
  
    
      
    
  


  “All the main churches of the UK have ‘mission’ high on their list of priorities at the moment—mostly in the sense of ‘missional church’ or ‘evangelization.’ So Michael W. Stroope’s findings that ‘mission’ is a late usage—unsupported by the Bible and premodern Christian literature—will certainly provoke. Nevertheless, when so much is invested in mission, this in-depth and insightful interrogation of the discourse and rhetoric is essential reading for scholars and practitioners alike.”


  Kirsteen Kim, professor of theology and world Christianity, Leeds Trinity University, UK


  “In conference after conference, in conversation after conversation, the question inevitably surfaces: Should we abandon the word ‘mission’? This is the question that Michael Stroope asks in this volume. His answer is affirmative. Perhaps the word ‘mission’ has run its course, and in its place we should substitute the phrase ‘pilgrim witness to the kingdom.’ Not everyone will agree, and not everyone will fully accept the new language that he proposes. Nevertheless, Michael Stroope has taken the risk of a frank discussion and a fresh proposal. This work should provoke a lively and creative debate, one that will no doubt transcend the present impasse.”


  Stephen Bevans, Catholic Theological Union
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  Prologue



  Why a book about the language of mission? Isn’t doing mission much more important than talking about the way we talk about mission? A book about the language of mission is important because our talk about mission determines who we are and what we do. Language forms identity as words shape and express belief and ideals, choices and purpose. Notions conveyed in words and phrases provide the framework on which life decisions are made and efforts are expended. Because mission language forms particular ideals and notions that shape identity and purpose, that determines why and how we act, an exploration into the origin and use of these words is more than semantic quibbling. And more to the point, mission is important because it is the language that determines our stance toward the world and the means through which we respond to surrounding realities.1


  My encounter with mission language as a young person included images of exotic places and heroic figures. These came to me by way of vivid stories and colorful pictures presented by visiting missionaries. The church I attended believed in mission and thus educated its children and youth with stories of mission adventures, and it promoted the offerings of the denominational mission effort. My early vision of mission can be summarized in two statements: “Mission is going to people in faraway places to rescue them from eternal damnation” and “Mission is a calling that only a few can receive.” Both statements provided a clear and simple way to understand my place in the world and a basis on which to act out my faith.


  What I did not realize in my youth was that the rhetoric of mission was highly ambiguous. With time, mission as an uncomplicated, singular notion became more and more puzzling. First, seminary studies muddied my idea of mission. I went to seminary to become a missionary, so I read books and articles on mission. My received beliefs regarding mission were challenged by competing images and accounts of what mission meant and how it operated. Even more difficult to reconcile were the passages within history where representatives of mission conquered, coerced, and destroyed in the name of Christianity. And yet, because mission was an ultimate duty and offered me a positive identity and a constructive understanding of reality, its ideals remained intact and continued without serious critique. For sure, mission had its detractors, but these, I was told, were from outside the church or on its fringe, and thus their critiques could be dismissed as negative assessments originating from its enemies. During seminary studies and afterwards, I remained mission enthused and even became a missionary in my mid-twenties. Yet, these early questions never really disappeared.


  The second assault on my received notion of mission came during missionary service in Sri Lanka. This island nation had a long history of mission work, first by the Portuguese, then the Dutch and British, but most recently by a wider array of foreign Christians. Remnants of all of these efforts existed in communal pockets and mirrored the progressive colonial conquest of the island. Portuguese Catholics were mainly along the southern coastline. Dutch Reform churches were on the coast but also further inland. Anglican, Methodist, and Baptist churches, as well as the Salvation Army, the remnants of British rule, occupied every section of the country. Yet after centuries of mission work, the church looked and sounded foreign and remained divided along the identities of the various colonial powers. Only in the late arrivals, the Assemblies of God and Pentecostals, was the colonial legacy and sectarianism less evident. Mission had bequeathed to insular communities imported brands of Christianity.


  My assignment was to work with the Sri Lanka Baptist Sangamaya (Convention), the bequest of British Baptists, with the intent to steer them more toward American Southern Baptist ways. The Buddhist religion was the main competition, but so were the Catholics, Anglicans, Methodists, Lutherans, and Assemblies of God. The mission was to evangelize Sri Lankans and plant churches that would look like Southern Baptist churches. Mission, as received in my youth and seminary education, collided headlong with the mission legacy of colonialism. The mission past was not dead and gone but was alive and well in Sri Lanka and continued to shape the church’s interactions and identity. In addition to the burden of history, social ills and ethnic conflicts also confronted my mission-oriented understanding of reality. Was mission only evangelism that resulted in churches, or did it include humanitarian and social activities? Missionaries from other organizations defined mission broadly enough to include a wide range of activities, such as relief and development, educational, and agricultural concerns. Though these missionaries were considered liberal, and their nonevangelistic approach was seen as part of the reason that Sri Lanka remained predominantly Buddhist, we shared the language of mission, and everyone identified as a missionary. When Lutheran missionaries spoke of mission, its meaning was different from how it was used by the Assemblies of God missionaries working in the same city. And the Sri Lankans understood mission from an entirely different perspective. Mission was the sending of persons from England and America to their country, and thus, as those on the receiving end, mission shaped who they were and what they did.


  Even though the colonial mission legacy raised perplexing questions and doubts, I carried on as a missionary in Sri Lanka and did mission-type activities. I remained committed to mission but was no longer as certain of its meaning. Continuing as a missionary meant embracing the ambiguity of mission. After my first term in Sri Lanka, I began doctoral studies in the United States. My intention was to explore how best to evangelize Sri Lankans, so my topic of study was to be developing ways to understand and approach Theravada Buddhists. However, after discovering Karl Barth and the language of missio Dei, I changed my focus and completed a dissertation on Karl Barth’s doctrine of God.2 The language of missio Dei reframed mission as activity initiated and sustained by God, and thus it created for me a measure of distinction or sacredness for mission. Missio Dei, in effect, gave me a way to address my growing confusion. This discovery did not resolve the mounting questions, but it allowed me to talk with some comfort and theological reason about mission.


  A few years after I completed my doctoral studies, David Bosch’s Transforming Mission made its appearance (1991). I read Bosch, and my small difficulty with mission became a demanding problem. Along with a helpful critique of the modern, Enlightenment paradigm of mission, Bosch offers a clear and substantial connection between expansion of the European colonial powers and the advance of the church. I remember being jolted as I read for the first time his section on “missionary wars.”3 He charts the development of war theory from Augustine to Pope Gregory VII that eventually led to the acceptance of the idea that “aggressive war for the sake of the expansion of Christianity was both justified and practiced.”4 Bosch then extends this argument into the next section to assert that “colonialism and missions, as a matter of course, were interdependent; the right to have colonies carried with it the duty to Christianize the colonized.”5 The right to colonize granted to Spain and Portugal by Pope Alexander VI, exercised in various forms and levels of coercion, was an extension of the warring mentality detailed in Bosch’s previous section on the Crusades. His reasoning was simple and convincing, and it was confusing. This was not the mission of my upbringing, nor was it my mission in Sri Lanka. And yet, it was the mission legacy. My doctoral studies had helped me to separate mission as presented in the New Testament, commanded by Jesus, and enacted by Paul from this other mission, and now Bosch was tying them back together. I reassured myself that the “missionary wars” were something different, the result of Constantine, popes, Crusaders, Spain, and Portugal. Mission, as commanded by Jesus in Matthew 28:19–20 and enacted by the apostle Paul, had been co-opted for other causes and then corrupted. With both hands, I held firmly onto Jesus and Paul as expressions of true and biblical mission.


  In my initial reading of Transforming Mission, three sentences in the section on colonization had escaped my notice. In a subsequent reading, what was left of my received notion of mission came unhinged. In the midst of his discussion on the interdependence of colonialism and mission, Bosch mentions that the terms mission and missionary came into use during this period as the assignment and designation of “ecclesiastical agents.” “The new word ‘mission,’” he concludes, “is historically linked indissolubly with the colonial era and with the idea of a magisterial commissioning.”6 Astonishing! Bosch up to this point generously and consistently employs mission and missionary in his discussions of Matthew, Luke, Acts, and Paul, and in descriptions of the early church, monks, and monasteries. And he continues to use both terms from this point until the end of the book. He admits to being anachronistic, and then attempts to redeem mission. In his efforts to transform mission, Bosch leaves mission rhetoric untouched, with only a brief admission of misplacing it in the chronology. By doing so, Bosch does not transform mission but compounds the confusion, perpetuates a problem. His admission does little to solve its rhetorical difficulty or clarify its meaning. His emphasis on missio Dei appears to add clarity and to identify which questions we should be asking, but in the end, such an emphasis does little to resolve the difficulties with the source and meaning of mission.


  My growing dissonance and Bosch’s admission has sent me on a quest. Because mission is more than a casual topic for polite church discussion or an academic subject to be dispassionately critiqued, but a matter of identity and how we frame reality, the question of its origin and meaning requires a thorough investigation. For many of us, formation from childhood to young adulthood has centered in mission—think, for example, about the mission education programs that were commonplace in many churches—and thus it has given us personal and vocational identity and purpose. As such, mission is more than a concept or idea but a central theme of life. Its examination is crucial, lest we find ourselves living for ideas that are less than clear and even unbiblical. Might we have wrongly identified ourselves or misunderstood our encounter with the world? Might we be pursuing wrong ends? At the center of this quest are questions of mission’s use and aim, origin and meaning. Is mission even biblical? If so, then what does it mean? If not, when did the church begin using mission language, and why? And what baggage might mission bring into its Christian use from those extrabiblical sources?


  This book appears at the end of years of personal and professional dissonance and questioning. It is like arriving at a vantage point along a winding trail from which I am looking back and reviewing the path that led me to where I now stand. And from this vantage point, I am also looking for the trail ahead and where it might lead. Writing has given me the gifts of perspective and alternative vision. Where I began this process is not where I ended, nor was I aware of how much it would change my language, identity, and actions. My hope is for a similar change of perspective for those who read these pages, especially my students, to whom I dedicate this book. I also offer it to my grandchildren—Lilias, Silas, Micah, Violet, and Ian—as a vantage point, with the hope that they will, in their day, engage the world in a fresh and faithful manner.


  Introduction


  

The Enigma of Mission


  Missions mean the extensive realization of God’s redemptive purpose in Christ by means of human messengers.


  W. O. Carver, Missions in the Plan of the Ages


  It is falling now; it will still be falling when all these things shall have sunk down the afternoon of history, and the twilight of tradition, and been swallowed up in the thick night of oblivion. Has everything a purpose and a mission?


  Tom Sawyer on the formation of stalagmites in McDougal’s cave, in Mark Twain, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer


  Find Your Mission


  Cover of Fast Company magazine, November 2014


  Mission is ubiquitous. Mission is enigmatic. In everyday speech, popular and academic books, tweets, and blogs, mission is a rather common word with seemingly obvious and straightforward meaning. Yet, on closer inspection, the meaning of mission is not so ordinary or straightforward. In its many specialized and technical uses, mission is complex and often bewildering.


  Mission operates chiefly as noun and adjective and only occasionally as verb. As a noun, mission has a wide variety of meanings: action, organization, task or duty, building, delegated groups of people, and vocation. Its meaning as verb is narrow and defined, specifying action performed for a task.1 And as an adjective, it modifies and qualifies structures, places, and activities. Rather than a shallow and clear stream, mission is a wide and deep river. Because it has so many sources, mission is a confluence of varying ideas, interests, and movements. The result is a dense term that causes a great deal of confusion and hides a host of currents in its depths.


  The oldest and most common use of mission is as a political or diplomatic term. The national and political interests of one country or territory are represented to another country or territory through its diplomatic mission. Representatives of a mission travel from one country to another to communicate ideals, negotiate agreements, and protest actions. As part of a diplomatic agenda, the ambassador of one country takes up residence in another and establishes an embassy, consulate, or mission. For example, as a result of treaties negotiated between the governments of the United States and Morocco, a diplomatic mission was undertaken and an embassy opened in Tangier, Morocco, in 1787. As a diplomatic term, mission connotes representation and the presence of a representative.


  In contemporary life, the use of mission is everywhere. Companies and organizations, from IBM and General Electric to the Girl Scouts, Starbucks, and the United States Marines, employ the term to describe who they are and what they do. Proctor and Gamble, the manufacturing and services company, states that their mission is “to provide products of superior quality and value that improve the lives of consumers all over the world. This mission is one of the cornerstones of the company’s success.”2 Proctor and Gamble informs the consumer that as a company they do not move dirt, put out fires, or provide rooms for travelers. Instead, their service—their mission—includes the manufacturing of “products of superior quality and value,” and through these products (toothpaste, deodorant, soap) they intend to “improve the lives of consumers all over the world.” The same use of mission is illustrated in the title of a book written by the founders of Honest Tea, Mission in a Bottle: The Honest Guide to Doing Business Differently—and Succeeding. Their book on the company’s history details the development of a unique plan of marketing and how Honest Tea became a successful business by selling something as ordinary as tea.3 Mission, for them, is more than a product. Mission is a way of operating their company and their path to success. Mission is an essential component of a serious business plan.


  The world of personal development offers yet another context and meaning for mission. Stephen Covey, Denis Waitley, and other motivation experts stress the necessity of successful persons having a mission, expressed in a personal mission statement.4 Seminars, workshops, and self-help books promote the importance of defining this statement. More than referring to organizations, companies, or group endeavors, mission is personal and individualized. It is internalized and experienced. Mission describes the way one frames existence and provides motivation for success. Mission is a thing of the mind. It is psychological.


  Since the middle of the twentieth century, many people associate mission with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and its designation of particular space endeavors. NASA lists some 131 current and former missions—missions to Mars, Juno’s mission to Jupiter, the Apollo missions, and the mission of the Rosetta orbiter to Comet 67P.5 The aim of NASA’s Kepler mission is to discover new planetary systems and planets within those systems. Mission engineers and mission administrators direct this and other missions from a place called “mission control.” Mission is a term that describes what NASA does in general and is a designation for its particular projects. Mission is exploration and endeavor.


  For most of us, mission is a common word used in a rather routine manner. In many settings and conversations, it is the default term to express vocation, purpose, or a particular task. The educated and uneducated alike use these commonsense meanings, whether in sports and business conversations, in everyday and academic settings, and religious as well as nonreligious. Even in religious circles, this plain, commonsense use of mission is found in church and seminary discourse, in popular and theological books, among liberals and fundamentalists, laity and clergy. It is familiar language, and thus the meaning of the word is broad and expansive. Mission fits in almost every situation, plays well in every crowd, and is present in every arena of life. No one group or type of people can lay claim to the term. It is everywhere and used by everyone. Mission is everyday speech.


  In contrast to these routine uses of mission, some within modern Christianity employ the term in a specialized sense. This use of mission differs from that of the Girl Scouts, IBM, the Marines, Stephen Covey, and everyday speech. Mission, in this narrow Christian sense, refers to a definite set of ideas, processes, activities, identities, organizations, strategies, and documents that relate to the advance of Christianity. In this particular Christian use, mission connotes specialization (certain ideas and activities), utility (processes, systems, and organizations), and viewpoint (a way of interpreting the world and the human dilemma). Thus, mission is rhetoric that describes specific Christian ideals and actions unique to its encounter with the world.


  A Murky River


  As is evident, mission is a broad river in which there is space for many usages and meanings. And yet, even when restricted to its specialized Christian use, the waters do not become clearer. In fact, the waters become murkier. For all its specialization as a Christian term, mission does not have a uniform or fixed definition even within its narrower Christian use and is quite elastic in its meaning. David Bosch muses that we have reached the point where “almost anybody using the concept of mission has to explain how it is understood if serious confusion is to be avoided.”6 James Scherer’s assessment is that “discourse about mission is hampered by a growing lack of preciseness about what any given speaker means when speaking of mission.”7


  For most Christians, mission is simply the effort, through various actions, to address the human condition, proselytize others, and spread the Christian faith. Money is raised for mission efforts, young people go on short-term mission trips, preachers urge young people to take up the mission vocation, and established churches start mission churches across town. Mission is a staple of Christian speech. In this uncritical, generic sense, mission can refer to a variety of activities and emphases, large and small, corporate and personal. But for a narrow group of religious professionals, mission is seen as a specialty, or some would even say a science, with its own community of practitioners and scholars who use insider technical language and conduct specialized discussions.8 Missionaries and missiologists discuss and debate mission strategies, missionary methods, mission theology and motives, and myriad other topics that fall within “missiology.” And yet, even among these specialists, the meaning of mission is varied and contested.9


  For some practitioners and specialists, mission is narrowly defined as “evangelism that results in churches,” and thus mission is restricted to the conversion of non-Christians to the faith and to preaching, evangelism, and church planting. Mission, for this group, emphasizes proclamation to the near exclusion of other activities or emphases.10 For example, Andreas J. Köstenberger and Peter Thomas O’Brien maintain that mission is solely “a conscious, deliberate, organized and extensive effort to convert others to one’s religion by way of evangelization or proselytization.”11 David Filbeck in a similar manner defines mission as “the express purpose and goal of winning the lost to belief in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior and establishing God’s Kingdom, Christ’s Church, to be a light or witness for God.”12 For those of this perspective, medical, educational, agricultural, or other humanitarian efforts, while good and necessary, are not mission and thus are excluded from or are auxiliary to its definition. The concern in part is to maintain an undiluted understanding of the term, but more than clarity, they fear that evangelism and church planting might lose their place of importance and thus be neglected. Donald McGavran, for example, expresses the fear that the commitment to evangelism is being “crowded out” by the more urgent cries of humanitarian needs.13 Thus, McGavran, Arthur Johnson, and others offer strong protests against attempts to broaden mission beyond evangelism. They characterize efforts to expand the term as the weakening or demise of mission.14


  At the other extreme are those who employ mission as the alternative or counterpoint to evangelism, and thus, in some cases, mission is everything but evangelism. Mission, for this group, includes a long list of concerns and activities, with evangelism and proclamation, if mentioned, named as only secondary emphases. Thus, mission means anything and everything the church does, from discipleship to eldercare, building homes through Habitat for Humanity to disaster relief in cooperation with the Red Cross. Describing mission as the action of God in world history or as “Jubilee proclamation” captures this wide and inclusive sense of the term.15 The focus is on God’s liberating acts in world history through a myriad of forms and many agents. Such action may or may not include human participation and may even exclude the church. For those within mainline strands of Protestantism, particularly in the World Council of Churches (WCC), mission can include political and social action, peace making and reconciliation—even revolutionary activities and movements unrelated to the church or Christianity.16 Sprinkled throughout official statements of WCC assemblies and related documents are statements in which mission encompasses the breadth and depth of the human experience in its social, political, personal, and ecological dimensions. The WCC consultation at Lucknow (1952) states that the church fulfills its missionary task as it forms its corporate life into “a witness to social justice and political freedom.”17 Evanston (1954) calls for churches “to realize more fully that they have a duty to society as part of their mission in the world.”18 The WCC statement “Towards Common Witness” (1997) declares, “Mission in Christ’s way is holistic, for the whole person and the totality of life are inseparable in God’s plan of salvation accomplished in Jesus Christ.”19 A similar statement from the WCC consultation at Athens (2005) emphasizes that “the church’s mission in the power of the Spirit is to work for reconciliation and healing in the context of brokenness.”20 Salvation, conferred through mission efforts, means the improvement of the common life, redemption of societal structures, and humanization of systems that alienate and destroy.21


  Evangelicals, such as John Stott and Samuel Escobar, also have broadened the definition of mission to include more than proclamation and conversion. Stott asserts that mission is “a comprehensive word, embracing everything which God sends his people into the world to do. It therefore includes evangelism and social responsibility, since both are authentic expressions of the love which longs to serve man in his need.”22 Escobar insists that in order to avoid a “dualistic spiritualization” that is so prevalent among evangelicals, mission must be defined as relating “to every area of human need.” Mission must be holistic.23 Christopher Wright expands mission to include creation care and combating HIV/AIDS.24 These, for Wright, are not auxiliary or tangential concerns but central to mission. Wright’s definition of mission thus includes compassion toward and care for the whole of creation and a call to conversion, addressing both disease and planting churches. This more inclusive definition of mission of Stott, Escobar, and Wright has, on the one hand, been vigorously opposed by more conservative detractors and, on the other hand, been critiqued by those within mainline Christianity as not going far enough.


  Then there are those Christians, usually of the younger generation, who do not care for the church’s mission language at all and refuse to use it. And, given the glut of meanings and usages, who can blame them? Their objection is most often based either on a lack of emotional connection with mission as evidenced in previous generations or seeing mission as belonging to an era that has long since passed. For the better informed of these, the history of conquest and subjugation associated with mission is disturbing, and thus they react against it. Mission, for them, means colonialization and Western imperialism. Mission is tainted language freighted with unsavory images of an oppressive past or void of emotional content and motivation. For these, mission is antiquated and unfortunate verbiage.


  The converging streams of mission use and meaning make for highly imprecise, complex, and capricious language. Mission elicits exacting definitions from many, who in turn divide into opposing factions, and for others, it is meaningless. In short, the term contradicts, creates confusion, and can be divisive language.


  Contested Meanings


  When the church declares that it has a mission, or says it is part of God’s mission, those outside the church, as well as many within, are unsure of what is meant. Even more perplexing is when those in the church describe themselves as “mission-minded,” or as having “a heart for mission,” or as “loving missions.” More than enigmatic, mission can sound nonsensical and strange. Definitions and uses of mission are not just unsettled but contested, not just unclear but confusing, and thus they are the subject of ongoing (and often contentious) debate.25 David Bosch is correct when he claims that mission is neither self-evident nor clear. In both its specialized Christian expression and its everyday use, among the initiated and the uninitiated, mission is a contradiction that both opposes and defies itself.


  The problem with mission is not that there are so many meanings; the problem is the word itself. Mission is the problem. The term is a difficulty rather than an aid to understanding—an inadequate rather than a suitable medium of ideas and intents. One might quip, “What’s the worry, its only semantics?”26 But that is the worry: it is semantics. Words more than represent reality; words, as spoken by a speaker, heard by a listener, per a particular situation, form reality. Speech creates conceptual frameworks for what exists, and while use and context determine how we view and interact with others in the act of speaking, words themselves are an integral part in shaping that reality. A word is a premise from which conclusions flow and from which action is taken. Because mission exists in the mind, long before what we mean by the word is touched or seen in the real world, our usage of the term forms mental constructs of events, activities, and persons. Because mission is imprecise and contested, our encounter with the world becomes amorphous and confused. Or mission conveys, either for those who speak the word or those who hear it, latent assumptions that cast relationships, actions, and the gospel message in a particular light. Or even worse, mission becomes co-opted by whatever ideology or cause wishes to promote its agenda.


  To illustrate the breadth of meaning in the word, and thus the extent of its problem, I differentiate below seven possible meanings of mission and provide statements representative of each. As can be seen, the meaning of mission varies, and how each of these is expressed differs per the context and speaker.


  M1 Mission as general, common task of representation or personal assignment


  a) Elizabeth has made it her mission to make sure all the children in the area are able to attend school. 


  b) The mission of the soldiers is to take control of the tower. 


  M2 Mission as specified aim or goal of a corporate entity


  a) The mission of our company is to provide products of superior quality and value that improve the lives of consumers all over the world. 


  b) The mission of International Justice Mission is to combat human trafficking. 


  M3 Mission as specific and personal life purpose or calling


  a) My mission in life is to raise three children and provide hospitality for those who enter my home. 


  b) God called me to mission work in Japan when I was ten years old. 


  M4 Mission as evangelism and church planting


  a) Mission means proclamation of the gospel to those who have never heard. 


  b) Mission is evangelism that results in new converts and churches.


  M5 Mission as the ministry of the church in all its forms


  a) The ministries of the church contribute to the accomplishment of its overall mission. 


  b) The mission of Shady Oaks Baptist Church is to make disciples through all of its activities. 


  M6 Mission as structures or entities related to the expansion of Christianity


  a) Mission San Juan Capistrano was established in 1776 by Spanish Catholics of the Franciscan order. 


  b) A mission was established across the border as a base for Christian witness in the surrounding area.


  M7 Mission as the activity of God in the world, often with little to no reference to the church


  a) God’s mission is much larger and often different from the work of the church. 


  b) Mission is the function of the kingdom of God in world history. 


  While there are undoubtedly more definitions and examples, these seven represent the broadest and most common uses of mission. Since the phonological or written form of the term is the same in each example, ambiguity and overlap at the level of the actual meaning are not only probable but highly likely. For example, the first three usages (M1–M3) occur in both secular and religious contexts and can mean something quite different in each. A secular use of M3 communicates that whatever one is doing gives purpose and meaning to life. On the other hand, a religious use of M3 refers to a unique, definite call to a divine undertaking requiring specialized preparation and deep devotion. Not only is it necessary to determine whether the context is religious or secular in order to understand what is being communicated, but also one must know the specifics of the context. Ambiguity is just as likely when these words are used exclusively in a religious setting. For example, a speaker may mean the third sense of mission (life purpose) as he talks to a congregation, but the congregants hear the fourth sense (evangelism and church planting). The speaker wants his hearers to consider God’s personal call to participate in redemptive activities wherever they live and through whatever they do professionally (M3), but they hear that the speaker wants them to become professional evangelists and church planters in a foreign country (M4).


  Because hearers have their own hierarchy of meanings for mission, they default to meaning in a particular sense, though someone may use mission in an entirely different way. Many evangelicals, for example, often consider M4 and M5 more important or of higher value, so these hearers will automatically hear those meanings. For some, the fourth sense of the term (evangelism and church planting) is the only true mission, and they will hear it as such, unless clearly and definitely specified. But even when specified, the hearer may not be able to hear anything but mission in the fourth sense. Or, for those less religious, mission will always be M1, or mission may be a distorted caricature of M4, void of any compassion and highly self-serving.


  As is evident, the sense of the word mission, in all its usages, is prone to murkiness rather than clarity. The word is a confluence of contested meanings. Stephen Neill’s quip “If everything is mission, nothing is mission” sounds truer today than when first spoken in 1959.27 Instead, he might remark today that because no one thing is mission, anything and everything is mission. Adapting John Macquarrie’s words in reference to theological language, one could say, “The jungle of mission verbiage stands badly in need of some cleaning up.”28


  Recent History of Mission


  The various senses of mission have not always been in circulation. In fact, many of these semantic nuances developed as a result of attempts to bring clarity to the term during the later half of the twentieth century. Scholars during that era frequently made a distinction between the singular form mission and the plural missions.29 Michael Goheen, for instance, describes the mission-missions distinction as either differentiating between the total calling of the church and explicit crosscultural witness, or as a way of highlighting the mission of God over against the activities of the church. He identifies the first of these distinctions, the ecclesial distinction, with Lesslie Newbigin.30 For Newbigin, “the entire Church is called to mission,” but missions is reserved for those “activities directed to the task of bringing into existence an authentic witness to Christ in situations (whether defined geographically, ethnically, culturally, or otherwise) where such witness is absent.”31 In the midst of a wide variety of definitions, Newbigin’s ecclesial distinction in the singular mission is meant to ensure a place for the plural missions, as the crosscultural missionary endeavor. For Newbigin, the singular-plural distinction provides linguistic space for the crosscultural category of the church’s witness.


  The same singular-plural distinction is made by Bosch and others, but for a different reason. For these, the boundary between mission and missions establishes a line between divine and human activities.32 Their differentiation is in large measure an effort to “rescue” mission from its more unsavory associations with colonial, nationalistic, and ecclesial expressions. In this way, one might view missions as suspect, while mission remains above the taint of humanity. Mission is divine activity, but missions includes human and ecclesial activity. In a similar manner, others offer a specific variation of this distinction through capitalized and lowercased forms of mission. The capitalized Mission refers to divine activity, whereas lowercased mission is reserved for human endeavors.33


  The question that the mission-missions distinction raises is this: Where does one draw the line between the two terms—that is to say, between ecclesial and evangelistic activity, between divine and human endeavors? In many cases, the line is either quite fuzzy or tends to creep in one direction or another. For example, William Larkin uses both mission and missions, and while he makes a distinction between the two, he also confuses the two. He defines mission as divine activity but includes in it the enterprise of sending, which at some level involves those who are sent. In his use of the singular, he does not differentiate between mission as a theological term and mission as an operational term—a conflation that mixes every possibility of mission.34 Larkin thus rolls divine activity and human endeavor together into mission (singular).35 He tries to differentiate meanings with the mission-missions distinction, and yet in the end confuses the two and creates a mixture of the divine and human activities that is even more problematic. One is left asking, In what way does the twelve disciples’ mission approximate Jesus’ mission? Are the two one and the same? This problem surfaces when Larkin later says he aims to promote contemporary mission activities “for the completion of the church’s universal mission [singular] in this generation.” In this way, the mission endeavors of the contemporary church are equated with those of Jesus. But isn’t that the very distinction meant in the mission-missions dichotomy?


  In an earlier version of this problem, George Peters uses missions to refer to “the sending forth of authorized persons beyond borders of the New Testament church and her immediate gospel influence to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ.” At the same time, he defines mission as the “total biblical assignment of the church of Jesus Christ.”36 There does not seem to be a difference between the two—mission and missions merge into all the church does. The distinction between the two is nonexistent, as they are combined in Peters’s ecclesiocentric view of mission. Thomas Starkes likewise makes the mission-missions distinction, and yet he adds the curious phrase, “The doing of missions is God’s favorite work.”37 For Starkes, God’s activity is not just mission but is included in missions. The intent of Larkin, Peters, Starkes, and others is to acknowledge divine activity as distinct and, at the same time, relate human activity to the divine mission. However, in their attempts at greater precision, the mission-missions distinction itself is blurred and indistinct.


  And yet, the alternative of drawing a solid line between mission and missions without any overlap between divine and human activity is unrealistic. In this distinction, mission, as divine activity, is totally other than missions, as an operation of humans and the church. A problem of another kind emerges when divine mission has no reference point in human activity or secular history. It becomes abstract and even more nebulous. Absent of ecclesial or human expression, mission becomes an unrealized ideal without definite form. In the end, mission becomes one or the other, either human or divine, but with no point of connection. Within this distinction, what the church does in missions has no reference point in God’s mission.


  However, for those who deny the distinction and use only mission in the singular, the inverse problem occurs: the wholesale integration of the divine and the ecclesial. For example, Dean Flemming maintains that mission “begins with God. It flows out of the boundless love of the triune God, whose purpose is to bring fullness and restoration to all of creation, especially people created in God’s image.” Flemming does not stop here with “mission” as “divine mission,” but also insists “the mission of God’s people, then, is no more and no less than a participation in the full mission of God.” Thus, mission refers to “God’s comprehensive purpose of the whole of creation and all that God has called and sent the church to do in connection with that purpose.”38 Mission represents both human and divine activity—mission is everything.


  The aim of the mission-missions distinction, as expressed by Bosch, Starkes, Newbigin, and others, is to guard against making mission a strictly mundane or ecclesial function and to elevate it to the status of divine activity. Yet the manner in which this distinction has been used more often than not compounds the confusion, if only by conflating the opposing senses it purports to highlight. While the ecclesial and theological distinctions of mission and missions are helpful in a limited sense, the basic problem of the term remains. Whether singular or plural, referring to divine or ecclesial activity, mission is still ambiguous.


  These versions of the mission-missions distinction pale in comparison to an especially influential use of mission that originates in the twentieth century and is still gaining momentum—that is, the idea of missio Dei or the mission of God.39 Originating conceptually in an address by Karl Barth at the Brandenburg Mission Conference in 1932 and subsequently formulated and articulated by Karl Hartenstein, missio Dei first took root in ecumenical circles but now can be found in the language of church leaders and practitioners across all traditions. In most cases, proponents of missio Dei equate it with the singular form of mission, thereby aiming to distinguish the contemporary practice of mission from that of the eternal mission of the triune God.40 For some, missio Dei refers to divine essence (this is who God is in himself), and for others it signifies divine operation (this is what God does among humanity). Thus, one could say the who and what of God is missio Dei, and the who and what of the church is missio ecclesia. 


  While missio Dei has been helpful in differentiating theological from ecclesiological activities and providing unique language for the discussion, the problems inherent in the mission-missions distinction still persist. What is meant by the mission of God? Is there a difference between the mission of God and the action of God? Does missio Dei refer to God’s special or particular activity among non-Christian people, God’s activity of planting churches, or God as he sends missionaries, or does it refer to all of his actions in all of his creation in all places? By linking God with mission, the ambiguity of meaning and use already existing in the term compounds. Likewise, the joining of God with mission raises questions regarding the nature of God’s activity. Might the language of missio Dei reduce or restrict divine activities, as these are placed alongside or are identified with church and agency kinds of mission actions? It appears that mission language in this case limits rather than heightens divine activity, reduces rather than expands.


  This abiding trouble appears, for instance, in J. Jayakiran Sebastian’s question: “Can we make the claim that mission is of God?”41 In other words, does God, via missio, share some essential nature with the church, with humanity? While the claim that mission is “an attribute of God” may be popular consensus, can one with certainty say this of God or of mission?42 Might we be refusing to come to terms with or covering up the difficulties of mission by giving it divine origin and character? L. A. Hoedemaker claims missio Dei is “an artifcial device” in which a “current concept (mission) is linked retrospectively with a dogmatic term (missio)”; thus “the linking of two heterogeneous notions of missio is confusing.”43 Rather than adding clarity to mission, missio Dei appears to be a theological veil, a way to justify talk about ourselves with talk about God.


  What’s more, when we consider how missio Dei informs not just our theological concepts but also our practices, it is undeniable that mission remains missio ecclesia, and church activity morphs into missio Dei. The distinction made in theory becomes blurred in speech and practice. Missio Dei, when operationalized, becomes an endorsement for a host of ecclesial endeavors. Missio Dei now is the latest branding for a variety of causes and practices, the headliner for youth events and national women’s conferences, and a way of validating particular strategies.44 The stamp of missio Dei becomes certainty and proof of divine approval. As a popular cliché, one finds rampant, uncritical conflation of divine and human activities and programs. But also in scholarly writings, missio Dei has become an underexplained and overworked phrase. For example, Michael Gorman assumes that the meaning and history of missio Dei is clear and evident, and thus he does not see the need to explain its use. He simply asserts that missio Dei is “what God is up to in the world . . . in a word, salvation.”45 As an inexact, and thus vague, concept, missio Dei is a wide gate through which almost any concern, issue, or cause can traffic—ecclesiology, ecology, ecumenics, liberation, justice. While the Latinized patina has breathed new life into mission, it also has created even murkier waters. Missio Dei is everywhere and means everything.


  A more recent addition to the rhetoric of mission has been the introduction of the adjective missional. First used by missiologists as a technical term, missional was popularized by the 1998 publication of The Missional Church.46 Missional has since become the adjective of choice. Rather than speaking of a missionary church or a missionary endeavor, these are now referred to as missional church or missional endeavor. The new word offers alternative language for the problems associated with missionary, and this aversion, in fact, is the principle reason for the adjective’s surging popularity.47 Missional, according to Darrell Guder, attempts “to move the discussion beyond too narrow definitions of mission as merely one among the various programs of the church, and to find ways to think about the church’s calling and practice today in light of the fact of the multicultural global church.”48 In addition to being alternative language, the advent of missional signals a shift in emphasis to mission as integral to the very nature of the church, and thus, according to Mark Laing, “the church is missional wherever it is located.”49 With the neologism of missional, mission becomes more than evangelism, social action, or foreign enterprise. The term denotes who the church is and what the church does. Missional represents “the merger of ecclesiology and missiology into one discipline.”50


  G. E. Dames is even more pointed in his assessment of missional. The term, according to Dames, “refers to the shift from a cultural church to a church that reflects and engages actively with the immediate community,” and thus the term signals a shift from evangelism in an international setting or among people of other faith traditions to an idealized state to which the church in North America is to aspire.51 In his examination of “contemporary images of mission,” Donald Messer similarly states that mission and missional are no longer “synonymous with ‘foreign missions.’ Mission means the Christian church and its ministers, lay and clergy, discerning and responding to God’s loving and liberating initiatives in the world.”52 Missional transforms mission into a barometer of church life—a measurement of the church’s nature and essence, its activities and health. Missional, therefore, chiefly refers to all that the church does, when it does these well.


  While missional began as an attempt to reframe ecclesiology for the North American church, it has turned into the new way of talking about mission in all its forms. In the words of Alan J. Roxburgh, “the word ‘missional’ seems to have traveled the remarkable path of going from obscurity to banality in only one decade.”53 Kevin DeYoung and Greg Gilbert characterize missional as “a big trunk that can smuggle a great deal of unwanted baggage.”54 Missional has spread beyond the activity of the church and ecclesiastical well-being to include almost anything—missional vision, missional communities, missional language, missional era, missional trip, and missional growth.55


  This kind of pervasive, and undefined, use of missional is found in Michael Gorman’s scholarly discussion of Paul and participation in the gospel. Missional is the adjective that describes anything associated with the missio Dei, and thus it is the vehicle by which Gorman brings a host of concerns into the mission arena: missional people, missional theology, missional theologians, missional communities, missional perspective, missional framework, missional significance, missional life, missional participation, missional theosis, missional Christology, and missional God.56 Gorman also goes the next step and turns missional, the adjective, into missionally, an adverb. Thus, he asserts that an adequate understanding of gospel means that Paul is to be read “missionally” by way of a “missional hermeneutic.”57 The same tendency is found in Darrell Guder. In his attempt to rescue mission from its neglect and misuse, he recasts much of traditional Christian vocabulary via a program of “missional reclamation.”58 In this reclamation, all things Christian are qualified as missional: missional theology, missional theologian, missional calling, missional nature, missional priority, missional practice, missional outline, missional conversion, missional authority, missional purpose, missional community, missional ecclesiology, missional mandate, missional connectedness, missional ecumenism, missional thrust. Guder’s overqualification of emphases and compounding of meanings is especially evident with his use of “missional witness,” which appears to be tautological and unnecessary.59 In its short history, missional has become an inexact, wide-ranging term that colors everything with a mission hue.


  In the new missional language, mission evolves into a descriptive term that parses Christianity into mission and nonmission categories. What distinguishes a particular theologian as just a theologian and another a missional theologian, one community as only a community and another a missional community, is often asserted rather than explained. The adjectival excess of missional tends to conflate meaning and produces redundancy. As well as being an inexact and meaningless cliché, missional tends to read as an emblem for real, evangelical, or orthodox Christianity. As such, it is the least helpful of mission-related terms.60


  The confusion grows even greater with the rhetoric of missionary. Is missionary a religious professional, or anyone who takes up the title and its associated activities? Is it a term to describe all Christians or just some? Can missionary be used as a nonreligious as well as a religious term?


  In its modern technical sense, a missionary is an agent sent by an ecclesial or religious body to evangelize others.61 But when employed as an adjective, missionary modifies all kinds of nouns in order to give these a mission character, hue, or designation. So, calling becomes missionary calling, a church is a missionary church, work becomes missionary work, and lands become missionary lands.62 As an adjective, missionary can modify anything, including secular ideas: the salesman pursues his goals with missionary zeal, the missionary fervor of a politician seeking votes. Missionary indiscriminately communicates zeal or enthusiasm for any task or cause. For those outside the church, missionary zeal is synonymous with any fanatical, puritanical, narrow-minded, passionate crusader, or bigot. Such a caricature can be seen in contemporary movies and literature, and even in the language of business and politics. One only has to think of Barbara Kingsolver’s main character, Nathan Price, in The Poisonwood Bible, or Abner Hale in James Michener’s Hawaii.63


  Questioning Mission


  For many Christians, mission language is emotionally charged and thus gives definition to how they feel about their place in the world and how to view those who are different. More than semantics or academic enquiry, mission, for them, means a call to a life commitment, an appeal to sacrifice resources for the cause of Christ, or the essence of true church, real faith. To critique the term raises uncomfortable questions about personal identity and life purpose. For others, mission is simply a given that has always been and will continue, and thus they see questioning mission as an unproductive waste of time. The meaning of mission, for them, is obvious. Or even if its meaning is cloudy, mission is something to do and not a topic of speculation. Trying to get at its meaning only distracts from doing mission work. For sure, to view mission as the problem—to critique its viability—and to suggest a shift in terminology represents a minority position. And yet, I am not alone in these questions.


  Scholars and practitioners of mission are sounding an alarm, or they acknowledge something is amiss. David Smith, former lecturer in mission and world Christianity at the International Christian College in Glasgow, traces the demise of Western, modern mission and concludes that it “has lost its credibility and can no longer survive,” unless there is a drastic and fundamental change.64 Wilbert Shenk, professor of mission history and contemporary culture at Fuller Seminary, states that “re-visioning” must take place in the “Christendom assumptions and habits of mind” that continue to “determine the conceptual framework,” especially for those who participate in the global mission.65 Lesslie Newbigin contends, “There is need for penitence on the side of ‘missions.’ The whole modern mission movement is full of the marks of man’s greatness and misery.” While much good has been accomplished and generosity extended, “the missionary movement of the past two centuries, has been profoundly infected by cultural and economic domination, by paternalism, by all the elements which have brought colonialism into disrepute in so many parts of the world.”66 Newbigin and Bosch attribute the contemporary crisis in mission to “a fundamental paradigm shift, not only in mission or theology, but in the experience of the whole world.” The ensuing crisis, according to Bosch, is due to “an inadequate foundation for mission and ambiguous missionary motives and aims” that “lead to an unsatisfactory missionary practice.”67 Bosch likewise suggests, “The harsh realities of today compel us to reconceive and reformulate the church’s mission, to do this boldly and imaginatively, yet also in continuity with the best of what mission has been in the past decades and centuries.”68 Beyond these singular voices, scholars from different traditions and contexts convened at Columbia Theological Seminary in 2000 and made the same point:


  Unevenly but decisively, the long sojourn of the Christian religion as the established cultus of the Western world has almost spent itself. Although pockets of “Christendom” persist, and the temptation to religious hegemony and triumphalism is perennial, the process of Christian disestablishment seems likely to continue throughout the present century and beyond. . . . Mission, under these circumstances, must be profoundly reconsidered. Christians may no longer entertain the “Christianization” of the world as a faithful expression of Christ’s mandate.69


  Reasons for the crisis in mission are offered from various directions. Orlando Costas identifies mission’s association with the free-enterprise system and capitalist ideology as the chief problem for the modern missionary movement. The solution, according to Costas, is to “unmask the secret alliance between the world missionary movement and the internationalist capitalist enterprise, repossessing the liberating character of mission.”70 Lesslie Newbigin’s critique of the mission enterprise shaped by the colonial era is that this “traditional picture of the missionary enterprise . . . of the lonely pioneer going out from the secure citadel of Christendom into the world of heathendom . . . must be redrawn.”71 But he also insists that something even more fundamental must take place—“the way forward for ‘missions’ must begin with repentance.”72 James Scherer enumerates similar dynamics that have eroded or undermined mission and states that the present task “is to rebuild the foundations and to lay the groundwork for a new era of mission.”73 Scott Bessenecker takes up these themes and judges the whole of Western Protestant mission as “born of a corporate, culturally white, middle class paradigm,” and as such in need of “refreshed forms of mission.”74 His critique is not so much of “the content of Western mission” but “the container of Western mission.”75 The problem with mission, at least in its Western expression, is its focus and dependence on money. For Bessenecker, the difficulty lies in the Western church’s refusal to abandon its “Christian-Industrial Complex,” and the answer is for the church to “rediscover,” “refresh,” “reorient,” “reform,” and “reenvision” its mission.76 Michael Herbst simply asserts that mission is a “diseased word” that needs to be “rehabilitated.”77


  Smith, Hall, Shenk, Bosch, Costas, Newbigin, Scherer, Bessenecker, Herbst, and others signal that there is a problem and advocate for the reconsideration, refreshment, rehabilitation, and reformulation of mission.78 Their many proposals and plans for rediscovery and rehabilitation represent responsible and constructive responses to an urgent need. Yet, in order to reconceive the church’s encounter with the world, something more than rehabilitation, reformulation, or even repentance must take place. The rhetorical practices that frame “what mission has been” must be honestly and courageously examined.


  Hendrik Kraemer, missionary statesman of the last century, declares, “We do not stand at the end of mission.” Rather, he contends, “we stand at the definite end of a specific period or era of mission, and the sooner we see this and accept this with all our heart, the better. We are called to a new ‘pioneer task’ which will be more demanding and less romantic than the heroic deeds of the past missionary era.”79 Kraemer suggests that the chief problem does not reside with forces outside the Christian faith, or between different confessions or practices, but within mission itself. Along with Kraemer, a host of missionaries, pastors, scholars, and friends of the church, many of whom have spent entire lives as active witnesses to the faith, are warning of collapse and call for a “more demanding” task—one that goes beyond simply revising mission. This rising tide of discontent suggests that if we do not respond to the tensions within mission language—if we neglect the “pioneer task”—we will soon find ourselves sitting under the heap of worn and antiquated rhetoric without a voice. While many have done the hard work of rehabilitation and sought to offer earnest answers, mission itself remains the problem, and thus an entirely different approach is needed.80 A more fundamental form of questioning is necessary.


  Mission, birthed and developed in the modern age, is itself inadequate language for the church in the current age. Rather than rehabilitating or redeeming mission, we have to move beyond its rhetoric, its practice, and its view of the world. The task is one of transcending mission. Even if the language and activity of mission were necessary and appropriate for a former age, we must look to what the Spirit is doing now and listen to his directives for what might be fresh expressions of the church’s witness and service. The current situation is dire and thus calls for more than a vindication of mission language, or a renewed emphasis on mission, or a deeper commitment to mission, or better strategies and methodology, or more funding in the name of mission. Instead, we must do the hard work of reimaging witness, service, and love in conceptual and linguistic frameworks that allow for creativity and freedom. To state the problem in its most fundamental terms: it is not that mission has a problem, mission is the problem.81 While some, such as Andrew Kirk, insist that “mission is here to stay,” an attempt must be made to move beyond this murky language—to transcend its clutter and confusion.82 The rhetorical problem of modern mission is a barrier to faithful witness to Jesus Christ.


  Rhetorical Shifts


  I agree with David Bosch’s assessment that “the solution to the problem . . . does not lie in a simple return to an earlier missionary consciousness and practice. Clinging to yesterday’s images provides solace, but little else.”83 And yet, such a new vision requires another kind of paradigm shift within the framework of mission. Rather than marking, as Bosch does, the various shifts in an understanding of mission by means of historical paradigms, my approach is to demonstrate that there are in reality two shifts rather than Bosch’s six and that the shifts are rhetorical rather than historical. More specifically, the shift to the rhetoric of mission and missionary in the sixteenth century gave rise to and formed what became known as modern mission. This has been the defining shift. And in the early twenty-first century, a second shift is taking place as the rhetoric of modern mission is being displaced by different language. Between these two shifts, the meaning of mission compounded, and an aggregation of meaning occurred in order to accommodate a variety of agendas and to support a particular version of church history. In order to establish and sustain the term and its growing meanings, the language of mission and missionary was continually justified and historicized. Mission had to be read into the biblical and historical narratives anachronistically in order to create continuity between mission past and mission present. The more demanding task today calls for us to do more than justify, revise, promote, and bolster mission. Rather, the pioneering task is to acknowledge the habits of language and thought that developed around mission beginning in the sixteenth century and to foster new rhetorical expressions for the church’s encounter with the world.


  The problem of mission language is a complicated one, with multiple dimensions, each related to and indicative of the other. Just as a physican who hears the complaints from a patient with a headache, fever, and neck pain must probe beyond symptoms for the possibility of a more serious condition, such as meningitis or dengue fever, our investigation into mission must do more than treat the symptoms of murky or confusing language. Ubiquitous, enigmatic language is indicative of a more serious, graver diagnosis. Our study must do more than just deal with the complaints of such language and propose yet another revision. Rather, we must press beyond symptoms to an examination of the source and suppositions of mission. Thus, what follows is a multifaceted investigation into the language of mission. Part one of this investigation (chapters one to four) is an assessment of the various methods and means through which modern interpreters have justified and historicized mission. Chapter one details the place of mission in Christian Scripture. The chief questions are whether mission and missionary are biblical terms and how various methods and means of interpretation have been influenced by the need to justify mission. Chapter two explores the use of mission in the Old and New Testaments, Jesus, and Paul in order to demonstrate how methods of interpretation permit interpreters to read Scripture as mission. Chapter three moves beyond the Scriptures and the early church to the use of mission and missionary in the historical accounts of the church’s expansion. In this chapter, I rehearse how the writings of early historians and the lives of historical figures have been presented as mission. In the last chapter of this first section, I offer an overall critique of mission language. And yet, while the scriptural and historical justifications for mission described in this initial examination are problematic and in need of comment and critique, this is not the critical, more serious problem. These are only symptoms.


  In part two (chapters five to eight), I probe beyond symptoms to what I suspect to be the graver diagnosis—mission’s origins and its modern use. From within attitudes and events that gave rise to the expansion of Spain and Portugal, mission emerged, and from within the colonial expansion of the church, mission developed into a modern tradition. The Crusades provided framework, and the colonial expansion of Western powers offered opportunity for the innovation of modern mission. The assumptions and aims of these political and cultural forces gave rise to the notions of conquest and occupation that exist within mission language.


  Part three (chapters nine and ten) offers an analysis of modern mission. Protestants developed mission language into its ultimate expression as the modern mission movement. The growing importance of mission rhetoric in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries prompted the creation of mission as a modern tradition and thus the mounting efforts to justify mission. The grave concerns of Christendom assumptions and modern aims inherent in mission language have been minimized or dismissed in continual efforts to justify and revise mission.


  As with the diagnosis of any threatening disease, treatment of the cause and not just the symptoms is essential to recovery and health. In the final stage of my investigation, I offer an epilogue, in which I identify language that could serve as rhetoric for the church’s encounter with the world and suggest a conceptual framework for this encounter.


  The overall intent of this study is an appraisal of the long and enigmatic course of mission rhetoric. My concern is not merely to dismiss mission language, nor to damage the church’s witness and service to the world. Nor do I believe it is possible or even wise to abandon mission language altogether. Rather, the aim is to identify the source and severity of the mission problem and offer language that I feel more appropriately expresses the church’s being and activity for the time in which we live. More than an exercise in discrediting interpreters and historians, this book aims to strengthen and fortify the witness and life of the church, not to minimize or destroy it. Nor is my aim to denigrate or ridicule the sacrifice and devotion of those who have crossed cultures throughout the years and have given witness to Jesus Christ, or to discount the fact that Christianity has expanded throughout the world. However, we no longer live in “the Great Century” of missionary expansion. We live on this side of two world wars and in the new realities of increasing pluralism, heightened secularism, and vibrant localized expressions of Christian faith. Because language frames and represents our understanding of reality, which in turn forms our response to the real world, the way we identify ourselves in the present world situation and how we act toward others must be carefully considered. Failure to assess mission’s formation of our lives and ministries is to misidentify who we are and what we are to do. Put simply, because of the power and effect of mission language, we must probe beyond its surface, do more than rehabiltate it once again. Our pioneering task is to transcend mission and to discover fresh impulse and renewed vision for witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ.


  I


  Justifying


  mis•sion


  Mission, as a foundational term, is sustained by way of biblical and historical evidence. As these methods and means of justification shape the witness and service of the church, it is essential that the use of mission in these narratives be examined in order to determine whether mission language has sure biblical footing and is historically appropriate. Chapters one and two explore the biblical justifications of mission. Chapters three and four provide similar analysis for the historical accounts of the early church and beyond. The aim is to investigate the routes taken by interpreters and historians in making the case for mission and to ask whether these are warranted and valid. This first part of our investigation lays the groundwork for a focused diagnosis of mission language, which follows in parts two and three.


1


  

  Partisans and Apologists


  Christian missions are as old as Christianity itself. The missionary idea, indeed, is much older.


  Gustav Warneck, Outline of a History of Protestant Missions


  Mission is what the Bible is all about; we could as meaningfully talk of the missional basis of the Bible as of the biblical basis of mission.


  Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God


  From cover to cover the Bible is a missionary book, so much so that, as someone has expressed it, one cannot cut out its missionary significance without completely destroying the book.


  Robert H. Glover, The Bible Basis of Missions


  The claims for mission by Gustav Warneck, Christopher Wright, and Robert Glover are quite grand. Robert Horton goes further, claiming that “the gospel not only contains the missionary idea, but it is the missionary idea and nothing else.”1 Walter Kaiser likewise asserts, “Missions cannot be an afterthought for the Old Testament: it is the heart and core of the plan of God.”2 Are assertions that mission is the core of God’s plan, as old as Scripture, and what the Bible and the gospel are about justifiable? Is mission the heart and core of God’s plan? Is Christian mission as old as Christianity itself? These interpreters maintain that mission stretches back to the beginnings of Christianity and even into divine purposes. Are these the isolated claims of a few on the margin, or are these representative of mainstream Christianity?3


  Douglas Webster makes a bold statement of another sort. He claims that “if any subject needs demythologizing, that subject is mission. The myths which surround it are not to be found in the Scriptures but in people’s mind.”4 Webster argues that many of the biblical claims for mission are fanciful assertions without a shred of biblical evidence, and they exist only as created myths. He suggests that a “reassessment” of the biblical concept of mission is in order.


  The aim of this chapter is to join Webster and others in examining the claims for mission language and determine to what extent mission as an interpretive framework can be substantiated. The central and crucial questions include the following: Are mission and the words derived from mission, such as missionary and missional, found in Scripture? How do interpreters of the Bible treat these terms? In what ways are these terms nuanced or employed by different interpreters from the earliest generations of Christians? And must mission and missionary be “biblical terms” to justify their use today?


  Our beginning point is to state the obvious. Mission and missionary are extrabiblical language. And yet, many within the church assume that both words can be found throughout the pages of the Bible. While some Christians might not be entirely sure as to whether these terms are in the Old Testament, they insist they are definitely in the New Testament. Mission and missionary, they believe, are among the words spoken by Jesus, and if not him, then certainly by the apostle Paul and the early church. And yet, the majority of translators through the history of the church have not employed either word in their translations of the Old or New Testaments, nor have they attributed them to the sayings of Jesus and Paul.5 Mission and missionary are not biblical language but religious terminology. So, in answer to the first of our questions above, we can say mission and missionary are not strictly biblical terms. But a quick, definitive answer does not completely settle the matter. There are attendant questions that a critic of the rhetoric of mission must address: Do corresponding, word-for-word sources for mission exist that warrant its use in modern translations? Can present-day translators and interpreters of Scripture justify in some manner the use of mission as a concept? Do the earliest traditions of the church argue for the use of mission terminology? If so, then by what means or under what conditions can mission and missionary be used? Who defends the use of mission and for what ends? We begin with the last of these questions.


  Activists and Defenders


  Interpreters who endorse the use of mission and missionary can be divided into two groups. I characterize the first of these as Partisans. Partisans are activists for mission. They read and apply Scripture with a view to promote mission endeavors. In churches, conferences, and publications, Partisans speak and write of mission and missionary with the assumption that both words—or at least the meaning of both words—are evident throughout the Bible. The aim of the Partisan is to convince and move people toward commitment to or support of contemporary mission activities and missionaries. They proclaim mission and missionary as biblical without qualifying statements or accompanying evidence. Their argument is usually based on an uncritical, and at times naive, reading of these terms into Scripture. Partisans leave the impression that Jesus and Paul speak of mission and missionary, and thus both words are in the Bible to be literally seen and understood. Moreover, these preachers, writers, and conference speakers rush past matters of terminology and passionately proclaim that Scripture offers a foundation for mission and proof for the existence of New Testament missionaries. Their concern is not to nuance terms or discern the meaning of words but to justify missionary work and supply ample motivation for Christians to join the “mission cause.” Thus, their interpretations are often romanticized, sentimental versions of mission.6 Rarely is the basis from which they make their plea critically examined. They are not trying to justify the rhetoric of mission and missionary but employ it to move others to commitment and participation.


  And yet, similar partisan readings of Scripture can be found among a few within academic circles. In scholarly literature, mission and missionary are often depicted as biblical without critical assessment and argument. These scholars either assume a biblical pedigree for mission, or they use the term in a broad, commonsense manner, letting the reader insert his or her own assumptions. In this way, mission is used in a nontechnical manner but still used for the purpose of interpreting Scripture and promoting the mission endeavor. As a partisan interpretive device, mission describes an all-encompassing and boundless phenomenon. With such a broad use of mission, the Partisan is able to locate mission within a number of emphases, activities, and people within the biblical text and then from these promote the modern mission cause.


  The chief aim of the Partisan is to construct a biblical foundation for both the idea and activity of mission. While this may be viewed as acceptable and necessary, the problem arises when these interpreters uncritically assume the meaning of mission as legitimate and coherent, or when scholars fail to acknowledge that mission is an interpretive rather than a biblical category. The obvious difficulty is that such an unexamined practice with so many unchecked inferences opens the door for Partisans to interpret Scripture from mission’s wide range of meanings, each with a host of freighted assumptions.7


  Apologists are the second group of interpreters. They recognize the obvious absence of mission in Scripture and seek to establish justification for the term. These interpreters acknowledge that the use of mission and missionary cannot be assumed, so they mount a defense of their use. Unlike Partisans, Apologists do not rush past terminology without giving some definition to their use or making a case for mission and missionary. Eckhard Schnabel, Andreas Köstenberger, Andrew Kirk, Christopher Wright, and David Bosch are among those representative of this group. They address the absence of mission and justify their use of this language in various methods and by different means. While Partisans may refer to these same methods and means, justification of mission is chiefly the concern of Apologists.


  Methods and Means


  The use of mission as an interpretive category is justified by way of three methods. Partisans and Apologists either construct a biblical foundation for mission, interpret the whole of Scripture via a missional hermeneutic, or identify mission themes. Partisans justify mission chiefly via a biblical foundation, while Apologists may use all three methods but mainly develop a mixture of missional hermeneutics and mission themes. Alongside these methods, Apologists argue for the language of mission by means of a lexical trail or by establishing mission through a semantic field.


  Biblical foundation for mission. The most common method by which Partisans and some Apologists justify mission is through a biblical foundation.8 The tack is to build a “foundationalist” case for mission by assembling biblical texts into an argument, with the majority of emphasis on New Testament passages, especially the commissioning words of Jesus. As a result, “Mission texts” are carefully arranged into a sustained argument to bolster the need for deeper and bolder mission commitment and effort. The line of argument usually begins with a broad foundation of God’s work and purpose in creation and the disobedience of Adam and Eve. The fall of humanity establishes the need for the “call” of Abram and the election of Israel to be a blessing to the nations and thus the basis for mission. So, Abram’s call and Israel’s election are identified as “mission.”9 Some go as far as naming Abraham as the “first missionary.”10 Some similarly identify God’s call to Jonah as a “missionary call” and thus as instructive for today’s missionaries.11 For others, these are only pre- or protomission, while a true foundation for mission is located in the New Testament.12


  The primary aim of the “foundationalist” approach is to build a case for mission commitment and participation. For example, Avery Willis expresses the hope that a biblical basis for mission will result in his readers “making world missions the overriding purpose of [their] life.”13 Likewise, after a quick overview of Old Testament Scriptures in order to establish that Jesus came to fulfill the mission of God, Bryan Beyer asserts, “The Bible calls everyone everywhere to participate in the mission of God.”14 Following an extended argument for the biblical foundation for and dynamics of mission, George Peters similarly concludes that because mission is inherent in the nature of Christianity, the church that neglects mission “deprives herself of the most intimate relationship with her Lord, fails to identify herself with the primary purpose of God, robs her membership of the deepest experiences of the Holy Spirit, and denies the world the greatest blessings the Lord in grace has provided. She ceases to be truly Christian.”15 For these interpreters an inquiry into Scripture should lead the reader to make a decision for “mission.” Call to mission and promotion of mission are the reasons they construct a foundation for mission and are where they conclude their argument.


  The foundation for mission in the New Testament does not rest ultimately on broad arguments but in a singular manner on Jesus. In the sending of the Son by the Father, one finds mission. The justification for contemporary mission then develops from the specific sending of Jesus to include the apostles and the early church and extends to the present day. Some interpreters describe the link between Jesus’ sending and the sending of contemporary missionaries as “the incarnational model of mission.”16 Followers of Christ are to approximate the same sentness of Jesus. Whether through a careful arrangement of “mission texts” or the sending of Jesus, “mission” provides the connection and a biblical basis for what God does throughout the ages and what we are to do today. The thread that ties all kinds of activity and emphasis into a compelling foundation is the sentness inherent in “mission.” The basis and argument of this approach relies on mission as its interpretive device.


  Mission as biblical foundation is problematic in a number of ways. First, it is a misuse of Scripture. The task of constructing a foundation becomes a matter of collecting texts from here and there to argue the case for mission, without careful regard for matters of history and context. Scripture becomes utility for mission. Christopher Wright’s critique is that this approach tends toward proof texting. He argues that in doing this “we have already decided what we want to prove (that our missionary practice is biblical), and our collection of texts simply ratifies our preconception.”17 As such, a biblical foundation approach for mission begins with the end—that is, mission—and constructs a set of texts that will point to this end. This approach assumes that mission is necessary and thus only needs to be biblically demonstrated as such. Partisans and Apologists assert that “mission” represents divine intent, and so Scripture must fit this assumption. But to place, for example, the Abraham narrative alongside other “mission texts” from across Scripture disregards the significance of Genesis 12:1–3 in the development of Israel’s understanding of Yahweh and ignores the richness of the historical setting of the passage.18 The foundationalist approach accentuates mission at the expense of the historical and contextual phenomena. The result is the neglect and misuse of rich biblical narratives.


  Second, a biblical-foundation-of-mission approach is problematic because of its direction. Rather than beginning with the text and moving to contemporary life and practice, it often seeks to construct a foundation for what already is—that is to say, “mission” as practiced by mission organizations and mission professionals.19 From outside the text, mission, as exemplified in ideals, practices, and organizations, comes to the text and asks the text to give it substance and credibility. Johannes Nissen correctly asserts that missionaries and mission promoters “tend far too easily to read back into the Bible aspects of the missionary enterprise in which they are involved today.”20 And yet, it is impossible to do otherwise when one’s intention is to establish a biblical foundation for anything in which there is vested interest, or where conviction and commitment already exist. In the end, the Bible becomes utility for mission: its contemporary promotion, funding, recruitment, and strategies.


  Such an approach is problematic not only because it fails to situate the text in relation to its historical contexts and because of its direction, but also because it treats the Bible as a source book to justify contemporary mission concepts, organizational entities, and strategies rather than as divine revelation.21 One of the aims of the foundationalist approach is to extract from the biblical account what mission is to look like today. In order to assert that mission exists in Scripture, one has to locate intents, actions, methods, and structures of mission preaching, mission teams, and missionaries within Scripture. Constructing a basis for mission practices minimizes the Bible as revelation of who God is and as a record of divine activity in the world. The Bible becomes a manual for how to go about a human endeavor. The primary purpose of Scripture is not to provide a foundation for human causes and activities, whether these are social programs, governmental actions, or religious practices. In fact, Scripture witnesses to the fact that God often opposes human striving and activity rather than approving them.


  In the end, attempts to justify mission by way of a biblical foundation make mission improbable. The foundation argument becomes a kind of litmus test for who is really Christian or orthodox and who is not. If mission is the core, as old as Scripture, and what the Bible is all about, then it is reasonable to assume that the person or group that is nonmissionary or less than enthusiastic about mission is in some measure less than Christian or not as committed. If mission is thoroughly biblical or absolutely necessary, then the unenthused are less than Bible-believing Christians. To oppose mission or to show indifference to the term means one is “out of harmony with God.”22 In their attempt to establish mission as central or essential, Partisans and Apologists turn mission into sacred language or the test for true and orthodox Christianity, and thereby exclude many from the cause they seek to justify and promote. The case for mission is not made, except for those already convinced, and for others it is just another partisan cause.


  Missional hermeneutic. Many who write about the intersection of mission and Scripture have shifted from a foundationalist approach to reading the Bible with a missional hermeneutic.23 Francis DuBose maintains that the problem in defining mission is hermeneutical and that a clear system of hermeneutics is the only response to the “proof-texting method” of a foundationalist approach.24 In the shift to a missional hermeneutic, interpreters read the whole of Scripture through the lens of “mission” rather than in particular, selected texts. In a missional hermeneutic, mission becomes the door of access into Scripture’s meaning. Yet, this shift has been more than an update of foundationalist methodology; it is an entirely different approach to the use and meaning of mission.


  The terminology of missional hermeneutic is a recent development, and its exact meaning is still evolving.25 Francis DuBose uses the terminology as early as 1982 as a way to read Scripture, and James Brownson and others have further developed its use since 1992.26 George Hunsberger’s helpful article “Proposals for a Missional Hermeneutic: Mapping Conversation” traces the rise and evolution of such terminology and outlines its varied emphases. He groups these emphases in the current development of missional hermeneutics within four streams: the missional direction of the story, the missional purpose of the writings, the missional locationedness of the reader, and the missional engagement with cultures.27 While these streams reveal “sharp differences emerging between the various proposals,” Hunsberger contends they are not in competition, nor are they “mutually exclusive.” Instead, “each depends on and begs for the other accents.”28 As Hunsberger explains, these streams converge, and “a certain kind of synergy begins to exhibit itself, and that is what makes this ongoing conversation promising.”29 Hunsberger’s aim is to illustrate points of connection between various emphases and to demonstrate how together these form an overall “robust missional hermeneutic.” At the same time, he admits that these streams run in different directions, and indeed their definitions and approaches for a missional hermeneutic vary.


  Illustrative of the diverse approaches to a missional hermeneutic, Michael Barram defines “missional hermeneutic” as “an approach to biblical texts that privileges the missiological ‘location’ of the Christian community in the world as a hermeneutical key.”30 This privileging of “missiological ‘location,’” in Barram’s opinion, is necessary for the “health and vitality of the faith community.” What Barram suggests is that the church will be weak and sickly unless one’s hermeneutical approach privileges social location. He does this by identifying the early Christian community in terms of its participation in “mission,” which he describes as rooted in “the nature, character, and purposes of God.”31 Thus, for Barram, a missional hermeneutic “will self-consciously, intentionally, and persistently bring the biblical text a range of focused, critical, and ‘located’ questions regarding the church’s purpose in order to discern the faith community’s calling and task within the missio Dei.”32 Identifying the location of the early Christians in “God’s mission” is the interpretive lens.


  Christopher Wright represents yet another stream of the missional hermeneutic. “The whole canon of Scripture is a missional phenomenon,” so according to Wright, “the whole Bible renders to us the story of God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the whole of God’s creation.”33 Rather than taking “the human activities of mission” as his starting point, Wright anchors his hermeneutic in the grand narrative of God’s “purposeful, sovereign intentionality.”34 “The church was made for mission—God’s mission,” and thus, a missional hermeneutic “begins there—with the mission of God—and traces the flow of all other dimensions of mission as they affect human history from that center and starting point.”35 Wright suggests that discovery of this narrative is accomplished through reading Scripture with a “hermeneutical map” that is “mission.”


  Central to Barram and Wright’s missional hermeneutic is their definition of mission. According to Barram, location is not confined to an understanding of mission as crosscultural witness or evangelism. Rather, mission is before and above all else located in and defined by the missio Dei. Thus, since mission is “the activity of God as revealed in Scripture as a whole,” the church’s “missional vocation” must be more than “a set of strategies for rescuing as many sinners as possible from eternal perdition.”36 Instead, mission is comprehensive, encompassing all of creation and all of God’s activity within the created order. Wright likewise nuances mission. He uses the term in a “more general sense of a long-term purpose or goal.”37 Mission simply depicts God as active and purposeful in all history and creation. Michael Gorman treats mission and missio Dei in a similar manner. Both have to do with what “God is up to in the world,” particularly salvation in its various expressions, and thus can include “love, peace/reconciliation, justice” as dimensions of the “missional God.”38 Mission defined as a comprehensive concept allows Barram, Wright, and Gorman to uncouple their hermeneutic from a narrow “missionary” definition of mission. And yet, in uncoupling mission from a more operational meaning, what has happened? If mission or missional refers merely to general purpose or goal, then in what way is a missional hermeneutic unique or definitive, or even necessary? Wright’s emphasis on covenant, election, and redemption as ultimate concerns of divine purpose is helpful, but is a missional hermeneutic the necessary lens or hermeneutic for these emphases and his conclusions? He could have just as easily employed other descriptors, such as coherent, holistic, or comprehensive, each with the same result, that is unless his aim is to link divine activity with the particular human endeavor of mission. Christian mission as enacted by missionaries and the mission activity of the church eventually makes its way into these ultimate concerns. As much as Wright tries to distance mission from missionary, missional hermeneutic as general, divine intention becomes specific actions of missionaries.39 Gorman, on the other hand, connects human participation directly to divine mission, in order to assert, “All Christian praxis is inherently missional,” and thus interpretation must lead to the question of how “we discern our role in the divine mission (the missio Dei) in our situation today.”40 Therefore, in the comprehensive language of “mission,” Barram, Wright, and Gorman not only conflate divine and human activity but also inflect Scripture with mission and missionary.


  David Filbeck is less nuanced and more direct in his claim that mission is “the missing dimension” or emphasis that readers must rediscover “in order to adequately explain the message of the Old Testament for our age.”41 His claim, as he explores and applies the mission dimension to the Old Testament, is that it “gives structure to the whole Bible” in “a way that no other theological theme can hope to match.”42 Unlike Wright, Barram, and Gorman, Filbeck does not hesitate to blatantly use mission or missionary in their contemporary senses. He asserts, “The missionary message of the Old Testament may be termed the missionary hermeneutic, or more simply the hermeneutic, of the Old Testament.”43 He exhorts readers to approach the Old Testament by way of “a missionary interpretation” and “a missionary dimension,” so that interpreters may see “the missionary message” and “missionary understanding” through “the missionary structure” of the Old Testament.


  Richard Bauckham frames his hermeneutical approach in a slightly different manner. Rather than mission location or mission narrative, his concern is “how to read the Bible in a way that takes seriously its missionary direction.”44 The Bible’s missionary direction, he maintains, is best seen in the movement from the particular to the universal. This movement is the framework of a particular story “towards the universal realization of God’s kingdom in all creation.” “In the narrative work of the Bible,” Bauckham contends, “the people of God is also given its identity in this movement from the particular to the universal, an identity whose God-given dynamic we commonly sum up in the word ‘mission.’”45 Bauckham maintains that the kingdom of God is the main theme of the Bible, but mission is the hermeneutical window through which we are able to interpret this theme of direction. Through mission, the narrative of particular stories moves in a variety of ways toward the kingdom of the one God.


  Writing from a Caribbean-Latino perspective, Carlos Cardoza-Orlandi claims that the purpose of a missional hermeneutic “is to discover in the biblical text the distinct perspectives of God’s mission and God’s peoples’ participation (or lack thereof) in order to help us discern and continue to participate in the mission of God in our days.”46 In other words, a missional hermeneutic should lead to participation in God’s mission that expresses itself in a variety of ways. This kind of hermeneutic is not built on “a literal reading or a traditional interpretation of the passage, but rather the missional perspective with which the text is read.”47 Mission means translatability, so a key component for Cardoza-Orlandi is the inclusion of voices from other faith traditions. A missional reading of the text is an enriched reading.


  Shawn B. Redford offers yet another version of the missional-hermeneutical approach. In response to what he considers to be a secularized hermeneutical process (the historical-critical hermeneutic methodology), as well as “a very basic missiological hermeneutic” employed by some scholars, Redford offers a “biblically informed missional hermeneutics” that focuses on intertextual interpretations that reveal mission interpretations within Scripture.48 According to Redford, these are instances in which biblical figures interpret existing scriptural promises as mission and are thus examples of where “the people of God ‘got it,’ meaning that they put aside their own misconceived theologial and missiological baggage and understood God’s missional concerns. The real crux is to discover what made the difference in their renewed understanding of Scripture that ultimately improved their mission practice.”49 For example, when Peter and Paul interpret the Old Testament by way of a “missional hermeneutic,” they discover God’s “missional concerns” as expressed in the Old Testament and then make “missional application.” The problem, Redford maintains, is that “the genuine mission activity in Scripture is drowned out by a hurricane of contemporary ‘theological’ force, . . . leaving Christians and non-Christians with the perception that Scripture has little to say in terms of mission.”50 In order to privilege the intertextual approach, Redford focuses on the emotional and psychological background of biblical characters and their responses to scriptural promises and activities, and thereby he is able to identify the transformation of their understanding and practice. The overall aim is to detect where these missional interpretations produced a “missional breakthrough” and then identify how their “missional insight” should guide the interpretation of the biblical witness, as well as current mission practice.51 Redford reasons that since biblical figures, such as Jesus, Paul, and Peter, “consistently make use of missional hermeneutic in their own interpretation of the Old Testament . . . Scripture itself demonstrates an underlying and expanding missional hermeneutic.”52


  Redford’s particular form of missional hermeneutics raises several questions. First, what makes an intertextual hermeneutic missional? The criteria by which some intertextual hermeneutics are classified as missional and others as nonmissional are not identified. Or should we assume that all examples of intertextual hermeneutic are ultimately missional? He simply says that they are “missional” rather than offering distinguishing characteristics for a missional intertextual interpretation. Related to this is a second question. What does Redford mean by mission and missional? He assumes mission language without clarification of what is meant. A definition of mission is supplied in the glossary at the back of his book but not in the discussion. In this definition, he repeats Stephen Neill’s understanding of mission with its emphasis on the church crossing barriers, proclamation in word and deed, and the coming of the kingdom of God in Jesus Christ. Redford adds that mission does not have to be crosscultural but can occur “within one’s own cultural context by indigenous workers.”53 Thus, in Redford’s missional hermeneutics, mission can be read as either narrow or broad, domestic or international. Third, and most importantly, is Redford justified in generalizing from what he labels as a missional intertextual interpretation to all of Scripture? For him, mission discovered in identifiable intertextual interpretations means that all of Scripture is missional. This hermeneutical leap results in a totalization of mission and missional. Not only do biblical figures, such as Joseph, Peter, and Paul, have a “missional hermeneutic,” but Abraham’s witness is “missional witness”; Jacob’s life has “missional impact” and a “missionary calling”; Melchizedek provides “a very powerful missional contrast” and has a “missional role”; Joseph has a “missional vision” and reflects “a larger missional fulfillment”; Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego are “examples of missionary witness”; and the early church is a “missional community.”54 Likewise, God’s intent, concerns, providence, promises, response, agenda, plan, vision, efforts, and heart are “missional,” as he enacts his “providential missionary activity.”55


  As these various streams illustrate, missional hermeneutic should be read as plural—hermeneutics, conceived and applied in different ways. Nevertheless, whether the focus is location, narrative, direction, inclusion, or intertextuality, this “hermeneutic of diversity,” according to James Brownson, is biblically and theologically grounded.56 He cites evidence for this grounding in the particular election of both Israel and the church. This election, he claims, entails God’s universal, salvific purposes, which Brownson understands in terms of the multicultural dynamism of God’s activity and concern for the whole world. Brownson uses mission because it expresses a vision of “God who enters deeply into the everyday particularity of each cultural setting,” while also maintaining that God “invites us to widen our vision to a vast human community.”57 And yet, these evidential pieces could serve not just a missional hermeneutic but any number of hermeneutical agendas. One might ask, what makes Brownson’s hermeneutical posture distinctively missional? Justifications for labeling this approach as mission or missional are never explored by Brownson except to assert that the early church has “a specifically missionary character.”58 Brownson’s construction of a missional hermeneutic as an “interpretative matrix” could have easily been designated as a coherent, centered, or holistic hermeneutic rather than missional.59 The point is that the categorization is not only extrabiblical (i.e., the language and its implications are imposed on Scripture), but it is a privileging of one type of descriptive terminology when other types appear to be just as suitable. Given the recent rhetorical history of the language of mission, traced in later chapters, the idea of a missional hermeneutic is more than an arbitrary preference: it is a historically contingent “interpretative matrix” and a modern addition to Christian history and thought. Therefore, one must ask if a missional hermeneutic is necessary or appropriate, as it appears to be an imposition of foreign notions on the sacred texts being interpreted.


  Christopher Wright insists that rather than creating a bias, “a missional hermeneutic of the whole Bible” subsumes other hermeneutics and offers a way to read the Bible’s “coherent story with a universal claim” amid so many particular stories and claims.60 Wright argues that mission is uniquely qualified, because it integrates and provides coherence and wholeness to Scripture. A “missiological reading of biblical theology,” according to Wright, allows the interpreter “to identify some of the underlying themes that are woven all through the Bible’s grand narrative.”61 Wright’s rationale is that “the Bible is itself a ‘missional’ phenomenon,” and therefore it is necessary to read Scripture through this particular hermeneutical lens in order to make sense of its narrative.62 Wright’s attempt to provide a comprehensive framework to the biblical narrative is certainly worthwhile and needed, and yet, is mission the necessary, or best, “hermeneutical map”?


  While far better than a biblical foundation for mission, a missional hermeneutic is suspect in its own way. The idea of a missional hermeneutic admits a bias toward or privileging of mission in the interpretive process. One is saying, in effect, “I have a prejudiced starting point. I am reading Scripture from a prior understanding that anticipates a certain outcome.” And yet, admitting such a bias does not automatically justify one’s hermeneutic or the privileging of mission language. The fact that one admits a hermeneutical starting point, in other words, does not make that particular hermeneutical approach right, correct, or legitimate. Part of the process of exegesis is to identify and inspect the lenses through which we read the text. To privilege a particular hermeneutic is to deny that others exist or to question their validity. Graham Stanton warns of the interpreter who allows “his own personal bias or prejudice or his pre-understanding to dominate the text.” While this cannot be avoided in some measure, our pre-understanding “must be no more than a door through which the text is approached. The text is prior: the interpreter stands before it humbly and prays that through the scholarly methods and the question with which he comes to the text, God’s word will be heard afresh.”63 In order to do this, one must avoid biases, not add more. Those who advocate for a missional hermeneutic claim that rather than obscuring the text or coating it with unnecessary bias, their approach actually facilitates faithfulness to the text and provides a serious response to the contemporary world. Brownson champions a missional hermeneutic, because it “places the question of the relationship between Christianity and diverse cultures at the very top of the interpretative agenda.”64 But by doing this, advocates of a missional hermeneutic assume that the relationship between Christianity and culture is the chief issue for interpretation and thus privileges it. And yet, is culture the one issue above all other issues?


  The chief criticism of a missional hermeneutic is that it places secondary and even foreign conditions on divine revelation. The hermeneutical lens of mission unnecessarily qualifies activities, institutions, and attitudes as mission and missionary. Read through the hermeneutical lens of mission, preaching becomes missionary preaching, work becomes missionary work, method becomes missionary method, activity becomes missionary activity, and experience becomes missionary experience.
OEBPS/Images/TM_TitlePage_ebk.jpg
TRANSCENDING
MISSION

THE ECLIPSE OF A MODERN TRADITION

MICHAEL W. STROOPE





OEBPS/Images/TM_cover_ebk.jpg
MICHAEL W. STROOPE

TRANSCENDING
MISSION

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE






