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Introduction

Years ago I had the opportunity to teach a class on Missions Theology. As
I taught the class I thought that it may be a good idea to make my own
book on the subject.  This is  not because there are not resource books
available, but teaching in the two-thirds world, I have seen the wisdom of
many instructors  here  to put  together  materials  into  a course  resource
book. Many students don't have access to a lot of  books. So I started to
put together my materials for that purpose.

But then I did not teach the course again. Instead, I was asked to teach
Inter-religious  Dialogue  or  Asian  Religions.  I  ended  up  making  it
“Dialogue with Asian Religions.” Catchy.  I decided to stop working on the
resource  book on missions  theology  and took much of  my previously
gathered materials and shifted them over to the book on Inter-religious
Dialogue. What was left was maybe 5 chapters that were not redundant. 

Still,  over  time,  I  felt  that  there  was  still  value  in  this  topic.  Missions
commonly seems be grounded on little theologically, and many theology
classes (especially systematic theology) give little import to the topic. In
the end,  I  felt  that  my perspectives  in  terms of  missions  theology are
worthy of  being (cautiously thrown into the ring.

Another motivation in terms of  developing a book on Missions Theology
is a quote from Charles Hodge, 

If  your review shall have the effect of  commending the views which they
advocate to the favorable regard of  our younger theologians, I shall rejoice.
I have but one object in my professional career and as a writer, and that
is to state and to vindicate the doctrines of  the Reformed Church. I have
never  advanced a new idea, and have  never aimed to  improve  on the
doctrines  of  our  father.  Having  become  satisfied  that  the  system  of
doctrines taught in the symbols of  the Reformed Churches is taught in
the Bible, I have endeavored to sustain it, and am willing to believe even
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where I cannot understand. … I feel this the more because many of  our
brethren in this country have expressed great dissatisfaction with those
articles. I am persuaded, however, that they contain nothing more than
the common Protestant doctrine on the subject.1

While Charles Hodge may have been be a great communicator of  “the
doctrines of  the Reformed Church,” I think it is safe to say that, if  this
quote is to be taken seriously, he was not a great theologian. Theologians
are, I hope, are firm  in the faith of  our fathers (and mothers). But they
also  are  to  contextualize  the  revelation  from  God  with  the  present
circumstance. They are to answer the questions of  society, and bring up
new questions to bring before the people. This is important in every level
of  theology, but especially so for Practical Theologies such as Missions
Theology. 

This book will seek to take a path quite different from Hodge, without
embracing novelty for its own sake. Missionaries must contextualize and
innovate for new populations with unique concerns and practices. At the
same  time,  missionaries  also  seek  to  carry  the  faith  to  new  settings,
preserving what is vital in the Christian faith. 

As noted, a lot of  my thoughts on missions theology was moved to my
book on Inter-religious dialogue. I decided to structure this book off  of
three general topics. Topic 1 relates to some characteristics that I believe to
be true of  all theology.  Topic 2 is built around the primary metaphor (or
metaphors) of  this book in terms of  missions theology. I believe that the
idea of  “walking with” provides a good image of  missions,  along with
related imagery.  Topic 3 looks at contextual  theology put into practice.
That leaves a lot of  topics not dealt with here. 

Hopefully, you will find what is in here of  value.

Introduction Endnotes

1 Quoting Charles Hodge in “The Life of  Charles Hodge” by Archibald
Alexander  Hodge  (published  1881)  https://archive.org/details/
lifecharleshodg00hodggoog . Note that this passage is quoted in part by Edward
William Fudge in “Hell: A Final Word”)
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Chapter 1  
A Contextual Activity

Contextualization has become a well-respected term in missions, since the
term was coined over 40 yeas ago.1 It's value in theology has slowly grown.
When  one  hears  the  expression  “Contextual  Theology”  what  is  often
referred  to  are  theological  systems  tied  to  oppressed  or  minority
populations.  For  example,  Black,  Feminist,  Womanist,  Liberation,  Dalit,
and  Minjung  are  labels  for  just  a  few of  many  identified  “Contextual
Theologies.” 

While it is true that these are indeed examples of  Contextual Theologies,
there  is  often  the  presumption that  they  contrast  markedly  with  some
other  breed  of  theology  that  is...  real...  or  supra-cultral.  Contextual
Theologies  may be looked on similarly  as  a translation of  the Bible in
Klingon, or a unappreciated dialect,  or emoji script--- interesting... but not
the REAL Bible, right? For others, these contextual theologies are not a
curiosity, but a danger. They are structures to justify heresy. But perhaps
there is a better way to look at things. 

Consider  theology  as  a  bridge  that  spans  the  chasm  between  God's
revelation  and  man's  culture  (See  Figure  1).2 God's  revelation  changes
little. We might even say that God's special revelation is closed. However,
Man's culture is constantly changing. Theology links the two together. It
allows Divine truth to be understandable to people in different cultures.
However, since man's culture is both varied and changing, it is wrong to
suggest that “good theology” is universal and unchanging. 

Based on this, “All theology is contextual.”3  Let's  consider, for example,
Millard  Erickson's  guidelines  for  good  theology.4  Refer  to  Table  1.
Several of  the guidelines of  good theology are dependent on the context.
Of  course, Erickson is concerned with Systematic Theology, but as we
move forward, we will see that all theology categories are, to some extent,
contextual. 
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Characteristic Permanent/

Unchanging

Changing

(Contextual)

Biblical (based on, consistent with) X

Systematic  (coherent,  harmonious,

drawn from the whole of  Scripture)

X

Relates to issues of  general culture and

other academic fields

X

Contemporary,  Contextualized  to  the

time and place to be used.

X

Practical X

Table 1.  Characteristics of  Good Theology

Figure 1.  The Contextual Bridge

Man's culture is dynamic and more varied . It is as if  the right side of  the
bridge is  attached to roller  skates.  This  dynamism is  most  relevant  for
Practical theology since it most clearly connects Theology to Ministerial
Practice. Such practice is irrelevant unless it is understood and valued by

7



the  recipients  in  each  culture.  The  process  is  often  seen  as  somewhat
iterative. A cycle of  action and reflection. 

There  is  similarity  here  to  a  Praxis  Contextualization  as  described  by
Stephen Bevans that will be discussed briefly in a later chapter.5 Refer to
Figure  2.  There  are,  however,  differences.  Praxis  Contextualization  is
driven initially by action, not reflection (although this point is debatable).
Secondly,  the  reflection  in  Praxis  Contextualization  may  not  be
intentionally  grounded  on  Scripture--  often,  in  fact,  Liberation
Theologies  ,  which  generally  follow  the  Praxis  model,  are  guided  by
Marxist class politics as much as Scripture. This is not the place to argue
the merits of  Marxist Ideology or Liberation Theologies. However, within
an Evangelical Christian worldview, the grounding of  our faith is on God's
revelation, and especially His Special Revelation.

But  what  about  the  other  categories  of  theology?  Good  systematic
theology  is  clearly  contextual  as  shown by  Millard  Erickson.  Referring
back to Table 1,  three of  the five characteristics  of  good theology are
dynamic...  driven  by  the  setting  or  context.  Good  theology  is  in
constructive dialogue with other fields of  learning that change over time.
It is also to be contextual and contemporary according to Erickson. In this
sense, I believe it  means that it addresses the questions that people are
asking. It should “scratch where it itches.” Finally, it should be practical. In
this sense, it should be at least suggestive of  giving solutions to problems
within the body of  Christ and broader society.

Less  obvious  would  be  that  Historical,  Philosophical,  and  Biblical
theologies are dependent on the context of  the recipient-- yet they are.
Consider the Method of  Correlation.6  Paul Tillich meant by this, in part,
that  theology must seek to answer  the questions a  society is  asking.  A
Biblical Theology, for example, that develops theological motifs from the
Bible that are disconnected from the questions and concerns of  a society
is not a very good Biblical Theology. A failure to develop a theology for
the  benefit  of  the  recipients  within  their  context,  leaves  a  theology
irrelevant  to  a  culture.  In  like  manner  consider  historical  theology.
Theology over 2000 years of  church history, even a narrow aspect of  that,
is far too broad to be handled in any work. Any historical theological work
would involve the synthesis and distillation of  many sources. For such a
process to have relevance to the reader it must correlate to the concerns
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of  the reader.  The same applies to Philosophical Theology. Being “True”
is  not  good enough to make a theology “True” (ignoring for now the
challenge  of  identifying  truth.)  Again,  in  all  of  these  categories  of
theology, it must scratch where it (contextually) itches. Additionally, while
some  aspects  of  reason  are  supra-cultural,  much  of  it  is  culturally
embedded... so the logical structure of  theologies are also bound by the
cultures that they are connected to.

Figure 2.  The Cycle of  Practical Theology

It  is  inaccurate,  then,  to  say  that  theology  can  be  contextual  or  non-
contextual.  Rather,  it  would  be  more  accurate  to  say  that  theology  is
contextualized well or contextualized poorly, to a specific cultural group.
Additionally,  a  theology  may  be  aware  or  unaware  of  its  cultural
connections. Referring again to Figure 1, for a theology to be unaware of
its contextual supports is like a bridge that is blissfully unaware of  what it
connects to. On the other hand, if  it is not faithful to God's revelation, it
may appear to be relevant, but is not important. 

Showing  it  in  a  different  way  in  Figure  3,  theology  can  be  shown as
connecting  God  and  Man  with  the  two  supports  of  Revelation  and
Culture. When these two supports are solid, the span is intact. However,
Figure 4 shows that if  the theology is not supported by God's revelation,
the theology drifts into irrelevance. It fails to connect to that glimpse of

9



“Ultimate Reality” that is God's self-revelation and message to us. Figure 5
shows that if  theology is well-grounded on God's revelation but is not
expressed in a way that is understandable by people within their culture,
God's self-revelation and message are incomprehensible... and likely to be
misinterpreted.7

Figure 3.  Dual-Support Theological Bridge

Figure 4.  Broken Bridge #1
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Figure 5.  Broken Bridge #2

A bridge that fails to completely span the gap it was built for is essentially
useless (except perhaps to fish off  of).

Summary

When a missionary is communicating God's message to a people within
their  culture,  he  or  she  is  theologizing.  The  missionary  cannot  avoid
theologizing  and  cannot  avoids  contextualizing,  since  there  is  no  such
thing as supra-cultural theology. Rather, the choice is whether he or she
contextualizes well or poorly.  Doing it well will result in a message that is
both relevant and comprehensible.  

Theology has become associated with dusty libraries.  Theology is often
thought of  as unnecessarily divisive, and irrelevant to the Christian life.
Are such views wrong? It is hard to say, but that is not what it is meant to
be. To say something is theologically sound SHOULD mean that it is well-
grounded to God's revelation, firmly relevant to the situation, and helpful
to those who hear it.  Theology doesn't  end disagreements,  but neither
does  ignoring  theology.  Disagreements  will  still  happen  about  dogma,
practices, strategies, and goals. Disagreements will happen, but a search for
a  sound  theology  is  a  search  for  a  common  understanding  of  what
matters.
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Chapter One Endnotes

1     The term “Contextualization” is seen to have been coined by  Shoki Coe &
A. Sapsezian in 1972 with the Third Commissioning Program of  the Theological
Education Fund.  More discussion on Contextualization can be found in the
book Contextualization: Meanings, Methods, and Models (Pasadena, CA: William Carey
Library, 2013)  by David L. Hesselgrave and Edward Rommen

2  Robert  H.  Munson,  “Theology  as  a  Contextual  Activity,  Blogpost.
https://munsonmissions.org/2017/03/06/theology-as-a-contextual-activity/

3       The article “Contextual Theology” by Stephen Bevans, starts with this
statement.  I  got  this  article  online,  https://  na.eventscloud.com/
file_uploads/ff735620c88c86884c33857af8c51fde_GS2.pdf.  However, the article
was written to be incorporated into the  New Westminster  Dictionary  of  Christian
Theology. I am not sure if  that happened.

4        This table was in my post, Robert H. Munson, “Theology as a Contextual
Activity,”  https://munsonmissions.org/2017/03/06/theology-as-a-contextual-
activity/.   The  table  comes  from  The  Definition  of  Theology  by  Millard  J.
Erickson,  Christian Theology,  3rd ed.   (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013),
8ff. 

5 Stephen B. Bevans,  Models of  Contextual Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 2005).

6 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Volume One, (Chicago:
The University of  Chicago Press, 1951).

7 Figures 3,4, and 5 and their descriptions come from Robert H. Munson,
“Theology  as  a  Contextual  Activity,”
https://munsonmissions.org/  2017/03/06/  theology-as-a-contextual-activity/.
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Chapter 2   
A Resonant Theology

So is it harder to to make theology relevant/resonant with a community,
or  faithful  to  God's  Word.  At  first  glance,  it  may  seem  that  it  really
depends on the person. For example,  an untrained person who is fully
enculturated (born into) culture “B,” serving in that same culture should
be quite well-suited to provide a culturally relevant theology that sadly is
not true to God's Word. So maybe we could call this person “BU” (B-
enculturated, Untrained theologically).  Refer to Figure 6.

Figure 6.  Enculturation and Ministry

On the other hand, a seminary student enculturated and trained in culture
“A” could be reasonably thought competent to provide a theology that is
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true to God's  word,  but is,  sadly,  not relevant/resonant in culture “B.”
This also makes sense. Maybe we could this person “AT” (A-enculturated,
Trained  theologically).  Asking  what  is  harder,  to  make  theology
relevant/resonant  versus  being  faithful  to  God's  Word,  can  also  be
personalized  into  who  is  most  challenged  in  creating  a  culturally
relevant/resonant theology in Culture “B”--- “BU” or “AT”?  We might
agree  that  “AU”---  enculturated  into  Culture  “A”  and  untrained
theologically,  is  completely  unsuited  to theologize  in  Culture  “B.”  And
MAYBE we would agree that “BT”--- enculturated into Culture “B” and
trained theologically, would be the ideal person to theologize in Culture
“B.” (There may be an important caveat on this one, but we will consider
that later.) But for “BU” and “AT” there is no obvious winner.

Before we delve into this further, this may be a good place to think about
the differences between the terms relevant and resonant in the context of
culture. According to Mike Arauz: 

“Cultural relevance is achieved when the audience recognizes what
you've created as something that reflects their culture.”

“Cultural  Resonance  is  achieved  when  your  audience  uses  what
you've created to talk to each other about  something meaningful
that they've been observing in their culture.”1  

Using cultural symbols may make a message relevant, but it not strike a
resonant chord with the deep interests and concerns of  a people. It may
not “scratch where it  itches.” A sermon that utilizes a meme, trope, or
song  that  is  popular  at  the  moment  may  be  seen  as  current  or  even
relevant.  This  doesn't  mean that  the  congregation will  necessarily  walk
away from church having been grabbed and challenged to think about
aspects of  their life in a whole new way.

Yes, we will get back to the question of  “AT” and “BU.” But for now let's
consider Figure 7. It shows two Culture circles--- Culture A and Culture B.
Anything within those circles are culturally relevant and/or resonant. The
figure is a bit false because certainly there are things that are relevant to
both cultures at the same time, so certainly two cultures must overlap in
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some ways.  For ease of  visualization,  however,  they are shown as fully
separate. Within each of  these circles is a smaller circle of  key concerns
that are resonant to the respective cultures. 

Figure 7.  Culture and Theology

Overlapping God's Revelation with it, creates smaller regions. God's Word
as canon, provides a standard or limiter of  what is acceptable to God. If
we accept that God's Revelation has a message that is, ultimately, relevant
to all  cultures, there will  be an overlap of  God's Revelation with every
cultural  circle,  including  Cultures  “A” and “B.”  And,  likewise,  if  God's
Revelation is relevant to all cultures, then there should be the potential for
culturally relevant theologies that are true to God's Word for all cultures. It
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is also likely that God's word will speak to the deep longings and concerns
of  a culture meaning there are areas that resonate with the cultures as well.

The overlapping circles creates several regions.

 Region 1 shows where God's revelation speaks directly to the key
concerns of  members of  Culture A. Region 4 is the same but for
Culture B.  Regions 1 and 4 are the raw material for a resonant
theology. 

 Regions  2  and  3  describe  where  God's  revelation  relates  to
Cultures A and B respectively.  There is relevance... it makes sense
in these cultures, but doesn't address their key concerns.

 Regions 5 and 6,  may describe those key concerns that are not
directly  addressed  by  God's  revelation.  Regions  7  and  8  may
describe  aspects  of  a  culture  that  are not  directly  addressed by
God's revelation. Some may argue that Regions 5 and 6 do not
exist.  God  revelation  ALWAYS addresses  key  concerns  of  any
culture. This may be, but I will leave these regions as existing at
least as potentialities. Regions 7 and 8 certainly do exist. In the US,
whether pizza is superior to or inferior to hamburgers is certainly
relevant,  but  is  simply  not  at  all  addressed  by  God's  special
revelation.

Now, let's return to the two scenarios at the beginning of  this chapter.
Consider “BU,” a new believer raised up in predominantly non-Christian
Region B. With limited understanding of  God's Word, it is more likely that
his attempts to theologize God's message to his own people will drift into
Region  6  (culturally  relevant  theologies  that  are  not  well-grounded  on
God's  Word).  Additionally,  BU's  lack of  experience with other  cultures
may hinder him as well in identifying what is culturally important and what
is not. He may slide into ethnocentrism (Culture “B” must be right and
good) or exoticism (we are messed up and must become like Culture “A')

In the second scenario, consider “AT,” a Christian from Culture “A” who is
theologically trained and seeking to serve as a missionary in Culture “B.”
Without solid long-term training in Culture “B” it is more likely that his
theology is going to not be in Region 4, but in Region 1. He is likely to
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express God's Message to Culture B in the theological construct relevant
to Culture “A.”

AT's situation may even be worse than BU. He is not only inadequately
trained  in  Culture  “B,”  he  may  also  be  inadequately  trained  in  God's
revelation. Often in seminary, there is greater effort to teach the theology
of  the denominational sub-culture, than on teaching the God's Word. AT
may have a dual disadvantage.

But which limitation is greater? It is  arguably the second one...AT. The
challenge  of  spending  time  in  Culture  “B”  will  gradually  reveal  the
nuances of  the culture… and subtleties that are beyond him can be filled
in  by  host  believers  eventually.  However,  the  expansion  of  one’s
understanding of  God’s Revelation to the point that it is clearly seen as it
relates to a different culture is much harder. One might even suggest that
without the Holy Spirit’s illumination, the task would be impossible.  On
the  other  hand,  for   BU,  his  primary  limitation  is  lack  of  theological
training. That is actually easier. It may take 3 or 4 years for B to become as
theologcially  trained  as  A,  while  A  is  almost  certainly  never  to  be  as
acculturated into culture B as one of  its members, B. This suggests that,
ideally,  localization  of  theology  should  be  done  through  locals
rather than through missionary outsiders. 

Of  course  it  is  not  that  simple.   Where  is  BU  going  to  be  trained
theologically?  Most likely by AT or a theology school in culture A. It is
quite likely that the training he will receive will be poorly contextualized. In
fact,  I  have known many local  pastors who are react  most vehemently
against attempts to incorporate local culture into their faith. Often they
embrace a form of  religious exoticism--- idealizing some outside culture
and expressing their faith with the symbols and concepts relevant to that
outside culture. And I have heard missionaries make the argument against
localization based on this reaction of  locals against their own culture. 

In the Philippines, I see many Filipinos trained in the theology of  a very
different culture (USUALLY an American Sectarian theological training)
and they come out of  it ill-prepared to do do better than tell people in
their own culture that they really should be concerned about the concerns
of  the foreign sect, and behave like foreign adherents in that sect.

That being said, the fact is that both (all three if  one is including BT) are
dealing with sizable disadvantages. One could argue that BU and AT really

17



need each other. In a later chapter, I will suggest that BU and AT are not
enough either. Healthy local theology should flow primarily from the body
of  local believers not primarily from one or more “theological experts”
(though  guidance  really  helps).  We  will  deal  with  that  when  the  time
comes.

You  may  find  this  a  rather  dissatisfying  end.   Trained  Foreign  and
Untrained Local are both inadequate. But the fact is they need each other.
With an attitude of  openness on both sides, two will indeed be better than
one. 

Two Example from the Bible

A.  As the Israelites escaped from Egypt, they eventually arrived at Mt.
Sinai. There, Moses went up to commune with God, while the Israelites
and the other non-Israelites  who had escaped with them waited. When
Moses  failed to come down from the  mountain  after  a  long time,  the
people feared and asked Aaron to deal with the situation. In Exodus 32,
Aaron makes an altar and a golden calf. Why would he do this?

In Egypt, the bull is sacred, and so he may have been drawing answers
from the culture he was raised in (heterodox theology from culture A). On
the other hand, knowing that they are heading to Canaan, where the bull is
a  symbol  of  Baal,  “the  local  god,”  this  may  have  been  a  heterodox
theology  seeking  relevance  in  culture  B.  In  both  cases,  there  is  a  key
concern regardless of  Egyptian or Canaanite culture--- the question of
divine  favor  and  protection.  Aaron's  self-theologizing  made  sense  and
addressed key concerns, but was not as God wanted.

Further,  before  one  get’s  too  critical,  it  must  be  noted  that  there  are
considerable similarities between orthodox Israelite Theology (as guided
by the Mosaic Law) and Egyptian theology. According to Herodotus, the
Egyptians:

 Practiced circumcision

 Had a priesthood

 Practice rites of  cleanliness

 Had rules regarding “clean” and “unclean” foods

 Had  animal  sacrifice  with  requirements  that  the  animals  are
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unblemished. 

 Maintained  rules  of  endogamy  (prohibitions  against  marrying
outside of  one's ethnicity)2

In  Egypt,  the  Bull  was  sacred  to  Apis,  a  god  popularly  worshiped  in
Memphis (Egypt) and often seen as a go-between of  man and the higher
gods.  It  is  hardly  surprising  that  Aaron might  go  in  that  direction.  In
Exodus 32:6,  part  of  the  worship was  to “play,”  suggesting the  sexual
activities associated with the Canaanite faith. This sympathetic magic was
tied to fertility of  families as well as the land. Apis, in Egypt, was also
often seen as a god of  fertility. 

Aaron,  with  limited  understanding  of  God’s  will,  made  a  pretty  good
attempt at guessing what God would want based on his understanding of
Egyptian  culture,  and  perhaps  his  limited  understanding  of  Canaanite
culture as well.

But he was still wrong. It took God’s Word, coming through Moses, to
clarify what God expected of  them. The result was something that would
“make sense” to most of  the people, while still deeply challenging them to
change in some key ways. 

Interestingly,  God’s revelation to Moses actually  was not simply to one
culture, but to two. The revelation was to Israel, a nomadic people– but
also to Israel of  the future, a sedentary people. 

So,  was  Aaron a  BU (same culture  and untrained)  or  an AT (outsider
culture but theologically trained)? Well, he was not theologically trained.
Certainly the use of  a golden statue to serve as the focus of  worship is not
in line with God's revelation. Even though Moses had not returned with
the Decalogue revealing that God rejects the use of  graven images as idols,
the Hebrew history has been to worship their god without idol. So what
was  the  culture  of  the  Israelites  in  Egypt.  Had they become culturally
Egyptian, or had they retained the strong distinctives of  their forefathers?
The  likely  answer  is  a  form  of  syncretism.  Aaron's  solution  was
uninformed by God's will, even though it appeared to satisfy the fears and
concerns of  the people through the lens of  their cultural understanding. 

Aaron could be thought of  as AU or BU... but the key point was the “U.”
He was untrained in God's revelation and will. Creating a calf  as an idol,
or a focus of  worship, made sense culturally either way, but was wrong. 

19



B.  In  the  New  Testament,  we  find  the  Apostles  and  church  leaders
struggling with the issue of  how God’s revelation would apply to non-
Jews. The Apostles and church leaders would be seen as well-versed in
Scripture, as well as the words of  Jesus. Yet, they truly struggled with this.
The Jerusalem Council,  in Acts 15,  was where this was dealt with as a
body.  The  action  of  the  Holy  Spirit  helped  to  sway  the  body  to  the
understanding  that  Greeks  do  not  have  to  become  Jews  to  become
Christians. Even after the council, however, struggles remained, as seen in
differences between Paul’s  understanding and the council decision.  It is
also seems in the Epistle to the Galatians (if  one accepts that that letter
was written after the Jerusalem Council), that people who were apparently
well-versed in the Hebrew Bible differed considerably from the Jerusalem
Council  in  its  application  to  Greeks.  The  Jerusalem  Council  shows  a
careful  attempt  to  reconcile  Scripture  and  other  forms  of  Divine
Revelation (including miracles and conversions) with a key, even critical,
concern in the church. 

The  Jerusalem Council  was  composed  primarily  of  ATs  (foreign  with
respect  to  Greeks,  but  theologically  trained).  The  Twelve,  and  the
leadership  of  the  church  of  Jerusalem  were  predominantly  Hebraic
Christians. The issue was Greek Christians. What does Christianity look
like  in  Greek  cultures.  Paul  and  Barnabas  were  Hellenized  Jews  who
became Hellenized Jewish Christians. While not Greek, they were brought
up bi-culturally. As such, They both came closer to being BT (theologically
trained,  and  enculturated  to  Greek  culture).  Because  of  this,  their
testimony,  along  with  the  testimony  of  the  Holy  Spirit  and  Peter's
experience with Cornelius, was critical to the Council responding correctly.

Summary

It is  easy to use or create theologies that are not in line with Scripture
when  reaching  out  to  a  predominantly  non-Christian  cultures.  Young
believers in the culture may lack the Biblical backing needed. Seminarians
from another culture may lack cultural knowledge, AND may be better
trained in the theology of  their own culture or sub-culture than they are in
God's Word. 

The  theology  needs  to  grounded  on  God's  revelation  but  also  be
comprehensible in the cultural context it serves. Further, however, since
God's  revelation  is  meant  to  address  the  key  concerns  of  mankind,  a
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theology  for  a  specific  context  must  directly  address  key  concerns  of
people in that culture. 

If  a theology is resonant to that culture, as well as grounded on God's
revelation, it can be seen as a good contextualization of  theology.

Chapter Two Endnotes

1 Mike Arauz. "Difference Between Relevance and Resonance." Internet
Address:  http://www.mikearauz.com/2009/02/difference-between-
relevanceand.html. This issue is discussed by Robert  H. Munson  Theo-Storying:
Reflections on God,  Narrative,  and Culture,  Rev  B (Baguio City, Philippines;   MM-
Musings, 2019), Ch. 4.

2   Leonard Cotrell, The Horizon Book of  Lost Worlds  (Dell, 1969),  288ff. 
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Chapter 3
A Reflective Theology

Theological  Reflection is sadly a rarely taught skill,  at least in the faith
tradition I was brought up in. Embracing historical doctrines, memorizing
Scripture, and (to a lesser extent) learning sound exegesis were valued. But
there  was  not  much  emphasis  placed  on  being  able  to  reflectively
theologize.  It is hard to say the reason for this. However, churches, and
Bible schools are often more interested in the perpetuation of  dogma, and
as  such,  may  see  indoctrination  and memorization  as  being  of  greater
value.  Perhaps,  one could argue,  there is  some truth to this  in  a  static
society. If  one lives in a culture that doesn't change, and one's theology is
well-grounded on divine revelation and resonant to the culture it is in, then
theological  reflection  and  contextualization  may  not  be  particularly
necessary.

But is such a situation ever true? Is there ever a theology so perfect as to
deserve  never  be  questioned?  (Hodge  in  the  Introduction  seemed  to
believe so.) Is there ever a living culture that is static? And even if  there is
a perfect theology for a specific culture, for a missionary, one must serve
in other cultures and in unique situations that one's home theology is not
suited for.

Theological reflection, then, is important for a missionary.  

So  how  might  one  do  Theological  Reflection  within  the  context  of
Missions?

In Pastoral (or Practical) Theology, there are several options:  

 Edward Farley’s “Theologia” 
 David Tracy’s Critical Correlation 
 Whitehead and Whitehead’s Imaginative Interplay 
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 Thomas Groome’s Shared Christian Praxis 
 Don Browning’s Practical Moral Reasoning 
 Lonergan’s Transcendental Method 
 Delve, Mitz, and Stewart’s Service Learning 
 Holland & Henroit’s Pastoral Circle 
 Shea’s Narrative Storytelling 
 Killen and deBeer’s Movement Toward Insight1 

I don’t want to grab any specific model, but simply suggest that Christian
Missions  would  improve by theological  reflection.  I  think,  ultimately,  a
form  a  Shared  Action/Reflection  would  be  beneficial.  This  takes  in
Groome’s  idea  in  line  with  the  Whiteheads,  with  a  bit  of  narrative
storytelling and correlation tied in. 

In essence, we take the idea of  case studies, as used in pastoral care and
cultural  anthropology,  and  combine  it  with  group  interaction  and
intentional theological reflection. 

1.  Action. It starts with action or an experience. Missions is commonly
focused more on action rather than reflection. However, there should be
no  presumption  that  action  in  mission  comes  without  presumptions.
Action in mission is tied to your culture, faith, and personal belief.
2.  Storying. A missions situation, especially a relevant personal one, is
turned into a story… either as a verbatim or as a critical incident. It is to
be written down with conscious effort to focus on key relevant details and
concerns  (including  feelings).  Exact  quotes  are  not  necessary,  and  you
should  not  get  lost  in  focusing too much on the  details.  Storying is  a
creative process, and as such is reflective from the beginning. In creating a
story one takes a situation and then filters  and structures the narrative
through one's own perception and choice of  theming. 
3.  Reflection.  While storying may be reflective, it often is a reflection
done with limited awareness. This step is done with intentionality. Reflect
on the situation from your own:
                      -Faith Tradition
                      -Cultural Setting (including cross-cultural setting)
                      -Personal Perspective
4.  Presentation.  Share your story with others, in a small group of  peers
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who are willing to affirm and challenge your reflections. This stage should
not  be  cut  short.  It  should  involve  a  variety  of  perspectives  and  a
willingness for honest, and transparent reflections.

5.  Integration and Resolution. The interplay  of  your faith tradition,
cultural  setting,  and  personal  perspective,  along  with  the  challenge  of
others,  should coalesce  into some sort  of  integration.  That  integration
may certainly maintain tensions. That is not wrong, but it should still result
in some resolution in thought, and ultimately to action.

6.  Sharing.  Integration is commonly aided by0 
the challenge of  sharing, perhaps in the same group, or perhaps another
group your ultimate theological resolution. This second presentation is not
really for another round of  queries and challenges.

7.  Action.  And then the pattern repeats.2  

One risk in Action-Reflection is that one drifts too far into subjectivity.
The anchor of  faith tradition (doctrines, Scripture, history) is a key part to
the interplay and reflection.

Reflection Beyond Case Studies

This  process  can  be  done  in  more  other  ways.  Individual  Theological
Reflection can be done as part of  meditation on Scripture passages, and
Progressive Theological Reflection.3  This is, perhaps, the most common
form.  However,  in  missions  theology,  as  a  practical  theology  the
interaction  of  others  in  line  with  the  action-reflection  process  is  quite
helpful. 

It is worth noting, however, that the process described above may be used
for more than simply case studies and scenarios. The creative activity could
be art for example.  It  could be in sharing a dream, since a dream is a
creative activity of  the mind. It could be sharing a relevant metaphor.  

Theology in Action

Let me give an example of  a friend of  mine. I will call him Mang. He was
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brought up in a strongly Charismatic church in Asia. He was taught that
God has promised to do whatever a Christian asks of  God, as long as it is
done in the “name of  Christ.” For him, praying “in the name of  Christ”
meant literally invoking the name of  Jesus in his prayer.

After moving from home, Mang got involved with CPE (clinical pastoral
education) where he ministered to people in the hospital. He took a case
that was quite important to him and shared it. In the case he presented to
the group (a group diverse in religious tradition, ethnicity, nationality, and
gender) he had gone to the hospital and found someone there who was
terminally ill. He prayed over the sick man, “In Jesus Name,” and declared
the man healed. When he returned a couple of  days later, he found that
the  man  died.  While  many  of  us  may  consider  this  to  be  a  sad,  but
common occurrence  (the  mortality  rate  of  humans  is,  after  all,  100%
eventually),  for  Mang  this  was  a  theological  crisis.  Mang  had  done
everything  right  according  to  his  theological  understanding,  but  things
went  wrong  (in  his  own  estimation  at  least).  There  was  a  disconnect
between his experience and his beliefs.

Mang could have simply forgotten about the situation and moved on. That
would be pretty common. We tend to put greater focus on situations that
support our beliefs (confirmation bias) than those that don't.  Or Mang
could have chosen an answer within his own tradition. For example, he
might  surmise  that  the  problem  wasn't  his  own  theology,  but  his
inadequate faith, or methodology. 

Instead, Mang shared the story, he reflected on it theologically with the
group. And the group respectfully worked with him through the process.
Does praying “In Jesus Name” mean invoking His actual name, or does it
mean praying according to His will?  Is death always a failure or bad thing?
Is praying for someone's healing, and “demonizing” anything less than a
full healing, always the right thing? Is a full healing always God's will?

The case of  Mang did not cause him to lose his faith. It also did not cause
him to reject his own faith tradition. However, it did cause him to reflect
on difficult  topics,  have  a  more  theologically  nuanced perspective,  and
make changes in how he does ministry with the sick.

Additionally, other members of  the group also learned a great deal. They
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learned vicariously from Mang's experience, and grew with Mang through
the group reflection process. 

Summary

It  is  said  that  we learn through our own mistakes,  but without proper
reflection, we often can keep repeating them. But with good reflection, we
can  not  only  learn  from  our  own  mistakes,  we  can  learn  from  our
successes. We can also learn from the mistakes and successes of  others.   

Theology, good theology, is a very practical subject. It helps us to see our
world correctly, and guide our interaction with the world around us. But
theology that is simply an inflexible and unexamined dogma in a person, is
not  likely  to  be  helpful  in  some  situations.  Because  of  this  we  need
effective theological reflection. 

God also created us as social beings, and founded the church, a spiritual
body of  His followers. The church is not simply a social club. Neither is it
strictly a mission team. It is a complex social structure of  broken, hopeful,
reflective people. It is out of  such interaction that we can build each other
up. Theological reflection, is not just a practice for some missionaries, or
some theologians.  It  should  be  an  act  of  the  whole  church.  Members
should struggle together. It is in this struggle that growth occurs.3

Chapter Three Endnotes

1 Trokan,  J.  (1997).  “Models  of  Theological  Reflection:  Theory  and
Praxis.”  Journal  of  Catholic  Education,  1  (2),  1997.  Retrieved  from
http://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ce/vol1/iss2/4.   Also  see  Pritchard,  John
(1992)  “The Role of  Story in Pastoral Theology: a Theological Examination and
Critique,”  Durham  Theses,  Durham  University.  1992.  Available  at  Durham  E-
Theses Online:http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/5795/&gt;
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2 Robert  H.  Munson,  “Reflective  Theology  in  Missions.  Part  2”
(https://munsonmissions.org/2015/06/15/reflective-theology-in-missions-part-
2/)

3 Margaret Whipp. Pastoral Theology (London: SCM Press, 2015),

4 For  more  information,  consider  reading  Robert  and  Celia  Munson,
Dynamics in Pastoral Care  (Baguio City, Philippines:  Bukal Life Press, 2021), and
Judith Thompson, Theological Reflection (London: SCM Press, 2008) 
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Chapter 4

“Walking With”--- a Metaphor for Missions1

A theological system is commonly built on a metaphor or concept. Stanley
Grenz centered his Systematic Theology on the Community of  God. Paul
Tillich centered his on God as Ground of  Being. John Calvin focused his
theology on the Sovereignty of  God. While it may be tempting to posit
one is correct while the rest wrong, it is possible that one or more, perhaps
all, such metaphors can be valid.  Each serves as an analytical tool and a
framework. Each provide structure for the bridge between revelation and
culture. Such metaphors reveal as well as conceal, since every metaphor
has its limitations.

In this chapter, I would like to explore the expression “walking with” and
how  it  may  be  relevant  and  informative  to  missions  theology.  The
expression  “walking  with”  is  good  for  a  metaphor  in  its  ability  to  be
readily  pictured  or  experienced  by  the  individual.  As  such,  it  has  the
potential  to  add  clarity  to  what  otherwise  may  seem  to  be  abstract
theology. 

The expression “Walking With” has a number of  implications:

1.  Relationship. “Walking  With”  implies  some  form  of  mutual
relationship. A stalker may share a common path with the stalkee, but we
would not describe them as walking together, or walking with. The  same
could be said of  two strangers who may coincidentally and temporarily
share a common path. Neither would be said to be walking with. Walking
with implies some form of  relationship. It may be a leader walking with a
follower. It may be two companions. 

2.  Agreement. As  Amos 3:3 notes… two cannot walk together unless
they agree. The relationship is by mutual agreement.

3.  Movement/Process: Walking implies not so much a state of  being, as
much as a process. Life and faith and mission are not so much a place or
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destination. They are a path that they share and develop together.

4.  Direction:  Walking has direction… a path that one goes on. It could
be  a  trail  newly  blazed,  it  may  be  a  well-worn  path…  but  it  goes
somewhere.

5.  Commonality of  Place and Time. Walking with means that two or
more share a place and time on the path. As such, the path has more than
direction, but a NOW, as well as a PAST, and a FUTURE.

“Walking With” as a theological concept may be applied in several ways:

 God walking with Man as His creation 
 Christ walking with us as His disciples 
 Our walking within the community as part of  the church family 
 Our walking within the cultural context as joining in God’s mission

to the world 

This  metaphor  fits  most  closely  to  the  Missio  Dei  Theology  that  is
commonly theology used in missions--- both in Protestant and Catholic
missions.

“Walking With” in the Old Testament

Genesis 3:8-9 describes God walking in the Garden. Not seeing  Adam
and Eve, He calls out to them. Since the previous chapters emphasized
God’s power, this scene should not really be seen as describing a limited
god. The scene appears to describe a warm relationship between God and
Man (using “man” in the more traditional way, referring to both male and
female). God would go through the Garden in such a way that Man could
join. The failure of  Man to join on this occasion suggests that on previous
occasions things were different. Previous to this passage, God is shown as
one  who  creates,  governs,  and sets  limits.  Here,  however,  there  is  the
implication  of  a  social  bond  that  exists  beyond  creator/creature  and
ruler/subject. There is a companionship, choosing to join together and go
in the same direction together. They share the same path. It seems as if
God sets the meeting not Adam and Eve, but as we can see, the walking
together is voluntary not forced.

Genesis  3  describes  the  sin  of  Adam  and  Eve.  It’s  effect  on  the
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relationship with God is shown in Gen. 3:8-9. This time when God walks
in the Garden, Adam and Eve do not join. Instead they hide. There is a
breakdown in relationship. They are separate and not going in the same
direction. There is now disagreement between God and Man. This is the
first revealed symptom of  sin… it tears apart our relationship with God
(and we soon see that Adam and Eve’s relationship is also strained). God
walks and we do not join Him but do our own thing.

This imagery of  walking with God doesn't end with Adam and Eve. In
Genesis  5:21-24,  Enoch is  twice  described  as  walking  with  God.  In
Genesis 6:9, Noah is described as walking with God. It seems reasonable
to assume that these are metaphoric usages of  the idea of  “walking with.”
Enoch walked with God and was taken into heaven. Noah walked with
God and was tasked to save the world from destruction.  With Enoch,
walking  with  God  appears  to  emphasize  companionship  and  holiness.
With  Noah,  it  seems  to  emphasize  holiness  and  common  goal  or
destination.

Micah  6:8 describes  the  expectation  that  we  “walk  humbly  with  our
God.” Humility describes more than an emotional state or attitude, but a
position. God initiates the “walk” and allows us to join Him. In humbling,
we are  rejecting  our  own path,  and allowing Him to choose  the  path.
Further  exposition  on  what  is  meant  by  “walking  with”  is  seen  in
Deuteronomy 10:12-13.  In this passage, walking with is linked with the
idea that it is in “all His ways.” Thus, He (God) is the guide of  the way.
The  passage  also  connects  this  with  loving  God,  serving  God
wholeheartedly,  and obeying God,  for  our  own good.  So walking  with
Him is good for us.

In other places in the Old Testament, the idea of  walking with God is
given  in  a  different  way…  of  taking  the  path  set  by  God.  In  these
passages, the focus is less on the relationality,  but on the direction and
guidance given by God for our benefit. Psalm 23 is a well-known passage
talking about God’s role in leading us “in paths of  righteousness.” Isaiah
42:16 emphasizes God’s  role  as  a  guide,  determining to make the path
clearer  and  easier  for  those  who  follow  Him.  It  also  emphasizes  His
determination to be reliable… not to forsake His people. Proverbs 3:5-6
also talks about the role of  God to direct  and guide the path that  we
should go, but emphasizes that we must choose to trust Him. We cannot
walk with God without placing our full trust in Him. God chooses not to
exercise His right to full control. God's will includes the possibility of  not
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choosing to do His will. 

There are a lot more Old Testament passages that refer to this metaphor
regarding our relationship with God, but I will stop here. Walking with
God describes a holy companionship with God guiding us faithfully in the
best  way for us to God. God is  relational  but also our lord.  We must
humble ourselves, love, and obey Him, in choosing to faithfully go in the
direction that He sets for us. That which breaks this form of  relationship
with God can be many things… but to dump it all into one bin, we can
call it SIN.

Understand that this doesn’t sound much like Missions yet… but I believe
it is foundational. 

Walking With in the Gospels

In  the  Old  Testament,  Walking  with  God  was  understood  (with  the
possible exception of  Genesis 3) as metaphorical. However, in the New
Testament, we have the story of  Jesus. Jesus is described in terms of  God
with Us (“Immanuel”). The Incarnation, God en-fleshed, shows a taste of
restoration, of  God literally walking with Man, akin to what was lost in
Genesis  3.  The  idea  of  God  with  us  emphasizes  His  immanence,
providing  balance  to  our  understanding  of  His  holiness  and
transcendence.

In three years of  primary ministry, Jesus walked with His disciples through
Judea,  Samaria,  Galilee,  and  bordering  territories.  In  fact,  the  defining
description of  commitment to Christ wasn’t “born again,” “born of  the
Spirit” or “redeemed” or other terms that are mentioned on occasion in
the  Gospels.  The  defining  description  of  commitment  to  Christ  was
“Follow Me.” The concept of  “walking with” leaves open who, if  anyone,
leads.  With  Christ,  the  leader  is  clearly  Christ,  but  the  idea  is  that  the
following  is  done  with Christ.  When  Peter  was  half-hearted  in  His
commitment  to  Jesus,  he  was  described  as  following  at  a  distance
(Matthew 28:58).

Commitment  to  Christ  (having  faith  in  Him,  if  you  prefer)  is  seen  in
following  Christ  and  being  with  Him  in  where  He  goes.  Jesus  called
disciples  to  “follow Me”  (Matthew 4:19,  Matthew 8:22,  John 21:19).
These had a literal sense as well as a figurative sense. Other places, Jesus
said to follow Him in a more figurative sense.
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Jesus describes Himself  not only as one who walks with us, leading us, but
also as one who is the path or aiding in travel on the path.

John 14:6 says that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life… the one and
only means to come (to be accepted) to God the Father. The term “way”
is the word road or path. It is figuratively used. Jesus describes Himself  as
the one and only path that one can travel on to be with the Father. It
reminds one of  Matthew 7:13-14 where Jesus describes two roads with
two gates, one is wide leading to destruction and one is narrow leading to
life. Additionally, both the John 14 and Matthew 7 passages reminds one
of  John 10:1-11. In this, there is a dual metaphor. Jesus describes Himself
within the context of  shepherding as  a gate that  only some may enter
through.  Additionally,  Jesus  describes  Himself  as  a  shepherd,  in  which
only His sheep (disciples) will recognize and follow.

An additional figurative role in terms of  walking with is seen in John 8:12.
The passage talks about being the light of  the world. However, it goes on
to point out that those who follow Him will never walk in darkness. The
image seems to be of  one who has a lantern. Walking with Him, and being
led by Him, we have light to walk safely in the way we should go. One
might note that in Psalm 119, the word of  God is described as being a
lamp and a light for our feet as we walk on the pathway of  our life, and
that John 1 describes Jesus as God’s Word, closing the circle.

Other verses and ideas can be delved into, but this seems like a good place
to stop. The idea of  Christ walking with us describes God being with us in
a very literal sense, but also describes commitment. He leads and we are
called to follow Him… closely. Faith in Christ is seen in following Him
closely. Christ is with us, He is also described as the path and entrance
(only road and access) to God the Father and life. He also is the one who
lights the path. One who does not follow Christ is on another path. That
path does not lead to God and life.  One on such a path is walking in
figurative darkness with the ultimate destination of  destruction. The idea
of  walking with, as it pertains to Christ, notes His closeness, His reliability,
and His necessity.

Walking With in the Early Church

John used the idea of  walking considerably. I John 1:6,7 talks specifically
about walking in light versus walking in darkness and the theme continues
throughout the epistle. It is clear in  I John 1:6,7 that walking in light or
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darkness  is  linked  to  fellowship  or  togetherness.  Further  on  in  John’s
epistles  there  is  expansion  in  the  idea  to  walking  in  truth,  walking  in
obedience to Christ’s commands, walking as Jesus did, and walking in love.
John in  Rev. 3:4 speaks of  faithful members of  the  church of  Sardis as
walking with Christ.  The Revelation passage notes that it  is  because of
their faithfulness and obedience to Christ that they are deemed worthy to
walk with Him/

A fairly similar metaphor to “walking with” is “walking in the footsteps
of.” Romans 4:12 refers to believers who walk in the footsteps of  faith as
Abraham walked.  1  Peter  2:21 describes  how we are  to follow Christ,
walking  in  His  steps.  These  two passages  demonstrate  the  relationship
(that  of  following)  but  not  necessarily  how  close.  Following  was  an
important theme. I Timothy 4:1 and 5:15 note that one may choose to
follow Satan or deceiving spirits. On the other hand one can follow the
example of  Christ and the way of  love (I Corinthians 11:1 and 14:1). II
Peter 2:15 notes apostates have left the straight way and having followed
the path of  wickedness. Paul not only suggests that people should follow
Christ, but that one should follow his own example (II Thess. 3:7-9)

Walking With as an Act of  Community

Up to this point, in the epistles there is little innovation or expansion on
the thoughts previously in the Old Testament and the Gospels. But there
is an important difference coming. Up to this point, following after Christ,
or  waking  in  the  path  of  righteousness  could  be  an  extremely
individualistic thing. Arguably if  two are both following the righteous path,
there is some amount of  commonality… but not necessarily a true unity
or relationship. Even more, statements by St. Paul to follow himself  could
be viewed as divisive. But this is where we need to dig further.

Although Paul said to follow Christ in I Corinthians and to follow himself
in  II  Thessalonians,  Paul  clearly  rejects  the  possible  interpretation  of
disunity, as one can see in I Corinthians 1:12ff. There he rejects the idea
that following someone should imply disunity. To make this clear, another
metaphor is brought in. The idea is that baptism in the name of  Christ
demonstrates the unity of  the church. (It is rather sad that water baptism
due to different interpretations and forms has become a point of  disunity
in the church. The imagery is meant to points to identifying the spiritual
unity of  all members of  Christ's church.) The point is expanded later in I
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Corinthians 12 to the idea that everyone in the church as been baptized
(immersed/dipped as a common unifying experience) in one Spirit… the
Spirit  of  God.  (Again  it  is  rather  sad  that  “spirit  baptism”  has  been
reinterpreted  in  recent  decades  as  a  dividing  experience  rather  than  a
unifying relationship. Its imagery is meant to point towards spiritual unity,
not  its  present  interpretation  by  many  of  a  dividing  experience.)  In  I
Corinthians 3 clarification is also given with the idea of  a building and
that having different roles in the building is not divisive.

Following Christ, walking in His steps, is tied directly to unity in the Spirit
of  God. Beyond the concept of  the church being baptized in the Holy
Spirit, Romans 15:5 speaks of  God giving a “spirit of  unity” to those who
follow Christ. This does suggest that unity is not automatically the result
of  following Christ. That actually makes sense since mutual obedience to
Christ  does  not  automatically  imply  mutual  relationship.  Yet  such  a
relationship (walking with) is desired by God. The Spirit of  God is seen as
a unifier.  Jude 1:16-19 speaks of  apostates who seek disunity and follow
after evil desires as not having the Spirit of  God.

Many of  the early church writings (for example the Epistle of  Barnabas)
continued with the theme of  two ways… the way or path of  light, and the
path of  darkness. However, for a related metaphor to “walking with,” one
can consider “running together.” It carries a similar set of  implications but
has roots more in the area of  athletics. Of  course, running a race is used
several  times  in  the  New Testament… but  it  is  in  the  writings  of  St.
Ignatius that the idea of  “running together” is used as a call for unity in
the church. One example of  the use of  “running together”:

Give ye heed to the bishop, that God also may give heed to
you. My soul be for theirs that are submissive to the bishop, to
the presbyters, and to the deacons, and may my portion be
along with them in God! Labour together with one another;
strive  in  company  together;  run  together;  suffer  together;
sleep  together;  and  awake  together,  as  the  stewards,  and
associates,and servants of  God.2 

Admittedly,  Ignatius  tended  to  link  running  together  to  submission  to
church leadership (seemingly a bit of  an obsession with him), but still the
end goal is unity in the body of  Christ. 

In the early  church age as  we see in the Epistles  and the early  church
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fathers, walking is seen as living out a choice of  going with God or in
opposition to God. However, two additions are made. First, walking with
God, following after Christ is to involve unity within the church. Unity in
this  case  does  not  appear  to  be  primarily  focused  on  political  or
governmental unity (Ignatius may disagree). The focus is on relationship
and spirit. Secondly, as we walk together we have a connection or unity in
Spirit of  God.

Walking With as it Relates to Missions

The next step is to look at the relationship between the church and the
world. As we look at the relationship between the world and the church we
are drawn into the idea of  missions… or joining in God’s mission to the
world.

I  believe  there  is  a  lot  of  value  in  the  metaphor  “walking  with”  as  it
pertains to missions, or the church’s involvement with the world. However,
there are some deep problems with the metaphor as well. Until we deal
with the problems, we cannot see its valued use.

A major challenge with the metaphor “walking with” for the church and
the world is strong negative messages in the Bible associated with the term
world. Read  Psalm 1 for the challenge of  walking with or living in “the
way” of  the world. I John 2:15 says that Christians are not to love the
world  and that  love  of  God  is  incompatible  with  love  for  the  world.
Likewise,  James 4:4 says that friendship with the world is hatred toward
God. I John 2:16-17 notes that ways of  the world are sinful and that the
world is passing away. James 1:27 warns Christians not to be polluted by
the world.

If  we stopped here, we would be pretty sure that Christians should only
have a combative relationship with the world… and certainly there are war
metaphors in the Bible for Christians. However, there are other passages
in the Bible that add complexity to God’s attitude about the world, and the
recommended relationship  between the  Christians  and the  world.  God
made the world (Acts 17:24) Jesus was sent into the world (John 1) and
walked among us (those who accepted as well as those who rejected Him)
because of  God’s love for the world (John 3:16, 17). Jesus is the light of
the word (John 1:9),  its  Savior (John 4:42),  and gives life to the world
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(John 6:33). God is presently working to reconcile the world to Himself
(II Corinthians 5:19).

How does one reconcile this? Some like to focus on the world as God’s
creation (something God loves) versus the world system (something God
hates).  To me, I feel  it  more useful to see the difference between “the
world” and “the way of  the world.” The way of  the world is the wide path
that leads to destruction. A Christian is one who should follow Christ, and
the path of  light. As such, a Christian should reject the path of  the world.
God loves the entire world, but desires that the entire world follow the
“Way of  Light not the “Way of  the World.”

Christians are supposed to be on the way of  righteousness (II Peter 2:21),
the way of  the Lord (Acts 18:26), the way of  God (Matthew 22:16), the
way of  peace (Luke 1:79), the way of  love (I Corinthians 14:1), the way
of  truth (II Peter 2:2). But… where is this way, where is this path? The
way is IN THE WORLD. The narrow path, the path that Christians are
supposed to follow is in opposition to the way of  the world, but is still in
the world.

The issue then is not where Christians are, but who they are following.
Christians are supposed to be following Christ. So what is the relationship
between  Christians  and  the  world?  I  would  like  to  suggest  three
relationships associated with the idea of  walking with.

1. We are to be sent out by Christ.  John 20:21 says that as Jesus
was sent by the Father, we are, in like manner to be sent out by
Christ (Also see  John 18:17). Being sent out might imply that we
are not following Christ. However, following means following the
direction of  Christ. Since Jesus also noted that he would always be
with  us,  even  to  the  end  of  the  age,  and  that  He  gave  us  a
Comforter (God’s Spirit) to be with us everywhere, sending us out
is  still  leading us while walking with us. Related to this  was the
term  used  for  Christ’s  disciples…  apostles.  The  term  literally
means “sent out ones.” As noted in Chapter 6, even though one
cannot rely strictly on etymology, the idea of  being an ambassador
seems best thought here. 

2. We are to be prepare the way for Christ. John the Baptist was
given the responsibility to go ahead of  Christ’s arrival to prepare
His way. The disciples of  Christ were also told to do the same
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(Luke 10). We may be following Christ’s command as “sent out
ones,” but we are to prepare others so that they are ready for the
message of  Christ. Again, the idea of  being an apostle applies. An
apostle goes out as an ambassador to prepare the way for their
leader… their king. This is a bit of  a different spin on the idea of
walking with. The normal thought is to follow or to be with. But
here, following Christ means to go ahead of  Him. 

3. We are to to show the way for people of  the world to follow.
An early (first?) term used to describe Christians was “the Way”
(Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 24:14, 22) implying, I believe, that not only did
they believe that they were following the way of  God, but the way
that others should follow as well… the way to be saved and to live
(Acts 16:17). 

A passage that says much about Christian’s relationship with the world is
in  John 17:13-21. This is Jesus praying to  God the Father shortly before
His death.

“I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am
still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of  my
joy within them. I have given them your word and the world
has hated them, for they are not of  the world any more than I
am of  the world. My prayer is not that you take them out of
the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They
are not of  the world, even as I am not of  it. Sanctify them by
the truth, your word is truth. As you sent me int the world, I
have sent them into the world. Them them I sanctify myself
that  they  too may be truly  sanctified.  My prayer  is  not  for
them  alone.  I  pray  also  for  those  who  will  believe  in  me
through their message, that all of  them may be one, Father,
just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us
so that the world may believe that you have sent me. ”

Christians have to live in the world… and do so because of  God’s will that
we be in the world. Christians are in some way not of  the world although
born  in  the  world…  and  are  to  be  sanctified  (set  apart)  as  special.
However, that special status is to be sent into the world to carry out God’s
work in the world. That work includes giving the message of  Christ so
that others join in following Christ through believing.

“Walking with” now includes some more aspects. We are to follow Christ,
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being sent out by Him into the world to prepare the world for Christ and
His message. Christians are to be on the path of  righteousness being a
guide for others to follow. In so doing, by guiding people in the way they
should go, Christians are leading people into following Christ.

Walking With as Suggestive of  Mission Practice 

Reviewing, for a moment, God (as drawn from the OT) relates to His own
in terms of  walking with. In this we are to be close to Him relationally,
guided by Him, based on humility and love. Failure to walk with God in
this sense is what we call  “sin.” Christ relates to us in line with God’s
relationship with us as described in the Old Testament. The addition is
that Jesus modeled this abstract concept with the incarnation. The call of
Christ is to follow Him. We have the obligation to choose to follow Christ
or follow the path of  the world. The Church is called upon to love the
world… but rejecting the path that the world is on. Rather, the church is
to follow the path of  truth, righteousness, and peace while in the world.
Our call  is  to proclaim the message of  God,  and prepare the way for
Christ. 

How can we relate this to missions?

1.  God leads. This may be obvious. But God leads us in the paths of
righteousness and the way we should go. God is on mission, as Blackaby
and Willis note.3 

2.  We follow. As a  disciple,  we follow Christ.  In joining God on His
mission, we are sent out by Him… still being led by Him. As Blackaby and
Willis would say, God invites us to join Him on that mission.4

3.  We go. We live, led by God, in the ways of  righteousness, but still in
the  world.  As  such,  we  follow  the  model  of  Christ  in  dwelling  and
interacting with those who are on the wrong path. We prepare the way for
Christ in this world by inviting people to join us in following God… the
straight path. As John Perkins notes with regards to Christian Community
Development,  relocation  is  a  requirement  (as  in  moving  into  the
community  in  which  transformation  is  sought).5  It  seems  like  this
principle  should  be applied  beyond the narrow bounds of  community
development.
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4.  We model. Invitation is not enough. The path of  God is characterized
by Righteousness,  Love,  Peace,  and Truth.  As we share truth,  promote
peace,  practice  love,  and  seek  righteousness,  we  decorate  the  Gospel
(Titus 2:10).

5.  They choose. Regardless of  one’s opinion about freewill and God’s
election,  from a human perspective… people  choose.  They choose the
path  that  they  desire.  Ideally,  as  they  see  the  path,  process,  and  life
Christians  are  on,  they  desire  it,  and  follow you  as  you  follow Christ.
Hopefully soon they will understand that they are following Christ and you
are only assisting them in that path.

Okay… this is pretty simple set of  items… some might describe them as
self-evident. But in missions nothing seems to be self-evident. I would like
to suggest there are some aspects of  missions that don’t fit into this set of
principles.

A.  Distance missions. Just send money is not missions. I am in missions
so  I  certainly  don’t  mind  if  people  send  money.  But  missions  is
incarnational.  It  involves face-to-face and heart-to-heart  experiences. In
times of  epidemic, for example, face-to-face may be made possible only
through electronic media, but in some way, being there and being with
must be somehow addressed.

B.  Propositional evangelism. It is okay to memorize the Romans Road
or Evangelism Explosion or the Wordless Book. But truth is not enough.
Christian  missions  is  based  on  living  out  God’s  path  in  a  process.
Propositional  evangelism is  of  value  only  within  the  context  of  godly
living in interactive relationships with others.

C.  Futurist focus. Christianity is a here and now religion. The path we
were given is in this world. We can, rightly, be comforted in a confident
future. But that in no way means we should minimize the importance of
where  we  are,  who  we  are,  and  what  we  are  doing… here.  Faithfully
walking the path God has placed for us is more important than setting
dates for His imminent (or perhaps delayed) return. 

D.  Militant focus. We may be justified in singing “Onward Christian
Soldiers.” I was in the military and understand the potential usefulness of
war metaphors. However, our relationship with the world should be more
characterized by love, peace, and righteousness, than by militaristic (both
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offensive and defensive) metaphors.

E.  Signs and Wonders, and Power Encounter. Christian missions is
described best in day by day faithful living that relates to the world around
us with truth, love, peace, and righteousness. This sort of  living provides a
considerable  challenge  to  others  when  they  compare  it  to  the  lies,
selfishness, conflict, and sinfulness that surrounds them. Miracles certainly
may have their place… but there “non-ordinariness” suggests that they are
not  part  of  the  normal  Christian  ministry.  In  fact,  sadly,  sometimes
miracles are done (whether actual works of  God or works of  chicanery) in
place of  truth, truth, peace, and righteousness.

F.  Narrow definition  of  missions. Missions  is  following  Christ  and
living out the path He has given. In certain circumstances it may be useful
to define missions in terms of  profession, in terms of  cultural bridging, in
terms of  finance,  or in terms of  calling.  But ultimately,  we indeed are
meant to be on missions and as long as we are alive on earth we are in the
mission  field.  The  “4F  Missionary”  (Foreign,  Full-time,  Fully-financed,
Forever)  has  its  place,  but  defining  missions  only  in  that  sense  and
uniquely separate from other aspects of  the church and Christian life, does
a  disservice  to  a  full  understanding  of  God's  mission and our  role  in
God's mission.

Concluding Thoughts

I can't go so far as to say that these two concluding thoughts are not in the
this chapter already, but I feel they are worthy of  further reflection.

First, Missions should not be focused on “Saving Souls” and “Planting
Churches.” These are good things, but in the metaphor of  “Walking With”
a subtle change happens. In common Evangelical thought,  saving souls
often devolves into a minimalistic, “get them to say the “Sinner's Prayer..”
I had a friend who was a missionary in a Muslim-majority land. Some of
his Muslim friends (playfully, I think) tried to trick Him into saying  the
Shahada (Islma's statement of  faith). His friends had the belief  that if  my
friend said the Shahada three times, then he would be a Muslim. As best I
understand it, this is a folk-Islam understanding. In Islam, the statement
of  faith  must  be  said  with  understanding  and  conviction.  But  many
Christians do a similar thing with the “Sinner's Prayer.” If  one says it, then
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one is saved. This is theologically questionable, but also with a poor goal.
We should be seeking to bring people to walk with Christ... following Him.
We should not  focus  on “planting  churches”  but  rather  on developing
communities of  faith. We should bring people who are following Christ,
to be joining together, walking together on the path of  Christ. While these
may seem like the same thing (and ideally they are), the focus should be
more on the relationships (the organism) rather than on the structure (the
organization).

Second,  the  idea  of  “Walking  With”  brings  together  two  extremes  in
Evangelical thought. One side focuses on God as Sovereign and the one in
control.  The other  side  focuses on Human free-will  and our  right  and
ability  to  choose.  The  metaphor  speaks  to  both.  Walking  with  Christ
involves following Christ and Him being The Way. And yet, there is an
implied right not to follow, and go on a different path. This disagreement
is not solved in the metaphor, but the metaphor provides an intersect that
is  stronger than either of  these two.  That is  the  issue of  Relationship.
Going back to Genesis 3, God decides to walk with Man, but on His own
terms. Man chooses to hid rather than respond. But the stronger theme is
not  God's  control,  or  Man's  freedom,  but  the  destruction  of  the
relationship between God and Man. I feel  that a theology built  off  of
relationships is not only good for missions, but Soteriology, Ecclesiology,
and Eschatology as well. (And later, when we get to Missio Dei Trinitarian
theology, we find reasons to think that relationship may be the best path to
trying to understand the Trinity as well.)

Arguably,  I  am pushing a metaphor too far...  but at lesat these are my
suggestions. We will delve into different aspects of  the metaphor in the
subsequent chapters, pushing the metaphor even further.

41



Chapter Four Endnotes
1 This chapter, for the most part, came from a series of  posts--- “On the
Theme 'Walking With': a Mission Theology”--- I wrote a few years ago.  The first
one  is  https://munsonmissions.org/2013/03/31/on-the-theme-walking-with-a-
missions-theology-part-1/.  The follow-on ones are linked to it in series.

2 St.  Ignatius,  Epistle  to  Polycarp,  Chapter  VI.
https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0110.htm

3 Refer to Henry T. Blackaby and Avery T. Willis, Jr.,  “On Mission With
God" in Perspectives in the World Christian Mission-- The Notebook, 3rd edition, edited by
Ralph  D.  Winter  and  Steven  C.  Hawthorne  (Pasadena,  CA:   William  Carey
Library, 1999),     97-99.  Also you may want to check out the book, On Mission
With God-- Living God's Purpose for His Glory, by Blackaby and Willis.

4 Ibid.

5 John Perkin's 3 R's (relocation, reconciliation, redistribution) are pretty
well-known, but one may wish to learn more from the Christian Community
Development Association (CCDA), at https://ccda.org.
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Chapter 5

Sent Ahead--- The Great Commissions1

Between Jesus' resurrection and ascension, He spoke to His disciples and
commissioned them for ministry in His absence. This commissioning is
mentioned several times in the New Testament. Whether or not all refer to
the exact same event is not critical, since each entail a very similar call by
Jesus to His disciples in a very narrow time-frame. The setting in John, for
example, appears to be earlier than the one in Matthew, for example  Five
references to this commissioning are given in Table 2.

Verses Readings

Matthew 
28:19-20

19 Therefore go and make disciples of  all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit, 
20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. 
And surely I am with you always, to the very end of  the age." 

Mark 16:15-
16 
(footnote)

15 He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the good 
news to all creation. 16 Whoever believes and is baptized will be 
saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. “

Luke 24:46-
47

46 He told them, "This is what is written: The Christ will suffer 
and rise from the dead on the third day, 47 and repentance and 
forgiveness of  sins will be preached in his name to all nations, 
beginning at Jerusalem. 

John 20:21 After Jesus had greeted them again, he said, "I am sending you, just
as the Father has sent me."

Acts 1:7-8 But the Holy Spirit will come upon you and give you power. Then 
you will tell everyone about me in Jerusalem, in all Judea, in 
Samaria, and everywhere in the world."  

Table 2.  Five Great Commissions

A very similar call to the Great Commissions from Jesus is the one that
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was given to Paul on a different occasion, in Acts 26:16-18:

`Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant
and as a witness of  what you have seen of  me and what I will show you. I will rescue
you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them to open their
eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of  Satan to God, so
that they may receive forgiveness of  sins and a place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me.' 

Noting that Jesus gave the Apostle  Paul a specific  call  akin to the one
given to the Twelve (Eleven or Ten) makes one wonder if  others were also
given  their  Commissioning  from  Jesus  as  a  separate  event.  It  hardly
matters. Barnabas was sent out by the Church of  Jerusalem, and later the
Church of  Antioch.  The same could be said  of  Philip  the  Evangelist.
Quite early there was an understanding that missional outreach was not
limited to the Twelve. 

Each author  gave a different perspective of  the same message.  In one
sense, each perspective stands on its own. On the other hand, each are
different  facets  of  the  same  occasion.  Thus,  while  harmonies  of  the
Gospels are out of  fashion, there can be situations where there is value in
the activity. 

Take  for  example,  the  view  of  some  that  the  Great  Commission  is
narrowly defined in terms of  proclamation of  the Gospel.  This can be
drawn, potentially, from the Mark version. When one goes to the Matthew
version, proclamation is only implied. The activity is to disciple. With the
two versions by Luke (in the Gospel of  Luke and Acts), the role of  the
Holy Spirit as the empowerer in the activity of  the disciples is emphasized.
Of  course,  it  is  not  clear  of  itself  whether  the  empowerment  is  for
proclamation  or  something  else.  Finally,  when  one  gets  to  the  John
passage, the disciples receive the Holy Spirit, but are then told that their
sending is related to the sending of  Jesus by the Father. This seems to
explain, at least in part, some of  the results of  the empowerment of  the
Holy Spirit. It has been argued, by John Stott for example, that Jesus self-
understanding of  His being sent is seen in Luke 4, where He describes His
ministry by quoting Isaiah:
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“The  Spirit  of  the  Lord  is  on  me,  because  he  has  anointed  me
to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of  sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of  the
Lord’s favor.” 

This shows the Spirit of  God empowering the proclamation of  the Good
News but also freedom of  prisoners and recovery of  sight. Considering
Jesus' ministry, clearly this cannot be seen merely as metaphoric. 

Based on this, it can be said that the John passage, while the least detailed
of  the Great Commissions, is the broadest. For  the Great Commission
proclamation is central, but far from exhaustive.  

Gospel Harmonies have fallen out of  favor because each witness provides
a unique perspective that is not necessarily strengthened  by mixing the
narratives together. That being said, to focus on only one of  the Great
Commissions to the exclusion of  the others is inadequate--- perhaps even
sub-biblical. So I believe there may be value in combining these versions. I
am going to do it two ways. First, I will do it from the standpoint of  what
we are commissioned to do.  It focuses on what we are supposed to do.
Second, in the next section, I combine them more from God's side... what
God does.

For the combining from our perspective, this could be done in different
ways, and I would certainly encourage you to try it yourself. Here is my
version:

I have sent you, empowered by the Holy Spirit, to be witnesses of
me everywhere. You will make new disciples, preaching the good
news of  repentance,  forgiveness  of  sin,  and release from Satan’s
control. 

The Trinity in the Great Commissions

In recent decades a Trinitarian model for missions has become popular.
One of  the reasons for this popularity is the connection of  the Trinity to
the  Great  Commission.  This  has  not  gone unchallenged,  however.  For
example,  some  argue  that  the  Trinitarian  formula  for  baptism  in  the
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Matthew version of  the Great Commission was an add-on by the author
or by redactors. However, several of  the Great Commissions are overtly
Trinitarian,  so  I  wonder  if  the  arguments  spring  from denominational
innovations rather than from the text. (I will have to leave that discussion
to Biblical scholars, I'm afraid.)

For  now,  let's  tentatively  accept  the  Trinitarian  formula  in  Matthew as
original.  Then  we  can  also  look  at  the  parallel  Great  Commissions,
regarding what each says about the Godhead.

First of  all, the Mark version can be set aside because there is no direct
mention of  God in any form. For the others, the following passages can
be viewed. The highlighted words are direct references to Jesus, God the
Father, the Holy Spirit, or more generally to God.

“All  authority  has  been  given  to  Me in  heaven  and  on  earth.  Go
therefore and make disciples of  all nations, baptizing them in the name
of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit, teaching them
to observe everything I have commanded you. And remember, I am with
you always, to the end of  the age.” Matthew 28:18-20 

 “This is what is written, the Messiah would suffer and rise from the
dead  the  third  day,  and  repentance  for  forgiveness  of  sins  would  be
proclaimed in His name to all the nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You
are witnesses of  these things. And look,  I  am sending you  what my
Father promised. As for you, stay in the city until you are empowered
from on high.” Luke 24:46-49

“Peace to you! As the Father has sent Me. I also send you. Receive the
Holy Spirit.” John 20:21-23

“It is not for you to know times or periods that the Father has set by
His own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit
has come upon you, and you will be  My witnesses in Jerusalem, in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of  the earth.” Acts 1:7-8  

(These passages are in the CSB version)

Looking at these passages, consider the prominence of  each member of
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the Godhead…

1. God the Father:  1 in Matthew, 1 in Luke, 1 in John, and 2 in Acts
2. God the Son:  3 in Matthew, 3 in Luke, 2 in John, and 1 in Acts 
3. God the Holy Spirit: 1 in Matthew, 1 in Luke, 1 in John, and 1 in

Acts 

Now, we can combine these points into a Great Commission relating each
of  us to the Godhead, much like what we did earlier in the chapter. We
might get something like this:

We are to be:

           Empowered  by the Holy Spirit,  promised by the Father,
and sent by the Son 

           Made confident by presence of  the Son, sent by the Father
           Accepting our calling from the Son to go into the world. 
           Giving the message of  God to others 
           Being witnesses of  Christ 
           Baptizing believers in the name of  the Triune God 
           Training up people in the teachings of  Christ 
           Doing all of  this until the end, as decreed by the Father 

All of  these passages note God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Spirit. This supports the idea that Jesus did in fact reference all three
members of  the Godhead in His instructions between His resurrection
and  ascension.  Looking  at  these  together  may  also  remove  some
confusion.  In  the  John  passage,  Jesus  says  to  receive  the  Holy  Spirit.
However, does that mean that the Apostles received the Holy Spirit before
the  120  on  Pentecost?  It  is  possible,  however,  that  the  reference  may
simply  be  supporting  the  Luke  and  Acts  passages  rather  than  giving
opposing information. 

Additional Thoughts

I  have  heard  it  said  that  we  do  Missions  because  of  the  Great
Commission.  On a certain level, I think it is true. However, I believe that
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it  can  “read  wrong.”  It  can  sound  like  this---  “God  has  given  us  a
command. Therefore, the Great Commission is the KEY, perhaps only,
reason we do missions.” 

However, I believe the key commandment is... the Great Commandment.
God has commanded us, as part of  our love for God, to love others as we
love ourselves. As such, going out as witnesses to share the good news of
Jesus Christ, is really one application of  that Great Commandment.

Additionally, if  we accept the Missio Dei concept of  missions, where God
has  determined  to  bless  mankind  (consider  Genesis  12:1-3),  then  in
“walking with God” we join Him in that activity to bless all people. As
such,  the  Great  Commission  is  not  only  secondary  to  the  Great
Commandment, but secondary to the primary of  action of  God taking the
lead in going into the world.

I  believe  that  the  Great  Commission  is  important,  but  what  makes  it
important  is  that  it  tells  us  ONE  WAY  that  we  can  obey  the  Great
Commandment, and work to be part of  God's effort to be a blessing to all
peoples.

Chapter Five Endnotes

1 Most of  this  short chapter came from a webposts and presentation I
have put online before.  

https://munsonmissions.org/2011/10/21/the-trinity-in-the-great-commission/

https://www.slideshare.net/bmunson3/the-great-commissions
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Chapter 6
Sent Ahead--- Missionaries in the Bible

The term “Apostle,” drawn from the Greek “Apostolos” has had a long
and convoluted history.   In the  2nd and 3rd century  churches,  the  term
became so associated with the Twelve disciples of  Jesus that it stopped
being used for other ministry leaders. That has continued to today in many
cases. Some argue that one of  the criteria for being considered an Apostle
was that one had to have seen Jesus while He was on earth. Others do use
the term Apostle today, but use it in ways that are wildly different than
how it was used in the primitive church. I believe good scholarship of  the
term “apostolos” shows that the term appears to best fit what we now call
missionaries. It should not be thought of  as strictly position of  the distant
past.  However,  it  also should not  be viewed as a  church office  in  any
period of  time, as the term is now used in the “Apostolic Movement” .
Instead of  going through that, readers are encouraged to read the article
on “apostle” in the ISBE.1 

It  is  popular  to  define  missionaries  based  on  culture  these  days.
Perspectives in the World Christian Movement describes missions and
missionaries in terms of  being cross-cultural. If  one uses Ralph Winter’s
“E”  model  for  cultures,  then  missionaries  are  limited  to  working  in
(perhaps) E-2 and (certainly) E-3 situations.2 

Should people be considered missionaries only if  serving cross-culturally? 
Consider Paul and Barnabas, who we almost without exception consider to
be early and successful missionaries. After their call to missions, Paul and

Barnabas started on what we describe as their 1st Missionary journey. Up
to the time of  the journey, they were serving in the church of  Antioch.
There they ministered within the church (E-0 evangelism) and presumably
the local community (E-1). Upon leaving on their voyage, they first went
to Cyprus, and began ministering to Hellenized Jews there. Since Barnabas
was a  Hellenized Jew and was originally  from Cyprus,  this  part  of  the
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journey would involve E-1 ministry. This then would not be considered
missionary work by some. Then they reached out to Gentiles. These would
probably be viewed as E-2, but only barely, since they shared the same
language  and  broader  culture  with  Barnabas.  Effectively,  they  were
ministering from one sub-culture to another within the same culture. After
this, the two apostles traveled to southern Asia Minor. This is the region
that Paul was from. The same situation existed as in Cyprus, but with Paul
reaching out to his own sub-culture and then to a different sub-culture
within  the  same local  culture.  One  could  certainly  argue  that  the  first
missionary  journey  of  Paul  and  Barnabas  was  less  missional  than
evangelistic  outreaches  to  Cornelius,  the  Ethiopian  eunuch,  and  the
Samaritans described earlier in the book of  Acts.

It seems, perhaps, that the problem lies in a culture-centered definition of
missions. If  one moved to a church-centered understanding of  missions,
the problem goes away. If  missions (and apostleship) describes ministry
that is  focused outside the church (rather than church member care or
church growth ministries),  it  is  understandable  why Paul  and Barnabas
were  missionaries.  Paul  and  Barnabas  ministered  within  the  church  of
Antioch. Then they were called and sent out (apostolos and missio) from
the church to minister to those outside of  the church. This also appears to
agree  with  the  Didache  (parts  of  it  being,  perhaps,  the  oldest  non-
canonical Christian book)3 that describes apostles as one of  four groups
of  ministers  (bishops,  deacons,  prophets,  and  apostles).  Of  the  four
groups, two were part of  the local church (bishops and deacons) while the
other  two  were  outside  the  local  church.  Of  those  outside,  prophets
appear to primarily visit different churches and encourage and strengthen
them, while apostles would do their ministry outside the church.

The  Didache  should  not  be  seen  as  providing  some  aberrant
understanding of  the term apostle that contradicts its  use in the Bible.
Consider the many people in the New Testament who were called apostles
(apostolos).

 Jesus Hebrews 3:1 
 The 12 disciples Luke 6:13 
 Matthias Acts 1:24-26 
 Paul I Corinthians 9:1 
 Barnabas (and Paul) Acts 14:3-4 
 Andronicus Romans 16:7 
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 Junias Romans 16:7 
 Epaphroditus Philippians 2 :25 
 Unnamed brethren II Corinthians 8 :23-24 
 Silas and Timothy (and Paul) II Thessalonians 2:6 
 Apollos (by implication in I Corinthians 4) 

Clearly,  others beyond the narrow understanding of  apostle were called
apostles.  Jesus,  for  example,  clearly  did  not  have  the  formal  office  of
apostle, but did take on the role of  missionary, from the Father. This and
the fact that the apostles listed in the Bible appeared to have little authority
within the church once the church is established suggests more of  the role
of  a missionary/church-planter than an authoritative officeholder within
church. (Note that Timothy was called an apostle in Thessalonians when he was still
a traveling missionary. However, Paul does not use that term for him when he is acting
as the spiritual leader of  a church in I and II Timothy.)

A church-based model for missionaries and missions appears to avoid a lot
of  confusion in other ways as well. If  missionaries are those who leave the
local  church  to  work  outside  the  local  church,  then  they  are  simply
“apostles”… and “apostle” is simply another term for missionary. This of
course is not universally accepted. C. Peter Wagner (a church-growth and
missions specialist) believed that there are two different calls, an apostolic
call and a missionary call. He suggests that all apostles have an apostolic
call (no surprises there), but only some of  them have a missionary call.
Likewise, all missionaries have a missionary call, but only some have an
apostolic call. There are two parts of  this stance that appear to be highly
questionable.4 

1.  An apostolic call that is not missional appears to be based more based
on  traditions  within  the  modern  apostolic  movement  than  on  Biblical
scholarship.  Wagner  believes  that  accomplishing  miracles  and  acting  in
ecclesiastical authority over the church are defining and necessary qualities
of  an apostle. This fits better with the theology of  the modern “Apostolic
Movement” than with the term as it was used in the 1st Century. This does
not appear to be sound basis for saying that miraculous powers or special
authority  are  the  defining  characteristics  of  apostles.  While  some  did
clearly utilize miraculous powers at times, there is no mention of  others
utilizing  them,  and  some  people  who  were  not  apostles  displayed
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miraculous powers. Likewise, although the original apostles were told that
they  had  authority,  that  authority  appeared  to  be  more  spiritual  than
ecclesiastical in nature. They certainly did not appear to exercise authority
over  the  church  except  to  exhort  others  with  God’s  message.  Paul
exhorted but did not order. The other apostles did not exercise a high level
of  control over the church of  Jerusalem. If  anything, it is interesting to
the extent  that  the  Apostles  in  the  New Testament  did NOT exercise
authority in the local churches. While the Twelve were part of  the church
of  Jerusalem, James the half-brother Jesus served as the senior elder. Paul
and John both used persuasion to get change within the local churches
rather than exercising some form of  “apostolic authority.” 

2. The other aspect of  Wagner’s view is interesting. Not only does he take
the  apostolic  call  as  something  different  from  the  missionary  call,  he
suggested that some apostles (such as Peter) did not have the missionary
call.  In  light  of  the  Great  Commission,  this,  at  first,  appears  to  be
ludicrous. However, it is at least understandable within the context of  how
some people define the term “missionary” today that some people would
see  it  that  way.  It  is  consistent  with  a  cross-cultural  definition  of
missionary (described earlier in this chapter). Since some apostles did not
appear to work outside of  their own culture, people who utilize a cross-
cultural  definition  for  missions  are  compelled  to  separate  “missionary”
and “apostle” into separate categories. Unfortunately, by doing this, bad
things  result.  Missionaries  lack  a  good Biblical  model  for  their  role  if
apostles were not missionaries. (I have read blogs arguing against the role
of  missionary because it has no basis in the Bible… an idea that makes no
sense unless uses a revisionist understanding of  the NT apostle.) And if
apostles were not missionaries/ church-planters… what were they? This
confusion has led to setting up hierarchies within the church to allow for a
church leadership role for apostles. 

I believe that the New Testament and the Didache show that apostles are
missionaries. They plant churches but hand over power to others who will
serve as  pastors/presbyters  and deacons within it.  And if  apostles  and
missionaries are two terms for the same position, then apostles provide a
good model for the role of  missionary.

So,  should missionaries  start  calling  themselves  apostles?  Probably  not.
Starting  in  the  2nd century,  the  term  apostle  got  redefined,  and  this
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redefinition has not stopped. It is doubtful that people can hear the term
apostle in the same manner it was understood in the first century church.

Closing the loop, our understanding of  the role of  the missionary can be
enhanced by understanding the role of  apostles in the early church. And
the  role  of  apostles  having  a  role  in  the  “universal”  church  and  a
connection with local church, while having a formal role outside of  any
one local church, hopefully can provide a balance for missionaries today. 

Three Views of  Apostles

Let's look at this slightly differently. One could see three ways of  looking
at “apostles” as a ministerial term. I would call them:

-Traditional
-Revisionist
-Primitive

A.  Traditional. When  I  was  young,  I  was  told  simply  that  the  term
“Apostle” was the term given to the 12 disciples. Essentially, I could take
the 12 disciples’ song and replace it with the term Apostles:

“There  were 12 (apostles),  Jesus called to  help Him,
Simon Peter, Andrew, James, his brother John. Philip,
Thomas,  Matthew,  James  the  son  of  Alphaeus.
Thaddeus, Simon, Judas, and Bartholomew.”

We soon had problems with this when we got to Matthias.  Was he an
Apostle to replace Judas? Or maybe Matthias was a mistake on the part of
the other Apostles and it was really supposed to be Paul. Then we start
coming across others in the New Testament who also are called Apostles.
These were listed earlier in the chapter. 

Additionally, Paul talks about the “office of  apostle.” That seems hardly
worth mentioning if  it is really a unique occurrence, only tied to the initial
twelve (or perhaps 13).

Limiting the term to the Twelve seems inaccurate Biblically.

B.  Revisionist. I suppose using the term “revisionist” is a bit loaded.
Originally  I  called  it  “Ahistorical”  but  perhaps  that  is  worse.  Again,
according to Wagner:
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“An apostle is a Christian leader, gifted, taught, commissioned,
and  sent  by  God  with  the  authority  to  establish  the
foundational  government  of  the  church within  an assigned
sphere of  ministry by hearing what the Spirit is saying to the
churches and by setting  things in  order  accordingly for the
growth and maturity of  the church and for the extension of
the kingdom of  God.”5 

At  first  blush  this  definition  seems  benign  enough,  unless  one  starts
wondering  what  it  means  to  be  “commissioned  and  taught  by  God.”
Effectively it appears to remove these individuals from accountability to
the  church.  Mutual  accountability  and  submission  appears  to  be
thoroughly Biblical concepts, even for apostles. Additionally, however, as
the title suggests, Wagner sees apostles as embedded in the governance of
the church.

This is why I originally called this “ahistorical.” I remember in Christian
college where my Bible professor dealt with the somewhat confusing point
that James, the brother of  Jesus appeared to be the head of  the church of
Jerusalem, rather than than the apostles themselves, and held prominence
at the Jerusalem Council. Of  course, getting into the Epistles even added
to  the  question.  None  of  the  apostles  exercised  ecclesiastical  or
“apostolic”  authority  over  the  churches  they  wrote  to.  Paul  sought  to
persuade through words, and tended to encourage people to be “led by the
Spirit”  rather  than  be  led  by  himself.  In  fact,  the  early  chapters  of  I
Corinthians appear to attack a formal apostolic authority. Rather, when we
get to chapter 4, the humility of  apostles (noting here particularly Paul and
Apollos) is emphasized, and the call to heed the guidance of  Paul is driven
by  his  fatherly  role  (as  church-planter)  with  respect  to  the  church  of
Corinth rather than some divinely mandated submission. Even in the book
of  Revelation,  John does  not  claim an inherent  right  to be heard,  but
rather states that he is simply passing on the spirit’s message to the spirits
of  the associated churches. In fact, he describes himself  as a fellow slave
to those of  the churches.

Of  course, to say Wagner’s view is revisionistic does not mean that it was
never expressed historically. Theodore of  Mopsuestria in his commentary
in I Timothy suggested a similar logic. The 12 apostles ordained a second
generation of  apostles who then, recognizing their own failings, chose to
abolish the term “apostle” and then ordain bishops and presbyters. This
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theory certainly may be appealing to Theodore (living 350-428) since it (1)
explains the long disuse of  the term apostle, (2) supports the theory of
apostolic  succession, and (3)  justifies  a monarchical church structure as
existing from the very beginning. Adoph Harnack however, points out that
this  nice  theory  lacks  historical  support  and has  considerable  evidence
against it. Actually, from the very beginning, apostles took little interest in
governance. See the following quote from Harnack (and feel free to review
previous pages to that where he lays the case against Theodore’s theory.

“It is certain that an internal tension prevailed between two forms of
organization  during  the  first  two  generations  of  the  Christian
propaganda. These forms were (1) the church as a missionary church,
created by a missionary or apostle, whose work it remained; and (2) the
church as a local church, complete in itself, forming thus an image and
expression of  the  church in  heaven.  As the  creation  of  an apostolic
missionary,  the church was responsible  to  its  founder,  dependent upon
him, and obliged to maintain the principles which he invariably laid down
in the course  of  his  activity  as  a founder  of  various  churches.  As a
compact local church, again, it was responsible for itself, with no one over
it save the Lord in heaven. Through the person of  its earthly founder, it
stood in a real relationship to the other churches which he had founded
but as a local church it stood by itself, and any connection with other
churches was quite a voluntary matter.

That the founders themselves desired the churches to be independent, is
perfectly clear in the case of  Paul, and we have no reason to believe that
other founders of  churches took another view (cp. the Roman church).
No doubt they still continued to give pedagogic counsels to the churches,
and in fact to act as guardians to them. But this was exceptional; it was
not the rule. The Spirit moved them to such action, and their apostolic
authority  justified  them  in  it,  while  the  unfinished  state  of  the
communities seemed to demand it. And in the primitive decision upon the
length of  time that an apostle could remain in a community, as in similar
cases,  the  communities  secured,  ipso  facto,  a  means  of  self-protection
within their own jurisdiction. Probably the perfected organization of  the
Jerusalem church became, mutatis mutandis, a pattern for all and sundry
Christian communities were not “churches of  Paul” or “of  Peter”6 

This is not to say that apostle as a role or office ceased to be with John.
Eusebius said apostles existed into the 2nd century. Origen (185-254 AD)
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further notes that the apostles still existed in the 3rd century but went by a
different name.  However, this seems to be the last gasp for a couple of
hundred years. There were probably a few reasons for this:

 The early apostles (the “Twelve”) were placed in such high regard
that the term “apostle” was seen as inappropriate to use for others.
Even with the  epistles  of  Ignatius  of  Antioch in the  early  2nd
century, the term “apostle” was not used for contemporaries. 

 Legend had it that the first apostles succeeded in the Acts 1:8 call
to go to the ends of  the earth. So there was question whether the
role of  apostle as “sent ones” was really necessary. 

 As the church structures strengthened, those independent of  these
structures were potentially unreliable and mercenary. Even in the
Didache, more concern seemed to be placed in how to make sure
that apostles and prophets were legitimate than in what they were
supposed to do. This  is  quite a valid concern. Wagner said that
apostles (as he defines them) are not chosen by self, not chosen by
the  church,  but  chosen  by  God.  But  since  it  takes  people  to
identify  God’s  choosing,  essentially  that  means  that  a  person
chooses himself  or herself. And like in the movie “The Apostle,”
starring  Robert  Duvall,  such  self-ordination  may  point  to
weaknesses of  character as much as anything else. 

 Relatedly,  churches  tended  to  embrace  roles  and  titles  such  as
“apostle.” In the time of  Cyprian, bishops were identified as the
prophets, apostles,  teachers, and high priests of  the people. The
Apostolic Movement today has also moved the term “apostle” into
the church hierarch.

C. Primitive. The Didache makes it  clear  that  apostles  (and prophets)
should only visit churches for a short period of  time. This was to ensure
that they did not overstay and become a burden on the church. But this
also  evidences  that  the  role  of  these  offices  were  not  centered  in  the
church. Since the term “apostle” in Greek means ambassador or “sent out
one,’ the obvious meaning is that they are sent out by God and church to
share the good news to those who have not heard, and plant churches.

This seems to be well in line with the statement that the church was built
on the foundation of  the apostles with Jesus as  the chief  cornerstone.
Wagner interprets this in terms of  authority. But the metaphor even more
sense if  one sees it in terms of  apostles being church-planters, establishing
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the founding/foundation of  the church, rather than leaders.

By  the  late  first  century  and  into  the  early  2nd  century,  established
churches were led by pastors/bishops and deacons. Additionally, apostles
planted/established  new  churches.  They  discipled  members  and
established leaders.  But  then they left.  After  that,  they may maintain a
paternal relationship (like Paul with Corinth). However, the churches they
founded  were  God’s  churches,  not  churches  of  the  apostles.  They
transitioned to being the established churches.

Summary

The term “Apostle” is best understood in the Bible to line up with the
more modern term “Missionary” (both being tied to the term 'to send').
That  does  not  make  the  two  synonyms  since  the  terms  come  from
different eras of  the church. To use the term Apostle today, in pretty much
any  sense  or  situation,  is  likely  to  lead  to  confusion.  Yet,  it  is  in  the
recognition  that  missionaries  receive  their  vocation  basis  in  the  Bible
through the term “apostle” that we can we can develop a biblical theology
for  missions  and missionaries.  The  attempts  to  see  Apostle  as  a  term
limited to the first century (having physically seen Christ) or to some sort
of  class of  Christian that has authority over all Christians but only having
accountability  to  God  and  peers  appears  to  both  misunderstand  the
Biblical  record,  and  undermine  the  foundation  of  Christian  missions
today.

Chapter Six Endnotes
1 “Apostles” International  Standard  Bible  Encyclopedia.  Accessible  at
https://www.internationalstandardbible.com/A/apostle.html.

2 E-0  is  ministry  within  the  local  church,  #-1  is  ministry  in  the  local
community but outside the local church, E-2 is a similar or neighboring culture...
maybe similar culture but different language, E-3 has considerable differences.
More on this by Ralph D. Winter and Bruce A. Koch “Finishing the Task: The
Unreached Peoples Challenge” in Perspectives in the World Christian Mission--
The Notebook, 3rd edition, edited by Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne
(Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 1999), 236-253.

3 The Didache is also known as “The Lord's Teaching Through the Twelve
Apostles to the Nations” is anonymous and possibly the oldest non-canonical
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Christian work.

4 Unfortunately, when I studied this topic back in 2009 and 2010, I forgot
to  write  down the  reference that  talked about  Wagner's  views  of  Missionary
versus  Apostolic  Call.  Looking  at  some of  C.  Peter  Wagner's  book  “Church
Quake!  The  Explosive  Power  of  the  New  Apostolic  Reformation”  that  his
understanding of  Apostolic Call is much in line with what I am speaking of  (and
complaining about) here... but I have not found a full comparison by Wagner of
Apostolic versus Missionary Call. As such, my fear is that my Wagner was more
nuanced in his thinking (though I have found no evidence of  it). Still, I am a bit
worried about creating a straw-man here. It seems as if  my concerns are still valid
so I will  keep it  here.  There simply does not  appear to be evidence that the
apostolic and missionary calls are different-- as if  there is a Greek call versus a
Latin call (apostolic and missionary appear to  mean the same thing but from
Greek  versus  Latin  origins).   A  little  article  on  some aspects  of  the  “New
Apostolic  Reformation” worth looking at is  “The Leadershift” from  Charisma
Leader.  https://ministrytodaymag.com/152-archives/fivefold-ministries/9984-the-leadershift

5 C.  Peter  Wagner. Apostles  today:  Biblical  Governance  for  Biblical  Power
(Bloomington, MN: Chosen Books, 2006), 27.

6    Adolph von Harnack, Missions and the Expansion of  Christianity in the First
Three  Centuries.   466-467.   Available  online  at
https://www.ccel.org/ccel/harnack/mission.html.
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Chapter 7
Following Behind--- The Missio Dei

As one looks at the idea that God sends us out ahead, one may suspect
that something is missing.  Jesus sends out the disciples in Luke 10 to test
the  soil  so  to  speak,  they  are  to  seek  “the  man of  peace.”  Does  this
suggest  that  God  was  at  work  preparing  someone  to  welcome  the
disciples? Likewise, as we read of  Peter being sent to meet Cornelius in
Acts 10 we also see that God was already at Cornelius's house preparing
for Peter's arrival. 
It seems possible to see in these stories two simultaneous processes. The
missionary is sent to a place ahead by God. However, it can also be seen as
God already at work in a place and He invites the missionary to follow
Him there.

Rather  than  choosing  between  these  two  views,  it  can  be  seen  as
simultaneously true. Terms that relate to God preceding the missionary in
the mission field include:

-Praeparatio Evangelica

-Missio Dei

-Redemptive Analogies

Praeparatio Evangelica

Praeparatio Evangelica, or preparation for the Gospel, is  the term used
referring to the belief  that God has sown seeds of  the gospel message in
other cultures that will only fully bear fruit with the arrival of  the message
of  Bible. Don Richardson believes that redemptive analogies, stories or
images  within  a  culture  that  express  in  some way the  Christian  gospel
message, is a form of  this preparation of  the Gospel. With this thought,
redemptive analogies are discovered rather than created.1 
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This  point  can  be  questioned.  The  Bible  uses  Roman  adoption  as  a
redemptive  analogy.  Does  this  mean  that  God  created  the  adoption
process within that culture so as to provide a way of  expressing an honor-
shame  redemptive  analogy  to  contrast  the  guilt-innocence  redemptive
analogy associated with the Roman justice system (which then was also
created by God)? Still there are missionary stories of  redemptive analogies
within a culture that seem too good to be accidents. More broadly, can
truths in other religions be said to have been created by God to prepare
for the full gospel, or should they be seen as man-made expressions of
human longings that can be used as bridges for the gospel.

Rowan Williams speaks of  the Magi in terms of  the how other faiths can
serve as a preparation for the gospel.  He notes how the Magi, perhaps
Zoroastrian and most likely drawing from the long-standing tradition of
astrology from Babylon and Persia, were led by a star. Williams notes that
the star led them to close to the new King, but ultimately to the wrong
house.  The  limited  understanding  that  their  belief  system  contained
brought  them  to  the  court  of  Herod  the  Great,  not  to  a  house  in
Bethlehem. It actually took Holy Scripture to bring them the rest of  the
way.  This  could  point  both  to  the  possibility  and  limitation  of  this
preparation. Ultimately, the Magi found the Christ, while those who had
the Hebrew Scriptures in the palace in Jerusalem did not bother to travel
approximately 10 kilometers to see for themselves.2 

In the end, it seems as if  we need to have a firmer base for God's work
than missionary anecdotes. Does God work in the world directly, or only
through the church? This question brings in the concept of  the Missio
Dei. 

Missio Dei

The original idea of  Missio Dei was on the sending God within the trinity.
The term, within Protestant circles at least, began with Karl Hartenstein
around 1934. Drawing from Karl Barth, Hartenstein took the idea of  God
the Father sending the Son (to earth) and then the both of  them sending
the  Holy  Spirit,  as  having  importance  in  terms  of  missions.  Later  in,
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especially in Evangelical Circles, the term is more related to God being on
Mission... and so the Missio Dei calls to the Missio Ecclesiae.   God is on
mission and invites the church (the body of  Christ followers) to join Him
on His mission.3 

Both ideas come together in the Great Commissions.  This is especially
true of  John's expression of  the Great Commission. The Father sends the
Son. The Son sends the disciples as apostles.  The Son also gives them
(sends) the Holy Spirit. These two views of  Missio Dei are not in conflict,
but ideally supports each other. God's Sending speaks of  God's Mission.
God's  Mission leads  Him to  Send us.  Being  sent  out  we do Missions,
because it is part of  God's mission. 

Rodger Bassham's book, Mission Theology, speaks of  the development of
Ecumenical  or  Conciliar  missions  during  this  time  especially  and  how
Evangelical missions broke away in the 1960s. In the 1960s, a strange thing
occurred that I could not really understand. Actually several things I could
not understand. Among the Evangelicals there was a MacGavran-driven
push  to  very  narrowly  drive  missions  to  be  seen  through  the  lens  of
evangelism and church growth alone. I think that view was flawed on a
number of  fronts. However, far more flawed was what was happening on
the Conciliar side of  missions.4

In the Conciliar Missions there was the growth of  viewing missions as not
involving proselytization/conversion. Some would even say that Christian
missions  was  the  “antithesis”  of  proselytization.  Rather,  Christian
missions should be understood in terms of  “Christian presence” in non-
Christian setting.

As much as I may be against the Church-growth movement’s attempted
hijacking of  Evangelical missions in the 1960s, at least I understand what
they believed in and why. But I really struggled with how one could view
Christian missions, driven as it  were by the Great Commissions of  the
Bible, as being opposed to seeking for non-Christians to become followers
of  Christ.

Eventually I realized that it had to do much with the concept of  Missio
Dei.  In this,  I  am not  original.  I  was  just  slow in seeing  it— perhaps
because of  my denominational background. As I looked more, I began to
understand why some Evangelicals have problems with “Missio Dei,” a
missiological concept that seems pretty self-evident.
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Missio Dei,  “The Sending God”  as a modern Protestant concept goes
back to Karl Barth in terms of  the Father sending the Son, and the Father
and Son sending the Spirit. Karl Hartenstein in 1934 took this idea and
tied it  more closely  to Missions,  “The Mission of  God.”  Since  Missio
relates to Sending etymologically and conceptually, this is hardly difficult.
God is  Trinity  and is  working in the full  Godhead over  the full  earth.
Reading David Bosch in Transforming Missions5, we see the Missio Dei
formally described separately from Missiones Ecclesiae, “The Mission of
the  Church.”  The  Mission  of  God is  bigger  than the  Mission  of  the
Church.

Figure 8 may show the “Orthodox Understanding” of  Missio Dei. God is
at  work,  Father,  Son,  and  Holy  Spirit  in  the  whole  earth  and  in  and
through the church. The church is also called to join in God’s mission as
witnesses and as members of  God’s Reign on earth. Thus the Mission of
God  includes  the  Church,  but  is  bigger  than  the  Church.  Where  the
church isn’t God still is, and He is at work. One can see it in terms of
Praeparatio  Evangelica (or  the  preparing  of  people  for  the  Gospel
message). However there are some things God chooses to leave for the
church to do. Key among these is actually serving as witnesses to the truth
of  the Gospel, and the establishment of  communities of  faith.

The most obvious example of  this in the Bible, I think, is the story of
Cornelius and Peter. God sends an angel to Cornelius and tells him to get
Peter.  God  also  sends  a  vision  to  Peter  preparing  him  to  the
uncomfortable truth that God is not just the God of  the Jews, but the
Gentiles as well. When invited by Cornelius, Peter comes and shares the
Gospel message. Cornelius and his household respond and the Holy Spirit
demonstrates powerfully that God is, indeed, the God of  both Jew and
Gentile.  In the story, God’s Mission was both to the Church (vision to
Peter) and to the World (angel to Cornelius). The Mission of  the Church is
seen in Peter sharing the Gospel message (noting it would have been much
simpler for the angel to do this… but this is clearly not God’s desire… He
wants  this  to  be  the  activity  of  the  Church).  When  Cornelius  and
household respond, we see the third sending of  God— sending of  the
Holy Spirit after the sending of  an angel and sending of  a vision. I believe
the  story  of  Peter  and  Cornelius  well-demonstrates  Missio  Dei  and
Missiones Ecclesiae.
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I believe that Figure 9 shows the Mission Dei, the Mission of  God in a
way that became popular in the ecumenical missions of  the 1960s. In this
view the Missio Dei  is  given  a  dominant  place. In the  orthodox view,
God’s Mission is given a dominant place as well, but importance is also
given to the Great Commission. In the orthodox view, one sees that God
has given a unique role for the church that God will not do Himself, but
calls upon the church to do. Emphasis can be placed on the Mission of
God, both in the world and in the church, that there is a question of  what
the role of  the church in mission actually is. After all, if  God is at work in
all parts of  the world, in all cultures, and all peoples, is it possible that a
Christian  missionary  coming  into  a  non-Christian  culture  is  actually
undoing what God is doing? If  God is working in culture A, doing what
He chooses to do there, and a Christian missionary comes into culture A,
and begins telling them that they have to be less like culture A and more
like the missionary, is it possible that that is not God’s will? In the 1960s
that became a serious question.

And there are certainly reasons for this concern. Before the arrival of  the
Spanish,  an  Incan  Emperor  had  the  realization  that  the  prior
understanding  of  the  Sun  as  the  Great  God  was  wrong.  The  Sun  is
constrained to a single path and limited in its domain. Clearly there must
be a greater being than the Sun. There must be a God who is the creator
of  all things and this God is the one who is deserving of  worship, not the
Sun or other created things. When the Spanish came some decades later,
they essentially judged most everything going on in Incan culture as pagan
and  bad,  and  replaced  as  much  as  they  could  with  a  Christian  faith
dominated by Spanish cultural aspects. It seems like the Spanish, who saw
themselves, in part, as carriers of  the Gospel to the heathen, were actually
undermining what God was doing among the Incan people.6

In the 1960s, there developed a growth of  the belief  in Religious Pluralism
and the concept of  Missionary as Christian Presence. If  the Mission of
God includes work in the non-Christian lands, then maybe God’s message
is also in the religions of  those lands. So perhaps the best in Hinduism,
Buddhism, Islam, and other faiths are the works and words of  God, and
perhaps those who follow the best in these faiths are saved by God within
those faiths. But if  that is the case, what should a Christian missionary do?
Should they seek to proselytize members of  those other faiths? Within this
mindset the answer is No. One is actually opposing what God is doing in
that culture. So then what should the role of  a missionary be? One should
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be in that culture, not directly trying to change it but demonstrating God’s
love lived out among them. This is the idea of  Christian Presence. With
this perspective there still is a missional role for the Church… but that role
is small (as the image shows).

Figure 8.  Missions of  God and Church #1

I don’t agree with this view at all… but I can at least see how it makes a 
certain amount of  sense from a specific perspective of  Missio Dei.

A third option is shown in Figure 10. With that view, the mission of  God
is seen as only happening through the church. As such, the church is the
sole institution and sole active working of  God on earth. If  that is the
case, then whatever is happening on earth outside the touch of  the Church
has nothing to do, practically speaking, with God. Thus all cultures with
no Christian influence are free from the touch of  God’s ministering. The
Anti-Missions movement of  the 1800s would be an extreme example of
this  where  even Christians doing ministry  through institutions  (such as
missions societies) that seem not to fit the historical image of  “church”
would have to be seen as serving without divine blessing. God only works
through the church and nothing and nowhere else.
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Figure 9.  Missions of  God and Church #2

In the Roman Catholic Church, great change had occurred as well in the
mid-60s.  Since Vatican II,  Missio Dei (life  and reign of  the trinity),  as
documented in Ad Gentes, has been one of  the major mission theologies.
The  other  two are  the  Reign  of  God as  Liberator,  as  documented  in
Evangeli  Nuntiandi,  and  Proclamation of  Jesus  as  Universal  Savior,  as
documented in Redemptoris Missio. 7 

Missio Dei provides a challenge today in terms of  interpretation by all
groups.  As  a  missional  theology  it  has  been  used  by  Evangelicals  to
embrace a joining with God on His Trinitarian work. It has been used by
some other groups to embrace a more lackadaisical view of  proclamation
and conversion in missions. However, at its best, it shows God as active
and intimately involved in His creation. He is not aloof, waiting for us to
do something. We serve God by following His example, and going and
working where God already is and is already working.
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Figure 10.  Missions of  God and Church #3

Redemptive Analogy

More  recently,  I  recall  reading  a  missions  writer  noting  with  deep
skepticism the story that the “Lost Book” story of  the Karen and some
other groups in Southeast Asia. The writer was certain that it must have
come  from  missionaries  or  Christian  traders  long  before  Adoniram
Judson. The Lost Book story sounds like a Preparation of  the Gospel or
Redemptive  Analogy.8 But  the  writer  seemed quite  certain that  it  must
have come from a Christian (or perhaps Jew) at some point in time. While
the writer could be correct, the question is “Why would the writer be so
certain that it must have come from outside of  the Karen culture?” I guess
the logic is that if  cultures have no Divine ministry, and if  God only works
through Christians,  then presumably  cultures  would  be  unable  to  have
characteristics that point people to God. Of  course,  there seems to be
genuine challenges to this. Paul used Greek beliefs to point people to God.
It is also POSSIBLE that in his utilization of  the Legend of  the Unknown
God, Paul was intimating that the god in the story was in fact the God of
the Bible. (hard to be dogmatic on that point). I also recall talking to one
of  my students from the Kachin tribe. The beliefs of  the tribe historically
included the acceptance of  one creator god of  all  the heavens and the
earth, a belief  in disconnection from that god due to sinful behavior, and
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the need for blood sacrifices for atonement. There was more similarities to
the Judaeo-Christian faith as well. As such, when missionaries arrived, the
people were quite quick to respond. This student of  mine suggested that
Christianity did not actually replace their old religion, but fulfilled it. In
Christ,  their  old  religion  had  the  missing  piece—  the  way  to  have
permanent peace with God without the need of  continued fear and blood
sacrifices. For those who do not see God working in the world outside of
the church, this story sounds a bit challenging (I would guess at least), but
with an orthodox understanding of  Missio Dei,  it  makes perfect sense.
God was working among the Kachin to identify God, their need for God
and their ultimate unworthiness. But God left it to the church to share that
piece that they needed (Christ as the peacemaker).

                           

I believe that an “orthodox” understanding of  Missio Dei leads to a
healthy understanding of  the role of  the church and of  the mission
of  the  church in  the  world.  God is  on mission,  everywhere,  and
invites us, calls us, to join Him in that mission.

Chapter Seven Endnotes

1 The “Melchizedek Factor” is described by Don Richardson, Eternity in 
their Hearts (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1981), 10ff. 

2 Refer  to  N.T.  Wright's  podcast,  “#49  Other  Faiths,  Judaism  and
Gnosticism,” Ask N.T. Wright Anything. December 18, 2020. 

3 Eddie Arthur, “Missio Dei and the Mission of  the Church.”
Available at http://www.wycliffe.net/missiology?id=3960.  Also Gerold Schwarz,
“The Legacy of  Karl Hartenstein,” International Bulletin of  Missionary Research, July 
1984: 125-131.

4 Rodger C. Bassham, Mission Theology: 1948-1975 Years of  Worldwide 
Creative Tension: Ecumenical, Evangelical and Roman Catholic (Pasadena, CA:  William 
Carey Library, 1980).

5 David J. Bosch. Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of  Mission. 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books. 1991), 389-393.
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6 This story is shared in much creator detail as an example of  redemptive 
analogy by Don Richardson in Eternity in Their Hearts. 

7 Stephen B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroeder, Prophetic Dialogue: Reflections on
Christian Mission Today. (Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis Books, 2011),      111ff.

8 Another story from Don Richardson in Eternity in Their Hearts.  Several
of  my students are Karen, and they have confirmed this story.
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Chapter 8
“Following With” --- Mission of  the Church

Christian missions had its start in the pattern of  Jesus Christ. The ministry
of  Jesus was done seemingly from the beginning as part of  a team. He had
supporters, including financial supporters throughout the region. He also
had disciples numbered at 70.1  He also had a core group of  12.  Some
suggest that Jesus had an even more core group of  4 or perhaps of  3
(Peter, James, John, and perhaps Andrew). However, another possibility is
that  Jesus had divided his  group into three groups of  four.  The main,
albeit weak, basis for this is that in all of  the lists of  the Twelve in the
Gospels and Acts, the first (Peter), fifth (Philip), and ninth (James the son
of  Alphaeus) did not change. Perhaps the three were the leaders for three
groups of  four.  Twelve from a group dynamics standpoint is an unwieldy
size, so it is possible that smaller groups existed. And, in fact, we know
that in Luke 9 and in Luke 10, Jesus sent out His disciples in groups of  2.
If  one chooses to include the “man of  peace,” then Jesus effectively had
mission teams of  three.  In Acts, we find Philip the Evangelist working by
himself  (presumably)  but  when  there  was  a  response  in  Samaria,  he
notified the church and apostles to get help. Peter seems to have gone to
Cornelius by himself, but for the most part, missions in the book of  Acts
was a “team sport.” While some times it has been tempting for people in
the church to identify individuals as pillars of  faith, embracing Carlyle's
“Great Man” Theory of  history2, much of  the expansion of  the church
was done by decidedly ordinary people, or as commonly teams of  people.

Going through the Gospels and the Acts of  the Apostles we see what
could be called Missionary Bands. These are groups of  people who are not
tied down by family and locality. They travelled around, leaving the church
to evangelize. However, this does not imply that evangelism was limited to
these missionary bands. Consider, for example, Titus chapter 2, where Paul
recommends certain behavior by  church members so as  to “adorn” or
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“decorate”  the  gospel.  These  people  were  certainly  members  of  the
church, but also fully residential to the local church. 

Ralph  Winter  speaks  of  two  types  of  structures---  Modalities  and
Sodalities.3 Modality  Structures  as  it  pertains  to  Christianity  are  social
entities that exist based on biology, geography (generally) and shared faith.
The local church in its many diverse manifestations is such a structure. It
draws from the synagogue, which is also a modality structure. A sodality
structure  is  one  that  is  driven  primarily  by  common  purpose.  Such
purpose is not simply shared by the members but is the actual reason for
its  existence.  As  much  as  churches  have  embraced  the  idea  of  having
mission and vision statements, if  these statements were changed, or not
even written down, the church would not cease to be, and even may not
even  change  markedly.  And  members  of  the  church  may  affirm  their
church's  covenant,  as  well  as  vision  and  mission  statements,  but  few
actually kick people out who do not fully embrace, enforce, and execute
these statements. (I have seen a few churches try to do this... it gets ugly.)

Sodality structures include mission bands, seminaries, and pretty much any
other  structure  within  Christianity  in  which  joining  absolutely  requires
acceptance of  and adherence to a very specialized mission. This mission is
much more narrow, and is generally inadequate to the overall needs of  the
individual  Christian.  Because of  this,  it  is  generally  understood that  all
Christians should be part of  a church, regardless of  whether they are part
of  a specialized structure.   

It is the narrow specialization of  sodality structures that give them some
specific  advantages  in  doing  missions.  Since  all  members  can  selected
based on their shared vision, common desire to be trained to work cross-
culturally, and willingness to limit one's resources to focus on that vision
over others.

But let's step away from modality and sodality structures and return to the
Mission of  God and the Mission of  the Church. If  one focuses on these
two missions,  then the  structures  of  mission don't  really  matter.  What
matters is that it is done. And truthfully, the church has often been better
at expansion without formal apostles/missionaries. Two obvious examples
was during much of  the history of  the church during the Roman Empire,
and the  history  of  the  church in  20th century  China.  In  the  first  one,
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apostles  had  faded  away  for  the  most  part.  In  the  second,  foreign
missionaries were expelled prior to the rapid growth of  the church.  

Quoting from von Harnack, 

“The  most  numerous  and  successful  missionaries  of  the  Christian
religion were not the regular teachers but Christians themselves, in virtue
of  their loyalty and courage. How little we hear of  the former and their
results! How much we hear of  the effects produced by the latter! Above
all, every confessor and martyr was a missionary; he not merely confirmed
the faith of  those who were already won, but also enlisted new members
by his testimony and his death. Over and again this result is noted in the
Acts of  the martyrs, though it would lead us too far afield to recapitulate
such tales. …   The executions of  the martyrs (legally carried out, of
course) must have made an impression which startled and stirred wide
circles of  people, suggesting to their minds the question: Who is to blame,
the  condemned  person  or  the  judge?  Looking  at  the  earnestness,  the
readiness for sacrifice, and the steadfastness of  these Christians, people
found it difficult to think that they were to blame. Thus it was by no
means an empty phrase, when Tertullian and others like him asserted
that the blood of  Christians was a seed.

Nevertheless,  it  was  not  merely  the  confessors  and  martyrs  who  were
missionaries.  It  was  characteristic  of  this  religion  that  everyone  who
seriously  confessed  the  faith  proved  of  service  to  its  propaganda.
Christians are to “let their light shine, that pagans may see their good
works and glorify the Father in heaven.” If  this dominated all their life,
and if  they lived according to the precepts of  their religion, they could not
be hidden at all; by their very mode of  living they could not fail to preach
their faith plainly and audibly. Then there was the conviction that the day
of  judgment was at hand, and that they were debtors to the heathen.
Furthermore, so far from narrowing Christianity, the exclusiveness of  the
gospel was a powerful aid in promoting its mission, owing to the sharp
dilemma which it involved.

We cannot hesitate to believe that the great mission of  Christianity was
in reality accomplished by means of  informal missionaries. Justin says so
quite  explicitly. What won him over was the impression made by the
moral life which he found among Christians in general. How this life
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stood apart from that of  pagans even in the ordinary round of  the day,
how it had to be or ought to be a constant declaration of  the gospel— …
We may safely assume, too, that women did play a leading role in the
spread of  this religion … . But it is impossible to see in any one class of
people inside the church the chief  agents of  the Christian propaganda.”4

Two Structures or One?5

While  we  may  be  able  to  define  two  separate  types  of  structures---
modalities and sodalities--- one can, and perhaps should, see them as two
structures within one organism.  The Holy Spirit, technically speaking, did
not call Paul and Barnabas to break away from the Church of  Antioch to
establish a missionary band. Rather, the Holy Spirit called the Church of
Antioch to send them out. The house churches of  Antioch and the team
of  Paul and Barnabas were all part of  the Church of  Antioch--- or at least
it could be argued to be this way. On the other hand, Jesus did appear to
minister as part of  a team independent of  a specific synagogue; and did
not operate under the formal approval of  institutional Judaism. Still, each
structure is dependent to some extent on the other.

Comparing  the  Roman  Catholic  Church  to  the  Protestant  Church(es)
reveals some of  the challenges of  gutting the sodality structures from the
church.   Consider  Figure  11.  The  Catholic  Church  had  the  Pope---
universal leader--- one who was seen as responsible for every person on
earth (“Vicar of  Christ”). It also had the monastic system that served as a
sodality structure for a number of  roles--- especially missions. 

For three centuries (of  five centuries) of  the Protestant movement, there
was little to no foreign missions. Why was this? There are a number of
theories.  Catholics  during  that  time  saw  the  lack  of  mission  vigor  as
evidence of  the illegitimacy of  the Protestant movement. This argument
actually held some merit… at least until things changed in the early 19th
century.  So let’s consider some other problems.

There have been numerous reasons given.

 In the first century or so the Protestant movement was focused on
establishing itself–dealing with internal matters… conflicts.. 

 They were often fighting for survival 
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 The Protestant nations were not connected to the outside world…
and  Protestant  rulers  lacked  interest  in  missions  (until  King
Frederick IV of  Denmark) 

 The lack of  writing and interest by the Reformers (such as Luther
and Calvin). I know some have argued against this point; but a few
quotes that express value in evangelizing the lost hardly outweighs
the  bulk  of  writing  that  minimized  missions,  if  not  ignored  it.
Additionally,  in  the  case  of  Calvinism,  the  Council  of  Dort
codified  an  extreme  version  of  that  theological  perspective,
undermining Calvin’s  (admittedly non-vigorous)  call  to missions,
and promoting a viewpoint that would make missions ineffective
or even presumptive. 

 Some note the eschatology of  the Reformers. I can hardly speak to
that,  but  considering  how  sloppy  eschatology  has  undermined
missions in the 20th century, I can see how that could be. 

But I would like to note a couple of  things.

Different  Ecclesiology  of  the  Reformers. One  might  think  of  the
Roman Catholic church as consisting of  four major components (such a
classification  is  useful  for  this  explanation  only… does  not  accurately
describe the organization of  the Roman Catholic Church):

The Reformers rejected two parts of  this pyramid (See Figure 12) First,
they rejected the Monastic Orders. Second, they rejected the Papacy. While
there are biblical/theological reasons for getting rid of  them, there was a
cost. In the Catholic church, the monastic orders were the missionary arm
of  the church. To get rid of  them meant that for Protestant churches to
be effective in missions, they would have to develop new institutions with,
or  along side of,  the church.  The papacy was at  times quite  missional.
After all, often the monastic orders provided the popes, such as in the case
of  Gregory the Great, the first (well--- certainly one of  the first) missions-
oriented pope. Many popes were not particularly motivated in missions,
but  many  were.  Regardless,  the  underlying  theology  of  the  pope  gave
impetus to missions. As the “vicar of  Christ,” the pope effectively had the
world as his parish. As such, he was viewed as responsible for the spiritual
well-being of  people everywhere.

In the Roman Catholic church, the parishes and church hierarchy were 
typically the least missional parts of  the church. It is hardly surprising that 
the Protestant church for many decades, even centuries, would struggle 
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with gaining a missionary vision.

Cuius  Regio,  Eius  Religio. This  translates  as  “Whose  Reign,  His
Religion.” With the Peace of  Augsburg, this pattern was established, and
then  expanded with the Peace of  Westphalia.  The ruler of  a region could
determine the religion of  his subjects. For Protestants, with no pope, this
essentially  meant  the  development  of  State  Churches.  The  church
boundaries would be the same as the boundaries of  the state. It is hardly
surprising then that missions would not occur in this situation unless the
state expanded its territories.

By eradicating the papacy, Protestants would have to find a new way to
recognize  themselves  as  responsible  for  the  entire  world.  It  may  be
anticipated that  the  groups that  were  most interested in missions  were
those  groups  that  did  not  follow  “Cuius  Regio,  Eius  Religion.”  Most
notably,  this  would include the  Anabaptists,  and some later  Dissenters.
Further, those groups that did accept the State Church concept, actively
and even violently opposed Anabaptists and other similar groups— as well
as their missional practices.

 
Figure 11.  The Catholic Church (Over-simplified)
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Figure 12. The Protestant Church (Over-simplified)

Without the pope, there was no one seen as responsible for the whole
world. Each church tended to become a state church responsible for those
within the national borders of  that state. Without the Monastic Orders,
there was no group or system set up to reach out to where there are no
preexisting churches.  

These impediments took centuries to overcome. But slowly it did.6

The  Danish-Halle  Mission  was  a  joint  venture  between  the  King  of
Denmark and the University of  Halle. A university can be thought of  as a
sodality structure since it exists as a group driven by purpose. As such, the
university served as a replacement for a monastic order, and the King of
Denmark, as sovereign over his land and colonies, served as a replacement
for  the  pope--  at  least  within  Danish  territories.  For  both  the  Roman
Catholic  setting  and  the  Danish  setting,  the  church,  as  a  modality
structure,  had  little  role  in  missions.  Their  primary  role  is  to  produce
Christians  to feed the  machinery  of  missions  being handled by others
(monastic order or University-based mission). 

This was not the only option, however. The Moravian movement followed
a model more akin to the idea of  the missional church. The church as a
whole  seemed to act  in  many ways  as  a  sodality  structure.  The Unitas
Fratrum  (as  they  are  formally  known)  did  not  replace  the  Pope  with
another  entity,  but  with  theology.  Since  the  church  was  not  tied  to  a
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national or regional government,  they  saw their  “parish” as  worldwide.
And with a leadership that was, for centuries, quite missional, the church
embraced a strong missionary vigor without having a distinctly separate
structure. History seems to support the idea that a Pope (or equivalent) is
not really needed, as long as a church/denomination doesn't define itself
by its locality or state. However, over time, is seems like the church, as a
modality structure, rarely holds onto a strongly missional stance over a few
generations. The calling of  the church is broader than that of  a mission
organization  and  so  eventually,  there  is  a  tendency  to  shift  focus  or
broaden focus. While from a missions standpoint this seems bad, I must
admit that I have seen (rarely) churches that are so focused on task that
they lose sight of  caring for their  own people.  This  can create a  toxic
condition in a church. 

Justinian von Welz7 proposed the establishment of  a mission society in the
17th century. His Jesus Loving Society was ahead of  its time, seemingly. It
provided a structure that allowed churches to support missionaries with
resources  and prayers  and receive  reports  back from missionaries.  The
attempt failed, but it did inspire others later. By the end of  the 18 th century
and into the 19th century, there was a huge number of  mission societies
that sprang up. This led to a golden age of  Protestant missions. As time
when on,  some mission agencies  were  swallowed up as  mere  arms of
denominational church structures. Others went the opposite and became
more independent of, and sometimes even competitive to churches. 

With the growth of  the missional church movement as well as short-term
missions  missions  seems  to  be  taking  a  direction  more  akin  to  the
Moravians presently. Time will tell whether missions works best driven by
the church, as a pawn of  the church, or as a competitor of  the church (or
something else entirely).8 

Chapter Eight Endnotes

1 It  is  unclear whether the original  text  indicated 70 disciples or 72.   I
prefer  to think that the number was 70. The Jews considered there to be 70
peoples of  the world, based on the number of  groups listed in Genesis 10.  If
that is  correct than one sees a nice pattern.  In Luke 9, Jesus sent out the 12
disciples (12 being the number used to describe the tribes of  Israel) and told
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them only to go to the Jews. Then in Luke 10, Jesus sent out 70 disciples and
gave them no limitations, allowing them to “go to the whole world. That being
said, the number may be 72, rather than 70, either because that was how many
disciples  He had,  or  because  each of  the  12  “discipled”  5  other  disciples  in
reaching out missionally.

2    While people don't like one to cite a Wikipedia article... there is sometimes a
place  for  it.   I  would  suggest  reading  “Great  Man  Theory.”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_man_theory.   I  hope  this  chapter  shows
that I reject this perspective... especially in Christian history.

3 Ralph  D.  Winter,  “Two  Structures  of  God's  Redemptive  Mission,”
Perspectives in the World Christian Mission-- The Notebook, 4 th edition, edited by Ralph
D. Winter  and  Steven C.  Hawthorne  (Pasadena,  CA:   William Carey  Library,
2009), ch. 39.

4 Adolph von Harnack,  “Mission and Expansion of  Christianity  in  the
First Three Centuries,” 1908 translated edition. This quote is from Volume 3,
chapter  1  (section  366-369).  The  broader  passage  and  related  passages  are
available at  http://www.ccel.org/ccel/harnack/mission.v.i.html#fna_v.i-p2.1

5 Much of  this  section I got from my post,  “Lack of  Early  Protestant
Missions,”  https://munsonmissions.org/2017/02/14/lack-of-early-protestant-
missions/

6 The Danish-Halle Mission and the Moravian Movement are pretty well
covered in many missions books.  I would point people to Ruth Tucker's book,
From Jerusalem to Irian Jaya   or Stephen Neill's 

7 Justinian von Welz was clearly a man ahead of  his time.  For a short
article  online  about  him,  try  https://gfamissions.org/pages/learn-and-
promote/detail/3/70/.

8  Those interested in this can look at Latourette’s History of  Christianity,
as well as that of  Justo Gonzalez. Additionally,  one can read: The Theology of  the
Christian Mission with Gerald Anderson as Editor. Especially in that book, one can
read William R. Hogg’s article “The Rise of  Protestant Missionary Concern.”
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Chapter 9
“Staying Behind”

Theology of  Anti-Missions

In  the  previous  chapter,  we  saw some churches  struggling  to embrace
missions. In some cases there were impediments that held them back. In
some cases, there were theological barriers that were set up to undermine
the basis or practice of  missions. Missions, at least in a general sense, has
been around from the earliest days of  the church. It, along with worship,
discipling, and fellowship were part of  the practice of  the church long
before there was formal theologizing. There is nothing wrong with this in
itself. Theology often develops from reflection on practice. Missions has
rarely  had  much  theological  consideration,  either  as  a  foundation  of
practice, or as reflection. 

Christopher Wright quotes Spindler:

“If  'mission' is understood as the sum total of  all actual missionary activities in the
modern period or as everything undertaken under the banner of  'missions,' then an
honest biblical scholar can only conclude that such a concept of  mission does not occur in
the Bible.”1

Wright strongly supports missions. But he notes that a lot of  what we do
in the name of  Christian missions is  done without a  lot  of  reflection,
either biblically or theologically. Because of  this, it is hardly surprising that
Missions has sputtered a lot in history. Missions as an activity not directly
overseen  by  local  churches  faded  in  the  2nd century  and  was  almost
unknown in the 3rd.

There are a number of  reasons for this, but theology does have a role. It
should  be  added up front  that  it  is  not  always  clear  whether  people's
theology  drives  them  away  from  missions,  or  whether  they  have  a
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disinclination toward missions, and then use theology to support that view.
In the end, it doesn't really matter. Practical theology is a cyclical pattern
of  action and theological reflection. Where the cycle starts is not critical. 

Consider, for example, the theology of  John Calvin. 

“Gustav Warneck (1834–1910), the father of  missiology as a
theological discipline, was one of  the first Protestant scholars
to  point  out  that  Calvin  and  the  Reformers  had  no
missionary concern. A.M. Hunter even went so far as to state
in  his  book  on  Calvin's  teaching:  'Certainly  he  [Calvin]
displayed no trace of  missionary enthusiasm'. Others held an
entirely  different  view  and  noted  'an  intensified  zeal  for
evangelism' in Calvin.”2  

It  is  difficult  to  see  how  such  divergent  views  can  exist.  Fans  and
detractors can often interpret the same data far differently. But some work
of  Calvin points to a more mediated view. Consider the following quote
of  Calvin:

Since we do not know who belongs to the number of  the predestined and
who does not, it befits us so to feel as to wish that all be saved. So it will
come about that, whoever we come across, we shall study to make him a
sharer of  peace even severe rebuke will be administered like medicine, lest
they should perish or cause others to perish. But it will be for God to
make it effective in those whom he foreknew and predestined.3  

Certainly here, evangelism and the missionary activity is supported
directly. On the other hand, it is hard to see an “essential missionary
theology”  or  an  “intensified  zeal  for  evangelism.”  The  passage
seems to say that one's motivation to share the gospel should come
from the fitting desire to believe  (the seeming fiction?)  that  God
wants everyone to be saved. It then goes on to say that if  one shares
the Gospel with one who is predestined as elect, God can use that to
make  their  election  effective.  It  is  still  a  bit  unclear,  however,
whether such missionary action would give eternal results that are
different from inaction. In the end, the Theology of  the Reformers
may,  or  may not,  be  anti-missiological,  but  they  are  certainly  less
than enthusiastic; and this shows itself  in the activity of  the early
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Protestant churches.

It could however, be said that theology does not have a strong role in
missions. The Crusades were driven in part by a missionary fervor, yet got
derailed, in part, by religious and racial hatreds. Such hatred was guided
more by sociological and historical components, I might argue, than by
theology, even if  theology may have been used to justify such attitudes. In
the  early  Protestant  movement,  survival,  the  lack  of  mission-sending
structures,  and the  historical  reliance  on State  churches,  among others,
certainly worked against missional activity. More on this in the previous
chapter, but that is not all of  it. Theology had a role. Consider the case of
missions among Baptists in the 18th and 19th centuries.

William Carey, referred to by some as the Father of  Protestant Missions,
wrote his great booklet, “An Enquiry into the Obligation of  Christians to
Use Means for the Conversion of  the Heathens”4 in the late 18th century.
Carey came from a religious group, the Particular Baptists. As “dissenters”
of  the state church, they could, potentially, have a greater desire to share
the gospel beyond national  boundaries  (those boundaries  often seen as
defining the area of  concern for the State Church). However, this potential
was  crushed  by  a  form of  Reformed  theology  that  saw  the  work  of
salvation as God's alone. If, then, salvation was only a work of  God, then
it seemed quite logical that evangelism, both locally and cross-culturally,
was irrelevant or even impertinent. 

Carey chose not to directly challenge the theology of  his church. Rather,
he  chose  to  challenge  its  implications.  Preachers  of  his  denomination
commonly deduced from their theology that the Great Commission, in its
Matthew 28 form, was simply Jesus addressing his eleven present disciples.
As such it lacks relevance today. Carey made three arguments against this
thinking:

 If  “Go ye into all the world and preach the Gospel” is not for us
today, then neither is “baptizing them in the name of  the Father,
the  Son,  and  the  Holy  Spirit.”  What  is  our  justification  for
baptizing,  as  Baptists,  if  Jesus  only  commanded  the  original
disciples to baptize, and not us? 

 If  the commissioning in Matthew was  only  for  the  original  11,
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presumably  then every  preacher  who has  shared the  Gospel  to
unreached  peoples  over  close  to  two millennia,  including  those
who shared their faith to ancestors of  the majority of  readers of
Carey's booklet, did so without God's authority/blessing. 

 If  the commissioning was only to the disciples who were present
with Him, why did Jesus end the commissioning with “Lo, I am
with you always, to the end of  the world.” Such a statement would
be appropriate if  Jesus was talking to people throughout future
history. If  Jesus was only talking to the Eleven, He might be more
likely to say something like, “Lo, I am with you always, as long as
you live.” 

I  have  never  thought  the  second point  very  strong,  but  presumably  it
struck a chord with the readers. With this, Protestant missions gradually
grew from a trickle into a stream and then into a mighty river.

But there was still  a problem. The theology of  many of  the Particular
Baptists said, “God has determined salvation from the past, and His work
is completely unaffected by our activity today, so there is no need or value
in  evangelizing.”  Carey  added  an  important,  but  dissonant,  statement.
“Jesus has commanded us to evangelize, so you should do so-- regardless
of  whether  you believe  it  is  effective.”  One might  even hear  a  bit  of
resonance with the quote from Calvin above that could be read as “share
the gospel as if  doing so has efficacy.”

People  can often live  their  entire  lives  with opposing beliefs...  but  this
conflict  can spring  to the forefront  when such a conflict  is  articulated
effectively. It  could be argued that the Baptists in London were already
struggling between the belief  that salvation is the work of  God alone, and
the  Biblical  record  of  God  working  through  people  to  carry  out  His
mission. The words of  William Carey in his Enquiry, led to a great change
of  direction. But eloquence pointed in the opposite direction can result in
a very different result. 

In 1826,  a  Baptist  in America,  Daniel  Parker,  published “Views on the
Two Seeds.” The two seeds he was referring to were those mentioned in
Genesis 3:15, “And I will put enmity between you,” the serpent, “and the
woman, and between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head,
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and you shall bruise His heel.”  

Parker expressed the belief, in pages 4 and 5 of  his work, that the seed of
the woman is “Christ and the elect,” while the seed of  the serpent is “the
Non-elect.” 

“Eve's sin allowed Satan 'to beget the wicked, sinful principle and nature in
her,' thus allowing both the seed of  Satan and the seed of  Christ to enter
the human bloodstream. Satan's seed is represented in the covenant of
works, Christ's in the covenant of  grace. The elect seed can be redeemed,
but the nonelect cannot.”5  

The  theology  of  this  work  resonated  with  Baptists,  especially  in  the
Western (what we would now call Mid-Western)  regions of  the United
States and their view of  determinism regarding salvation.  McBeth, lists
three line items from the “Apple Creek Association” (in Illinois) from that
period showing Anti-Missions sentiments:

“19   We  as  an  association  do  not  hesitate  to  declare  an
unfellowship with foreign and domestic missionary and bible
societies,  Sunday  Schools  and  tract  societies,  and  all  other
missionary institutions.

21.   No  missionary  preacher  is  to  have  the  privilege  of
preaching at our association.

22. We advise the churches to protest against masonic
and missionary institutions, and not to contribute to any such
beggarly institutions.”6

Of  course, the anti-Missions movement was driven by other factors than
theological. There were regional disagreements or rivalries. Most Baptists
in the Eastern United States were “Regular” or supporting Missions, while
those in the West tended to be anti-Mission. Cost had a factor, and poor
churches  in  the  frontier  regions  were  more  likely  to  see  mission
organizations  as  parasitic  to  the  church.  The  2nd century  work,  the
Didache, had similar concerns and gave local churches strict guidance to
identify true versus false apostles. A chief  criteria was on how much time
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and support  they sought from local  churches rather than getting about
their  business  of  mission  work.7 Additionally,  the  Western  Baptist
churches were suspicious of  theological education,  and seminaries were
often lumped together with mission organizations in their opposition. 

However,  another  major  theological  view  that  greatly  strengthened  the
Anti-missions movement was 'Biblicism.' This is the belief  or theological
stance  that  only  institutions  that  are  expressly  noted  in  the  Bible  are
legitimate. This was very strong in the early 1800s. In 1827, the Kehuckee
Association  (in  North  Carolina)  published  “A  Declaration  Against  the
Modern Missionary Movement and Other Institutions of  Men.”8 Those
who agreed with such declarations, often called themselves “Old School
Baptists”  referring,  presumably,  to  the  pre-Carey  Particular  Baptist
tradition, or even further back, perhaps, based on the “Trail of  Blood”
belief  that Baptist churches go back to Jesus and John the Baptist. The
Campbellite  Baptists,  led  by  Alexander  Campbell  saw  themselves  as
Reformers of  the Baptist tradition. Until they broke free from the Baptist
fold  to  form  the  Campbellite  or  Church  of  Christ,  movement,  they
opposed Missions as well. Both of  these have an underlying premise of
Biblicism.  For  the  Kehuckee  Association,  the  Modern  Missionary
Movement is an “Institution of  Men” rather than of  God. For Campbell,
“Where the Bible speaks, we speak; where the Bible is silent, we are silent,”
led to 'where the Bible is not explicitly affirming, we oppose.' The Anti-
Missions  Baptists  and  the  Campbellites  saw  themselves  as  seeking  a
“primitive”  New  Testament  church  and  more  recently,  a  “pre-Carey”
Baptist church.

In the 20th century, other theological concerns have crept in. Perhaps most
well known is the Liberal-Fundamentalist controversies in the 1920s. In
broader Protestant circles, this can be seen in the controversy generated by
“Rethinking Missions:  A Layman's  Enquiry  after  One Hundred Years,”
published in 1932 largely through the work of  W. E. Hocking.9

“The report distinguishes between temporary and permanent elements in the function of
a missionary. The task of  the missionary today, it was maintained, is to see the best in
other religions, to help the adherents to discover, or to rediscover, all that is best in their
own traditions, to co-operate with the most active and vigorous elements in the other
traditions in social  reform and in the purification of  religious expression. The aim
should not be conversion – the drawing of  members of  one religious faith over into
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another – or an attempt to establish a Christian monopoly. Co-operation is to replace
aggression. The ultimate aim, in so far as any can be descried, is the emergence of  the
various religions out of  their isolation into a fellowship in which each will  find its
appropriate place.”10 

This report and the larger belief  system it espouses, was a huge problem
theologically. However, into 1960s, missions associated with the IMC and
World  Council  of  Churches  still  maintained  goals  that  were  generally
consistent with the goals of  missions for centuries-- cross-cultural sharing
the gospel of  Christ and development of  viable local churches.11 

But this began to change. There was a growth in seeing Mission in terms
of  “Christian Presence” which called for behavior  that  appeared to be
every bit  as vague as the term sounds.  With “The Church for Others”
published for the WCC in 1967, things had radically changed. Missions did
not  really  involve  a  call  to  repentance.  Proselytism  is  seen  as  “the
opposite” of  missions. Conversion is not seen so much as individual and
personal, but as more corporate in form. That is not to say there were no
good points in the work… but rather that mission theology had radically
changed…  and  much  of  those  changes  undermined  the  historical
purposes of  doing mission work.

“Presence” became a word that was used as a substitute for “witness,”
“mission,” and “evangelism.” Charles de Foucauld described a missionary
as ‘a person who is in the place with a presence willed and determined as a
witness to the love of  God in Christ.’”12   This definition is not so much
wrong or bad, but so vague that it could entail doing almost anything or
nothing. Panikkar during this same period, saw missionaries not so much
as bringing Christ to other cultures, but helping other cultures “discover
Christ” in their culture through the missionaries' services to the people.

Why would there be such a radical change during this time? I really don’t
know.  However,  the  IMC,  International  Missionary  Council,  formally
joined  the  World  Council  of  Churches  in  1961.  Perhaps  the  IMC,  a
thoroughly missions-oriented organization, provided a strong influence on
the WCC gatherings in 1961 and 1963… but that influence declined later
in  the  decade,  and  was  driven  more  by  churches  that  had  a  different
perspective and agenda. It does seem, however, that the WCC has backed
away from these extremes and has a view that is closer to the Evangelical
view than in the 1960.  It should be noted that Evangelicals also had issues
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in the 1960s in terms of  missions where, seemingly, in reacting to broad
liberal views of  missions, Evangelicals began identifying missions only in
terms of  proselytizing and church-planting. This view also was modified in
the 1970s and beyond. 

Today,  there are a  number of  theological  positions that undermine the
basic premises of  Missions. One of  these is Universalism-- the idea that
God's benevolences or grace is so great that it ultimately overpowers His
justice. Therefore, everyone will, eventually at least, be saved. This view
does  not  directly  attack  missions,  but  does  make  the  enterprise  seem
unnecessary. If  everyone is saved anyway, why share the Gospel, unless it
is to do nice things for people perhaps.

Somewhat related to this is Theological Pluralism that takes a relativistic
view of  religions. Some may say that there are many paths to God and
salvation. Others may say that there is only one path (through Jesus-- the
way, the truth, and the life) but many may be saved by Jesus who do not
personally know Jesus. So if  a Hindu can be saved by God by being a
Good Hindu, or a Muslim be saved by God in being a Good Muslim,
missions, at least in terms of  sharing the Gospel message, may be seen as
unnecessary. At worst it can be disruptive... leading people to stray from a
moral adherence to their non-Christian faith.

Summary

Theology matters  in  terms of  missions.  Bad theology can lead to  bad
missions. A theology that undermines the Biblical purposes of  missions,
or  greatly  narrows  its  role,  may  greatly  hinder  the  missions  efforts.
Further, doing missions activities even though it may be disconnected to
their theology, is likely, eventually, to cause problems.

One must keep in mind, of  course, that theology is a seeking of  truth---
or at  least  a  plausible truth---  that bridgs God's revelation with human
context. To create a theology to justify what one does is backwards. Thus,
if  extreme forms  of  Calvinism,  Biblicism,  Liberalism,  Universalism,  or
Religious  Pluralism  are  wrong,  they  are  wrong  because  they  are  not
consistent with truth, NOT because they undermine Christian missions as
it is commonly practiced. Still, if  one's theology does appear to undermine
a practice that appears to have Biblical mandate, one must consider this
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issue seriously. 

Chapter Nine Endnotes
1 Christopher J.W. Wright,  The Mission of  God: Unlocking the Bible's  Grand
Narrative  (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006),36.  The  quote comes
from  Mark  Spindler's  article,  “The  Biblical  Grounding  and  Orientation  of
Mission.” in the book Missiology: An Ecumenical Introduction.

2 Jacobus  P.  Labuschagne,  “Calvin  and  Mission” HTS Theological  Studies
vol.65 n.1   Jan. 2009)

3 Ray  Van  Neste, “John  Calvin  on  Evangelism  and  Mission,”  (2009),  1–6,
viewed n.d., from http://www.founders.org/journal/fj33/article2.html.

4  William Carey, An Enquiry into the Obligation of  Christians to Use Means for
the  Conversion  of  the  Heathens.  Accessible  at
https://go.efca.org/blog/understanding-scripture/william-carey-enquiry-
obligations-christians. 

5 H. Leon McBeth.  The Baptist  Heritage:   Four Centuries  of  Baptist  Witness
(Nshville, TN: B&H Academic, 1987) 374.. Daniel Parker writings can be found
in  Elder Daniel Parker's Writings,  available at  http://asweetsavor.info/pdf/Parker-
2Seeds.pdf

6    McBeth, 372.

7 Didache or  The Lord's Teaching Through the Twelve Apostles on False
Apostles  Translated by M.B. Riddle. From Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 7. Edited
by Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe. (Buffalo, NY:
Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1886.) Revised and edited for New Advent by
Kevin Knight. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0714.htm>.  Primarily, this
is covered in Chapter 11.

8 A Declaration  Against  the  Modern  Missionary  Movement  and  Other
Institutions  of  Men.  1827.   The  document  is  available  at
http://docplayer.net/78867650-The-kehukee-declaration.html.  For much of  the
rest of  the chapter, refer back to McBeth's book.

9 The Commission of  Appraisal, William Ernest Hocking, Chairman., Re-
thinking Missions; a Laymen's Inquiry after One Hundred Year (New York:  Harper &
Brothers, 1932).

10 Stephen Neill , A History of  Christian Missions, 2nd edition (London, Penguin
Publishing,, 1991), 419.

86

http://asweetsavor.info/pdf/Parker-2Seeds.pdf
http://asweetsavor.info/pdf/Parker-2Seeds.pdf
http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_serial&pid=0259-9422&lng=en&nrm=iso


11 This  section  draws  liberally  from Rodger  C.  Bassham's  book,  Mission
Theology:  1948-1975.  Years of  of  Worldwide Creative Tension, Ecumenical, Evangelical,
and Roman Catholic (1979).

12 Rodger C. Bassham, 73.

87



CHAPTER 10

“Straying from the Path”

The Challenge of  Syncretism

Syncretism and apostasy has long been a concern for Christians. II Peter,
Jude,  and  Revelation  all  deal  with  the  concern  of  apostasy,  and  these
books are not alone. It is a concern throughout the New Testament. Much
of  the concern of  the Prophets regarding Israels worshiping false gods,
and “prostituting” themselves to idols is almost certainly not expressing
conversion  away  from Yahweh  to  other  gods,  but  rather  a  syncretism
whereby  Israel  mixes  their  faith   There  have  been  considerable
archaeological finds to support not only the existence of  other “gods” in
Israel,  but that  they were at  times recognized and worshiped alongside
Yahweh.1  It is entirely possible that the people of  Israel who were on
Mount Carmel when Elijah challenged the priests of  Baal were not there
to figure out which god was real, but rather which god they were already
worshiping is preeminent. In the church, apostasy or syncretism goes back
to the very start of  Christianity. The followers of  the prophetess “Jezebel”
mentioned  in  Revelation2 appears  to  be  people  who  were  part  of  the
church while also embracing a mystery religion (although interpretations
may differ). 

Theologians have struggled with it apostasy, especially when dealing with
Scripture that seems to suggest that one cannot fall away from God, while
other passages suggest, perhaps, that one can. That issue is definitely for a
different book. Here we will look at it phenomenologically. That is, we will
look  at  syncretism  as  something  that  happens,  without  addressing
soteriological issues. 

Syncretism  to  religion  is  rather  like  marginalization  to  culture.
Marginalization is the inadequate integration of  cultures where a people
have  inadequate  aspects  of  their  original  culture  and  their  new home
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culture. Syncretism is the mixture of  religious beliefs such that the result is
in  some  clear  way  inadequate.  For  Christianity,  syncretism  could  be
described as bad contextualization of  the faith. 

Syncretism is  in some ways “in the eye of  the beholder.”  That is,  one
person may see an expression of  Christian faith as valid and even exciting,
while another may see it as heresy. Chapter 11 will look into this issue. For
this chapter, we will assume that there are valid forms of  contextualization
of  the Christian faith, as well as invalid. 

Syncretism  can  come  in  many  forms,  but  focusing  on  culture  and
contextualization,  there  are  two major  flavors  of  it  worth  considering.
These  are  syncretism  that  comes  from  non-contextualization,  and
syncretism that comes from uncritical contextualization.  

Figure 13.  Critical Contextualization

Looking at the Figure 13, three types of  contextualization are described, as
drawn from Paul Hiebert.3 When a missionary comes into a non-Christian
community, how does he bring his faith in to the people. One option is
non-contextualization. The presumption is that the local culture is entirely
flawed  and  must  be  completely  jettisoned.  When  this  happens,  most
commonly, the underlying worldview remains intact and so one ends up
with a thin veneer of  Christianity over the underlying culture that is non-
Christian.  The faith developed is  feels  foreign and often ends  up with
nominal Christianity. It can also be thought of  as syncretistic since most
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commonly, the missionary's culture is what the local culture is replaced
with. The result is an unhealthy (uncritical) confusion between Christian
teaching and the missionary's home culture. In this case, as noted above,
the  most  common  situation  is  that  the  underlying  worldview  has  not
changed.  But supposing it  has changed? If  it  has changed,  it  has been
replaced by the missionary's worldview. That is every bit as concerning.
Where is the line between the missionary culture and worldview and God's
message of  hope? The Christians within that culture will be even more
foreign to others in the region and their message even less relevant.

On the other extreme is uncritical contextualization. This results in the
more commonly considered form of  cultural syncretism. The missionary
comes in and identifies and blesses God's work in the community without
allowing  God's  message  to  have  a  prophetic  role  in  developing  a
transformative faith. The result is a relatively unchanged local perspective
with some Christianity mixed in.

In between is critical contextualization. In this, the missionary is aware of
the need of  the respondent culture to be transformed, but is equally aware
of  his/her own failings and that of  the missionary's culture. As such, the
focus is on the tension between God's message and the culture, without
ignoring  the  tension  between  God's  message  and  the  culture  of  the
missionary.  The  vision  of  the  missionary  is  to  see  a  people  who  are
transformed,  yet  still  very  much  local.   The  people  are  part  of  the
universal church, yet still very unique.

How does one stay on this path? How does one avoid being pulled to one
side or the other? It may be quite difficult, but the example of  Jesus may
help. Jesus fit perfectly into the 1st century Judean culture in so many ways.
He dressed, ate, and conversed like a local. He was so like a local, that
Jewish leaders needed to get a friend of  Jesus to identify Him in a crowd.
And yet in key ways, He lived in stark contrast to that culture, living a life
that  in  some  ways  was  quite  stunningly  countercultural.  He  sought  to
follow the standards of  the culture He was in, and yet challenge its failings,
and exceed in its virtues. 

If  that doesn't help, perhaps drawing from The Epistle of  Mathetes to
Diognetus may help. This early (possibly 2nd century AD) work, gives a
very  interesting  description  of  Christians  as  they  lived  in  the  Roman
Empire. The following comes from chapter 5 of  the epistle.
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For Christians are  not distinguished from the rest of  mankind
either  in locality or in speech or  in customs.  For they dwell  not
somewhere  in  cities  of  their  own,  neither  do  they  use  some
different language,  nor practice an extraordinary kind of  life.
Nor again do they possess any invention discovered by any intelligence or
study of  ingenious men, nor are they masters of  any human dogma as
some are. But while they dwell in cities of  Greeks and barbarians
as the lot  of  each is  cast,  and  follow the native customs in
dress  and food  and  the  other  arrangements  of  life,  yet  the
constitution of  their own citizenship, which they set forth, is marvelous,
and confessedly contradicts expectation. They dwell in their own countries,
but  only  as  sojourners;  they  bear  their  share  in  all  things  as
citizens,  and  they  endure  all  hardships  as  strangers. Every  foreign
country is a fatherland to them, and every fatherland is foreign.  They
marry like all other men and they beget children; but they do not
cast away their offspring. They have their meals in common, but not their
wives. They find themselves in the flesh, and yet they live not after the
flesh. Their existence is on earth, but their citizenship is in heaven. They
obey the established laws, and they surpass the laws in their own
lives. They love all men, and they are persecuted by all. They are ignored,
and yet they are condemned. They are put to death, and yet they are
endued with life. They are in beggary, and yet they make many rich. They
are in want of  all things, and yet they abound in all things. They are
dishonored,  and yet  they are glorified in their dishonor.  They are evil
spoken of, and yet they are vindicated. They are reviled, and they bless;
they are insulted, and they respect. Doing good they are punished as evil-
doers; being punished they rejoice, as if  they were thereby quickened by
life. War is waged against them as aliens by the Jews, and persecution is
carried on against  them by the Greeks,  and yet  those that hate  them
cannot tell the reason of  their hostility.4 

What does this passage say about how Christians lived (culturally) at that
time… or at least how they perceived themselves to live?

A. They were culturally  similar  (localized) to those around them.
Christians: 

 Were  not  distinguishable  from  the  populace  in  locality  (no
ghettoization or cloistering) 

 Were not distinguishable in speech (they used the local dialects) 
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 Were not distinguishable in customs (carried out normal lives like
those around them)  

 Were similar to others in dress 
 Were similar to others in food  
 Were similar in “other arrangements of  life” 
 Lived lives as responsible citizens of  their respective countries and

communities 
 Married and raised families like others 
 Obeyed local and regional laws 

B. They also had cultural differences. Christians: 

 Saw themselves as sojourners, strangers wherever they live… 
citizens of  heaven  

 Did not do things such as infanticide or sexual infidelity, 
 Sought to not just obey local laws, but to surpass them.  
 Blessed, respected, and loved others, and rejoiced in the face of  

persecution 

Elsewhere in the epistle other differences are shown such as their rejection
of  idols. However, it is pretty clear that the early Christians felt that true
Christianity was lived out in the culture around them. They appeared to
follow a “critical contextualization”: 

1. That which is clearly evil in the culture (based on Christ and 
the apostles) is rejected 

2. That which is virtuous in the culture is followed, and even 
surpassed 

3. That which is not clearly evil can be part of  the culture of  the
local Christians  

4. Love is the guide in areas of  doubt 

I think this model can help us avoid cultural syncretism. Local Christians
should  embrace  the  best  of  the  local  culture,  not  the  culture  of  the
missionary.  Local  Christians  should  uniquely  have  deep  roots  in  the
culture. Local Christians should also live lives that challenge the evils in the
local culture, and surpass the virtues.
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Chapter Ten Endnotes
1 I will leave the heavy reading for Biblical Study and Biblical Archaeology
majors. For lighter reading on Yahweh worship mixed with other gods, you can
read by Julia Fridman, “Archaeologists  Discover: God's Wife?” September 16,
2013.  https://www.haaretz.com/archaeology/.premium-archaeologists-discover-
god-s-wife-1.5335007

2 Revelation 2:20-25. The language of  “committing adultery with her” can
be considered in terms of  sexual immorality and/or syncretism of  beliefs (rather
like the imagery in the book of  Hosea). Additionally, the deep secrets mentioned,
is reminiscent of  language of  mystery religions of  that day. 

3 Paul G. Hiebert,  “Critical Contextualization,” International Bulletin of
Missionary Research, July 1987, 104-112.  

4 Epistle of  Mathetes to Diognetus, Lightfoot & Harmer, 1891 translation,
Chapter 5. http://www.earlychristianwritings.com /text/diognetus-lightfoot.html
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Chapter 11

Nature of  Ministry in Missions

As noted in a  previous chapter,  there  is  a  great  disagreement  of  what
ministries  should  qualify  as  missions.  Part  of  this  is  because  of  the
reaction between conservative and liberal  Christianity.  For hundreds of
years this was not considered to be a problem. For example, consider the
“Nestorian”  mission  work  that  extended  across  Asia  during  the  first
millennium. 

“As part of  their missionary strategy, the Church of  the East set up a
number  of  schools  in  the  Persian  Empire  where  monks  studied
theology, medicine, music and other academic subjects before being sent
out to evangelize. Whenever the Nestorians established a new episcopal
see (the seat of  a bishop), they also set up a school, a library and a
hospital,  thus  combining  educational  and  medical  work  with  their
preaching.”1 

The monks served as the missionary arm of  the Church of  the East. For
example,  a  mission team to the  Haphthalite  Huns in the sixth century
included  four  missionary  priests,  one  missionary  bishop,  and  two
merchants. They were to move to an unreached city on one of  the major
trade routes. The team would establish a church, library, and hospital---
evangelizing,  healing,  and  training.  The  merchants  not  only  provide
funding for the mission, they also provided a very acceptable reason for
being there. 2

This is may be innovative in some ways, but was hardly ridiculous. Paul
and his partners evangelized, planted churches, trained leaders, healed the
sick, and even collected moneys for the needy. They funded their ministry
by making tents. 
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We see this same sort of  multifaceted ministry work with William Carey.
William Carey  evangelized  and sought  to  plant  churches,  but  also  was
involved in legal reform, translation, publishing, teaching, and more. With
such patterns from the Bible, early missions history, and early Protestant
missions  history,  it  seems like  there  should obvious  that  mission work
should be broad in scope. However, there were factors pushing towards a
more narrow interpretation.  

First,  many see the Great  Commandment  as  a  calling for missionaries,
rather than a calling for the church. Further, the Matthew version of  the
Great Commandment is seen as the guidance for what missionaries are
supposed to do, and by inference, what they are not supposed to do. The
Matthew version of  the Great Commandment can be seen as describing a
3-part cycle.

 Evangelize (proselytize them)

 Baptize (bring them into the church)

 Teach  (train them to be multiplying Christians)

Looking at this, there seems to be no room for other forms of  ministry.
John  Stott,  however,  noted  that  this  is  in  no  way  supported  by  other
Scripture.  He  would  point  out  the  John  version  of  the  Great
Commandment that notes that the apostles are commissioned  to be sent
out as He was. This suggests that Jesus is the model for the apostles. Jesus
integrated social ministry (healing), signs, evangelizing, and teaching. 

It should be noted that the Great Commission is an application of  the
Great Commandment. A follower of  Christ loves God, and loves one's
neighbor as one loves oneself. One way to do this is through proclamation
of  the gospel message. It is certainly not the only way. In fact, Jesus used
the  Parable  of  the  Good  Samaritan  to  not  only  explain  who  is  one's
neighbor, but apparently also what obedience to the Great Commission
may look like. 

Second, Liberal-Fundamentalist conflict of  the early 20th century had its
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effect. As noted in a previous chapter, there was increased questions about
missionaries going out and proselytizing those of  other faiths and cultures.
Religious Pluralism grew in the early decades, drawing into question of
whether proselytizing was necessary, or even desirable. Tied to this was the
growth of  what became known as the Social Gospel. While proponents of
this  view have often  been wrongly  characterized,  the  thought  was  that
missionaries  should  focus  on  works  of  social  ministry  rather  than
proselytizing.  As  some  mission  work  became  lopsided  toward  social
ministry, other missionaries and mission agencies moved in the opposite
direction, rejecting social ministry. 

Third,  the  1960s  brought  strange trends  to missions.  As  noted  before,
there  was  a  shift  in  concilliam  missions  (missions  associated  with  the
World  Council  of  Churches)  to  see  missions  as  incompatible  with
proselytization.  In  reaction  to  this,  Evangelicals  created  their  own
alternative first with the World Congress on Evangelism, in Berlin (1966).
The groups noble goals were driven by an attempt to restore evangelism to
missions. However, there was a tendency to overreact, and pull away from
Social  ministry.  Part  of  this  was  aided  by  supporters  of  Donald
MacGavran.   His  work  in  missions  and church growth,  while  ground-
breaking  in  so  many  ways,  did  sometimes  tend  towards  a  pragmatic
approach  to  missions  and  narrowing  of  the  missions  call  to
churchplanting. The pragmatism also was suggestive of  a tendency to take
missions theology less seriously.3 

Additionally, during this time there was a promotion of  what I might call
“Apocalypticism.” In this I mean that many believed that Jesus Christ was
'returning any day.' As such, Christians had to put all of  their efforts into
quick conversions. As such, medical ministries, community development,
and work on human rights, could be seen as more of  a distraction than
part of  real missionary work. This is hardly new. The Student Volunteer
Movement  of  the  19th and  early  20th centuries  had  a  slogan,
“Evangelization of  the world in one generation.” This idea was repeated
with the AD2000 movement, and others. While goals are not a bad idea, it
is a bit troubling that the Great Commission is seen to have an expiration
date built into it,  rather than that Christians are to be faithful until the
Lord comes. Further, quick methods for evangelization may seem more
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effective up-front. But 50 years later,  one must wonder if  development
ministries would have proven more effective in time.

Fourth, and perhaps the most odd of  these reasons is the view of  some
missiologist that they can “speed up” Christ's return. They point to the
prophecy of  Jesus in Matthew 24:14, "And this gospel of  the kingdom
shall be preached in all the world for a witness unto all nations; and then
shall the end come." Some have taken this verse to mean that if  the gospel
message is preached effectively to every people group on earth, Jesus will
suddenly return. This perspective reminds me of  the story by Arthur C.
Clarke entitled, “The Nine Billion Names of  God.”4 This story is about a
fictitious group in Central Asia who believed that if  they could write down
all  9,000,000,000 names of  God,  the  Universe  would come to an end.
Seeking to do this, they buy a supercomputer, to speed up their slow, pain-
staking  work.  As  an outsider  to this  group,  one may wonder  why this
group would want the Universe to end, but one could also question why
some missionaries wanted to speed up the return of  Christ. If  one has a
compassion for the lost, lessening the opportunity for them to respond
seems out  of  sorts  with  such compassion.  Thankfully,  there  seems no
good reason to see this verse as saying that God is timing the return of
Christ on our mission work.  And if,  by some chance He is,  it  is  really
uncertain what criteria would qualify as the gospel being preached “in all
the world for a witness unto all nations.”

The  1960s  and  1970s  were  challenging  times  for  Social  Ministry  in
Evangelical Missions. John Stott worked very hard to change the minds of
several  Evangelical  leaders,  such as Billy  Graham and C. Peter Wagner,
who sought to define missions in very much Spiritualistic terms. It seems
as if  Stott was not really able to change their minds. However, he was able
to  change  the  wording  of  some  the  early  pronouncements  of  the
Evangelical Missions movement that formed in the 60s.5 

While  I  know this  is  still  a  touchy  subject  in  Evangelical  circles,  I  am
thankful  for  the  work  done  to  prevent  an  extreme  position.  If  Jesus
embraced social ministry and proclamation ministry, why would we seek to
do less?

97



Views Regarding Social and Spiritual Ministry

Jerry  Ballard  in  his  article  “Missions  and  Holistic  Ministry”6 describes
several major perspectives regarding how social ministry should be viewed
by Christian missionaries or ministers. This section will use his work as a
starting point. Spiritual Ministries would include things that are, right or
wrong,  seen  as  more  spiritual  than  other  ministries.  This  is  not  very
informative, but such ministries may include: evangelism, churchplanting,
discipleship, prayer, worship, and so forth. These may be, perhaps, seen as
having  eternal  value.  Social  Ministries  would  include  pretty  much
everything else--- those ministries that are primarily addressing, physical,
social, psycho-emotional, economic, and ecological concerns. These, again
perhaps, may be seen as having temporal value.

Figure 14.  Spiritual versus Temporal/Social Ministry7

If  Spiritual Ministry is seen as an axis and Social Ministry is seen as an axis
perpendicular  to  Spiritual  Ministry,  then  one  has  created  a  plane  of
ministry.  Figure  14  shows  this  plane.  A rectangle  of  Spiritual  Ministry
covers any ministry that is highly “spiritualistic,” while a different rectangle
shows ministry that is highly “social.” 

A Spiritualist perspective may be seen as the view that Christian ministers
should only be doing spiritual ministry. Other ministries are essentially a
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distraction, drawing one away from what God has called to be done. 

The extreme opposite of  this view could be described as the Social Gospel
perspective.  If  the  Spiritualist  perspective  is  drawn  from  the  Great
Commandment as described in Matthew 28, the Social Gospel perspective
could be seen as drawn from Matthew 25. In Matthew 25: 31-45. In this
section, obedience to God is seen in doing social ministry. In the extreme
of  this perspective, if  one is doing social ministry, one is doing the whole
calling of  God.

The  Convenience  Perspective  is  somewhat  similar  to  the  Spiritualist
perspective.  However,  one  who  embraces  the  Convenience  perspective
would accept the premise that “It is nice to be nice.” As such, this person
may not really think their calling is to do social ministry. However, this
person would not see social ministry as a distraction. 

The Ulterior Motive perspective sees Social ministry as an important part
of  Christian ministry. However, one who accepts this perspective doesn't
see social ministry as inherently important but as valuable to open doors
for spiritual ministry. This person may see spiritual ministry as “the real
ministry” but recognize that social ministry is still an important part of  the
process.

The Holistic perspective sees Social Ministry and Spiritual Ministry as both
being part of  God's call to Christian service. As such, a person with this
viewpoint would value both and seek, when possible, to integrate both in
their ministry work. This view may be seen as being more in line with John
Stott's imagery of  ministry being like a pair of  scissors, or wings on an
airplane or bird. Regardless of  whether one sees one side as being more
important than the other, both are needed to achieve their function. 

 
Returning to Figure 14, the perspective is likely to have affect behavior. A
missionary  who embraces  a  Spiritualistic  perspective  is  going  to  invest
time,  energy,  and other  resources  into  spiritual  ministry,  and  little  into
social ministry. One who embraces a Social Gospel perspective is likely to
be the opposite, putting most resources into social ministries, with little
into  spiritual  ministries.  In  Figure  14  shows  Convenience  and  Ulterior
Motive perspectives as sharing the same space on the diagram. Both do
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not highly value social ministry. One does it because the missionary wants
to be nice when possible. The other sees it a means to the end of  doing
“real  ministry.”  As  such both  are  likely  to be  invest  more  seriously  in
spiritual ministry, and much less diligence in social ministry. Finally, one
who embraces Holism will seek the overlap of  the two ministries--- high
quality and resource investment both in spiritual and social ministries.

Summary

Missionaries should, as part of  developing their own theology, address the
issue of  what truly entails mission work. How narrow or broad is one's
calling. The answer is not simple since our chief  example, Jesus Christ, did
not make it simple. He embraced a broad understanding of  what it means
to serve God, guided by the Great Commandment.

Chapter Eleven Endnotes
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Chapter 12
Methods of  Contextualizing Theology 

Paul Hiebert, in his article “Critical Contextualization”1  speaks of  three
forms  of  contextualization---  Non-Contextualization,  Uncritical
Contextualization,  and  Critical  Contextualization.   Critical
Contextualization can be viewed as the healthy balance between the other
two.   Non-Contextualization  essentially  brings  in  the  missionary's  own
theology and beliefs without separating them--- implicitly  treating them
equally as true. This leads to a foreignness to Christianity, and often simply
pushes  traditional  beliefs  under  the  thin  veneer  of  Christian  dogma.
Uncritical  Contextualization  assimilates  too  well  with  the  local  beliefs,
losing its prophetic characters. This leads to a form of  syncretism. I would
argue that Non-contextualization also leads to a form of  syncretism, but
being the uncritical mixing of  God's message with the missionary's culture
rather than the respondents' culture.. 

Figure 15.  Critical Contextualization Revisited
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Figure 15 shows these three categories in terms of  a pendulum that can
swing to one extreme or another. Perhaps a failure in this figure is that it
could be interpreted to suggest that the most likely place to end up is in
the middle. However, it is probably that the most likely place to end up is
at one of  the extremes. In both of  these extremes, the message may be
seen as  irrelevant.  For Non-contextualization,  it  is  irrelevant  because it
answers the concerns and ideas of  the missionary's culture, not that of  the
respondent culture. For Uncritical Contextualization, it may be culturally
relevant in the sense that it connects to the belief's and symbols of  the
culture, but is irrelevant since it fails to challenge or instruct.

In between is Critical Contextualization which seeks to combine 

 Taking the concerns of  the respondent culture seriously
 Looking at the respondent culture sympathetically
 Studying the Bible carefully and thoughtfully

This sort of  process can be quite helpful in general, but still leaves a lot of
uncertainty  when  it  comes  to  developing  a  localized  theology.  One
question is, in fact, who does the localization? Is it the missionary? Is it the
new believer's in the respondent culture? In the next chapter, the tests for
good contextual theology suggests that the ideal is that new congregations
of  the respondent culture should develop their own theology,  but with
critique from the outside. Such an ideal, however, does not always occur.
Quite  often  the  most  rigorous  defenders  and  transmitter's  of  the
missionary's  theology are new believers  in the respondent culture.  And
often those who go against  the grain and promote their  own form of
theology  in  the  culture  often  are  not  drawing  from the  culture,  but  a
conflicting  external  theology.   Here  in  the  Philippines,  I  know  many
pastor-theologians who have embraced a sort of  “YouTube Theology.” I
mean that  they  say,  in  effect,  “I  saw this  thing on the internet,  and it
changed my life.” Is it good? Maybe. Is it bad? Probably. Is it local? Almost
certainly not. I have no reason to think this is unique to the Philippines. 

So  how  do  theologies  localize?  Stephen  Bevans  has  helped  greatly  in
understanding  contextualization  of  theology  by  describing  six  major
categories of  philosophies of  contextualization.
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Translation
  

Countercultural

Synthetic (Intertraditional)

Transcendental

Praxis

Anthropological

This book won't try to describe in detail  these categories. Partly,  this is
because  one  that  I  STRONGLY  recommend  you  read  Bevan's  book
yourself,  if  you  haven't  already.2 One  may  also  find  value  in  reading
Moreau's  book3 that  expands  on  Bevan's  ideas,  but  from  a  more
Evangelical Christian perspective (Since Bevan's is Roman Catholic).  For
me,  the  greatest  value  of  Moreau's  book  is  not  his  model  of
contextualization, which seems a bit cluttered to me. Rather, the value is
his recognition that the six models identified by Bevans should be seen as
all  having  some  value  within  Evangelical  Christianity.  In  other  words,
instead of  asking “Which one is correct” it is better to ask what strengths
and weaknesses do each bring to the table for Evangelical Christians. 

That's  important,  as  one  of  the  models,  Countercultural  Model  is
sometimes  described  as  “Biblical”  or  “Prophetic”  Contextualization.
These labels seek to suggest that it is “more Biblical” or more in line with
God than other methods. I like to avoid that. The same thing happens in
Pastoral  Counseling where a number of  different writers  describe their
own flavor of  pastoral or spiritual counseling as “Biblical Counseling.” If  a
form of  counseling or contextualization does not stand up on its  own
merits, it certainly isn't improved by calling it Biblical. A better idea is to
identify the strengths and weaknesses of  different methods and see what
can be gained from these methods.  
 
One can picture  a  triangle  with God's  Revelation being at  one corner,
Human Culture at a second corner, and Self  at the third corner, we may
see each of  these categories as inhabiting a range (locus) on the triangle.
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This is because none of  these categories are static or tightly defined. Each
identifies a range of  perspectives. However, on Figure 16, instead of  trying
to identify a range, a number is placed in an area that I feel comes close to
where that range would be centered. 

Translation Model is seen as the one that seeks to stay closest to God's
revelation. One seeks to translate God's message as faithfully as possible
to  a  new  culture.  This  seems  to  make  the  most  sense  to  Evangelical
Christians. It just sounds like what one is supposed to do. It may be seen
as the one that is most faithful to God's revelation. But this may not be
true. The book of  Acts addressed multiple opportunities for theological
contextualization.  These  include (1)  expressing  the  nature  of  God and
Jesus  to  philosophers  in  Athens,  (2)  the  nature  of  Greeks  joining  the
church, and (3) the question of  eating food sacrificed to idols. In none of
these  cases,  does  it  appear  to  me  that  a  translation  form  of
contextualization  apply.  Translation  can  be  done  well  or  poorly,  but  if
done  poorly,  it  is  more  likely  to  lead  toward  slipping  to  Non-
contextualization in Figure 15.

The Anthropological Model approach takes more seriously the culture in
which the theology must be utilized. Frankly, this also makes sense. As
noted in Chapter 1, Still, looking at the three examples from the book of
Acts, it doesn't seem like this method was used either. Paul did not ignore
the  controversial  topic  of  resurrection  with  the  philosophers,  the
Jerusalem council did not overlook the problem of  sexual sin so common
in  Greek  culture,  and  Paul  did  not  overlook  the  inappropriateness  of
Christians  worshiping  idols.  Still,  theology  is  a  bridge  between  God's
revelation and Man's culture, how can one contextualize to a culture unless
one focuses on that particular culture? Done poorly, there is a tendency to
fall into Uncritical Contextualization as shown in Figure 15.

In some ways, Translation and Anthropological categories can be seen as
opposite, but ideally the differences are slight. Suppose one is seeking to
contextualize the Gospel to Omani culture, then Translation seeks to make
the  message  of  God  understandable  to  produce  Christians  who  are
Omanis. The Anthropological Model seeks essentially the same thing, but
with greater emphasis on the culture, it could perhaps be thought of  as
creating  Omanis  who  are  Christian.  In  theory  the  two  goals  (Omani
Christians and Christian Omanis) are the same but the switching of  nouns
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and adjectives can be seen to suggest a difference in primary identification.
For Translation, the people are, perhaps, Christian first and Omani second.
For  Anthropological,  the  people  are,  again  perhaps,  Omani  first  and
Christian second. Done will, however, the differences should not be major.

So, if  the Translation Model comes closest to focus on God's Revelation,
and the Anthropological  Model  comes closest  on the  recipient  culture,
then  the  Transcendental  Model  comes  closest  to  the   “Individual
Reflection” corner.  

Figure 16.  Contextualization Models for Theology

Transcendental  Model is  more  of  a  form  of  personal  theological
reflection. Chapter 3 speaks of  theology as a reflective activity. However,
individual or group theological  reflection can be given greater or lesser
focus  from  one  tradition  to  another.  Some  seminaries,  for  example,
encourage theological reflection, while others focus more on theological
indoctrination.  For  Transcendental  contextualization,  one  looks  at
Scripture or theology or religious practice in terms of  how one reacts,
emotionally,  to  it.  One  reflects  on  the  reaction,  whether  positive  or
negative.  This  sort  of  reflection  is  similar  to  many  other  forms  of
individual  theological  reflection.  It  is  iterative  and process  driven.  The
process is supposed give opportunity to address theological issue through
the lens of  context. This for of  theological contextualization is essentially
that  broader  application  of  David  Tracy's  Transcendental  Theological
Reflection.4  
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The Individual Reflection corner, seems to be more individualistic. That
can be a bad thing. It can also be seen as potentially disconnected from
God's revelation AND respondent culture. Again, however, it depends on
how it is put into practice. An advantage of  this reflective process is that
one does take time to address one's own prejudices. Ignoring prejudices
does not make them go away. It just makes them not dealt with. Further, it
seems like it is quite beneficial both for a missionary in a new culture, and
a young believer in a new reached culture.

The  Praxis Model is also more towards the individual reflection corner.
Like the transcendental model,  it  is  iterative and reflective. The cycle is
action  and  reflection.  This  is  especially  popularized  in  Liberation
Theologies.  In  these  theologies,  the  emphasis  is  on  action  prior  to
reflection  (ignoring  whether  this  is  even  possible).  Many  Liberation
Theologies utilize a Marxist framework in terms of  the reflection. That,
however, is not universal. For an Evangelical, one can use God's Word as
the primary canon, rather than a historical materialism. 

The Countercultural Model seems to have more than one flavor. Some see
it as the most “conservative” being the closest to being prone to Non-
contextualization (referring again to Figure 15). To me when one is going
so  far  in  that  direction,  one  is  actually  moving  more  towards  the
Translation Model. Countercultural IS NOT the same as  Anti-cultural, 

To me, this model focuses more on the idea of  “good scandal,” which will
be covered in greater detail in the next chapter. Jesus was A contextual
theology should feel natural and normal to the culture it serves, and yet
should prophetically challenge that same culture in key ways. This seems
the  best  understanding  of  countercultural.  In  most  cases,  what  are
considered countercultures are sub-cultures of  a broader culture that fits
into that culture in MOST ways, but diverges in a small number of  key
ways.

The  Synthetic Model can be thought as referring to Intertraditionality. It
honors different perspectives and allows them to interact dialogically to
come up with a synthesis of  perspectives. Truthfully, it is quite possible
that it doesn't really fit into the triangle chart at all. But if  it did, it seems
like putting it in the center would be accurate, at least to the extent that
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one takes different sources without focusing on any one over the other. A
clear strength of  this is that it does promote dialogue between different
perspectives and different peoples.

Missions Theology

You may have noticed that this book is about Missions Theology, but in
this  chapter  we  are  talking  about  the  methodology  of  theology
development,  outside  of  Missions  Theology.  So  where  does  Missions
Theology fit in?  

Missions Theology is a Practical Theology which means that it is always
going to be iterative, relating experience actions and experience to God's
word and one's own faith tradition. As such it aligns somewhat with the
Praxis  Model.  See  Figure  17.  However,  the  reflection  is  likely  to  be
different than that of  Liberation Theologies, for example. Very commonly,
it seems to me, the reflection stage in the process for many in missions is
almost strictly pragmatic.  They use what I sometimes jokingly describe as
“Engineering Ethics.” (I used to be a Mechanical Engineer, so it makes
sense to me.) There is a real topic known as Engineering Ethics, but when
I am using the term here, what I mean is, “That which works is good and
that which doesn't work is bad.” 

But pure pragmatics doesn't make good Missions Theology. If  Missions is,
first of  all, the activity of  God to which we are invited to join, then our
theology and actions must be aligned to both the will and activity of  God.
There is a fairly popular form of  churchplanting that actively discourages
ministering  to  the  physically,  psycho-emotional,  economic,  and  social
needs of  people. (I might even argue that it discourages ministering to the
spiritual needs as well.)  The reason is that it slows down evangelism and
church  multiplication.  In  my  mind,  this  is  an  excellent  example  of
justifying a theology because “it works” even if  it is in conflict to God's
work and will. Part of  the reflection must be based on God's revelation. 

But  Missions  Theology  must  also  explicitly  deal  with  culture.  I  don't
believe one can honestly have a sound Missions Theology that does not
address culture seriously. With that in mind, one must also reflect on the
activity through the framework of  culture. Perhaps a way to look at it is in
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terms of  the Action-Reflection cycle in chapter 3, but with three points
rather than two. 

Figure 17.  Missions Theology Process

Summary

Early on in this  book, it  was stated that  all  theology is  contextual  and
contexts  are dynamic.  As such,  theology can and should change. While
change is necessary, not all change is good. Wise people do disagree as to
the process by which theology should change. That being said, in general,
one can say that good theology must be true to God's Word, take seriously
the context, and involve a process of  intentional iterative reflection. 

Chapter Twelve Endnotes

1 Paul  G.  Hiebert,  “Critical  Contextualization,”  International  Bulletin  of
Missionary Research, July 1987, 104-112.  
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Chapter 13
Evaluation of  Contextualized Theologies

Stephen Bevans states that all theology is contextual.1 However, as one of
my dialogue partners noted, it could be taken to mean that there is nothing
that  is  distinctly  Christian  in  Christian  theology.  In other  words,  in  an
effort to be “contextual” can theology lose something distinctly Christian.

The short answer is YES--- that indeed can happen, becoming syncretistic.
However, a failure to contextualize theology also can fall into syncretism...
an unhealthy  (and unexamined)  mixing of  Christian teachings with the
culture in which it already exists. 

But  how  do  we  evaluate  theology...  especially  theology  as  examined
through the lens of  culture. Cultural anthropology questions our ability to
judge another culture, and many anthropologists would take it even further
and fully relativize all cultural beliefs. Post-modernist thought also doubts
our ability to judge, and to know absolute truth. This is not to say that
post-modernism necessarily rejects absolute truth. While some may believe
that,  many  more  accept  the  existence  of  ultimate  truth,  but  doubt  its
know-ability. As  Merold Westphal describes post-modernism, particularly
deconstruction, as stemming from the belief  that one cannot “peek over
God’s shoulder.”2  If  one accepts this, where truth is not identifiable with
any certainty and religions cannot be be judged, does this mean that we
can say nothing about attempts to contextualize the Christian faith. Are all
attempts equally valid (or equally invalid)?

 
We see this controversy recently in terms of  honor-shame theology versus
guilt-innocence theology.  Some from the guilt-innocence side of  things
(read penal substitutionary atonement if  one prefers) feel that the other
side is creating its own theology to fit honor-shame cultures, rather than
grounding it on Scripture. Is that correct? It is certainly a risk. However, as
one looks at Scripture, we find that the risk is real on both sides of  the
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issue.

The Bible uses many metaphors to explain the relationship of  God to
mankind, and His activity to restore us to Him. Some metaphors resonate
with guilt-innocence folks, while others resonate with with honor-shame
cultures. Penal substitutionary atonement as a theological construct draws
from the metaphor of  justification and the courtroom. To a lesser extent it
draws from metaphor behind propitiation--- the image of  God as having
wrath  that  must  be  appeased  through  sacrifice.  However,  there  are
metaphors that resonate more with honor-shame cultures. One of  these is
adoption, while another is the church as “the Bride of  Christ.” One could
even argue that redemption is closer to patronage in honor-shame cultures.
Ultimately, these metaphors are equally valid and Biblical. All of  them are
supra-cultural in the sense that they are canonical. However, they are also
cultural in the sense that they may connect in especially important ways to
certain cultures (and less so with other cultures).

So  when  those  from the  penal  substituionary  atonement  crowd (guilt-
innocence)  express  concern  about  the  honor  shame  folk  changing
theology to meet a cultural need, they are correct. However, their concern
cuts  both  ways.  They  have  themselves  chosen  certain  metaphors  and
verses to suppport  their  theology while ignoring many others.  There is
nothing inherently wrong with this--- unless, of  course, one acts like it is
the single universal theological understanding directly from God to us. (I
remember listening to more than one sermon where the speaker struggles
to turn the Parable of  the Prodigal  Son into Guilt-Innocence story of
salvation. Instead of  trying to explain how the atonment is in that parable,
it is better to simply accept that salvation is modeled a different way in the
story.)

Theology,  at its  essence,  bridges the gap between God's revelation and
Man's condition. God's revelation is unchanging, while Man's condition is
both  varied  and  changing.  As  such,  theology  should  be  constantly
changing, connected to the changing state of  mankind, and connected to
the unchanging revelation of  God.

I tend to like "strange attractors" from Chaos Theory. In some non-linear
systems the condition at any point of  time is changing and non-repetitive,
but still appears to be controlled by some points that provide limits to the
motion, called “strange attractors.” Theology seems to fit this as well since
theology is constantly changing and non-repetitive, but I would suggest
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that it has (at least) two strange attractors.

 The revealing of  God. Theology must reveal God, since it is based
on God who seeks to reveal Himself  to mankind. 

 The relevance to Man. Theology is meant to benefit mankind. 

Theology that fails to reveal God, and/or fails to be relevant to mankind,
is flawed.

So  what  does  this  have  to  do  with  the  church.  The  church  is  where
theology is lived out. It is lived out most obviously in terms of  practical
theology, but ultimately it is bound to all aspects of  its theology. As much
as some church bodies express the belief  that "theology is not important,"
it truly is. Ignoring it doesn't make it cease to exist or cease to be relevant...
it  just  is  moved into  the  church's  "blind  spot"---  affecting  the  church
without the church aware of  it.

So let's move this forward. Suppose a local church has a local theology. To
what extent is it bound to be responsible to churches of  other cultures? I
would say--- Quite a Bit. First of  all, our theologies are linked by common
revelation  from God.  To replace  that  is  to  drift  from being  Christian.
However, additionally, the local church may be tied to its local culture, but
it is also tied to the universal church--- that mystical bond of  all churches
often called "the body of  Christ." This catholicity should never replace its
locality, nor should its locality replace its catholicity.

Consider  a  bit  of  practical  theology in terms of  sacrament/ordinance.
What  should the  elements of  the Eucharist  be?  Tradition has it  to  be
unleavened bread, and wine. Some groups have change things by using
leavened bread or using grape juice ("new wine" if  you prefer). Here in the
Cordillera Mountains of  the Philippines, I have often thought that many
of  the groups here would do well to use kamote (yams) and coffee instead.
The logic of  this is that bread and wine were the staples of  the Jews in
Palestine, while kamote and coffee are the equivalent in the Cordilleras. As
such, it is a parallel localization--- the latter better pointing to Christ as one
who sustains us. The bread and wine point not only to Christ as sacrifice,
but  to  the  Passover  and God's  sustaining  of  His  people.  Kamote  and
Coffee may express this better for people around where I live.

But there is another take. The Eucharist is among the oldest traditions of
the church. It has been practiced for nearly 2000 years and in all parts of
the  world.  This  4-Dimensional  aspect  of  the  church  is  not  irrelevant.
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When a local church holds Eucharist (Lord's Supper, Holy Communion),
we are also connecting ourselves to the practice of  local churches across
time and space. Perhaps bread and wine is more appropriate because it
reminds us of  our mystical union with the Body of  Christ. It also might
link us better to the Old Testament saints who used bread and wine to
thank God for His sustaining protection.

Fair of  Foul

All  Theology  is  Contextual.  So  when  I  speak  of  the  “foul  lines”  of
contextual theology, I mean the “foul lines” of  ALL theology. The use of
the term “foul lines” as it pertains to contextual theology, comes from a
baseball analogy from Stephen Bevans, who in turn draws it from Justo
Gonzales.  Of  course  other  sports  analogies  could  be used.  In  bounds
versus out of  bounds in basketball of  soccer could be used, for example.
I will be returning to Bevans later. It implies that there is a wide range of
theologies that may be acceptable, or fair, or orthodox. But there are also
some that  are  not.  All  theology  is  either  well-contextualized  or  poorly
contextualized.  However,  that  also  means  that  both orthodox theology
and  heterodox  theology  can  be  well-contextualized  or  poorly
contextualized.

Ultimately, this means that there are two challenges.

1.  The test of  contextualization. 
2. The test of  orthodoxy 

The two tests are muddy and inter-related. They are muddy in that it is
hard  to  determine  definitively  the  lines  (the  “foul  lines”)  between
orthodoxy  and  heterodoxy.  and  between  well-or-poorly  contextualized.
Additionally, contextualization has an effect on orthodoxy. In fact, being
too well contextualized leads to heterodoxy. This is because good theology
ALWAYS challenges, in some way, the culture it is in.

Ignoring the question of  contextualization in this post, how does one test
orthodoxy?  In  the  past,  the  answer  was  often  answered  in  terms  of
alignment of  the theology to creeds. Even for non-creedal groups, (such
as I am part of) statements or articles of  faith tend to be seen as orthodox
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(good doctrine) and divergence from such statements evidence heterodoxy
(or bad doctrine).

But as soon as one acknowledges that all theology, along with all creeds
and articles of  faith are culturally embedded, things get more complicated.
Divergence from a creed may not really mean that it is heterodox, but it
could be orthodox in a different context. It is hard to be sure. So how
does one test a contextualized theology for orthodoxy?

Stephen Bevans has done considerable work in this area. A lot of  that
work is summarized in his essay, “Fair or Foul?: Contextual Theology and
Criteria  for  Orthodoxy.”3  The  model  shown in  Figure  18  takes  from
Bevans and a couple of  others.

TEST 1.  A contextual theology must pass the “Test of  God” In other
words,  it  must  be  sound  with  regards  to  who  God  is,  what  He  has
revealed, and what He does. That leads to three sub-tests.  They are:

 The Word of  God

 The Character of  God

 The Works of  God

The Word of  God.  Here, the “Word of  God” is referring to The Holy
Bible, not to Jesus Christ. For many, this seems the most obvious test. Is
the contextual theology coherent to, or harmonious with what God has
revealed in Holy Scripture. For many, this just seems obvious. Theology
should come from Biblical Theology, and Biblical Theology should come
from the Bible.  
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Figure 18.  Tests of  Contextual Theologies

The problem is  that most all  Christian-based theologies do come from
Scripture to some extent. Sure, there are some theologies that definitely
seem to be more eisegetic than exegetic, but even  many theologies that
are  seen  to  have  stood  the  tests  (such  as  Calvinist  and  Arminian
theologies) appear to spend as much time trying explain away problems
they  have  with  Scripture  as  they  do  trying  to  explain  how  they  were
deeloped from Scripture. However, many dubious theologies come from
very selectively drawing from Scripture. Because of  this the test is whether
a  theology  is  coherent  with  or  harmonious  with  Scripture,  rather  than
whether one can “proof-text” it. 

The basis for this test is the understanding that the Bible has unity and
canonicity. Unity means that the whole Bible is reliable and relevant for the
church. Canonicity means that it has authority to guide and judge.
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The next sub-test is the Character of  God. While most of  what we know
about God comes from special revelation, it still can serve as a separate
test.  God  is  revealed  in  the  Bible,  seen  in  Jesus,  and  glorified  in  His
creation.  Through  these  means  we  find  God  to  be  transcendent,
immanent, personal, holy, mighty, judging, loving, and worthy of  worship.
Some of  these characteristics appear to exist in tension, and sometimes it
is tempting for a theology to describe a god who doesn't have some of
these tensions.  The removal of  these tensions should lead to questions
about  the  veracity  of  that  theology.  It  may  be  easier  to  imagine  a
transcendent  and  impersonal  god,  or  a  judging  and  unloving  god,  or
perhaps a personal and immanent god who is worthy of  something less
than worship. Theology that makes it easier to know God by creating a
caricature of  God, must be suspect. 

This is a valid test since theology, ultimately, has God as the main object
of  study. While Christian theology covers such a wide swath of  knowledge
that it is easy to forget, it has God at its core.  Jesus said that we are to
worship  God  in  spirit  and  in  truth.  While  good  people  may  disagree
exactly what is meant by this, I believe there is agreement that worship of
God is important for a Christian, and that worship must be tied on some
level at least to worshiping God as God is.  It  may be true (as Gordon
Kauffman correctly noted) that we worship the God we “create” in our
minds, rather than the God who is.4  We may not be able to avoid this. We
are limited beings and cannot fully  know God. But when our theology
steers us in the wrong direction, we must question that theology.

Another  sub-test  is  in  the  Works  of  God.  God  is  Creator.  As  such
everything we see came from God and everything we cannot see, but still
is, also came from God. The creation around us points to the Power and
Creativity  of  God.  I  also think  it  points  to God's  love of  variety  and
magnanimity. Additionally God designed the Universe and declared it to
be good. We live in a transitional state of  disharmony between the initial
and  final  ideal  states  of  perfect  harmony  between  God,  Man,  and
Creation. 

As such,  Creation is  a  good thing.  The material  world is  NOT evil  or
insignificant. The Creation did not have an evil demigod who created a
world. God loves mankind but is far from disinterested in the works of
His hands. A theology that undermines the Created world or its Creator is
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suspect.  A theology that encourages humans to disrespect,  dishonor, or
abuse creation has embraced something that must be doubted.

Further, God created Man, male and female, in God's image. While people
have  different  theories  (both  credible  and  incredible)  as  to  what  this
specifically means, it certainly points to humans as a unique creation with a
unique role. It also makes clear that this special status is something that
both men and women share. The Bible as shows all humans of  all tribes
and tongues share these qualities. As such, a theology that places humans
too low or too high, or set up a hierarchy of  value or based on sex or race
are likely heterodox.

TEST 2.  A good contextual  theology  should  pass  the  “Test  of  the
Church.” Theology is a human construct. It, hopefully, reveals God. How
can the unity (or universality) of  the church speak to localized groups as to
their theologies? But if  there is a spiritual union of  all believers, that union
does have relevance in terms of  theology. A local theology should be open
to both criticism FROM constructive dialogue with the broader church,
and embrace the role of  dialogue and challenge TO the broader church.

A dubious theology may have its adherents say, “We won't accept criticism
from you outsiders because you cannot understand our situation.” While
there may be some level of  truth to this, the unity of  the church (one
faith,  one  baptism,  one  spirit,  one  Lord)  means  that  there  is  enough
commonality for real challenge, in both directions, and dialogue. 

This is where Church Tradition has its part as well. Some denominations
are seen as giving too much authority to church tradition. They essentially
make  the  decisions  of  the  church in  history  canon.  This  can  be quite
problematic.  But  the  other  extreme can  be  problematic  as  well.  Many
groups overreact and ignore church history and church tradition. A middle
ground seems wise. A new theology perhaps can diverge greatly from the
past and still be good, but it should be open to criticism. The historical
church is part of  the universal church as much as any church on earth
today--- we are part of  that same church. If  a contextual theology diverges
too far from the historical church, one must address the question of  why
that is.

A second sub-test  is  the  Local Church.   A contextual  theology is,  on
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some level, meant to be local so to fail the local church would be a deep
problem. A good contextual  theology should be understandable by the
locals it is for. If  it is too abstract or unrelated to the people, then how
could it be thought of  as being contextualized to the people? Ideally, it
should  develop  from  the  people  rather  than  from  one  single  person,
regardless of  whether and insider or an outsider. And of  course, a good
contextual theology should be accepted, or at least be found acceptable, by
a  large  number  of  locals  within  that  context.  Putting  it  bluntly,  if  a
theology  is  unintelligible  to,  unacceptable  by,  or  not  drawn  from  the
community, in what way can that theology be deemed to be contextual or
local? In one way or another all of  this stems from the Biblical concept of
the Priesthood of  the Believer. God's revelation is to all, through all, and
for all who are part of  His church.

A third sub-test is the Fruit or Works of  the Church. A church should
exhibit the fruits of  Good Deeds. It should express the fruit of  the spirit.
If  a local theology does not lead to such positive fruit, or worse, justifies
works or attitudes that are contrary to such spiritual fruit, there must be
serious questions posed.

TEST  #3:   A  good  contextual  theology  should  pass  “The  Test  of
Culture.” Theology  is  a  bridge  that  connects  the  revelation  of  an
unchanging God with mankind that is changing continually in terms of
culture. Theology cannot ignore culture. Two sub-tests that are relevant
here are:

 Resonance with Culture

 Tension with Culture

The  Sub-test  of  Resonance  with  Culture  suggests  that  a  good
contextual   theology  puts  into  words,  symbols,  and  images  what  truly
speak to the often unspoken concerns, hopes, and fears of  people in the
culture. This quality of  Resonance (and the related idea of  Relevance) is
covered  in  Chapter  2.   Good  contextual  theology  “scratches  where  it
itches.” A theology that is absolutely true (if  such a thing is possible) but
expresses God's revelation in a manner that keeps the people in the dark,
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must be seen as a bad theology. 

The final Sub-test is  Tension with Culture. I would like to spend a bit
more time with this one. It is not because this sub-test is more important,
but because it  can be misunderstood. Contextualization of  Theology is
sometimes seen making theology too comfortable with a context, or too
uncomfortable.   

Contextual Theology as “Good Scandal”

“Good Scandal” is not another test or sub-test,  but a different way of
looking at the third test--- the test of  culture. A good contextual theology
should connect to the culture… but it should also challenge it, having a
prophetic role in it.5 

David Tracy notes that religion is supposed to be rebellious, in
conflict with the culture it  is  in. The reason is that religion
(personifying it for a moment) is supposed to see the culture
around it with clear eyes. It is then supposed to say to that
culture  that  there  is  an  Ultimate  Reality  that  is  above  and
beyond what one experiences within the culture.  A religion
claims  access,  on  some  level,  to  that  Ultimate  Reality,  and
points out its clear superiority to the flawed and failed reality
around.  When  a  religion  stops  seeking  to  challenge  that
culture  and  instead  simply  encourages  and  maintains  that
culture  (indeed becoming  an “opiate  of  the  masses”  and a
maintainer of  the existing power structure) it has failed in a
profound way.6

Darrell Whiteman  has noted that contextualization seeks to offend for the
right reasons, and not for the wrong reasons.7

This ties to the concept in the New Testament of  “Offense” or the Greek
term “Skandalon.  Paul uses the term both positively and negatively. One
should  not  create  an  unnecessary  offense.  However,  the  Gospel  will
always, in every culture, be offensive on some important level.

Recall Paul in Athens. Paul used Athenian legends to express the concept
of  God (much like John used “Logos”) rather than drawing from Jewish
writings and imagery. However, after expressing the nature of  God in a
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way that fits in many ways with the sub-culture of  the Areopagus, Paul
then  begins  talking  of  Jesus  in  terms  of  bodily  resurrection…  a
scandalous concept to Greek philosophers steeped in Platonist thought.

Jesus fit into the culture of  Judea so well that Judas had to single Him out
with a kiss so that the local authorities  could arrest Him. He also told
stories and provided ethical guidance very much in line with Jewish culture
and thought.  Yet,  in  key  ways,  such as  describing God as  Father,  and
Himself  as  the “Son of  Man” were  scandalous… to say nothing of  a
Messiah who was more a Suffering Servant than a Conquering Hero, and
describing the Kingdom of  God having a universal quality that may well
include the enemies of  the Jewish people.

Harvie Conn quotes Harvey Smit 

“Dr. Harvey Smit outlines two features of  this approach to
the idea of  offense that have relevance for our questions. He
calls them ‘two lines which are in tension”: (1) All unnecessary
offense  must  be  avoided  as  something  that  endangers
another’s faith; (2) there is an essential offense that must never
be avoided, for it is only by overcoming this skandalon that a
person comes to faith.”8 

Offending for the right reasons is good. Ultimately, the chief  offense is
Christ. When I was in Taiwan, I was visiting a church in which a visiting
minister was speaking. He teaches in Taiwan and in Indonesia. He notes
that  when  his  comparative  religions  class  gets  to  Christian  doctrine…
especially about the death, resurrection, and atonement of  Christ… the
most common response from Muslim and Buddhist students comes down
to something like “This is the craziest thing I have ever heard.” Now, if
one  wanted  to,  these  challenging  concepts  could  be  contextualized  to
make them more palatable to Muslim and Buddhist thought. Islam does
have a role for sacrifice,  and Buddhism may see a sort  of  redemption
passing through a path of  suffering. However, the offense on some level
should  always  be  there.  When  Christ  ceases  to  offend  on  some
profound level… we are following the wrong Christ.

…For  indeed  Jews  ask  for  signs  and  Greeks  search  for
wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling
block and to Gentiles foolishness, but to those who are the
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of  God and
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the wisdom of  God.   -I Corinthians 1:21-23

….but Israel, pursuing a law of  righteousness, did not arrive at
that law. Why? Because  they did not  pursue it by faith,  but as
though  it  were by works.  They stumbled over the stumbling
stone,  just  as  it  is  written,
         “BEHOLD,  I  LAY  IN  ZION  A  STONE  OF
STUMBLING  AND  A  ROCK  OF  OFFENSE,
         AND HE WHO BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE
DISAPPOINTED.”   -Romans 9:31-33

Does this mean that we set up a little check list and if  one of  these areas
doesn't appear to pass, then we know the theology is false? The Christian
life is never that simple. However, the further a theology drifts away from
passing these tests, the more concern we should have. 

Conclusions

For those reading this who come from the Protestant tradition, it is worth
noting that much of  the Protestant Reformation came from an attempt to
apply  Contextual  Theology.  While  some  arguments  were  more  about
Biblical  interpretation,  much of  it  had to do with  contextualization or
localization of  theology. These include:

 What languages can the Bible be translated into?

 What languages can be used in preaching and liturgy?

 Who (and where) must hold ecclesiastical power?

 What role should icons have in worship?

I think most Protestants  would think that  the contextual  theology that
developed  in  the  Protestant  Reformation  was  healthy.  For  Roman
Catholics,  Vatican  II  may  provide  an  equivalent  circumstance,  regional
expressions of  that denomination were granted the privilege to localize in
a number of  ways. 

Chapter Thirteen Endnotes

122



1 For example, you can read this in the first line Stephen Bevans' article,
“Contextual  Theology.”   https://na.eventscloud.com/file_uploads/ff735620
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Chapter 14
Inter-religious Dialogue

Dialogue has become more valued by many in terms of  communication
between people of  different faiths. There are several reasons for this.  

First, the world is more globalistic. Because of  this, it is likely that people
will have neighbors and coworkers of  different faiths. As such, there is a
need  to  determine  how  to  communicate  with  people  who  do  not
necessarily share the same sub-culture or worldview. Additionally, Internet,
and other forms of  communication are now available that allow contact
with those of  other faiths who live far away. 

Second,  there  is  a  greater  interest  in  other  faiths.  While  at  one  time,
religion was guided, either explicitly or implicitly by the government or by
the ethnic group a person was born into, the idea of  voluntary religion
(religion being the personal choice of  the individual) has grown, even in
places where there is strong societal  pressure to conform. This interest
drives conversation. 

Finally, from a Christian perspective, there is a strong desire to evangelize
those  of  other  faiths.  However,  most  common  methods  presume  an
essentially Christian worldview. Consider, for example, the Romans Road.
To be appreciated by the hearer, the following generally are prerequisites:

 Recognition of  the authority of  the Holy Bible.
 A  generally  similar  understanding  of  God,  Christ,  sin,  and

salvation to Christianity.
Some  some  evangelistic  methods  have  so  many  prerequisites  for
effectiveness,  that  one  may  wonder  whether  the  only  ones  likely  to
respond are those who are already Christians. To reach out to others of
other faiths, will require different strategies. 

Taking the “Walking With” metaphor further, As we walk with Christ in
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missions, we walk do not walk in the absence of  people. We walk in the
vicinity of  others. If  we are on mission with God, then ignoring those in
our vicinity is not an option. We need to communicate. 

Categories of  Communication

In  terms  of  verbal  communication  between  two  individuals,  there  are
several  options.  Communication  may  be  unidirectional  or  bidirectional,
and it may have the primary motive of  change or of  understanding. One
can combine these two to make four quadrants.  Refer to Figure 19.

Figure 19. Categories of  Communication1

Quadrant 1 could be seen as Preaching or Polemics. It is unidirectional,
and is focused on changing the other person, in thought, values, or action. 

Quadrant 2 could be seen a Argument or Apologetics. It is bidirectional,
but still has the goal of  change of  the other person, much like preaching.

Quadrant  3  could be described  as  Lecture  or  Didactics.  It  is  normally
unidirectional, and typically is not so much seeking to change the pupil,
but to instill understanding.
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Quadrant 4, then , can be called Discussion or Dialogue. It is bidirectional,
and  has  as  its  primary  goal  to  increase  mutual  understanding  of  and
between the participants.

When it comes to communication between two religions, it is common to
focus  on change.  So  preaching or  argument  have  often dominated the
scene. That is not, however, to say that these have been the only methods
of  communication utilized. Teaching and Dialogue have also been utilized
as well. It may be thought that dialogue, especially is a modern focus, and
it  is  true  that  Inter-religious  dialogue has  grown in  interest  in  the  20 th

century to the present. However, it is not new. 

Consider I Peter 3:15-16

 but in your hearts reverence Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to make a defense to
any one who calls you to account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and
reverence; and keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are abused, those who revile
your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. 

The  term “defense”  can  mean  argument  or  explanation,  pointing  one
towards  thinking  that  what  is  being  talked  about  here  is  argument,  or
teaching, or maybe even preaching. 

However, the passage clearly points to two-way communication with the
non-Christian asking questions regarding faith. 

The terms “gentleness  and reverence” describe  how answers  are  to be
given. One might wonder whether these guidelines are pointing to what is
the right way to do it (ethical guideline) or whether it is the most effective
way  to  do  it  (practical  guideline).  Perhaps  it  is  both.  Certainly  these
guidelines would be consistent with the Golden Rule... answering the way
we would like to be answered. But it may be more effective as well. Titus
2:10 provides guidance for servants to serve their masters well... for in so
doing  they  will  “adorn  the  Gospel.”  The  Greek  for  “adorn”  is
“kosmosin,” where we get the English word, “cosmetics.” 

Types of  Dialogue
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Figure 20.  Spectrum of  Dialogue2

Apologetic
Approaches

Clarification
Approaches

Relativistic
Approaches

Focus Differences Similarities  and
Differences

Similarities 

Appreciated  by
those  who  are
more

Exclusivistic  in
terms  of
Salvation

Inclusivistic  in
terms  of
Salvation

Pluralistic  in
terms  of
Salvation

Key thought Identifying what
is true

Understanding
each other

Finding
Common
Ground

Form  of
Communication

Debate Discussion Discussion

Ideal Goal Convince  the
other  side  that
one is correct

Both  understand
each other

Gain  insight
from each other

Table 3.  Dialogue Approach Comparison
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Figure 20 and Table 3 shows the range of  perspectives when it comes to
dialogue. There are a wide range of  perspectives, but it seems useful to
group them into three major regions on the spectrum. At one end of  the
spectrum might  be  viewed  as  involving  apologetic  approaches.  This  is
preferred  by  more  particularistic  or  exclusivistic  faith  groups,  with  the
focus on converting the other through argument. The focus is on truth, or
more specifically, who is right and who is wrong.

At  the  other  extreme  are  relativistic  approaches.  These  seek  common
ground emphasizing the similarities between two faiths. They tend to take
a more positive view of  learning from each other, and yet take a dim view
of  proselytizing  or  arguing.  Groups  that  embrace  a  more  pluralistic
perspective (seeing many ways to God) tend to prefer these approaches.
Often these approaches encourage participants to relativize their beliefs,
going into the dialogue with open minds.

In between are Clarification Approaches.. The focus is more on mutual
understanding.  One doesn't need to relativize one's beliefs,  but neither
does one need to win an argument.  Those involved are encouraged to
recognize, and honor, both similarities and differences between two faiths.
People  who are more inclusivistic  tend to appreciate these  approaches,
although exclusivistic groups may also see value in clarification, in that it
can  serve  as  a  foundation  for  sharing  one's  faith  to  others.  I  prefer
Clarification  Approaches  because  they  honor  one's  faith  more  than
Relativistic  Approaches,  and  because  they  build  positive  relationships
across  religious  and  cultural  boundaries  better  than  Apologetic
Approaches. The rest of  this chapter supports one Clarification Approach.

Seven “Rules of  Inter-religious Dialogue

Max Warren developed seven Rules for Inter-religious Dialogue,3 through
his years of  holding such conversations around the world.

#1. Acceptance of  our Common  Humanity.  Dialogue is not  between
two ideologies  or   religions,  but  between two  people...  created in  the
image of   God. 

This point embraces the idea that the most important characteristic of  the
individuals in a conversation is their shared humanity. We, as humans are
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more alike than different. Our unity as humans created in God's image is
greater than our diversity in terms of  sex, race, ethnicity, language, family,
culture, or religion.

Additionally,  this  rule is  based on the reality  that  religions do not talk.
They  are  abstractions.  One  cannot  have  a  dialogue  with  Hinduism,
Buddhism, or Islam. One, however, can have a conversation with a Hindu,
a Buddhist, or a Muslim. Even in this, each religious adherent is a person
first. As such, there can be no assumption that one understands the beliefs
of  an individual simply based on what religion he or she claims to ascribe
to.

#2. Divine Omnipresence.  Entering into a dialogue, one is  not entering
alone.  God  is  there,  and  has  prepared  the  situation  long  before  one
arrived.  

The basis  for this  comes not  only  from the Divine attribute of  God's
omnipresence, but also from the missiological concept, “Missio Dei.” In
the 20th century this term was popularized by Karl Barth. Barth described
it in terms of  “The Sending God” (Missio Dei). In other words, the Father
sends  the  Son  to  minister  in  the  world,  and  both  send  the  Spirit  to
minister.  Karl Hartenstein in 1934 expanded this idea emphasizing that
God is a missional God, at work in all places and at all times. Thus, there
can  be  understood  to  be  a  difference  between  the  Missio  Dei  (God's
Mission) and the  Missiones Ecclesiae (the Mission of  the Church).2 This
idea more recently has been voiced by Henry Blackaby and Avery Willis
with the expression, “God is on mission, and invites us to join Him in that
mission.”3 

Based on this  understanding,  Whenever  we go to a new place,  or join
another in a conversation, we are always going where God already is, and
already has been working.

#3. Accepting the best in other  religions. Don't focus on what is  bad
about other religions... freely  acknowledge their good points as  well. That
is fair and honest, prepares others to accept what is  good in the Christian
faith,  and  establishes the setting to identify real  differences,  as  well  as
similarities.

The basis for this rule is the Golden Rule. The Golden Rule states that we
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are to treat others as we ourselves would wish to be treated. If  someone
outside of  Christianity was discussing our faith, we would want them to
express the best of  our faith not the examples of  the worst people who
call themselves Christians, nor examples of  the most aberrant beliefs held
by some people who call themselves Christians. We would prefer to have
our beliefs and structures and members treated fairly or, better than fairly,
kindly. 

#4. Identification. Attempt to  understand them as if  you were  one of
them.  Think   incarnationally.   Imaginatively   “walk  in  their  shoes”  to
understand what they believe,  why they believe it, and why it  makes sense
to them.

Identification  draws  its  inspiration  from  Christ.  Sometimes  called
“Incarnational Ministry,” one ministers more effectively if  one participates
as much as possible within the cultural system of  the other. In Cultural
Anthropology,  one  could  look  at  this  as  “Participant  Observation,”
learning as an outsider by participating with insiders.

#5.  Courtesy. Dialogue with  identifiable respect. In other  words, Rules
#1, 3, and 4 are not  just rules to embrace, but should  be identifiable by
the other in  ones words, demeanor, and  actions.

Courtesy or respect was spoken of  in an earlier chapter. A lot of  mistakes
in dialogue can be overcome if  there is respect/courtesy evidenced. If  one
doesn't  know  how  best  to  demonstrate  courtesy  in  a  different
environment --- ask.

#6.  Interpretation.  Sharing  one's   faith  to  another  is  not  one  of
proclamation  or  didactics.  Rather  it  is  one  of  interpretation...
contextualization...  translation.  One  must  attempt  to  make  one's  faith
understandable  within  the  symbol   structure  of  the  other,  NOT one's
own structure.

Interpretation is the principle of  contextualization. “Contextualization” as
a concept goes back to the first century. Paul spoke of  being a Jew to the
Jews and a Greek to the Greeks. However, as a term, contextualization
only goes back to the early 1970s. There is considerable disagreement in
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how to define contextualization, as well as what methodology should be
used  to  contextualize.  Despite  this,  it  is  quite  clear  that  one  should
intentionally adapt the message to the culture being spoken too, without
letting go of  what is vital and true. More on contextualization in the next
chapter.5

#7.  Expectancy.  God is at work   in the dialogue, and one should  be
expectant that this work will  ultimately bear fruit in one way or  another...
in the other AND in  oneself. 

The basis for this goes back to the idea of  the Missio Dei, but even
more  specifically  to  a  Pneumatological  understanding  of  God's
work in the present. The Spirit of  God is the Spirit of  Wisdom that
draws  people  to  Himself.  Our  role  is  not  meaningless,  but  it  is
inadequate. We cannot compel anyone to believe or to change. Our
role is to assist, and not hinder, the Spirit of  God. Beyond that we
have no power.

Chapter Fourteen Endnotes

1 Most  of  this  chapter  comes  from one  part  or  another  of  my  book,
Dialogue in Diversity: Christians in Conversation with a Multi-faith World (Baguio City,
Philippines: MM-Musings, 2019). This particular figure is Figure 1 in that book.

2 Also in Dialogue in Diversity. This particular figure is Figure 5 in that book.

3 Max Warren's rules are discussed in Chapter 10 of  Dialogue in Diversity.
The seven rules were first expressed complete in Warren's The Relationship Between
Christianity and Other World Religions (London: Prism Pamphlet 30, 1966), 19.
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Conclusions

I would like to promote a vision for future missions that I would like
to call “Paradoxical Missions.”1 It is called that because it suggests
values  that  are  traditionally  not  encouraged  in  missions.  I  am
considering writing a book on this topic, or at least a full article, but
in case I never do, at least I put it here as a tentative look to a very
different future for missions.

1.  From Great  to  Good. With  due  respect  to  the  book  by  Jim
Collins,  Good  to  Great:  Why  Some  Companies  Make  the  Leap…and
Others  Don’t,2 I  would like to promote a move in missions from
Great to Good rather than Good to Great. I am not the first to
suggest  this.  Back  in  2003,  Eric  Swanson  wrote  an  article  in
Christianity Today,  “Great to Good Churches.”3 I  really  enjoyed
that article. Of  course, the idea is that the two terms  (great and
good) are on two different scales. Great is on a scale of  Success.
Good is on a scale of  Righteousness. Of  course, one can try to
combine the two. One article tries to merge the scales a bit– Good
to Great to Godly by Mike Bonem4 and a book, Good to Great in God’s
Eyes by  Chip  Ingram,5 seeks  to  move  the  term Great  into  the
Righteousness  scale.  I  have  no issues  with  any of  these  works.
However, for me, the term “Great” is a problematic word. Much
like  the  term  “Prosperity,”  even  though  it  has  good  potential
meanings,  it  commonly  becomes  a  toxic  lure.  To me,  Christian
missions should avoid anything that tempts one towards greatness.
There are  enough people and organizations striving for greatness.
Let  them get  the  accolades,  and we  should  strive  for  goodness
instead.6    

2. Strong to Weak.  Missionaries have commonly, and traditionally,
come into a new culture from a position of  strength.  Early on,
many  missionaries  considered  mission  lands  as  places  that  are
under colonial rule, and often,  although not always,  served with
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support of  the colonial authorities. Missionaries often would come
in and be in a position to get their way because of  funding from
outside sources that locals lacked. In recent years, this strategy has
been questioned. It may not be good for missionaries to be linked
to colonialism/imperialism. It may not be good for missionaries to
be  seen  as  sources  of  economic  blessings  (leading  to  odd
constructs such as prosperity gospel or cargo cults). It may not be
good  to  promote  dependency  in  developing  churches  in
developing countries. It may not be good to keep a faith “foreign”
by keeping it under economic hegemony of  a foreign church or
agency. Out of  this has come the growth of  Vulnerable Missions.
While I don’t really care for the term “vulnerable” I don’t have a
better one. I do personally prefer “Weak Missions” but I know that
is just to prone to misinterpretation. But in weakness, a missionary
enters a culture as a lamb, not a lion. He or she has a more catalytic
role  than  authoritarian  role.  Reliance  on  God  takes  precedence
over reliance on State, Denomination, or Financial supporters.   (In
Christian  missions,  I  do  have  a  lot  of  respect  for  the  Honor-Shame
Movement, that gives greater respect to “patronage.” I have not reconciled these
— the support for dependency in the patronage system and the rejection of
dependency in Vulnerable Missions. Maybe someday I will figure it out.)7 

 
3. Big to Small.  I suppose this is implied by the other two, but I still

feel it is worth emphasizing.  For many, Great implies Big, as does
the  word  Strong.  In  missions,  we  talk  about  churchplanting
movements, saturation strategies, and “discipling a whole nation.”
They sound Great, they sound Strong, they sound Big. However,
having been raised in the “Burned Out District” of  Western New
York– a region of  big revivalism and saturation strategies in the
19th century, I feel justified in being a bit cynical about the long-
term  repercussions  of  such  Big  strategies.  While  AD2000  (the
most well-known such activity) and other mission programs have
pushed  Big  goals  with  poorly  justified  deadlines,  change  is
commonly  occurring  in  the  mustard  seed  activities  around  the
world. As I have noted before, some like to modify the “Dream
Big!!” mantra with the more realistic “Dream Big, Start Small.” For
me,  however,  it  doesn’t  honor  small.  Small  doesn’t  have  to  be
apologized for. We are all small, and it is entirely possible that a
God-size vision is often a small vision. 8 
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I think of  Gideon and his 300 soldiers. Gideon started with a large group
of  men ready to fight, and slowly whittled them down to 300. Why 300?
Were the 300 the “best” warriors? Probably not. They selected based on
those who were not afraid and those who drank water a unusual way. I
heard one preacher suggest  that  a  person  who  cups  water  into  his
hands and then laps the water like a dog is more vigilant than one who
drinks water another way. I have my doubts... and seems to undermine the
main message of  the story. God told Gideon in Judges 7:2, “You have too
many men. I cannot deliver Midian into their hands, or Israel would boast
against me, ‘My own strength has saved me.’” The purpose of  the drinking
was not to find the most valiant, the toughest, the most vigilant. Rather, it
was to get the numbers down. If  300 people just stuck their heads in the
water to drink, I expect they would have been chosen. God wasn't looking
for the strongest. He was not looking for a big army. He was not looking
for a strong army. He wanted a small and weak force so that when they
were victorious would be forced to say, “Praise God, for He has delivered
us from our enemy.” He wanted a good army to encourage a good people. 

If  one looks at some of  the most effective times in Church History, one
must note the growth during the 1st three centuries of  the church in the
Roman Empire and neighboring lands. One must also consider the growth
of  the Chinese Church in the 20th century. Both grew without superstars
or super-programs or super-anything. They were good people, faithfully
doing small activities, reaching out from a position of  weakness.

I  know  that  there  can  be  a  case  made  for  Great,  Big,  Strong
Missions. However, I tend to think that in this post-modern, post-
colonial,  and  (in  some  places)  post-Christian  world,  success  will
typically not be to the swift and the strong. The swift and the strong
will  have  their  successes  in  many  arenas,  but  I  think  success  in
missions will be to the Good, the Weak, and the Small. Paradoxical
Missions. 

Conclusion Endnotes
1 Much of  this comes from a web article of  mine, “Paradoxical Missions.”
https://munsonmissions.org/2019/08/28/paradoxical-missions/

2  Jim Collins,  Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap…
and Others Don’t (New York: HarperCollins, 2001).  Technically, I am not using
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this book, only referencing the title. As should be pretty obvious, I am following
the  pattern  of  Eric  Swanson  of  using  more  of  an  ethical  understanding  of
“good”  and  “great”  in  contrast  to  Collins'  use  of  the  words  in  terms  of
gradations of  excellence. 

3 Eric Swanson,  “Great to Good Churches.” Christianity Today, Spring 2003.
Online  version  accessible  at  https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/
2003/spring/3.37.html

4 Mike Bonem, “Good to Great to Godly.”  Christianity Today, Winter 2010.
Online  version  accessible  at  https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/
2010/winter/goodgreatgodly.html

5 Chip Ingram, Good to Great in God's Eyes: 10 Practices Great Christians Have
in Common (Grand Rapids, MI:  Baker Books, 2007).

6 More  on  this  topic  in  my  post,  “Great  to  Good  Christians”  at
https://munsonmissions.org/2012/03/03/great-to-good-christians/ 

7 More  on  this  in  my  post,  “Praying  for  Weak  Christian  Missions”  at
https://munsonmissions.org/2013/07/12/weak-and-vulnerable-missions-its
about-time-part-1/ 

8 More on this  topic,  “Dream Small,”  at  https://munsonmissions.org/
2017/06/01/dream-small/ 
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