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… the church’s mission is inseparable from continual repentance and constant heeding of God’s call to God-given holiness, faithfulness and discernment….. Much that is happening by way of communication, understanding, participation and action across the boundaries of our world may be welcomed by Christians… But much else must be exposed as the global ambition of forces of self-interest, exploitation and oppression that are directly opposed to God’s concerns for the poor, the integrity and diversity of his creation, and the genuine flourishing of human life in community.

                                                                                        Richard Bauckham

In this paper I want to reflect on the task of  theological education, and more specifically, training for mission, within the context of globalisation. Since the forces driving economic globalisation are located in the so-called ‘developed’ world, and since that world largely overlaps with what has been known as ‘Christendom’, I want to explore the relationship between mission and the West, and to ask how, given this linkage, we might restore the credibility of the missionary enterprise?  The answer to this question clearly has implications for missionary formation, or training.

In four years time we will be celebrating the centenary of the great Edinburgh Missionary Conference held in 1910. That conference was organised around a number of themes, for each of which a carefully selected commission prepared papers in advance. Commission V is of particular interest to us in that it addressed the subject of ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’. Professor David Kerr, now of the University of Lund, Sweden, has provided a valuable outline of  the content of  this Commission’s report in a paper written for a series of current rolling conferences in Edinburgh and Glasgow under the title, ‘Toward 2010’.
 In the following section I draw upon this material. 
Theological Education at Edinburgh, 1910 And After

The members of Commission V came from theological colleges and university departments in Europe and North America, with the great majority coming from Britain and the United States. The report has a number of features that are of abiding interest. For example, it argued for the necessity of integration between the spiritual, moral and intellectual  elements in valid missionary training. The intellectual component was to be secured by a high level of education: a missionary required ‘the best education which his own country and the church can give him, whatever his department of labour’. This meant a university education, either through a degree in theology, or via professional studies in medicine, education, or what would now be called ‘business studies’. In addition however, candidates were expected to have a thorough preparation in mission studies at postgraduate level, which would include reflection on spirituality and the formation of the kind of character that was needed for effective work in cross-cultural contexts. Missionary training, it was argued, should produce people with particular qualities: 
· ‘docility’, meaning a lifelong willingness to learn;
·  ‘gentleness’, which would ensure an openness to the culture and practices of  the peoples to whom they were sent; 
· and ‘sympathy’, which would result in a spirit of loving service. 
This stress on the formation of character, with the clear implication that mission is less a matter of doing – of mastering techniques and skills – and more a matter of being – of living in imitation of Christ – remains critically important. Indeed, it may be that given the context of globalisation today this aspect of the Edinburgh Commissioners’ recommendations is more crucial than ever.

However, valuable though many of these proposals were, the fact remains that the Edinburgh Conference, 1910 belongs to a world significantly different to the one we must face. Indeed, this became evident very early in the twentieth century as the First World War created a watershed which divided the Victorian period, with its confidence in progress and civilisation, from the world we have inherited today. One of the key figures at Edinburgh was Joseph Oldham, perhaps the most significant Christian leader at the time and a shaper of  the early ecumenical movement. Five years after Edinburgh, with Europe bitterly divided in what one historian has called ‘the age of massacre’,
  Oldham reflected on the hard lessons Christians would need to learn from the experience of the violence engulfing the continent:
I cannot help thinking that the war is teaching us to draw a clearer distinction between the Church of Christ and what we have been accustomed to speak of as Christian civilization. We have assumed that we had a “Christian Civilization” which was something we could proudly offer the non-Christian world. God is showing us how rotten that civilization is. We shall need in the future to be more humble, to be more ready to take up the cross, follow Christ and bear his reproach among men.

We may be surprised to discover words like these written only six years after the Edinburgh conference had brandished the triumphalist slogan, The evangelisation of the world in this generation. With prophetic insight, Oldham recognised  the fatal consequences of continuing to treat the gospel and western civilization as essentially two aspects of the same reality. What is more, he realised that a recovery of faithfulness would require that European Christians develop a far more critical engagement with their own culture, and that this would be likely to involve them in the experience of suffering and humiliation. His biographer shows how the terrible events in Europe in 1914-1918 led Joe Oldham toward a ‘new conception of mission’. He came to believe that the concept of a ‘Christian nation’, so strong in nineteenth century Britain, was rendered bankrupt and that the Christianity of  Europe, which continued to send thousands of missionaries into the southern hemisphere, ‘had all but lost its credibility and its moral authority for engaging in such an enterprise’.

I want to reflect on Oldham’s suggestion that, after the carnage of mechanized conflicts fought between ostensibly Christian nations, the linkage between Western civilisation and Christianity was likely to erode the credibility of mission in those countries which Edinburgh had so confidently identified as ‘the unevangelised world’. More particularly, I wish to ask whether the history of the world since 1910, and the continuing tendency to regard the modern West as a Christian civilisation, has massively increased this problem and is creating a grave crisis for mission? It may be useful to cite one more quotation from Joe Oldham. In 1916, the year of the battle of Verdun which resulted in one million casualties, Oldham published a little book with the title The World and the Gospel. While Europe was tearing itself apart this extraordinary man had his eyes on the great continent of Africa where, he said, ‘one of the great issues of history’ would be decided. Oldham asked whether, when the collective madness subsided in Europe, African peoples would be enabled ‘to develop their latent powers, and so enrich the life of humanity by their distinctive contributions?’ Or would that vast continent become increasingly exploited, so that Africans would find themselves ‘depressed and degraded and made the tool of others, the instrument of their gain, the victim of their greed and lust?’
  Exactly a century later, the answer to that question seems depressingly clear. Kosuke Koyama, the Japanese missionary theologian, points out rather bluntly that the region of the world identified by the fathers at Edinburgh as ‘unevangelized’ in 1910, has been ‘exploited, colonized, and victimized by the nations of the West which Edinburgh called Christian’. Koyama warns us that ‘the world judges “Christian” civilization, not on the basis of sublime doctrines and saintly presence, but on its observed association with the evils of racism, colonialism and militarism’.
 
The question may be raised here whether comments such as that just quoted fail to take account of the enormous growth of the Christian movement outside the Western world in the course of the twentieth century. This remarkable phenomenon attracts growing interest and has led scholars like Philip Jenkins to predict the coming of  ‘the next Christendom’. Jenkins speaks about living through ‘one of the transforming moments in the history of religions worldwide’ and predicts that the explosive growth of  Southern Christianity will ‘continue apace in coming years’.
 I do not wish to deny the significance of the expansion of the Christian movement in many parts of the non-Western world and what has been described as the ‘shift in the centre of gravity of church’ may indeed herald a new and wonderful era in Christian history. However, Jenkins’ title serves to highlight my concerns: 
· will world Christianity indeed become another ‘Christendom’?
· will history repeat itself as dynamic spiritual movements become co-opted in the interests of dominant ideologies that conflict with the values of the kingdom of God?

· will the attractions of power and prestige mean that the demands of discipleship will be compromised and a global church will end up providing religious justification for a world system that the New Testament would judge to be the latest, and perhaps the most terrible, manifestation of  ‘Babylon’?

In responding to questions such as these I want to suggest three challenges which the global context we are describing places firmly on the agenda of a missionary church. These challenges will need to be faced by theological educators and missionary trainers in the non-Western world, but my primary concern is with the devastated former heartlands of the Christian faith where the crisis anticipated by Joe Oldham has increased to the point at which the church faces ecclesiastical meltdown. Despite this the critical missionary engagement with the host culture which Oldham had recognised as vital remains limited and assumptions derived from the old Christendom linger on. Indeed, in a context in which anti-Islamic feelings are increasing, the claim that Britain is a ‘Christian country’ can now be heard in the strident language of  fascist political groups and tabloid newspapers which promote moral values completely at odds with the revelation given to the world in Jesus Christ.
Missionary Credibility and the Challenge of Ethics

The first challenge that bears upon the credibility of mission is therefore, as an ethical one. I will not attempt here to describe the nature and impact of economic globalisation on the peoples of our world, but it is clear that, for example, Joe Oldham’s concerns for the continent of Africa have been shown by history to be fully justified and that the plight of millions of people on that continent compels us to ask profound ethical questions concerning the system of economics that currently shapes our world. Zygmunt Bauman has analysed the ‘human consequences’ of the process of globalisation with great insight (and with rare moral passion) and he observes that we are today witnessing a world-wide social stratification in which ‘a new socio-cultural hierarchy’ is being created. Bauman cites United Nations’ statistics which reveal the extraordinary fact that the wealth of the top 358 billionaires equals the combined incomes of  the 2.3 billion poorest people (or 45 per cent of the world’s population), and that in 1991 85 per cent of the people living on this planet received only 15 per cent of its income. Bauman quotes John Kavanagh of the Washington Institute for Policy Studies as saying, ‘Globalization has given more opportunities for the extremely wealthy to make money more quickly…. [it is] a paradox: while it is very beneficial to a very few, it leaves out or marginalizes two-thirds of the world’s population’.
  
Of course, statistics like these need to be translated into the hard realities of peoples’ lives and this can be done by considering the mind-blowing problems faced in the burgeoning cities of  the southern continents. Once again the analysis comes from the UN: in October, 2003 the Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) produced a report entitled The Challenge of Slums which found that 940 million urban dwellers are living in absolute squalor and (to quote the headline with which the Guardian reported these findings), ‘Every third person will be a slum dweller within 30 years’.
 For me personally, such facts become even more concrete reality in the largest slum on the continent of Africa, in Kibera, Nairobi, where an estimated 700,000 people, equal to the population of Glasgow where I now live, exist in a vast shanty town built on land to which its inhabitants have no legal entitlement. In 2007 I will be taking a group of postgraduate students doing a degree in ‘Ministry in an Urban World’ to Kibera in order that we may together face up to the reality of urbanisation in global perspective. 
To state that facts such as those to which attention is here drawn constitute an ethical challenge is surely non-controversial. Or is it? In 2004 the American Christian writer Michael Evans published a book with the title The American Prophecies: Ancient Scriptures Reveal Our Nation’s Future. The book quickly became a best-seller in the USA where it was welcomed by, among others, Charles Colson. Evans justifies the invasion of Iraq on the basis of his reading of biblical prophecy and then goes further by arguing that it is America’s destiny to ‘go to war against Syria’ and to ‘go into Iran and take out their nuclear reactor’. Some of the author’s language almost beggars belief, but for our present purpose his most significant statements concern America’s relationship to God. He notes that the words of Jesus, ‘And ye shall know the Truth and the Truth shall make you free’ are etched into the entrance lobby of the CIA headquarters building and concludes: 

America is the mightiest nation on earth and has long been a partaker of God’s blessings. It’s time to ask ourselves, “Why?” America comprises only 7 percent of the world’s population and is in possession of more than half the world’s wealth’.
 
Here the gross disparities between the wealthy and the poor in our world is not seen as an ethical issue at all, but rather is an indication of both the divine will and, even more, the special blessing of God upon one particular nation. We may find ourselves aghast at such language and at the hermeneutics and theology that underpins it. But it should not be dismissed as irrelevant and unimportant because the fact is that in such circles the linkage between Christianity and Western culture is maintained almost as an article of faith. It is a strange irony that while Christendom is a declining force on the continent of Europe, it would appear to be alive and well in the United States of America. The question that emerges here is clear: how can the Christian mission continue to be done from north to south with credibility when it is connected in the eyes of millions of people with a faith that appears to justify both the violence of invasion and a cultural and economic system that is the antithesis of the values of traditional cultures throughout the world? 
Furthermore, lest we should imagine that this challenge has little to do with us let us remember that we too belong among the privileged peoples of the earth. We may repudiate views like those just cited, and do so with a sense of repugnance, but perhaps the truth is that such authors are scandalous only because they state openly what we tend to suppress. The credibility gap for mission when those bearing the message of the suffering Messiah possess wealth and privileges that their hearers cannot even begin to dream of, is not a problem that belongs to North American Christianity alone. As Jonathan Bonk put it in his book, Missions and Money:
…. Western missionaries, although growing numerically and thriving financially, are increasingly finding themselves at a loss in relating the Good News to the swelling numbers of the world’s absolutely poor – those for example, who inhabit the slums of the great cities of Asia and Latin America.

What are the implications of this ethical challenge for theological education and missionary formation? In broad terms, the answer must surely be that we need to equip a rising generation of Christians with an ability to understand and analyse the world which forms the context within which mission is done today. We have developed sophisticated tools with which to engage in cultural analysis but, as Lesslie Newbigin pointed out, these have been used almost entirely to examine non-Western cultures while the global spread and influence of the powerful, technological culture of the modern West has largely been ignored. In biblical terms we are focusing on the need to understand ‘the world’ as a system of evil, organized in open rebellion against the Creator, and characterised by ‘the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and his pride in possessions’ (1 John 2:15-17). In simply quoting these words one is aware of the dynamic power of the word of God to speak into our contemporary situation and, while missionaries must be equipped with all the relevant tools available from the study of history and sociology, perhaps the greatest need of all is the encouragement to read the Bible with fresh eyes and allow its searching light to be brought to bear on our chaotic and unjust world order.
Credibility and Missionary Spirituality

The second challenge in connection with the credibility of mission today is a spiritual one. This clearly overlaps with the previous discussion but the issue here is whether, having once identified the ethical issues, Christians can break free from their  compromises with an ungodly world? It is easy in Evangelical circles to answer questions like this affirmatively since, with our tradition of experiential religion in which hearts are ‘strangely warmed’, we may assume that a certain type of conversion guarantees a life lived in obedience to Christ. I suggest that both Scripture and history warn us against making such facile assumptions. Indeed, large parts of the New  Testament would not have required to have been written were this the case: the first Christians had to be continually reminded of the dangers of a highly seductive world and an extremely subtle and clever enemy. And it is worth recalling that by the end of the New Testament we discover the majority of churches apparently in the advanced stages of a form of syncretism in which they had fused the confession of Jesus with lives shaped by the values of the Roman empire. Bauckham’s statement at the beginning of this paper is clearly needed: mission is ‘inseparable from continual repentance and constant heeding of God’s call to God-given holiness, faithfulness and discernment’. 

As to the witness of history, it confirms all too clearly the same pattern of rise and fall, expansion and decline, faithful discipleship and appalling compromises. Perhaps few people have felt this more deeply than Dietrich Bonhoeffer who, against the background of a church which made a terrible accommodation to an idolatrous and evil ideology, summoned Christians to renewed discipleship. That call needs to be heard afresh throughout the Christian community today because only a church renewed in true discipleship will be capable of mission in a world in which  immensely powerful forces are at work, seeking to define human existence and well-being in ways that are fundamentally different from the gospel. 
Marva Dawn, whose writing has much to teach us in this area, recalls how as a young person visiting India with a college choir, she found herself overwhelmed by exposure to the urban realities of the sub-continent. The experience created a personal crisis that was like a second conversion and led her to dedicate her life afresh to the service of the poor and needy. However, she reflects on the difficulties this perception, and the new commitment flowing from it, created for her once back in America: ‘Why do we not pay more attention to God’s commands to feed the hungry and clothe the naked? We seem to ignore the situation of  the unfairly divided globe. What kind of wake up call would be effective?’
  Perhaps the answer to the question is provided by Andrew Walls:

The problem is that Western Christianity has so far issued no clear call to repentance from the cult of Mammon. It is possible to accommodate his worship very well to the apparatus of church going. It is possible to hold evangelistic campaigns that spell out the gospel in easy steps, and never breathe a word about the false gods that hold Western society in thrall. It is not that the West is devoid of evangelistic witness, far from it. It is rather that Western Christianity has ceased to have critical contact with Western culture. It can no longer do it any harm or good. Perhaps the voice that prepares the way of the Lord will next time be heard not in the desert but in the supermarket.

The importance of the spiritual challenge to the credibility of mission is related to what is sometimes called the ‘problem of missionary attrition’. Christian leaders in the Southern hemisphere have observed that the highly materialistic culture of  the western world appears to be sapping the resolve and dedication of many of those who arrive in Africa, Asia and Latin America and struggle to make the transition to life without the things taken for granted in the West. All of which suggests that, so far as theological education is concerned, there should be no debate as to whether ‘personal and spiritual formation’ belongs within the curriculum of any programme designed to prepare men and women for service in mission. On this point the Edinburgh conference surely had it right: the formation of character, of lives that involve the daily practice of seeking to ‘walk as Jesus did’, is of fundamental importance for training in service in a globalised world. 
Missionary Credibility and Christian Theology
The final challenge we must face if the credibility of mission is to be recovered in the context of the world we have described relates to theology. Earlier in this paper I made passing reference to the late Lesslie Newbigin to whom credit must surely be given for alerting Western Christianity to the dangers of  the compromises it faces in relation to modern culture. Newbigin’s work, with its bold claim that modern, western culture represented the greatest missionary challenge of this, or any other age, broke like a bombshell among Christians who had generally assumed that syncretism was something that happened to other people, somewhere else. Indeed, what were believed to be false alliances between Christ and culture were fairly easy to identify when they occurred thousands of miles away. Debates concerning ‘contextualisation’ were always overshadowed by the anxiety that this might be a path that would lead away from the authentic gospel. But no such fears were evident in relation to the Western traditions, as though theology in this context had been done in a danger free zone.  Newbigin’s work constituted a massive challenge to such complacency and a ringing call for the development of a theology that might renew the church in Europe in mission. ‘The peaceful co-existence of Christianity with the post-Enlightenment culture’, he wrote in 1983, ‘has endured so long that it is hard for the church now to recover the standpoint of a genuinely missionary approach to our “Modern” culture’. Worse was to come: ‘It would be hard to deny that contemporary British (and most western) Christianity is an advanced case of syncretism’.
  

Newbigin’s work is one of the great legacies with which we have been gifted in recent times and it is to be hoped that the recently published, excellent ‘Reader’ edited by Paul Weston will alert new generations of theological students to the importance of his writings. His insistence that we continually ask what it means in practice to confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, and his assault on the privatisation of faith and its exclusion from discussions concerning politics and economics, provide us with invaluable resources in confronting the challenges of our world. I treasure the image of Lesslie Newbigin at the WCC’s World Conference on Mission and Evangelism held in Brazil in 1996. By this time he had almost completely lost his sight and the conference organizers gave him two brief slots between major sessions of the conference. However, once on his feet Newbigin caught fire and ran well over his allotted time. The chairman handed him a note saying ‘Your time is up’, but, unable to read it and urged on by a delighted audience he insisted on saying what he felt needed to be said. Newbigin’s words on that occasion point theology and world Christianity toward the agenda it will have to address during the century ahead if it is to name the name of Jesus with renewed credibility in a lost world. Having identified Western, scientific, free market culture as the most powerful ideology at work in the world at present, Newbigin said,
And it seems to me that in the century that lies ahead of us these are the three major factors which will compete for the allegiance of the human family: the gospel, the free market and Islam. I take it that the globalization of the whole human family is probably irreversible in the near future, that we must expect increasingly to see ourselves as one global city…. As to Islam: while the other great world faiths are deeply significant and worthy of respect, none of them makes that same claim for universal significance. As to the free market: the crucial question is whether the Christian Church can recover its confidence in the gospel in order to be able to challenge with confidence the enormous power of  this ideology that now rules over us. We are dealing here with an idol, the idol of the free market, and idols do not respond to moral persuasion. They are cast out only by the Living God, and it is only the power of the gospel in the last analysis which can dethrone idols and create the possibility of a free society’.

Conclusion
The situation faced by Christianity in its former heartlands in Europe and North America is, I suggest one of grave and deepening crisis. If the problem of diminishing credibility as the result of the identification of the gospel with the modern Western, or American, way of life is ignored, then it seems very likely that the faith which once shaped this culture will become a historical curiosity here, as it did previously in North Africa. However, there is no inevitability about such an outcome; the present crisis can be a positive opportunity to address the ethical, spiritual and theological issues briefly identified in this paper, and so to rediscover what it means to be a faithful, missionary people. As Richard Bauckham puts it in the final words of his excellent study, Bible and Mission: ‘This is a demanding situation of opportunity and challenge for Christian witness. It must send the church back to the Scriptures, outward in solidarity especially with the victims and the neglected, and forward in hope for the coming of the kingdom of God’.
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