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John 20:21-22: God sends Jesus, Jesus sends disciples – the connecting of mission.

Acts 10:34-35: All are acceptable to God.

Acts 1:6-8: The mandate to be present in all the world

Summary:
“Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” “Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.”


We have moved from missions to mission, which we understand as the global ministries of the church—how we connect the whole church in God’s Mission, being sent into the entire world which includes next door, for all are acceptable to God. We cannot separate geography and timeframe in mission, thus the term “global ministries” involves both the where and when of missional endeavors.
All Are Acceptable to God
“What God has made clean, you must not call profane” (Acts 10:15).

“Then Peter began to speak to them: ‘I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him’” (Acts 10:34-35).

Luke’s telling of how the Jerusalem church came to accept Gentile believers into the fold is perhaps the heart and soul of the Book of Acts. It was nothing less than a conversion experience for Peter and the other Jewish leadership of the fledgling church, as they moved from the theological understanding of the chosen status of the Hebraic people to the new vision of God’s salutary grace freely given to all the world. This is the significant event that moved the church into a mission mode.


Peter, in a vision from God, comes to understand that there are no “unclean” persons, meaning that all people are acceptable to God and are to be included within the Christian community. This realization is not just one that moves the church to mission in other geographic realms, but also into the understanding that all of humanity is chosen by God, not just a particular group, and as all persons are thus “chosen” by God, so too must the church proclaim the reign of God and all its benefits to all persons, in all situations, in all places. We are to engage in global ministries. According to the British missiologist, Andrew Kirk, “Mission is no longer thought of as the Church’s activity overseas or in another culture. The mission frontier is not primarily a geographic one, but one of belief, conviction, and commitment.”
 Bishop Leslie Newbigin often commented on the “salt water myth” in mission, and consistently stated that mission is not necessarily a matter of crossing over an ocean, but it does mean crossing over to meet and serve the Other. Mission does not necessarily mean leaving one’s own country, but it does mean entering into the Other’s world, and sharing the Gospel in that context and within those persons’ understandings of life and of their worldview.


In fact, Newbigin asserts, the whole world is now Christian. There is no longer a “Christendom” from which mission work may be launched, as was understood at the great Edinburgh Missionary Conference in 1910, which centennial anniversary we are noting this year. The center from which we are called to move into mission is now worldwide.  Newbigin asserts:
…the whole base of mission is now in every country. This means we must move the Christian missionary enterprise out of the colonial era into a radically new situation….What is needed is the widespread and deep recovery throughout the churches, old and young alike, of the truth that to be a Christian is to be part of a universal fellowship in which all are committed to participation in Christ’s reconciling work for the whole world. The traditional picture of the missionary enterprise has been of the lonely pioneer going out from the secure citadel of Christendom into the world of heathendom. Today the picture must be redrawn. It must be the picture of one universal family present in almost every land, possessing the secret of reconciliation to God through Jesus Christ and offering that secret to all nations and peoples.

From Missions to Mission to Global Ministries
When most people think of the mission of the church they tend to think, either consciously or unconsciously, of geography. We go on mission. The whole commentary on the early Church in the Book of Acts seems to be about going from here to there. “Where is mission?” is both a right question and a question filled with controversy in the church today. In fact the term itself is somewhat controversial. Very often in the church the term “missions” is used to refer to all Gospel outreach and charitable work. This term ‘missions’, however, makes us think of this missional enterprise as a straight-line programmatic activity of a local congregation of the church. Conversely, the “mission” of the Church, as an extension or corollary to the missio Dei—God’s Mission—is the way we become faithful witnesses to God’s coming reign by connecting the Church (koinonia) to God’s Mission.


This mission of the Church can most clearly be stated as the “global ministries” of the church. That is: engaging in a variety of whole body-of-Christ relationships within a variety of levels and pathways throughout the whole world, so that we are interconnected and interdependent within these interrelationships. The global ministries of the Church are the ongoing expressions of the reality of the reign of God breaking into our world, present and yet to be fulfilled in God’s time (kairos).  These expressions are a proclamation in word and deed across the human-made barriers of culture, which separate humanity from one another and therefore also from God, as we are all together created in God’s image.


Global ministries is not just a nice name for a church agency, any more than is discipleship, higher education, or church and society. Global ministries is an understanding of the universal call to preach, teach, heal, free, and unify the whole world with the whole Gospel of Jesus Christ. Global ministries is connecting the church in mission, which is the Mission of God, the missio Dei.


This connectional view of mission is stated by Jesus in John’s Gospel, as he says, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22). Global Ministries is this connecting concept, as the missionary God sends Jesus, who then sends the disciples, connecting the church in mission with and to the whole world. Bishop Newbigin notes that for many in church leadership in the mid- to late-20th century there was a feeling that “the age of missions has ended.”
 This was a result of the realization of: 1) the end of Western colonial power and the rise of independent nations in the developing world; 2) the emergence of a global civilization (the global village concept) because of advanced technology in travel and communications; and 3) the explosive growth of Christianity in the “newer” churches that were begun out of the missionary enterprise of the 19th and 20th centuries, that now have autonomy of leadership and organization.


The age of missions has ended. We have gone through several decades of discussion, confusion, rancorous debate, and struggles concerning the most appropriate and effective strategies for global ministries. And that is the point. Missions, the plural use of the term, has to do with strategy and methodology. The 21st century will be the call once more to participate in God’s Mission, the missio Dei, through global ministries, rather than through humanly devised efforts to extend our ecclesiastical organizations.


Missions began to be an intentional “program” of the church because of what the Scottish missiologist, Andrew Walls, refers to as “the Great Maritime Migration.”
 Around the year 1500, persons began to move out from Europe to establish new homes—and political colonies—in many lands of the earth. This vast migration of peoples went on until the middle of the 20th century, when the migration began to happen in reverse. The Western world moved from a crusading model of mission—that of using the force of military power or economic reality—to that of the “foreign missionary” model. The high point of this missionary model was experienced at the World Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1910 (previously mentioned). This history-making conference, chaired by the great Methodist layman and mission statesman John R. Mott, was an attempt to bring together an ecumenical community whose goal was to Christianize the “heathen lands” within the century.


Thomas Thangaraj notes that nearly all of the persons at this great conference were either white European or American men, and also that persons engaged in missionary efforts within Europe or America were explicitly excluded.
 Yet even as they met, there was a lingering notion that “Christendom” as a home base for spreading the Christian gospel to all nations was itself breaking apart. Walls states, “The analysts of 1910, living in an age of seaborne communications, held a maritime view of the church and of the world. The carriers of the gospel crossed the seas in order to fulfill their task.”
 Even though the ecumenical organization that this conference called into being was in fact created, and resulted eventually in the formation of the World Council of Churches in 1948, two world wars and the rise of indigenous nation-states in the former colonies all led to a further realization that new understandings of mission were necessary. After many centuries of emigration, and then a new immigration from those colonized lands, much of Europe as well as the United States, could be identified as post-Christian, while in the newer nations of the South the faith was growing exponentially.


This recognition fully came forth from the International Missionary Council at its world conference held in Willingen, Germany, in 1952. This body, the predecessor to the World Council of Churches Division of World Mission and Evangelism, expressed the theological premise that mission is God’s Mission—the missio Dei—which means that mission extends from God’s sending of the Son, Jesus Christ, and the consequent sending of the disciples into all the world. Mission is what the Church is, more than what the Church does, so that mission that was once strictly a matter of geography had become more a matter of crossing cultures with the Gospel than of crossing salt water in a ship. Again, according to Andrew Walls, “The map of the Christian Church, its demographic and cultural makeup, changed more dramatically during the 20th century than (probably) in any other since the first.”


Engaging in the “missions” of the church was no longer needed, or even helpful, with the newly emerging world of the late 20th century. To include all Christians in God’s Mission meant that the Church must jettison its geographic strategies of taking the Gospel to new lands and among new peoples, and move forward with an inclusive “global ministries,” using the grace-filled lives of Christians everywhere. The Church, as it engages in the missio Dei, will literally follow God around the world, identifying the divine activities already existing, and in so doing become that sign and instrument of God’s in-breaking reign. The where of mission has to a great extent become the when of mission.


Newbigin makes three main observations concerning this changing reality of mission in the 21st century.
 He notes that this has all come about, to a large extent, for three reasons. First, the loss of international political power in the Western nations due to the rise of nation-states in the South, bringing to the world stage more north/south struggles for political, economic, and social recognition. Second, the renaissance of other world religions such as Hinduism and Islam, with growing numbers of adherents and influence in the world changing how Western religious faith is viewed around the world. And, third, the rise of influence of the “younger” Christian churches because of their explosive numerical growth. These are the churches that came into being as a result of the missionary efforts of the 19th century, as well as those which are indigenous Christian movements.


In addition, the churches of the South and East having endured great persecution and hardship may be best fitted for the next centuries’ Christian leadership in the world.  Again, Walls states, “Theology is one area in which that leadership may be necessary. Theology is about making Christian decisions. It is the effort to think about faith in a Christian way.”
 As the churches of the developing world seek to understand their call and their identity, the theological task for mission seems to be at low ebb in the Western church. Andrew Walls candidly states:

The Western theological academy is at present not well placed for leadership in the new situation. It has been too long immersed in its local concerns and often unaware of the transformation that has taken place in the church….Its intellectual maps are pre-Columbian; there are vast areas of the Christian world of which they take no account.


And so, not only has geography been made virtually irrelevant for the mission of the Church, the global nature of the 21st-century Church will call for a significant shift in understanding of where, and when, we are in mission.

The Third Church

As there is the Third World, so also there is the Third Church, with the explosive growth of Christianity in the developing world among both Western-established churches and indigenous Christian and neo-Christian communities. Roman Catholic missiologist Karl Muller, after listing the many statistics on the growth of both population and Christian adherence in developing nations, notes that it is not just a matter of numbers, but of a kind of new paradigm in mission. “Taking a closer look, however, we see that here we are dealing with a phenomenon that is more than a matter of statistics; an essential theological shift and change of emphasis is taking place.”
 It may well be the kind of paradigm shift akin to the experience of the early Church in Acts 10.


Not only is geography not a real issue any more, as previously stated, but the churches in the developing world are now missional churches, sending missionaries to countries other than their own. Bishop Newbigin believes that, “An increase in the foreign missionary activity of the younger churches will help to put the whole missionary enterprise into a more biblical perspective.”
 As the “young” church of the 1st century came to discover, so now the “young” churches of the 21st century are learning that to be a church in mission, both with their own land and beyond their boundaries, is the very nature of Christianity. And the “boundaries” are not just geographic, but situational.


A contemporary German Franciscan theologian, Walbert Bühlmann, writing in The Coming of the Third Church, first coined this term to describe the socio-religious reality of the newly developing church in the developing world.
 He turns the socio-political conceptualization of First World, Second World, and Third World around a bit, by referring to the First Church as the Orthodox Churches in Eastern Europe and Asia (as they were still within the Communist sphere when his book was written); the Second Church as the Western Church, both Protestant and Roman Catholic of Europe and North America under the influence of capitalism; and then the Third Church as that of the Christian churches in the developing or Third World. “We are in the middle of a process of change as a result of which the Church, at home in the western world for almost 2,000 years will, in a short time, have shifted its centre of gravity into the Third World, where its adherents will be much more numerous.”


Fr. Bühlmann identifies several characteristics of this Third Church. First, there is a dynamism, or energy for the faith, just when it seems that the Church in the West seems to be slow, lethargic, and tired, from its association with secularism. Second, these churches are often being organized through base Christian communities, and other “grassroots” movements, which offer significant leadership to the laity. Third, they are in daily struggles with the world about them and across the globe, as they deal with economic, political, and social issues of injustice and oppression, bring a vibrant and reality-based understanding of the Gospel. He would suggest that all three of these characteristics are mostly lacking within the older or more established churches of the West. It seems to be that these characteristics are also evident in the biblical account of the early Church in the Book of Acts.
The Way Forward

Thus Newbigin’s observation is accurate, that this new reality in the where of mission is a return to our biblical heritage, and we now enter the era of the when of mission. “When” is the appropriate time for a particular activity to begin, and “when” does the church need to be involved? “When” do we end an activity and “when” do we move forth into new endeavors? Kairos —God’s timing—is the missional motivation in the 21st century, rather than a geographic cure for our identity-challenged Western Church. The Koinonia—community and fellowship of the Church—lives and moves and “has being” within the Kairos of the coming reign of God. For the European and North American Church this is a significant change in our thinking which will continue to cause us to reevaluate our mission organizations, strategies, and methodologies for engaging in the missio Dei.
In this contextual analysis of our organizations the clear biblical/theological call is for a universal, connectional, and inclusive structure in which all world regional churches are represented with voice and decision-making power.  Our missional enterprise must no longer be that of going from here to there, but of an organic interrelated sharing of diverse resources, collegially discussed and with global participation from all missional arenas.  We are lead to these understandings as we reflect on the centrally unified vine and branches image from Jesus in John 15; on the connectional and cooperative Body of Christ image from Paul in 1 Corinthians 12; and on the Great Commission mandate for life in the world of Matthew 28; and of the preeminently centering statement of John 3:16-17 of God’s great love for all the world as a whole, not simply for individuals.  

Discerning the appropriate Kairos for any endeavor – that is the “when” of mission – will be the significant task for the church to live out these theological calls in this present age. These are the global ministries of the church in which we all live out the Gospel mandate to “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 1:8)
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(This paper is a revised excerpt from Faithful Witnesses: United Methodist Theology of Mission, by John Edward Nuessle, New York: General Board of Global Ministries, 2008.)
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