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RESUME

Pendant le grand siécle du mouvement
missionnaire moderne, les études
missiologiques ont vu surgir le théme de
la bénédiction qui viendrait en retour de
l’action missionnaire: la poussée
missionnaire du XIX® siécle rebondirait
pour apporter un effet bénéfique a
U’Eglise qui envoyait des missionnaires.
Ce théme ne fut jamais approfondi et a
graduellement disparu de la littérature.
Aujourd’hui, nous voyons réapparaitre
cette dynamique, alors que la croissance
de l’Eglise dans d’gutres parties du
monde permet a l’Eglise d’Occident de se
reconsidérer avec les yeux de I’Eglise du
monde en voie de développement. Cette
nouvelle situation donne lieu a
[’élaboration d’une missiologie de la
culture occidentale.

Les mots «mission» et «missiologie»
sont employés d’une maniére nouvelle. La
mission n’est plus vue comme une
expansion géographique et la missiologie
ne se rapporte plus a l’étude de cette
entreprise. Dans les conférences
mondiales du Conseil Missionnaire
International, depuis celle de Tambaran
en 1938 jusqu’a celle de Willingen en
1952, les deux postulats suivants qui
avaient sous-tendu une vue colonialiste
de la mission ont été abandonnés: 1. le
monde est divisé en deux, entre un
Occident chrétien et le reste du monde
non chrétien; 2. La mission et I’Eglise
sont deux entreprise différentes. Une
nouvelle compréhension de ce que doit
étre la mission est apparue en 1952, avec
l’émergence du concept de missio Dei, a
Willingen. La mission est alors congue
comme la participation de I’Eglise a la

mission du Dieu trine, qui vise a racheter
la création tout entiére. Il a fallu attendre
les années 1980 pour qu’une missiologie
de la culture occidentale se fasse jour. Le
catalyseur de cette évolution fut Leslie
Newbigin.

David Bosch reconnait que Newbigin
n’a pas suffisamment élaboré une
missiologie de la culture occidentale dans
son magnum opus qui s’intitule:
Transformer la mission. Cependant,
dans un livre publié aprés sa mort,
Newbigin a esquissé un programme pour
une missiologie de la culture occidentale.
Ce programme comprend les points
suivants: la redécouverte de la nature
missionnaire de [’Eglise et de la
théologie, la recherche de la maniére la
plus adaptée pour aborder la vie publique
dans la culture occidentale, la prise en
compte de I’Eglise du monde en voie de
développement qui a beaucoup a nous
enseigner sur l’expérience missionnaire,
un examen des maniéres authentiques de
parler de Dieu, un défi lancé a
l’autonomie de la raison humaine.

L’une des questions au programme
d’une missiologie de la culture
occidentale est celle du lien culturel dont
I’Eglise d’Occident est captive. Deux
changements sont nécessaires pour
libérer I’Eglise de son emprisonnement
culturel: une réforme interne qui la
conduise @ retrouver une conscience
missionnaire et l'adoption d’une
démarche missionnaire vis-a-vis de la
culture occidentale.

Une esquisse rapide de [’histoire de
U’Eglise peut montrer comment [’Eglise
d’Occident a perdu sa conscience
missionnaire interne et a abandonné son
effort missionnaire envers le monde
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extérieur. On peut regarder cette histoire
a travers deux types de lunettes. Les
premiére sont celles de Richard Niebuhr:
quand U’Eglise est jeune et minoritaire,
elle se caractérise par un esprit
missionnaire et une attitude critique a
l’égard de la culture ambiante. Puis,
lorsqu’elle s’est depuis longtemps
installée dans la culture, la mission se
trouve remplacée par le soin pastoral et le
discours prophétique critique céde le pas
devant une position bien établie. Il en _
résulte un emprisonnement culturel. A
travers d’autres lunettes, on considére la
tache de [ Eglzse a la fois de fagon
positive: c’est la participation au
developpement culturel, et négative: c’est
l’opposition a [ idolétrie croissante.
L’Eglise primitive avait adopté lg
seconde démarche, tandis que [ Eglzse de
la chrétienté a opté pour la premiére.

Les chrétiens de I’Eglise primitive se
considéraient comme des résidents
étrangers. L’implication principale de ce
point de vue était celle d’une tension
rédemptrice entre I’Evangile et la culture.
L’Eglise était une communauté autre,
participant & une autre histoire que celle
de la culture dominante. Comme elle
incarnait une maniére de vivre faisant
contraste avec celle de la société
ambiante, elle était a la fois attirante et
subversive. Si on veut faire une
évaluation, on dira, positivement, que
I’Eglise primitive a maintenu une
attitude d’opposition, et, négativement,
qu’elle n’a pas toujours reconnu sa
responsabilité culturelle.

Au IV* siécle, I’Eglise a évolué de sa
position marginale pour devenir une
institution dominante, elle est passée
d’une situation de faiblesse et
d’infériorité a une situation de pouvoir et
de supériorité, de pauvre elle est devenue
riche, de minorité opprimée, elle est
devenue majorité oppressive, elle est
passé d’une religion illégale a une
religion d’état, d’Eglise rassemblant des
résidents étrangers, elle est devenue une
Eglise établie. Comme telle, ’Eglise de la
chrétienté a été une Eglise établie et non
missionnaire. Pourtant, elle a pris une
part active au développement culturel.

Depuis le siécle des Lumiéres, I’Eglise
a été mise en marge et repoussée dans le
secteur privé de la culture occidentale.
Cette situation montre que ’Eglise est
dans un état avancé de syncrétisme. Au
lieu de résister a la foz idoldtre qui voue
le monde occidental a la raison humaine,
elle s’est doucement conformée a la
structure de plausibilité de I’Occident. La
mentalité de la chrétienté reste opérante
dans la mesure ou I’Eglise demeure
partie intégrante du statu quo établi, se
contentant d’un réle réduit d’ aumonier
de la nation.

La postmodernité nous offre une
occasion de retrouver une vision
missionnaire de [’Eglise. Alors qu’elle se
trouve dans une nouvelle posture dans la
société, I’Eglise a besoin de réexaminer
son identité. Si elle veut survivre dans
une culture postmoderne, elle doit
absolument retrouver son identité
missionnaire.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Im groffen Jahrhundert der modernen
Missionsbewegung kam in
missionswissenschaftlichen Studien die
Rede vom ‘gesegneten Reflex’ bzw. von
der ‘reflexiven Aktion’ auf. Der
missionarische Impuls des 19.
Jahrhunderts wiirde auf die sendende
Kirche zuriickfallen und ihr selbst zum
Vorteil gereichen. Dieser Gedanke ist
Jedoch nie genauer untersucht worden,
und er verschwindet allmdhlich aus der
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einschldgigen Literatur. Doch heutzutage
sehen wir, daf sich eine entsprechende
Dynamik entwickelt, indem das
Wachstum der Kirche in anderen Teilen
der Welt die westliche Kirche in die Lage
versetzt, ein neues Verstindnis ihrer
selbst zu gewinnen, und zwar dadurch,
dafl sie sich durch die Augen der Kirche
in der Dritten Welt sehen kann. In dieser
neuen Situation entsteht nun eine
Missiologie der westlichen Kultur.

Die Begriffe ‘Mission’ bzw.
‘Missiologie’ werden auf neue Art und
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Weise verwendet. Bei Mission handelt es
sich nicht mehr um geographische
Expansion, und Missiologie ist nicht
ldnger die Disziplin, die einen solchen
Vorgang untersucht. Auf den
Konferenzen des Internationalen
Missionsrats von Tambaram (1938) bis
Willingen (1952) sind zwei Annahmen,
die dem kolonialistischen Verstindnis
von Mission zugrunde lagen, in sich
zusammengefallen, namlich dafi die Welt
aus einem christlichen Westen und einem
nichtchristlichen ‘Nichi-Westen’ bestehe,
und daf} es sich bei Mission und Kirche
um zwei verschiedene Unternehmungen
handele. Mit dem Konzept der missio Dei
entstand 1952 in Willingen ein neues
Verstindnis von Mission. Mission ist die
Teilhabe der Kirche an der Mission des
dreieinigen Gottes, welche die Erlésung
der gesamten Schopfung zum Ziel hat.
Es dauerte jedoch bis zu den 80er
Jahren, bis sich eine Missiologie der
westlichen Kultur zu entwickeln begann.
Der Anstof fiir diese Entwicklung kam
von Lesslie Newbigin.

David Bosch erkannte, daf} er sich in
seinem bedeutenden Werk Transforming
Mission nicht ausreichend mit der
Missiologie der westlichen Kultur
beschiftigt hatte. Er schrieb daraufhin
ein Buch, das nach seinem Tod erschien,
und in dem er ein Programm fiir die
Missiologie der westlichen Kultur
aufstellte. Es umfafit die
Wiederentdeckung des missionarischen
Wesens von Kirche und Theologie, die
Ausarbeitung eines angemessenen
Ansatzes fiir die Auseinandersetzung mit
dem éffentlichen Leben, die
Aufgeschlossenheit gegeniiber der Kirche
in der Dritten Welt, die uns einiges an
missionarischer Erfahrung vermitteln
kann, das Erarbeiten von authentischen
Wegen, iiber Gott zu reden sowie das
Infragestellen der Autonomie der
menschlichen Vernunft.

Ein Aspekt des Programms fiir die
Missiologie der westlichen Kultur betrifft
die kulturelle Gefangenschaft der
westlichen Kirche. Damit die Kirche von
dieser kulturellen Gefangenschaft befreit
werden kann, muf} zweierlei geschehen:

eine innerliche Reformation, die die
Kirche ihr missionarisches Bewuftsein
wiederfinden laft, und die
Wiederentdeckung der missionarischen
Begegnung mit der westlichen Kultur.

Ein kurzer Abrif$ der
Kirchengeschichte verdeutlicht, wie der
westlichen Kirche das innere
missionarische Bewuftsein und die
duflere missionarische Begegnung
abhanden gekommen sind. Diese
historische Entwicklung ldft sich aus
zwei Blickwinkeln betrachten. Beim
ersten handelt es sich um die Sicht H.
Richard Niebuhrs. Als die Kirche noch
Jjung und in der Minderheit war, war sie
missionarisch ausgerichtet und auf eine
kritische Auseinandersetzung mit der sie
umgebenden Kultur bedacht. Sobald die
Kirche jedoch zu einem Teil dieser
Kultur geworden war, wurde Mission
durch pastorale Fiirsorge ersetzt, und die
prophetisch-kritische Haltung wich der
Institutionalisierung. Das Endergebnis
war die kulturelle Gefangenschafft.
Zweitens LGt sich die Aufgabe der Kirche
in threr kulturellen Stellung entweder
positiv, als Teilnahme an der kulturellen
Entwicklung, oder negativ, als
Stellungnahme gegen eine
gotzendienerische Entwicklung,
definieren. Die friihe Kirche verkiérperte
den zweiten Typ, die Kirche der
Christenheit den ersten.

Die friihe Kirche sah sich selbst als
Gaste und Fremdlinge in dieser Welt.
Mit diesem Verstdndnis war eine
heilsame Spannung gegeben zwischen
dem Evangelium und der Kultur. Die
Kirche war eine alternative Gesellschaft,
die innerhalb einer dominanten Kultur
in einer anderen Story lebte. Indem sie
einen alternativen Lebensstil verkirperte,
war sie zugleich attraktiv als auch
unverhohlen subversiv. Beurteilt man
diesen Ansatz, so ist als positiv zu
bewerten, daf3 die friihe Kirche eine klare
Gegenposition einnahm. Als negativ hat
Jedoch zu gelten, daf sie sich ihrer
kulturellen Verantwortung nicht immer
bewuft war.

Im vierten Jahrhundert machte die
Kirche einige Verdnderungen durch: aus
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einer Randerscheinung wurde eine
dominante Institution, aus einer
schwachen und unterlegenen Position
stieg sie in eine Stellung der Stirke und
der Uberlegenheit auf, aus einer armen
wurde eine reiche Kirche, aus einer
verfolgten Minderheit wurde eine andere
verfolgende Mehrheit, aus einer illegalen
Religion eine Staatsreligion, aus den
Gdasten und Fremdlingen eine
institutionalisierte Kirche. Diese
institutionalisierte Kirche der
Christenheit war eine Kirche, die jedes
missionarische Engagement vermissen
liefs. Es war aber auch eine Kirche, die
Verantwortung fiir die kulturelle
Entwicklung iibernahm.

Seit der Aufkldrung ist die Kirche an
den Rand der Gesellschaft, d. h. in den
privaten Bereich, verdrdngt worden.
Diese Lage ist ein Indiz dafiir, daf sich
die Kirche in einem fortgeschrittenen

Stadium des Synkretismus befindet. Statt
der gotzendienerischen Glaubensbindung
an die Vernunft zu widerstehen, hat die
Kirche sich brav an die im Westen
giiltigen Glaubensstrukturen angepafit.
Die Geisteshaltung der Christenheit
bleibt dieselbe, wie denn auch die
Christenheit ein Teil des etablierten
Status quo bleibt, wenn auch in einer
geringeren Rolle, namlich als geistlicher
Diener der Nation.

Die Postmoderne bietet die
Gelegenheit zu einer Wiederentdeckung
des missionarischen
Selbstverstindnisses. Jetzt, da sich die
Kirche in einer neuen gesellschaftlichen
Position wiederfindet, ist es an der Zeit,
dafi sie ihre eigene Identitdt neu
bestimmt. Wenn die Kirche in einer
postmodernen Kultur tiberleben will,
dann muf} sie ihre missionarische
Identitdt wiederfinden.

I. Introduction

A. 19th Century Missionary Impulse and
Reflexive Action

Kenneth Scott Latourette, the great
American missionary historian of the ear-
lier part of this century, in his well-known
history of the expansion of Christianity,
has called the 19th century ‘the great cen-
tury’ (Latourette 1941-1944). Missionary
fervour spread throughout the west
resulting in remarkable growth in both
human and monetary resources for the
cause of cross-cultural missions. Missions
became the new orthodoxy of the era. One
of the themes that arose in early 19th cen-
tury mission thought was that of the
‘blessed reflex’ or ‘reflexive action’. Mis-
sion advocates argued that the missionary
impulse of the 19th century that was
sending missionaries throughout the
world would result in a reflex action that
would benefit the sending church. In
other words, the mission impulse would
rebound back on the sending church in
the west, and it would reap some of the
benefits of this missionary activity. These
benefits were never spelled out. This
theme gradually disappears from the
writing of missiology at the end of the
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19th century as mission became more and
more woven together with colonialism. In
the latter part of this century mission has
gradually extricated itself from the colo-
nial framework. In this post-colonial
period the dynamic of the ‘reflexive
action’ is becoming increasingly evident.
The missionary movement has come full
circle and the church in the west is now
beginning to experience a number of
benefits.

Perhaps we can describe how this
reflexive action might take place with the
following hypothetical scenario.' A mis-
sionary is sent to India. He stands in the
village street to proclaim Jesus Christ to a
group of people for whom the name Jesus
Christ is meaningless. How does he
proceed? He must use the language of his
hearers. However, that language is not
neutral; it embodies the worldview and
commitments of the people. What word
does he choose to speak of Christ. Does he
choose swamy—Lord? The trouble is that
in India there are literally millions of lords
in Hindu tradition. Is Jesus just one more?
This is hardly good news! How about the
word avatar the descent and embodiment
of God? The trouble is—among others—
that this idea is caught up in the cyclical
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worldview of the Hindu and can hardly call
for a final commitment. Should the mis-
sionaryjust begin to tell the historical story
of Jesus? This would be to identify Jesus
with maya, the world of passing, illusive
reality. It would hardly hold interest. But
the evangelist must choose one of these
words if heisto communicate. Thisisanec-
essary process; he must use the language of
the people. In this process of communicat-
ing the gospel, the missionary becomes
increasingly aware of how the worldview of
that local culture can reshape the gospel.
But in this process, she begins also to see
that this is true not simply in India. It is
also true in the United States, Canada, or
Western Europe—the place from which
she has come. It is very easy to believe that
the worldview in which you have been nur-
tured is simply the way things are. One is
unaware of how profoundly one is shaped
by their cultural story. However, serious
involvement with another culture chal-
lenges this assumption. The way that the
missionary understands the gospel is
shaped by the culture of which she is part
and this becomes increasingly evident as
a result of a missionary encounter with a
foreign culture. Through dialogue and
interaction with the Indian church, the
missionary comes to see that the gospel is
shaped by the western worldview.

If we stopped there we would be left with
cultural relativism—an Indian gospel ab-
sorbed into Hinduism or a Western gospel
absorbed into modernity. But we are not.
The third thing that must be brought into
the picture is the meeting of cultures under
the final authority of the Bible. The mis-
sionary brings the Bible or New Testament
that has been translated into the local lan-
guage. The people in India have in their
hands a story which can provide a critique
of both their culture and the culture from
which the missionary has come. As the
church in India reads the Bible they come
to see the incompatibility of their
worldview with the gospel. The Indian
church also can provide for the missionary
a fresh look at western culture through
new eyes. They can enable him or her to be-
gin to see how the Western worldview has
compromised the message of the gospel.

This process is now taking place at a
global level. The growth and maturing of
the churches in the Majority World—the
fruit of 19" and 20" century missions—
now provides a challenge to the Western
church to rethink their identity and
stance toward their culture. Thus the mis-
sionary experience has come full circle. It
now provides a critique of the sending
church providing resources for a more
faithful witness. This is what is meant by
reflexive action.

B. Toward a Missiology of Western
Culture: New Understanding of Mission
in the 20 Century
As a result of this reflexive action there is
now developing a missiology of western
culture. To speak of a missiology of west-
ern culture means that the word ‘mission’
is being used in a new way. At the begin-
ning of the 20th century, mission still
denoted the idea of geographical expan-
sion. Mission was considered to be an
enterprise of Christian expansion that
proceeds in one direction from the Chris-
tian West to other parts of the world. The
world was divided into the Christian west
and the non-Christian non-West. The
West was the home base for mission and
the non-West was the mission field.
Church and mission were separated: Mis-
sion was an organization responsible for
this expansionist enterprise; the Western
church supported mission as one of its
worthy causes while the third world
church took its place as a parallel organi-
zation along side of western based
missions as a container for converts of
missionary work. Missiology was the disci-
pline that studies the issues arising from
this expansion. If a missiology of western
culture was to develop, these foundational
assumptions about mission would need to
change. :
Throughout the 20* century numerous
factors have challenged this view of
mission. Perhaps the two most important
factors are the dramatic rise, growth,
and vitality of the Majority World church
with its various expressions of the gospel
and the parallel marginalization of the
church in the West. In the International
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Missionary Council world conferences
between Tambaram (1938) and Willingen
(1952) each of the fundamental assump-
tions that undergirded a colonialist view
of mission broke down. The separation of
mission and church was challenged; it was
advocated that the church is missionary
by its very nature. The division of the
world between the Christian west and the
pagan third world dissolved; the west is as
much a mission field as the third world—
mission is in all six continents; Mission as
geographical expansion gave way to an
understanding of mission as the task of
the whole church wherever it was to wit-
ness to the whole gospel in the whole
world.

All these seminal insights remained
unfruitful, however, because there was no
theological framework in which to relate
them systematically. The world mission-
ary conference in Willingen, Germany in
1952 provided a beginning answer to this
problem. The notion of the missio Dei
brought together Christological, eschato-
logical, and pneumatological insights from
the theological guild in a way that opened
the way for mission as a task of the church
in all continents to emerge. The church’s
mission was a participation in the mission
of God to redeem the creation. The Father
sent the Son; the Father and Son sent the
Spirit; the church is sent by the Son and
taken up in the redeeming work of the
Spirit. Mission is first of all a work of God
and the church is the locus of mission
before it becomes the agent. The church is
sent to be a bearer of the Spirit and the mis-
sion of God. ‘As the Father has sent me, I
am sending you’. The sending is of the
whole church by God into the world, not
merely the sending of some individuals by
mission boards to the third world.

The implications of these insights for
western culture were not immediately rec-
ognized on a wide scale. It would not be
until the 1980s that serious attention
would be devoted to the development of a
missiology of western culture. The cata-
lyst for this development was British
missionary, ecumenical leader, and
author Lesslie Newbigin. He commented
upon his return to Britain from India that
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he found western culture to be ‘the most
difficult missionary frontier in the con-
temporary world’ and ‘the one of which
the Churches have been—on the whole—
so little conscious’ (Newbigin 1993:235).
He tackled the issue with the insight of an
outsider who could see the church in west-
ern culture with new eyes. His books have
spawned a world wide interest in the
subject and a number of organizational,
scholarly, and publication initiatives to
address the issue. We can see today the
contours of a missiology of western
culture beginning to emerge.

For the development of a missiolohgy of
western culture, the legacy of the 19" and
20" century missionary movement is
invaluable. Its vast experience and tradi-
tion in dealing with missional issues
provides a tremendous resource for the
church in former sending lands.

C. Contours of a Missiology of Western
Culture

In 1991 David Bosch’s Transforming
Mission appeared—perhaps the most sig-
nificant missiological book to be published
in this century. Before his tragic death in
April 1992 he already had indicated that
he recognized that he had not engaged the
topic of mission in modern western cul-
ture sufficiently and that this must be a
priority concern for our day. His little
book Believing in the Future: Toward a
Missiology of Western Culture was an
attempt to begin to deal with this need. It
was published posthumously in 1995.

In this book Bosch sets out the con-
tours of a missiology of postmodern west-
ern culture. It included the following
features: 1) In a missiology of western
culture we must understand that the
church is missionary by its very nature.
Mission is not just one (maybe very
important) task of the church; this
redemptive era is characterized by mis-
sion and that this gives the church its
very identity. Thus all theology is mis-
sionary as it brings the gospel to bear on
various contemporary situations in an
attempt to equip the church for its mis-
sionary task (Bosch 1995:27-32). 2) A
missiology of western culture must
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address the issue of engaging the public
life of culture avoiding the temptations of
either trying to create a Christian society
(mistake in Christendom) or withdrawing
from society into a spiritual realm
(mistake in modernity) (pp. 33-35). 3) A
missiology of western culture must take
greater account of the churches in the
third world and this for several reasons.
First, we have much to learn from the
missionary experience of these churches.
Second, the west (including the church)
shares the blame in the plight of the third
world (pp. 35-40). 4) A missiology of
western culture must struggle with the
issue of how to speak of God in an
authentic way in a culture where there is
the dual threat of modern secularism that
has eclipsed God and postmodern spiritu-
ality with much god-talk and its religious
smorgasbord that trivializes and
consumerizes religious experience (pp.
40-45). 5) A missiology of western culture
must seek ways to challenge the auton-
omy of reason—our greatest idol—by
communicating in our lives that all
reasoning takes place in the context of
committed belief (pp. 47-53).

It is these five ingredients that Bosch
believes to be of primary importance in a
missiology of western culture. He adds six
more elements briefly at the end of the
book that he believes also need to be
addressed. They are: need to address
ecological issues because of the west’s
complicity in creating this crisis (pp. 55f.),
the need for a new counter-cultural stance
of the church because of the domestication
of the church in western culture (pp. 56f.),
the need to address the ecumenical con-
cern for the unity of the church because of
the burgeoning denominationalism in the
west (pp. 57f.), the need for contextuali-
zation of the gospel that avoids syncretism
and irrelevance because of the illusion
that the gospel is at home in western cul-
ture (pp. 58f.), the need to equip the lay
members of the church for involvement in
their public callings because the clergy/
laity distinction has sidelined their
ministry (p. 59), the need for a vital, wor-
shipping congregation as the source of
mission (pp. 55f.).

D. Cultural Captivity of the Western
Church

In a developing missiology of western cul-
ture, one of the problems that has become
clear and received growing attention in
the last several decades, is the cultural
captivity of the western church. In a
recent article Konrad Raiser (1994:628f.),
the general secretary of the World Council
of Churches, distinguishes between two
different forms of missionary witness.
There is a difference between the mission-
ary situation in Europe and North
America, on the one hand, and Africa and
Asia, for example, on the other. While the
central missionary problem of the ‘youn-
ger churches’ is the experience of cultural
estrangement—gospel is felt to be a
foreign element that disturbs cultural tra-
ditions—the central missionary problem
of the ‘older churches’ is the cultural
captivity of the gospel. In other words, in
Africa and Asia, the problem is for the
gospel to be at home in culture. In the
West the gospel has become absorbed and
co-opted into culture.

If the church in the west is to be liber-
ated from her cultural captivity its life and
attitude must be transformed in two ways.
First, there must be an inner reformation.
That is, the church’s self-understanding
must be transformed from a non-
missionary to a missionary self-image. In
her own self-perception and selfidentity
she must see and understand herself as
existing to communicate the good news of
the kingdom of God. She must recover the
missionary nature of the church. Second
—and very closely related—this mission-
ary self-understanding will lead to a new
understanding of her relationship to cul-
ture. Along with and closely aligned with
an inner missionary consciousness there
must be a recovery of an outer missionary
encounter with her culture (Shenk
1995:87, 94). This involves a missiological
analysis of culture that enables the church
as a contrast society, called to witness to
the gospel, to confront the idols of the
reigning worldview. It is an analysis of the
foundational assumptions of culture that
will equip the church to resist the tempta-
tion to live in comfortable co-habitation
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with powers that contradict the reign of
God.

II. Cultural Captivity of the Western
Church: A Brief History

How is it that this inner missionary
consciousness and outer missionary
encounter has been diminished in the
western church? I will now sketch a brief
history of what I am calling the cultural
captivity of the western church.

The lens I want to use to view this his-
tory is the thesis of H. Richard Niebuhr
(1935) in Gospel Against the World. In this
little book with two other authors, he
describes what takes place when the gos-
pel is part of a culture for a long period of
time. When a church is young and a
minority its identity is defined by mission
and a critical engagement with culture.
This missional understanding issues in a
community with a distinctive identity and
a rigorous evangelization of the culture.
As more and more embrace the faith, the
church moves from being missionary to
being pastoral. The church must now care
for new converts. Gradually, a working
arrangement with the powers and institu-
tions of society develops. The gospel
permeates more and more of culture.
There is a lessening tension between
church and culture since the culture is not
as pagan as it once was. The final state is
one of corruption—where the church is
domesticated and absorbed into the
culture. This end result is one of cultural
captivity.

There is another lens that we can use
to look at this history. The church has
two responsibilities toward its host cul-
ture. First, it is part of the culture. Since
the cultural development is a good part of
creation that God has called humanity to
participate in, the church must take its
share of responsibility for that cultural
development. Second, since the whole of
culture is distorted by idolatrous faith
commitments, the church is also called to
take an antithetical stance.”? Para-
phrasing the words of Jesus in John 17,
the believing community is in the world
but not of it. In the first 300 years of
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church history, it takes an antithetical
stance. But during this time the early
church could not take her responsibility
to participate in the development of
Roman culture with sufficient serious-
ness. With the conversion of Constantine,
the church is established as part of the
culture. As such the church takes its
responsibility for cultural development
seriously. However, the antithetical
stance is lost. This lead to the absorption
of the church into its culture resulting in
cultural captivity.

A. Early Church: Resident Aliens

The way the early church understood her
identity and relation to culture can be seen
in the way they referred to themselves.
One of the most common self-designations
of the early church was resident aliens
(paroikoi). We can briefly enumerate four
things about this word.

First, the primary sense of paroikoi is
that of a redemptive tension between
church/gospel and culture. In an article
reviewing the use of this term paroikoi in
the literature of the early church, Pierre
de Labriolle concludes: ‘The idea of heter-
ogeneity of the Christians from their
pagan neighbours and the society where
they live is one of those which one finds
most frequently in the texts’ (1927:198).
They understood themselves to be differ-
ent from others in their culture. In fact,
they also called themselves a third race
along with the Jews and Gentiles.

Second, this distinctive sense of an
alternative community was nourished by
an alternative story—the story of the
Bible. Everett Ferguson (1989) argues
that this distinctive sense of identity
developed as an alternative story was
pressed on the catechumen in the process
of catechism. The story of the Bible must
supplant the story that gripped the public
life of Roman culture. The whole
catechetical process had a pastoral
purpose to empower a distinctive people.

Third, this community with a distinc-
tive identity shaped by Scripture was
attractive. Alan Kreider argues that the
church’s ‘. . . rites and practices were
designed to re-form those pagans who



* Toward a Missiology of Western Culture

joined the church into Christians, into a
distinctive people that individually and
corporately looked like Jesus Christ. As
such, these people, reformed, would be
attractive’ [1994:5]. And so they were. A
second or third century Christian
remarks: ‘Beauty of life causes strangers
to join the ranks . . . We do not talk about
great things; we live them’ [quoted in
Kreider 1994:12]. But we do not only have
the testimony of the early church; we also
hear from the enemies of the church as to
the attractive power of their distinctive
communal life. Celsus and Julian the
Apostate both testify to the impact of the
church as a result of its distinctive and
attractive life.

What was the content of this exem-
plary life? In part it was that the early
church broke down barriers erected in
the Roman empire—rich/poor, male/
female, slave/free, Greek/Barbarian. It
was the love they exercised toward the
poor, orphans, widows, sick, mine-
workers, prisoners, slaves, travellers
(hospitality). It was the exemplary moral
lives of ordinary Christians over against
the rampant immorality of the average
Roman citizen. It was the hope and joy
and confidence experience by Christians
in a world of despair, anxiety, and uncer-
tainty. It was their unity in a fragmented
and pluralistic world. It was their chas-
tity in a world dominated by sex. It was
their generosity with money and simple
lifestyles in a world dominated by accu-
mulation and consumption (in A.D. 251
in Rome there were 154 ministers of one
sort or another on the list for financial
care and 1,500 widows and poor people!).
It was their forgiving love of their ene-
mies. Justin comments: ‘We who once
took pleasure in the means of increasing
our wealth and property now bring what
we have into a common fund and share
with everyone in need; we who hated and
killed one another and would not associ-
ate with people of different tribes . .. now
after the manifestation of Christ live
together and pray for our enemies’
(quoted in Kreider 1994:9).

Thus, the lives of the believing commu-
nity, nursed and shaped by a different

story, living as resident aliens were lights
in a dark world. The Canons of Hippolytus
expressed the desire that the lives of
Christians ‘may shine with virtue, not
before each other [only] but also before
the Gentiles so they may imitate them and
become Christians . . .” (quoted in Kreider
1994:12).

Fourth, this witness of the early church
was publicly subversive. The early church
did not allow themselves to be pushed into
a private realm in the Roman empire. It
quietly set aside and rejected the public
doctrine of the Roman empire and lived
out of the story of the Bible. Its confession
that Jesus is Lord stood in stark opposi-
tion to the confession Caesar is Lord that
bound the empire together.

In summary, in the early church, we see
a community that understands her iden-
tity in terms of a witness to the kingdom of
God. She lives in the story of the Bible and
thus stands in redemptive tension with
her culture. Her contrastive or alternative
life is from the margins yet is attractive to
many and publicly subversive of the
reigning idolatry.

By way of evaluation, we can say, posi-
tively, that the early church maintained
an antithetical stance toward culture.
Hendrik Kraemer has rightly maintained:

The deeper the consciousness of the tension
and the urge to take this yoke upon itself are
felt, the healthier the Church is. The more
oblivious of this tension the Church is, the
more well established and at home in this
world it feels, the more it is in deadly danger
of being the salt that has lost its savour
(1956:36).

But negatively, her responsibility for and
participation in the cultural development
of the Roman empire suffered. This two-
sided stance can be seen in the struggle
the early church had with various occupa-
tions. Hendrik Kraemer comments a few
pages later:

It is worthwhile to have a look at the strug-
gle with adaptation by paying attention for
a moment to the conflicts of Christians in
their professions. The great question was,
How far is a Christian allowed to enter into
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the professional jobs of those days with
their mores and customs, without denying
Christ and without becoming polluted by
participation in idolatry? (40; cf. Harnack
1961:303-311).

According to some in the early church,
many occupations and professions were
considered to be polluted by the idolatry of
pagan culture and were therefore prohib-
ited to Christians as a legitimate calling
(cf. Harnack, ibid).

B. Christendom.: Domestication

All of this changed in the fourth century.
Constantine became a Christian and
legalized the Christian religion. In 380
Theodosius made Christianity the reli-
gion of the empire. The Christian church
grew sixfold. However, in this new era we
call Christendom we move very far from
the understanding and practice of mission
of the early church.

The early church moves from a mar-
ginal position to a dominant institution in
society; from being socially, politically,
and intellectually inferior to a position of
power and superiority; from being eco-
nomically weak and poor to a position of
immense wealth; from being an oppressed
minority to being the oppressive majority;
from being an illegal religion to becoming
the only religion of the state; from being
resident aliens to a territorial understand-
ing of the faith whereby the Roman
empire is considered Christian.

In this new position the church’s
self-understanding changed rather dra-
matically. We can say four things about
the church in Christendom. First, it
became an established church. The
redemptive tension, the prophetic-critical,
antithetical stance of the church in rela-
tion to culture diminishes. The church
became part of the constellation of power
within the state. It took its place alongside
of the political, economic, military, social,
and intellectual powers within the empire.
Now the church’s identity is shaped by
society rather than the missio Dei. The
church became an arm and instrument of
state policy rather than an instrument for
God’s redemptive purposes. Its task was
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to contribute to the maintenance of the
existing political and social order. It was to
uphold and support the status quo rather
than prophetically critique it. An estab-
lished church is domesticated by the
culture. The stories or worldviews of the
church and the broader society become
one. Critical engagement is lost. There is
the assumption that the gospel and
church are at home in a Christian culture.
The Roman Catholic theologian Roger
Haight describes the established church:

The word established indicates a theological
category which characterizes a church
whose mission has ceased; an established
church is at peace with society and content
with and in its own forms and inner life. The
term is negative for it implies the presump-
tion that the missionary task has been
completed so that the church is no longer a
mission but simply a community. In terms
of missionary and pastoral activity . . . an
established church assumes only pastoral
responsibilities (1980:10).

Second, the Christendom church
becomes a non-missionary church. As
Haight says, the mission of the established
church has ceased. The assumption is that
the whole society is now Christian and
outside the empire is pagan. With this
assumption work within the empire would
change from missionary to pastoral main-
tenance. The church becomes preoccupied
with its own welfare and maintenance.
Outside the empire the initiative for
Christianization of peoples is taken by the
state as it extends its empire. The church
participates as the religious arm of the
empire. Mission often became coercive by
means of religious wars.

Third, the church in the Christendom
era becomes a powerful and privileged
church. The church was now made up of
the educated, powerful and rich. Chris-
tians were given privileged positions
within the culture. The ‘Christian empire’
is powerful. Mission now is taken from a
position of strength—from the superior to
the inferior.

Finally, in contrast with the early
church, during Christendom, the church
takes on cultural responsibility. While the
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antithetical stance of the church toward
her culture diminishes, it takes responsi-
bility for many dimensions of cultural
development. Newbigin has correctly
observed:

Much has been written about the harm
done to the cause of the gospel when
Constantine accepted baptism, and it is not
difficult to expatiate on this theme. But
could any other choice have been made?
When the ancient classical world . . . ran out
of spiritual fuel and turned to the church as
the one society that could hold a disintegrat-
ing world together, should the church have
refused the appeal and washed its hands of
responsibility for the political order? It
could not do so if it was to be faithful to its
originsin Israel and the ministry of Jesus. It
is easy to see with hindsight how quickly the
church fell into the temptations of worldly
power. It is easy to point . . . to the glaring
contradictions between the dJesus of the
Gospels and his followers occupying the
seats of power and wealth. And yet we have
to ask, would God’s purpose as it is revealed
in Scripture have been better served, if the
church had refused all political responsibil-
ity, if there had never been a ‘Christian’
Europe, if all the churches for the past two
thousand years had lived as persecuted
minorities . . .? I find it hard to think so
(Newbigin 1986:100f.).

As Newbigin goes on to point out, how-
ever we evaluate this time, we are heirs of
that Christendom experiment. We belong
to a culture that has been shaped for a
thousand years in a corpus Christianum
in which the whole of public and cultural
life was permeated by Christian
revelation.

My own evaluation is to again look at
the two sides of Christian cultural respon-
sibility. In terms of taking responsibility
for cultural development, the church of
Christendom was faithful. In terms of an
antithetical stance to the pagan classical
and Germanic elements of that culture, its
established position weakened her
witness.

A number of historical factors
converged to break down historical Chris-
tendom. However, many assumptions

about the church and mission that were
shaped during this era continue to shape
the church’s life to the present—a situa-
tion called by some missiologists of
western culture a ‘functional Christen-
dom’ (Van Gelder in Guder et al.
1998:46-62).

C. Church in Modernity: Privatization
With the breakdown of Christendom, the
Enlightenment offered another vision of
public life based on an autonomous, scien-
tific rationalism. In this new situation, the
Christian faith moves from the centre to
the margins of the culture. Newbigin has
made an important -contribution to
missiology here by offering us an analysis
of the epistemological foundations of
western culture that has moved the
church to the private religious realm.
The vision of the Enlightenment
appeared promising to that generation for
two reasons. First, the religious wars were
fragmenting all the countries of Europe. It
seemed that the gospel or the Christian
faith could not provide a centre for Euro-
pean society. Alongside, the success of the
natural sciences in explaining the natural
world gave hope that scientific reason
could provide an alternate centre. At the
heart of the Enlightenment worldview
was a commitment to autonomous human
reason as the sole arbiter of truth and
primary instrument of social progress.
Reason disciplined by the scientific
method, applied to society and translated
into technological power had the ability to
transform out world into a materially and
socially prosperous utopia. Methodologi-
cal and neutral reason was to be the sole
arbiter of truth. Tradition and authority
were not to be trusted as guides to truth.
Only human reason disciplined by the
scientific method held such esteemed
power. ;
Descartes has been called by many ‘the
father of modernity’. Descartes distin-
guished between the knowing subject and
the object to be known. If the knowing
subject was to have reliable knowledge
s/he must disinfect him/herself of all sub-
jective contaminations. The knower must
reject all authority and tradition. It was
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only through a rigorous application of
method that truth could be found and vali-
dated. One built the temple of rational
truth piece by piece by subjecting all truth
claims to the dictates of a neutral and
methodological rationality.

It was this Cartesian legacy that seized
the imagination of the Enlightenment
generation. All truth claims must be
brought before the bar of scientific reason
for ultimate judgement. Truth claims
that could be validated by human ratio-
nality were accorded the high place of
facts. Truth claims that could not be vali-
dated in this way were ushered into the
lower epistemological realm of wvalues.
Thus the idolatrous commitment to
human, methodological rationality cre-
ated a fundamental dichotomy that lies at
the heart of Western culture. A funda-
mental dichotomy between facts/values,
knowing/believing, public/private, truth/
opinion, science/religion was created in
which the former is accorded a higher
place and is trusted to shape public life.
This dichotomy has become an unques-
tioned article of faith in western culture
—a hidden assumption that gives shape
to our culture. This foundational assump-
tion, based on the faith of Western
people, functions like a tectonic plate that
is just below the earth’s surface, unseen
yet it gives shape to the social topography
and geography above.

The claims of the gospel must also be
submitted to the dictates of methodologi-
cal reason. Since such claims cannot be
proven by scientific method (although
there has been no shortage of attempts in
rationalistic apologetics) the claims of the
gospel have been shunted to the nether-
world of private values that are a matter of
subjective opinion and personal prefer-
ence. The gospel is not to be considered as
public truth but mere private taste. One
may find the gospel privately engaging but
its truth claim is dismissed. It can have no
place in shaping the public life of a nation.

Newbigin’s indictment of the church is
that instead of resisting this idolatrous
faith-commitment to scientific reason, the
church has been absorbed and domesti-
cated into the culture (Newbigin 1983,
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1986, 1989). It has quietly and meekly
conformed itself to this alien faith-
commitment. It has accepted its role in the
private realm. The church may offer an
otherworldly and entirely future salvation
to interested individuals. The church may
influence the morals of its members. It
may meet the religious needs of its adher-
ents. But woe to the church that dares to
believe that the gospel is the true starting
point for understanding all of human life.
Newbigin is joined by many other voices
who see both the ecumenical and evangeli-
cal tradition as two sides of the same
modernist coin—churches that have been
co-opted into the reigning plausibility
structure of modernity.

Shenk argues that, paradoxically, the
Christendom mentality remains very
operative here (Shenk 1995:41). It is our
Christendom heritage that has led us
down this path of privatization. The
church has been established as part of the
status quo, as part of the constellation of
powers for so long it knows of no other
relationship to culture. As an arm of the
state, the church still has its role to play.
However, it has been greatly reduced
since the Enlightenment to an institution
that cares for the religious needs of its
members and perhaps influences the
individual morality of the nation.

In other words, the church has become
in modernity a chaplain to society. A
chaplain is a hired employee of a bigger
organization. S/he is employed to meet the
religious needs of those in a community
with a higher and more comprehensive
purpose. A chaplain contributes to the
maintenance of the status quo; s/he does
not challenge it.

D. Postmodernity: Recovery of
Missionary Self-Understanding?

We live in a time when the modern
worldview is breaking down. We live in
a ‘post-’ society—post-modern, post-
industrial, post-critical, post-liberal,
post-Enlightenment, post-Christian, etc.
For those churches who have hitched their
wagon to some aspect of modernity the
postmodern shift represents an enormous
threat. And no doubt, the postmodern
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worldview does represent a threat to the
Christian faith as all worldviews do. But it
seems that it also represents an opportu-
nity. Kosuke Koyama tells us that the
Japanese character for crisis is danger and
opportunity. And perhaps that is just
what postmodernity offers us—danger
and opportunity.

In terms of the opportunity the church
in postmodern society has been pushed to
the margins. This provides an opportu-
nity. This can be illustrated by employing
the language of anthropologist Victor
Turner. The church in western culture is
at a point of liminality. Liminality is a con-
dition of transition from one position or
role in culture to another. For example,
the movement from adolescence to adult-
hood is a point of liminality. At such times
one struggles with identity. The church
has lost its dominant position and is now
at the margins. As it struggles with its
identity, the opportunity is there to
recover a missionary self-consciousness.
And perhaps it is just there—at the
margins—that the western church can
learn again to become missionary. Maybe
the postmodern condition offers the
church the opportunity to recover the
counter-cultural stance for which Bosch
calls, the redemptive tension of the early
church—hopefully a stance that will take
seriously both cultural responsibility and
antithetical critique.

Lesslie Newbigin said that the trip from
India to Europe through the continent of
Asia made a profound impact on him
because he saw that the vital churches of
the Middle East had disappeared without
a trace (1993:226-228). The same threat
looms in the West. A recovery of a mission-
ary understanding of the church is a vital
matter if the church in the West is to
remain as a significant presence.
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Notes

1 Perhaps this is more than a little hypothet-
ical. I follow some of the thoughts of
Lesslie Newbigin here (Newbigin 1978:
1-5). In fact, in Newbigin this reflexive
action is illustrated par excellence. He
returned from India where he spent 38
years and his writings bringing the
missionary experience to bear on western
culture have made international impact.

2 It is this side of cultural responsibility that

is being increasingly stressed in American
initiatives in the area of missiology of west-
ern culture. Gripped by the insight that
the church is culturally captive, the
answer proffered is an antithetical, pro-
phetic-critical stance that renounces all
power.

3 I owe many of the insights of the following

section on the early church to the booklet
by Alan Kreider (1994).
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