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  Introduction


  The Legacy of Newbigin for Mission to the West


  Scott W. Sunquist


  J. E. Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998) was a missionary. He had many other titles—reverend, bishop, ecumenist, general secretary of the International Missionary Council—but he was always a missionary. His conversion to orthodox Christianity came from a vision of the cross reaching from heaven to earth and embracing the world.1 This image, along with Jesus’ high priestly prayer (Jn 17), would guide his theological writing for the rest of his life. Seldom has a life been so focused from such an early age, and at the same time so acutely aware of cultural changes that influence that focus. Major events, key personalities, important writings and family shaped him relentlessly and providentially. Yet the image and the prayer remained a steady guide.


  Born into a devout and politically alert Northumbrian family December 8, 1909, Newbigin straddled English and Scottish cultures. His mother was of Scottish background, his father English, and he studied in Cambridge, served in Glasgow, and was ordained in the Church of Scotland. The contrast for North Americans may seem small, but for a Scot to be mistaken for an Englishman is more than grounds for a feud. Newbigin embraced the divide as he did many other liminal spaces in his life. As a college student he straddled the divide between ecumenical and evangelical fellowship groups. He worked in the summers with the Quakers, providing some relief for the coal miners in south Wales, another culture. In India he continued to straddle the divide between church traditions and worked very hard to make sure that union and unity were central concerns for gospel fidelity. He learned Tamil well enough to speak, teach, write, preach and even to carry on theological discourse with some of the best Tamil Hindu scholars. He embraced India, with all of its many gods and castes, and returned to England alert to the gods and castes of postmodern Europe. He understood bridging, engaging and remaining faithful to the Christian tradition in the midst of competing plural norms and values.


  In between his missionary and pastoral work in South India and his work in England upon “retirement” in 1974, he had a very fruitful ministry as an ecumenical leader in both the International Missionary Council and the Faith and Order Movement. His ecumenical leadership actually began in South India with the forming of the Church of South India. A year later he attended the first Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam where, at the age of thirty-nine, he helped to draft the statement that came out of that assembly. This ecumenical period is very important in Newbigin’s life, but we focus here on the last and most fruitful chapter of his life, his return to the West in 1974.


  The major theme of Newbigin’s scholarship upon his return to England might be described as the proper understanding of the missionary nature of the church and the need for thoughtful missionary engagement in the post-Christendom and pluralist West. This may be a little inelegant, but I believe it is accurate. He was always the missionary, but at the same time he was always the thoughtful missionary who studied cultures more as a theologian and philosopher than as an anthropologist. As early as 1952, in his Kerr Lectures (later published as The Household of God), Newbigin wrote about the importance of ecclesiology in light of the breakdown of Christendom. He realized that ecclesiology was the key and Pentecostal ecclesiology was an important new voice in framing missiology and ecclesiology for the future. As much as any other theologian, Newbigin was both early and profound in his description of what the end of Christendom meant for Christianity.


  The West as the new missionary context was most clearly illustrated in the experience Newbigin had in 1979 when, at the age of seventy, he was asked to chair his local church council meeting (United Reformed Church). On the docket was the proposal to close a 120-year-old church located in the slums across from Winson Green Prison. The local URC pastors reasoned that since the area had become mostly South Asian through immigration, there was no reason to keep the church alive. This, of course, was a Christendom understanding of church as chaplain to Christian society. Newbigin the missionary who had worked in South Asia, armed with the same facts, reasoned the exact opposite. Since the church was in the midst of a mission field, it was right where it was supposed to be. He argued that the church should be kept open, and he would pastor it with a South Asian pastor working with him. Newbigin and his new colleague, Hakkim Singh Rahi, began their ministry by visiting all the houses in the region.


  Together they went door to door in the run-down neighborhood, and Newbigin got a ground-level introduction to how far from Christian his England had become. While Asian immigrants almost always welcomed him and Rahi in for tea, Anglo neighbors often slammed the door in their faces. When the two pastors did get inside, they found lives formed by the omnipresent television, not the Bible. Religion was seen as a matter of personal taste, a private concern about which no one should trouble another.2


  Thus, the decline of Christianity in England, the privatized nature of Western life and belief, along with the loss of missionary zeal in the church all came together for Newbigin in Winson Green. The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, along with other titles written in the 1980s and 1990s (well into his retirement), focus on understanding the Western predicament, and helping the church to re-engage in God’s mission at all levels, in each cultural context.3 This led us at Fuller Theological Seminary to look again at The Gospel in a Pluralist Society after twenty-five years. This volume is a collection of papers that reflect on the ongoing meaning and value of The Gospel in a Pluralist Society for the twenty-first century. But first we need to remember the book itself.


  The Book: The Gospel in a Pluralist Society



  I find it interesting that Newbigin identifies himself in The Gospel in a Pluralist Society not as a professor (which he was), nor as a missionary (which he had been), nor as a bishop (which he had also been), but as a pastor.4 In his mind he is writing a book to help pastors and other church leaders re-imagine what it means to be a pastor in a post-Christendom world. Context is not everything, but it is more than most things when it comes to interpreting a document. The context of these lectures, as Wilbert Shenk reminds us in chapter one, was a confused one. Newbigin was invited to give the Alexander Robertson “lectures” at Glasgow, which he came prepared to deliver. However, when he arrived he found out that he was actually teaching a course to university students of all stripes. Many came to his lectures as post-Christendom cynics, but others came as pre-ministerial students. His lectures had to be expanded and reshaped to meet his diverse audience. Thus, there is a very strong apologetic nature to the lectures, as if he is trying to convince his largely nominal Christian audience of the veracity of the Christian faith itself, not just describe the problem of belief in the West.


  Although written with such a diverse audience in mind, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society became one of the most important mission books of the last half of the twentieth century. Oddly enough it is one of the few mission books that has been read by theologians (both practical and systematic), pastors and seminary students with great zeal. Theologians read the book but are troubled by its lack of notation and cross-referencing. Pastors read it but are often troubled by the philosophical bent of much of his argument. (Most pastors are reading books on mission and ministry, but few read philosophy.) Seminary students usually read it because they have to. But once they are introduced to Newbigin through The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, many want more.5 Since 1996 over 40,000 copies have been sold. Before that, the publisher does not have records. I think it is safe to say that it has sold close to 100,000 copies. Why the popularity of such a strange book, a book on epistemology, history, mission, culture and ecclesiology? In brief, I think it is because his words rang true to the experience of the Western church.


  Newbigin was not the first person to observe the global transformation of Christianity in his lifetime,6 but he was the first person to analyze what it meant for the Western church and how Christians in the West must now think and act differently to be faithful to God’s mission. A few decades before The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, the Roman Catholic scholar Walbert Bühlman wrote The Coming of the Third Church.7 He was one of the earliest to observe what was taking place in global Christianity as the Western church was in decline and the “southern” church (Third Church) became stronger and more numerous. The transformation that was taking place in the world Christian movement was more than just a matter of counting Christian noses in each country or region. More significant were the changes that were taking place in Christian identity (within) and in cultural perceptions of Christianity (from without). The dramatic changes in Christianity that Newbigin recognized can be illustrated by two events in New York City, which were just 101 years apart.


  In 1900 the largest and most influential mission conference, called the 1900 Ecumenical Conference on Foreign Missions, was held. Speakers included the president of Columbia University and three presidents of the United States: Teddy Roosevelt (governor of New York at the time), former president Benjamin Harrison and President William McKinley. The meetings were held in Carnegie Hall and in various churches in New York. To give us a sense of how thoroughly the idea of Protestant missionary work to the world was supported by the larger society, here are a few of the words from the president of Columbia University:


  I think men have also grown to realize that God has not left Himself without witnesses, even in lands that we are accustomed to think of as heathen lands. And yet, what can Christians do better, in such a time as this, than to bear their unshaken testimony to their belief that there is no other Name under heaven, whereby men must be saved, but the Name of Jesus Christ?8


  The best and the brightest, the political and most academic leaders all supported Protestant Christian missions for the world’s ills. Twenty-five hundred delegates and 115 mission societies attended and heard three US presidents give their support for foreign missions. American was Protestant, and its growing global engagement was a political, military and missionary engagement woven together.9 The Philippines is probably the clearest example of this manifestation of twentieth-century Christendom. In the Philippines, the Spanish Catholic rulers were ousted and the United States came in with the support and encouragement of Protestant missionaries to help rebuild the Philippines as a Protestant nation. Newbigin was born into this type of Christendom.


  One hundred and one years later, New York experienced violence on its own shores from what had been called “heathen lands.” September 11, 2001, stands as a symbol of many global changes, but I would like to suggest here that the responses to 9/11 also symbolize something else as well. Instead of a call to missionary work (what we might expect in 1900 and what happened after the Boxer Rebellion), there was a national reevaluation of our place in the world. In the final months of 2001 there were many gatherings calling for national repentance. A brief rise in church attendance was then followed by decline in both church attendance and membership in the West. Western missions continued to decline. Many Western Christians had accepted the crusading missionary discourse that identified Christian missions with imperialism and the Crusades. Rather than a declaration (“Let’s go into all the world proclaiming Christ”), there was a question in Western souls (“Did we bring this on ourselves?”). The place of the church, and certainly of the church in mission, had completely changed in a century.


  Newbigin’s understanding of the change in the West came from his life as a missionary; a missionary who was deeply embedded in south Indian Hindu culture. In India, he walked with and talked to common people as well as the best scholars of Tamil Hindu literature. His South India Diary reveals a man who walked from village to village encouraging local evangelists and preachers, visiting parishioners in their homes, and catechizing new converts.10 He was a student of South Indian languages and cultures. But he was a student of cultures in order to be a more faithful missionary presence. He was the same missionary when he returned to England, only then he had to learn another new culture. He had to study the declining Christian culture, a culture which had lost its meaning and its nerve. But he also had to study the broader intellectual culture, a culture that no longer seemed to have a place for Christian truth.


  Because of the missionary nature of his investigation, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society appeals to different people for different reasons. First, the book is appealing to Christian philosopher–types who are trying to make sense of the epistemological age in which we live and move and have our being. Newbigin offers them the lens of Michael Polanyi to help explain that the modernist divide between fact and belief is a false one. All knowledge is personal and therefore relational. Newbigin finds such contemporary philosophy helpful in making his case that there is, and must always be, a place for religious belief in the public square; that is, there must be a place for all religious belief, not just Christian belief, for he is a true pluralist.


  Second, the volume is appealing to those involved in interreligious dialogue or those who are living among people of different faiths. Newbigin again brings his Indian experience, a missionary life, into Western discourse. The same attitudes, respect and convictions that guided him in India (a truly pluralist society) guide this discussion in The Gospel in a Pluralist Society. His strong affirmation of public exchange of ideas and public convictions of Christian belief are held together not in tension but in harmony. Like his discussion of epistemology he pushes against the modern, or Enlightenment, propensity to dichotomize, as if the church must choose between hospitality or evangelism. Another way of looking at this is that he refuses to give in to the modern Western propensity to reductionism, as if we must reduce interreligious relations to dialogue. Again, Newbigin embraces pluralism for the sake of mission.


  Third, the volume is particularly helpful for pastors who are watching their church decline as the older members age and die and fewer young people join the church. These pastors of all ages are looking for a way to recover the purpose and mission for their local church and also the universal church. Newbigin provides a way to begin to talk about Christian belief in the new arena where Christian belief is not respected. For centuries there were basic Christian assumptions in the public square: God created the heavens and the earth, Jesus was sent by God to save us, the Bible is a book to be respected and followed, and so on. Most Christian leaders in the West have not made the transition from speaking about the church in a Christendom culture to speaking about Jesus in a post-Christian culture. Newbigin found out that a post-Christian culture is more resistant to the gospel than a pre-Christian village, and he guides the reader to understand what it means for the church to be a foretaste of the kingdom and what it means for the church to be a hermeneutic of the gospel.


  Finally, the volume has become valuable for younger people interested in new ecclesiologies and planting new forms of churches. I am sure this was not one of the intended goals (if Newbigin even had any intended goals in publishing The Gospel in a Pluralist Society), but many of these leaders are looking to Newbigin to guide them in these areas. Newbigin’s call to engage cultures and to develop forms of Christianity that speak the local language in ways that connect with local communities is a call that has taken on a life of its own. Church-planting networks and new ecclesial movements find much of their inspiration in Newbigin’s call to missionary engagement in the West.


  Personally, as a historian, I am cognizant that in describing how Christians must now think about our missional presence in the West, Newbigin bases his argument first on the nature of knowledge as personal and then second on the understanding that our knowledge concerns the “fact of the Jesus” of history. What Newbigin means by this is that we must center our presentation of the faith around the historic life of Jesus Christ. We are to argue not on the basis of feelings or therapy (Christians are happier), but on historic facts. Christian belief is rooted in a true incarnation, not an avatar or a myth. Jesus is a historic figure who can be studied alongside other historic figures. It is important, therefore, that Christians do not abandon history in their witness to Jesus Christ, but that they engage with historians in the study of a particular historical figure. Four chapters near the middle of the book discuss history,11 and I would suggest that the argument of the book hinges on history. In the history section he discusses the life of Jesus, the nature of the Bible and the meaning of election. One might say that he enters straight into major debates about the reliability of Christian faith in these four chapters.


  Through all of this reasoning about the nature of the church in the post-Christendom world, we must remember that Newbigin led the church in this discussion from a deep personal spirituality. For example, in most all settings, he knew the Scriptures better than all others.12 His prayers and his own spiritual attentiveness were genuine, attractive and palpable when he entered a room. His concern for mission came from his deep love of Christ and therefore deep love for those whom Christ loves. He knew that mission must be carried out in humility and spiritual communion. One story may help illustrate his spiritual attentiveness.


  After becoming bishop of the church in South India, he would often receive new missionaries from the West. One young college graduate came to work under Newbigin, and he described to me his first encounter. “At the appointed time I came into the bishop’s study. He was sitting erect behind his desk, and a single chair was across from him at his desk. He asked me to sit down. We looked directly at each other, and then his first words came to me. I remember them to this day: ‘Tell me, John, about the state of your soul.’” All ministry and missionary work must begin with an awareness of the state of our own soul in relation to Jesus Christ. Newbigin’s writings came from a deep spiritual well, and it is important to remember this when we read him today.


  The Conference


  The Missiology Lectures that were held at Fuller Theological Seminary November 13–15, 2014, were designed to hold up this twenty-five-year-old treatise (The Gospel in a Pluralist Society) as if it were a lens and to look through it from a number of angles as we gaze into the twenty-first century. The theme of the conference and the issues in The Gospel in a Pluralist Society were first introduced in chapel with a sermon by Dr. William Burrows, who worked for twenty years as editor for Orbis Books. Burrows set the tone for the conference by preaching from the Gospel of John (1:1-14), the one book of the Bible for which Newbigin wrote a commentary.13 Along with the lectures, the school offered a course for credit, so fifteen students came to the conference having read more than The Gospel in a Pluralist Society and having already turned in papers and begun thinking of topics for papers applying the book’s insights for today. This concern—the relevance of The Gospel in a Pluralist Society for the twenty-first century—was a driving theme in lectures, responses and audience questions.


  The particular plenary addresses will be discussed in the next section, but it is important to explain here that a “conference culture” developed over our time together. People from distant regions and diverse backgrounds came together and developed a new culture and discourse about the value of The Gospel in a Pluralist Society for ministry and mission in the West. Our moderator for the event was a new faculty member who had experience as a missionary in Central America and Lebanon, and who was involved in church planting in the United States. Johnny Ramírez-Johnson, himself a product of local missionary outreach (in this case, children evangelizing children) and conversion in the West (Puerto Rico), represented something of Newbigin’s insights. After each presentation, Ramírez-Johnson introduced respondents who had come prepared with brief statements. The respondents included professors representing all three schools at Fuller,14 pastors and PhD students. After respondents gave their observations and critiques the session was opened up for the audience to ask questions. The audience included pastors, lay leaders, students, faculty, and staff in Pasadena and others who watched via Polycom from other Fuller campuses. There was never need to prod the audience, for the topics were close to the hearts of most all who attended. The topic that raised the greatest number of comments and questions was the application of Newbigin (who we must remember worked in Asia) to church and missionary work in Asia today. The audience included a large percentage of Asians who had come for the very purpose of asking about the relevance of Newbigin’s ideas for ongoing Asian missionary work.


  Another element that added to the diversity of the event was the separate track and course for credit that was run in the Korean language by our Korean faculty, since many of Newbigin’s books have been translated into Korean. All of the lectures, responses and questions were translated into Korean. Some of the questions were even asked in Korean and then translated into English for the benefit of our speakers!


  In the concluding session a panel of six speakers each made summary comments in light of the two days of presentations. These comments all proved very enlightening and set an agenda for future work. Although a number of comments are worth discussing here, I mention only one. Esther Meek challenged the idea of the West being truly pluralist. Her reasoning is explained in chapter five. During the conference we discussed that Christianity has lost a place, or a voice, in the marketplace of ideas. Secular universities are not pluralist places where many ideas can be voiced and compared. Christian groups and Christian assumptions are often not welcome in the classrooms of many universities. Thus, our future in the West, and the new context for the church in the West, may be more contentious than pluralist. Pluralism has devolved or has been pulled back into the Enlightenment with its strong dichotomies and its rejection of religious faith as a place for truth claims. Meek talked about the possibility that the Enlightenment was not overcome by post-Enlightenment critiques (notice the past tense), and so the struggle is not for the church to find a place in the marketplace of ideas but to just have a place at the table (to mix metaphors). Thus, Newbigin’s approach and much of his apologetic may still be applicable, but the situation is perhaps much more extreme than he thought twenty-five years ago.


  This Book


  This volume includes the lectures from the missiology conference, plus a few additional chapters to fill in issues and themes that time did not allow for. The opening chapter by Wilbert Shenk places Newbigin in the context of the late-twentieth-century decline of Christianity in the West and the growth of the church in the non-Western world. Shenk, who knew Newbigin fairly well, is uniquely qualified to write this chapter. A historian with a special concern for the post-Christendom Western context, Shenk explains many of the formative influences on Newbigin, including Christian leaders, institutions, social trends and conferences. After hearing some of Shenk’s stories about Newbigin at the conference we were tempted to have him write another chapter on the Newbigin he knew.


  The next chapter gives another view of Newbigin, from the perspective of a Roman Catholic missionary and editor of mission books. William Burrows places Newbigin’s ideas in the context of the post–Vatican II Catholic world and suggests how Newbigin’s project can be understood as parallel to and complementary with the work of aggiornamento precipitated by the council, helpfully reorienting central theological impulses in the Roman Catholic tradition (such as the nature-grace construct) in an even more robustly biblical direction. Although some Roman Catholic theologians might politely decline to receive “assistance” from a Protestant source such as Newbigin, Burrows’s perceptive analysis confirms the ecumenical character of the bishop of South India’s contribution and demonstrates its potency twenty-five years later and looking ahead into the middle of the twenty-first century.


  In chapter three ecumenical theologian Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen and missiology student Michael Karim take a look at Newbigin’s relationship to postmodernism. They note that for Newbigin the archenemy of the church has been modernity, and it could be assumed from his attack of modernity that he had strong affections for postmodernity. But such an assumption is wrong. Newbigin did not need postmodern threads to weave a more coherent fabric of Christian existence for the West. This article neatly describes Newbigin’s approach, which we might follow today and which provides a more coherent and responsible way to reason after the collapse of Enlightenment hubris, but without succumbing to the nihilist trajectories of postmodern thought.


  Chapter four by Steven B. Sherman, a philosophical theologian by training, is a paper that was not presented at the conference but has emerged as nicely situated between the Kärkkäinen-Karim essay and Esther Meek’s that follows. The exposition of Newbigin’s theological method and epistemology, particularly the holism that informs and organically connects both aspects of Newbigin’s thinking, mediates between the more contextual analysis of the former and the more detailed and constructive analysis of the bishop’s theory of knowing in the latter. Sherman’s added contribution is a succinct elaboration of the performative aspects of Newbigin’s method and epistemology for a pluralistic context. The rest of the chapters in the book can also be read as filling out the details of this.


  Esther Meek’s chapter does an excellent job explaining the importance of Michael Polanyi’s philosophy to Newbigin’s analysis of Western culture. She explains how Polanyi’s philosophy opens up Christian witness for Newbigin, breaking apart the Enlightenment logjam. As someone who has done extensive work in epistemology, including engaging with and extending Polanyi’s ideas, she also explains how both Polanyi and Newbigin move beyond the subjective-objective dichotomy by the use of what Polanyi calls “subsidiary-focal integration.” This understanding of the two-level nature of knowing, says Meek, is central to Newbigin’s argument, even though it is embedded rather than on the surface. Meek’s chapter surfaces this and other concepts that are germane to Newbigin’s thesis.


  Also not part of the conference but written specifically for this volume, Amos Yong, a Pentecostal theologian, picks up Newbigin’s strongly trinitarian themes in missiology and looks further at the pneumatological dimensions. Although well developed pneumatologically in comparison with other late-twentieth-century efforts in trinitarian theology and missiology, much of Newbigin’s contributions can be considered to have laid the groundwork for the renaissance of pneumatology and pneumatological theology in the last two decades. Drawing particularly from recent Pentecostal scholarship, Yong explains how an even more robust pneumatological mission theology can invigorate Christian engagement with the scientific and technological domains of a pluralistic and secularized Western culture than an otherwise one-sided reading of Newbigin might inspire.


  In chapter seven, Carrie Boren Headington, an evangelist with the Episcopal Church in Texas, asks what it means to be an evangelist in a pluralist society, guided by the thinking of Newbigin. Many of the discussions from other chapters turn to practical matters, but Headington focuses from the start on the practice of evangelism. Her chapter engages us with real questions that our post-Christendom neighbors are asking, and then she shows how Newbigin’s analysis can be used as an apologetic in particular contexts. Her opening story of public witness in modern Oxford shows that Newbigin’s experience in Winson Green nearly forty years ago is still very real today.


  Barth scholar John Flett focuses his chapter on one chapter from The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, chapter eighteen, “The Congregation as a Hermeneutic of the Gospel.” Flett builds his essay around the misunderstanding that usually develops when people read that the congregation, the local expression of Christian community in a particular parish, is a hermeneutic of the gospel. This does not mean that the local congregation somehow interprets the gospel for those around. In fact, hermeneutics is not interpretation or explanation, but has to do with rules or method for interpretation. The key to this discussion may be Newbigin’s oft-repeated phrase that Jesus did not write a book but formed a community.


  The last chapter looks at Newbigin from more of a global perspective, not specifically from the perspective of the audience to which it was originally written. Allen Yeh brings Newbigin’s context and concern back to Asia where it all began. He asks, from his background with expertise in Latin American Christianity and a growing scholarly interest in Asian Christianity, what it means to bring Newbigin’s ideas back to the pluralistic contexts of Asia. In addition, he asks what Christianity has to offer Asia, the continent that is the home of so many world religions. Next, Yeh turns the tables and asks what Asia has to offer to Christianity. The multicultural and incarnational nature of Christianity make both questions important for the development of Christianity in Asia.


  Newbigin did not live to see the images of 9/11 on television or to hear about the restructuring of Arab societies around Islam and the struggles for greater democracy. The world has changed greatly in the twenty-five years since Newbigin argued for the Western church to engage Western societies. The ongoing debates about immigration and the acceptance of Islamic customs in the West have become more important since Newbigin’s passing, although he was aware of them in the 1980s. Christianity in the West has continued its decline, even with helpful books like The Gospel in a Pluralist Society. We do not know how he might respond to these and many other newer issues that face the church, but I would suggest we have some hints. In his last lectures he was very strong in denouncing the unfettered reign of the free market that continues to oppress the poor and pollute the environment.15 His vision was always much broader than most people’s and, at the same time, much deeper. This volume is not written by prophets but by committed Christians looking into the twenty-first century with the advantage of Newbigin’s The Gospel in a Pluralist Society as our guide. The important themes discovered will help leaders to better serve not only the Western church but the worldwide church in the coming decades.
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  Newbigin in His Time


  Wilbert R. Shenk


  Lesslie Newbigin came of age as the West was in the grips of deep and prolonged crisis: the Great War, 1914–1918, had devastated Europe, an ill-conceived peace settlement among European countries had become the breeding ground for messianic ideologies that were paving the way for yet another global conflict, and the world economy collapsed in 1929. During his first year at university Newbigin became a committed Christian and identified with the Student Christian Movement, which was dedicated to nurturing in its members a strong sense of Christian vocation. He learned the importance of being attentive to the issues that were defining human existence. This was an essential element of Christian discipleship. To be a Christian meant living responsibly in God’s world.


  As the twentieth century progressed, Newbigin decried the way Christian faith in the West had become enfeebled, with Christians ceding control of public life to secular ideology, permitting secularism to establish itself as the authoritative plausibility structure by which women and men ordered their lives. Western Christians had acquiesced to these powerful secular forces, retreating to the margins of public life. For Newbigin this constituted a betrayal of the gospel. The central act in redemptive history—the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ—was a public act, carried out by the political and religious establishments of the day. That victory of God in Jesus Christ remains the essential claim of the gospel. Faithfulness requires that Christians never retreat from proclaiming this good news to the world. Newbigin pleaded passionately that Christians in the West recover their apostolic nerve and boldly witness to God’s gracious saving action on behalf of all people.


  To understand the significance of Newbigin’s witness, I review the way he continually engaged with the changing times and thoughtfully adapted to each new situation in which he found himself. What gave his witness extraordinary power was his intelligence, gift for communication, rich experience of serving more than three decades in India and extensive travel to all continents. Lesslie Newbigin disdained fads, but he was equally concerned not to be trapped in blinkered thinking that prevents one from seeing the present as clearly and discerningly as possible. Essential to effective communication and relationship is informed understanding of the culture of the other. This was a lesson he learned in a profound way when he went to India and threw himself into learning the challenging Tamil language and studying Indian history, culture and religion so that he might be an effective Christian servant in that land. He developed a deep appreciation for Indian people and their cultures and felt indebted for the privilege he had of living and serving in that great land.


  At Cambridge, Newbigin’s world was expanded. The Student Christian Movement (SCM) engaged distinguished guest speakers, including John R. Mott, J. H. Oldham, William Paton and Archbishop William Temple, who were informed and perceptive observers of the world situation and challenged students to take up their Christian responsibility in the world. He was especially drawn to J. H. Oldham, whom he held in high esteem. Oldham was endowed with prophetic ability to “discern the times.” He observed that Oldham intuited the next burning issue that would capture world attention, and he would then focus his energy on addressing that concern through research, writing, speaking, study groups and conferences. From Oldham he learned that leadership requires knowing where the frontier lies and learning to understand it. People must be equipped to witness to the reign of God in this emerging new reality.


  As founding editor of the International Review of Missions,1 Oldham had effectively used the journal as a platform for addressing a series of these frontline issues. Early on he saw the importance of breaking out of the Euro-centrism that characterized Western Christianity. He solicited contributions from Asian and African church leaders. Oldham felt special urgency to address the issue of racism, and published articles by articulate international Christian leaders. He wrote a major book, Christianity and the Race Problem, published in 1924. He set the problem of modern racism in the context of more than four centuries of Western colonization of other peoples. He wrote penetrating critiques of colonialism. Oldham recognized early that Hitler’s ideology of National Socialism was insidious and would wreak havoc on the world. Always his restless energy impelled him to stay focused on the future of Christian witness and responsibility.


  Throughout his life Lesslie Newbigin continued to rely on the insights and example of J. H. Oldham. He never forgot that it was Oldham who first drew attention to the looming spiritual crisis of Western Christianity.


  Student Christian Movement


  Upon completing his studies at Cambridge in 1931, Newbigin joined the staff of the SCM and was appointed a field secretary in Scotland. He was soon called on to help organize national student conferences and was one of two delegates the British SCM sent to a conference organized by the International Student Service, which was hosted by Germany in 1932. Delegates were drawn from various fields: politics, the academy and other professions. The crisis in Germany dominated the atmosphere. While the conference was in session President Hindenburg dissolved the German Reichstag. Among the German delegation Newbigin was most impressed by the National Socialist delegates, who showed a sense of direction. They had political momentum on their side. Indeed, their leader Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany in January 1933.


  That summer Newbigin went on holiday in Europe. While worshiping in an Austrian church on a Sunday morning, the service was suddenly interrupted by the drumbeat call “Heil, Hitler! Heil, Hitler!” as a company of “Brownshirts” marched by. He was immediately overwhelmed with a sense of the idolatrous character of what he had just heard. For the rest of his life he was haunted by his failure to discern the nature of this movement at the conference in Germany in 1932. Ever after he would be skeptical when he heard a social or political movement acclaimed as “God at work in the world.”2


  One of SCM’s important initiatives was to bring together students of diverse backgrounds. In January 1933 the SCM hosted the Edinburgh Quadrennial. Several thousand students from some fifty countries were challenged to give themselves to Christian world mission. Remarkably, this conference gave priority to the crisis of Christendom. The rise of Communism generated considerable discussion. But Oldham addressed the convention on the way the philosophy of the Enlightenment had set Europe on a path away from the Christian faith. Newbigin does not record his own reaction to Oldham but reports that the next day the Scotsman carried letters condemning what Oldham had said.3 It would be another fifty years before Europeans were willing to acknowledge that their culture was steadily being reclaimed by paganism; Europe was indeed a mission field.4 Through SCM, Newbigin got acquainted with students from Africa and Asia who were studying in Great Britain, some of whom became lifelong friends. Among these students were future leaders such as (Sir) Francis Akanu Ibiam,5 physician and distinguished Christian leader who became governor of the Nigerian Eastern Region upon independence in 1960. These friends made him aware of the irrepressible aspirations among these peoples to free themselves from the control of a colonial power. Justice demanded that colonialism be ended.


  India


  The summer of 1936 Lesslie Newbigin completed his theological studies at Westminster Theological College, Cambridge; was ordained by the Church of Scotland for missionary service; married Helen Henderson, an SCM staff colleague; and together they sailed for India. Never one to squander time, Newbigin used the four-week voyage from Liverpool to Madras to complete the writing of a book, Christian Freedom in the Modern World.6 This was the twenty-five-year-old Newbigin’s reply to John Macmurray, an influential philosopher and Christian writer whose book Freedom in the Modern World he had found to be theologically inadequate because Macmurray seemed to posit that true human freedom was possible independent of the atoning work of Jesus Christ.7


  Already while traveling on the S.S. City of Cairo the Newbigins encountered the contempt with which fellow Europeans held the peoples of the Middle East and India. Their sense of disquiet would only grow. Upon arrival at Madras on October 22, they were taken by car to the rural town of Singleput and the large missionary bungalow that was to be their home while they studied Tamil. The adjustment was not easy. They were shocked by what they “saw of the relations between missionaries and their Indian colleagues,” he recalled.8 They observed that the majority of their missionary colleagues seemed to be quite content with the status quo. Some firmly resisted any attempt to dismantle the colonial mission structures that had been in place for decades. These missionaries seemed frozen in time. In his diary Newbigin wrote:


  I must say I couldn’t help being horrified by the sort of relation that seems to exist between the missionaries and the people. It seems so utterly remote from the New Testament. There seems to be no question of getting alongside them and sharing their troubles and helping them spiritually. . . . We drive up like lords in a car, soaking everybody else with mud on the way, and then carry on a sort of inspection. . . . They all sort of stand at attention and say “Sir.” It’s awful. . . . But one thing is as sure as death: surely they won’t stand this sort of thing from the white man much longer.9


  Fortunately, Newbigin soon discovered he was not alone. Among other recently arrived missionary colleagues he found those who shared his deep disquiet. Charles W. Ranson, who had come to India several years earlier and became a close friend, was similarly disturbed by the colonialist attitude of disdain for the Indian people.10 During this time Newbigin also discovered the writings of Roland Allen. Years later he recalled, “I retain vivid memories of my own reading of Allen’s work, when I was beginning missionary service in India.”11 Allen delivered a devastating critique of the modern mission establishment, stirring plenty of resentment among the old mission guard. Consequently, many mission leaders and missionaries dismissed Allen as idealistic and unfair. Late in life Newbigin would say: “Allen’s ideas are sound. I know because I’ve tried them and they work!”12


  IMC Tambaram Assembly 1938


  Because the Newbigins were forced to return to Great Britain in 1937 for medical treatment following a serious traffic accident that left Lesslie with a complicated fracture of his left leg, he did not attend the 1938 International Missionary Council (IMC) Assembly at Tambaram, near Madras.


  During his years as IMC’s general secretary (which ended in 1927; William Patton succeeded him that year), Oldham had emphasized three priorities that the Christian movement faced worldwide: indigenous agency, racism, and secularization. While Oldham had raised consciousness of the importance of these issues, World War I and the turmoil of the post-war years distracted the mission agencies from taking constructive action. Meanwhile, the independence movements in the European-held colonies in Asia and Africa had grown steadily in strength. By the late 1930s Dutch mission agencies were taking steps in the Dutch East Indies (that is, Indonesia) to grant mission-founded churches their independence and transfer programs and leadership responsibilities to the Indonesians. Respected scholars and churchmen like Hendrik Kraemer and J. H. Bavinck had been lobbying for more than a decade for this action. But in India things were stalled.


  A priority issue addressed at the Tambaram Assembly was the training of leaders for the growing churches in Asia and Africa. Not only had training facilities not been given the attention required, they also needed to consider thoroughly the type of training that was appropriate for churches in African and Asian cultures. Until then it had been assumed the Western model of theological education was standard. Models appropriate to the churches of Asia and Africa had not been envisaged. But in a vigorous statement the IMC Study Committee called for the development of training programs suited to the needs and culture of each church. Yet in spite of the solid work that went into the background documents and the quality of the debate at the assembly, implementation would be deferred until the 1950s.


  Upon their return to India in 1939 the Newbigin family moved to Kanchipuram, regarded as one of the seven most holy cities in India and a center of Hindu studies. He comments cryptically in his autobiography on what they found upon arrival: “There was a vast amount of learning to be done.”13 One can only be impressed with the multiple means Newbigin used to refine his knowledge of Tamil, to meet a wide range of local people and to establish relations with community leaders. In addition, he was invited by members of the Ramakrishna mission to come to their monastery for weekly study of Hindu and Christian scriptures: one week they would study a passage from the Svetasvatara Upanishad and the next week from the Gospel of John. This opened up to Newbigin the world of Hindu thought in a way few Westerners ever experience. He also established lasting friendships with the monks of the monastery and worked to break down the social barriers that had kept the missionaries separated from their fellow Christians in the local church community. For example, by traveling on foot or bicycle one was much more likely to stop and chat with people whom you met on a footpath. He did this as much as possible.


  Training for Ministry in India


  By the early 1940s Newbigin had developed a critique of modern missions that informed his response to a range of issues, including training for ministry. His assignment as a missionary included relating to rural villages where most people were not yet literate, poverty was endemic and opportunity for advancement was limited. But he observed that these village Christians were quite capable of sharing their faith, were faithful in stewardship, and participated regularly in worship. He was convinced that these humble Christians had resources that were being overlooked or discounted when criteria from the West were employed to test their maturity and potential contribution. His critique can be summarized in terms of five observations, which are both descriptive and prescriptive: (1) To accurately gauge ecclesial reality one must go to the local church. (2) This reality is most accurately displayed in the rural areas. (3) A local Christian congregation has the resources essential to nurture growth in discipleship, witness and service of its members. (4) Each congregation must be allowed to grow from within its own environment; this insures it will be owned and supported by its members. (5) Training for ministry must start in the vernacular language. Each of these points can be elaborated at great length; taken together they formed a grid to be used in evaluating the work being done.


  In 1942 the British signaled that they were preparing to grant India its national sovereignty within five years (that is, 1947). Most mission agencies had made no preparation for such a step in relation to the churches to which they related. This was not because Indian Christians had not been pleading for a new relationship in which they would assume full leadership of their churches, with missionaries playing supporting roles. For many missionaries, it seemed their only concern was how to preserve their positions into the future. Newbigin retorted with the truism if democracy is good for the British, it is good for the Indians too.14


  Meanwhile the National Christian Council of India, Burma and Ceylon decided to take up the 1938 IMC recommendation on theological training for ministry. Early in these discussions it was decided that a vernacular, medium-high level theological training school in each of the main languages used in India must be a priority. In 1942 Newbigin was asked to chair the committee that would develop such a school in the Tamil-speaking area. Nearly thirty years later the Tamilnadu Theological Seminary in Madurai was opened. The NCC also authorized an empirically based survey of ministerial training in all their constituent churches during 1943–1944. Charles W. Ranson directed the study and wrote the report, The Christian Minister in India: His Vocation and Training. Though much praised and widely read, its main recommendations were not implemented.
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