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  ONE

  The Crisis We Face

  
    
      It is disgraceful that . . . the impious Galilaeans [Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well, all men see that our people lack aid from us. 

      ROMAN EMPEROR JULIAN, 362 CE1


    

  

  
    CHRISTIANS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN a generous people. Since the era of the early church, non-Christians and even the opponents of Christianity (like the Roman emperor Julian, above) noticed Jesus’ and his followers’ exceeding generosity and particular concern for people living under the weight of poverty and oppression. This lifestyle is embodied in the apostle Paul’s call to follow in Christ’s example of setting aside self-interest and living in service to others: “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (Phil 2:3-5).

    In the United States, the mission of the church has often been considered one of the highest priorities of Christian congregations,2 whether evangelical, Catholic, or mainline Protestant. Many congregations proudly identified themselves as “mission churches” because of the prayer, funding, and time they poured into God’s global mission—sometimes 10 percent, 20 percent, or more of their total congregational budget went to missions, local and foreign. “Mission” was all the activities done for the people outside the church’s walls in the name of Jesus Christ, from the “clothes closet” or soup kitchen for our city’s economically disadvantaged to prayer and financial support for overseas missionaries. In obedience to the Great Commandment (“Love your neighbor as yourself”) and the Great Commission (“Go and make disciples of all nations”), mission was about reaching out in love to our neighbors across the street and around the world.

    In each of these “mission-minded” congregations were the “mission advocates” who lifted up the cause of God’s local and global mission—and sometimes even battled the finance committee members, resisting the constant pressure to increase the percentage of the annual budget dedicated to staff salaries, member services, special projects like sanctuary carpeting, or a host of other legitimate operating needs. To these advocates, the mission budget was sacrosanct because it represented why the church existed—its very essence. “If we can’t support Christ’s mission in the world, we shouldn’t call ourselves a church” was their attitude.

    But over the last few decades, an almost imperceptible cultural undertow has been pulling the church off course. Even some of the most dedicated mission leaders haven’t noticed the changes because of the subtle cultural shifts taking place in US society. Somehow, the outward nature of mission, the powerful flow of God’s love and grace through our congregations and parishes out into the world, is being short-circuited. And ironically, we have increasingly become the beneficiaries of our own mission work. You don’t believe me? For just one example, let’s take a look at the short-term mission trip phenomenon.

    
      THE ENERGY BEHIND THE SHORT-TERM MISSION TRIP

      Just a small blip on the mission radar of most churches fifty years ago, today short-term mission (STM) trips have exploded into a booming industry that Toxic Charity author Bob Lupton estimates between $3.5 and 5 billion a year.3 Nearly two million Americans participate in an STM each year.4 One of the largest financial contributions that many congregations and their members make toward the global mission of the church is for these trips to both domestic and international destinations. At an average cost of $1,000 per individual for the typical eight-day trip, a congregation and its members can together spend tens of thousands of dollars to prepare, equip, send, and support one STM group overseas.5 Yet an increasing number of books and articles—from scholarly missiological journals to popular books like When Helping Hurts—are raising critical questions as to the impact of STM trips on both the travelers and the “host communities.”

      Most of us understand intuitively that crossing the seas to build a house in Tegucigalpa, teach a Vacation Bible School class in Bangkok, or feed and hold babies in Kampala is simply not an effective—and probably not very faithful—use of God’s resources. Even the members of the congregation’s finance committee are questioning the impact of these expenses! Some critics maintain that this significant investment in our own international travel to distant lands may be decreasing the funds contributed to support long-term mission workers and the work of global partners,6 yet we continue to invest in this most attractive of congregational mission strategies.

      These critiques of STM are not new. But neither scholars nor practitioners seem to be asking the why question. How do we explain the energy behind the North American church’s fascination with short-term mission trips? What is it that keeps the North American church—embedded as we are in a culture that so highly values efficiency and measurable impact—pouring money into a mission strategy that research indicates simply doesn’t generate lasting positive impact for the “host community”? If this most popular of US congregational mission strategies isn’t helping the neighbors we’re called to serve, then why do we keep doing it?

      A common answer is because the trips are said to be transformative for our congregations. Could it be that the outward mission focus we received from previous generations is being eclipsed by a more modern, inward focus that is “all about us”? Through our research, we’ve heard from the mission leaders of African American, White, Latinx, and multiracial churches who feel uneasy about some elements of their short-term mission trips and yearn for the insights and tools they need to channel the transformational energy of STM into strategies that actually deepen trust and relationship and enable diverse Christians to participate in Jesus Christ’s transformation of the world.

      This transformational energy is the focus of Freeing Congregational Mission: the book will challenge our congregations’ current repertoire of mission activities and offer case studies, strategies, illustrations for your teaching, and a seven-count toolkit, created by coauthor Balajiedlang Khyllep through our work with Pittsburgh Theological Seminary’s World Mission Initiative for congregational mission leaders like you to use to strengthen the faithfulness and effectiveness of your congregation’s participation in God’s mission.

    

    
    
      MISSION STRATEGIES MADE IN OUR OWN IMAGE

      It is not just the short-term mission trip phenomenon that reveals this massive shift in focus. Our research with congregational mission leaders reveals several large and growing industries that US local congregations use to engage in mission.

      Orphanages are expensive, unsustainable, and abuse-prone institutions that were largely discredited in North America and Europe years ago, yet they represent a major benevolence for about a third of Catholic, mainline Protestant, and evangelical congregations surveyed.7 In numerous contexts in the Majority World, orphanages often ignore the very people most suited to respond to the child’s needs—the child’s parent(s). Most “orphans” in fact have at least one living parent.8 The child’s parent(s) and extended family may need only a temporary helping hand to provide for their child, but supporting an orphanage is so satisfying to donors that it has made orphanages a growth industry in numerous Majority World nations, with churches providing financial support and STM volunteers.

      More than $3 billion is given annually to child-sponsorship programs.9 Forty-six percent of the Presbyterian Church (USA) congregational mission leaders I surveyed in 2014 personally sponsored a child.10 Sponsors report finding deep satisfaction in a personalized relationship with a vulnerable child despite the ethical questions that have been raised and the fact that sponsorship is by nature inefficient due to the added administrative costs of “donor care”: managing sponsor-child relationships, letter writing and translation, donor gifts and visits, and other activities that one child-sponsorship agency described as “the only way to capture the donors’ attention.”11 Are there better ways to care for vulnerable children?

      Prepared meal–packaging projects have exploded in popularity among US Christians, especially among mission conference attendees and youth and college groups, as evidenced by the growth in both the number of institutions providing this service and the volume of their operations. Since 2005, Rise Against Hunger (formerly Stop Hunger Now) has mobilized more than 350,000 volunteers annually to package more than 415 million meals in 74 countries “with a mission to end hunger in our lifetime.”12 But packaged meals will never end world hunger. They can save a life when delivered to a disaster zone but ignore the root causes of hunger and can even depress market prices in communities that aren’t experiencing a disaster, discouraging local farmers from planting next season’s crop and reducing food sovereignty.13

      Rather than understanding mission as joining God in the spreading circle of relationships transformed by God’s unconditional love and forgiveness, is our consumer culture twisting our view of the missio Dei into a mission marketplace—a “buyers’ market” that places decision-making power in the hands of the person paying for the mission program? Our congregations’ choices to support these and other mission strategies point to the twin challenges we face as mission leaders.

    

    
    

      THE AGE OF “SELFIE MISSION”

      How many of us haven’t “liked” a friend’s Facebook or Instagram post of a photo that portrays them engaged in some benevolent activity—serving a meal, building a school, or traveling on an STM trip? How many of us haven’t posted this kind of image ourselves? I know I have. Social media provide us with powerful tools to portray ourselves instantly to all of our friends in particular ways.

      Somehow the symbol of mission in our era has become a “selfie”—a self-portrait instantly “shareable” and “likeable” by our friends on social media that helps us frame ourselves in a benevolent posture helping the “less fortunate” around the world. Although I don’t consider myself wealthy by any measure, my awareness of my bank account, my modest investment portfolio, and my pension fund make me feel a bit uneasy when I engage with economically disadvantaged neighbors, both in my city and globally. Somehow I feel better about my relative wealth when I’m portrayed as helping others. How easy it can be for me to engage in mission-like activities but in actuality do less to advance Christ’s mission in the world and more to lessen the feelings of guilt I experience when I see news reports of most of the world struggling for survival. Perhaps you’ve seen this response in your own church—or felt this way yourself.

      If the primary beneficiaries of our most popular mission strategies are not economically disadvantaged communities but us—we who are among the wealthiest and most comfortable Christians in the world—what has happened to our understanding of God’s mission? Would our ancestors in the faith who sent career missionaries to a hundred countries and built hospitals, schools, and churches around the world and in the United States even recognize the strategies we call “the mission of Jesus Christ” today? Why is this important contradiction in US congregational mission practice an “elephant in the room” that no one seems to be talking about?

      Perhaps as a mission leader you’ve been aware of this trend in US culture in general—the shift toward self-centeredness. Experts describe it as an “epidemic of narcissism.” According to national studies, traits related to narcissism are increasing across our society: more superficial values, greater materialism and self-centeredness, less concern for others or interest in helping the environment, and lower empathy.14 Though the “millennial generation” is often blamed for possessing a sense of entitlement and self- centeredness, the cultural shift is not limited to young adults. One of the most frequently repeated concerns I have heard from congregational mission leaders is their uphill battle for the attention and participation of their church members in an age of distraction—Netflix, the Food Channel, and online shopping. Can it be that “selfie mission” is quietly replacing mission in the way of Jesus Christ, who “though he was rich, for [our] sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty [we] might become rich” (2 Cor 8:9)?

      Because these subtle changes are cultural—not doctrinal—selfie mission can be seen in evangelical and mainline Protestant congregations and in Catholic parishes across the country—the cultural undertow is pulling us all off course. It can be seen in the impact of our mission work in communities around the world. In fact, it is such a part of church culture in this country that it has become normalized. Rather than understanding mission as our joining with what God is already doing in the world (the missio Dei, or mission of God), we often frame mission as all we do to respond to a world in need. Mission can become our task list—a set of problems to be solved, needs to be fulfilled, and checks to be written—rather than the spreading circle of relationships rooted in Jesus Christ.

      At the heart of this crisis in our understanding of mission is the question, Whose mission is it, anyway? As long as “mission” is merely the sum of our benevolent activities, we will never enter into the kind of mutually healing relationships exemplified in Scripture: from Jesus, the teacher who calls his disciples “friends,” to Paul’s surprisingly mutual relationship with those to whom he was sent as an apostle. When selfie mission serves more our own interests and not the world that God so loves or when we begin to think of it as our mission rather than God’s, it is antithetical to the self-giving mission of Jesus Christ that consistently points to God. I have talked with many congregational mission leaders who have long sensed these significant yet subtle changes in mission and have struggled to steer their church toward strategies that transform both mission partners and themselves. This tendency toward selfie mission is the first, more obvious element of the crisis confronting us as mission leaders. The second element of the crisis is deeper and comes from our mission history. If selfie mission is the more visible tip of the iceberg of the crisis confronting our congregations today, the more substantive challenge is what lies below it.

    

    
    
      FREEING MISSION FROM ITS COLONIAL PAST

      The current crisis in our US congregations’ understanding and practice of mission requires a hard look at the historical underpinnings of the modern European missionary movement. As we assess that beautiful and troubling history, we see that our congregations’ contemporary understanding of mission is built on the theological and cultural assumptions of European colonialism. Let me start with a full disclosure: having spent three decades of my life either serving as a missionary in Africa and Latin America or supervising hundreds of missionaries around the world, you won’t find me throwing stones at the missionary enterprise. I’ve visited too many missionary cemeteries in Korea and West Africa to not appreciate the lives offered up by our missionaries, from whatever nation or Christian tradition.

      It is clear that the modern missionary movement significantly advanced the spread of the gospel of Jesus Christ. The church was planted on five continents and grew to the point that today there are more believers in the former “mission fields” (Africa, Asia, and Latin America) than in the traditionally “churched” Global North (Europe and North America). The Bible was translated into hundreds of languages that were preserved through tireless literacy work over many years. Missionary-founded schools, teachers’ colleges, technical institutes, and universities educated millions. Clinics, hospitals, and medical schools were built and made a massive contribution to global health. Human rights, including women’s rights, were advanced. The positive impacts generated by the modern European missionary movement are difficult to overstate.

      But there is also an underside to our mission history. Beginning in the late fifteenth century and continuing to the 1960s, European (and, later, American) missionaries made the fateful decision to board colonial ships and fully participate in the colonial enterprise—an economic and political system that subjugated entire continents, stole land and natural resources, exterminated millions of Native Americans, enslaved millions of Africans, and imposed European languages and ways of thinking on nations around the world. By doing so, they unintentionally dealt a blow to Christ’s mission that has had enduring, negative consequences for the church’s engagement in God’s mission. There were notable exceptions: for example, Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas in the West Indies, African American Episcopal missionary Alexander Crummell in Liberia, and the three Methodist missionaries who were imprisoned in Angola in the 1960s for their anticolonial work there provide examples of missionaries who challenged the colonial system.15 But modern mission history is filled with examples of missionaries blessing the colonial enterprise with its Eurocentric assumptions of White racial superiority. These assumptions were constructed on what social scientists call “unilinear cultural evolution”—the widely accepted theory that there is only one road that leads from “savagery” to “barbarism” to “civilization,” and that is our way.16 For that reason, any reference to “culture” in modern American parlance can be misconstrued to refer to the ballet, opera, or symphony—powerful symbols of supposedly superior European cultures.

      Having served in missions for almost three decades, I am intimately acquainted with the “missionary halo” that has been placed on my head by many American Christians due to our culture’s profound respect for missionary sacrifice and dedication. In my experience, few people are more trusted or revered in many US churches than a missionary. Yet in some ways, the missionary halo can be so shiny that it blinds us from seeing that for more than four centuries, the church’s mission provided the theological justification for brutal colonial policies: genocide, enslavement, and the exploitation of other nations’ resources, generally along lines of racial difference.17 The propagation of the Doctrine of Discovery by Pope Nicholas V in a series of papal bulls beginning in 1452 stated that, because our missionary activity was necessary to save those we perceived to be “savages,” European Christians were justified “to invade, search out, capture, vanquish, and subdue all Saracens [Muslims] and pagans whatsoever . . . and to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery and to convert them to [the European rulers’] use and profit.”18 This proclamation represents the church itself drawing what would become a nearly indelible line between “White” Europe and a colonized world of people of color. It is a troubling vision filled with assumptions of White superiority and violent ethnocentrism that remain with us to this day and that we will examine in more detail in chapter two—and one reason that our mission history prevents us from seeing African American, Asian American, Latinx missionaries or any missionaries of color. As a White/Euro-American, middle class, educated American, I seemed to “fit the bill” of this cultural expectation almost perfectly: people who looked like me were the ones portrayed as missionaries in Sunday School materials and story books, while missionaries of color—or even the thousands of new immigrants to the United States who work as missionaries in this country—have been invisibilized by the racist lens through which the church has looked at mission for more than five hundred years.

      Before leaving this section, it should be noted that the enduring colonial assumptions of White superiority impact nearly all of us in the American church—Black, White, Brown, and multiracial—but in differentiated ways. These assumptions of “mission from a position of power” produced patterns of paternalism in mission: assumptions about the perceived superiority of the European missionary’s beliefs and capacities over the person who welcomed the missionary—and powerful reactions against the assumptions. These patterns of paternalism can be present in any church that has been formed by these historical forces, whether you have been privileged or exploited by them. One purpose of this book is to describe the impact of these assumptions on the ways our congregations engage in mission and propose a more faithful way. Churches of all racial/ethnic groups are invited to appropriate the insights about our shared, racialized mission history and will need to apply the insights to their own context.

      In summary, this is the twin challenge we face as Christ’s church in a broken and hurting world: a self-glorifying, “selfie” mission that places us, rather than God, in the center of mission and the enduring assumptions of a colonial mission based on power. These, I will argue, are at the root of the crisis that our US congregations face. It’s not our fault, of course—culture and history shape us in unseen ways. But God has given us minds and hearts so that we can critically reflect on the ideas presented in this book like the Bereans described in Acts 17:11, who “examined the scriptures every day to see whether these things were so.” I have been brutally honest with you in these opening pages, and I’m grateful you are still reading. Because, despite the massive challenge before us, you are a vital part of why I feel so hopeful about our shared future.

    

    
    
      REASONS FOR HOPE

      In thirty years of learning from and working with US congregational mission leaders, I remain deeply hopeful about our current predicament for two reasons. In the first place, the last century has seen a significant shift in leadership: a century ago, mission leadership was the exclusive purview of “mission elites” who strategized, prioritized, and allocated resources. They were the faith mission agency leaders, Protestant denominational executives, the superiors of Catholic missionary orders, and the leaders of the ecumenical movements. Today, the landscape of mission has been “flattened”: mission leadership has been decentralized to the point where every local congregation can serve as a mission agency, and its lay and clergy mission leaders have become the primary mission decision-makers. This change has triggered an explosion in the diversity of skills, perspectives, and insights available to God’s mission: increasingly, Christians see themselves as “missionary disciples,” to use the words of Pope Francis, “sent ones” who carry their missionary vocation to school, work, community life, and even the public sphere. While the networking and coordination of so many dispersed decision-makers remains a major challenge of this emerging missionscape, the massive potential energy of thousands of congregations in the Global South and Global North working to address the root causes of hunger, disease, conflict, injustice, and human suffering and to share their faith in Christ is deeply encouraging and is already manifesting itself in the congregational experiences that will be highlighted throughout the book.

      A second reason for hope is the quality and commitment of so many US congregational mission leaders themselves. While some leaders have not given much thought to the crisis we face, many have expressed their deep misgivings about current congregational practices and are open to rethinking the foundations of how congregations engage in God’s mission. In the vast majority of conversations I’ve had with congregational mission leaders, I often encounter an initial defensiveness as I inquire about current mission practices. But this is often followed by a Spirit-filled moment when the conversation shifts and the mission leader expresses a desire to take the congregation deeper into more faithful and effective mission practice. This vulnerability—a willingness to critically assess current practice and to invest time and work in improving the ways we engage in God’s mission—fills me with great hope.

      For these reasons, this book is designed for congregational mission leaders: the people who lead their congregation into mission. Nationally, the vast majority are lay leaders—often unpaid—although some larger congregations employ a professional missions pastor or director. Congregational mission leaders can also include youth and women’s leaders who deeply desire to get their people out of the pews and into the community and the world, the members of a congregation’s mission or outreach committee who make decisions about where to allocate funding, and pastors and priests in small and medium congregations who understand that it is the space of mission that transforms people and congregations. These are the leaders for whom this book is designed.

    

    
    
      A WAY FORWARD

      In response to the twin challenges, this book calls for a reformation in the way US congregations understand and engage in God’s mission. In the Kasai region of south central Democratic Republic of Congo, the Luba and Lulua peoples understand that “three stones make home”; that is, three selected, carefully positioned foundational stones create the diku, the hearth or cooking fire, that is the center of family life in that region and in thousands of communities across the Majority World. The Congolese hearth provides food for the family and serves as the symbol of home: the family gathers, stories are retold, values are passed down to the next generation, visitors are welcomed, food is shared and hospitality practiced. In fact, in the Tshiluba language of the region, the term for “family” is bena diku, “the people of the hearth”—that is, the people who share food from the same cooking fire.

      Different from my own Euro-American, individualistic cultural orientation,19 many Luba and Lulua see a world in which family is the primary lens of identity: “I am because we are” as South African bishop Desmond Tutu famously summarized African ways of thinking, referring to it as “Ubuntu theology.”20 Congolese worldviews focus on “we”: community, connection, and relationship. If Western culture is tempted to understand mission as a house we build, as evidenced in our emphasis on short-term mission construction projects, Luba and Lulua Christians might envision mission as “the gathering place”—the diku. Mission is the place where God’s self-offering in Jesus Christ becomes the Eucharistic meal that gathers the people of every community to be fed and sent out to share both their resources and their brokenness in service to God’s mission to the world.

      With the power of connection that this circle of three stones embodies, we will argue that much of our struggle as mission leaders is caused by poorly placed foundational stones: a mission theology that is more narcissistic and colonial than it is shaped around Jesus’ model of “mission from a position of weakness,” an insufficient understanding of cultural differences and how to navigate them, and a lack of awareness regarding critically important learnings from development studies.

      In section one of the book, we will lay out this critique and propose, identify, and describe the three foundational stones on which a more faithful and effective understanding of mission can be built. Acknowledging both the vestiges of an empire-serving model of the colonial era and the self-serving model currently in vogue in our culture, the book will challenge leaders to consider instead a theology of companionship—the “sharing-bread-with” relational nature of the Trinity that puts us on the road with Jesus and his followers in every time and place.

      The second stone is especially needed in our world of increasing cultural diversity: instead of allowing our congregations to default to their own cultural assumptions (perhaps “time is money,” “rugged individualism,” or “it’s all about the bottom line,” etc.), we can offer our congregations the power of cultural humility required to understand our neighbors and to communicate God’s love with greater respect and clarity. To Jesus of Nazareth, context mattered greatly. He went to great pains to translate the power, mystery, and tenderness of God’s love into the everyday gestures and rituals and words so that the people of first-century Palestine could understand this love and share it with their neighbors. The second stone challenges us to grow in cultural humility so that God’s mission becomes a space where the learnings generated by cultural difference open the door to a new rhythm of prayer and praise, a deeper understanding of Scripture, and the personal transformation and congregational renewal we seek.

      The third stone invites us to incorporate into our mission work the principles of development studies that can reframe the mission encounter from “modernization” or “social improvement” to empowering co-development. Giving a hungry person a fish is a good thing. Charity and benevolence are faithful responses to people in need. But most mission leaders innately sense that there is more to Christ’s mission than mere giving. Teaching others to fish, as the Chinese proverb reminds us, is a much more powerful gift than merely giving a fish because it empowers them to face their future. But a quick inventory of our churches’ mission activities reveals the unsettling truth that much of our mission work is limited to charity. One mission leader confided to me that he believed his church was “addicted to fish giving”: Is it possible that our congregations struggle to see mission as more than mere charity work simply because charity feels so good? While generous giving is biblical and good, giving too much or for too long can hurt a community as surely as overwatering a plant. Yet when congregational mission leaders engage in the difficult, but important, work of opening their people’s eyes to powerful, sustainable co-development, communities living in poverty and injustice are allowed to “own” the change process itself, become agents of their own development, and grow into all God created them to be. The results can be earth-shaking!

      A cooking fire requires three selected, well-placed stones to serve as a foundation for the meal God is preparing for us. If the stones are poorly selected or placed, our shared meal could end up on the ground! But with these three foundational stones in place, we are ready to gather with God’s family around the hearth and share in God’s mission: the world change movement built on relationship, respect, and mutual empowerment. This is the spreading circle of relationships in Jesus Christ that is the missio Dei.

      In section two, we will apply the learnings of the three foundational stones to some of US congregations’ most popular mission activities, according to our research: leading short-term mission trips, caring for children at risk, and reforming congregational mission programs from a committee that allocates funds to a movement. We will reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of these popular mission strategies and present ways that mission leaders can engage in missional jiu-jitsu, “flipping” the legitimate desires of our people to connect with others and to make a difference in the world toward more faithful and effective mission strategies. We will include illustrations of what mission companionship, cultural humility, and co- development look like in the mission practice of innovative leaders. Throughout the book, we will offer a number of tools for mission leaders, designed by coauthor Balajiedlang Khyllep, who works with Pittsburgh Theological Seminary’s World Mission Initiative. Bala brings a big heart for God’s mission and years of intercultural and church experiences from Northeast India, the plains of South Dakota, and western Pennsylvania. The toolkit includes a short-term mission orientation curriculum and daily reflection guide, a training exercise in planning development projects, and a guide to navigating crosscultural differences, among other tools.

    

    
    
      WHY THIS BOOK?

      This call for a reformation in congregational mission is, for me, the result of thirty-five years of work in intercultural mission. Working first with the Latinx community in downtown Washington, DC, then in Democratic Republic of Congo and Peru for fourteen years, and, later, as the director of Presbyterian World Mission for a decade gave me opportunities to hear how the Christians of the Global South (our global partners) understood God’s call to mission—and how our US churches’ efforts could help or harm them. Some US congregations engage in faithful and effective work, but my experience is that most of us could do much better. Many congregations, building on faulty foundations, engage in God’s mission in ways that can be perceived as demeaning and paternalistic to local and global communities and that are counterproductive to the congregation’s own stated goals. Yet they appear to be unaware of it, and the practices continue year after year—often in a new locale. “No one ever told us this!” is the most common response when they are enabled to hear from mission companions in a more direct and meaningful way.

      But my research and experience suggest that many congregational mission leaders see the contradictions inherent in their congregation’s mission program and long to free their congregations of an understanding and practice of mission that fails to make the difference in the world that God intends. My heart broke as I listened to the mission director of a large congregation speak of her role as more closely akin to that of a “social director on a cruise ship” than that of a leader of Christians committed to sharing faith and to addressing the root causes of poverty, human trafficking, and migration: “I spend more time entertaining mission enthusiasts than challenging or teaching them and am evaluated [by the congregation’s senior leadership] by how much the members enjoy their mission activities, rather than how effective our mission work is.”21

      At its worst, mission can become a commodity to be bought and consumed. Robert Haynes’s Consuming Mission shows how STM participants “spend” their time, money, service, and sacrifice to purchase personal growth experiences in a highly transactional way that results in the commodification of Christ’s mission.22 This central contradiction is perhaps the greatest challenge facing congregational mission leaders in this country today. How can mission leaders help their people swim against the tide of the colonial mission’s legacy and current US culture to discover that our “life in Christ” is intrinsically bound together with that of our neighbors near and far? This book will attempt to both describe the problem and provide concrete tools for congregational mission leaders to lead with integrity and impact.

      It is hard to take an honest look at how our mission practices impact other communities—and ourselves—but we stand arm in arm with Christian mission leaders from around the world, and many of them deeply desire to walk with us on this path. The mere possibility that different members of the body of Christ could work together across geographic, cultural, and theological differences to address the root causes of injustice, poverty, and broken relationships moves me to gather these stories of contrition, confession, and powerful transformation. These stories show what the church of Jesus Christ can be and do when we carefully reflect on the foundational stones we place around the fire God has kindled. As we gather together around the fire like Jesus’ followers on the road to Emmaus, we will break bread as companions (“bread sharers”) and our eyes will be opened to see Jesus among us—and in each one.

      None of us can reach the destination by ourselves. The work of leadership in a time and place where there are no maps is exceedingly difficult. But you play a key role in how your congregation understands and engages in God’s mission, and, by reflecting together, we can make the journey together as companions. Are you willing to take your place in the spreading circle of relationships rooted in Jesus Christ and lead your people on this life-giving journey?

    

    
    
      FOR REFLECTION

      
        	
          1. Have you seen examples of the kind of “selfie” or colonial mission that we suggest creates the “crisis in mission” facing US congregations today?

        

        	
          2. The mission of the church used to be one of the highest priorities of Christian churches across the country—evangelical, Catholic, and mainline Protestant. How have you seen your congregation’s engagement in mission change over the past years? What reasons would you give for this change?

        

        	
          3. Can you recall a mission experience that left you wondering who the primary “beneficiary” was?

        

        	
          4. As you consider your own congregation and your leadership role, what are the opportunities you have to shape the ways your congregation understands and engages in mission? Teaching? One-on-one conversations? Mission funding–allocation conversations? Accompanying your church members into missional experiences and reflecting on those experiences?

        

      

    

    







TWO

Unchecked Baggage



History shapes mission, whether the missionary—and those who are evangelized—are aware of it or not. 

JOSÉ MÍGUEZ BONINO1








WHOSE MISSION?

A FEW MONTHS AFTER I arrived in Congo as a twenty-three-year-old mission volunteer, a delegation from a local congregation near the city of Kananga invited me to a meeting of their development committee. My excitement grew along with my sense of the role I might play—finally, someone recognized me as a potentially valuable contributor! This is what I came for, I thought. As I sat with the committee late one afternoon, I could hardly keep still—I so badly wanted to share with them my ideas. Although French was a first language for none of us, looking back on those days, the bigger communication barrier was not the language but the underlying culture that shaped the ways we communicated. My American ear was accustomed to “plain speak,” the direct discourse our culture is known for: when I disagreed, I said so clearly, sometimes interrupting a committee member to get my point across, no matter their age. My Congolese counterparts, to the contrary, seemed to me to speak in a circular fashion, using an image, proverb, or story from time to time to get their point across. Needless to say, most of their points were lost on me!

But as I listened, I grew incredulous: what they seemed to be saying was they wanted their church to lead the village in the clearing of a field covered with rocks and two trees and the building of the goalposts so that their youth could host a soccer match. Their proposal took me completely by surprise. I had read the health statistics and knew that Congo—and our region in particular—suffered from extremely high infant mortality (the percentage of children who die before their second birthday), and I thought they would want to do something to clean up their community’s water source. Even my untrained eyes could tell the water was contaminated and probably responsible for the village’s poor health. As I look back on that conversation, I see that I didn’t have the knowledge of Congolese ways of communicating to be able to appropriately express my disagreement, so I just disagreed—clearly and passionately! I was frustrated that we were wasting time with a mere soccer field when we could have been preventing children from dying in the village! I tried to convince the committee members to support the water project, but to no avail. Theirs was the only village in the area that didn’t have a soccer field, and I wondered if pride had trumped reason.

But it was clear the group had made their decision—the enthusiasm was palpable as they defined the tasks, divided up responsibilities, and made plans for a community workday the following Saturday. That evening, I struggled with what to do: Could I support this effort in good conscience? According to my way of thinking, it clearly ignored the village’s primary need: reducing infant mortality. After praying about the challenge, I decided to go along with the group. The following Saturday, the village turned out en masse as the church leaders organized the village into work groups: the women of the church distributed drinking water and prepared a bidia (cassava and corn meal porridge) and goat meat feast that would be remembered for years, the children cleared the field of hundreds of rocks and stones, and the men felled and uprooted two trees—all to prepare a soccer field for what I discovered was the area soccer championship scheduled for the very next day! Evidently, the village had never before won the area championship.

On Sunday afternoon, as the visiting teams—and more fans than I could have imagined—assembled around the new soccer field, I looked around and realized the only thing missing was our village’s soccer team. When the young men of the team arrived and saw the now-impressive field and the huge “home” crowd, they were overcome with joy and pride. The home team played with what people said was an unprecedented level of enthusiasm and crushed the visiting team 4-0. Frankly, the visiting team never had a chance! The celebration lasted into the night. As I left to catch a ride back to Kananga, a village elder shook my hand and smiled: “Let’s talk again next week. We want to talk with you about our water source.”

That night back in my apartment, I puzzled over the turn of events. Two elements stood out with painful clarity: the village elders’ capacity to know what their own community needed most and my own assumptions about what I knew. The elders had seen clearly what was invisible to me: the primary need for the community to believe in itself since they would be unable to organize themselves around the need for clean water (or anything else) if they couldn’t imagine their community working together to enact change. Back in the United States, highly paid strategic planning consultants coach their Fortune 500 clients to begin the complex process of organizational change with a few “quick wins”—smaller outcomes that validate the direction of the change process and prepare the team for the longer struggle ahead.2 The village leadership seemed to have mastered this technique.

More troubling for me was the second element: in my inflated sense of self-importance, I had assumed that I knew best. I turned this observation over and over in my mind. What a curious assumption—that a newcomer like me would know more than the community leaders about what the community needed. Where did that come from? Though my intentions were good, I knew the basic assumption was completely illogical: I was young and inexperienced, had only basic French, was completely ignorant of the complexity and nuance of the local culture, and had never planned or directed a project like this even in my own context—much less a foreign cultural context. Yet I was convinced that my approach was superior! What a strange assumption, I thought. I would ponder this odd contradiction in my heart for some time before I would begin to see that there were deep historical reasons for my erroneous perception of my own personal and cultural superiority and for my need to guide the village church’s process of development.

It was as if I were carrying around a piece of unchecked baggage—a heavy suitcase filled with the values and assumptions of previous generations that I’d never taken the time to unpack, examine, and decide to keep or discard. The precious gift of this discovery was an opening window on the God who had been in Congo long before I or any other foreign missionary got there, who was working through local leaders and the local culture to bring blessing to people with me or without me, who had called me to walk with God and the Congolese to bring them—and me—into deeper discipleship and the abundant life promised by Jesus Christ (Jn 10:10).

This contradiction drew my attention to the theology that undergirded my engagement in mission—whose mission was it, anyway? My head knew it was God’s mission from start to finish. But my heart kept whispering that it was my mission—that God needed me “to be God’s hands and feet” to save the world that God so loves. The bottom line, insisted my heart: if I don’t do this, it won’t get done. That painful, but important, night of prayerful reflection pushed me to begin to unpack some of the assumptions I was making about mission. To understand God’s mission and my part in it, I needed first to study up on how that mission had developed over time. What I discovered shocked me and required me to critically examine many assumptions I was making about God’s mission and people. The events of history weren’t my fault, certainly. But I began to see that my deepest frustrations and failures in both local and global mission were often directly related to the assumptions that were shaped by the curiously close relationship between the European movement to colonize much of the Global South from the fifteenth to twentieth centuries, on the one hand, and the development of the modern missionary movement, on the other. Let’s look historically at how our missionary ancestors got on the wrong boat in their well-intentioned but fundamentally flawed efforts to join in God’s mission—and how they were used for God’s glory and the blessing of the world anyway!




THREE ERAS OF CHRISTIAN MISSION

As we reflect on how the good news of Jesus Christ has spread across national and linguistic barriers over the past two thousand years, it may be helpful to divide the growth of the movement initiated by Jesus himself into three eras: the early church (from the first chapter of Acts of the Apostles to roughly 400 CE), the imperial church (from the fifth through the fifteenth centuries), and the colonial period (from the fifteenth to the twentieth centuries).3 Our read of history will show us why we desperately need a reassessment of our theology of mission today.

The early church: Growth through persecution and migration. In the Gospels, Jesus of Nazareth shaped his revolutionary message around ancient Jewish culture and traditions, proclaiming what God desires of humankind: selfless service, support and advocacy for the poor and oppressed, a life of sacrificial love, and renewed human relationships where husbands loved their wives more than they loved themselves and parents respected their children. Jesus made such an impact on the lives of the people he encountered that he initiated a spreading circle of loving human relationships that grew outward from Jerusalem after Pentecost.

For almost three centuries after Christ’s death and resurrection, the underground Christian church generally responded to Roman state persecution with growth,4 and the resulting outward migrations pushed the people whose lives had been transformed by Jesus into new ethnic and linguistic communities. The apostles and earliest Christians were scattered out from Palestine throughout the Roman Empire and beyond. Early Christian legend states that the apostles traveled to such distant lands as Egypt (Mark), India (Thomas), Ethiopia (Matthew), and Persia (Simon the Zealot). While today we tend to think of missionaries as professionals who travel internationally to do specific tasks (Bible translation, education, health, evangelism, etc.), mission historian Jehu Hanciles points out that the primary missionaries of those early centuries were migrants and refugees who carried their faith in Jesus Christ with them, understood their primary identity to be as a missionary, and ministered out of the weakness of their social location as foreigners, newcomers, and cultural outsiders yet turned the world “upside down” (Acts 17:6).5 This posture of the missionary from a position of weakness and vulnerability—the missionary as servant—is profoundly biblical and mirrors Jesus’ paradigm against which we must evaluate all subsequent mission activity, including our current mission practice.

In that first era, the missionaries were in general less powerful than the people with whom they shared the good news of Jesus Christ: they were refugees and cultural outsiders, often poor, and lived on the underside of empire. They spoke the local language with a foreign accent and were forced to rely on local friends to understand the local culture. They could not rely on their own power or status but had to look to God as their source of strength. The daily threat of persecution for following a subversive religion honed their sense of call and identity as messengers of Jesus Christ. Of course, the dynamic of this early period reflected the content and tone of the New Testament writings, which were recorded during this era: the upside-down nature of the realm of God where “the last shall be first,” a God who “has filled the hungry with good things and sent away the rich empty-handed,” where it seems impossible for the wealthy to enter the kingdom of God, and where women were the first witnesses to the resurrection. A repeated theme of the New Testament writings is the believers’ call to rejoice in suffering in the name of Christ (Mt 5:10-12; Rom 8:18-25; Heb 11:1-12:3; Jas 1:2-4; 1 Pet 4:12-19; and much of the book of Revelation).

The imperial era: The imperial church and early Christendom. In the early fourth century CE, after Roman emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christianity and Emperor Theodosius’s subsequent declaration of Christianity as the official religion of the empire, the patterns of the growth of the Christian movement changed in significant ways. Beginning in the late fourth century, as the new official religion of the realm, Christianity followed the military extension of the empire, reaching into England and Ireland, Germany, across North Africa, into Eastern Europe and the Middle East.6 As kings, chiefs, and rulers accepted the faith of their Roman conquerors, that faith was imposed on their subjects and Christianity would continue as the state religion of the nations that grew up out of the former Roman Empire. The history is much more nuanced than this: to be sure, many parents raised up their children in the way of Jesus and many Roman Catholic monasteries, convents, and missionary orders preserved and extended Christianity into new communities through friendship and service. But by and large, the transmission of Christian faith followed the lines of political domination, moving from ruler to subject, from the powerful to the powerless, from top to bottom.

It is important to note the significant change in the dynamic of the transmission of Christian faith. If, in the era of the early church, faith was transmitted “up” the social ladder from the poor who first embraced it to the rich and from the people to their rulers, in the era of the imperial church, faith was transmitted “down,” imposed by the rulers of Christendom on their subjects, who were then instructed in the faith by official priests and chaplains. In this second era, many missionaries were perceived as “agents of the empire” and drawn into a powerful political system that bestowed on them political power in the eyes of those they went to serve. Many were “professionals,” employed by the empire to evangelize and catechize the masses in return for territories and resources assigned to their religious orders. The missionaries’ social location and their ministry from a position of relative power changed the texture of Christian mission in an era of mass “conversions” and rulers’ shifting politico-religious alliances. This pronounced shift toward mission from a position of power—when combined with the Europeans’ difficulty in understanding hundreds of ethnic groups who thought, spoke, worshiped, and lived in ways culturally different from theirs—would open the door to a weakening of missionary solidarity with the people they were sent to serve. But this significant change in direction was not over yet. We now turn our attention to that period which has done so much to complicate Christians’ efforts to love their neighbor across cultural difference—and our understanding and practice of Christian mission—up to the present day.

The modern era: European colonialism and the wrong ship. European Christendom’s responses to early encounters with “foreign” peoples in Africa, the “New World,” Asia, and the Pacific would mark the third period of Christian mission: the era of European colonialism.

Colonialism is defined as Europe’s project of domination of other countries for its own economic gain that developed between the fifteenth and twentieth centuries. According to historian Philip Hoffman, in 1800 Europe controlled 35 percent of the world’s territory; by 1914, it controlled 84 percent.7 To understand the violence, theft, genocide, and pain the colonial movement generated in much of the world, we need to acknowledge that,


the fundamental decisions affecting the lives of the colonized people are made and implemented by the colonial rulers in pursuit of interests that are often defined in a distant metropolis. Rejecting cultural compromises with the colonized population, the colonizers are convinced of their own superiority and their ordained mandate to rule.8



Beginning in 1517, Portuguese ships under Henry the Navigator ventured south and east along the coast of West Africa and soon reached the mouth of the Congo River, the Cape of Good Hope, and eventually India and Japan in an insatiable quest for new sources of raw materials and markets for Portuguese goods. As the highly profitable trade grew, other European nations eagerly followed suit: the Spanish, English, Dutch, and French each sought their own cut of the lucrative trade routes. New technologies in navigation and sailing opened the way for the “discovery” (at least from the European point of view) of new lands and peoples; the military advantage gained by their possession of gunpowder, firearms, and cannons quickly transformed the initial encounters into violent ones.9 As mentioned in chapter one, the fifteenth-century Doctrine of Discovery provided theological justification for European colonial armies to claim sovereignty over distant lands and force their peoples to produce the precious metals, crops, and raw materials needed for Europe’s burgeoning economies.

While European nations colonized people groups on six continents, the impact of this military, economic, political, and cultural violence on the Americas—as one example—illustrates some of the sinister elements of the period. Beginning in the late fifteenth century, the disease, violence, forced servitude, and massive cultural dislocation brought by the early conquistadores to the indigenous peoples of the New World began a demographic implosion that was arguably unprecedented in world history in its scope and savagery.10 Historians estimate that between 25 and 95 percent of the estimated population of 57 million indigenous people in the Americas were killed or died of disease in the first decades of Spanish and Portuguese colonialism.11 These massive figures may keep us from seeing how the violence and profound dislocation were experienced by the exploited people themselves. I had a chance to learn about the impact of this reign of terror on one indigenous community in Peru when I worked as a missionary there.

The Spanish forced tens of thousands of indigenous men to work in the silver mines of Potosí (in today’s Bolivia) in the mit’a,12 the policy that legalized forced labor in the New World and made possible the extraction and theft of some 22,695 metric tons of silver between 1545 and 1823,13 worth more than $12.5 billion at today’s silver prices.14 The rich silver deposits of Mexico, Peru, and Bolivia could not be economically exploited without access to abundant mercury (as part of a simple—and highly dangerous—chemical process to refine silver ore into more purified silver). Once mercury was discovered near the city of Huancavelica, Peru, tens of thousands of indigenous men were rounded up and sent to Santa Barbara and forced to work the mine, often until they died.

I spent several months in 2005 living in the community of Santa Barbara in the central Andes Mountains of Huancavelica, Peru, and the people of Santa Barbara still talk of the immense human suffering inflicted on their ancestors in “la mina de la muerte” (the mine of death). Historian Guillermo Lohmann Villena notes that in the first decades of mercury extraction, more than seven thousand individuals were killed by accidents, sickness, overwork, or mercury poisoning.15 A plaque in the Santa Barbara mine memorializes one miner’s testimony to the surreal human suffering: “Santa Barbara, mine of death. In your bowels the breath of life was extinguished each day and we never knew if we were still breathing or merely living in an interminable nightmare.”

Beyond the theft of valuable minerals, the death of so many indigenous workers caused a severe labor shortage in the mines and plantations that were expected to generate such a lucrative profit for the colonial powers. This period of rapid economic expansion saw the beginnings of the transatlantic triangular trade, formed around the transportation of sugar, tobacco, and cotton from the Americas to Europe; rum, textiles, and guns from Europe to Africa; and the forcible capture and enslavement of an estimated 12.5 million Africans to fill Europeans’ need for cheap labor in the Americas.16 The “triangular trade” became a global vortex that wreaked havoc in communities across Africa and the New World: lands and resources were stolen, millions of human beings were enslaved, entire civilizations were destroyed. For much of the Majority World today, this is the “bad news” of the gospel brought to them by the European colonial era.




DUE DILIGENCE

From European perspectives, colonialism developed their colonies.17 But if history is more than the victor’s telling of the tale, we also need to listen to the voices of those exploited by this transnational movement. While mines were dug; plantations hacked out of the bush; and cities, roads, and ports built, the overarching logic of the colonial system was extractive and exploitative: Europeans sought ways to extract valuable natural resources from the colonies as cheaply as possible without the free or informed consent of local populations.

These political and military actions would be considered theft by any legal system. To justify the subjugation of distant populations and the exploitation of their resources, a new, dangerously seductive narrative began weaving together implicit assumptions of White racial superiority with the presumed duty of the White race to “civilize” and “Christianize” the darker-skinned peoples of the world and to “develop” them commercially. Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden” (1899) illustrates the strange and toxic mixture of White superiority and benevolence required to justify the bald theft of natural resources from the colonized nations and the murder of millions:


Take up the White Man’s burden—

Send forth the best ye breed—

Go, bind your sons to exile

To serve your captives’ need;

To wait, in heavy harness,

On fluttered folk and wild—

Your new-caught sullen peoples,

Half devil and half child.18



This use of the Christian religion to theologically justify notions of cultural and racial superiority added an insidious element of cultural violence that would have a devastating and enduring impact on people across the Global South. Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe spoke eloquently to the cultural damage wrought by the imposition of the colonial masters’ religion on African cultures in his award-winning novel Things Fall Apart:


The white man is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one. He has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.19



Indeed, some institutions, social systems, and cultural traditions in Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, and Asia have “fallen apart” as a direct result of colonialism. Colonialism is clearly not the sole reason for poverty and injustice in the Global South—there is a long list of reasons including national leadership, corruption, ethnic conflict, natural disasters, and more—but as we begin to see the enduring impact of the colonial structures, massive loss of natural resources, terms of trade, imposed political structures, and the paternalistic assumptions that undergird them, we begin to understand that a significant and enduring reason for the low quality of life indicators (life expectancy, infant mortality, access to clean water, etc.) in much of today’s Global South is the colonial system.

As we reflect on this third era of mission history, we must be careful when we apply today’s ethical standards to yesterday’s logics and actions:


Our belief in the integrity and value of all human cultures is quite a recent development. From the early 20th century, anthropologists have taught us to try to understand all societies in their own terms. Before then, Europeans believed that all peoples could be placed somewhere along a single spectrum from primitive superstition to modern civilisation and rational ways of thinking. Such ideas profoundly influenced Christian missionaries, who frequently assumed that part of their job was to move people along the spectrum so that they would become civilised, “just like us.”20



Still, the vehement protests of the iconic Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas and others against the Spanish colonial abuses suggest that even in the late fifteenth century there were those who critically examined the church’s violent mission through the lens of Scripture and found it woefully lacking. But the Dominicans’ reading of Scripture was perhaps not so extraordinary: How many other missionaries of that era saw the horrendous reality as European colonialism crushed the indigenous people of the Americas but allowed the benefits of their position as protégés of the colonial regime—their privilege—to silence them? We (and the missionaries of every generation) must constantly be aware of our position in the economic and political systems of our day and ask: Is our privilege blinding us from seeing those whom the system exploits as God sees them?

Anticolonial sentiments have been expressed in forums as diverse as the United Nations General Assembly, the media, and academia (postcolonialism is a prevalent theme in school textbooks and popular literature across the world). From James Michener’s Hawaii to Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible, from Teju Cole’s “White Savior-Industrial Complex”21 to the immensely popular and biting “White Savior Barbie” parody on Instagram and Twitter,22 so much has been written in the United States over the last fifty years about the negative impacts of colonial mission that many American Christians have closed their ears to what feels like a single-minded critique of Christian faith. While our churches have clung to the heroic narrative—in some ways accurate—of iconic US and European missionaries pouring out their lives in exemplary self-sacrifice, a surprising number of US Christians, unchurched Americans, and many people in other countries have a much more nuanced view of missionaries. In the traditional European view, Western missionaries are seen as selfless individuals who loved the people, learned local languages, and built schools and clinics, but may have been used by a system that exploited the very people they went to serve. The more critical view is that missionaries often acted as ethnocentric Westerners who imposed their own values on subjugated peoples around the world in ways that destroyed local cultures.

After thirty years of missionary service, I find these historical facts to be profoundly disturbing and quite painful. Perhaps you do as well. Because these facts draw a direct line between the White supremacy so imbedded within the colonial mindset and my own misguided assumptions about the Congolese village’s soccer field. Yet the simple acknowledgment of their reality makes available to us one of the most powerful of Christian practices: confession. By naming, admitting, and repenting from our ancestors’ and our complicity in the patterns of racial assumptions, behaviors, and ways of speaking that constitute systemic racism, we are freed from the burden of assuming “we are better than” or that “we can develop our neighbor.” As we reflect on ways to engage in God’s mission in the twenty-first century, we will have to guard against our own defense mechanisms that seek to shut down the source of this bad news (if you feel like throwing this book out the window, don’t do it!). To Whites like me, it can feel as if our history, our way of life, our “place at the table” is threatened as never before. But the God who guarantees us a place at the table is with us as we strip away the storied traditions of our often mythical mission history and look more intently at mission in the way of Jesus Christ.

To see Christ’s mission clearly, we will have to be very aware of the complex minefield that lies before us—the profoundly negative consequences of the decision by European missionaries to board colonial schooners to reach the distant shores they would evangelize. It was a costly decision with long-lasting consequences that requires of us deep attentiveness: confession in the face of White superiority and the systemic racism that enables it, and a valuing of Jesus’ missional postures of humility, listening, respect, and empowerment. American novelist Teju Cole speaks for many mission critics when he challenges US Christians who seek to make a difference in the world: “If we are going to interfere in the lives of others, a little due diligence is a minimum requirement.”23




MISSION AND THE ROOTS OF RACISM

Both literally and figuratively, we could say that the early European missionaries boarded the wrong ship: by aligning themselves with a racist colonial system, they extended their mission into previously unreached destinations, to be sure, but also provoked widespread and lasting negative reactions among Muslims (“the Saracens” in the language of the Doctrine of Discovery), Hindus, Buddhists, African primal religionists, and indigenous peoples around the world. Though it is uncomfortable, we need to pause and reflect on the massive moral injury done by the colonial movement and the church’s complicity with it. Among the manifold legacies created by this unholy alliance between the colonial rulers and the church that US Christians must deal with today are (1) a widespread distrust of American mission efforts and motivations, whatever the race/ethnicity of the missionary and (2) our own unexamined assumptions of perceived cultural and racial superiority as we engage with others in God’s mission.

As I look back to that early intercultural encounter with the Congolese village church and their soccer field project, I see now that my own implicit, unexamined assumptions—the mental “map” that I unwittingly carried into every conversation and encounter with Congolese neighbors in those years—were powerfully shaped by assumptions of White racial superiority that linger on from the colonial period. I assumed my culture had provided me with the “right answers” to almost any question the Congolese could ask—didn’t my country’s stronger economy, more powerful military, more “exceptional” history, more “developed” culture, more “civilized” ways justify this perspective? Even as I write these words, it causes me pain to see the blind pride, the misguided sense of exceptionalism, and, yes, the racism that undergirds these assumptions—my assumptions. Perhaps you have sensed these assumptions at play deep within your heart as you interact with local and global mission partners—assumptions that guide your words and actions in unintended ways. This is, I believe, an important question for all of us formed in American society, no matter what our race or ethnicity. As antiracism educator Dr. David Campt notes, “The same invisible cultural forces that shape racist behaviors in the majority population also influence the ways Black and Brown brothers and sisters respond to these behaviors: we all have the virus.”24

It is as if we were each paddling across a river in a canoe. All of us are impacted by the force and direction of the current: some are unaware of the current and are carried downstream, never reaching the other side; others note the river’s power and direct their canoe strategically across the current in a way that allows them to get to the other side. Whether we are the descendants of the exploiters or the exploited or a mixture of both, all of us formed by this shared mission history must stop and examine the unchecked baggage we carry so that we don’t perpetuate the colonial “mission from strength” model.

A powerful gift that comes to us as we participate in God’s mission is being drawn into intercultural relationships where we are invited to rethink our “unchecked baggage.” Deep companionship with local and global mission partners teaches us how to think critically about the mental map with which we grew up and to work to “decolonize” our participation in God’s mission: In what ways do my words and actions reveal the underlying assumption that I know what’s best for a given situation? Of course, it’s not my fault that the cultural map I inherited was so flawed. But I have talked with dozens of congregational mission leaders who have found it has been interactions with their mission companions over the years that helped open their eyes to see the incompatibility of the gospel of Jesus Christ and the racialized assumptions of superiority we encounter in our society.




THE OTHER SIDE OF THE LEDGER: COLONIAL MISSION’S POSITIVE IMPACTS

There is another side to this perspective, and it’s important to note it. On the positive side, the modern missionary movement shared good news of God’s love with people in countries and cultures literally around the world. The Bible was translated into hundreds of languages, and significant numbers of people became literate not just in the colonial languages but their own mother tongues. Schools, universities, clinics, and hospitals were built and millions of people were educated and healed. Doctors, nurses, teachers, and administrators were trained. The church was planted and grew in new cultural contexts, and thousands of leaders were formed in Bible schools, catechist schools, pastoral institutes, and seminaries. The role of women, children, and ethnic minorities was vastly enhanced in many countries,25 and human rights were advanced.26 Medical care for the blind, lame, infirm, hearing impaired, and lepers was provided, often free of charge. Important innovations in tropical medicine were made by Christian missionary doctors who saved the lives of millions of people.

Renowned Yale mission historian Lamin Sanneh vigorously defended the missionary movement against its anticolonial critics in his book Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture, noting that the act of translating the Christian Scriptures into the vernacular languages of dozens of colonized countries constituted a significant contribution toward cultural preservation and renewal.27 In addition to preserving these language and cultural groups, the gospel message injected into the stratified colonial context a revolutionary message of hope built on the radical notion of the equality of colonizer and colonized. Historically, the Christian worldview has provided to hundreds of millions of individuals a way of understanding the world based on an all-powerful God who deeply identifies with their hardships, disappointments, and pain; forgives them their wrongdoings; and joins them to a large and growing family—the family of Jesus Christ. This transnational movement, which claims a higher allegiance than kinship, nationality, or race, stretches around the world and includes colonial masters and subjects, slave owners and slaves, kings and serfs. It is this utterly illogical, counterintuitive, countercultural yet essential tenet of the Christian message that would set the stage for Christian participation in justice movements including the abolitionist movement, the civil rights movement, workers’ rights, women’s rights, environmental justice, the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa, and churches’ work for justice for Palestinians—wherever Christians lived out their calling to solidarity with the “other.” This is the undeniable and profoundly disruptive dimension of Christian faith that prevents it from merely reinforcing the societal status quo or from functioning as “the opiate of the people.”28

This solidarity was directed not merely toward persecuted Christian brothers and sisters but to groups of poor and oppressed people because of their shared humanity. These examples are richly documented in missionary biographies from Spanish Dominican priest Bartolomé de las Casas’s stand against the Spanish genocide of the New World’s indigenous peoples to African American missionary Rev. William Sheppard’s courageous defense of Congolese workers against the rubber barons’ exploitation under Belgian King Leopold in the late nineteenth century. The enduring, positive impacts of the missionary movement during the colonial missionary era were multiple and well documented.

In addition, it is also important to note that the positive impacts of God’s mission have not flowed in only one direction, as the colonial notion of “the White Man’s Burden” supposed. Paralleling the growth of the church in the Acts of the Apostles, the planting of the church in diverse cultural contexts around the world forced colonial missionaries and national believers to rethink Christian faith in new contexts and express it through new languages as they discovered that faithful responses to issues both personal and public would necessarily be different in Rome and Accra, in Canterbury and Mumbai, or in Edinburgh and Kinshasa—wherever Christians reflected on Scripture through a different cultural lens. Each time believers from different cultural backgrounds brought their perspectives on Scripture into the growing circle of the Christian church, new, rich sources of insight were added to the church’s understanding of Christian faith.

A second element of the “reverse impact” of the missionary movement on US domestic society is carefully documented in David Hollinger’s Protestants Abroad: How Missionaries Tried to Change the World but Changed America. In it, he shows how US Protestant missionary families of the early twentieth century were so transformed by their long-term mission experience—“embedded” as they were in local communities—that they returned home and made a profound impact on US society: they advanced human rights, multiculturalism, and the fight against racism with a degree of influence and impact far out of proportion to their numbers. Protestant missionaries and their adult children returned to the United States to lead the struggle against the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, support the civil rights movement, leverage their expert knowledge of the languages and cultures of Asia to humanize US foreign policy in Thailand and China, and open the eyes of the next generation to the dangers of US exceptionalism and parochialism.29

To understand the power of this long-term commitment and the intentional commitment to locate oneself among people who are culturally different, let’s listen to Duncan Green, Professor in Practice at the London School of Economics and strategic adviser for Oxfam-Great Britain, one of the world’s leading development agencies. Green, like many of his colleagues in the world of international development, is no friend of the missionary movement. But he shared this frank and insightful assessment of the impact of what he calls missionary “embeddedness” after meeting with a group of Catholic missionaries in Ireland at a meeting organized by Misean Cara:


Missionaries exemplify long termism and a deep knowledge of context—the room was full of priests, religious sisters and lay people who had spent decades in the same community, learning the language and becoming deeply immersed in local culture—the kind of embeddedness that [we] lament has been lost from the aid and diplomatic sector. They value people and relationships, not blueprints and policy documents.

Missionaries also model another idea I’ve been talking about in recent years—they are living proof that one alternative to the dead hand of the project is to directly support leaders instead. Find charismatic individuals who are likely to make change happen and support them to do so without having to concoct endless project proposals to justify the grant. Oh wait, isn’t that what missionaries are?

Their deep and permanent roots in communities should make them ideally placed to do advocacy, something that Misean Cara is encouraging its 90 member organizations to explore.30



It was perhaps this very embeddedness—the commitment of thousands of Western missionaries to locate themselves in distant towns and villages for many years, to learn their languages and cultures, to accompany the people in their struggles—that gave the missionary movement the power to effect such deep change.31 For all these contributions of our missionary forebears we give thanks to God. The fact that God continues to use frail, fallen people to change the course of history continues to inspire hope for all of us.




UPSTAGING GOD

True missionary embeddedness—because it grows out of the spreading circle of relationships through Jesus Christ—invites us to set aside our own power for the sake of the companions we are called to serve. It also serves as a fertile space where we can examine our own power and privilege relative to the people we desire to serve. Why is it so important to have this awareness? In my own missionary service in Africa and Latin America, though my language and cultural skills were inferior to that of my hosts, I was almost always the most powerful person in the room: I was often the best educated and one of the few people with a dependable salary, health benefits, social security, and a pension. If I got seriously ill, my mission agency would medevac me to a US hospital for expert care. If I saw a pressing need, I could contact a US church and ask them to help. Over the years, innumerable Congolese and Peruvian friends approached me to intercede with a US church to help them get funds, a scholarship, or needed medical care for themselves or a loved one. In the eyes of my host communities, it was my social location and knowledge of English that made me a powerful broker of foreign material resources. My timely support could literally save a life or open a door on a new future for someone. In the Congo, where average annual income was less than $400, Batumane Bampele, a member of my Congolese church’s youth group, put it starkly: “You foreigners are like gods to us.”32 This unmerited economic advantage bestowed on me by my social location often gave me a sense of entitlement and created dangerous blind spots in my vision. To show you how unaware we can be of our own blind spots, I need to share a story.

After four years of work in the Kasai region of DR Congo, I accompanied two Congolese seminary colleagues on “mission itineration”—a three-month trip to visit sixty-six congregations in four US states. My colleagues, Professor Mulumba Mukundi and student Kihani Masasu, and I gave a similar presentation in each church: I showed some slides of our seminary and the people of the surrounding communities, described the context and my work, and then introduced Dr. Mulumba, who spoke on the seminary’s progress and challenges as it tried to prepare students to minister in our context. Kihani was a gifted singer and he would share a word of testimony, perform a song he had composed, and teach the congregation to sing it.

We repeated this presentation in each church. Kihani had made some indirect comments about my part of the presentation, but I hadn’t really listened or thought to follow up with him about it. It wasn’t until late in the itineration that he paused after we finished lunch at a rest stop in central Texas. “Pastor,” he said quietly, “it seems that all your photos and your words show us in our poverty.” I was puzzled and made an awkward response. I knew that the Kasai’s cultural conventions insisted on showing foreigners the best parts of one’s community—similar to a cultural pattern with which I was raised—but the notion is quite a bit stronger in the Kasai’s strongly collectivist cultural context. So his question stayed on my mind all afternoon.

That evening, as we gave our presentation to a church in Austin, I saw my slides—and my description of the iconic African “mission field”—with new eyes. I saw that my descriptions of Congo and its church were saturated with the hardships I had encountered: a repressive government, no electricity or running water, the worst poverty I’d ever experienced, the difficulty of running a seminary with over a hundred students on a shoestring budget. These hardships had somehow become the key messages of my part of the presentation: extreme poverty, difficult work, frustrating conditions. I had to admit I had silently enjoyed the grateful adulation I received in each and every church—folks would line up to thank me for my service: “I don’t know how you do it,” many would comment as they shook my hand warmly after the presentation. Strangers would embrace me. Kihani’s words helped me to see that I had somehow worked my way into the center of the picture: I had become the story’s hero; the White savior. To be sure, people were delighted with Kihani’s musical ability and were intrigued with Professor Mulumba’s work. But they absolutely loved their fellow countryman who was “toughing it out” for the Lord in Africa. Suddenly, the story I was sharing seemed less about God’s mission than about my own. Maybe you recognize yourself in the mission story I grew to enjoy telling.

For me, the story of God’s mission had been formed by years of Sunday school lessons, sermons, Bible studies, and mission conference keynote addresses—even my elementary and secondary schools’ history lessons were filled with a particular version of world history that foregrounded the accomplishments of my people and invisibilized the achievements and contributions of local Christians and missionaries of color. I remember my high school US history teacher’s sense of outrage when the new textbooks arrived and included for the first time marginal inserts from the perspectives of African Americans, Native Americans, Latinx, and women: “They’ve changed our history!” was her accusation. Indeed. Mission, in our telling of the tale, was done almost exclusively by US missionaries—we knew there were British, German, and French missionaries out there, but in the many hundreds of mission stories I heard in my growing up years, I can’t recall a single story about a Latin American or African missionary. The story of Christian mission, I would argue, was all about us.

Yet mission historian Jehu Hanciles’s exhaustive research shows that in Africa—the continent where the Christian church grew the fastest in the last century—even though the initial outreach was done by European missionaries, the phenomenal growth of the church was largely due to tens of thousands of African catechists, lay workers, women’s leaders, evangelists, pastors, youth leaders, and priests who understood the implications of the gospel message for their people and translated it into their heart languages and cultural understandings.33 This is truly the untold story of the colonial age of mission. I find Hanciles’s insight tremendously hopeful as we watch the number of US long-term missionaries decrease each year. With the shift in the center of Christianity from the Global North to the Global South in our lifetime, should it surprise us that God has been doing “a new thing” (Is 43:19) for a long time?

Even so, in my three decades of teaching, preaching, and interacting with congregational mission leaders across the country, I’ve observed that many are still reading the lines supplied them by the colonial period’s script. These stories of the “Great Age of Mission”34 coincided with the closing years of the colonial period and almost always had a White American missionary at the center. These stories tell part of the larger story of God’s mission, but because they are the only stories most of us have heard, we are tempted to believe the story of God’s mission is “all about us”—that we are indispensable parts of God’s story.

This script is part of the “unchecked baggage” that most US Christians carry into mission—the subconscious values and assumptions of White racial superiority passed down to us for the past five hundred years. Few of us have intentionally stopped, unpacked the bag, and examined its contents. While African American, Latinx, Native American, and Euro-American Christians may carry this baggage and react to it in different ways, because our cultural lenses have been formed by these scripts of White racial superiority, when we engage with others across lines of cultural difference (race/ethnicity, nationality, income, language, gender identity, etc.), we have to be aware of the ways our shared mission history may have sown seeds of cultural superiority, leading us to rely on top-down practices of mission that fail to respect others as companions.
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