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    Introduction


    Is It Possible to Abandon Contextualization?


    

      The idea for this book developed out of a request—could I supply a bibliography of German language texts dealing with the theme of contextualization? Though the question first seemed straightforward, it proved very difficult to fulfill. Where English language texts often deal with theories of contextualization, few German language texts address the subject, and those that do refer back to the standard English language treatments.1 Given its general importance within missiological discourse, an evident question follows: Why are theories of contextualization largely absent from German missiology?


      To begin, this question requires a couple of qualifications. First, contemporary German mission studies has a great interest in different contexts: the institutions, art, customs, ethics, signs and symbols, and all of the historical, religious, economic, and political forces that have shaped and continue to shape each context. It uses a range of social science research methodologies to understand and speak about these contexts. Second, German mission studies is interested in how these contexts form the faith in terms of the resulting institutional, liturgical, ritual, and structural variety and in the contextual theologies that develop. It is interested in how the Christian faith takes root and is embodied differently in different times and places. Third, in the early part of the twentieth century, German mission did develop a quite profound account of how the gospel works in and through local contexts and an accompanying account of missionary practice. However, German missiology abandoned this approach by the mid-twentieth century and has not developed any formal theory of contextualization in its place. To understand why this occurred it is necessary to look to this past and how it has shaped the contemporary debate.


      To this point, the term contextualization has remained undefined. This is part of the concern: the concept is fluid and often determined by a great variety of factors that remain assumed rather than identified and examined. At its most simple, contextualization concerns the expression of the gospel within particular localities in a way that is faithful both to the gospel and to the context. This follows a theological axiom—it belongs to the gospel to become and be local. There is no single cultural expression of the gospel, one form and language to which all peoples must conform. The gospel can be spoken using local languages, embodied in different ways, and addressed to different sets of questions.


      While this axiom may be clear enough, matters quickly become complicated. Even if there is no singular cultural expression of the faith, are there proper limits? Is it possible to become a Christian and, for example, to retain Hindu community forms and imagery? We might be happy to talk of Jesus Christ as “ancestor,” but what of the title “witch-doctor”?2 He is the Lamb, but is he also the “pig of God”?3 Can the church simply appropriate local rituals into its liturgical life?4 The fear these questions encourage is that culture has some form of priority over the gospel. But does that not assume a certain form for the gospel that cannot be contextualized? Where do we find the standard? We might say the Bible is that standard, but what role does our own cultural norms play in interpreting that message and so in establishing a particular embodiment of the gospel as the “biblical” one?5 Such questions go to the heart of “belonging,” which often means, to quote Claudio Carvalhaes, learning “a religious language, an ethical code, a mode of being, a certain cultural category deeply attached to the gospel of Jesus Christ and its ways of belief, prayers and practices.”6 As one consequence of this, “what derives from other parts of the world cannot be considered tradition but mission and missionary work, merely an addendum to tradition.”7 The associated embodied forms of worship reify “the notion that one set of people holds the proper way, while all others must learn about it to become proper.”8 This is no theoretical abstraction; it comes out of the lived experience of many within world Christianity.9


      This leads to the question of becoming overcontextualized, of confusing the gospel message with its local form to the extent that one ceases to hear the gospel. While it is evident that this occurs, discussion of the problem tends to highlight where it occurs in other places and times—not our own. Only infrequently might a community acknowledge that it has confused its own embodiment of the gospel with the gospel itself. One indicator of the problem is the assertion of one’s own community as being in the right over against other Christian communions. This can lead to a defensive posture (we are to protect what we have received), to a closing of that community to different voices, and to a type of missionary activity that demands conversion into this particular expression of the faith. Not only do we become deaf to the critical voice of the world Christian communion, we become the ones who are “true” and have the unique responsibility to preserve this gospel and advance it via a particular mission to this other world.


      It is often stated that when the gospel is embodied in different ways in different times and places, the Christian church learns more about the gospel itself. But, in becoming local, in taking on different form, does the gospel itself change in some way? Does something happen to the gospel? This question does not refer to the history of Jesus Christ as recorded in the New Testament. It refers to the interpretation and embodiment of that story through time and in culture. The gospel is a story of God’s relationship to human beings. It is the story of a first-century Jew, meaning that the gospel was never without context. It was never a disembodied message that might take on different form as though it were a naked idea taking on different cultural clothing. It belongs to the gospel that it exists only in context, as it is embodied in Christian communities. If the gospel is gospel only in its embodiment, and if the form of this embodiment is informed by each context and the questions asked in these contexts, might the gospel become a different word in different times and places? And what might the church learn from this difference? This radical position is, for Lesslie Newbigin, the lesson that comes from the conversion of Peter in his encounter with Cornelius (Acts 10:1-48). In relation to this pagan servant of the empire, Peter learned anew who God in Christ was, and this would inform the events of the Jerusalem Council concerning the Gentiles and the law. In this event, Newbigin argues, “‘Christianity’ was changed.”10 Nor, Newbigin continues, is it a task of the church to make demands as to what commitment to Christ might mean for these new believers in different cultural contexts. It is for the church to “learn from them new lessons about its own obedience.”11 This applies not simply to matters of precise theological interpretation, but to the big questions of human life: to those of power, governance, politics, economy, gender and race relations, social hierarchies, and sexuality, to name but a few examples.


      These are difficult questions and the answers vary depending on a range of associated concepts. First, how might one understand culture? While generic definitions abound, it is a notoriously difficult concept to define. Culture can refer to a whole way of life, one necessary to our being as social creatures. This includes, among other things, beliefs, rituals, symbols, law, education, government, mores, customary ways of behaving, taboos. It gives us ideas about the nature of a human being and how human beings should relate to one another. Culture can refer to “high culture,” a body of art, literature, architecture, and intellectual commentary. Culture can refer to a “cultured person,” one educated in a certain style and body of knowledge, a social elite. Culture is also a young concept. Johann Gottfried Herder was the first to theorize the diversity of cultures, and to develop a formal concept that is familiar today.12 Around the same time, the term culture appeared in 1871 in Edward Tylor’s Definition of Culture.13 Prior to that, a so-called classicist view of culture prevailed. This assumed that only one culture existed and it was in contrast to simple people, natives, and barbarians. This approach informed earlier ideas of civilization and imperialism, and its legacy continues today especially in establishing evaluative measures by which cultures different from our own are judged. It finds expression in terms such as the developing world, which indicates parts of the world that are expected to attain a standard of economic and technological production. But where does this set of values come from? Should all cultures be valued the same? If not, what is the standard of judgment and who creates and applies it? Is a “better culture” one that maintains a just and free community in relation to those within it, but also to those outside its borders, and to the whole of creation? Or is it one that results in the strongest economy and greatest military capacities? One challenge with conceiving the nature of culture, in other words, lies in what we ourselves value and so what we expect to find in other cultures. Our culture, by this measure, becomes the highest and the best. How we describe culture can ignore differing and perhaps even competing accounts that are normative in other places.


      Second, how might we understand the range of interactions between cultures? A number of terms developed within the social sciences explore the nature and consequences of cultural interaction. Acculturation, used in its contemporary sense in the early 1880s, refers to the encounter of cultures and the psychological and cultural changes this encounter generates, with a particular focus on one culture taking on the aspects of another more dominant culture.14 Transculturation, coined in 1947 by Fernando Ortiz, stresses more the unidirectional movement of cultural elements, and this includes deculturation (the loss of cultural forms), and neoculturation (the development of new forms).15 Enculturation, first used by Melville Herskovits in 1948, is the process of learning a culture, its language, values, norms, and rituals, the process by which one grows into and is part of a culture.16 It appears quite often today in theological discussions concerning entrance into the Christian community and growth in the faith, especially in a particular understanding of how liturgies, rituals, practices, and traditions form a people. This is only a brief snapshot of three complex approaches, and it fails to mention a range of other concerns such as, for example, domination, gender, postcoloniality, and hybridity. The point, however, is clear: there are multiple complex ways of naming the interaction between cultures and what occurs in and as a consequence of that interaction.


      Third, how might we understand the relationship of the gospel to culture? Along with the above three terms that have been appropriated by theology as ways of describing the interaction between the gospel and cultures, a number of theological terms have developed.17 Indigenization, or indigeneity, is another term from the nineteenth century that looks to encourage forms of the gospel’s embodiment in terms of traditional culture, rather than importing forms from the outside. While a good first step, it was ultimately rejected because of its anachronistic and paternalistic tendency to reinforce a static picture of traditional local culture.18 In 1973, Shoki Coe introduced the idea of contextualization: a way of being involved in the missio Dei (mission of God) in a particular context and through which a local theological reflection develops as a necessary consequence.19 The emphasis here is less on the church as a given body, and more on the pilgrim people of God becoming the new creation. A similar debate developed among Roman Catholics, leading to the idea of inculturation.20 This indicates a mutual process whereby, in the words of John Paul II, “the Church makes the Gospel incarnate in different cultures and at the same time introduces peoples, together with their cultures, into her own community. She transmits to them her own values, at the same time taking the good elements that already exist in them and renewing them from within.”21 With this definition, evangelization includes not simply individuals, but cultures—the gospel is to remake cultures as part of the new creation.22 More recently, Benedict XVI has criticized inculturation because, in his opinion, religion is the “determining core” of any culture, and culture is an interpretation of the world according to its understanding of the divine. Given this tie between a religion and a culture, it is a nonsense to suggest that a religion might enter another culture. Benedict argues instead for interculturality. The “faith is itself culture. . . . Faith is its own subject, a living and cultural community we call the ‘people of God,’” one that has “matured through a long history and through intercultural mingling.”23 The faith enters a culture as itself another culture and appropriates other cultural values into itself.


      With this range of theological accounts, it is evident that no single understanding of the relationship of gospel to culture exists. Every position includes not simply an account of culture and of the interactions between cultures, but a range of theological commitments regarding the nature of the church, of how the gospel can be and is embodied, and of mission. It is possible to identify significant and fundamental theological assumptions that, in turn, lead to different Catholic and Protestant approaches to contextualization.24 Even the very idea of contextualization itself is not neutral—it developed out of a particular problem: that of theology and the church finding their place in “non-Western” contexts. These origins often frame the discussion in terms of a dominant and normative theology located within a Western tradition and secondary and derivative theologies from other parts of the world. So framed, it often overlooks already existing contextualized forms of the gospel.


      To return to Benedict XVI, his critique rests on the complex question of the relationship between religion and culture. A cascade of questions follows this critique: Is religion the basis of every culture? Do different religions produce a different account of culture and so lead to culture structured in different ways? Can culture develop separately from a religion? Alternately, one might ask whether there is such a thing as religion. Talal Asad, by way of example, argues that the concept of religion is itself a product of modern Western discourse.25 One might question whether cultures can indeed express the gospel. Can one “find” the gospel in culture? Does the gospel work “through” culture? Some argue that the gospel creates culture and this spills out from the church to inform wider society. If, by extension, some cultures might be understood as creatures of the gospel itself (to whatever degree), are certain cultures more open to the gospel, while others are more closed? If this is a determining factor, what role for the acting of God? Are cultures and places “sanctified through time”? Is a nation “made holy” by generations of exposure to the gospel—forming what is often called a “Christian nation”? If some cultures by virtue of this secular process of sanctification are closer to the gospel, who is to make that judgement and using what criteria? If one culture is privileged in this way, and its people “a special people,” does this not create a hierarchy and an expectation that others should grow to look like us (though they can never be us)? If we understand culture to be one of the main ways through which God acts, is mission the cultivation of a Christian culture? How might we understand conversion and related missionary strategies within this definition?


      The key affirmation across all these questions is that it belongs to the gospel to be spoken by every tribe, tongue, and nation (Rev. 7:9). Though this is a theological promise, the above makes clear that there is no given form of relationship between the gospel and culture, and every suggested approach includes a range of additional philosophical and theological commitments concerning the nature of the church and of mission. Most of these commitments remain submerged and unexamined as part of our view of the Christian faith embodied in communities and so in cultures. More often than not these commitments privilege the view of the world out of which we come. Nor, as we shall see, is this privileging benign. Contextualization is not a simple good that resists all critique. One challenge lies in identifying where our accounts of contextualization actually reinforce our own improper accommodation of the gospel. This is difficult because we lack the necessary distance from our own contexts and the associated theologies and embodied forms. Yet it is important because how one approaches the relationship of the gospel to culture informs how one understands mission and the embodiment of the faith in communities.


      This leads us back to the question of the absence of theories of contextualization within German missiology. There is a reason for this. It can be argued that German missiology at the beginning of the twentieth century had a much greater interest in context and local appropriation than its English-language cousins. Indeed, contemporary theories affirm many of these early German insights concerning the significance of local custom and institution. German theory was rooted in missionary practice, in engaged crosscultural experiences, was supported by a robust theological argument, and treated the local cultures with utmost seriousness and respect. But it also drew on philosophical traditions and cultural memories that informed a mythos of German self-identity. The most sophisticated theological account of contextualization had a remarkable downside: it would align quite naturally with the rise of Hitler and National Socialism.


      As a way of exploring the multiple considerations that feed into the discussion of contextualization, this text engages in a longitudinal study of how these questions were approached over a century of German missiology. Evident distance exists between English- and German-language missiology. This is, by no means, a hard distinction: through the twentieth century, a number of translators crossed the language border. Nevertheless, a distance exists—one that is historic, dating from the late nineteenth century, bound with the geopolitical events of the twentieth century, rooted in differences in language, culture, and history, and includes material differences in the understanding of mission. For this present study, the distance is important. But so is the similarity of experience. Germany as did the rest of Europe engaged in the colonial mission enterprise. Both the German and the so-called Anglo-American traditions encountered the same set of questions concerning the transmission of the gospel and the establishment of believing communities in contexts foreign to Western culture. The distance between the German and the Anglo-American traditions is both close enough to speak to similar contemporary experiences and far enough apart to permit a critical reading of those experiences. Indeed, the value of this present study lies in the significant mistakes German missiology made, in the theological positions it constructed in support of these mistakes, and in the direction it has taken in reaction to these mistakes and the widening recognition of world Christianity.


      This book is a translation of sorts. It introduces a range of texts across the decades of the twentieth century that illustrate the changing understanding of the relationship of gospel, culture, and the embodiment of the faith within German mission discourse, and, by extension, the changing definitions of missionary activity. The seven chapters are heuristic divisions, but each indicates a differing approach.


      The first chapter begins with an exchange between Gustav Warneck, the father of contemporary missiology, and Ernst Troeltsch, the famous advocate of cultural Protestantism. For Troeltsch, the power and content of Christian mission rests in Western civilization. Mission takes the form of the export of this culture for the purposes of Westernizing other cultures. Because the Protestant religion was the beating heart of this culture, becoming Christian belonged to the civilizing process. Different mission strategies were needed because each local culture was at a different stage of development relative to the highest level of Western civilization. Warneck opposed this approach because every ethnic culture is an expression of God’s orders of creation. As such, the gospel needs to be translated into every different cultural form so as to purify the primal ties with God that exist within every culture. Warneck, as a consequence of this position, rejected every form of colonization. He also regarded this temptation to confuse the process of Christianization with that of Europeanization or Americanization as a particular problem of the Anglo-American approach to missions. German missions, by contrast, and due to its own interest in culture, was able to enter into local cultures and to meet them were they were.


      During the first part of the twentieth century, Warneck’s insights regarding God’s working though culture and the missionary forms that correspond to this account of God’s working were further developed by Bruno Gutmann. His approach to “primal ties,” examined in chapter two, represents the high point of this cultural theory within German missiology. Much of his work is complex and may sound odd to contemporary ears, but it is notable for two reasons. First, his work developed out of many years of missionary praxis and is a sophisticated and sensitive approach. Gutmann sought to protect local cultures against what he saw as the acids of modern life: a rampant individualism that maintains only a transactional relationship to other people. God reveals Godself primarily through social relationships, and it was the necessary missionary task to protect and nurture these relationships. Second, though Gutmann opposed the fundamental modern mechanisms at the heart of National Socialism, his account of indigenization nevertheless found support from theorists of that political ideology. Indeed, as the reading from Siegfried Knak makes clear, via this missionary account Hitler can be seen as an evangelist who was working to bring the German people back to its culture and so back to God. As God works through cultural ties, so Christianity would grow with the rediscovery of German culture. Nor is this simply a cautionary tale: one can draw firm connections between this approach to indigenization and more recent accounts of mission within English-language discourse.


      As the various liaisons between German missions and National Socialism became apparent, it became necessary to reorient mission theory. The key here was constructing a theological account of mission detached from the anthropological starting point of the earlier theories. Chapter three follows Karl Hartenstein and Walter Freytag in setting mission within an eschatological horizon. The church lives “between the times,” in this period between the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the final parousia. All of history needs to be viewed through this eschatological lens, meaning that the time now is the time of mission. This account of history withdraws every accidental motivation for mission: mission results not from the discovery of new lands, nor from falling numbers; it strives not for the ennoblement of cultures, nor is directed by primal orders, nor exists for the expansion of Christendom. Mission is the form of the in-breaking kingdom of God, and the church is by nature missionary. The community itself—not politics, culture, or ethnicity—is the agent of mission.


      However, while this theological approach succeeded in deidentifying mission from key themes within German culture and identity, the question of how a Christian community is established, the form it takes as a living people, remained. As a consequence, while the orders of creation could no longer be stressed as they were during the Nazi period, they did not simply disappear. For Hans-Werner Gensichen, the theory of indigenization advanced by German missions constituted the “how” of embodying the gospel. Gensichen illustrates how readings of contextualization speak not simply to the entrance of the gospel, but envision the very nature of the gospel’s embodiment—they reflect what we understand the substance of a community to be. To criticize this particular account of contextualization was to deny the church a body. As a consequence, Gensichen argues that it was necessary to retain some modified account of the German approach to maintain the possibility of establishing the church.


      Chapter four looks at the developments through the 1950s and ’60s. This was the period when the reality of colonization and its fallout began to be felt within Western missions. Dutch missiologist Johannes Christiaan Hoekendijk, based on his critique of German mission theory, extended the eschatological approach of Hartenstein and Freytag and, with this, a missionary understanding of the church. Church structures were necessary because there is no such thing as a community without structures. But they are provisional and develop in service to the church’s witness to the world. As part of this critique, Hoekendijk focused on the “world.” The world had its own proper life that was not destined to be consumed by the church. This was a significant shift because it broke open the closed circle of gospel, culture, and church. Where the eschatological approach of Hartenstein and Freytag set all of history under the sign of judgment, Hoekendijk opens that history to eschatological creativity. While this was a positive theoretical advance, it was soon subsumed by critiques focused on the impossibility of establishing the church as a body.


      While both Hans Jochen Margull and Walter Hollenweger were significant voices in this 1960s discussion of “the church for others,” which itself draws on Hoekendijk’s thinking, the reality of the Christian faith beyond the horizon of the West came to inform their thinking about mission and culture. This reality expanded the discussion field by demonstrating how many of the ideas governing Christian experience were by no means necessary. A plurality of Christian expression, for example, is not a deficit, not destructive of unity, but is a proper part of the Christian faith and present also in the New Testament. Nor is a local church something that can be shaped by outside influences. To continue to expect that Christian communities in other places look like “us” is to maintain the path of Western arrogance evident during the colonial period.


      Shoki Coe’s coining of the language and theory of “contextualization” occurred in 1973. Contextualization theory never takes ground within German mission theology. Living with the lessons of World War II, the direction within German missiology shifted away from active theories of indigenization and toward a passive and mutual ground in hermeneutics. Chapter five looks to this hermeneutical approach to mission as it first appears in the work of Theo Sundermeier. Sundermeier, drawing on Latin American liberation theology, developed the notion of “convivence” to formulate how the Christian might positively witness in the context of cultural diversity. Understanding and living together with the stranger becomes the key theme. The process is less one of an acting subject bringing a message to a passive object, than it is one of mutual speaking and hearing and together becoming something new. In concrete terms, Richard Friedli illustrates how even translating the Bible into local languages introduces new concepts, in this example concepts from another religious heritage, into Christianity itself. While this hermeneutical direction may appear for many too passive in relation to more activistic accounts of missionary activity, Christine Lienemann illustrates how this movement “toward the other” is essential to the faith as such. This approach is by no means less active; it is instead the activity of the whole community and not a select minority. It is the community opening itself up to difference as the form of missionary witness.


      Though Hollenweger coined the term intercultural theology during the 1970s with his work on Pentecostalism and non-Western Christianity, not until the 2000s did it become the field-defining concept it is today within Germany. Because Christianity has become a polycentric phenomenon (having many centers), it needs to account not only for visible cultural variations, but deep cultural difference concerning such things as the nature of truth, the nature and form of community, and the nature of time and the community’s relationship to the past and the future. Chapter six looks at the developing method of “intercultural theology.” Hermeneutics now dominates German missiology as the framing method for understanding the phenomena of world Christianity. The essays by Henning Wrogemann and Heike Walz look at key methodological considerations within the field. One ongoing question is whether intercultural theology, even with its hermeneutical focus, fails to broaden its account of culture beyond that of the West. Walz answers this question with “maybe, yes.” A second question concerns the ongoing relationship of mission to intercultural theology: Is intercultural theology a replacement mission studies? The answer, as Andreas Feldtkeller demonstrates, is no. The question itself, however, reflects the ongoing challenge of honoring difference within the worldwide Christian community in a way that does not destroy it, but encourages our participation in that difference.


      There is no single answer to the question of context and so no single answer to the question of the establishment of local Christian communities witnessing to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Mission theology is itself a located enterprise. With an eye to world Christianity, different strategies of mission, such as exorcism and healing services, indicate how our understanding of mission is a reflection of our deepest theological interests. The neglect of mission within theological reflection, by extension, only results in fundamental errors within our theological systems, no matter how established they might be. This points both to the complexity of context and its necessity in our missionary witness, theological discourses, and in the embodiment of the faith.
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      INTRODUCTION



      Though perhaps often overlooked in contemporary discussions, it is nevertheless the case that globalization helped shape the nineteenth century. Continents, regions, and countries were drawn together through the activities of European colonial powers. 1856 saw the complete annexation of the Indian subcontinent by British troops. India became a crown colony of Great Britain. Other occupations followed. At the so-called Berlin Conference, which took place at the turn of 1884/1885, representatives of fourteen European countries agreed on the partitioning of the African continent. In following decades, this resulted in the occupation of nearly every African territory. This was the era of imperialism, marking the attempt of colonial powers to gain as much territory as possible.


      The military expansion of European powers soon affected the endeavors of Christian missions, missions that had been at work in different African regions long before the advent of imperialism and the arrival of the colonial powers. During that earlier period, and whatever might be said concerning the relationship between missions and trading companies, it was not uncommon for Christian missions to coexist peacefully with local ethnic groups with permission of their chiefs. These missions were an outcome of the great awakenings that took place in the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century. The awakenings started in North America, spread to Great Britain, and had a strong impact on different regions in central Europe. During the Second Great Awakening (1787–1825), many Christians felt called to share the faith with other peoples. At the conclusion of the eighteenth century, a number of mission societies were founded to work among people in different continents. To give a few examples: In 1792, the Baptist Missionary Society was established, followed by the London Missionary Society (1795), and the Church Missionary Society (1799). On the European continent, the Basel Mission came into being in 1815, followed by the Berlin Mission (1824) and the Rhenish Mission (1828). The number of Protestant missionaries increased during the nineteenth century significantly, counted first in hundreds but very soon in thousands.


      This encounter with cultural and religious difference stimulated missiological reflection on questions of mission, religion, and culture. What was the motivation for and justification of Christian mission? What goals arise from that justification? What forms of organization and work best help achieve these goals? How should the European or North American Christian missions relate to the local cultures and social customs? What was the ongoing significance of local religions in relation to the Christian message? What theological significance did Christian missions have, and what meaning did the claim that Jesus Christ was the Savior of all creation have for these different cultures?


      We enter these questions through the work of Gustav Warneck, rightly known as the father of German missiology, and the discussion that ensued between him and Ernst Troeltsch, a classic theologian in the liberal tradition and well-known advocate of “cultural Protestantism.”


      Gustav Warneck (1834–1910) was a Lutheran minister who, after entering the ministry in 1862 and completing his PhD in 1871, served between 1871 and 1874 as the theological advisor and preacher for the Rhenish Mission Society located in Barmen.1 Here he developed much of his thinking concerning the theology and practice of mission. In 1874, Warneck become the pastor of a Lutheran mainline church in Germany, where he served for twenty-two years. Also in 1874, he founded the journal Allgemeine Missions-Zeitschrift, and in his opening editorial noted the limits of previous approaches and their inability to bring the study of mission to a proper academic level. He sought to draw on mission history, along with studies in geography, linguistics, anthropology, ethnology, cultural history, and religious history.2 This became the most important missiological journal of Protestant German mission studies. In 1896, Warneck was appointed to the first chair of missiology in Germany at the University of Halle, and between 1892 and 1903 he authored his three-volume magnum opus, the Evangelische Missionslehre (The Protestant Doctrine of Mission).3 This work became the most influential textbook on missiology for the next fifty years both in Germany and Scandinavia.


      According to Warneck’s theology of mission, individual conversion was an undeniable goal of mission, but this was to be embedded in the broader and final goal of establishing a church, or, more precisely, the establishment of a local Volk church (Volkskirche). This German term Volk is notoriously difficult to translate into English. Such difficulty is important to note here because it points to the conceptual and value systems that themselves frame any thinking on contextualization. The idea of the Volk stemmed from German Romanticism, an intellectual movement of the late eighteenth century. Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) developed the idea of the Volk in terms of a consistent ethnic group, unified by kinship bonds, a common region of settlement, and a common language and religion. In his concise definition, German missiologist Hans-Werner Gensichen, names Volk as “the sum total of social and environmental relationships, constituted both by ties of blood and by the sharing of common ground, by blood [Blut] and soil [Boden].”4 Volk was an enduring and organic entity (“organological,” naturally grown community in unity). The culture of a Volk existed at its inception in a pure form, a cultural matrix that constantly reproduced the same features. This framing idea informed how one understood the basic relationships within cultures, how one saw the gospel working within a culture, and how one envisioned the formation of the church and its structures. German missionaries applied this understanding of social unity (consciously or subconsciously) to the regions and peoples they were working with.


      As a first concern, it looks not to political institutions, but to people who belong to the same ethnic group, live in the same region, and speak the same language. This understanding mirrors a widespread tradition in European lands: for a thousand years the state churches were the dominant institutions in almost every country. After the Reformation period, German territories held to the principle of cuius region eius religio (“whose realm, his religion”), meaning that the subjects of a certain political entity (like a kingdom or princedom) had to follow the creed of their ruler (Protestant or Catholic). Nor had the German territories ever been politically unified. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, today’s Germany was divided into more than three hundred political entities. The only unifying factor was the German language, though in a number of different dialects. Only in 1871 did a German nation state come into being. Volk provided the underlying unity and so was stronger than any national identity.


      The first text is taken from the first chapter of Warneck’s three volume Evangelischen Missionslehre (The Protestant Doctrine of Mission). In volume one, he deals with the “ground” of the Christian mission (Die Begründung der Sendung), and in volume two with the “organs” of mission (Die Organe der Sendung), that is missionaries, mission societies, mission schools, and so on. Volume three examines the “praxis” of mission (Der Betrieb der Sendung). The selected excerpt constitutes Warneck’s theological definition. Mission is first conceived in geographical terms: it is confined to territories without or with only a small number of Christians, congregations, or churches. Mission takes place outside Christian Europe (corpus christianum) and North America. Second, mission is transconfessional and ecclesiocentric: the goal for all Christian confessions is to establish a church where no church existed before. The addressees are non-Christians, and so mission is not proselytism, or the attempt to convert Christians from other confessions (e.g., Catholic, Orthodox) to one’s own tradition (e.g., Lutheran, Baptist). Third, mission is temporary : once a local and independent church had come into being, the mission had come to a successful conclusion. And without the need of an ongoing foreign mission, this local church had become responsible for its own mission activity. Fourth, mission is a commission: while missionaries were the visible acting agents of mission, the actual subject behind the human mission endeavor was the risen Christ himself. Fifth, mission is a pragmatic activity: mission is an ordered exercise; it is to be planned and the plan implemented. This approach can be contrasted with that advanced by Count Nikolaus von Zinzendorf (1700–1760), the founder of the Moravian Brotherhood and the Moravian mission. For him, like the mission undertaken by Jesus himself, missions were to be spontaneous. The Herrnhut mission, as the earliest Protestant mission movement from European soil, based its method within this spontaneity with some significant success. Warneck was of a different opinion. Mission needs to be accompanied by academic missiological research. Mission studies at universities were necessary for “science is nothing but praxis that reflects upon itself, reasons with itself, judges itself and describes itself. Science systematizes praxis and clarifies it, deepens it and thereby supports it; but praxis, life itself, is the great provider of material for science.”5 Though subject to a good deal of critique and revision through the twentieth century, much of Warneck’s definition remains intact in popular contemporary understandings. This makes him a good place to start, especially on the question of how definitions of mission develop and how they inform expectations of how the gospel ought to interact with culture.


      The systematic theologian Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923) remains one of the most prominent representatives of cultural Protestantism (Kulturprotestantismus).6 He held the chair for systematic theology at the University of Bonn and later at the University of Heidelberg and, in 1915, became professor for the philosophy of religion, social affairs, and history and Christian history of religion (Religions-‚ Sozial- und Geschichts-Philosophie und christliche Religionsgeschichte) at the University of Berlin. Troeltsch’s own position was influenced by the philosophy of Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel (1770–1831). In simple terms, the entire human history was the sphere of God’s or, more generally, divine activity. History, by extension, was also the history of revelation, even though in different times and places such revelation would occur in differing degrees. Sin refers not to original sin as found within traditional Protestant Christian teaching but is the stimulus of a process of evolution. Salvation—like revelation—is gradual, meaning that it can be more or less present within a particular culture or religion. But if truth, revelation, and salvation appear within different cultures and religions to differing degrees, what is the basis for their discernment? For Troeltsch, the answer lay in scientific and comparative method. Using these means it was possible to identify the highest and purest expression of revelation.


      Freedom and justice are two criteria within this process of discernment. Troeltsch traced the richness of Europe’s (and North America’s) Christian culture to its roots in the Protestant understanding of faith. This culture was scientific, free, developable, and ethical. The Protestant emphasis on God as the Creator allowed Protestantism to conceive the world as mere creation and not as inhabited by spirits. This allowed it to be examined scientifically. Protestant believers felt accountable only to God and their own consciences, with the consequence that they felt free toward authorities (priests and religious hierarchies) and rigid traditions (unchangeable religious laws). This strengthened the sense of self-reliance and allowed for social developments. The belief in the God proclaimed by Jesus Christ, a God of love and justice, established the Christian ethic and philanthropy. Based on this, Troeltsch regarded the Protestant Christianity found in Europe and North America as the current highpoint in the history of religion and culture. It had brought into being the best culture and forms of civilization, and, on this basis, it was the most appropriate to spread throughout the world.


      Herewith lies both the basic motivation and the associated method for mission within Troeltsch: Christian faith is to be transmitted through the medium of this particular European Christian culture. The faith does not exist without this cultural medium, and there is no culture if not based on this foundation of faith. The proper missionary goal for Troeltsch is not the establishment of a local church, but the creation of a Christian culture. There exists no particular obligation to conduct missions; mission work is to be conducted where the cultural conditions demand it. The content of the message is not necessarily the gospel of the Christ crucified but a broad Christian worldview and Christian values. Mission is the spread of this worldview, these values, and this culture.


      With Protestant Europe the standard, other cultures were judged relative to this norm. Tribal cultures, for instance, occupied the lowest level of culture. Developed cultures like Islam assumed the middle level. Older Asian cultures like India or China represented a high level, though one still below that of European Christianity. Troeltsch develops a universal understanding of culture, one that establishes norms for judging every particular culture. In terms of mission method, this causes Troeltsch to focus less on preaching, and building congregations and churches as the means and goal of mission. He is more interested in the institutions of civilization: education, science, schools, and other institutions of higher learning.
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          BY THE TERM Christian mission we mean the sum total of Christian activity directed at planting and organizing the Christian church among non-Christians.7 This activity bears the name mission because it is based on a mission directive issued by the head of the Christian church, because it is carried out by emissaries (apostles, missionaries), and because its goal is achieved once the mission is no longer necessary.


          To be sure, the word mission is sometimes used in a very broad sense to designate the carrying out of an assignment given by some higher authority. When Jesus says, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (Jn 20:21), and Paul writes, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors” (2 Cor 5:20), then this is a canonical mission given to all who are “servants of Christ” and “entrusted with the mysteries God has revealed” (1 Cor 4:1). However, in common parlance this broader sense has been narrowed down to those assignments referring to a mission in the actual sense of the word. For instance, we do not refer to a minister or a president or a judge as a “royal emissary”; this title is usually reserved for the kind of representative of a prince or state who serves in a political capacity outside of his country of origin. In the same way, we do not refer to pastors serving in their home country or to persons serving in church governance as missionaries; rather, we reserve this title for those ambassadors of Christ who are sent out in the actual sense to cross the boundaries of Christianity in order to spread the kingdom of God among non-Christians beyond these boundaries. It is in this specific and limited sense that we speak here of mission.


          (1) Accordingly, the object of mission is not Christianity, but rather the entire non-Christian world inasmuch as it consists of Jews, Mohammedans, and heathens. Thus it does not include proselytizing among adherents of other Christian denominations or branches of the church, nor does it include the multifaceted work of salvation lumped together under the umbrella term “inner mission” [Innere Mission], which is carried out within the church.


          By delimiting the term mission in this way, we reject, first of all, the concept of mission officially held by the Roman Church, according to which all those Christian lands where the Roman Church does not predominate are designated as “mission territories,” such as the United States, Great Britain, Scandinavia, and so forth.


          Unfortunately, a number of Protestant denominations operate with a concept of mission that is just as confusing, not to mention disrespectful. This refers primarily to the Methodists and Baptists. Thus the Roman Church is by no means the only one to refer to the activity of proselytizing as mission; certain Protestant branches of the church do exactly the same. Mission refers to the work of Christianization; for this reason, those people groups that already bear the name Christian, which have been received by baptism into the fold of Christianity in general, and are therefore no longer non-Christian, cannot count as objects of mission, no matter how deficient their Christianity is seen to be by one or the other church body.


          It follows that what is commonly known in America and England as “home mission” or “domestic mission,” as well as those enterprises usually labeled “colonial mission” and “continental mission” should not be subsumed under the term mission. The same goes for our own so-called urban mission here in Germany . . . and for the church’s efforts to care for German countrymen in America, Australia, or some German colony.


          We Germans find it a little difficult to understand the concept of “home mission.” It should not be confused with our own so-called inner mission. Home mission encompasses everything done by churches, especially in North America, to reach those unaffiliated with any religion, as well as members of other denominations. Its particular concern is to win over people who have not yet joined any Christian church body and who are designated in America as “unclassified.” It also seeks to make proselytes of members of other church bodies.


          “Domestic mission” refers to church work done among members of one’s own denomination, especially those who live in remote places or have strayed from the church.


          Strictly speaking, it is incorrect when some in the United States refer also to mission efforts among the Indians or among the Chinese as home mission, since it lumps work done among Christians and non-Christians in the same category. Since there are actual heathens living in North America, people should distinguish between “mission at home” and “mission in foreign lands.” By contrast, the distinction between home mission and foreign mission is based on a nebulous definition of the concept of mission. The work of Christianization among Indians and Chinese in North America is mission in the actual sense of the word, since its object is non-Christians. Church work among Christians does not become mission when they live abroad; in the same way, church work among non-Christians does not cease being mission when they live in the same country as the church in mission.


          In England, the term “colonial mission” does not refer to, say, the work of Christianization among non-Christians in England’s own colonial territories, the way we in Germany speak of colonial mission these days. Rather, it refers to English church bodies caring for their Christian countrymen living in the colonies.


          The same goes for “continental mission,” which generally refers to pastoral care given to Britons living in the European continent, usually only temporarily.


          Finally, the so-called inner mission is also incorrectly labeled as mission. It would be far more correct to refer to all of the salvation work and charity efforts carried out for the purpose of addressing religious, moral, and social wrongs within Christianity itself as the service of mercy (diakonia).


          To be sure, this concept was originally so broad that it could mean anything the church does (Jn 12:26; Acts 6:4; 26:16; Rom 15:16; 1 Cor 3:5; 4:1; 12:5; Eph 3:7; Col 4:17; etc.); in fact, Jesus even refers to himself as a servant (Lk 22:27; Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45). But it did not take long for the service of mercy to be defined more narrowly, so that it came to mean specifically aid efforts rendered in caring for the poor, the sick, and the congregation as a whole (Acts 6:2; Rom 12:7; 16:1-2; 1 Tim 5:10; 3:8, 12). This service was coordinated with and subordinated to that of the apostles, and later that of the presbyters and bishops. In this sense, the “inner mission” also serves to assist the ministry of the church, and therefore its manifold work should also be referred to as the service of mercy. Such mercy work is also done in the mission to the heathens, for example nursing care. When nursing care is extended to non-Christians, then it may be counted among the indirect means of mission, since it serves to open the door for the Christian faith.


          (2) The task of Christian mission is to spread Christianity, that is, to plant the Christian church throughout the entire world. Church planting may not take place merely in the form of an incidental and sporadic proclamation of the saving truth of Christianity to individual souls. Rather, it calls for a coordinated approach, one that aims at the establishment, nurture, and organization of an ethnic body politic that is Christian—a church.


          That being said, mission has always been carried out by individuals as well, and this is still true today. This kind of mission work is done apart from any organized society, partly by simple Christians (civil servants, merchants, colonists, soldiers, etc.), and partly by so-called independent missionaries [Freimissionare]; but this work is always somewhat preparatory in nature and needs to be supplemented by organized mission efforts. The very fact that mission is based on a directive and therefore constitutes an authorized ministry characterizes the merely occasional, incidental, and individual spreading of Christianity as a deficient form of mission work. At the same time, it would be wrong to label it an aberration, since every believing Christian is called to bear witness to his faith. Naturally, the first task of mission is to win over individual souls for Christ and to gather them in little congregations; but the mission task is accomplished once a church has been established—a church that is not only firmly rooted in the foreign soil but also, God willing, gradually absorbs the people group as a whole.


          There has never been a lack of trials threatening to make this task difficult. When it first began, Protestant mission was in danger of becoming overly restricted in that in good pietistic fashion, the focus was on the conversion of individuals and on gathering little congregations of the elect. There can be no doubt that this pietistic limitation proved in many ways to be detrimental to the mission of our time, but . . . the blessing of God’s wise guidance far outweighs this damage.


          Far greater yet is the temptation to broaden the mission task by supplanting it with a purely external churchification of the masses or with an attempt merely to civilize them. . . . When the promulgation of “Christian culture” is labeled as the actual task of mission, mission itself is in mortal danger, since its religious task is thereby altered and displaced by a foreign element. Now of course Christian culture is a consequence of the work of Christian conversion; but if people mistake this consequence of mission for its actual task, then they substitute a kingdom-of-God purpose with a worldly one. There is a strong tendency at present to secularize Christian mission in this way. This tendency has been fueled by the economic interests and national jealousies of the most recent colonial politics, and it has revived the medieval misuse of mission in the interests of the secular powers. In the face of this danger that threatens the heart and soul of Christian mission, the most urgent need is to clarify its religious task.


          (3) The task of Christianizing the nations can only be accomplished through sending out faith messengers (ἀποστολή, missio). This aspect of sending is so essential for the work of Christianization that it has given its name to the endeavor: mission. This sending refers to the mandated and systematic propagation of the message of salvation throughout the entire world by called messengers (ἀπόστολοι, missionarii). While the work of Christianizing the nations would not necessarily come to a complete standstill without this sending, it would certainly become haphazard and thus no longer truly missionary in nature, since it would lack the firm basis of a commitment to implementation.


          The modus operandi of mission work, just like its systematic organization, is principally determined by the nature of the sending. Faith messengers differ from soldiers, colonists, merchants, and so on in that they propagate God’s message of salvation throughout the world in a professional capacity. From the character of their profession and of their message, it follows that their task is to convince non-Christians to accept the Christian faith not by physical violence, training people to do industrialized work, or merely outwardly familiarizing them in church customs, but by witness and persuasion.


          The sending of faith messengers is preceded by a call and by professional education. It is also governed by an organized administration and supported by the active participation of a sending church, which is also in charge of caring for the livelihood of the missionaries.


          Coworkers are solicited from the local population as soon as possible to work alongside the faith messengers from the older form of Christianity. When it becomes possible to entrust the entire care and leadership of organized church bodies of heathen Christians to native church structures, then the sending ceases, since the mission has achieved its goal.


          (4) Ultimately, the subject of the sending is the Lord Jesus Christ himself. He imparted a universal character to the salvation he won for sinners. He issued a fixed decree instructing that the sending take place, and by the Holy Spirit he ensured that faith messengers will continue to be called. The missionaries are therefore emissaries of Jesus Christ.


          Humanly speaking, the sending entity is the Christian congregation that the Holy Spirit has reminded of the Great Commission and is inspired by a desire to be obedient in faith, to bear witness, and to show love to Jesus and their fellow human beings. Ideally, this congregation is to be identical with the organized church, and it is supposed to initiate the sending and exercise leadership over the missionaries in this capacity. However, except for a few small independent church bodies, this ideal has never corresponded to the reality, and it never will. For this reason, faithful cell groups within the church need to become bearers of the mission. These cell groups must organize themselves as independent societies, and they must conduct the sending and oversee the emissaries with their own structures. Since the time of the apostles, mission has been conducted in a spirit of volunteerism. The problem of how to combine this with a certain measure of oversight on the part of the official church structures has not yet been satisfactorily solved.
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          EVERY SPIRITUAL POWER has an innate drive to expand and to communicate, either by way of personal communication or impersonally by way of literature published for a universal audience.8 . . . The churches . . . are a spiritual power and can exercise an inordinate amount of social and political influence as a result of their significance in the eyes of the masses. . . .


          This brings us to the most important point, namely to our contemporary view of non-Christian religions as shaped by the modern discipline of religious studies, the newest among the modern sciences. This discipline has discredited the fiction that when religion first began, people had a perfect knowledge of God; that “heathenism,” the non-Christian religions, is a consequence of the fall into sin and the corruption of original knowledge; and that without the converting light of the gospel, all idolaters stand condemned forever. Instead, a completely different picture emerges. We have no knowledge of the beginning; what we later perceive by the light of history is a multifaceted development that is, by and large, progressive; though marred by terrible malformations and degeneration, we also find in it diverse religions with extraordinarily rich and profound morality and piety. Even if we consider Christianity to be the high point of this development, extra-Christian religion also features true and profound religious life, and its inner life often produces marvelous fruit. . . . This however puts paid even to the most elementary and urgent impetus for mission, namely the duty to be merciful and to save. It is not about saving, but about uplifting others to something greater, not about conversion as such, but about ennobling. . . . But then the question should be whether and when mission has the right to interfere in the religious life of others. . . . Another question is whether it is even possible to communicate Christianity to all developmental stages of civilization, and whether there might not perhaps be people groups who are and were meant to be totally incompatible with Christianity. . . . In other words, the mission task is certainly not absolutely imperative, nor is it always uniform. It depends on circumstances and situations and can hardly set itself the task of Christianizing all of humanity at all costs.


          But does recognizing the mission task as conditional not mean calling the mission task into doubt and paralyzing its vigor? At any rate, the mission activity of our time, or rather the interest people have in mission today faces some serious questions and difficulties. . . . At the same time, when religious people ponder the issue, they clearly recognize that they are obligated to engage in mission. . . . But there is yet another reason that compels us to do so. Struggle and expansion are necessary for our own inner development and progress. That which does not grow, perishes. It perishes not just as a result of resignation and the decision not to grow, but as a result of not using its powers, of impoverishment, and of shriveling up. In addition, the Christianity of the Christian nations in the European-American cultural circle has become intricately interlaced with all kinds of historically contingent idiosyncrasies arising from their particular circumstances. Its churches are established, it has absorbed both ancient and modern scientific ideas, and it has been formed by social and political contexts. It has been dulled by these things in many areas, and its basic ideas have become corrupted. Before being transferred into new contexts, it must first recall its true essence, unfold its own full potential, revisit its association with the variable elements of culture, and strengthen and internalize its connection to the perpetual elements of culture. . . . Christianity needs to grow and to disengage itself from its rusty European forms. Yet new growth only occurs when prompted by new stimuli and new influences. . . .


          A third reason goes beyond this boundary. We spoke earlier of the community of all civilized nations. . . . The modern world takes the diversity among the nations and states for granted and associates them with each other only on the basis of a shared spirit and culture. This spirit however is based on the Christian idea of the community of humanity, which is independent of the incidental uniquenesses of the individual and of the individual countries. . . . Now if a new system of nations were to come into being in the Far East, . . . [it would be impossible] to establish unity with this new system . . . on the basis of technology, natural sciences, cannons, military instructors, machines, or trade. Unity can only be created by finding common ground in religion and the innermost spiritual development. . . . Now mission is indispensable in this regard. For without Christianity, the elements of the Western spirit are incomprehensible and it is impossible to establish genuine community with the West. . . .


          Thus there still is a need for mission. Christian nations owe it to their faith, to themselves, and to their fellow human beings to engage in mission. Mission is the shared concern of European-American culture, the importance of which even those must acknowledge who have broken with the ecclesiastical form of Christianity. . . .


          Mission today is not the same thing as the mission of the ancient Christians . . . , as the mission of the Middle Ages . . . , as the mission of the Pietists. . . . Mission today is the expansion of the European-American world of religious ideas, closely correlated to the expansion of the European sphere of influence. . . . For this reason, it associates mission especially with schools and the area of education, and among the savages also with instilling a work ethic and with cultural education. . . .


          Mission is then always obligated to take into account the particular religious circumstances of non-Christians. . . . This leads us to the important conclusion that it is not necessary to engage in mission everywhere, but only where there is a reason and a need for it, where the internal circumstances themselves call for mission. This will apply in all those instances where European civilization and colonization obliterate the traditional living conditions of individuals, directly or indirectly destroy their morals and culture, and expose them to the effects of a civilization that will prove to be destructive to them unless their moral, religious, and intellectual capacity improves. . . .


          A reason of a different kind is found wherever the local religious development of the ancient civilized nations leads to disintegration and decay, as is the case in Japan today and probably soon will be in China. . . . And it will not help to import European philosophy; its best and most profound creations were influenced by Christianity and require the nations to be Christian in order to understand and apply them. . . .


          It is a matter of helping these nations and people groups to identify a new religious basis for their existence, and to solicit their cooperation in attaining to the spiritual community of civilized humanity. . . . But we remain confident that in its combination with the heritage of European-American civilization, the Christian religion continues to be the highest form and power of spiritual life, despite all the weaknesses, contradictions, and impurities of our civilization. For this reason, we feel obligated to intervene and justified in introducing our more advanced heritage wherever people are trying to or have to develop something better and more advanced.
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          NOW IF THE MODERN HISTORY of religion school is to make a positive contribution to mission, then it must earnestly attempt to avoid the above-mentioned dangers by portraying the foreign religions in a truly objective manner.9 What makes this task rather complicated is that this school is not without bias itself. For this school of thought, researching non-Christian religions is not an end in itself, but rather a means to a different end; this is not a purely historical discipline, but a dogmatic one. Ultimately, its aim is to prove its two basic hypotheses: that all religions, including the Christian religion, are relative, and that Christianity is undergoing continuous development. [It] dismisses . . . any possibility of supernatural divine revelation and translates such revelation into mere historical development. This shows that its point of departure is that Christianity is not the absolute religion. Granted, this school of thought currently believes that Christianity is the most developed religion, but the expectation is that we will eventually come up with an even more developed one in future. We will do so by way of some marvelous syncretism, or by way of compromising with or rather crystallizing out the very best aspects the most advanced non-Christian religions have to offer. The idea is that this will happen either when these religions embrace aspects of what we today refer to as the “essence of Christianity,” when Christianity assimilates the elements of truth present in the non-Christian religions, or both apply. This fantastic universal-ideal religion of the future, of which Max Müller poetically dreams, will naturally only be available to the educated. In the modern history of religion school, this ideal is still obscured, more or less hovering in the background; nevertheless, that is the consequence, the abstract goal of the discipline that sets its pace and determines its direction. . . .


          Even so, the history of religion school does not discard mission entirely, as Troeltsch in particular remarks in his three-part article “Die Mission in der modernen Welt” [“Mission in the modern world”]. He wants mission to be carried out, and complains about the lack of passionate interest in mission, discussing the reasons why not all people share this interest. That being said, he modernizes mission, he supplies a different motive for it, he sets a different goal for it, and allocates only a limited right and a limited scope to it. . . . But whether the new motive for mission will prove to be a stronger impetus for mission or even merely comparable to the old one, and whether the new mission task will lead to greater or even to merely comparable mission results—that is a different question altogether. . . .


          Among the old school missionaries, and in each of the Asian mission areas in particular, there are many men whose academic education is fully equal to that of the few proponents of the new school. Troeltsch restricts the former to working among “simple circumstances and the lower classes” and proposes that the latter address themselves to “the educated classes.” This amounts to a both insulting and audacious distinction between first-class and second-class missionaries, not to mention between plebeian missionaries and aristocratic ones, one I will refrain from criticizing lest I become insulting. It is true, we do go to the “lower classes,” and we are not ashamed of it at all, for in so doing we follow Jesus who preached the gospel to the poor. Even so, we have been daring enough to include “the educated classes” in our scope of activities as well, and certainly not without effect. And we will continue to do so, despite Troeltsch’s unfriendly distinction. However, we do not have a twofold gospel, a first-class one for the wise and a second-class one for the simple. Nor is the gospel that we proclaim quite as dogmatic as Troeltsch supposes. The tremendous linguistic difficulties in and of themselves urge us to proceed with the greatest simplicity. Quite apart from that, we are also privileged over the missionaries of the history of religion school in that our gospel is all about the great things God has done for our salvation, whereas they try to liberate Christianity from its so-called mythical elements and to propagate only a “world of religious ideas.” As a result, our proclamation is much simpler than theirs, which is all about “a Christianity based on historical education and tinged with philosophy.”


          I mention that only in passing. My point is—and I need to emphasize this—that the section to which I refer, and, in fact, the entire article, does not clearly stipulate the content of the faith that is to be promulgated in mission. After all, concepts like a “Christian idea,” a “European-American world of religious ideas,” a “Christianity based on historical education and tinged with philosophy,” “an ethical and religious worldview”—these are all very vague. They can mean all kinds of things, and for many people they are in fact nothing more than catchwords and phrases. It is surprising that a man like Troeltsch . . . can fall prey to the illusion that they contain powerful impetuses to mission comparable to the content of the apostolic faith that has overcome the world up to this day. . . .


          Even after we have been enriched by this gift, we remain convinced that we have something to give to the non-Christian world it does not have, something not even the most advanced non-Christian religions were able to give and that they will continue to be incapable of giving in future, no matter how much they progress on their own accord. And we also remain convinced that imparting this gift is worth every sacrifice.


          The basis of justification, the motive, the task, and the promise of Christian mission is that Christianity possesses by way of revelation a guarantee for the objective truth of its faith. Because of this revelation accomplished in the sanctified person of Jesus Christ, the Christian religion differs from all others not just in degree, but also in kind: first, because instead of merely subjective human conceptualizations about God, it possesses the objectively true knowledge of God; and, second, because instead of human attempts at self-redemption, it teaches the divine act of redemption. If God’s self-revelation (in the biblical sense) and the divine act of redemption are eliminated from the Christian religion because some believe that sin is not “very sinful at all” and that a world without a savior is not lost and dead in its sins, but able to recognize God as he is and to save itself by its own strength—why bother people with mission? But Scripture says, and our experience to date clamorously agrees, that there is no distinction, that all people have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, that they are unable to save themselves by their own strength and therefore in need of a redeemer, of salvation given by grace, that we must all first become works of God before we can do the works of God. And if this is so, then the grace we have received, God’s redemptive act that we have experienced, places us in debt to both God and people, to both the wise and the simple; and that is a motive for mission filled with mission power. Furthermore, in God’s act of redemption, which is central to the Christian faith, we possess what no non-Christian religion possesses: a knowledge of the love of God that surpasses all human understanding; comfort greater than all suffering; the peace the world can neither give nor take away; the living hope of eternal life; and the power needed to satisfy the greatest ethical requirements, which not even the most moral of non-Christian religions is able to give. All of this strengthens the impetus to mission to such an extent that we have made it our own. Even Troeltsch will have to admit that if mission is salvation because it imparts the gospel of the Savior, then its motivation is incomparably clearer, deeper, more internalized, and more powerful than the history of religion school’s rationalization of the obligation to mission. . . .


          But before I address the new mission method envisioned by Troeltsch, it will be helpful to take cognizance of the consequences he draws from it. The first is that he limits the area of mission extensively and abolishes the universality of Christianity. To wit, Troeltsch insists that it is unnecessary to engage in mission in all places at all, but that it is necessary only in those places where there are a reason and a need for it.


          It goes without saying that our own preference also is to go where the internal circumstances themselves call for mission, but we do not limit ourselves to such places. We believe that there are “a reason and a need” everywhere, namely because all people at all times and in all places need what the gospel of Jesus Christ and only this gospel offers, and because this gospel contains within itself the saving will of God, which is part of its essence and which is universal. Because there is no distinction between people in that they are all sinners without exception, and because they all can be justified only by God’s grace, without any merit of their own, through the redemption given in Jesus Christ, we hold that the area of mission cannot be limited. This is the basic difference that separates us from Troeltsch: because he does not believe that sin is “very sinful at all,” and because in his view not every human being is in need of saving grace, he does not recognize the absolute imperative to engage in mission. Having drawn attention to this, we ask, Where in his view are there “a reason and a need” for mission? . . .


          In the case of so-called indigenous peoples “who as a result of their natural development are not or not yet ready for or in need of Christian mission,” Troeltsch comes straight out and says that “no universal Christian duty and no public interest exist.”


          Now what if we saved some individuals from the people groups at issue here—is the soul of an individual not infinitely valuable to God? Did Jesus not begin by saving the souls of individuals? And does the process of founding congregations and Christianizing whole people groups not begin with the conversion of some? And if “we were to introduce . . . conflict and disunity”—what of it? Has there ever been mission without struggle? Does the history of religion school not introduce “conflict and disunity” itself? It is simply not true that mission only introduces conflict and disunity to the people groups in question; on the contrary, mission serves as a powerful peacemaker among them. Nor is it true that we “convert only a handful of individuals”: we can point to compact Christianities numbering in the tens and hundreds of thousands, even in the millions. . . . And there is no “lack of results” in the mission among these people groups, neither quantitatively, nor qualitatively; there are many individuals whose Christianity must be labeled as vibrant, even if it is elementary. Besides, the religious, ethical, spiritual, and social changes the mission has produced on the whole are striking compared to what would have happened otherwise. . . .


          It certainly does not accord with the mission experiences of the present nor with those of the Middle Ages that a low level of culture makes people “impervious” to the message of the gospel. Troeltsch and others far overestimate the significance of culture for religious faith and life. He argues that the Christian mission should not become active among non-Christian religions in which “the driving force of a culture capable of development is present”—as if culture makes Christianity superfluous! It is just as evident that the high point of culture certainly never equates to the high point of religious faith and ethical life; all too often, the exact opposite is true. In the same way, a low level of culture is often associated with tremendous heartfelt piety and with a sober sense of ethics. True, a low level of culture may make it difficult for people to understand the message of the gospel. However, since the content of the message is simple and essentially historical, at least initially, people groups with a low level of culture are perfectly able not only rationally to grasp the simple content of the gospel, but also to assent to it in faith, simply because they have common sense and a natural affinity for religion. . . .


          Troeltsch entirely excludes Islam, Judaism, and Brahmanism from the scope of Christian mission. . . .


          As long as Christian mission has existed, it has believed its task to be making disciples of non-Christians for Jesus, that is, to move them to exchange their paternal faith along with the associated way of life they inherited from their fathers with the Christian faith and the new way of life to which it leads. This task often led to controversy, depending on whether the observers focused only on its individualistic aspect, its church founding aspect, or its Christianizing of nations aspect, or whether they differed about the plethora of issues each of these aspects raises. But the basic task of converting non-Christians into Christians has been the same at all times and in all places, and this coherent view according to which the task of mission is the task of conversion is, at any rate, clearly defined.


          The same cannot be said about Troeltsch’s treatment of the task of mission. . . . To be sure, in the past, developments in the history of religion did not actually take place as hypothesized by perspicacious academics, nor, it may be supposed, will they take place in the future the way some scholars prognosticate from the comfort of their offices. But in order for us to make a sound judgment about [that], . . . Troeltsch should at least have provided us with a few basic examples to illustrate for us his idea of how the process of development propels non-Christian religions onward and upward. But about this key point of his he tells us nothing.


          He also says nothing about what “Christian mission can learn from the varying progression and purity of (non-Christian) formations,” or about which “new ideas Christianity will adopt from its encounter and interaction with Buddhism (and probably with other non-Christian religions as well), which is related to Christianity on so many levels.” Surely he should have submitted some of these ideas, in order to allow his readers to ascertain whether they are in fact able to improve Christianity by way of their religious and moral content which is so much greater, more profound, more sincere, and truer than that of Christianity. But Troeltsch leaves us with nothing but the catchwords currently trending in the history of religion school.
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