. We praised our God in our language, with our 
gestures and dances, with home made musical instruments. Until one day, the 
European civilization arrived. It planted the sword, language, and the cross, and 
crucified our peoples. The Indian blood of those made martyrs yesterday because 
they defended their land, were the seeds of the silent martyrs of today who with 
slow pace carry our cross of five centuries. In this cross you brought to the 
Americas you changed the Christ of Judea for the Christ of the indigenous 
population … May it be that all this blood poured by the ethnocide and genocide, 
which our native nations have suffered, serve to become the new consciousness of 
humankind, for the new relations based on justice and fraternity among the 
peoples.13 

One of the best experiments in missions in Latin America was the ‘Jesuit 
reductions’ or ‘Missions’ in the seventeenth century. Around a hundred of them 
were launched in Brazil, Argentina and mostly in Paraguay among the 
guaraníes.  These reducciones were outstanding attempts to put into practice a 
‘utopian’ Christianity.14  But over a century and a half of clashes unfortunately 
finished them. This outstanding experiment was suffocated by conflicts with 
the colonial powers, rivalries with other religious orders, and the opposition of 
all the persons who benefited by the oppression of the Indians. But the main 
cause may have been their failure to form an authentic church for the natives. 

In Cuba, Protestant missions began in 1898, during the first intervention by 
the USA at the end of the Spanish/American/Cuban war. Earlier, during the 
Spanish domination (1498–1898), there had been no religious tolerance. In the 
Cuban case the first missionaries were ‘Cuban missionary patriots’ who had 
become Protestants during their exile in the USA, where they had fled as exiles 
and where they had gathered funds for the war of liberation. These patriots had 
an ecumenical spirit and fostered collaboration among the different Protestant 
churches. Unfortunately the patriots were soon replaced by American 
professional missionaries whose ideology was clearly in favour of the 
American way of life and ideals.   

The professional missionaries in Cuba were under Home Mission Boards.  
Though these Boards denounced colonial intentions the US government and 
intellectuals at that time were speaking of their ‘Manifest Destiny’.  Most 
missionaries came from the South and/or had studied in conservative 
theological seminaries.  Many of these saw themselves as the ‘new chosen 
people of God’ who would implant the Kingdom of God on earth.  Such 
individuals could also advocate the ‘Monroe Doctrine’.  In 1823 President 
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James Monroe and the US Congress determined that the US could intervene in 
the Americas if necessary to ‘keep order’.   

The patriots and founding fathers saw the risks in the position of those 
Cubans who were in favour of ‘annexing’ Cuba to the USA. The most 
outstanding of these was José Martí (1853–1895), who can be described as the 
period’s most important intellectual and the patriot who led the war of 
independence from Spain. In his writings Martí often denounced the ideology 
of those pastors in the US who were ‘instruments of the government and in 
favour of the rich against the poor!’15 Two examples will suffice.    

E. E. Clements, Methodist Missionary and also Editor of The Cuban 
Evangelist, in 1907 wrote an editorial entitled ‘Americanism and Cuba’ in 
which he said:  

The most potent force in American influence in Cuba is to be found in the spirit 
called Americanism, which grows out of the prevailing sense of freedom, justice, 
truth and moral obligation. … Today the bulwark of our civilization is our holy 
religion. … Every American that comes to the island becomes a centre of 
influence and in a sense an interpreter of Americanism. … The business man is 
also called of God whether he heed or not, to practice the gospel, to be a living 
example, known and read of all men. His obligation is just as sacred as that of the 
missionary, and his manner of life should be such as becometh the gospel of 
Christ.16  

Bishop W. A. Candler wrote the same year in the same publication an article 
entitled ‘The peculiar appeal made to us by our Cuba Mission’ and commented:  

It is a matter of our interest as well of our duty to give the gospel to the Cuban 
people. The world knows by the history of the French Revolution what comes to 
pass when a nation throws off both monarchical government and Christianity at 
the same time. … When the Cubans cast off Spanish rule they threw off in a great 
measure such Christianity, and their revolution therefore, went to the very 
foundations of their social, as well as their political system. If faithlessness now 
prevail among them, so will disorder and faithlessness prevail among them unless 
Protestantism shall rescue many of them from the abyss of doubt which opens 
before them. And disorder in Cuba is damage to America. Our country stands 
pledged to preserve order there. It is better and cheaper to do this by the power of 
an enlightened and enlightening faith than by force of arms and acts of 
statecraft.17  

This very kind of ideology not only prevailed in Cuba for many decades but in 
all Latin America. The two premises were: (a) Protestantism is modern and 
progressive; Christianity means freedom, while Roman Catholicism (often 
called ‘Romanism’) represented retrograde and reactionary Medieval 
Christianity.  (b) The USA had received the commission from God to be the 
vanguard of Protestantism and the saviour of the world. As late as 1951 a 
committee which was preparing a continental Ecumenical Council, the 
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predecessor of the present CLAI (Latin American Council of Churches), 
translated and published as preparatory material a book by a French Protestant, 
Frederick Hoffet, entitled Protestant Imperialism (imperialism in a positive 
sense!) which argued that all the Roman Catholic countries were backward and 
ignorant and should turn Protestant, since these countries were the richest, most 
civilized and progressive!18  

Christianity and Politics in Latin America Today 
In most of the Latin American countries, relations between church and state 
have been regulated by the Concordats (short for Pactum Concordatum, 
referring to the legal agreements between governments and the Holy See). The 
countries which have signed concordats with the Holy See are: Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Haiti, 
Paraguay, Perú, and Venezuela. Nevertheless, in some countries, there has been 
a separation of church and state with freedom of worship and missions being 
granted to other Christian denominations and religions. Liberal governments 
have sought to change the status of the Roman Catholic Church as the state 
church and liberalize the obligations of the Concordats.  

Perhaps the most radical situation in the early twentieth century was that of 
Mexico. Between July 1859 and December 1860 Benito Juárez promulgated the 
Reformation Laws: nationalization of the properties of the Roman Catholic 
Clergy, the law on freedom of worship and others. The Roman Catholic Church 
had been the State Church but from that time onwards the Church was 
separated from the State. The State was the owner of all the Church’s property 
and the Church could not possess legal capacity.  Clergymen were forbidden to 
participate in politics. In July 1992 several articles of the Constitution were 
revised, granting the churches the right to own property, to have legal capacity 
and to teach religion in the schools. In Nicaragua the liberal revolution of 1893 
abolished the Concordat, but it is said that the present Head of State is seeking 
its re-instalment. In Bolivia the third article of the Constitution states: ‘The 
state recognizes and supports the Roman Catholic and Apostolic Roman 
Church. It guarantees the public function of any other cult. The relations with 
the Roman Catholic Church will be regulated according to the concordat and 
other agreements between the Bolivian state and the Holy See.’19  

Today, with the ever-greater participation of Protestant pastors and leaders 
in politics, a new situation is developing in Latin America.  The change can be 
traced to the 1950s and countries like Brazil and Peru. It has been documented 
that Protestants participated in the Mexican revolution of the 1920s. In 
Guatemala two pastors from the Neo-Pentecostal churches came to power as 
Dictator Generals, E. Ríos Montt in 1982-83 and J. Serrano Elías in 1991-1993. 
Carlos Garcia, a Baptist Minister was Vice-President in Peru, and Jaime Oriz 
Hurtado, an Evangelical lawyer and theological educator, was member of the 
Constitutional Assembly in Colombia. Three pastors – a Baptist, a Presbyterian 
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and an Anglican – are at present members of the Cuban Parliament. In other 
countries Protestants have organized political parties, parties with differing 
political orientations (Venezuela 1978, Brazil 1986, Peru 1990, Argentina 
1991, etc.).  

Influential mega-churches, and movements like the ‘Universal Church of the 
Kingdom of God’, originated in Brazil in 1977 and now extend to many 
countries, including North America. Such churches have promoted the theology 
of the ‘prosperity gospel’. Although in these churches the emphasis is on 
personal conversion, they create networks of mutual help that contribute to 
moral change. This explosive growth (mainly in Brazil, Chile, Guatemala and 
Nicaragua) and the phenomenon of ‘charismatization’ and ‘pentecostalization’ 
of the churches in Latin America, even in some of the ‘historical churches’, is 
an outstanding missiological challenge. Samuel Escobar poses the important 
question: will this Popular Protestantism become the heir of the sixteenth-
century European Reformation?20  On the Roman Catholic side we should not 
forget the great contribution of the Theology of Liberation and the Base 
Ecclesiastical Communities. Inspiration is drawn from the lives of Father 
Camilo Torres (who was killed in action after serving as a Columbian guerrilla 
from 1956 to 1966) and Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero in El Salvador 
(1917-1980) who took sides with the poor and was assassinated as he was 
leading mass on 24 March 1980.  

Jose Miguez Bonino gives a good assessment of the overall situation:  

The difficulty of characterizing in absolute and unequivocal terms the different 
groups and churches in Latin America results from an important phenomenon that 
we must take into account. Some of the more acute tensions and conflicts on the 
Latin American religious scene have to do with theological interpretations, social 
commitments, and visions of the mission of Christianity which do not correspond 
to confessional or denominational divisions but across them. The result is that we 
have – and I think we will increasingly have – forms of association which will 
bring together Christians from different churches for common tasks and witness 
without, in many cases, breaking the ties with their own communities. But this, no 
doubt, will be potentially conflictive. Or it may introduce a ferment for change, 
even as it opens up the possibility of new unities.21  

Church and State in the Cuban Revolution 
The situation in Cuba is characterized by the triumph of the Cuban Revolution 
in 1959, which quickly developed into a Marxist-Leninist type of revolution. In 
terms of the relation of churches to the state, at least five different periods can 
be discerned. 

1.  Honeymoon 1959 
The whole population was united against the dictator Fulgencio Batista who 
had come to power by a coup d’etat on March 1952. The struggle was led by 
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Fidel Castro, who unsuccessfully attacked an army garrison in Santiago de 
Cuba on 26 July 1953. In early December 1956 Castro landed in the south-
eastern part of Cuba with a group of followers and in the mountains of the 
Sierra Maestra began the guerrilla struggle against Batista, which finally won 
over his army. Castro’s second-in-command was Frank Pais, the son of a 
Baptist pastor. Pais was a very committed Christian. He organized civic 
resistance and was responsible for supplying the guerrillas in the mountains. 
There were other Christian leaders, both Catholic and Protestant, who promoted 
the insurrection, such as J.A. Echeverria, Esteban Hernandez, and Oscar 
Lucero. Batista quit office on 1 January 1959 and a new revolutionary 
government led by Fidel Castro was installed.  

2.  Mistrust and confrontation 1960–1968 
In 1960 the revolution became more radicalized. All banks, foreign concerns 
and sugar mills were nationalized. In 1961 the USA broke diplomatic relations 
with the Cuban government, a situation that has continued to the present. The 
literacy campaign was launched and one of the key figures was a Presbyterian 
minister who was then serving as the Executive Secretary of the Cuban Council 
of Churches. During this same year masses of people started to flee to the USA 
as part of a propaganda plan to de-stabilize the revolution. In April 1961 the 
Bay of Pigs invasion, led by a group of anti-Castro mercenaries, was quickly 
defeated when at the last minute the US Government refused its support. One 
effect was the proclamation of the Socialist (Marxist) character of the Cuban 
revolution. All education began to be controlled by the government and all the 
private schools were nationalized. As a result the churches lost their schools 
(primary, secondary and university) thereby losing their most important 
instruments for evangelization. In August 1960 the Roman Catholic Bishops 
released a series of Pastoral Letters in which the Revolution was strongly 
condemned. On 17 September 1962, 132 Roman Catholic priests and one 
Auxiliary Bishop were deported.  Of the 800 priests on the island before the 
Revolution only 200 remained.  

3.  Peaceful Coexistence 1969–1978 
The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), and the Second General Conference 
of the Latin American Roman Catholic Bishops (CELAM) held in Medellin, 
1968, brought some renewal to the Cuban Church. An example was that in 
April 1969 the Bishops’ Conference published a Pastoral Letter condemning 
the US embargo against Cuba. 

4.  Rapprochement 1979–1989 
In 1983, together with US Presidential Candidate Jesse Jackson, President 
Castro attended an ecumenical gathering in memory of Martin Luther King Jr., 
The same year, and for the first time, President Castro met with a group of 
Protestant leaders. 1985 saw the publication of Fidel y la Religion, 
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conversations between the President and the Brazilian Frei Betto.22   The 
President’s comments resulted in the beginning of a more positive attitude 
between the government and Party vis-à-vis the churches. In January 1985 a 
delegation of Roman Catholic Bishops representing the Conference of US 
Bishops visited Cuba.  

5.  Openness and Opportunity 1990– 
There is not yet any legislation that regulates or grants legal status to churches 
in Cuba. Relations are conducted under a modus vivendi basis, which varies 
according to particular authorities and pragmatic considerations. Church 
properties in general are not nationalized.  The exception is schools, which 
were nationalized in June of 1961, when all private schools were nationalized. 
This is more striking since most of the Protestant property is still owned by the 
USA mission boards. There is no persecution. But there is a tight regulation of 
religious activities. As a rule, after 1959 no new denominations or religious 
movements have been allowed to enter the country.  Only those denominations 
which had legal status before that year can function.  The existing churches are 
happy about this arrangement! It has prevented the new religious movements 
from entering the country. The church does not own public mass media and 
have not access to it, except on very special occasions, such as the visit of the 
Pope John Paul II in 1998 with his huge open air masses in the provincial 
capitals, and the large Protestant rallies that were held in the most heavily 
populated Cuban cities in 1999.  

Although freedom of religion was allowed the first Constitution after the 
revolution (drafted in 1976) was Marxist-Leninist.  In 1992 a new constitution 
changed the Marxist basis of the state into a non-sectarian state that would not 
support any particular ideology (what we call in Latin countries estado laico - a 
‘lay state’). The Roman Catholic Church, due to their lack of priests, has been 
able to bring in some foreign priests, mostly from Spain and other Latin 
American countries. On the Protestant side it is difficult for foreign 
missionaries to serve in Cuba. In 1990, due to the fall of the East European 
Socialist countries which subsidized Cuba and the disastrous effects of the US 
embargo against our government, the so-called ‘Special Period’ of economic 
crisis began. This prompted a massive attendance at the churches, particularly 
of the young people.  The result was a revival. All the churches were filled with 
people, giving a new missionary opportunity and thrust to all the churches. The 
‘charismatic’ churches, in particular, have been growing tremendously.  
However aberrations are compromising the credibility of the Gospel and posing 
difficult questions for the churches on what position to take. In 1991 the 
government authorized the functioning of ‘house churches’. It is estimated that 
there are more than 5,000 of these, which give an outstanding missionary 
opportunity. A negative element to account for is the large amount of people 
who have migrated, particularly to the USA, because of the ‘Adjustment Act’ 
which allows automatic political asylum and residence to any Cuban arriving to 
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any US territory. It also feeds the political tensions between the extremists at 
both ends. In January 2004 Bartolomeu, the Patriarch of Constantinople, visited 
Cuba to consecrate a new Greek Orthodox Cathedral in Havana. In many 
aspects his visit was similar to that of the Pope in 1998. He was received by the 
Cuban government as a Head of State. 

The difficult relations between the governments of Cuba and the USA 
prompted the Cuban Protestant churches to become autonomous from their 
‘mother’ churches in the USA. This process was accomplished with their 
blessings, and came about by natural development in the growth and self-
identity of the Cuban churches. But this was aggravated by the embargo the US 
imposed on Cuba, which created a new problem of isolation and lack of funds 
and pressed the Cuban churches to seek relations with the WCC. In 1964 
Bishop Lesslie Newbigin was the head of the Missions and Evangelization 
Section of the WCC.  Newbigin took special interest in the situation and the 
‘Cuba Project’ was launched.  This resulted in many Protestant churches 
receiving emergency financial help, including those churches that were not 
attached to USA Mission Boards. This was the beginning of very fruitful 
relations, which extended to other sections of the WCC, to which Cubans, such 
as Israel Batista, Héctor Méndez and Ofelia Ortega, have given expertise 
throughout the years.  The contribution of the WCC to the Cuban Ecumenical 
Movement has been enormous. 

During the early years, after the triumph of the Cuba Revolution, the island 
represented a haven of revolutionary thinking and praxis. There was a very 
close relation between the Cuban Communist Party, the communist parties of 
Latin America, and some of the guerrilla foci in Latin America. This provided 
solidarity for Unidad Popular in Chile and Nicaragua. The Socialist government 
of the Unidad Popular in Chile was elected to power in 1970, until a coup 
d’etat in 1973 ousted and killed President Salvador Allende. The Sandinista 
Revolution in Nicaragua succeeding in overthrowing Dictator Somoza, who left 
the country in 1979, and governed until 1990 when they lost the general 
elections. More recent developments in Venezuela under President Hugo 
Chávez and in Bolivia with President Evo Morales point to a new coalition 
between Cuba and those regimes in opposition to the policies of the USA in the 
region. 

Challenges Ahead 
Churches in Cuba today are struggling with the challenge of redefining 
mission. From 17 to 23 February 2006 the Roman Catholic Church held an 
important Congress, mostly for lay people, in order to re-define Catholic 
missions in the present Cuban situation. The meeting was preceded by a period 
of preparation and surveys at the parish level in order to analyze better the 
situation and hear the voice of the laity. The text begins by offering a brief 
history of Christian evangelization in Cuba. Next there is an examination of the 
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present Cuban situation, followed by a theological analysis which includes an 
assessment of the elements of mission, the relations between faith and society, 
faith and culture, the function of the laity and the ordained clergy and finally 
the elements for a ‘pastoral de conjunto’ (an integrated mission programme). 
The priorities are:  (1) a church which evangelizes, (2) a praying church, (3) an 
incarnated church, (4) a church in dialogue, (5) a church united in plurality, (6) 
a participating and co-responsible church, (7) a church which plans its missions 
programme and (8) a church that assumes poverty.  

Among the ‘lines of action’ that are particularly important at this time in 
Cuba are: (1) renewing the mind of the church, (2) developing incarnation 
spirituality and (3) fostering the evangelization of the Cuban culture. When the 
hierarchy sponsored a parish survey seeking to identify missionary priorities, 
the general answer was that spirituality should be the main concern. The 
Bishops have said: ‘we need a spirituality centred in the encounter with Jesus in 
order to illuminate life in all its dimensions, to make possible a committed style 
of life, producing hope and coherence … collaborating in the transformation of 
our reality and making possible a new hope.’23 On the Protestant side, the 
Cuban Council of Churches has organized three international missiological 
gatherings in Matanzas 1984, Toronto 1988 and again in Matanzas 1999. The 
final document says: ‘We need to develop a new mission paradigm, beginning 
at the national level, revising and re-actualizing our biblical and theological 
discourse, our ecclesiology, those structures which limit our missionary action, 
our models of theological education, our tradition and liturgical creations, our 
theoretical and practical models of the ministry. This new pattern should give 
the priority to liberating projects which can be multiplied.’24 The document 
encourages supporting programs of South-to-South and South-to-North 
collaboration, as well as programs of equal dialogue between North and South. 
For a new type of dialogue between the North and South it is necessary to 
acknowledge the historical background of domination – conscious or 
unconscious – of missionary enterprise.  All missionary activity should centre 
on the dynamic elements of economy, ecology and macro-ecumenics. Macro-
ecumenism should further projects of justice, human rights advocacy and a 
common witness for the defence of life. Missionary ethics should be more 
respectful of the other, avoiding patriarchal legitimations. Missions cannot be 
separated from Diakonia   

Concluding Remarks 
1. Looking back to Edinburgh 1910 from our present point of view we have to 
admit that we are all children of our times. There is no point in reproaching 
those who participated in that agenda. Our responsibility today is to have the 
same loyalty and fervour, yet to be more conscious than they were of our 
ideological conditionings. Those who will read about our programmes a 
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hundred years from now, I am sure, will criticize us for being too subservient to 
present trends. 

2. The Cuban experience teaches that it is healthier for missions and 
churches not to enjoy the support of governments.  It is better to depend more 
on the strength and power of the Gospel than the favours of the State, which are 
often manipulative. If mission is the continuation of the project of Jesus Christ, 
and his project was the kingdom and not the church, the accent should fall on 
freedom, justice and integrity of all creation. The concept of the kingdom is 
holistic: it includes the material, the ecological, the cultural, and the spiritual. 
We do not do missions to make the church grow or be strengthened, but to 
consolidate the kingdom. The fundamental principles of mission are: (a) 
incarnation, (b) witnessing and (c) liberation. Thus the relation between 
missions and civil society is crucial, more important than the link with 
Governments and the state on which Commission Seven was focussed at 
Edinburgh in 1910. 

3. We cannot do mission in Cuba behind the back of the people.  This is 
especially true at present when there is a danger that people will become 
disillusioned with the revolution that was carried out in their name. But neither 
can we do mission that forgets history.  It is a problem, for instance, that in 
1998 we commemorated the centennial of the fall of the Spanish empire and the 
beginnings of the USA empire! In a similar manner in 1992 we celebrated the 
arrival of Christopher Columbus and Christianity in our lands, with its sequel of 
aggression and the beginnings of so-called ‘modernity’: Events that made 
Europe, with its domination over the ‘periphery, the centre of the world. Too 
bad for the Church to have identified herself with these colonial and neo-
colonial projects!   
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COMMISSION EIGHT 
‘COOPERATION AND THE PROMOTION OF UNITY 

The Commission in Summary 
The mandate of Commission Eight represented one of the two central aims of 
the Edinburgh 1910 World Missionary Conference. ‘Carrying the Gospel to all 
the Non-Christian World’ (Commission One) necessitated ‘Cooperation and the 
Promotion of Unity’ if the goal of ‘plant(ing) in every non-Christian nation one 
united Church of Christ’1 was to be achieved. Commission Eight addressed this 
latter concern. It was the most ecumenically focussed of the Edinburgh 1910 
Commissions – though the word ‘ecumenical’ does not appear in the Report – 
and it justified the Conference’s subsequent reputation as the ‘symbolic 
beginning of the modern ecumenism’.2 

An experienced Scottish colonial administrator, Sir Andrew Fraser, formerly 
governor of Bengal, chaired the Commission. The Commission included four 
bishops, and church mission boards were as strongly represented as 
autonomous missionary societies. Although the Commission took evidence 
from less than one hundred correspondents – considerably fewer than other 
Commissions – they included a larger percentage of persons who could speak 
on behalf of the missionary boards and societies that they represented. While 
avoiding any semblance of speaking on behalf of churches, or of addressing 
them officially, the Report reflected the ‘desire for closer fellowship, and for 
the healing of the broken unity of the Church of Christ’ that was a concern for 
churches, church mission boards, and missionary societies, at home and 
overseas.3  

The Report divided its subject into five main chapters: Comity, Conferences, 
Joint Action, Federation and Union, and Cooperation at the Home Base. The 
chapters were mainly descriptive in character. However they were introduced 
and concluded with two chapters that gave an insightful analysis of the 
hindrances and horizons of cooperation and unity. Twelve appendices comprise 
an invaluable archive of documents relating to the promotion of unity among 
churches, and cooperation between churches and missions in Asia – China, 
India, the Philippines, and Japan. These support the main argument of the 
Report: that Christians in these regions were ‘the first to recognise the need for 
concerted action and closer fellowship’,4 and that their pioneering action called 
for ‘hearty sympathy (on the part of western churches) with the movements 
toward unity in the mission field’.5  

The flow of the Report began with a frank discussion of comity – i.e. the 
friendly and courteous recognition by one missionary society of the integrity 
and disciplines of another working in the same or proximate places. The 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions first enunciated the 
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principle of comity in 1838. Its repetition by many subsequent missionary 
conferences evidenced the continuing need for ‘delimitation’ among missions 
to avoid proselytism, duplication, and waste of resources. Delimitation took 
both territorial and denominational forms. The migration of indigenous 
Christians, their freedom of choice, and their desire to evolve new forms of 
ecclesiastical identity made some forms of comity obsolete. While concluding 
that the principle of comity was still valid, the Report urged that comity 
agreements should be considered expedient rather than permanent, and that ‘the 
preservation of comity … must lead to federation or some form of unity’.6 

Subsequent to this the Report considered missionary conferences, and 
determined that they were ‘indispensable preliminaries to all developments of 
cooperative action or ecclesiastical approximation’.7 A range of missionary 
conferences were brought under review: local meetings; wider associations 
dealing with a particular areas of work or with more general missionary 
concerns; geographical or national groupings; informal conferences for 
discussion and meditation; and formal ‘general conferences’, which meant 
regional and international gatherings of missionaries and indigenous Christians. 
The Report distinguished between ‘inter-missionary’ and ‘inter-mission’ 
conferences: the former had informal constitutions and included missionaries as 
individuals, while the latter involved ‘definite representation of the Missions … 
as corporate units’.8 Inter-missionary gatherings demonstrated ‘numerical 
strength for purposes of conference and fellowship’, while inter-mission 
conferences achieved ‘weight and authority for purposes of action’.9 The 
Report concluded that each was valuable in ‘the realisation of new fellowship 
and essential unity … that underlie and transcend all differences’.10 

In the chapter on ‘Joint Action’, the Report reviewed the missionary 
activities that were either initiated or sustained by such conferences. First and 
foremost it instanced the interdenominational and international Bible Societies 
as ‘the foremost among cooperative institutions’,11 whose work of Bible 
translation and distribution had, over many decades, tested and vindicated ‘the 
value of cooperation’.12 Education was also praised as a branch of missionary 
activity in which joint action is ‘feasible and manifestly desirable’.13 Special 
mention was made of the Dutch ‘Missionary Consulate’ in Java as an example 
of separate missions electing a single representative to mediate with the 
colonial government.  

While efficiency was a self-evident value of joint action, the Report 
emphasized that missionary cooperation was motivated by a higher goal: 
namely, ‘to plant in each non-Christian nation one undivided Church of 
Christ’.14 In its chapter on ‘Federation and Union’ the Report amassed evidence 
from missionaries and indigenous Christians, especially in Asia, of ‘movements 
in the direction of unity’.15 In China the lead was being taken by Chinese 
Christian leaders for whom ‘the sense of a common national life and a common 
Christianity is stronger than the appreciation of (denominational) differences 
which had their origin in controversies remote from the Church in mission 
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lands’.16 Respecting the theological integrity of many ecclesiastical differences, 
but eager to respond constructively to Asian Christian realities, the Report was 
careful in its phrasing: ‘In the supreme work of laying foundations of national 
Church … it is impossible that missionaries should refrain from giving the 
indigenous churches such help and counsel as they can that is part of their 
inheritance from the past’.17 Organic unity among churches of common polity 
was relatively straightforward. Progress toward interdenominational unity was 
more difficult, though significant advances had been achieved in China, India 
and East Africa. The Report was equally appreciative of ‘federations of 
Christian bodies which regard organic union as impracticable or undesirable’,18 

yet still promote the ideal of unity in an ‘experimental stage’.19 
In its final chapter the Report turned its attention to the ‘Home Base’. It 

asserted that ‘movements toward unity in the mission field cannot proceed far 
without cooperation and support for those responsible for missionary 
administration at home’.20 If this betrays a sense of real politik, it was also 
intended to challenge mission boards and societies in the West where progress 
toward unity was slower that in Asia. Promising progress was reported from 
North America and the Continent, but Britain lagged behind. The Report 
recommended greater unity across the ‘home base’ in the interests of promoting 
‘one united Church of Christ in every non-Christian nation’, and ‘the healing of 
divisions’ in the West.21 

The Report thus moved to its main recommendation: that ‘some plan should 
be found of maintaining permanently the closer relations between missionary 
societies throughout the world into which they have been brought by the work 
of this (Edinburgh 1910) Conference’.22 Conceding the Commission’s limits, it 
confined itself to recommending a ‘Continuing Committee’ comprising elected 
delegates of the Conference, with agreed powers to consult and advise in taking 
forward the Conference concerns. It emphasized that the Continuing 
Committee should be authorized ‘to confer with the Societies and Boards as to 
the best method of working towards the formation of a permanent International 
Missionary Committee’.23 

The recommendation was unanimously approved by the Conference plenary 
on 21 June. The foundation on which the International Missionary Council 
would stand had been laid – though on account of the First World War its 
creation was delayed until 1921. Following the unanimous vote, the delegates 
joined together in singing ‘Praise God from whom all blessings flow.’24 
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COOPERATION AND THE PROMOTION OF UNITY: 
A WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES PERSPECTIVE 

Samuel Kobia 

1. Partnership, Inter-Church Discipline 
and the Healing of Unjust Relations 

Commission Eight’s report and discussion emphasizes the importance of 
‘comity’ – of discussions and regulations between mission societies of different 
nationalities and denominations to find agreements in the ‘mission fields’, so as 
to avoid duplication of missionary efforts.1 The main aim was to deal with the 
inadequacy of the forces with regard to the task of bringing the gospel to the 
whole world. The Commission insisted on the importance of learning to know 
each other, of consultation, discussion and agreement as essential ways to avoid 
wasting time as well as human and financial resources. The report still deplores 
too much unconcerted policy, mutual ignorance, overlapping and competition 
among the actors in mission. 

However, it is striking to discern how many efforts at mutual knowledge and 
greater co-operation already existed in the years preceding the Edinburgh 
conference. The participants could build on success-stories brought from 
several parts of the world, in particular from Asia, as to concrete ways to 
organize inter-missionary co-operation, with examples of by-laws of 
conferences, or rules and regulations of meetings.2 The Edinburgh conference 
hailed these efforts and hoped they would be multiplied. It also expressed the 
wish to have the home base of missions and the related churches officially 
involved. 

Reading the report nearly 100 years later, it strikes the observer that the 
questionnaire sent to missionaries as preparation for the work of the 
Commission is very interesting. There was careful attention put, for example, to 
the potential differences between the opinions of missionaries and those of 
‘natives’. We know that only very few Christians from the global South were 
present in Edinburgh. Their voice was not given the attention we would require 
today. Still, the care to try to find out potential differences is remarkable and a 
foretaste of the future culture of partnership. The Commissioners had even 
included questions about relationships to Roman Catholics in their enquiry and, 
had prior to Edinburgh, also contacted Archbishop Nicolai of the Russian 
Ecclesiastical Mission in Tokyo.3  
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Commissioners were aware of the advantages of full missionary freedom, 
but emphasized the hindrances created by evangelistic free-lancers who were 
unwilling to accept self-restriction through agreements. This, too, is an 
indicator of future trends. 

Mission societies saw the urgent need to find territorial delimitations, and 
requested new arrangements for those intending to enter a country where other 
missions were already active. The desire was for discussions that would lead to 
an agreement prior to entry regarding engagements. In its core intention, this 
prefigures the principle of respect for the local church. The care with which 
conference participants went into details of the discussion of the best practices 
in co-operation and delimitation of tasks shows how much the later discussion 
on partnership and ecumenical discipline is rooted in Edinburgh’s deliberations. 

Highlights of the Debate since 1910 
Two outcomes of Edinburgh made this conference the symbolic starting point 
of the ecumenical movement. It led directly to the creation, in 1912, of the 
International Review of Missions, and the formation, in 1921, of the 
International Missionary Council (IMC). As several scholars have underlined, 
this institutionalization of communication and co-ordination between mission 
actors made the difference between Edinburgh and the earlier world mission 
conferences of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.4  

Let us then highlight a few important milestones in the progress of co-
operation between churches in different regions of the world. I consider the 
terminology of partnership, highlighted in the mission debate in the late forties 
(Whitby 1947), as a key turning point, insofar as it was linked with a change of 
language, moving away from the idea of ‘mother’ and ‘daughter’ churches, or 
‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ countries. The International Missionary Council 
(IMC) progressed over many years towards a clearer recognition of the 
fundamental equality of all partners in world mission. Of course the partnership 
terminology was somewhat ambiguous, since it had been used within the 
policies of the British colonial empire5 and could be interpreted as to allow for 
autonomy in the South while retaining power in the North. That ambiguity 
remains, in particular because in many circles the terminology is misused. 

Throughout the 1950s both the mission and ecumenical movements wrestled 
with these issues. Mission bodies affiliated with the IMC tended to reduce 
missionary presence, and influence, in favour of increasing self-government by 
local churches. In the same period of the 1950s, however, diaconal institutions 
had been created to help refugees and countries damaged after the war. Once 
their immediate reconstruction work was completed, these organizations 
extended their operations in the direction of the global South. In the 1950s 
therefore, one could witness two dynamics. Whereas mission bodies linked to 
the IMC tended to reduce their direct activities in favour of leaving the control 
of mission to the local churches, the inter-church departments, at national and 
international levels,6 increased their diaconal involvement in the same 
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countries. We are still struggling with the consequences of these double 
dynamics.  

The most radical attempt at putting the partnership ideal into practice 
happened in the early 1970s. As a consequence of the failure of the first decade 
of development, and the increasing injustice between North and South, partner 
churches in the South called for radical solutions, which surfaced 
internationally at the Bangkok conference in 1972/73. Representatives from 
Asia and Africa advocated the idea of a ‘moratorium’, consisting in calling 
back all missionaries to their countries of origin for a certain period of time, 
and stopping all transfer of financial resources from rich to poor churches 
during that same period of time. Personnel and finances were to be used to 
change the structures of injustice in the power centres, thus addressing some of 
the root causes of the injustice between North and South.7 This time-bound 
‘ascetism’ in mission would also create a space of freedom for churches in non-
Western cultures, allowing them to develop theologies, church policies, ethics 
and spiritualities really rooted in their own cultural identity, without imposition 
from anywhere else.  

The moratorium was rarely put into practice, but it had deep consequences. 
Where imposed, often by political authorities, the moratorium eventually 
proved fruitful for church development, like in China. But its proposals were so 
radical that even its most vocal advocates did not put it into practice in their 
own churches and organizations. In the North it allowed many people to 
involve themselves in advocacy movements for justice and peace. However, it 
also reinforced a growing anti-mission mood in mainline churches. The related 
negative publicity on traditional mission influenced a whole generation of 
church leaders. Indeed at present many remain highly critical of mission and 
evangelism. 

An important alternative to the moratorium was also highlighted at the 
Bangkok conference. This was well illustrated by the structural change initiated 
by the Paris Mission.8 A community of churches in mission, called Cevaa, 
agreed to share power in decision-making, independently of the resources put 
by each church into the common basket. In Cevaa, and later in other similar 
mission communities such as the Council for World Mission, the structural 
changes bear the mark of transformative justice between churches of North and 
South. We believe that this was an attempt at ‘best practice’, which realized 
some of the dreams of Edinburgh’s Commission Eight. It has unfortunately not 
received the attention it deserves, in particular in North America, Northern 
Europe, among evangelical mission circles, and among those criticizing 
mission.  

This model of sharing in mission was adopted by the Commission on World 
Mission and Evangelism, and the WCC as a whole, and led to programmes 
such as Ecumenical Sharing of Personnel and Ecumenical Sharing of 
Resources. The culmination of these efforts was the declaration adopted at El 
Escorial, in 1987, that provided the framework and formulation for a holistic 
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ecumenical discipline of sharing power, resources and persons in the relations 
between churches in different parts of the world.9 We would affirm that El 
Escorial and similar texts (which were coined in the language of their period) 
represent developments in the ecumenical movement that are a direct 
consequence of the aims and efforts of 1910. A missiological formulation of the 
model was given by the CWME in chapter 6 of its year 2000 statement entitled, 
‘Mission and Evangelism in Unity Today’.10  

What are the challenges now on this question? Unfortunately, the political, 
economic and cultural developments of the late eighties and nineties 
jeopardized these remarkable efforts at self-restraint, respect of the partner and 
common discipline. The development of the charity market and the increased 
mediation of its activities; the explosion of numbers of development 
organizations; renewed individualism, in particular in postmodern cultural 
contexts, and the tendency of churches in the North to relinquish the effective 
control of, and decisions on development work, to relatively independent 
agencies led to trends quite opposite to the ideals of El Escorial. The increasing 
necessity of performance, that is to be efficient and rapid, as well as to 
excessively technocratic interpretations of planning, monitoring, evaluating and 
reporting, jeopardize the partnership-sharing model. Old practices of bilateral 
(not to say ‘colonial’) relations came to the front again, allowing for projects to 
be easily controlled by and responsive to the needs of donors. That the control 
strategies that affected mission in the past are being reinvented today is an 
easily observable phenomenon, and is a matter of concern. 

In addition, the impressive growth of Pentecostal and neo-charismatic 
missions (both in and from North and South) show, if considered at world level, 
how limited are the co-ordinated mission efforts. Both the Lausanne movement 
and particularly the World Evangelical Alliance have made important attempts 
at better co-ordination and mutual discipline in mission, in ways quite parallel 
to some of the WCC’s main concerns.11 Greater networking is needed in this 
area. But meanwhile there are many Evangelical, Pentecostal and neo-
Pentecostal churches and movements for whom discipline like the one dreamt 
of by Edinburgh is not – or not yet – an issue. In addition, work on building 
authentic contacts of co-operation in mission between long-established 
churches and more recent churches of other-cultural origins in North and South 
has only started. Finally, in the globalized competitive economy, and related 
neo-liberal ideology, denominationalism is increasing also among ‘mainline’ 
churches; each attempts to strengthen its own identity and ‘uniqueness’. At the 
threshold of a new century, we feel we are again faced with similar concerns as 
our forefathers were in 1910. 

We are all members of the same body of Christ – despite our ecclesiological 
differences. To what discipline does this call us? How can we define ‘comity’ 
in a way that is sustainable in the present economic and cultural conditions? 
The WCC is ready to work with its member churches, but also with the wider 
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mission, and development networks, to find contemporary and credible answers 
to the concerns of Commission Eight. 

2. Mission and Unity – Ecclesiology and Mission 
At nearly every page of the report of Commission Eight, one can discern a 
strong advocacy for moving towards much greater unity than seemed possible 
and reasonable to expect at that time. A united church was considered to have 
more success in mission and also to be the essential aim of mission: ‘for the 
achievement of the ultimate and highest end of all missionary work – the 
establishment in these non-Christian lands of Christ’s one Church – real unity 
must be attained’.12  

Commission Eight was able to formulate, with fascinating clarity, two very 
different ways of approaching the task and challenge of unity. To summarize in 
the language of the report: 

For a first group of Christians, the essential lay in the transcending 
significance of faith in the Trinity, forgiveness of sins, life everlasting and 
Christian scriptures (as authority and guide). Christians were seen to be already 
united by faith and experiencing intimate fellowship. Matters on which they 
still differed – as serious as they were – appeared as secondary and subordinate. 
Christians were to be reconciled within the essential unity that exists. The 
model of cooperation which could be developed on this basis is that of a 
federation of churches in which every church would retain the full freedom of 
doctrine and polity, but recognize the ministry and ordinances of the others, and 
also allow members to freely transfer from one federated church to another. No 
complete uniformity would have to be reached. Divisions should not be 
imposed on churches born of mission work. They should be allowed to develop 
by themselves, adapting to their own context. 

In opposition, a second group insisted that the full and rich tradition of 
Christianity had to be transmitted to newly planted churches. They agreed that 
there is essential unity, but considered the matters on which there is 
disagreement as also being essential to divine revelation and the means of 
grace. They saw the churches as having a responsibility to transmit both the 
essentials of faith, and the safeguards that secure them, to the future generations 
at home and abroad. They believed forms of church polity are not indifferent, 
but embody fundamental truths, essential for the future of Christianity. As a 
consequence, one cannot join a federation organized following the above-
mentioned model, because there is no recognition of ministry. Unity would 
have to be sought by patient and prayerful thought until one reaches a form in 
which all that is true in principles and practices can be reconciled.13  

The Commission did not want to choose between these two positions, but 
thought its duty was to bring these ideas to the delegates. In the report, the 
necessity to address ecclesiastical differences appeared more than once, in full 
awareness of their importance. However it was not the task of the conference to 
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enter into debate on those matters. Nor was it recommended that missionary 
conferences, or other co-operative consultations, do so. But healing of divisions 
and of broken unity, as well as the visible demonstration of unity, definitely 
were among the major concerns of the participating missionaries and church 
leaders in Edinburgh. 

Edinburgh also addressed factors other than theological issues that were 
jeopardising unity. The Commission took up an urgent request by 
correspondents who were arguing that ‘national churches’ should be 
encouraged. Obviously there had been disagreement within the Commission on 
this question. The report sees the danger that churches could be drawn to favour 
national antagonisms and, limited to a ‘single nation’, could offend the 
principle of unity. Finally, the Commission found a medium position: ‘We 
desire only to lay emphasis on the importance of planting a united church, 
which would embody all that is deepest and truest in national life and which 
would make it possible for national gifts of mind and character to contribute in 
the largest possible way to the perfect and complete interpretation of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Son of Man.’14  

Evaluation of Twentieth-Century Developments 
It is fascinating how a conference that had decided not to address divisive 
theological questions did in fact emphasize the importance of ecclesiology and 
the visible unity of Christ’s church. It looks as if Edinburgh prepared the 
agenda for the Faith and Order movement which was to start in Lausanne, 
Switzerland, some 15 years later (1927). The Edinburgh report proves that 
reflection on mission cannot, and must not, be separated from basic questions 
related to what the church is, how it is constituted, and its mandate and 
organizational form (including church discipline and pastoral care).  

The relation between church and mission became particularly important at 
the IMC Tambaram mission conference in 1938, leading to what some have 
called a period of ecclesiocentrism in ecumenical mission thinking. One can 
consider that this lasted from the middle-thirties until the early sixties. This 
emphasis proved very fruitful, resulting, as it did, to the formation of the WCC 
and the merger of the IMC and the WCC. During that same period, the Church 
of South India offered, in 1947, both a model of unity and a form of integration 
of mission and church. This was, in particular, due to the influence of Lesslie 
Newbigin, who was a key figure in the debates on Christian unity. The legacy 
of that time has been preserved and developed by the United/Uniting churches. 
Many of these were born during the period. A number are located in the 
countries of the global south. In some ways these churches, and the movement 
of which they are a part, incarnate one of the dearest visions encompassed in 
the report of Commission Eight: having one united church of Christ that is both 
a consequence of and bearer of mission. 

It soon became clear, however, that this kind of move towards unity could 
not be generalized, and that some of the ecclesiological questions that the report 
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of Commission Eight highlighted called for other approaches. There was a need 
to take seriously the increasing number of Orthodox churches in the WCC, and 
after Vatican II it would also become necessary to consider new relationships 
with the Roman Catholic Church. 

In 1961, the IMC merged with (and not ‘into’) the WCC, and this marks one 
of the most important consequences of the work started at Edinburgh, both as 
far as cooperation is concerned as well as in terms of the interdependence 
between mission and church. Integration happened both at world level, with the 
formation of the Division on World Mission and Evangelism in the WCC, but 
also at national levels in various countries. This has become one of the major 
points of debate between Christians of the evangelical mission family and 
Christians of the conciliar or ecumenical mission family. It seems that the 
questions that were raised during the late 50s and early 60s have not yet been 
dealt with sufficiently. We still need ‘healing of memories’, which I consider 
very important for any progress in co-operation around 2010 and following.  

Let us try to briefly mention what is at stake: 
First, it is essential to find structural forms of church life showing that the 

ultimate responsibility for mission lies with the church and not with particular 
groups of Christians, or para-church organizations. Matthew 28 is addressed to 
all disciples and not just to a few specialists. Those taking decisions in terms of 
mission must be church leaders or directly accountable to leaders and members 
of the church. Integration in that sense is an essential point of ‘no return’ in 
ecumenical missiology. 

Second, one of the important fears raised by integration was, and is, that 
church authorities and politics would hinder missionary freedom and prevent 
missionaries from taking risks that would enable the gospel to cross new 
frontiers. This is a serious concern, as appears already in the Bible in the 
conflicts between James and Peter, or James and Paul. Keeping unity within an 
existing community can be in conflict with the move towards new forms of 
inculturation of the gospel among new groups of people, or new sectors of 
society. Yes, mission can endanger existing forms of church or unity, just as 
prophecy does. It is thus essential to safeguard both the final responsibility of 
churches as well as the freedom to engage in mission. Forms can vary, as one 
can see with the existence of missionary congregations in the Roman Catholic 
Church, the mission boards of evangelical free churches and their missions 
(many of whom do practise integration) or the history of CWME within the 
WCC. We must all struggle to find the right balance between freedom and 
responsibility. 

The third problem could well have been the most important one. Seen 
retrospectively, the movement towards integration of mission and church, and 
the formation of the new WCC after 1961, became parallel to the intensive 
search for involvement in transformation of society in North and South. One 
must admit that in the sixties and early seventies, the mission of the church was 
somewhat neglected in the missiological discourse of the WCC. The emphasis 
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was on discerning God’s mission in the secular world and on the socio-political 
involvement of Christians for liberation and peace, rather than on the role of the 
church and the importance of evangelism. As we move towards 2010, we need 
to unwrap history and distinguish how much of that theological development 
was really linked to the idea that mission depends on the church and vice-versa, 
and how much of it was a response to specific political situations. 

A clear turning point is found in the Ecumenical Affirmation on Mission and 
Evangelism of 1982, still the official WCC document on mission:  

The mission of the church ensues from the nature of the church as the body of 
Christ, sharing in the ministry of Christ as Mediator between God and his 
creation. This mission of mediation in Christ involves two integrally related 
movements – one from God to creation, and the other from creation to God. The 
church manifests God’s love for the world in Christ – through word and deed, in 
identification with all humanity, in loving service and joyful proclamation; the 
church, in that same identification with all humanity, lifts up to God its pain and 
suffering, hope and aspiration, joy and thanksgiving in intercessory prayer and 
eucharistic worship. Any imbalance between these two directions of the 
mediatory movement adversely affects our ministry and mission in the world.15  

Enriched by contributions from Catholics and Evangelicals, and taking more 
seriously its own Orthodox constituency, the WCC continued to move towards 
a renewed affirmation of the relation between church and mission. The CWME 
worked hard to keep a holistic understanding of missio Dei, to present the 
eschatological establishment of God’s kingdom of justice and love as the 
overall horizon of mission. From 1982 on, but in particular since the 1990s, the 
CWME revisited the specific calling of the church to witness to Jesus Christ, 
and to form reconciling and healing communities, as part of missio Dei and not 
as opposed to it. The formulation of the theme of the world mission conference 
in Athens in 2005 related missio Dei and missio ecclesiae in a clearer way than 
before. The language and content of the CWME’s work thus came very near to 
the study of the Faith and Order Commission on The Nature and Mission of the 
Church.16  

We think these are good preparations for the contribution WCC will to make 
to the 2010 celebrations. The following year will also allow us to remember 
New Delhi 1961, as the key moment in which, at a worldwide level, the 
theological affirmation of the intimate link between missiology and 
ecclesiology took an interdenominational and institutional form. We have 50 
years experience of theological wrestling with the relation between church and 
mission. We know we share this concern with the Roman Catholic and 
Orthodox churches, as well as with a number of missiologists and mission 
leaders from evangelical organizations and churches. We want to do whatever 
is possible to deepen the dialogue with all. 
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3. From the ‘Evangelization of the World in This Generation’ to 
‘This Generation’s Mission in a Globalized World’ 

The famous watchword of the Student Volunteer Movement, which influenced 
so many Edinburgh delegates, was not a matter for debate in Commission 
Eight. Nonetheless, the Commission’s focus on unity for mission challenges us 
to consider the way our understanding of mission has changed since 1910 and 
to determine how we would formulate the most urgent priorities in mission 
from an ecumenical point of view as we come nearer to 2010.  

The world has profoundly changed since 1910 and despite all the missionary 
efforts of all the churches, including the impressive growth of Pentecostalism, 
there are today still as many or as few Christians in the world as at the time of 
Edinburgh, that is roughly a third of the world population.17 Realistically 
speaking, it does not make sense today just to repeat the watchword of a 
century ago. The debates during the whole history of the IMC indicate the 
width of matters, concerns and struggles that were key to our missionary 
forefathers. Think of their involvement in the questions of racism, peace, 
education, health, economic injustice, and secularization, among others. When 
the WCC defends a holistic approach to mission, it is in the tradition of the 
missionary movement. Political activity does not represent a departure from its 
historic concerns. This should of course not be interpreted in the sense that 
there is nothing to criticise in the WCC! But discernment is requested as to 
what precisely is faithful, or unfaithful, to the gospel, or to the Edinburgh 
tradition.  

In the middle of last century a significant shift took place with the move to 
understand mission first and foremost as God’s own concern and involvement, 
expressed since Willingen 1952 by the famous concept of missio Dei. This was 
a turning point in the sense that the question of faithfulness was not just linked 
to the best way the church could fulfil a great Commission, but was associated 
with discernment regarding the trinitarian God’s own presence and action in the 
world, inside and outside the faithful Christian community. The new 
watchword, which could have been ‘God’s mission for this generation’, led to a 
liberation of mission from legalistic forms of interpretation of Jesus’ mission 
command and allowed for an opening up to the Spirit’s new and surprising 
involvement within all of humanity. In particular in the sixties, and around the 
Uppsala assembly of the WCC, a specific focus on the humanization of 
structures and the development of peoples empowered thousands of 
communities of the poor and downtrodden, the victims of colonialism, to rise 
up, to feel called, respected and liberated by God for a realistic hope of change 
towards an embodiment of the most intimate values of the gospel. This may 
have been linked with extreme interpretations of mission and with, at times, 
uncritical appreciations of political or social developments. Evangelical mission 
movements have reacted strongly against these tendencies, which they thought 
were unacceptable forms of ‘social gospel’. Indeed, we moved into a huge 
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confrontation, disastrous for the mission movement in general and alienating 
efforts at more unity. Therefore, as we turn our eyes to 2010 and beyond, we 
should find a way to confess mutual exaggerations and disrespect, and progress, 
in this generation, with the healing of memories, toward an authentic 
reconciliation. 

The Lausanne covenant of 1974 appeared at the highest point of the conflict. 
Thanks to its recognition of the importance in mission of both evangelism 
(considered as priority) and socio-political involvement, it provided also a first 
step towards a renewed approach. At the WCC level, following the debates at 
the Nairobi assembly in 1975 and the publication of Pope Paul V’s encyclical 
‘Evangelii nuntiandi’, in the 1982 Ecumenical Affirmation we were able to find 
a new synthesized formulation of mission. This provided a key formulation on 
our way towards renewed faithfulness, and expresses and understanding of 
mission that still rings true for the WCC: 

There is no evangelism without solidarity; there is no Christian solidarity that 
does not involve sharing the knowledge of the kingdom which is God’s promise 
to the poor of the earth. There is here a double credibility test: a proclamation that 
does not hold forth the promises of the justice of the kingdom to the poor of the 
earth is a caricature of the gospel; but Christian participation in the struggles for 
justice which does not point towards the promises of the kingdom also makes a 
caricature of a Christian understanding of justice.18  

The world has profoundly changed in comparison with the context of the 
debates just mentioned – let us remember that the whole debate on mission in 
the twentieth century was caught up in the conflict between capitalism and 
socialism. Since then, we are in a period of a unilaterally polarized world with 
one superpower, and an economic and political structure sometimes referred to 
as the ‘empire’. With the rise of new powers in East Asia, and the 
developments both in Europe and Latin America, that political context may 
change in the coming decades. Still, we are confronted with a globalization that 
has both economic and cultural consequences, many of which are most 
dangerous for humanity and creation. At the same time, the landscape of 
Christianity has profoundly changed, with strong acceleration of the growth of 
neocharismatic churches in the last 30 years. If Edinburgh was one of the most 
powerful mission centers in 1910, it will definitely be at the periphery of 
Christian majorities in 2010. The strongholds of Christian spirituality have 
moved towards the South and the East, even if formal power centers remain for 
a certain time in what is called the North. What then are the priorities of 
mission in this generation? 

We may turn to an article of the WCC constitution which provides the 
guidelines for our understanding of mission and embodies the emphasis of 
Edinburgh on cooperation, unity and mission: ‘The primary purpose of the 
fellowship of churches in the WCC is to call one another to visible unity in one 



Commission Eight 247 

faith and one eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and common life in 
Christ, through witness and service to the world, and to advance towards that 
unity in order that the world may believe’.19  

Two forthcoming events can help us grasp what we think are priorities in 
Christian witness in the coming months and years: 

The first meeting of the Global Christian Forum, scheduled for November 
2007, is an attempt at creating, at the world level, a space of dialogue for 
representatives of the major Christian churches and movements of this 
generation. It will include invitations to many more churches and mission 
movements than was the case in 1910. The most recent world mission 
conference, in Athens, was like a foretaste of such a Forum meeting. It seems 
essential to offer such possibilities for encounter and dialogue in order to 
publicly acknowledge how the face of Christianity has changed in one century. 
Some of the most dynamic mission movements are to be found among 
Christian traditions not represented in any of the formal fora that exist as a 
consequence of the structures of last century. We must imagine new forms of 
meetings and dialogues, to give visibility and credit to the spiritual revolution 
brought by the Pentecostal and charismatic movements and churches. This is 
the pre-condition for starting a fruitful theological dialogue on priorities and 
disciplines in mission. In that sense, we need a new Edinburgh, and one can 
only hope that the celebration we foresee for 2010 will be a step in that 
direction! The history of the IMC and the CWME holds important lessons of 
successes and errors in mission, from which some of the newer movements 
with centers in the South could profit. At the same time, the older Christian 
traditions need the reinvigorating experience of, and theologising on, the Holy 
Spirit if they want to be renewed in their own missionary and evangelistic 
motivation. 

We are preparing a convocation on just peace for 2011, which will be the 
concluding event of the Decade to Overcome Violence. In the present world 
context, with rising temptations at all levels to justify violence in conflicts, this 
is a priority. In particular because religions, Christianity included, are more and 
more misused to fuel conflicts and so increase their destructive effect by 
absolutising issues at stake. Fundamentalists of all religions, ours included, join 
ideological or nationalistic fundamentalists so as to appropriate power and 
might, and thus win their cause. It is urgent to react against such a trend. It is 
today’s major form of the temptation to which our Lord was submitted at the 
very beginning of his ministry. We believe that the truth of the gospel is at 
stake, because Christ’s death on the cross is the core of our message – a 
message confirmed on Easter: God chooses not to dominate the world ‘from 
above’, through a politically reigning Messiah, but to offer himself ‘from 
below’, in and through the person of the suffering servant. The convocation 
will highlight the best of the ideals defended within the IMC, where the 
struggle for peace was at the top of priorities.20 We call on all to combat the 
logic and ideology of violence, the structures and traditions, the economic and 
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political systems that favour and increase violence and destruction, both of 
humanity and God’s creation. 

It is of particular urgency that mission be understood and practised in a way 
which does not lead to an increase of hatred and violence. Some methods, thus, 
we believe, must be rejected, even though they are ‘efficient’ in the short term. 
Mission must be ‘in Christ’s way’,21 otherwise it must be challenged. In that 
sense, we hope that 2010 and 2011 will enable us to progress towards a better 
theory and practice of non aggressive, or non violent, forms of evangelism or 
proclamation, keeping the bold witness to Christ and God’s kingdom in 
creative tension with respect for men, women and children of all convictions, 
all made in God’s image. That is one of the reasons we are involved with 
Roman Catholic, evangelical and Pentecostal churches in searching for a code 
of conduct on conversion. In Athens, we managed to point towards the essential 
importance of the multiplication of healing and reconciling communities, 
whose radiating and welcoming influence would lead to such an ecumenically 
responsible evangelism. 

WCC has not abandoned the concern for evangelism. But we think this has 
to be embedded as part of a holistic mission, and must be connected with the 
illumination and radiation brought by living missional communities. 
Ecumenically responsible evangelism has to be a proclamation which, while 
critical of human pride and sin, makes it clear that God wants peace and not 
war, life and not death, unity and not division, forgiveness and not vengeance. 
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COOPERATION AND THE PROMOTION OF UNITY: 
AN EVANGELICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Rose Dowsett 

Introduction 
Edinburgh 1910 was indeed an historic event, but it is easy to invest it with 
significance beyond the truth. As we re-consider mission and unity, and reflect 
on the Eighth Commission on Cooperation and the Promotion of Unity, it is 
important that we neither overstate nor understate the role Edinburgh 1910 
played. While it is undoubtedly true that Edinburgh 1910 gave impetus to what 
came to be called the Ecumenical Movement, and facilitated the formation of 
the World Council of Churches almost forty years later, it is absolutely not true 
that Edinburgh 1910 marked the start of interdenominational unity in the cause 
and practice of world mission, nor does the Ecumenical Movement represent 
more than one strand in the story of twentieth-century world mission and 
church history. Indeed the WCC is neither the only nor the truest inheritor of 
1910’s legacy. In fact, had there not already been well-established and 
substantial evangelical interdenominational cooperation in world mission, it is 
doubtful whether Edinburgh 1910 could have happened in the form it did; and 
had not evangelicals continued to run with the baton of evangelization in the 
spirit of 1910 it is highly likely that many parts of the world where there is now 
a vibrant church would still be untouched by the gospel.  

Evangelical mission in the nineteenth century  
The Evangelical Movement was birthed in, and nourished by, a series of 
spiritual revivals. Each wave of revival led to a fresh wave of mission, either 
domestic or overseas. The context of world exploration on the one hand and the 
new technologies of the industrial revolution on the other, along with the 
political instabilities of North America and much of Europe – France, 
Germany, Italy – lent wings of urgency, as well as of exciting and expanding 
possibility, to evangelicals at the close of the eighteenth and the beginning of 
the nineteenth centuries. If James Cook could sail the world for commerce and 
for the sheer thrill of exploration, and capture the popular imagination in the 
process, then William Carey could go to Bengal,1 and Henry Martyn2 could go 
to India and Persia, and five American students sheltering under a haystack 
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during a thunderstorm could pray and covenant to win people for Christ 
wherever he might choose to take them.3  

It was a group of evangelical Anglicans who came to be known as the 
Clapham Sect,4 led by William Wilberforce,5 who not only turned their concern 
for the evangelization of Africa and India into the founding of the Church 
Missionary Society but also worked with gospel men and women from different 
denominations to bring about the abolition of the infamous slave trade in 1807 
and the establishment of the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1804. At a 
time when divisions between Churchmen (i.e. Anglicans) and Nonconformists 
were often very deep, here were evangelicals engaged in a common cause 
where spiritual unity bridged structural chasms. This in turn paved the way for 
the establishing of the evangelical and interdenominational City Missions, an 
example of which is the London City Mission which began in 1835. Similarly, 
the YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) was founded in 1844 as a 
distinctly evangelical and interdenominational ministry. 

The revival of 1858–59 impacted both North America and Europe. Around 
one million new members joined American churches, and another million 
joined British churches. Some of these people had been spiritually dormant, but 
with some previous church connection. However records suggest that the 
overwhelming majority were completely unchurched prior to their conversion. 
From 1873 onwards, the mission campaigns of D.L. Moody led to many more 
coming to Christian faith, and this wave of evangelical mission also spread to 
Germany, Sweden and Russia. As a direct result of these two waves of revival 
– the 1858/9 period and then from 1873 onwards – a growing number of 
mission agencies were born.6 These focused on many different geographical 
areas of the world, and a growing tide of men and women flowed into world 
mission. A high proportion of whom were evangelical. Many of them joined 
agencies which were interdenominational and soon international as well. Others 
were instrumental in starting mission agencies contained within their particular 
denominations, but which at that time were both theologically and in the 
practice of mission, hard to distinguish from evangelical societies.  

Meanwhile, in 1846, just three years after the traumatic Disruption of the 
Church of Scotland, the Evangelical Alliance was formed.7 The two events 
were not unrelated. Many of those who had left the Church of Scotland on 
conscientious grounds did so with very heavy hearts, and wished to 
demonstrate solidarity with those of other denominations with whom they felt a 
spiritual oneness that transcends structural divisions. At the same time, there 
were others in other parts of Britain and in America who also shared a longing 
to express their unity in the gospel even though their respective denominations 
might be firmly separate. At first there was a hope for establishing an 
international alliance. There was extensive agreement on a doctrinal basis and 
on principles of relationship; but there was also deep and painful disagreement 
over whether or not to admit American slave owners to membership. 
Reluctantly it was agreed that at that stage it was only possible to establish 
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national alliances rather than a worldwide association. Because evangelicals 
were to be found across a variety of denominations, some of which were 
theologically quite varied, the evangelical alliances initially drew together only 
likeminded individuals, and denominations; congregations and agencies did not 
affiliate. Today there are both personal and corporate membership categories. 
But while this is a very different pattern of unity from that of the later WCC, it 
both then and subsequently built strong bonds of cooperation and friendship, 
with honesty about differences but also facilitating much common cause. 

The case of the China Inland Mission 
When James Hudson Taylor8 founded the China Inland Mission in 1865, he 
was greatly influenced by his own spiritual background and also by the patterns 
that were developing in Britain at that time. From its foundation, the CIM was 
interdenominational. Members could come from any Protestant church, 
provided that they could agree to the statement of faith in good conscience. 
Hudson Taylor was clear that there could be no unity in mission unless there 
was agreement on fundamental doctrine, even though there might be 
considerable diversity of conviction on secondary matters. There was no 
distinction between ordained and unordained; both were equal in standing. 
What mattered was godly character, a clear sense of calling from God, a 
passion to see Chinese come to faith in Jesus Christ, and unity based on a 
shared commitment to the authority of Scripture. Missionaries were not 
employees but members of the mission, with mutual responsibility, 
accountability, and ownership in ministry and prayer, prayer for the financial 
and other resources with which to fulfil it. Women, both married and single, 
were equally missionaries with the men, and could engage in pioneer 
evangelism on their own if so gifted. There was a strong emphasis on pioneer 
evangelism: when CIM started, there were huge areas of inland China where 
there was no Christian witness of any kind at all, and never had been. Converts 
were to be gathered into congregations, taught, and trained in evangelism to 
reach and lead their own people. From the beginning there was also a strong 
emphasis on holistic care, through medicine, education, and other ministries of 
compassion. Since CIM members came from backgrounds with different 
church polity, church order must be treated as a secondary issue. A willingness 
to work with what had previously been established rather than insisting on 
replicating what was familiar from home was required.  

These principles made it possible for CIM not only to be 
interdenominational but to soon become international as well. Evangelicals 
from different countries and different denominations had more features in 
common than they had distinctive points to divide them. Further, as many other 
agencies also arrived in China, both denominational and interdenominational, 
and from a range of countries, Hudson Taylor was a prime mover in 
establishing regular consultations and conferences between them all. Later he 
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was to be a catalyst for the 1888 (London) and 1900 (New York) international 
mission conferences. 

In 1875, the Keswick Convention began its annual meetings in the Lake 
District of northwest England, for the deepening of the spiritual life, and under 
the banner of ‘All one in Christ Jesus’. For more than twenty years, whenever 
he was in England, Hudson Taylor was a regular visitor and speaker. By the 
mid 1880s consecration for foreign missionary service was a strong part of 
Keswick’s ministry. In 1889, Hudson Taylor was invited by D.L. Moody to 
attend a similar conference on the Canada-America border, as a result of which 
North Americans began to join CIM in ever-increasing numbers. Among those 
present was Robert Wilder, who the previous year, together with John Mott, 
had founded the Student Volunteer Movement, which in its turn would be an 
important contributor to the vision for Edinburgh 1910. Shortly after this 
conference Hudson Taylor reported: ‘…one felt what a wealth of love and 
grace there is in the great Church – greater, perhaps, than one had ever 
conceived before – that, after all, all the wide world over, no matter whether in 
Africa, in India, in China, or in America, in Canada, in Scotland, or in England, 
all the Lord’s children are children of one Father, all bound to one great central 
heart, and that they are indeed one in Christ Jesus. It is so glorious to realise 
that the Church is one. It is not uniformity that we want, but real manifested 
heart unity.’9  

The fatal flaw of Edinburgh 1910 
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, few Protestant denominational 
leaders were much interested in world mission, which is one important reason 
why so many mission initiatives began despite, rather than because, of 
denominational structures. By the end of the nineteenth century the picture had 
changed, and many denominational leaders were very interested in the 
Christianization of the world – a goal that fitted very comfortably with 
European imperialism – and most Protestant denominations had their own 
agencies. Further, where earlier in the century the majority of missionaries were 
working in pioneer situations, by the end of the century there were established 
churches in many new countries, many of them linked by a very strong 
umbilical cord to a mother denomination somewhere in the West. 

There were cultural, political, and philosophical reasons for this change, as 
well as more specifically religious ones. For America, after the Civil War, 
growing wealth and confidence allied to its pioneer entrepreneurial spirit, made 
conquering the world for religion, as well as for commerce, a natural goal. For 
Europe, and most especially for Britain, the growing confidence in western 
civilization, in ‘progress’ along evolutionary lines, and the concomitant 
relentless development of high imperialism, similarly confirmed the assumption 
in church leaders that the entire world must be brought under the umbrella of 
Christendom, and indeed this could speedily be accomplished. This was not 
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necessarily a matter of evangelization, as that had been widely understood fifty 
years before. It was much closer to the concepts that followed the Constantinian 
settlement of the fourth century, albeit with the crucial difference of the uneasy 
acceptance of Protestant denominational pluralism.  

Allied to this were two developments in the Anglican Church. Because of 
the territorial expansion of the British Empire in particular, the Anglican 
Church in 1910 was regarded as a critical player. But in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, partly in reaction to Evangelicalism, the Anglican Church 
had changed in two significant ways. On the one hand, there was the High 
Church Anglo-Catholic wing, which was growing in dominance in the 
leadership of the Church, especially at the Episcopal level. On the other, there 
was the growing acceptance of the so-called Higher Criticism and theological 
liberalism. Both of these had critical relevance for world mission as it had 
largely been understood and practised in the nineteenth century. The liberals 
were anti-conversionist in general, and increasingly saw the role of mission as 
social improvement, education and westernization. Many elements of historic 
Christianity, including anything that smacked of supernaturalism, were now 
repudiated as primitive and outgrown. The Anglo-Catholics were happy to 
endorse mission among ‘the heathen’, but fiercely opposed to it in traditional 
parts of Christendom, such as Latin America or Europe; their highly 
sacramentalist view of baptism (also linked to a highly sacramentalist view of 
the episcopacy), whether Roman Catholic, Orthodox or Protestant, meant that 
in countries where a high rate of infant baptism still prevailed conversionist 
mission was deeply offensive and must at all costs be condemned. Proselytism 
is understandably a very sensitive subject, and raises profound questions as to 
our beliefs about what makes a person truly a Christian.  

Where earlier conferences had largely been dominated by field missionaries, 
the leaders of mission agencies, and mission councils, there had been a gradual 
shift to include denominational leaders, and then for these leaders to take an 
increasingly influential role. For the organizers of 1910, the most coveted prize 
in this British Empire dominated world was the leadership of the Anglican 
Church. And at this time the senior leadership of the Anglican Church was 
largely Anglo-Catholic or at least High Church, and therefore opposed to 
mission in territory regarded as Christianized. This included Europe, America 
(except among native Indians), and –most controversially – Latin America, 
with further arguments about some parts of the Middle East with long Orthodox 
histories.  

It is difficult to know how much evangelical mission leaders were aware in 
advance of 1910 of the fierce controversy that took place, the implacable 
conditions laid down by the Anglo-Catholic leaders of the Church of England, 
and the concessions that were then made. Behind the scenes J.H. Oldham, 
secretary to Edinburgh 1910, was desperate to have full Anglican endorsement. 
In America John Mott, organizationally inspirational but theologically not very 
astute, may not have fully grasped the long-term significance of what was 
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decided. What is beyond doubt is that while Edinburgh 1910 has come to be 
regarded as a milestone in the development of unity in mission, it in fact led to 
a far more significant parting of ways in global mission. Further it reinforced 
the concept of Christendom in a way that has proved deeply damaging – see for 
example the huge losses from the churches of Europe since 1910. Moreover it 
reinforced the equally damaging and unbiblical belief that mission was what the 
west did to the rest of the world, rather than mission being at the core of the 
DNA of the church wherever it may be. This almost certainly delayed the 
development of the mission movement from the global south by decades, and 
also long hindered the churches from the global south from taking 
responsibility for the ongoing evangelization of their own people. 

The recommendations of Commission Eight 
In summing up the extensive research and consultation that went into the 
making of the Report on Co-operation and Unity, a number of points were 
firmly asserted: that evangelization was non-negotiable, and urgent; that 
attempts to develop only one united church in each mission field had so far 
proved unsuccessful, even among those who professed a wish to see their 
development; that some advocated at least a single federation of churches in 
any given area, with full mutual recognition, including intercommunion, while 
retaining domestically distinctives of order, practice and doctrine; that others 
could not accept that such a federation could work without violation of 
conscience, but they supported respectful consultation and prayer which might 
lead disparate bodies closer, and which would enhance recognition of spiritual 
unity even if structural unity was not possible; and that many of the problems 
of disunity on the mission field could not be resolved until and unless they were 
resolved in the home countries. 10  

Nonetheless the Commission recommended, there were certain steps that 
could be taken to strengthen mutual respect and understanding, and which 
might perhaps lead to greater visible unity in the future. First, everyone should 
observe comity agreements, whereby no denomination or agency would begin 
work in an area where another was already at work. If there were absolutely 
pressing reasons to break this undertaking the incoming mission must consult 
those already there, and work complementarily not in competition. Secondly, 
joint conferences had a key role to play in encouraging unity, as they would 
help people from different groups to know each other personally and let go of 
some of their prejudices and stereotypes. Thirdly, missions should look for 
every possible way in which to undertake joint action, for example in the 
capital-costly areas of educational institutions, theological training and 
producing Christian literature. Fourth, all should pray and look out for those 
individuals especially gifted as ‘apostles of unity’, and also look at achieving 
unity primarily as a spiritual and moral issue rather than an organizational one. 
Fifthly, the home bases of missionary societies must learn to work together. In 
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passing, it is worth noting that many of the evangelical missions were already 
actively pursuing each of these five recommended actions, even though there 
was certainly scope for much further development.  

Lastly, a Continuation Committee was established on the basis of the 
following three principles: 

(a) It should, from the beginning, be precluded from handling matters 
that are concerned with the doctrinal or ecclesiastical differences of 
the various denominations. 

(b) This being assured, it would be desirable that it should be as widely 
representative as possible. 

(c) Yet it should be a purely consultative and advisory association, 
exercising no authority but such as would accrue to it through the 
intrinsic value of the services that it may be able to render.11  

In due course the Continuation Committee became the International 
Missionary Council, which in turn was one of the three streams which in 1948 
led to the formation of the World Council of Churches. The early vision of the 
WCC was certainly well beyond being a purely consultative and advisory 
association with no agenda of organic or ecclesiastical union.  

The principles were problematic for evangelicals. On the one hand, they had 
plenty of experience of working interdenominationally in mission both in the 
West and in the mission fields of Africa, Asia and Latin America. On the other 
hand, especially in the light of the growing power of liberalism within the 
mainline denominations, many evangelicals were acutely aware of the 
inadequacy of unity or even very meaningful co-operation on pragmatic rather 
than doctrinal grounds. If there were no fundamental agreement on the nature 
of the gospel, the uniqueness of Christ and his atoning death, and on the 
authority of Scripture, there could not be any kind of unity that meant anything 
at all, even if there could be respect and courtesy. The desire for visible unity, 
as indeed the Lord himself had prayed, was strong, emotive and seductive. But 
if it were to be at the expense of clear agreement that people everywhere, 
including within Christendom, needed decisive conversion to Christ, then the 
price was too high.  

Subsequent developments 
All movements are birthed in a context, and it is arguable that after two 
disastrous, wildly destructive world wars, and in the face of the spread of 
Communism, Europeans in general, not just the churches, were desperate to 
find some transcendental unity, and to support the establishing of organizations 
that would give mutual strength to resist enemies (especially Marxism with its 
global ambitions) and promote peace. The United Nations was formally 
launched in October 1945 (it had informal antecedents) and in many respects 
the WCC’s concerns mirrored it. It was this political chaos quite as much as 
more spiritual considerations that gave special impetus to the WCC to focus so 
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much on unity. From an evangelical perspective, the WCC’s preoccupation 
with unity, its focus on political and social issues, and the pressure during the 
1950s, 1960s and 1970s for organic union between denominations, meant that 
evangelism was marginalized. Evangelical reaction focussed on the urgency of 
evangelism. For a while it lost some of its historic holism, on which it had an 
impeccable record, and retreated to a rather pietistic form of faith.  

John Mott had been right to see the strategic importance of discipling 
students and mobilizing them for the cause of world mission. Following the 
First World War, the Student Volunteer Movement, whose energy had been so 
decisive in the decades previously, gradually fizzled out and the World Student 
Christian Federation that had grown out of it, supported by Mott’s vision and 
enthusiasm, turned its back on its evangelical roots and embraced instead 
theological liberalism. In their (right) concern for post-war social 
reconstruction, and in the cultural mood of the day, they turned their backs on 
evangelization, as Mott had understood it. Indeed many mocked as obscurantist 
those who continued to take the Bible seriously. 

Many evangelicals struggled in this new and hostile climate. Some retreated 
into highly separatist fundamentalism, while others were just confused. For 
several generations a high proportion of the most able evangelicals had gone 
overseas in mission. ‘Back home’ there was an acute lack of evangelical leaders 
in the churches. Few evangelical scholars were able to challenge the liberal 
theologians on their own turf. The Evangelical Movement was at its lowest ebb 
since the days of Wesley. The young men of the Cambridge Inter-Collegiate 
Christian Union responded to this context by insisting that because the SCM 
was not willing to put the atonement of Christ at the centre of its belief and 
actions they could not merge with the Student Christian Movement.12 For them 
(and the resultant Christian Union movement) this was the very heart of gospel 
faithfulness. In other words, the grounds once again for evangelicals refusing 
structural unity were doctrinal. Without agreement in doctrine there could be no 
possibility of unity of purpose, practice and mission.  

In successive decades, as the Evangelical Movement once again grew, these 
same issues of the centrality of the Cross of Christ, of the need therefore for 
personal conversion, and the place of Scripture as authority, were repeatedly 
decisive as to where there could be unity in mission. It was not that 
evangelicals were saying that nobody outside their own ranks could be a 
genuine Christian, nor were they saying that there were no circumstances in 
which they could join with others from other parts of the Christian family. 
Indeed many evangelicals have always chosen to be members of denominations 
that are not themselves exclusively evangelical. Since evangelicals do not 
believe the church to be co-terminous with the visible structure but rather with 
the community of all those born by the Spirit into the Body of Christ, ultimately 
known only to God, there is a God-sourced spiritual unity between believers 
that cannot be achieved by creating structures and organizations. This 
distinction between the visible and invisible church is of course not a new 
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concept, but rather one adopted by Augustine and other Early Church Fathers 
as they observed the growing problems of disunity on the one hand and of 
nominalism and laxity on the other. Nonetheless, visible structures, be they of 
congregations or of mission agencies or of networks, are important as the 
physical expression of the spiritual communities – the invisible realities – into 
which we are called. And where those entities have a deeply shared 
commitment to fundamental gospel truths, alliances and federations naturally 
follow.  

Twentieth-century advance 
Evangelicals have played a very large part in the intentional spread of the 
Christian message during the past century, with a strong record of pioneering 
among previously unevangelized people groups. In many cases, where fifty 
years ago there were no known believers or only a tiny fledgling church, 
churches are now strongly established and engaged in mission. A high 
proportion of the churches of the global south, despite the historic dominance 
of Roman Catholicism in Latin America in particular, are evangelical, 
evangelical-charismatic, or Pentecostal. Further, to add to the complexity, many 
in the ancient churches of the global south are nonetheless evangelical in 
spirituality. In many cases, evangelicals are networked together through 
national and regional evangelical alliances, which in turn are affiliated to the 
World Evangelical Alliance (established in 1951). At present the WEA 
represents some 420 million members, linking denominations, congregations, 
individuals and agencies, in a common vision and task. The WEA fosters 
fellowship, understanding, and co-operation through conferences, commissions 
and task forces. Indeed, by means of these it facilitates joint action by a 
significant portion of the global church on issues as diverse as caring for 
refugees, working for justice for the disempowered, and co-ordinated mission 
to the unevangelized.13  

Evangelical student movements and the Lausanne Movement 
In 1947, representatives of ten national evangelical student movements formed 
the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students; today there are affiliated 
movements in 150 countries, discipling about a third of a million students.14 
Not only do these movements engage in local mission among the student 
population, but they have also produced many fine church and mission agency 
leaders, theologians, Bible translators, and Christian professionals who bear 
witness to Christ in their societies. Because their spiritual formation happens 
within an interdenominational setting, with a strong training element in relation 
to global mission, IFES people have proven well equipped to play a strategic 
role in developing deep bonds of friendship and co-operation between different 
parts of the world church.  
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This was a significant contributory factor in the convening of the 1974 
Lausanne Congress, and of its outcomes. Billy Graham, with the support of the 
leading evangelical John Stott, initially called the Congress with the purpose of 
considering how evangelicals from around the world could work together for 
the evangelization of the world. The Congress was to birth the ongoing 
Lausanne Movement. John Stott had close association with IFES, and as a 
result many of the representatives, from the global south in particular, were 
from that background. It was their passionate input that probably changed 
evangelical mission from being a primarily a First World endeavour to one of a 
global teamwork of equals. The Lausanne Covenant remains to this day one of 
the most formative documents on the nature of mission to have been written in 
the whole of the century.15 While affirming familiar evangelical foundational 
doctrine, it also recaptured the holistic nature of biblical evangelism. This had 
been a strong feature of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Evangelicalism, but 
between Edinburgh 1910 and Lausanne 1974 it had been sometimes eclipsed. 
The Lausanne Movement has remained an important strand in fostering 
evangelical unity in mission to this day. There has also been some significant 
interface between evangelicals from Lausanne, the WEA and IFES, and 
personnel aligned with the WCC. They have worked together on mutually 
beneficial projects such as the Gospel and Culture initiative.  

In turn, the co-operative movements of Lausanne, the IFES and the WEA 
have contributed greatly to the development of national and regional alliances 
of churches and agencies. The global south’s missionary movements are 
overwhelmingly evangelical, charismatic and Pentecostal. This poses a special 
challenge to the ancient churches, whose life was shaped in the north, and in 
the long-ago past. From a southern perspective, the churches of the north are 
largely seen as lacking in spiritual life and fervour, in denial of the supernatural 
dimension of authentic Christian faith, captive to materialism and secular 
culture, and in dire need of re-evangelization. Will we be purely defensive, or 
will we have the humility to listen and learn? Paternalism may be more alive 
and well among us than we would like to admit. 

Areas where evangelicals need to repent 
It would be naïve and dishonest to imply that evangelicals have always been 
united. Sadly, the movement has been far from united. The very fact that 
structural unity is not our highest priority can of course make it easier rather 
than harder for new groups to begin, and some established ones to split.  

In particular, I am ashamed of what happened after the USSR broke down in 
1989. There is no way to defend the mad rush of countless denominations, 
agencies and local congregations to set up their own brand of work in the 
former Communist bloc. This was ugly and divisive. I accept that the Orthodox 
Church had persevered at great cost through the previous sixty years. At the 
very least it deserved greater respect. At the same time, as a matter of accuracy, 
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while many of those groups were evangelical, many were not, and certainly by 
no means were all of them from the north. Furthermore, some of those who 
went to Russia and the other countries went at the pleading of national 
Christians who were not Orthodox, and who also had suffered.  

It would also be naïve and dishonest to suggest that disunity is a western 
problem. In cultures influenced by Confucianism, loyalty to the top leader in a 
particular hierarchy is extremely important; and rival hierarchies, each with 
their own top leader, abound. In cultures where tribal or ethnic identity has 
been paramount, churches too frequently reflect tribal and ethnic lines rather 
than the new reconciled humanity in Christ. In one Asian country where I lived, 
some 40 imported distinct Baptist denominations had been joined by a further 
forty Baptist denominations that originated within the nation. Imagine how one 
could be Baptist in 80 different ways! Evidently, Asians, Africans and Latin 
Americans are quite as capable as Europeans or North Americans of being 
divisive. It is not accurate to say the plethora of denominations is all the fault of 
western missions. Nor is disunity simply a Protestant issue. There are some 
intriguing examples of groups that have broken away from the ancient 
churches.  

The future 
I do not believe we should deduce from the New Testament that the church is 
supposed to be one monolithic organization, with every local congregation or 
community of Christian people under one structural umbrella. The unity of the 
New Testament churches had more to do with unity in apostolic doctrine, 
shared purpose and the resulting one-ness of harmony than it had to do with 
any central human organization to which all must conform and submit. Despite 
the high hopes of some, even the Ecumenical Movement has not been the 
catalyst for more than a small handful of denominational unions, and I think the 
weight of church history is against many mergers in the future. In fact, new 
denominations are being created all the time, far faster than any mergers. Some 
mission agencies have merged – and others have been formed. Some of these 
have become wonderfully international, while others have remained mono-
cultural. Globalization and migration bring Christian people from around the 
world to different places – and bring also amazing crowds of people from 
unevangelized backgrounds within reach of the gospel.  

The ancient churches must come to terms with the collapse of Christendom, 
in Europe and beyond, and the impossibility of holding on to a pattern of 
territorial hegemony. Indeed, in the face of the massive migration that has been 
occurring, churches have been willing to establish congregations outside their 
own territory, initially to serve their own diaspora. However such churches 
commonly draw in local people too, people from very different backgrounds. In 
this way the ancient churches are themselves adding to the complex mosaic of 
Christian pluralism all over the world. 
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In my view, structural unity – which, it will be remembered, was explicitly 
rejected by the 1910 Conference – is less likely today than at any point in the 
past hundred years. This challenges us all, whatever our tradition, to ask what 
kind of unity we are really seeking. Evangelicals are better placed than most 
streams of the church to live with the realities of denominational pluralism, 
which is sure to be the pattern of the twenty-first century. We have, after all, a 
history of more than 200 years of evangelical co-operation across 
denominations in the cause of mission, and have been content to respect 
considerable diversity of conviction, practice, and culture in many areas of 
church and Christian life. But, wherever we stand, and whatever our 
convictions about the nature of unity, let us be sure that it is unity for mission, 
witness and world evangelixation – which was, of course, the context within 
which our Lord spoke in John 17. This, without a doubt, is the abiding message 
of Edinburgh 1910.  

We live in privileged and wonderful days, where we see a global church, 
with men, women and children from countless people groups bearing witness to 
Jesus Christ in their communities. The church is very diverse – and maybe the 
Lord who delighted to create tens of thousands of different kinds of butterflies 
is less troubled by diversity than we are. Let us celebrate that and, while we 
wait for the return of the King, commit ourselves that the whole world, in each 
generation, might hear and see the gospel, and come to worship the one and 
only living God. 
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COOPERATION AND THE PROMOTION OF UNITY: 
AN ORTHODOX PERSPECTIVE 

Viorel Ionita 

1. Edinburgh and the Orthodox 
The Orthodox Churches were not present at Edinburgh in 1910, first of all 
because of the fact that in the beginning of the twentieth century there were no 
Orthodox missionary councils at work. On the other hand almost all Orthodox 
Churches were confronted at that time with big problems, which prevented 
them from being actively involved in international gatherings. The report of 
Commission Eight mentioned a correspondence with Archbishop Nicolai of the 
Russian Ecclesiastical Mission in Tokyo. Archbishop Nicolai reported that: ‘I 
am in friendly, more then that, brotherly relations with all the missionaries of 
other sections known to me, and so are our Christians with their Christians. So 
shall we be from our part always, because we know that the first duty of us 
Christians is to cultivate Christian love to all men, and particularly to our 
brothers in Christ. But, nevertheless, there is no real and full unity between us 
and other sections; more then that, we are far from such unity because we are 
divided in the Christian doctrine.’1 

The Russian Archbishop expressed a position that is still valid for the 
Orthodox understanding of cooperation and unity in mission. Archbishop 
Nicolai pointed out the close relationship between the unity of the Church and 
unity in mission. Actually this Archbishop appears to have been quite 
progressive in his attitude towards cooperation with other missionary groups in 
the same context. Motivated by Christian love he considered that he should 
have a brotherly openness towards his fellow Christians, but felt constrained to 
underline that the unity that may exist between them is not a full unity, because 
full unity in mission would imply also full unity of the respective churches, 
which was not the case.  

Coming back to the report of Commission Eight, we should point out some 
questions dealt with in this report challenge us even today. Speaking about 
‘Comity’, the second chapter of this report refers to the very difficult issue of 
‘Delimitation of territory’. In this respect the report underlined that ‘Few would 
refuse to accept as an abstract principle the view that it is undesirable to press 
in where others are working when neglected fields are calling for labourers.’2 It 
also indicated ‘The avoidance of overlapping and interference with the work of 
others is also demanded by the spirit of Christian charity, which should be pre-
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eminently manifested in the work of Christian missions.’3 If this principle 
would have been respected everywhere many conflicts would have been 
avoided; such as the difficult debate around the concept of ‘canonical territory’, 
to which the Russian Orthodox Church has made reference during the last 
decades.  

The report also referred to obstacles on the way to cooperation and unity in 
mission, ‘which are grounded in differences of doctrine or ecclesiastical polity’ 
and which ‘are, perhaps, harder to overcome’.4 It argued divisions between the 
churches weaken their ‘testimony and confuse the total impression made by 
Christianity on the minds of the non-Christian people’.5 Indeed the divisions 
between the churches have not been created by the situation in the mission 
field, but they do affect the mission field. Consequently one of the most 
significant contributions of the report from 1910 to the Ecumenical Movement 
as a whole was the reference to the close relationship between unity in mission 
and the unity of the Church. The issue of the unity of the Church had been a 
concern for the divided churches for a long period of time. But in 1910, more 
than ever before, the World Mission Conference pointed out the negative 
impact of this division for the mission of the churches at the world level. 

The concern of Orthodox theologians over the close link between the 
doctrinal differences and the mission of the churches in the world of today was 
best addressed by Metropolitan Ignatios Hazim, the current Patriarch of 
Antioch, in his speech at the fourth General Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches, Uppsala 1968, on the theme ‘Behold, I Make all Things New’. In his 
presentation, which was probably one of the most prophetic addresses ever 
delivered at a WCC Assembly, the then Metropolitan Ignatios approached 
inter-church relations from an eschatological perspective, and asked whether 
the best way of solving the doctrinal dispute, which is still preventing full 
communion, would not be ‘to turn together towards the Coming Lord?’ He 
continued, ‘There is no programmatic sentimentalism in this, but rather that 
same evidence of faith, which would enable us to re-centre everything in the 
heart of the Mystery. The dialogue between the churches has perhaps remained 
at the stage of the time before Isaiah 43:18, when one still considered “the 
things of old”. But it is certain that the Lord is “doing a new thing”; now it 
springs forth, do you not perceive it?’6  

The report from 1910 also makes references to some ‘Joint Actions’ in 
mission, which were very relevant for the Orthodox Churches during the 
twentieth century. We would like to underline two of these joint actions, 
namely the translation and publication of the Bible and the cooperation in 
philanthropy. On the first issue, the report emphasizes that ‘there is no sphere 
of missionary work in which the value of cooperation has been tested and 
appreciated more than in the translation, publication, and distribution of the 
Word of God; and not least among the fruits of this work must be reckoned the 
friendships which have been formed between men separated ecclesiastically 
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and diverse in nationality but called to work around the same translation 
board’.7  

One of the most urgent missionary needs within the Romanian Orthodox 
Church during the time of oppression from the Communist regime (1945–89) 
was the publication of the Bible and liturgical books. With the support of the 
United Bible Societies the patriarch Justinian (1948–77) published two editions 
of the Bible, in 1968 and 1975, and several editions of the New Testament. The 
distribution of the Holy Scripture during that period of time proved to be one of 
the most fruitful missionary actions. This is only one out of many examples of 
cooperation between the Orthodox Churches and the Missionary or Bible 
Societies. 

Finally another aspect underlined by the report of 1910, which has been 
relevant for the cooperation in mission from an Orthodox perspective, is, as the 
report formulated it, the ‘work of philanthropy and Benefice’. The report stated 
that ‘in time of famine, flood, earthquake, and fire, Christian men [sic] do not 
discuss whether they should co-operate, but simply do so as a matter of course. 
By the organisation of relief funds and the judicious disbursement of monies 
raised, countless thousands have been saved from suffering and death’.8 The 
cooperation between churches of different confessional traditions, when facing 
catastrophic situations around the world, did bring the churches nearer and 
often helped them address the theological differences from a new perspective. 
The Orthodox theology underlined repeatedly during the last decades that 
diakonia, or service to fellow human beings, is an integral part of the mission of 
the church in the world of today and therefore cooperation in diakonia is 
cooperation in mission. 

Although the Commission Eight Report did not have a direct impact on 
Orthodox mission, it opened up a complex process of reflection about mission 
in the world today, which would in due course include a specific Orthodox 
contribution. Already the Encyclical Letter of the Ecumenical Patriarchate from 
January 1920, which constitutes a Charta Magna for the Orthodox involvement 
in the Ecumenical Movement, strongly suggested a ‘whole-hearted mutual 
assistance for the churches in their endeavours for religious advancement, 
charity and so on’.9  

2.1 The Orthodox Understanding of Mission  
His Beatitude Anastasios, Archbishop of Tirana and All Albania, one of the 
most representative Orthodox theologians in respect to the missionary renewal 
during the last century, considered that when talking about Orthodox mission 
the first thing to do is ‘to state that by this word we mean witness to the living 
Trinitarian God, who calls all to salvation and binds human beings together in 
the church, who otherwise would not belong to it or who have lost their tie to 
it’.10 In this respect ‘for every local church, mission is “inward” or “internal”, 
when it takes place within its geographical, linguistic and cultural bounds, and 
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“outward” or “external” when it reaches beyond these bounds to other nations 
and lands’.11  

The very purpose of the mission is to build up the ‘communion with God 
and with one another through Christ in the Holy Spirit’.12 According to this 
view mission is not just the exportation of new religious doctrine, but bearing 
witness to the love of God for the whole world, love which was revealed in 
Christ, communicated by the Holy Spirit and present in the hearts of those who 
are practising his commands. Therefore we should not forget that ‘the famous 
text on mission – “go and make disciples from all nations …” (Matthew 28:19) 
– has no complete meaning without the experience of what is said in the 
following verse, “I will be with you always even until the close of ages.” In 
other words, those who preach Christ and make disciples of Christ must 
themselves experience the presence of Christ or of his Spirit in them.’13  

Following Jesus Christ or living in Christ means being a member of the 
body of Christ, which means being a member of the Church. Strictly speaking, 
for the Orthodox the Church doesn’t have her own mission, but she participates 
in God’s mission. ‘The very being of the Church is missionary, the Church is, 
indeed, a missionary event. Therefore, mission is not one of the “functions” of 
the Church, but the life of the Church that goes beyond itself to embrace the 
whole of humanity and the whole creation. The mission of the Church is not the 
expansion of the Church, but the establishment of the kingdom of God. Unity 
and mission must be understood in the perspective of the kingdom. They are for 
the kingdom and, as such, they are dynamically interrelated’.14  

Mission is, for the Orthodox, exclusively a task of the Church. The Church 
is both the instrument and the purpose of mission. The real purpose of the 
mission is to bring people to Christ and to help them grow into the body of 
Christ, which is the Church. The preaching of the gospel alone without bringing 
new people into the body of Christ is not enough. The purpose of mission is not 
simply to bring new people into the Church, but also to continue to accompany 
them their whole life. The pastoral task of the Church is therefore an integral 
part of her mission. Finally the mission is the task of the whole Church, both of 
ordained and lay people, of men and women, of old and young believers.  

The Orthodox understanding of mission could be summarized in the 
following four points: 1. Kerygma, or the proclamation of the Gospel; 2. 
Leiturgia, as public service for the praise of God; 3) Martyria, or the witness to 
the faith as a life style and 4) Diakonia, or the service to the neighbour, or the 
service to the whole world. The Orthodox theology is developing its mission, 
which is the mission of God in this world, following without break the tradition 
of the early church. The tradition, which in this context is the Holy Tradition 
and should not be mixed up with the church tradition or traditions, is not a dead 
letter, a collection of dogmas and practices of the past. This Tradition is for the 
Orthodox the history of salvation. It is the experience of the Holy Spirit in the 
history, who constantly illuminates men and women to become sons and 
daughters of God the Father, in Jesus Christ, through the grace of the Holy 
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Spirit. Through this Tradition the Orthodox Church of today stays in an 
unbroken continuation with the Apostles. 

2.2 The Challenges of Mission for the Orthodox Churches 
in the Twentieth Century 

During the whole of the twentieth century the Orthodox Churches were facing 
many difficulties in developing their missionary tasks. Living mainly in 
countries ruled either by non-Christian or by atheistic governments, the 
Orthodox Churches were confronted with basic existential questions. The 
mission of a church under such circumstances is, if at all, an internal mission. If 
we should take into consideration the situation of the Orthodox Churches in the 
former communist countries, then we cannot stop wondering how these 
churches survived and how a large majority of the respective peoples were 
continuously active members of their church. In spite of these circumstances 
the Orthodox mission went through a real and sometimes spectacular revival, 
mainly in the second half the twentieth century.  

The immigration of Orthodox people during the twentieth century, largely to 
the West, challenged the Orthodox mission in a very specific way. The 
Orthodox believers from the Diaspora came in contact not only with new 
political, economical and cultural realities, but also with new religious views. 
The Orthodox mission in such a context could no longer be only an internal 
one, but it had to also take into consideration dialogue with other Christian 
traditions or even with other religions. In trying to defend and affirm their own 
confessional, or even their religious identity, in a foreign context, the Orthodox 
believers became in a certain sense missionaries. The missionary experience of 
the Orthodox in a Diaspora situation improved the missionary activity of the 
Orthodox Church at home.  

One of the most important inputs for the renewal of the missionary ethos 
within the Orthodox Churches came not from outside but from inside; from a 
youth organization known as Syndesmos. The World Fellowship of Orthodox 
Youth, Syndesmos, was founded in 1953 to encourage contacts among 
Orthodox youth movements in Western Europe, Greece and the Middle East. 
Today Syndesmos has grown into a federation of 121 youth movements and 
theological schools in 43 different countries around the world.15  

At the fourth General Assembly of Syndesmos in Thessaloniki (1958) an 
Orthodox movement for ‘external mission’ was established in Greece. 
Archbishop Anastasios of Tirana and All Albania, one of the main actors in this 
enterprise at that time, reported that with this initiative ‘we had to face two 
difficulties: the amazement of Westerners, who thought the Orthodox Church 
was introspective and uninterested in mission; and a pathetic internal 
opposition from Orthodox, who considered such an interest as something 
imported. For this reason, during the first decade, not only was external mission 
stressed as an Orthodox theological and ecclesiological necessity, but a special 
attempt was made to study its history’.16  
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2.3 Orthodox Contributions to the Ecumenical Approach of Mission 
When the International Missionary Council (IMC) became an affiliated body of 
the WCC, at the 3rd WCC General Assembly in New Delhi, India, the 
Orthodox Churches opposed this integration. They did so, first of all, for 
ecclesiological reasons. They did not consider the IMC to be a church. It 
therefore could not be a full member of a ‘fellowship of churches’. Secondly, 
the Orthodox considered that they were the victims of proselytism exercised by 
churches or missionary agencies in membership with the IMC. However in 
1961 a large group of Orthodox Churches became members of the WCC as 
well, and this fact opened up new perspectives for the cooperation of the 
Orthodox Churches with other churches, including work in mission and 
evangelism. 

One of the most important actions, which improved the cooperation of the 
Commission for World Mission and Evangelism with the Orthodox Churches, 
was the creation, in 1970, of an executive position on Orthodox Mission 
Studies and Relations within the WCC. The first Orthodox theologian 
appointed to this position was the current Archbishop Anastasios of Tirana and 
All Albania, followed by Fr Dr Ion Bria, Mr. George Lemopoulos and Fr Dr 
Ioan Sauca. Through this desk several consultations have been organized, much 
material about the Orthodox understanding of mission has been published and a 
network of Orthodox theologians committed to mission has been established. In 
the course of these discussions a distinctive Orthodox perspective has been 
developed on a number of key topics. 

2.3.a. Mission in Relation to Other Religions  
For Orthodox theology the confrontation with other religions has been a painful 
one.17 The starting point of an Orthodox theological approach for the relations 
to other religions, or for a possible Orthodox theology of religions, is a 
Christological approach. According to this approach the Logos (Word) of God 
inspired, already before his Incarnation, all the good ideas in the different Holy 
Scriptures, not only in the Old Testament, but also in the holy scriptures of the 
East, or even in the ancient Greek philosophy. Together with the Church 
Fathers from the Alexandrian tradition (like Clement of Alexandria or Origen) 
the Old Testament is not the unique Gospel-type scripture, ‘it is rather the 
prototype of all other Holy Scriptures’.18  

Metropolitan George Khodre of Mount Lebanon argues  

… God has also revealed Himself in these Scriptures. Our God is a hidden God. It 
does not befit us to define objectively the intensity of the Divine Presence in the 
Abrahamic Bible, for instance, but rather simply to seek in it the traces of Christ 
who is eternal Logos, and whose manifestation before the Incarnation and outside 
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the historical heritage of the Incarnation are possible. These many modes of God’s 
revelation can only be read in the light of the Gospel. They all point to the mercy 
and meekness of the Divine Logos manifesting itself not only within a sacred 
historical tradition but even in a certain manner outside this tradition where the 
veil is thicker.19  

This veil will be taken away from the minds of people only by turning to Christ 
(2 Corinthians 3:16). In other words, the other religions should not be simply 
rejected as wrong, but considered in the perspective of their relation to the 
Logos of Christ. The Orthodox Christians came to this view not simply through 
an abstract theological, or even philosophical, reflection but rather through their 
long experience living next to or among people of other religions.  

Along this view, the Middle East Council of Churches, which include not 
only Orthodox Christians but also Christians of other confessions, declared at 
its fourth General Assembly that if the Christian faith is authentically lived, 
then Christians have the responsibility to struggle for the rights not simply for a 
particular group, but also for the dignity of each and, above all, for the integrity 
of those who are victims of injustice. ‘This responsibility of all people in every 
society, regardless of colour, race and creed, becomes a spiritual dimension, a 
fidelity to Christ, who calls us to assume on behalf of everybody all true human 
solidarity’.20 In this way the Orthodox people learned to approach other 
religions not simply from an abstract theoretical point of view, but from their 
spirituality. This approach could be a specific Orthodox contribution to the 
theology of religions, or even to the very delicate issue of the Christian mission 
among other religions.  

2.3.b. The Missionary Tasks of the Local Community  
Mission is, first of all, the task of the whole church, and is best expressed 
through the local community. The issue of the missionary task of the local 
community was addressed at the consultation organized by the WCC with 
representatives from the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches 
(Neapolis, Greece from 16–24 April 1988). This consultation constituted a 
preparatory meeting for the World Conference for Mission and Evangelism that 
was then organized at San Antonio, USA, in 1989 under the theme ‘Your Will 
be Done’. According to the Neapolis statement, the mission of the local 
community is to make it possible for everyone to have the possibility ‘to know 
Christ, to live in him and witness him by word and deed’.21 In this respect the 
first missionary task of the local community refers to the ‘internal’ mission, 
which is the major pastoral task of every church. But when the Eucharistic 
assembly experiences the truth of the resurrected Lord, ‘the necessity to share 
the joy of the resurrection with all people is a natural consequence’.22 In this 
case the mission of the local community becomes an external mission, which 
‘includes even those who are baptized, yet ignorant of the calling and election 
they have received through baptism’.23  
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The same statement was formulated as a practical recommendation to the 
Orthodox Churches, namely that it is essential to develop contemporary means 
to help all the baptized believers ‘return to the fellowship of the church. The 
church’s mission also calls us to the task of peacemaking, reconciling and 
defending justice for everyone, especially in contexts where the people of God 
suffer from injustice, oppression and war. When the Eucharistic assembly does 
not engage in such outreach it fails to realise its missionary responsibility.’24  

2.3.c. Liturgy after the Liturgy  
The phrase ‘liturgy after the liturgy’ was formulated at the consultation 
organized by the WCC with Orthodox participants on ‘Confessing Christ 
through the Liturgical Life of the Church Today’ (Etchmiadzin, Armenia, 
1975). In that context Archbishop Anastasios of Tirana and All Albania, then a 
professor at the University of Athens, wrote that each of the faithful ‘is called 
upon to continue a personal “liturgy” on the secret altar of his own heart, to 
realize a living proclamation of the good news “for the sake of the whole 
world”. Without this continuation the liturgy remains incomplete.’25  

The late Fr. Ion Bria, who was responsible for the most substantial 
contribution to the whole issue of Orthodox mission and the WCC, further 
developed the concept of ‘liturgy after the liturgy’, so that this expression has 
been more and more identified with his name. Bria underlined that ‘in ensuing 
ecumenical discussions other dimensions of ‘the liturgy after the liturgy’ have 
been discovered. The church’s liturgical and diaconal functions are connected, 
for liturgy reshapes the social life of Christians with a new emphasis on the 
sharing of bread, on the healing of brokenness, on reconciliation and on justice 
in the human community. The concept has also come to be associated with 
other facets of the life of the church, including education, evangelisation, 
concern for creation, spirituality and social ethics’.26  

2.3.d. Mission and Unity  
The issue of the mission and unity, or of mission in unity, was best addressed at 
the above-mentioned Neapolis consultation. In the final report of this 
consultation a special section was dedicated to the issue of ‘Mission and Unity’. 
In this section the following aspects are addressed: 1) Ecclesiological 
perspectives; 2) Common witness; 3) Proselytism and 4) Ecumenical vision. 
From an ecclesiological perspective, the Church, as the presence of the 
kingdom of God in the world, is called to manifest the Trinitarian communion 
and love ‘within its fold and towards the world. The church’s mission is the 
expression of this unity and love.’27 In other words the unity of the Church is 
based in the unity of the Holy Trinity, and from this unity results also the unity 
in mission, which is nothing else as the unity of the Church.  

In relation to the issue of common witness, the consultation from Neapolis 
recommended some concrete actions for cooperation between all Orthodox 
Churches as well as for the cooperation of the Orthodox Churches with other 
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churches. The common witness is a concrete expression of the unity in mission. 
In regards to the topic of proselytism, it was noted that from the Orthodox 
perspective proselytism is a most difficult obstacle on the way towards unity in 
mission. Finally the question of ecumenical vision was discussed. The Neapolis 
statement refers to the fact that one impetus for the modern vision ‘was 
originally inspired by the committed search for a common witness to the good 
news of salvation. It still remains the primary objective of our ecumenical 
involvement – to offer common witness in love to the power of Christ, 
crucified and risen, so that those who are caught up in this world of division, 
conflict and death may believe and be transfigured’.28  

2.3.e. The Issue of Proselytism  
The representatives of the Orthodox Churches in the ecumenical movement 
have complained, from the beginning, about the fact that missionary groups 
from other churches are often stealing believers from Orthodox Churches. The 
statement of the consultation from Neapolis, mentioned above, addressed the 
issue of proselytism in connection with the question of unity in mission. In this 
respect the ‘proselytism, along with the actual disunity among the churches, 
creates major obstacles for our common witness’.29  

The statement recommended that ‘all proselytism by any church should be 
condemned, and all antagonism and unhealthy competition in mission work 
should be avoided, as constituting a distorted form of mission’.30 When these 
remarks were first made public they encountered heavy criticism for being in 
contradiction with religious freedom. Today such remarks are commonplace in 
the ecumenical circles. The Orthodox Churches were called, through the 
Neapolis statement, ‘to continue efforts to persuade the churches and agencies 
involved in proselytism not to engage in dubious missionary activities 
detrimental to God’s will for unity, and to seek the path of true Christian 
charity and unity’.31  

2.3.f. The Eucharist and Mission  
Through mission the Church makes people permanently aware of God’s saving 
presence and action in the world, and invites them to partake in a new life of 
communion with the Trinity. Because this new life develops through, and in 
relation to, God and other people it decisively shapes their identity. Emmanuel 
Clapsis explains: ‘This kind of new life is sacramentally actualised and 
communally experienced in the eucharist, which is the great mystery of our 
participation in the life of the Holy Trinity, the recapitulation of the entire 
history of salvation in Christ and the foretaste of the Kingdom of God. In it, the 
faithful, by the invocation of the Holy Spirit, become the body of Christ, in 
which all respect one another for their unique gifts that the Holy Spirit has 
bestowed upon them for the building-up of their unity, which is grounded in 
their baptism’.32  
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Clapsis further explains that the Church’s mission in relation to the 
Eucharist is to reveal: 

… what we have already become in the risen Christ, and what we will fully 
experience in his kingdom. Thus, Christians, as it becomes evident in the 
Eucharist, draw the being of their identity not from the values of this world but 
from being of God and from that which we will be at the end of this age. Baptised 
Christians, therefore, in the Eucharist become a community of people who 
together unite prayer with action, praise with justice, adoration with 
transformation and contemplation with social involvement. As they disperse in 
history for the proclamation of the Christian gospel, their missionary task is 
affected not only by their words but also by what they do and how they relate to 
each other as different members of the same Eucharistic body of Christ in the 
context of the fragmented world.33  

2.3.g. Gospel and Culture 
The specific Orthodox contribution to the issue of Gospel and Culture, which 
was the theme of the World Conference for Mission and Evangelism at 
Salvador de Bahia (1996), was expressed at the Inter-Orthodox consultation on 
Gospel and Culture, organized in Addis-Ababa, Ethiopia, between the 19th and 
27th of January 1996. The final statement adopted at this consultation 
underlined, among other things, that: 

… the eternal truth which is Christ, delivered to the Church in its fullness 
immediately became incarnate in many languages in Jerusalem on Pentecost. The 
Gospel is always inculturated, proclaimed, manifest in a particular time and place 
by a particular people which means in a cultural context. With its reception by a 
people, their pre-existing culture is fertilised by the Gospel and organically 
transformed into creative energies towards salvation. There will inevitably be 
elements, attitudes, values within any culture alien to the Gospel and incompatible 
with it, which will be purified, transformed or exorcised by the Holy Spirit as the 
Spirit witnesses to Christ in the continuing life of the local eucharistic 
community.34  

At the European Forum on Gospel and Culture, an Orthodox theologian 
underlined that Orthodox theology neither identifies religion with culture, nor 
separates them completely, because the Orthodox Church ‘has avoided both the 
sacralisation of culture and its secularisation’.35 In relation to the very complex 
situations of today’s world, the Addis Ababa document stated that:  

… in multi-cultural and multi-religious settings, different cultures and religions 
may compete with each other for predominance. This inevitably leads to violent 
conflict, exploitation and even persecution and death of the less powerful. In such 
situation of brokenness and violence, the Church by following the irenic life of 
Jesus Christ must actively work for the peaceful co-existence of all communities, 
enabling all to recognize the sanctity of life as a gift of God and the right of all to 



Commission Eight 273 

pursue the quest for human fulfilment not in opposition with the other but in 
meaningful conversation of enrichment that enhances the understanding of life as 
God’s gift.36  

2.3.h. Mission and the Whole Creation  
The mission of the Church relates not only to human beings but also to the 
whole creation which ‘itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of 
corruption into the liberty of the glory of the children of God’ (Romans 8:21). 
Regarding the message of the Gospel as ‘God’s love and concern for the life of 
the whole world, the church cannot reduce its mission to the “salvation of 
souls”. The cosmic Christology implies that the mission of Christians in the 
world includes also their responsibility for the whole life of society and even 
their attitude towards nature and creation. In this sense, the Christian mission 
includes the dimension of a global human responsibility for the life of the 
world’.37  

It is well known that His All Holiness the Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew is very much committed to the protection of the environment, or 
to the integrity of the creation. For him ‘all of our efforts to cultivate a sense of 
environmental responsibility and to promote genuine reconciliation among 
people comprise the immediate responsibility and initiative of the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate, which has served the truth of Christ for some seventeen centuries. 
Our Church regards the sensitisation of its faithful in relation to the natural 
environment and in regard to the development of inter-religious dialogue as a 
central and essential part of its ministry of solidarity and co-existence’.38 The 
original privilege and calling as human beings lies, for the Ecumenical 
Patriarch, ‘precisely in our ability to appreciate the world as God’s gift to us. 
And our original sin with regard to the natural environment lies – not in any 
legalistic transgression, but – precisely in our refusal to accept the world as a 
sacrament of communion with God and neighbour’.39  

3. A New Resonance 
Instead of a conclusion we will simply quote His Beatitude Archbishop 
Christodoulos of Athens and of All Greece, who when addressing the last 
World Conference on Mission and Evangelism, held for the first time in an 
majority Orthodox context (Athens, Greece, 9–16 May 2005), rightly 
appreciated ‘the holistic understanding of mission, being developed in recent 
years within WCC’. His Beatitude continued that his church ‘considered this 
conference important and providential among other world mission conferences 
of this kind, because of its new shift in mission paradigm, which makes it 
resonate with the theology, spirituality and contextual realities of our Orthodox 
Churches. We Orthodox do not only benefit from the ecumenical encounter and 
dialogue but also bring challenges coming from our long history of mission 
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experience and our mission theology with echoes from the time of the early 
Christian communities’.40  

The World Missionary Conference from Edinburgh in 1910 opened up the 
process for a large ecumenical debate on the mission of the Church in the world 
of today. In preparing the centenarian anniversary of this conference we have to 
take into consideration the considerable ecumenical contribution towards a 
more comprehensive and more ecumenical approach of this issue during the 
last decades. In this perspective the Orthodox contribution will appear as a 
specific one, which enriched in a special way the holistic ecumenical approach 
of mission and evangelism towards a common witness of all churches to faith 
in Jesus Christ; that the world may believe.  
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COOPERATION AND THE PROMOTION OF UNITY: 
AN ROMAN CATHOLIC PERSPECTIVE 

John A. Radano 

Part One: 100 years of thought and action in the Catholic Church 
While it is true that the Catholic Church came full force into the ecumenical 
movement with the Second Vatican Council 1962–5, it is also true that concern 
for unity within the Catholic Church, on the part of Popes, theologians, 
monastic communities and others, is found long before the Council. Indeed 
even before Edinburgh 1910.1 Catholic efforts for unity came, at first, parallel 
to, but separate from, those steps leading to Edinburgh 1910, the Life and Work 
and the Faith and Order movements, and the creation of the World Council of 
Churches. Only afterwards did they relate to these initiatives. We will trace the 
Catholic developments in three periods. 

The first period, 1910–1948: 
Edinburgh to the creation of the World Council of Churches 

The document, during this period, reflecting the official Catholic attitude to the 
newborn ecumenical movement to which Edinburgh 1910 gave such impetus 
was Pius XI’s encyclical Mortalium Animos (1928). It was issued after the 
World Conferences on Life and Work (1925) and Faith and Order (1927); it 
strongly repudiated the young ecumenical movement and forbade Catholic 
participation in it.2 The Pope saw this movement as promoting expressions of 
the church which were alien to Catholic understanding. According to the 
encyclical, this ecumenical movement was led by ‘pan-Christians’ seeking to 
federate churches on the precarious bases of charity and doctrinal compromise. 
‘It is clear’, emphasized Pius XI, ‘that the Apostolic See can by no means take 
part in their assemblies, nor is it in any way lawful for Catholics to support 
such enterprises; … if they did so they would be giving countenance to a false 
Christianity, quite alien to the one Church of Christ.’ The only way to Christian 
unity, he emphasizes, is that non-Catholics accept all Catholic dogmas and 
return to the Roman-Church. 

The Popes during this same period nonetheless expressed hopes for 
Christian unity in different ways, often having more hope for unity with eastern 
Orthodoxy, though not exclusively. While their hopes for unity are sincere, 
they are often expressed with a particular interpretation of the division which 
occurred centuries ago, namely that those not in union with Rome had at some 
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point separated from the Church, and if union were to come about, they had to 
return to the Catholic Church.  

Leo XIII (1878–1903) tried to create a new climate of friendship and respect 
for the Orthodox.3 In his encyclical Praeclara Gratulationis Publicae (1894) he 
expresses the hope that ‘the day is not far distant when the Eastern Churches, so 
illustrious in their ancient faith and glorious past, will return to the fold they 
have abandoned. We hope it all the more, that the distance separating them 
from Us is not so great.’4 Leo, in his Apostolic letter Orientalium Dignitas 
(1894), expressed the hope that Catholics of the Eastern rite could, in effect, be 
mediators between East and West, by living in such a way as to ‘show 
themselves true heralds and peacemakers of holy unity between the Eastern 
Churches and the Roman Church’.5 Leo promotes a goal of unity with diversity, 
not uniformity, when he says, in Praeclara Gratulationis Publicae, that there is 
no reason for Eastern Christians ‘to fear … that We or any of our successors 
will ever diminish your rights, the privileges of your Patriarchs, or the 
established ritual of any one of your Churches’.6  

Leo also made some important ecumenical gestures to Western separated 
Christians. He addressed letters to Christians of England, Scotland, Germany, 
and never referred to them or of them as heretics,7 but rather as dissidents 
(separated). In his 1895 letter Amantissima Voluntatis (‘to the English People’), 
Leo referred to non-Catholics in England as ‘separated brothers’ (fratribus 
dissidentibus). Placing unprecedented stress on the positive quality of their faith 
and practice, his letter notes ‘the frequent and manifest works of divine grace’ 
among them.8 In an 1898 encyclical letter Caritatis Studium to the Catholic 
Bishops of Scotland he noted that the separated brethren owe much to the 
ancient Catholic Church, yet he also praised Protestants in Scotland because 
‘they have always shown reverence and love for the Inspired Writings’ and ‘in 
revering the Sacred Scriptures, they are in agreement with the Catholic Church. 
Why then should this not be the starting point for a return to unity?’9 He 
affirmed also that they ‘sincerely love the name of Christ, and strive to 
ascertain His doctrine and to imitate His most holy example’.10 

On the other hand, Leo looked upon Protestantism as a destructive 
movement. He understood that the proper principle of Protestant religion was 
‘private judgment’, and when this ‘wedge of rationalism’ was inserted into the 
divine religion of Christianity, it provoked a multitude of denominations, the 
decay of true religion, and the disappearance of faith in the divine Saviour.11  

But in pointing to the similarities, Leo, according to George Tavard, was 
proposing ‘the bases of a Catholic ecumenism. Initially it consists in seeking 
points of contact between Protestants and Catholics, such a Scripture and love 
for Christ. Starting out from here, it will bring to light the fullness of tradition, 
which is implied in Scripture itself, and the fullness of revelation, implied in the 
love of Christ.’ Tavard argues that Leo was ‘the first Pope to take up 
ecumenism. He must be given credit for laying the bases of modern Catholic 
ecumenism.’12  
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Pope Pius XI (1923–39) also expressed concern for unity. In regard to 
Eastern Christians, in some ways he goes further than Leo XIII. In his 
encyclical Rerum Orientalium (1928), published the same year as Mortalium 
Animos, an official document admits, perhaps for the first time, that obstacles to 
reconciliation are not all on the other side.13 Mutual ignorance and prejudices 
are involved.14 To remove prejudice and misconception between East and West, 
Pius, in Rerum Orientalium (no.12), promotes Eastern studies in Catholic 
universities. His predecessor Benedict XV had already founded the Oriental 
Institute in Rome (in 1917), which was intended, from the beginning, to 
welcome Orthodox students as well as Catholic. Pius believed that the benefits 
of reconciliation between East and West would go two ways. The Catholic 
Church itself would benefit as well as the separated Eastern churches.15 Pius 
XII (1939–58) took the same position in the encyclical Orientales Omnes 
(1945), maintaining that Catholics too are in need of perfect unity.16  

Besides the Popes, during this period ecumenical concern was also raised by 
many others. Examples include: 

Fr. Fernand–Etienne Portal (1855–1926). In his contacts with the Anglican 
Lord Halifax (1839–1934) Portal believed that Anglicans’ reconciliation with 
Rome could take place as a corporate body, and not by their renouncing the 
Church of England. He believed that an examination of doctrinal divergences 
between Rome and Canterbury would reveal more theological agreement than 
many supposed.17  

Fr. Paul of Graymore (1863–1940), an Anglican who became a Roman 
Catholic in 1909. In 1908, while still an Anglican, he helped institute a Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity. After becoming a Catholic he redoubled his efforts 
and promoted the Church Unity Octave.18 Previously, Leo XIII had already 
introduced the idea of prayer for Christian union, seeking rapprochement of the 
separated brethren.19  

The Malines Conversations (1921–6) led by Cardinal Mercier, Archbishop 
of Malines in Belgium. Portal and Halifax approached Mercier to host 
discussions between Anglican and Catholic scholars. By the second meeting in 
1923, the participants had received the cautious approval of Pope Pius XI and 
the Archbishop of Canterbury Randall Davidson. They discussed disputed 
dogmas, including papal authority.20 An important participant in the Malines 
Conversations was Dom Lambert Beauduin (1873–1960), head of a newly 
established monastery at Amay, Belgium (1925). This monastery was created 
in response to a request by Pope Pius XI (letter Equidem Verba, 1924) who 
asked the Benedictine Order to designate certain monasteries as centers for 
seeking union between separate Eastern Christians (especially Russians) with 
the Church of Rome.21  

Other Catholic pioneers from this period include Yves Congar, Paul 
Couturier and Josepf Lortz. These pioneers planted ecumenical seeds that have 
continued to bear fruit. At the time, however, the wall of separation was still 
very high, and time was needed before the new thinking on ecumenism could 
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be received in the Church. Indeed some of the theologians who promoted 
ecumenism ran into significant trouble with Church authorities. Nonetheless 
their efforts helped the Church to grow toward the commitment to ecumenism 
that developed in Vatican II.22  

The second period, 1948–1962: 
The creation of the World Council of Churches to the Second Vatican Council: 

Cautious recognition of the modern ecumenical movement 
The key document representative of the view of the Holy See regarding the 
ecumenical movement during this period was the 1949 Instruction of the Holy 
Office, Ecclesia Catholica. On the Ecumenical Movement, which states: 

In consequence of the common prayers of the faithful through the grace of the 
Holy Spirit, there has grown constantly in the mind of many persons separated 
from the Catholic Church the desire for a return to unity on the part of all who 
believe in the Lord Christ. To the children of the Church this is surely a cause of 
true and holy joy in the Lord ….23  

The Instruction asked bishops not to only to ‘watch over this entire activity’ but 
‘also prudently promote and direct it’.24  

Here we find a cautious recognition of the modern ecumenical movement as 
being inspired by the Holy Spirit. The Instruction reflected the growth of the 
ecumenical movement, referring to ‘mixed assemblies and conferences of 
Catholics with non-Catholics’ which in recent times had been held in many 
places to promote union in the faith. It wanted bishops to promote, but also to 
control, the phenomena. Two significant developments during this period call 
for attention. 

First, as early as 1949 Catholic theologians had some, even if small, impact 
on the World Council of Churches. According to the first WCC General 
Secretary, Willem Visser ’t Hooft, who previously had contacts with Catholic 
theologians, his meeting with Catholic theologians at the Istina Center in Paris, 
in 1949, helped him prepare a draft which in turn helped the Central Committee 
meeting in Toronto, in 1950, to clarify the self-understanding of the WCC. The 
resulting Toronto Statement was critical to ecumenical relations because it 
affirmed that a church does not have to abandon its ecclesiology as a condition 
for belonging to the WCC. 

To facilitate discussion with the Istina group he presented the subject in the 
form of theses, the first six describing ‘What the World Council is not’, and 
another six attempting to explain ‘the assumptions underlying the World 
Council of Churches’.25 Visser ’t Hooft speaks of some of the results of this 
meeting. First, that the discussion had proved useful, and that this had 
encouraged him to submit the theses to the Central Committee of the World 
Council for discussion, revision and adoption. Then, he says: 
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I added to the theses some ideas which emerged from the Istina meeting, 
including I believe, the formulation: ‘The World Council exists in order to deal in 
a provisional way with an abnormal situation’.  

The paragraph on the positive consequences to be drawn from the concept of 
vestigia ecclesiae (one of his theses) too was strengthened in the light of the 
remarks made on this subject by Father (Yves) Congar and Father (Jean) 
Danielou. 

I added two new theses, one on the solidarity of the member churches and their 
obligation to refrain from actions which were incompatible with fraternal 
relations, and another on mutual spiritual assistance for the sake of the renewal of 
the life of the churches. 

At the end of the document I pointed out that the distinction between the 
conditions which had to be fulfilled so that the churches might enter into relations 
of conversation and cooperation in the World Council and those which had to be 
fulfilled to achieve full unity was fundamental. The World Council was an 
emergency measure and had only a provisional task.26  

These insights are reflected in the 1950 Toronto statement. 
A second important development during this period concerns the Catholic 

Church itself. This was the founding of the Catholic Conference for 
Ecumenical Questions (CCEQ), in 1951, by Johannes Willebrands and Frans 
Thÿssen, two priests from the Netherlands.27 During 1952–63, the CCEQ met 
in different cities of Europe when invited by the local bishop. Though it was a 
Catholic body, others appreciated its significance. The WCC General Secretary 
Visser ‘t Hooft, in his memoirs, comments that in 1952 the CCEQ ‘attracted 
very little attention, but … was to have far-reaching consequences for the 
ecumenical movement’.28  

Two aspects of its impact can be mentioned here. First, from its beginning it 
made contact with the World Council of Churches. The themes discussed by 
the theologians ‘were those predominating in the World Council of Churches, 
especially in its Faith and Order Commission’.29 Visser ‘t Hooft indicated that 
although this body had no official status, it was of great advantage for the WCC 
to be in conversation with a responsible body of Roman Catholic ecumenists.30 

The CCEQ would study and make contributions to the major themes the WCC 
was working on, even for assemblies, such as Evanston and New Delhi. Thus 
for Evanston (1954) the CCEQ asked Yves Congar to draft a paper presenting 
the Roman Catholic conception of the main theme ‘Christ the Hope of the 
World’. The revised version of this paper was given to Visser ‘t Hooft, who 
made it available to Assembly delegates, and commented on it, telling the 
Assembly that it was a substantial and valuable contribution to its discussion.31  

A second important aspect of the CCEQ was that its participants contributed 
to the origin and initial organization of the Secretariat for Promoting Christian 
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Unity (SPCU) established by Pope John XXIII in 1960.32 Pope John appointed 
Willebrands as the first Secretary of the SPCU.33 In fact all of those who served 
as SPCU Secretaries from 1960–1999 had participated in the CCEQ.34  

It is not an exaggeration to say that because of their experience with the 
unofficial CCEQ in the 1950s, they could bring to the fledgling SPCU a ‘sense 
of commitment to and support for this new official ecumenical initiative in the 
Catholic Church, a rich experience of study and struggle precisely with 
ecumenical issues, and in some cases, especially in the years and decades after 
the Second Vatican Council, a perspective on the dramatic ecumenical 
transition that the Catholic Church had been going through, since they 
participated in ecumenism both before the Decree on Ecumenism Unitatis 
Redintegratio (1964) and after.’35  

The third period, 1962–2007: Vatican II to the present: 
A deep commitment to the modern ecumenical movement 

The Decree on Ecumenism of the Second Vatican Council states: 

Concern for restoring unity pertains to the whole Church, faithful and clergy alike. 
It extends to everyone, according to the potential of each, whether it be exercised 
in daily Christian living or in theological and historical studies. This very concern 
already reveals to some extent the bond of brotherhood existing among all 
Christians, and it leads toward that full and perfect unity which God lovingly 
desires.36  

With the Second Vatican Council the Catholic Church in the final third of the 
twentieth century moved to fully embrace the modern ecumenical movement. 
In many ways there was continuity with the Catholic concern for Christian 
unity which had been developing over previous decades. But starting with the 
Council, and in the decades that followed, the ecumenical concern and 
responsibility of the Catholic Church, ‘the whole church, faithful and clergy 
alike’, becomes structured into the life of the Church. This is sustained by four 
sources of authority. 

Sources of authority for Catholic commitment to ecumenism 
First, it is the mandate of the Second Vatican Council, approved by the Pope, 
thus representing the highest authority of the Church. The Council’s mandate is 
articulated especially in the Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio), but 
is referred to in all of the other fifteen conciliar documents. In the Decree on 
Ecumenism, one sees the two-fold approach to promoting Christian unity. First, 
to bring an ecumenical spirit within the Catholic Church. It calls the Catholic 
Church, as an institution, to internal renewal ‘which has notable ecumenical 
importance’37 and it calls individual Catholics to newness of attitudes towards 
other Christians.38 Secondly, Christian unity is promoted externally, in 
partnership with other Christians. The Decree on Ecumenism speaks of 
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‘dialogue between competent experts from different Churches and 
Communities’, and cooperation with them on different projects for the common 
good, and common prayer. Since Vatican II the Catholic Church has opened a 
series of bilateral dialogues, and has participated in the multilateral dialogues 
opened by Faith and Order. 

Second, there are authoritative pastoral directives to implement the 
Council’s teachings. Thus, in 1967, after significant consultation with Bishops’ 
conferences, the SPCU published Part One of an Ecumenical Directory. It 
proposed ways of structuring the ecumenical movement in the life of the 
Church. It urged, among many other things, that ecumenical commissions be 
set up by National episcopal conferences, and in each diocese, or at least that 
one person be delegated by the bishop for ecumenical matters. These 
commissions would implement the decisions of Vatican II on ecumenical 
affairs, promote cooperation and discussion with other Christians, and foster 
ecumenical formation. A revised version of the Ecumenical Directory was 
published in 1993. 

A third authoritative source structuring ecumenism into the life of the 
Catholic Church is Canon Law. In 1983 a revision at the 1917 Code of Canon 
Law was published, taking into account the teaching of Vatican II. It includes 
an important ecumenical aspect. Canon 755 para 1 and 2 read: 

Para 1:  It is within the special competence of the entire college of bishops 
and of the Apostolic See to promote and direct the participation of Catholics in the 
ecumenical movement, whose purpose is the restoration of unity among all 
Christians, which the Church is bound by the will of Christ to promote. 

Para 2:  It is likewise within the competence of bishops and, in accord with 
the norm of law, of conferences of bishops to promote the same unity and to issue 
practical norms for the needs and opportunities presented by diverse 
circumstances in light of the prescriptions of the supreme church authority. 

A fourth authoritative source promoting ecumenism in the Catholic Church is 
the papal magisterium, most particularly Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Ut 
Unum Sint (on Commitment to Ecumenism). Ut Unum Sint calls Catholics to 
ecumenical commitment. ‘Christ calls all his disciples to unity’ the Pope says. 
‘My earnest desire is to renew this call today, to propose it once more with 
determination …’.39 ‘At the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church 
committed herself irrevocably to following the path of the ecumenical 
venture.’40 ‘Ecumenism … is not just some sort of “appendix”… added to the 
Church’s traditional activity. Rather, ecumenism is an organic part of her life 
and work and consequently must pervade all that she is and does….’41 
(Emphasis original). 

On numerous occasions John Paul II spoke of ecumenism as one of his 
pastoral priorities, including when he spoke of the need for a new 
evangelization, a theme of which he spoke frequently.42 Pope Benedict XVI, in 
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his first address on 20 April 2005, the day after being elected Pope, described 
‘as his primary task the duty to work tirelessly to rebuild the full and visible 
unity of all Christ’s followers’.43  

The Catholic Church in ecumenical contact and dialogue, 1965–2007 
To illustrate its ecumenical commitment one can point to some of the 
ecumenical relationships and/or international dialogues, both bilateral and 
multilateral, in which the Catholic Church has been engaged since the Second 
Vatican Council. 

Relations with the World Council of Churches 
While the Catholic Church is not a member of the World Council of Churches, 
it has been involved in an important partnership with the WCC. For example, in 
1961 even before Vatican II began, the Holy See accepted the invitation to send 
five official Catholic observers to the New Delhi General Assembly, which was 
a very helpful, even crucial sign of new ecumenical commitment. In turn, this 
encouraged the WCC and various churches, Orthodox, Anglican and Protestant 
to send observers to the Second Vatican Council. 

Since 1965 there has been a Joint Working Group (JWG) between the World 
Council and the Catholic Church, which has met very year, with membership 
renewed after each General Assembly of the WCC. The JWG has overseen a 
variety of contacts between the WCC and various offices of the Holy See, and 
has produced many useful studies on a broad range of significant topics. 

Since 1966 the WCC, through its Faith and Order Commission and the 
Secretariat/Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, have together 
produced materials for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. Churches 
around the world use these materials. 

Since 1968, Catholic theologians have participated as full voting members 
of the WCC’s Commission on Faith and Order, contributing to some of its great 
studies, such as the 1982 statement Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM). 

From 1968–1978 the WCC and Catholic Church jointly sponsored the 
experiment called SODEPAX, fostering cooperation on matters of Society, 
Development and Peace. 

Concerning ecumenical formation, since the 1960s Catholic theologians 
have lectured at the WCC Ecumenical Institute at Bossey. For almost 25 years 
a Catholic theologian, supported financially by the Catholic Church, has served 
as faculty member of Bossey. A number of theologians have served in that post 
over the years. 

Since 1984 a Catholic Sister, or lay woman, involved in mission work, has 
been a member of the WCC’s CWME staff, with the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity arranging for her salary. 

There has been contact and collaboration between offices of the Roman 
Curia and comparable offices in the WCC, for example between the Pontifical 
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Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the WCC unit working on 
Interreligious Dialogue. 

Two Popes have visited the WCC, Paul VI in 1969, and John Paul II in 
1984. WCC General Secretaries have visited the Holy See.  

Roman Catholic delegated observers have taken part in WCC Central 
Committee meetings each year, and Catholic delegations have taken part in all 
General Assemblies since 1961. Over the years the WCC has also been invited 
to send representatives to a variety of events sponsored by the Holy See. A true 
partnership has developed between the Catholic Church and the WCC. 

Relations with churches and Christian world communions 
Since Vatican II, the Catholic Church has been involved in a number of 
bilateral dialogues, which have produced some important results. We mention 
here only the international dialogues. 

The goal of dialogue, for the Catholic Church, is the restoration of unity, of 
full communion in a common understanding of the Apostolic faith, sacramental 
life, and hierarchically ordered ministry; a unity in diversity. In some of the 
dialogues the Catholic Church and its partners are able to say that full 
communion is the goal of the dialogue. With others, at least at present, the 
goals are expressed as better mutual understanding, overcoming prejudices. The 
direction is not ‘a return’ to the past, but a movement forward in dialogue, 
hoping to reconcile the separated Christian communions by resolving the issues 
that have kept them apart. But some of the issues over which Christians have 
divided in the past are issues for dialogue today – such as the nature of the 
church, sacraments, episcopacy, and the role of the Bishop of Rome.  

International bilateral dialogues began in 1967. The first was with the 
Lutheran World Federation, and in the same year, with the World Methodist 
Council. In each new decade new dialogues have begun, and earlier ones have 
continued. In 1970 dialogue began with the Anglican Communion and with the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches, and then with Classical Pentecostals in 
1972, with the Coptic Orthodox Church in 1976, with some Evangelicals in 
1977, and, also in 1977, with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). In 
1980 dialogue with the Orthodox Church began, then in 1984 with the Baptist 
World Alliance, and in 1989 with the Malankara Orthodox churches of India. 
In 1993 a phase of dialogue began with the World Evangelical Fellowship 
(Alliance). In 1996 dialogue was undertaken with the Assyrian Church of the 
East, and in 1998, with the Mennonite World Conference. In 2000, informal 
conversations began with the Seventh Day Adventists. In 2003, dialogue began 
with the Old Catholic Churches of the Union of Utrecht. In 2004, dialogue 
began with the family of Oriental Orthodox Churches all together. 

Some significant results of dialogue 
What are some of the major results of contacts and dialogue? We will list a few 
significant developments, from the perspective of the Catholic Church. 
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(a) The good and intense relations and partnership with the World 
Council of Churches for more than forty years. 

(b) The Joint Declaration between Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical 
Patriarch Athanagoras I on December 7, 1965, regretting and 
wishing ‘to erase from the memory and midst of the Church the 
(mutual) sentences of excommunication’ that were made in 1054, 
and to establish a dialogue in search of full communion.44  

(c) The Common Declarations on Christology between Popes and 
Patriarchs of Oriental Orthodox Churches, speaking together of the 
Divine and Human nature of Christ (true God and true Man), that 
virtually resolved the clashes that took place in reaction to the 
Council of Chalcedon (451).45  

(d) The development of the Faith and Order text Baptism, Eucharist 
and Ministry (1982), in which the churches achieved a great deal of 
convergence on these three key issues. 

(e) The Common Declaration (in 1994) between Pope John Paul II and 
Patriarch Mar Dinkha, of the Assyrian Church of the East, that 
expressed common Christological views, virtually resolving clashes 
that took place in reaction to the Council of Ephesus (431). 

(f) The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, signed 
together by the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church 
in 1999, which presented mutual consensus on basic aspects of the 
doctrine of justification. This has virtually resolved the conflicts on 
the central theological issue over which Martin Luther clashed with 
Church authorities in the sixteenth century. 

(g) Official responses affirm Anglican and Catholic consensus on the 
theology of eucharist and ministry as expressed in the Final Report 
of the Anglican Roman Catholic International commission. 

(h) The important convergences concerning the nature of the Church 
found in various dialogues. For example the second phase of 
dialogue with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) 
discovered convergence between the Reformed notion of the 
Church as Creatura Verbi and the Catholic notion of the Church as 
Sacramentum Gratiae. The third phase has gone further saying that 
an understanding of the nature of the Church requires both of these 
perspectives. Also convergence is found on the notion of the 
Church as koinonia, or communion in many dialogues: with the 
Orthodox and Anglicans, but also with Pentecostals, Baptists, and 
Disciples of Christ. 

(i) The need for a healing of memory has become prominent, as in our 
dialogues with the Mennonite World Conference and with the 
WARC. There are also many other expressions of this, for example 
the action of the Church of Scotland Assembly in 1986 stating that 
candidates for the ministry would not be required to subscribe to 



286  Edinburgh 2010 
 

particular anti-Catholic, anti-papal statements in the Westminster 
Confession. This contributes greatly to a healing of memory. 

Thus, the ecumenical movement is an organic part of the life of the Catholic 
Church. 

Part two: contemporary and future challenges 
In some ways, the major challenge Christians face today is the same challenge 
faced by the World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh 1910. On the one 
hand, the modern ecumenical movement since Edinburgh has resulted in some 
great achievements. Many Christians have a new and deep conviction that, 
though still separated from other Christians, they share with them a real, though 
imperfect, communion. At the same time, serious division and discord still 
exists, the discord, which, ‘openly contradicts the will of Christ, provides a 
stumbling block to the world, and inflicts damage on the most holy cause of 
proclaiming the good news to every creature’.46  

Christians continue to separate from one another. David Barrett’s World 
Christian Encyclopedia, (1982) counted 20,800 distinct Christian 
denominations around the world. That Encyclopedia’s second edition (2001) 
counts 33,820 distinct Christian denominations. While many of these have 
some ecumenical relationships, for example within councils of churches or in 
federations and alliances of confessional families, the degree of unity existing 
in such bodies is often partial at best. And Christian communities today 
continue to divide. We need to understand why this happens and what to do 
about it. 

In this situation, of both achievement and continuous problems, we would 
like to suggest, from Edinburgh 1910’s Commission Eight report ‘Cooperation 
and the Promotion of Unity’, some challenges for us today. The report’s 
seventh chapter, ‘General Review of Conclusions’, draws conclusions after 
reflecting on 130 pages of data sent from the missionaries. We would mention 
just three points made there that are still challenges for us today: 

1) There is a call for visible unity.  

… throughout the mission field there is an earnest and growing desire for closer 
fellowship and for the healing of the broken unity of the Church of Christ. In this 
manifest evidence of the gracious working of the Holy Spirit we must … rejoice. 
While we may differ from one another in our conception of what unity involves 
and requires, we agree in believing that our Lord intended that we should be one 
in a visible fellowship…47  

2) There is a call for repentance. 

The great issues which confront us in the modern situation are the concern of the 
whole Church of Christ; and the spiritual resources of the whole Church will be 
required to deal with them. The solution of problems so complex and difficult, 
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and so vitally related to the advancement of the Kingdom of Christ, can be 
attempted only in a spirit of penitence and of prayer. Penitence is due for the 
arrogance of the past and for the lack of sympathy and of insight by which all of 
us have helped to create and perpetuate a situation that retards so seriously the 
advancement of Christ’s Kingdom. Most of all do we need to lament that we carry 
about with us so small a sense of the harm that is wrought by our divisions, and so 
little pain for our lack of charity.48 (Emphasis mine). 

3) There is a call for mutual respect (re: against proselytism). 

… while the right of a convert to pass from one Christian body to another as a 
result of an honest change of conviction must be recognized, any attempt to 
proselytism among the Christians of another denomination is fatal to effective and 
harmonious work.49 (Emphasis mine) 

And perhaps one of the great lessons and challenges to us today from 
Edinburgh 1910 and Commission Eight concerns continuation. Edinburgh 
proposed a ‘continuation committee’, and the rest is ecumenical history. It 
inaugurated a pilgrimage toward unity that has continued for almost a century. 
Today, as we come up against difficult issues on the way towards visible unity, 
we need the patience to continue, realizing that the ecumenical movement is a 
work of the Holy Spirit. 

Perhaps an immediate challenge to us will come in 2017, the fifth centenary 
of the Reformation. How, from an ecumenical perspective, should we observe 
that historic event? The pilgrimage toward unity which we have undertaken for 
a century should influence the way we observe that coming significant event. 

Through ecumenical dialogue we have learned how much common ground 
we share on matters of faith. For example, on the great issue of justification, 
Lutherans and Catholics have today found reconciliation. The Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, signed in 1999, affirms consensus 
on basic truths of the doctrine of justification. Many of the different 
perspectives of Lutherans and Catholics, if properly understood, are not 
inherently divisive, but represent insights from which both can learn. The 
World Methodist Council formally adhered to this agreement in 2006. We 
believe other world communions could as well. 

 From the sixteenth century, the ‘Reformation’ and the ‘Counter’ or Catholic 
Reformation have occupied different sides of a great divide. But today, because 
of our century-long ecumenical pilgrimage together, many of the lines of 
division have been overcome. 

Hopefully in 2017, the fifth centenary of the Reformation, we will able to 
commemorate together, first of all, not the divisions of the past, but rather the 
ecumenical pilgrimage all of us have undertaken since Edinburgh 1910 and the 
results it has produced. What has emerged is an awareness that we share a real, 
if still imperfect, communion. Though our divisions have not been completely 
healed, we know each other as brothers and sisters in Christ. We share a 
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common pilgrimage toward Christ, in response to his prayer for his disciples 
‘that they may all be one’ (John 17:21). 
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COOPERATION AND THE PROMOTION OF UNITY: 
A PENTECOSTAL PERSPECTIVE 

Cecil M. Robeck, Jr. 

Edinburgh and the Pentecostal Movement in 1910 
It should come as no surprise to learn that when missionaries from around the 
world met in Edinburgh, Scotland, for the great World Missionary Conference 
of 1910 they would overlook the Pentecostal Movement completely. The 
Pentecostal Movement was no more than a decade old at the time, and most 
Christian leaders thought it was hardly worth noticing. Pentecostals had only 
begun to enter fulltime missionary service for the first time in 1906.1 When 
invitations to the Conference went out, there were very few signs that 
Pentecostals were here to stay, and there were even fewer signs that they would 
make any substantive contribution to world missions. If the organizers did 
notice this tiny movement, they would surely have had little good to say about 
the Movement. What is more, they would have found it impossible to believe 
recent reports that spell out the impact that this Movement has had over the past 
century.  

 The earliest Pentecostal missionaries were frequently an irritating lot. They 
were not in the mood to listen to anyone who did not share the experience they 
called ‘baptism in the Holy Spirit’. They publicly criticized all those with 
whom they disagreed, including veteran missionaries. They did not see any 
need for advanced theological training, or courses in cross-cultural immersion, 
or even the need for language study. They ignored most modern missionary 
wisdom, claiming instead that the Holy Spirit was leading them in a different 
and powerful way, and that they did not rely upon mere human wisdom. They 
openly proselytized. Furthermore they made outlandish claims!  

It should come as no surprise, then, that when they made their appearance on 
various mission fields, they were criticized and ridiculed. Their unwillingness 
to cooperate with veteran missionaries except on their own terms, and their 
swaggering claims that they needed nothing more than the power of the Holy 
Spirit to spread the Gospel among the ‘heathen’, left them vulnerable to intense 
criticism. It is not surprising to realize, then, that they should not even have 
been invited to participate in such a gathering. It would be safe to say that 
neither the fledgling Pentecostal Movement nor the Edinburgh Missionary 
Conference were ready for one another.  
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Visible unity for the sake of mission 
The care and balance with which the authors of the Commission’s report 
approached their subject is obvious. While the Commission acknowledged in 
an even-handed way the strengths and weaknesses made explicit by differences 
in perception and thought that arose from regional differences, denominational 
concerns, and longstanding theological disputes, it did not push its readers into 
making any specific choice. It made itself quite clear, however, that while no 
one should be asked to relinquish his or her convictions of truth a way had to be 
found to reconcile these differences with the ‘essential unity’ that already 
existed between Christians of different traditions.2 It confronted its delegates 
and readers to take the challenge of visible Christian unity seriously, and to act 
upon it. Moreover it concluded with the passage of a resolution that put into 
place a Continuation Committee of the World Missionary Conference that 
would be multi-national and multi-denominational, with power to follow up on 
unresolved issues.3  

Even a cursory examination of the work of Commission Eight reveals that 
the participants were overwhelmingly representative of historic mainline 
Protestant and Anglican churches and their missionaries. Furthermore, the 
delegates were dominantly representative of North American, British and 
European churches and missionary agencies with missionary input from Asia 
(primarily China and India) and Africa (primarily from Anglophone countries). 
Notably absent from the conversation were the ancient Roman Catholic Church 
and the Orthodox churches. Thus, neither Latin America, which was 
dominantly Catholic and had been excluded from discussion because it was 
viewed as a ‘Christian’ region, nor Russia, which was Orthodox, were 
represented or formally discussed,4 although some delegates expressed concern 
that the absence of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches might be highly 
significant for the successful implementation of Conference findings.5 Thus, the 
Conference was limited by the realities of the East/West split of the eleventh 
century. It was further limited by the division between Catholic and 
Protestant/Anglican churches at the time of the sixteenth-century Reformation. 
In fact, the absence of any substantial voice from either Latin America or 
Russia was simply reflective of these same realities and not an unwitting 
omission on the part of Conference planners.  

In the same way, there is no reference to the challenges that Pentecostals 
were already beginning to pose on the mission field. Clearly, the World 
Missionary Conference of 1910 was also limited either by its lack of 
knowledge and experience of Pentecostals on the mission field, or by the 
unwillingness of its organizers to pursue missionaries across the obvious 
doctrinal differences and class distinctions that separated the churches present 
at the Conference from Pentecostal missionaries. As a result, the potential 
contribution of this newest Christian movement was completely ignored or 
overlooked.6  
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What this meant was that the call to visible Christian unity was limited to 
those groups that were present at the Conference. It also meant that as 
important as the World Missionary Conference of 1910 was, and it was very 
important, it was actually a conference of what would become the 
representatives of the Christian minority among today’s Church. If the Roman 
Catholic Church, the Orthodox Churches, and Pentecostals, none of whom were 
present at the World Missionary Conference of 1910, represent the vast 
majority of Christians around the world today, then by any accounting the 
churches that were present at the Conference are very much to be reckoned 
among the minority churches today. To take it one step further, it has been 
noted repeatedly in recent years that it is the churches that were not present at 
the Conference where the most substantial growth is taking place, while many 
of those groups that were present at the Conference now appear to be in rapid 
decline.7  

Pentecostal responses 
Given the fact that the emergence of Pentecostalism was not particularly 
welcomed by the historic churches it should come as no surprise that 
Pentecostals did not turn to them for acceptance. Though they held much in 
common with historic churches, acceptance by these churches was not easily 
found. Like other Christians in 1910, Pentecostals believed in the inspiration 
and authority of Scripture, the Trinity, and the person and work of Jesus Christ 
in classical terms. Like most Protestants, they taught the doctrine of 
justification by faith, they administered baptism, and they observed the Lord’s 
Supper. Like most Methodists and Wesleyan-Holiness Christians, they were 
concerned about personal integrity, holiness, and what some called the ‘Higher 
Christian Life’. Like those who convened the World Missionary Conference of 
1910 and like most Evangelicals, they were committed to evangelization and 
missionary work among non-Christian people. And they did not invent any new 
polities; they simply adopted those of their forebears, Episcopal, 
Congregational, and Presbyterian.  

What separated them from most Protestants were two things. The first was 
their approach to the Holy Spirit. They insisted that people could be ‘baptized 
in the Holy Spirit’ at a time subsequent to their regeneration, that this baptism 
equipped them with power for witnessing (Acts 1:8), and that it would be 
accompanied by some form of evidence such as speaking in tongues (Acts 2:4). 
They also insisted that the Holy Spirit continues to distribute charisms upon 
whomever He chooses (1 Corinthians 12:8–10) regardless of age, gender, race, 
ethnicity, color, class, or level of education. That many Protestants linked 
baptism in the Spirit with conversion and baptism, rejected any notion of 
evidence, and embraced a cessationist theory regarding certain charisms made 
things challenging at best. These differences led Protestants to reject 
Pentecostal claims, and because these differences went to the core of 
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Pentecostal identity, they led Pentecostals to distance themselves from many 
Protestants. This debate ultimately led Aimee Semple McPherson to preach a 
sermon titled, ‘Is Jesus Christ the Great “I Am”, or Is He the Great “I Was”?’ 
Sister Aimee appealed to the dominant Pentecostal claim that mainline pastors 
were preaching a Christ who ‘used to be’, a distant and powerless Christ who 
had ceased to deal with the problems of the contemporary world in any 
meaningful way, while Pentecostals preached a Christ who was ‘the same 
yesterday, today, and forever’ (Hebrews 13:8), a Christ who was deeply 
involved in the everyday lives of ordinary people, just as He had been when he 
walked the roads of Palestine.8  

The second issue that separated Pentecostals from most Protestants, indeed, 
from most Christians at that time, had to do with the fact that while most 
Christians viewed the contemporary Church as standing in continuity with the 
Church of all previous centuries, most Pentecostals viewed themselves as 
standing in discontinuity with much of that history. Pentecostals embraced a 
Restorationist reading of church history and that reading gave a particular spin 
to their eschatological views. God raised up the Pentecostal Movement at the 
end of the age when it was incumbent upon the Church to evangelize the world. 
The time would soon come when a universal religion would emerge and it 
would become the tool of the forces of antichrist. As a result, Pentecostals 
turned their backs on many discussions regarding visible forms of Christian 
unity. They feared that such discussions would ultimately lead to disaster. And 
they focused their attention on bringing all non-Christians to salvation and all 
believers into the fullness of the Holy Spirit. 

That being said, Pentecostals were neither consistent nor generally militant 
in their treatment of all such discussions. This is because the issue of unity had 
deep roots in the foundations of the Movement. While they tended to 
emphasize the spiritual reality of their unity in Christ, and thus the invisible 
character of Christian unity, some early Pentecostals lifted up the challenge of 
visible unity. Charles F. Parham was troubled by the confusion of 
denominationalism at the beginning of the century. He came to believe that 
God had anointed him to be ‘an apostle of unity’. Unity did not come through 
the establishment of denominations, which he described as ‘concentration 
camps’, but through the work of God among those who were ‘…baptized by 
the Holy Ghost into one Body, the gloriously redeemed Church…’. He viewed 
himself as the true Elijah who would lead this redeemed Church into fruitful 
evangelization in such a way as to result in a single, restored, visible, 
Pentecostal Church.9  

The African American pastor of the famous Azusa Street Mission, William 
J. Seymour, articulated his stand in his publication The Apostolic Faith. In 
every issue of this newspaper he included these words: ‘The Apostolic Faith 
Movement stands for the restoration of the faith once delivered unto the saints – 
the old time religion, camp meetings, revivals, missions, street and prison work 
and Christian Unity everywhere.’10  
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A decade later, Richard G. Spurling, founder of the Christian Union, the 
group that ultimately became the Church of God (Cleveland, TN), lamented 
frequently over the ‘strife and confusion’ he witnessed in denominational 
diversity. ‘Above all this din of strife and confusion’, he wrote, ‘I hear Christ 
praying in John 17:21, that they may all be one.’ He knew that some would 
argue that the answer to Jesus’ prayer had already come. It could be found in 
the spiritual unity of all Christians. It was something that was essentially 
invisible. But he argued, ‘… our reason says not so’, ‘Christ said the world 
might believe, but there is not a unity that the world can see. No, it is not the 
unity which Christ wanted by any means, but a confusion that He does not 
want.’11  

However in spite of the concern for Christian unity that had been articulated 
from the early days of the Pentecostal Movement, Pentecostals were slow to 
reach beyond themselves in any form of cooperative venture, even when it 
came to missionary work among non-Christians.  

John R. Mott, the man who had so successfully chaired the 1910 Edinburgh 
Conference also chaired the 1925 Convention of the Foreign Missionary 
Conference of North America. The 1925 Convention was as close to the 1910 
Conference that any Pentecostal would get. His plenary address, titled ‘New 
Forces Released by Cooperation’, echoed the theme of Commission Eight.12 
Throughout his message, Mott recalled the lessons learned and the challenges 
raised by the 1910 Edinburgh Conference, noting that the arguments that had 
been offered ‘in favor of cooperation’ then, were ‘now accentuated tenfold’.13 
He lamented the divisions that continued to plague the Church and he pointed 
out the inconsistency of these divisions with Jesus’ prayer in John 17:21 – unity 
for the sake of mission. He also drew from the visions of unity set forth in 
Ephesians 2 and again in Ephesians 4. Mott tied his vision for unity to the 
spiritual dimension that was so important to him personally and to the Holiness 
stream of Methodism of which he was a part. 

The 1910 Conference had made it clear that there were times when 
differences in doctrine and polity needed to be set aside or bracketed in order to 
make progress in cooperation and the promotion of unity in missionary 
matters.14 In 1925, Mott reiterated this point. He repeatedly called for the 
delegates to lead the way in setting aside their denominational distinctions in 
order to bring about unity. ‘If we can forget that we are Americans, Canadians, 
British, Chinese, Dutch, French, Germans, Indians, Japanese, Scandinavians’, 
he began,  

… or that we are Baptists, Congregationalists, Disciples, Episcopalians, Friends, 
Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans; in the work of making Christ known to 
people in Asia, Africa, Latin America, or Europe, or of North America, we have 
gone a great way toward proving to unbelievers who are moved by facts, that the 
religion of Jesus Christ is the great solvent of the racial and national alienations of 
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the world, and, therefore, is the mightiest force operating among men. The present 
is the time of times to present this apologetic.15  

Upon his return from that meeting to the Assemblies of God headquarters in 
Springfield, Missouri, John W. Welch, the General Superintendent of the 
Assemblies of God, gave a report that was ultimately published in the 
denomination’s periodical, The Pentecostal Evangel. Instead of affirming 
Mott’s message, he made it clear that he did not agree with Mott at all.16 Welch 
was clearly opposed to what he termed the ‘get together’ idea. ‘Satan’s super-
man is on the way’, he warned, ‘the modern church along with the nations, 
unconscious of what they are doing are leading their efforts directly to the 
establishment of conditions for the antichrist to take supreme control. This 
“get-together” idea is nothing other than that.’17 He criticized the Conference 
for expecting denominations to set aside what he saw as their doctrinal 
commitments. ‘When they lay aside all of the Methodist doctrine, and the 
Baptist and Presbyterian, etc., so that there will be no friction’, he protested, 
‘there is nothing left much but a name.’18  

John W. Welch was eight years older than Mott. Originally from Seneca, 
New York, he had worked with the American Sunday School Union for a 
number of years and had been a minister with the Christian and Missionary 
Alliance. After having a Pentecostal experience, joined the Assemblies of God, 
and pastored several congregations that stood on the margins of the larger 
Church.19 Indeed he represented many people who stood on the margins of 
society. This location on the margins contributed substantially to his feeling 
that at this missionary conference he was out of place. He described the nearly 
5000 delegates who had gathered in Washington D.C. as ‘intelligent-looking, 
well-dressed, and sufficient in themselves’. He judged them as being delighted 
with their ‘reputation of doing a great work in the ends of the world’. He 
complained that they were ‘…spending other people’s money very lavishly’. ‘I 
saw a lot of missionaries’, he murmured, but ‘none of them seemed to show 
any evidence that they were willing to sacrifice.’20 Rubbing shoulders with so 
many international players, most of whom were educated far beyond him and 
supported and clothed beyond his means, must have been a challenging 
experience. Welch did not fit in and as a result, he was unable to hear what 
Mott was actually saying.  

Understanding Pentecostal approaches to unity 
In the years immediately following 1910, Pentecostals had four concerns. The 
first of these was its core concern for evangelization and world mission. From 
its beginning, it was clearly a missionary movement. As the Movement 
expanded and divided, it kept this concern at the forefront of its thinking. As 
new congregations were established, the number of evangelists who crossed the 
nations and the number of missionaries who went abroad increased. Soon, 
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further organization would become necessary in order to accomplish with 
greater efficiency what Pentecostal missionaries were already doing.  

Its second concern turned on how Pentecostalism would understand itself. 
The oldest groups with a Pentecostal self-understanding emerged in the first 
decade of the twentieth century. They held much in common with the Holiness 
Movement, though it was clear to both movements that they were different. In 
point of fact, they shared the identical milieu that had produced John R. Mott, 
for whom the language of holiness, entire sanctification, and being baptized in 
the Holy Spirit was quite normal.21 They would have differed largely on the 
nature of baptism in the Spirit and the role of speaking in tongues.  

In 1911, a different version of Pentecostalism emerged with the teaching of 
William H. Durham. Instead of viewing sanctification in terms of a crisis 
experience, Durham viewed it as part of the ‘finished work’ that Jesus had 
accomplished on the cross. Thus, sanctification began at conversion and 
continued as a process throughout the Christian life.22  

Again, in 1913, a much more radical teaching began to emerge in part of the 
Pentecostal Movement. In their quest to be truly ‘apostolic’, some Pentecostals 
argued that new converts should be baptized ‘in the name of Jesus Christ’ 
rather than invoking the traditional Trinitarian Formula. That was the way it 
had been done by the Apostles throughout the book of Acts (cf. 2:38), they 
contended. This concern ultimately led to further reflection on the nature of the 
Godhead, the Name of God, and the place of baptism in the Spirit within the 
Christian life. Thus, by 1913, three major streams of Pentecostalism had 
developed.23  

The third concern that the young Pentecostal Movement addressed revolved 
around its institutional makeup. As the revival spread, new churches sprang up 
and new missionary fields were opened. It soon became apparent that some 
form of organization was necessary. This led to the clear identification of some 
denominations as Pentecostal (e.g. Church of God in Christ, Church of God 
(Cleveland, TN), and the International Pentecostal Holiness Church) that had 
existed before the Pentecostal revivals in Topeka, Kansas (1900) and in Los 
Angeles, California (1906). It also led to the formation of new denominations 
such as the Assemblies of God, the Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, the 
International Church of the Foursquare Gospel, and the United Pentecostal 
Church. Within a century Pentecostalism would divide over virtually every 
issue that had caused division in the rest of the church during its 1900 years of 
history, producing a multiplicity of denominations worldwide.24  

This led to the fourth concern, that of unity. As early as 1911, the 
Norwegian Pentecostal, Thomas Ball Barratt issued ‘An Urgent Call for 
Charity and Unity’. He proposed an international Pentecostal Union. While the 
form of unity he sought was not accepted immediately, the following year a 
Consultative International Pentecostal Council was formed in order to provide 
advice to the growing movement. This council met in Amsterdam in December 
1912, and again in Sunderland, England in May 1913 and 1914.25 World War I 
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put an end to these efforts until 1921, when once again the Council met in 
Amsterdam. Meanwhile, the question of whether or not Pentecostals stood in 
unity with one another and what constituted the basis for this unity was being 
resolved in other ways.  

While relationships between the first two streams of Pentecostals, with their 
different perspectives on the doctrine of sanctification, were strained, they were 
not completely antagonistic to one another. At times their rhetoric was strong, 
but in the end, they recognized each other as legitimately sisters and brothers. 
That was not true for the understanding that developed between these 
Pentecostals and those who identified themselves as ‘Apostolic’ or ‘Oneness’ 
Pentecostals. Questions simmered for several years while Pentecostal leaders in 
each of these camps tried to find ways to coexist in fellowship with one 
another. In 1916, these efforts came to an end. The fact that ‘Apostolics’ 
insisted on the invocation of the ‘name of Jesus Christ’ for a baptism to be 
legitimate while the others insisted on the Trinitarian Formula might have been 
managed. But when the Apostolics adopted a modalist position on the Trinity, 
the older groups, which maintained a classic Trinitarian position, rejected them 
as legitimate Pentecostal partners.  

Once these basic issues had been studied, the majority of Pentecostals 
sought partnerships with one another even as they opened themselves up to 
potential partnerships with other Christians. They remained fully committed to 
the invisible unity that exists between all believers through the Holy Spirit. But 
they were suspicious about entering into more broadly based partnerships if 
they suspected that these partnerships might mean that they would be asked to 
give up any of their own autonomy or authority. 

Despite occasional collaboration with Evangelicals, it remains difficult to 
make a convincing case that the Pentecostal movement participated in efforts 
for Christian unity. Pentecostals continue to take part in various regional, 
national, and international associations of Evangelicals, but they have great fear 
of moving beyond what might be considered the safe space in which they 
understand many of the factors that are at play. To date, the most significant 
place where broader ecumenical engagement has taken place is at the bilateral 
level. An international dialogue between the Catholic Church and certain 
Pentecostal churches and leaders has existed since 1972, co-founded by David 
du Plessis and Fr. Kilian McDonnell, OSB. During its thirty-five years of 
existence it has made some important findings.  

Other dialogues have begun as well. During the 1960s a series of dialogues 
took place between the Pentecostals and various Reformed denominations in 
the Netherlands,26 while during the late 1980s, the Pentecostal Movement in 
Finland was engaged in discussions with the Finnish Lutheran Church.27 Since 
that time, a bilateral dialogue between the World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches and Pentecostals has nearly completed two rounds of discussions,28 
and a conversation has been initiated between the Institute for Ecumenical 
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Research, in Strasbourg, France, on behalf of the Lutheran World Federation 
and Pentecostals.29  

Lessons from Commission Eight 
There is no question but that both in the Church’s desire to support missionary 
service and cooperative witness among non-Christians, and in its quest for 
visible unity during the twentieth century and beyond, the World Missionary 
Conference that convened in Edinburgh in 1910 was a watershed. It definitively 
noted the need for some form of visible unity as a compelling force or apology 
for the reconciling message of the Gospel. Furthermore it repeatedly called for 
a clear, compelling, and singular vision and voice to declare Christ to the 
nations. It contributed substantially to the formation of both the Commission on 
Faith and Order and the International Missionary Council.  

 But Edinburgh proved also to be a moment marked by the finitude of 
human imagination. Those who convened the Conference did not envision the 
Church in 2010 as looking anything like it does today. They assumed, perhaps 
rather naively, that they held all the seeds of the answer to Jesus’ prayer in their 
hands. A few participants in the Commission Eight discussions, especially 
those from the Anglican community, wanted to engage Catholics and the 
Orthodox more fully. Coming as it did a decade later, the call of the 
Ecumenical Patriarch which was developed independently of the Conference, 
could be interpreted in some way as being fruit borne from his reflection on the 
subject subsequent to the Edinburgh Conference and at it should be viewed as 
coming at the prodding of the Holy Spirit.30 Since that time, it has become 
equally clear that something was also happening among Roman Catholics at the 
time. It is doubtful that any of those who attended the Conference in 1910 
anticipated the changes brought about by the Second Vatican Council, but its 
ecumenical fruit is now a well-established fact. Still, notably absent from the 
Edinburgh Conference, and from any deliberation that took place in 
conjunction with Commission Eight, was even a single representative of the 
Pentecostal Movement. What seems to be the case is that the Holy Spirit was at 
work within historic Protestantism, among the Orthodox, within the Catholic 
Church, and in the latest Christian movement – the Pentecostals.31  

Those on Commission Eight who envisioned the future of world mission 
were fully aware of the limitations of comity agreements. Even as they 
encouraged further use of these treaties, they recognized that they were not 
ultimate solutions to real problems.32 These limitations would only grow when 
groups such as the Pentecostals, who had not been part of the implementation 
process, simply ignored them and crossed lines without regard for those who 
were already present. They believed that there was no need to respect these 
agreements when they had not been part of putting them in place, and they 
sometimes viewed them as standing in the way of the will of the Holy Spirit.  
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The Commission was also very much aware of the fact that the so-called 
‘Sleeping Giants’ of the world were beginning to stir and at one level they 
knew that the end of Western Colonialism was at hand. But while recognizing 
that in light of emerging events the time for action was limited, the 
commissioners were unable to think beyond the present form of ‘Christendom’ 
to which they had grown accustomed. Their vision was still highly dependent 
on the status quo. In far too many cases they had failed to educate indigenous 
clergy to adequate levels to take leadership positions. Indeed, in many cases the 
neglect was intentional. In some cases, they established schools only to certain 
levels of attainment to ensure this limitation. They seem to have expected to be 
in positions of authority even when the financial and political support from 
colonizing governments and the home offices that frequently oversaw their 
work began to dry up. As new nations under indigenous leadership began to 
emerge, many churches seemed to lose their will or ability to proclaim the 
Gospel through the historic means of evangelization, preaching, and teaching. 
They increasingly withdrew or they turned their funds toward other enterprises, 
projects associated with health, education, and general welfare. Even so, many 
churches have withdrawn in the name of cleaning up paternalism.  

In a sense, what Edinburgh also demonstrates is that, in the words of the 
Scottish bard, Robert Burns, ‘The best laid plans of mice and men often go 
astray.’ The Pentecostal and related movements that began to emerge about the 
time of the Edinburgh Conference were not yet part of the Conference vision. 
And while their vision of the world and the challenges they would face began 
to increase, the vision of those who had been so committed to unity for the sake 
of mission seem to have lost the second part of that vision. For too many, 
perhaps, unity became an end in itself.33 As a result, Pentecostals now 
frequently wonder why they need a relationship with historic churches. They 
wonder what these churches can bring to the table that they might find of value. 
Perhaps it can be said that the vision of Edinburgh for the unity of the Church 
was a large one, just as the missionary vision of contemporary Pentecostals 
could be said to be large. But in neither case has it been as large as the vision 
that God has for the Church. God’s perspective calls for visionaries who can 
see beyond themselves. In addition to the many contributions of historic 
Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox churches, that vision must include a role for 
the witness of Pentecostal, Charismatic, and related types of groups to the 
ongoing power of the Holy Spirit through signs, wonders, and witness. In the 
end, that may even call into question long held understandings of the marks of 
the Church.  

Commission Eight called the churches to listen to the voices of the churches 
on the mission field. ‘The Churches in the mission field may lead the way to 
unity’, they observed, ‘but they cannot move far and move safely without the 
co-operation of the Church at home.’34 This possibility was undoubtedly raised 
in light of the progress that had been made, even by 1910, in the development 
of what would later be called the united and uniting churches. But more than 
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that, it seems to have been a recognition that the key to the unity of the Church 
for the sake of mission might rest in the hands of Christians in the South. ‘We 
are only beginning to understand that the beliefs and customs and capacities of 
the coloured races are in future to be regarded as worthy of attention’, they 
noted. 

These coloured races have their own future, and mean to work out their own 
political, religious and social history; and they will no longer do so apart from, 
and with negligible influence on, the community of the civilized nations. We are 
beginning to see that the Church is again facing a mighty conflict, like that which 
arose when the living forces of the Gospel contended with the forces of the pagan 
world in the early centuries.35  

Over the past half-century or so, we have seen the rise of indigenous 
Christianity around the world. It looks more like Pentecostalism than it does 
many of the historic churches. Even many of the historic churches, especially 
on the African continent, have become part of movements for renewal that are 
viewed as grounded in the Holy Spirit. The question is whether or not the 
historic churches have a vision for reaching beyond their time worn traditions, 
whether they have the ability to think dramatically new thoughts, and whether 
they are willing to learn from the newer, younger, vibrant, ‘southern’ churches. 
The question must also be raised in the other direction. Do many of these newer 
Pentecostal, charismatic, third wave, new apostolic, independent, and 
prosperity driven, ‘southern’ churches have the patience to learn from the long 
and valuable experience of the older churches. The option to dismiss one 
another is not now open. If the conditions that called for the World Missionary 
Conference were serious in 1910, they are infinitely more serious today. As 
John R. Mott summarized the issue in 1925,  

The missionary message will be wonderfully enriched through the most intimate 
cooperation of all true believers. In fact, is not genuine cooperation and unity 
absolutely essential to ensure the giving of full orbed expression to the message of 
the Church of Christ? Christ has not revealed himself solely or fully through any 
one nation, race, or communion. No part of [hu]mankind has a monopoly of His 
unsearchable riches. Every national and denominational tradition has a 
contribution to make which can enrich the whole Body of Christ. The help of all 
who bear His name and who have had experience of Him is necessary adequately 
to reveal His excellencies and to communicate His power.36  

The call of Commission Eight for visionary people and the call that John R. 
Mott reiterated fifteen years later is still a call that is waiting to be answered. 
The question is, ‘When are the churches going to heed the call and rely both on 
the Lord and on one another instead of on their own strength and wisdom?’  
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THE COMMISSIONS AFTER A CENTURY 

Kenneth R. Ross and David A. Kerr 

‘The World Missionary Conference held at Edinburgh in June, 1910, has been 
described’, wrote William Richey Hogg, ‘as a turning point, a lens, a landmark, 
and a watershed.’1 Study of the Commissions which reported to the 
Conference, in the light of a subsequent century of experience, reveals why it 
proved to be such a decisive and historic moment. Edinburgh 1910, more than 
any other occasion, gave expression to a concentrated distillation of the wisdom 
and experience of the modern missionary movement. Despite that movement’s 
many limitations, it proved effective in re-shaping the religious demography of 
the world, with many of its most cherished dreams being fulfilled. Hence the 
concerted attempt to enunciate its leading principles and to strengthen its 
methodology, represented by the Edinburgh Conference, is one which 
continues to repay careful study and reflection, both by those concerned with 
the missionary task today and by those who, from a variety of perspectives, 
seek to understand the dynamics at play in the drama of human history. 
Without substantial reference to the work of the Commissions, it is not possible 
to appreciate the inner genius or central concerns of the Conference. The 
research and reports of the eight Commissions gave the Conference its 
substance. Across the range of issues which confronted the missionary project, 
delegates were provided with substantial texts reflecting both extensive primary 
research and incisive analysis of its results. This level of engagement set a 
standard which remains challenging today. 

Yet by and large, even where the Edinburgh 1910 Commission Reports have 
survived, they have received little attention with only the occasional specialist 
blowing off the dust to consult the contents. It is only as the approaching 
centenary has provoked a fresh engagement with these texts, that the enduring 
value of the work they represent has shone through. Of course, the framework 
of thought, the categories of analysis and the forms of language are evidently 
outdated. The post-modern and post-colonial critique offered by many of the 
contributors to this volume has exposed the essentially modern and Eurocentric 
mental landscape of Edinburgh 1910. The great changes of the twentieth 
century and the new perspectives that have been developed provide us with 
new eyes to see the work of the conference and its limitations are clearly 
revealed. Nonetheless, many of the themes which the Commissions address 
remain of great relevance, even in the vastly altered conditions of today. The 
authors of the essays in this volume have, time and again, been surprised by the 
freshness and relevance of the material found in the 1910 Reports. The 
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successive chapters have shown that the issues raised by the Commission 
Reports continue to be highly relevant to anyone attempting to discern the 
meaning and direction of Christian mission.2 

Commission One put the focus on the church’s evangelistic mandate. While 
the prevailing definition of the ‘non-Christian world’ may no longer be 
applicable and while ‘carrying’ may no longer be the verb which is most 
readily applied to the gospel, a century of analysis of the missionary task has 
underlined the primary place of evangelism. To be sure, responsible evangelism 
today has a far greater sensitivity to the integrity of the faith and outlook of 
those to whom the Christian message is addressed. Yet it remains fundamental 
that the gospel is a message to be shared. Indeed, as Andrew Walls makes 
plain, it has been shared to such great effect that the demographic and cultural 
make-up of the Christian Church has been completely transformed in the course 
of a century.3A huge reversal of the position in 1910 has taken place as large 
parts of the ‘Non-Christian World’ have become predominantly Christian while 
the churches in the ‘Christian World’ of Western Europe have undergone an 
unprecedented recession. Indeed, no world missionary conference being held 
today would be able to escape the question of whether the West can be re-
evangelized. 

Where perhaps the most searching questions must be asked concerns the 
dualistic outlook that underlies the work of Commission One: the territorial 
duality of Christendom confronting the so-called ‘non-Christian world;’ the 
cultural duality of Christian civilization versus regions of the world that were 
judged to be valuable only insofar as they could be construed as preparations 
for Christianity; and a theological duality that replicated St Augustine’s 
dialectic between the heavenly City of God (Jerusalem) and the earthly city of 
humankind (Babylon). These were dualities that the conference resolved in its 
robustly masculine confidence in the evolutionary superiority of Christianity 
and Christendom. The subsequent century, however, would reveal all too 
vividly the violent and destructive potential inherent in such a dualistic outlook 
on the world. The territorial understanding of Christian expansion was allied 
with an activist mentality and a military metaphor. This mood unfortunately 
was often expressed in the vocabulary of aggression, attack, conquest and 
crusade. Participants saw nothing incongruous in using the language of violent 
military campaigns to describe their missionary engagement and aspirations. 
The enthusiasm and drive which marked the Conference drew much more than 
it realized on the optimistic self-confidence of imperial expansion, 
technological advance and military power. The sobering reflections of Kosuke 
Koyama on the century of violence which followed the Conference call for a 
different paradigm and a different metaphor from one that is predicated on 
conquest of an enemy.4 In light of his experience of the US atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Koyama points to the imperative of reconstructing the 
missionary message on the premise of the political powerlessness of the Cross, 
and moral-spiritual powerfulness of non-violence. 
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Commission Two heralded the emergence of what William Temple would 
describe as ‘the great new fact of our time’ – a truly worldwide Christian 
Church.5 It also laid the ground for growing awareness that ‘missions’ are not a 
semi-autonomous adjunct to the life of the church but that mission, at root, is an 
essential expression of the being of the church. It was this Commission which 
brought into focus a question which greatly exercised the conference. Was the 
most urgent task of mission to preach the Gospel to the millions of non-
Christians who had yet to be evangelized – as John Mott tended to argue, at 
least at this point in his career; or was it – as Gustav Warneck expressed in a 
letter to the conference – to strengthen ‘native congregations’ for their role in 
the missionary task?6 The first proposition was preferred by those for whom 
mission was functionally independent of ecclesiology, and accentuated 
methodological and quantitative issues pertaining to the transmission of the 
Christian message; the second proposition saw mission as essentially and 
inseparably related to the church, and therefore gave greater attention to the 
adaptation of the Christian message to churches that were already established in 
the global South. In the context of Edinburgh 1910 both approaches were 
steeped in the European colonialism of the day. However, the tension between 
these two propositions can be seen to anticipate the fragmentation of the 
Protestant missionary movement in the later twentieth century.   

A century of experience has brought to light something that Edinburgh 1910 
was unable to anticipate. The ‘church in the mission field’ has brought a 
fundamental epistemological challenge to the entire understanding of the 
Christian faith. To be fair, in the context of its time, Edinburgh 1910 was 
remarkably radical in recognising that the faith would find very different forms 
of expression as it was received in different cultural contexts. Nonetheless, 
when Teresa Okure reads the Report today she is forcibly struck by how much 
the Commissioners were in thrall to a colonial caricature of Africa as a savage, 
barbaric and uncultured continent.7 A process of inculturation has seen the 
churches of Africa and elsewhere engage with the gospel in terms of their own 
culture. Still more influentially, churches of the global South have engaged 
with Christian faith from a social location of powerlessness and suffering. 
Liberation theology has read the Bible not as the revelation of transcendent 
truths that are then applied in action, but as the narrative of Israel’s struggle for 
justice and truth, the story being told from the perspective of the poor and 
oppressed. By re-setting itself on the same course, mission no longer begins 
with a transcendent truth that demands action, but with Biblically-modelled 
action that discovers God’s truth in the actual contexts of human communities. 
Far from being an a priori propositional truth, the missionary message 
discovers its truth in the contextual dialectic between action and theory. 
Assessing Edinburgh 1910 from a Korean perspective, Kyo Seong Ahn 
proposes a further step to move beyond either orthodoxy or orthopraxis to what 
he terms ‘orthopathy’ – proclaiming the truth not merely from the head, nor 
from the hand, but from the heart. Drawing on the Korean experience of 
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suffering as han, Ahn suggests that the ‘church in the mission field’ has 
developed a pathos-oriented approach to mission.8 

Commission Three, with its focus on the educational work of the missionary 
movement, demonstrated that mission is not concerned only with narrowly 
religious concerns but aims to shape the whole life of society. This remains 
pertinent today as progressive theologians in all traditions seek to articulate the 
holistic character of Christian mission. However, Ogbu Kalu argues that the 
missionary project too readily stopped at training and did not go further to 
provide an education.9  Moreover, the massive concentration on Western-style 
school education meant that missionaries often had little awareness of the 
forces which proved to be decisive in shaping African Christianity, such as the 
indigenising movement, Ethiopianism and the rising tide of charismatic 
revivals. MP Joseph contends that missionary education was marked by an 
uncritical absolutism that provided legitimation for totalitarianism, and 
stimulated, by way of reaction, a fundamentalist and equally totalitarian 
approach in other religions.10 Again the implicit alliance of the missionary 
movement with Western power caused it to be compromised in ways of which 
the Edinburgh 1910 delegates showed little awareness. The post-colonial age 
has seen a sharpening understanding of the power dynamics at play. 
Indigenization and contextualization have become key concerns of the 
missionary movement, largely under the influence of a new generation of 
mission scholars from the global South.  This will remain a contested arena, 
however, so long as Western power seeks to entrench its dominance. 

Commission Four provided what was perhaps the most strikingly original of 
all the Reports and the one which attracts the greatest interest today, described 
by Kenneth Cracknell as ‘… one of the great turning points in the Christian 
theology of religion’.11It is remarkable for the degree to which it scotches the 
idea that Western missionaries were iconoclasts bent on the eradication of 
existing religions in order to impose their own understanding of Christianity. 
On the contrary, the Report concludes by noting ‘the practically universal 
testimony that the true attitude of the Christian missionary to the non-Christian 
religions should be one of true understanding and, as far as possible, of 
sympathy’.12 Consensus formed around the notion of ‘fulfilment’, based on St 
Matthew’s statement that Jesus came not to abolish but to fulfil the law 
(Matt.5:17). This was coupled with the application of social Darwinism to the 
history of religions, on the basis of which it was asserted that whatsoever is 
good in other religions is evolving in the direction of the Gospel. However, the 
fulfilment theology was heavily based on the contemporary missionary 
understanding of Hinduism. Guli Francis-Dehqani points out that Islam did not 
fit the mould. Developments in the twentieth century have underlined the 
inadequacy of fulfilment theology in regard to the inter-relation of Christianity 
and Islam. Nonetheless, the Report’s combination of confidence in the 
Christian faith with sympathetic appreciation of other religious traditions 
provides a basis for sensitive witness and responsible dialogue. In his critique 
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of the Report, the Sri Lankan Evangelical theologian, Vinoth Ramachandra, 
offers a concise analysis of recent theologies of religion, with particular 
reference to South Asian contributions. Drawing his own conclusions, he 
recommends the current emphasis on the history of the Spirit, while insisting on 
both a firm identification of the Spirit with Jesus Christ, and an open-ended 
faithfulness to Jesus that allows for deeper insights that the Spirit affords. Inter-
religious dialogue thus becomes the way of responsible and responsive Gospel 
witness: responsible in that dialogue challenges Christians to tell the Gospel 
story in eschatological hope rather than depending on theories of religion; and 
responsive in that dialogue challenges Christians to engage beliefs that may be 
profoundly different from their own, with the confidence that ‘we are not 
moving into a void, but that we go expecting to meet the God who has preceded 
us’.13 

Commission Five took up the question of formation for missionary service. 
While today the missionaries may be very different from those envizaged by 
the 1910 Report and while their missionary assignments may differ markedly, 
yet many of the principles laid out in the Report are readily applicable today – 
as Anne-Marie Kool has demonstrated.14 The ‘home base’ of mission has 
changed out of all recognition in the course of a century. Yet Commission Six’s 
passionate insistence on the dependence of missionary initiative on the spiritual 
life of the church continues to have resonance with those nurturing a vision for 
mission today. Underlying both of these Commissions was the assumption that 
the initiative and the authority in Christianity’s expansion would lie with the 
Western churches for generations to come. The new churches emerging in the 
mission fields were regarded as ‘infant’ churches and it was expected that they 
would require the care and direction of their ‘parents’ for many years to come. 
With the move in mid-century to a ‘partnership’ understanding of the 
relationship between the Western churches and the new churches which 
resulted from missionary work, it may be thought that this issue has been 
happily resolved. Yet, with Western dominance still well entrenched today at 
the economic and political level, it cannot be taken for granted that relations 
between churches will not still be infected with the condescension and 
paternalism which was so evident in 1910. There is need for clear recognition 
that initiative in Christian mission is not the exclusive prerogative of the West. 
Mission, as Samuel Escobar makes plain, is ‘from everywhere to everyone’.15  
Indeed increasingly it is to the churches of the non-Western world that 
responsibility is falling. Any worthy celebration of the centenary of Edinburgh 
1910 has to recognize that the Western sense of ownership of the missionary 
enterprise must give way to an appreciation of the worldwide church as the 
base for Christian mission. 

The attention paid to the relationship between missions and government, an 
innovative move represented by the work of Commission Seven, opened up an 
area of analysis which has grown in importance as the years have passed. With 
a recognition today of the salience of religion in international relations and a 
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new emphasis on the interaction of Government and faith-based organizations 
in development work, Commission Seven’s work remains topical. But as 
Adolfo Ham from Cuba argues in his assessment of this commission, it 
perpetuated an essentially Constantinian model of church-state relations.16   It 
relegated indigenous nationalist movements to the periphery of its vision, and 
failed to foresee the potential of Christianity as an agent of democratic change. 
With the rise of liberation theologies in the mid twentieth century, this 
Constantinian worldview was radically revised as Biblical hermeneutics, 
ecclesiology and mission engagement re-centered themselves in the existential 
realities of peoples who are marginalized from structures of power, and 
oppressed and impoverished by them. Today we are faced by the globalization 
of free-trade capitalism. As Tinyiko Maluleke from South Africa argues in his 
assessment of ‘Missions and Governments,’ this intensifies the need of a 
radical missiological engagement with inequalities of political power: ‘the real 
mega question for mission today is how we conceive of Christian Mission in 
the light of globalization as driven by WTO, G7 nations and the rampant USA 
– which also happens to be Christian’. 17  

Perhaps Commission Eight has been the most often invoked of them all. 
Though its approach to the question of cooperation and unity was hedged 
around by limitations, particularly in regard to doctrinal and ecclesial questions, 
nonetheless a vision of the unity of the church broke surface at Edinburgh and 
remained a guiding light for many in the century which followed. Within its 
limitations, it succeeded in bringing together Protestants who were not 
accustomed to cooperating in any sphere of Christian activity, and lifted the 
eyes of Western churches to the emerging significance of churches and 
Christian communities outside Europe and North America. Samuel Kobia 
reminds us of the enormous challenges that this relationship has had to 
overcome in the continuing struggle for equal partnership and shared power.18 It 
may nonetheless be said in favour of Edinburgh 1910 and the International 
Missionary Council that they succeeded in upholding an internationalist vision 
of ecumenism that contrasted the Eurocentric preoccupations of mainstream 
ecumenical movement of the first half of the twentieth century. It was not until 
1961, when the IMC integrated with the WCC, that these two dimensions of 
ecumenism were reconciled.  

Reconciliation came at a cost. The WCC’s holistic approach to mission as 
inherently part of the vocation of the church was feared by others to mean the 
subordination of mission to the confessional and social agendas of liberal 
ecumenism. In 1974 the Lausanne Movement sought to redress this perceived 
imbalance by re-claiming Edinburgh 1910’s priority of ‘world evangelisation’. 
The tension in Edinburgh 1910 between the ecclesiological and para-church 
conceptions of mission – loosely identified with Gustav Warneck and John 
Mott respectively – ripped the Protestant missionary movement apart in the 
second half of the twentieth century. In his assessment of post-Edinburgh 1910 
mission, however, Samuel Escobar argues that Lausanne 1974 should not be 
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understood as a rejection of holistic mission, but as the beginning of a 
movement that curbed the excesses of especially North American evangelical 
missionaries who confused WCC ecumenism with Cold-War communism. The 
Lausanne movement thus served to broaden dialogue among evangelical 
mission groups, and to prepare the ground on which post-Cold War dialogue 
between evangelical and ecumenical concepts of mission has begun. Rosemary 
Dowsett offers frank and incisive criticism of both evangelical and ecumenical 
approaches and anticipates that entirely new initiatives in ecumenism are 
necessary to embrace the Pentecostal and charismatic movements.19  

Addressing this same issue, Samuel Kobia points to the Global Christian 
Forum, to meet for the first time in Nairobi in late 2007, as evidence of a new 
approach to ecumenism that includes Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Anglican, 
Reformation Protestant, Pentecostal and Evangelical churches as well as 
Christian networks and para-church organizations.20 The five contributors who 
focus on Commission VIII form, in a sense, a microcosm of the Global 
Christian Forum. Joining the discussion among Protestants are John Radano 
and Viorel Ionita who offer thoughtful and engaging analyses of, respectively, 
Roman Catholic and Orthodox approaches to questions of cooperation and 
unity since 1910. The extent of the differences is apparent but in each tradition 
there are points which invite conversation and stimulate the thirst for unity. No 
such discussion would be complete today without a Pentecostal voice being 
raised. Though unrecognized by Edinburgh 1910, the Pentecostal movement 
which was beginning around the same time has grown into perhaps the most 
dynamic missionary movement in the world today. Cecil Robeck, while 
recognising that the Pentecostal movement has proceeded independently of 
other Christian missionary traditions and in turn been eschewed by them, 
argues that there are significant elements in Pentecostalism which make for 
cooperation and hold the promise of greater unity. The five assessments of 
Commission Eight all recognize that missionary engagement invariably raises 
the question of unity. A century after Edinburgh, this remains a primary 
challenge for the churches. 

In this and in many other important respects, Edinburgh 1910 raised 
questions which remain seminal for any serious discussion of church and 
mission today. In retrospect, after a century, the limitations of the Conference’s 
conceptual landscape are plain to see. The systematic examination of the 
Commissions has demonstrated the extent to which Christian mission has been 
re-thought and re-cast in the space of one hundred years. Yet it has been 
equally apparent that the Commissions were grappling with profound questions 
of perennial importance to Christian mission.  

The width of their primary research and the depth of their analysis will 
ensure that they continue to merit study for many years to come. Edinburgh 
1910 did much to stimulate the development of the science of mission, often 
termed ‘missiology’, as a distinct academic discipline. In his analysis of the 
work of Commission Six, Samuel Escobar demonstrates how much the practice 
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of mission is governed by the conceptual categories underlying it.21 To the 
extent that the vision of Edinburgh 1910 rested on the worldview of modernity, 
it was destined to look ever more inadequate as the very different worldview of 
post-modernity took hold in the West and beyond. Nonetheless, despite their 
many mistakes and limitations, the delegates who gathered in Edinburgh in 
1910 did something which proved to be truly historic. They caught a vision of 
something which did not then exist:  a ‘world church’ with deep roots and 
vigorous expression widely apparent on every continent. The fact that this is a 
manifest reality today indicates that their vision has been realized: something to 
be celebrated.  

Admittedly, the celebration must be tempered by recognition that, in many 
respects, the Edinburgh conference was over-heated and over-ambitious. It was 
carried away by the self-confidence of the Western powers at the height of the 
age of empire. Its slogans proved to be hollow. The world was not evangelized 
in that generation. The gospel was not carried to the entire non-Christian world. 
Within a few years of the Conference, the energies of the Western 
‘missionized’ nations would be consumed by a war more destructive than any 
experienced hitherto and a great deal of the worldwide evangelistic effort 
would be put on hold. Nor was this to prove to be a temporary interruption. 
Edinburgh 1910 which understood itself to be on the brink of a great new surge 
of missionary advance was, in fact, the high point of the movement. Never 
again would the Western missionary movement occupy centre-stage in the way 
that it felt it did at Edinburgh. For most of the mission boards and societies 
represented, the twentieth century would be one of remorseless decline in their 
operations.  

Nonetheless, the twentieth century has witnessed a vindication of a 
fundamental conviction of Edinburgh 1910:  that the good news of Jesus Christ 
can take root in every culture across the world and produce fruit in church and 
society everywhere. The great drama of the coming century, in terms of church 
history, would be the growth of Christian faith in Asia, Africa, Oceania and 
Latin America. In some respects it has surpassed even the most sanguine 
expectations of 1910. The extraordinary growth of Christianity in Africa, for 
example, was not foreseen by any of the Edinburgh delegates. Nor had they 
anticipated how Latin America would become the theatre of a powerful renewal 
of Christian faith. This worldwide flourishing of the faith stands as a 
demonstration of the validity of their missionary vision that the gospel could be 
received and find expression in completely new contexts. Without the 
missionary impetus represented by Edinburgh 1910, the prospects for 
Christianity as a world religion might well be doubtful today, particularly as its 
long-time European homeland is proving inhospitable. Largely as a result of the 
seeds planted by missionary endeavour, vigorous and numerous expressions of 
Christian faith are to be found on all six continents today. Inasmuch as 
Edinburgh 1910 was the occasion on which the vision of the modern 
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missionary movement found its most concentrated articulation, it calls for 
celebration as a vision fulfilled.  

In institutional terms, the direct outcome of Edinburgh 1910 was the 
International Missionary Council, constituted in 1921.22 For forty years it ran in 
parallel with the ‘Faith and Order’ and ‘Life and Work’ streams of ecumenical 
engagement which flowed together to form the World Council of Churches in 
1948.23 Though these movements had themselves been galvanized by 
Edinburgh 1910, it was not apparent to everyone that a single ecumenical 
organization should be formed. Debates on ‘integration’ raged for many years 
in the mid twentieth century before the IMC was finally integrated into the 
WCC in 1961.24 Those with a strong mission agenda and/or a conservative 
theological position feared that the ‘churchy’ concerns of the World Council of 
Churches would lead to mission being sidelined, despite the formation of a 
Division of World Mission and Evangelism which was intended to carry 
forward the life and action of the International Missionary Council within the 
life of the WCC.  

It has to be acknowledged that these tensions were never fully resolved. 
Indeed the formation of the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization in 
1974 proved to be a rallying point for those who feared that the WCC was 
failing to deliver an explicit and convincing commitment to evangelism.25 
Though in strictly institutional terms it is the World Council of Churches which 
is the heir of Edinburgh 1910, in terms of promoting the agenda of world 
evangelization the Lausanne movement might be seen as standing in direct 
continuity. Could the centenary provide an opportunity for both streams to re-
engage with the Edinburgh 1910 heritage and with each other? As Andrew 
Walls suggests: ‘both “ecumenical” and “evangelical” today have their roots in 
Edinburgh 1910. If each will go back to the pit whence both were dug, each 
may understand both themselves and the other better.’26 Anne-Marie Kool 
suggests that there has been an amnesia in relation to the work represented by 
the 1910 Conference.27 Retrieving the work of the Commissions and engaging 
afresh with their Reports in light of the context of the twenty-first century is an 
opportunity to recover shared memory and to work with it in new and creative 
ways. 

The historical perspective opened up by the centenary also creates the 
possibility, for both traditions, to recognize how much they represent a mid-
twentieth-century response to world affairs and theological trends. Major new 
movements lay down the challenge that it may be in new paradigms that 
Christian mission discovers the cutting edge it needs for the very different 
world of the twenty-first century. While there are traditions arising from the 
1910 conference which deserve all due respect, it may be that their renewal will 
come from reconnecting fragments which have broken apart and making new 
connections among contemporary movements of Christian mission. A process 
taking its inspiration from the 1910 Conference but thoroughly contemporary 
and forward-looking would give an opportunity for connections to be made 
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which will be fruitful in shaping Christian mission for a new century. Indeed 
the world of the early twenty-first century provides greater opportunity for 
listening attentively to one another within the world church than anything the 
Edinburgh delegates could have dreamed of in 1910. Now more than then we 
can realize the hope which James Barton expressed, in presenting the Report of 
Commission Six on ‘The Home Base’, when he concluded with these words: 
‘We can never understand our own Holy Scriptures until they are interpreted to 
us through the language of every nation under heaven. We can never know our 
Lord Jesus Christ in fullness and in the length and breadth of His love until He 
is revealed to the world in the redeemed life and character of men [sic] out of 
every race for which He died.’28  
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