Mission and Postmodernism

Edinburgh 2010

Risto Ahonen

The Postmodern “Culture of Conversion” as a Challenge to Mission
Over the millennia many sophisticated civilisations and mighty great powers have come and gone in the world, leaving their mark on the progress of history. Europe only developed relatively late in history into a world power. No united European reality and culture existed before the time of the empire of Charlemagne at the turn of the ninth century. Charlemagne succeeded in creating the culture, in which the union of church and state guaranteed the formation of a unified cultural sphere, and so he can be regarded as one of the fathers of the European way of life and European unity, even though the first attempt at creating a united Europe remained short-lived, as his empire fell apart after his death.
1. The Rise of Europe into a Political and Cultural Power Centre 

The American scholar of Islam, Bernard Lewis, in his book “What Went Wrong” ( 2002), compared the Islamic culture that flourished particularly in Spain in the Middle Ages (eighth to thirteenth century) with the rather undeveloped Christian European culture of the time. He asked why a supremely powerful and self-confident Islamic culture began to lose ground step by step to Christian Europe militarily, politically and economically, when the only contemporary military threat to Islamic culture lay thousands of miles away in China.
Lewis was unable to find one single reason for the retreat of Islam. However, one of the major factors leading to the decline was, in his view, that Islamic culture turned in on itself and engaged in savage internal criticism, which hindered creative research. This was combined with an attitude of superiority towards other cultures: Muslims had nothing to learn from others.1
Many factors lay behind the strengthening of Europe’s position. The Renaissance and the Reformation emphasised the autonomy and freedom of the individual and held critical thinking in high esteem. Expanding trade and voyages of discovery brought with them wealth and produced the rich Italian city-states (Venice, Florence, Genoa). Besides these factors, Europe’s success story was above all founded on the astonishingly rapid development of natural sciences and technology.
In western philosophy, the thought of Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is generally regarded as one of the turning points with his search for an absolutely firm foundation for knowledge. In his view everything in the world should be doubted and all authority should in principle be called into question. In his doubting, Descartes finally came to the conclusion that there is only one truth which an individual person cannot be mistaken about, his or her own existence. The “I” as the thinking subject exists. Descartes expressed this in the familiar phrase “I think, therefore I am” (“cogito, ergo sum”).
There is a hidden contradiction in Descartes’ philosophy, in that in the search for an objective basis for knowledge, in practice he turns inward to a human being’s self-consciousness. Humanity thus became the measure and basic criterion of all knowledge, 
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an emphasis with far-reaching significance for western culture in the later mainstream of the Enlightenment, which began in the eighteenth century. 
2. The Influence of Enlightenment Philosophy on Western Culture
The Enlightenment as a movement of thought emphasised equality, brotherhood and tolerance and also the rights of the individual over against state despotism. These principles have become the common property of western culture and democracy. The Enlightenment took somewhat different forms in different countries. The French Enlightenment, coloured by materialism and atheism, diverged from the American version typically represented by the country’s first presidents, who valued religion as the moral foundation of society, and freedom of religion as a basic human right.  However, as Deists they repudiated the teachings of the church.2
In spite of these different emphases, the Enlightenment movement shared a common confidence in human reason as the criterion of truth. It was believed that human reasoning would bring to light what was true and false, right and wrong. In France, the period of the Enlightenment was even appropriately named the ‘Age of Reason’. The second shared characteristic of the Enlightenment movement was the belief in continual progress. Society was developing towards ever more perfect forms. In principle, this development had no boundaries. Thirdly, as a result of the natural scientific worldview, life was divided in two, into facts, which could be proved correct or incorrect, and internal subjective elements, about which anyone could hold whatever view they wished. The latter included morals, education and religion. Differing views of the existence of God and life after death were found among representatives of enlightenment thinking, but there was a common desire to limit the influence of religion and relegate it to the sphere of private life.3
Christianity and the Enlightenment have both had a great influence on the formation of western thought and culture, often combined together, often in conflict with each other. The Christian churches, in spite of their relatively strong position, have had to fight for their place and the right to exist in society. At such times, the church may have continued to be part of the establishment, but reduced to the role of state “Master of Ceremonies”, acting as a chaplain to power.4
Generalizations about historical developments can easily generate misleading, superficial simplifications. However, it is no exaggeration to state that the Enlightenment has had a considerable influence on popular opinion and attitudes, which can be seen in the faith in continual progress, and the confidence in the powers of reason and science to solve all human problems. The emphasis on reason and the sceptical response to truth claims  has bestowed too much power on rationalism and denied much of what might be indispensable in making human life comprehensible. These Enlightenment principles have been called into question by the so-called postmodern movement, which began to take shape in the 1950s, first in the spheres of architecture, the arts and literature, and then later in philosophy and wider cultural spheres.
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3. Postmodernism as the Countermovement to the Enlightenment in industrial countries
Postmodernism is never found as a pure, clearly defined movement of thought in society, but rather usually appears as an element in many other worldviews. Postmodernism has nevertheless shaped popular opinion in European society so much that we can speak of a postmodern atmosphere and postmodern attitudes. Postmodernism has sharply criticised the rationalism of the Enlightenment with its faith in the triumphant march of science and continuing social progress, because in its adulation of reason, Enlightenment thinking has disregarded many of life’s central issues. A mere one-dimensional biological analysis simply fails to reach many of the profoundest feelings and dimensions of human life. Human beings are fundamentally a mystery even to themselves, and instead of relying on the limited powers of reason, this mystery can often better be explored by means of music, aesthetics, intuition, religion and other rich worlds of experience.5
Postmodernism has been characterised as a turning away from objectivity to subjectivity, in which everyone has their own truth. In many respects this resembles existentialist philosophy (M. Heidegger), according to which existence precedes being, and thus there is no deeper meaning of life. Existentialism is to a considerable extent the philosophy of the verb ‘to be’, the exploration of the possibilities of existing. One of the fundamental claims of postmodernism is that there is no absolute truth and no unified worldview. The age of the ‘great narratives’ is over. All religious, moral and philosophical viewpoints are in principle of equal value. From the Christian standpoint, the great problem of postmodernism is its relativism.6
Given the absence of a deeper meaning to life, each human being needs to find for themselves a satisfactory content for their own lives. Globalisation, the astonishing progress in information technology, the general increase in wealth, the worldwide entertainment industry and the commercialisation of life have presented people in developed countries with a vast variety of options, out of which they can select products and ideas, and purchase or otherwise obtain them. Commercialisation makes consuming, buying and selling, into the main content of life. The consumer mentality has been regarded as a typical feature of postmodernism.
4. Postmodernism and the “culture of conversion”

The culture of the postmodern age is full of discussion of our human choices, changing our lives and re-evaluating our own convictions in a way which resembles the language of religious conversion. This style of discourse is clearly manifest in connection with climate change. Individual human beings, and the whole of human society, are being called on urgently to change their way of life in order to enable life on this planet to continue in safety. The global warming arising from pollution constitutes such a serious problem that public discussion demands a lifestyle change of every individual. The responsibility of every individual for the preservation of ecological balance has been illustrated by the use of the term ‘carbon footprint’ of an individual, as a measure of the impact which the individual’s lifestyle has on nature.7
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Representatives of the Green parties in different countries have demanded urgent changes in lifestyle in order to save nature. The language of their appeals has often resembled the language of the appeals of old-time revivalist preachers, which leads to the question of whether the Greens are the only ones in modern society who dare to call for conversion.
The culture of the postmodern age is characterised by a variety of alternative movements, which target individual renewal by means of a range of therapies, meditation exercises and fitness regimes. All this gives people the impression that their lives are in their hands, and that they can improve their quality of life in whatever way they wish. A classic example of this can be found in alternative medicine, which seeks to heal the sick by the use of natural methods as an alternative to reliance on medical science.

The attraction of alternatives also applies to religion, as evidenced by the desire to change religious or denominational affiliation. The right to change one’s religious community belongs to basic human rights, and such changes often occur for natural reasons, such as the arrangements involved in mixed marriages. But the change from one church to another can be regarded as a fashionable trend when surveys show that 44% of American Christians have changed their denomination during their lives . The reason for the change often lies in disappointment with the spiritual offering of one’s own church or in the acquisition of a more mature conviction.8
The Baby Boom generation has imported this marketing and consumer orientation into the sphere of religion. Attempts have been made to explain this phenomenon by analysing the Baby Boomers’ problems. The post-WWII generation rebelled in the 1960s against all authority and left the church in large numbers. In their midlife crisis, this generation later began to return to the church, but with behaviour patterns differing from those of previous generations: the Christian church is respected, but any commitment to lifelong responsibility for anything is avoided. Many scholars have remarked, however, that the most recent developments in American religious behaviour can hardly be explained purely by Baby Boomer attitudes. In their view, qualitative factors are increasingly decisive in the decision on which church to join.9
Churches are faced with the demand for ‘full service’, well-programmed events and thrilling experiences in line with the business model, or in other words, ‘full value for money’. If a church fails to fulfil these demands, it is abandoned and another church is joined which has a better ‘spirit of service’. The temptation for the churches in the ‘religion market’ is to conform to these demands by shaping the Christian message into a better selling product, which will certainly collect more enthusiastic participants, but will narrow down the content of the message to a disturbing extent and turn the church into merely another manifestation of the prevailing culture.10
The concept of “positive thinking” developed by Dale Carnegie (1888-1955) and Norman Vincent Peale (1898-1939) has had a powerful effect on the development of market-oriented religion. This concept emphasises self-confidence, utilisation of the power people have within themselves, and directing attention to life’s positive features. Carnegie’s book How to Win Friends and Influence People (1936) and Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking (1952) are global best-sellers. Their ideas have been taken over by the well-known TV evangelist Robert Schuller (1928), who has become a household name through his worldwide  Sunday morning services  
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held in the Crystal Cathedral in California. Schuller has largely exchanged theological language for the language of therapy and the psychologisation of problems. All possible negative or offensive material is omitted from the preaching, which is then even further reduced to simplified phrases and word-pictures in which Christianity is presented as the fulfilment of human aspirations.11
Consumer religion is also manifested nowadays in the so-called megachurches which have emerged in recent decades, especially in the United States, Brazil and South Korea. Megachurches are churches holding services with congregations of 2,000-3,000 people. They are usually multipurpose centres with gyms, cinemas and leisure facilities. The majority have been established on an evangelical basis, and most are found in the United States, in California, Texas and Florida. The popularity of megachurches is largely based on both presuppositions and research-based knowledge as to what people like. In many parts of the world, megachurches greatly resemble large shopping malls, both in their size and in many other ways. Such shopping malls are the shrines of our time, where people are called to spend their leisure time, to learn about new products and ideas, to buy and to spend.

In his book Entertainment Evangelism (1996), the chief minister of the Lutheran megachurch in Arizona, Pastor Walt Kallestad, described his own church’s methods of evangelism as ‘effective evangelism’, which involves the Christian church showing a genuine interest in people and being “even friendlier than Disneyland”. In his view, the church must speak to people above all of the love of God, offer positive, inspiring experiences and enable each individual to find, even in the middle of the huge congregation, a small homely group of people for mutual nurturing 12
Postmodern culture has emphasised pluralism in social values. However, the growing Muslim population will put this principle to the test by calling into question many western cultural values and demanding the introduction of Sharia law. Although the legislative and judicial systems of western societies cannot be shaken, the boundaries of tolerance must be drawn. The great majority of Muslims living in Europe have adopted a secular way of life; nevertheless, the growing Muslim population will force secular Europeans to choose sides, and to decide whether they support western democracy, with its Christian foundation, or whether the consequences of choosing a particular worldview are a matter of indifference.13 
In his book God’s Continent (2007), Philip Jenkins argues that many Muslim circles are seriously bent on creating a Muslim-ruled Eurabia in Europe, the creation of which, in their view, will be made possible by growing immigration and high fertility rates. Although such an idea may seem utopian wishful thinking, there may be some local areas in central Europe in which Muslims are able to acquire a majority position, with the aim of introducing Islamic Sharia law 
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as the basis of legislation. In order for the Muslim population to find their own place in society, they must be assisted to adapt to the European context.14
5. The influence of the postmodern culture on Finnish religious life

Until recent decades, Finland was an unusually culturally homogenous country, in spite of its situation on the border between western Christendom and Byzantium.  The Christianity of the Eastern Church has enriched Finnish culture and language in many ways. The overall influence of Orthodox Christianity on Finnish society has been significantly greater than the number of church members (less than 1% of the population) would indicate. At the end of 2008, 80.6% of the population (4.3 million) belonged to the Finnish Evangelical-Lutheran Church. Nevertheless, Finland is fast developing, or indeed has already developed, into a multi-religious and multi-cultural land.15
Finland, in common with other western countries, has recently experienced the onslaught on the church from militant atheism. There has been a lively debate about the existence of God and the desirability of religion, originating in particular from the writings of Richard Dawkins. In this connection, the state church has been strongly criticised in the mass media, and the removal of the church’s last remaining privileges has been demanded. In practice, the Finnish Evangelical-Lutheran Church has been administratively independent since 1870, but cooperation between church and state in Finland has nevertheless worked well enough. The church has maintained its social responsibilities arising from history and tradition, such as the care of cemeteries, for which the church has been compensated by the state through a percentage of corporate taxation. Free-thinkers have demanded the transfer of responsibility for the upkeep of cemeteries to the state, but the state has rejected this demand because the current practice is more economical.
Free-thinkers have also conducted a strong campaign, especially online, to persuade people to leave the church. In order to make it easier to leave, instructions are given in the quickest procedure to follow. As a result of this campaign, tens of thousands of young adults, in particular, have left the church, which has caused significant financial problems in some parishes and led to temporary personnel layoffs for a few weeks in the current year. 
Finnish Christianity is by no means on prominent display in public. Christianity lives on among ordinary people as a quiet personal confidence in God without much public clamour. One major source of encouragement has been the many Christian summer festivals, which year after year bring together tens of thousands of people. Church rites have maintained their position well, and the numbers involved have remained high. According to the 2007 statistics, 84% of the age group were baptised, and 88.5% confirmed (usually at 15).and church weddings 60%.  Confirmation camps have been another encouraging experience, but the church has for some reason had considerable difficulty maintaining the connection into young adulthood. Significant renewal of regular church services has taken place, but the number participating in the main weekly services has failed to rise, and remains very low (c. 4%).16
Grace Davie has argued that much European Christianity is latent and rises to the surface when occasion demands. She claims that slogan “believing without belonging” describes  the religious situation of Europe. Christian presence remains persistently in social memory of  people.17
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This argument would seem to find support in Finnish society, which has undergone several distressing national disasters in recent years. The sinking of the Estonia ferry in a Baltic Sea storm in 1994, with the loss of 852 passengers, was a national tragedy in Finland, Estonia and Sweden. A suicide attack on a shopping centre in Myyrmäki, near Helsinki, killed seven people in 2002. The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, in which a large number of Finnish holiday-makers lost their lives, was another shocking event, and stimulated an exceptionally lively discussion in the media of why God, if he exists, allows such disasters to happen.
The school shooting tragedies in 2007 in Jokela and 2008 in Kauhajoki (nine and eleven deaths respectively) deeply traumatised the whole nation and compelled people to ask how such terrible events were possible in peaceful Finland. For many, it was a surprise how people gathered once again in churches to grieve together. Various memorial events packed the churches, which once again became the place for sharing our national, common grief. On the evening of the Jokela shooting, a late television news programme was still interviewing a few of the distressed school students about what had happened. The students described how they had been discussing their experience together in the church’s facilities. When at the end of the interview the reporter asked the young people where they were going next, and where they would spend what was going to be a difficult night ahead, they stated that they were going to the church to spend the whole night there together with other young people. These young people were sending the message that the church was a safe place to gather, where they could work through their grief together with church workers.
Grace Davie’s theory of latent Christianity can also be said to hold in Finland in connection with structural changes in society. The economy of this prosperous country has been based in particular on the export of paper and other forest industry products. Because the global economic recession has severely strained the profitability of the industry, several large paper factories have been closed down. The closure of their factories has come as a shattering blow to the workers and the local communities in question. The Finnish situation is illustrated by the fact that, once the decision to close the factory was made public, the local church sent its priests into the production halls to offer counselling.  
6. The communication revolution and its impact on postmodern culture
In recent decades, hand in hand with the staggering development of information technology in computers, data transmission and television, there has been a revolution in communications. The information technology revolution has fundamentally transformed communications. Electronic data transmission with computers and internet connections has made such an enormous quantity of information accessible that the use of the term ‘information deluge’ is clearly appropriate.
This positive technological advance has brought with it a surprising problem, as it has significantly changed the understanding and absorption of received information. Carefully argued knowledge has increasingly been changed into general information, the communication of which is more important than the content. Information is by nature fragmentary, shared according to the requirements of the moment, with no attempt to present or argue any claims. Nevertheless, information is 
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by no means always neutral, but rather frequently coloured by ideology. Real knowledge, on the other hand, is grounded in experience, deliberation or research over a longer period 18
This change in communication is best seen in the information communicated via television, with TV commercials, in particular, aimed at meeting psychological needs. The listener/viewer must as far as possible be put into a good mood, or their interest otherwise engaged, in order for the message to hit home. Advertising with its reinforcement of good feelings and concern for many needs has become a kind of therapy. In such communication, the impression becomes more important than the content, and the visual images more significant than the words. The words in the commercial must make an impact, and the phrases must be slogans which, when repeated, will enable the message to take root in the consciousness of the recipient.19
In all forms of communication, it must be recognised nowadays that minds can be influenced in the desired direction by a variety of psychological means. At its most extreme, the manipulation of opinion can lead to mental violence, propaganda and brainwashing, all of which have been used by totalitarian systems to manipulate their citizens and turn them into obedient subjects. In our current information society, the line between acceptable persuading and unacceptable pressurising is often easily crossed. In advertising, in particular, the creation of certain mental images and the repetition of slogans easily slip over into psychological suggestion, which almost forcibly imposes on people to buy a certain product.
Communication has turned into a mammoth machinery, which can in some respects be described by the term employed in Marxist philosophy, ‘consciousness industry’. In Marxism, the victory of capitalism in society required the shaping of thinking processes to make them more favourable to the system. By means of certain mental images and promises, people had to be made satisfied with the prevailing conditions. The consciousness industry is nowadays a concept admitting of a variety of interpretations, but in any case refers to the fact that the shaping of opinion can even be industrially engineered.

The Christian church in its time has also been guilty of abuse of power, and attempted with the state to convert people by force. At such times it had removed itself far away from the original message of love which it was called to proclaim to the world. Now that the old Christendom’s power structures have largely broken down, and the majority of Christians live in the South, the Christian church is compelled in many ways to return to its own first principles. The Christian church in Europe can no longer continue to exercise those advantages and privileges which the union of state and church has provided. In democratic countries, the church is on the same starting-line as other religions, ideologies and movements of thought in the competition for people’s attention and allegiance.20
7. Christian witness in the middle of postmodern culture
When the right of every human being to believe and live as he or she pleases is nowadays underlined at every turn, the Christian message with its call to conversion would seem to be at odds with the prevailing culture. With its claim to present in Jesus Christ the one and only truth, the Christian preaching is undoubtedly impossible to reconcile with the postmodern
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way of thinking, but direct talk about the need for change and conversion is not as such rhetorically out of place in this era. People today are unmoved by a message which simply affirms the general attitudes of the age and repeats what others are saying. Any such generalised message simply gets lost, a vague stream of consciousness in the information deluge, like the incessant sound of pop music. What makes an impact is a message which stands out from the rest, boldly declares its position and dares to speak of change, even of conversion.
From the start, the Christian proclamation has sought to influence people’s thinking. Encouragement and persuasion to believe have always naturally belonged to witnessing for Christ. Luke provides a typical description of Paul’s way of convincing visitors to believe in Christ. While under house arrest in Rome, the apostle met Jewish leaders: “After they had fixed a day to meet him, they came to him at his lodgings in great numbers. From morning until evening he explained the matter to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus both from the Law of Moses and from the prophets. 24Some were convinced by what he had said, while others refused to believe.” (Acts 28:23-24)
The discussion between Paul and King Agrippa shows that encouraging and urging people to believe was a regular feature of Paul’s proclamation. Agrippa listened, but reacted to Paul’s attempts with indignation: “Are you so quickly persuading me to become a Christian?” (Acts 26:28). Paul always strove to argue his claims, convince his hearers and encourage them to turn to Christ, but without ever employing methods involving pressurising and manipulation. 
The apostles are recorded as witnessing to Christ and inviting people into the Kingdom of God “with all boldness” (Acts 4:29). For the message to be heard today, witness to Christ must be genuine and convincing. However, postmodern culture has thrown up many obstacles to hearing the message. One of the most difficult obstacles results from the fact that there are increasing numbers of people in Europe who no longer wish to believe in Christ. As they think they already know everything, the gospel has for them become bad news. 
Christian witness is further hampered nowadays by the decline in Christian memory and knowledge. Latent Christianity (Grace Davie) was made possible by the religious education given in earlier times and by positive childhood memories of home church and local Christian community. However, this basically positive attitude to Christian faith may turn into total indifference if contact with living Christianity is lost and the amount of Christian knowledge is constantly being reduced.
It is also quite obvious that one of the essential forms of Christian witness must be  apologia, which is needed to counter many prejudices and demonstrate the falsehood of many public misunderstandings of Christianity. The Japanese theologian Ken Christoph Miyamoto has pointed out that in mission, information alone is inadequate, as people need to see a living and acting congregation and experience how the church praises and worships God.21 
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8. Mission by southern churches in Europe and their contextual interpretation of faith.

World mission circles have rejoiced over the rapid growth of Christianity beyond western countries, and also over the mission work of southern and eastern churches in Europe. As a result of such work, thousands of immigrant churches have come into being. One of the great issues of the future will be whether relationships can be created between the older churches and the new immigrant church communities. 
Immigrants come from countries where attempts have been made through reappraisal of the indigenous culture to escape western cultural hegemony and find a fresh interpretation of faith. Dependence on western interpretations may have felt humiliating, and there has been a desire to shake off western traditions. But mission workers from southern churches cannot completely reject western culture when working in Europe. Some form of  contextualization between their own culture and western culture has to be found. At the same time, the representatives of western churches need to research thoroughly the backgrounds of immigrant communities.22 
Mission “from everywhere to everywhere” brings with it many surprises. In practice, the real dynamic behind world mission is now found in southern and eastern churches, and the main movement is from there to elsewhere. Non-western mission differs structurally from traditional mission in various ways, for example, in that mission is largely expressed in a movement of people from south to north. Christians working in a variety of professions appear as witnesses to Christ alongside their daily work. In this new situation, the worldwide mission responsibilities of the northern churches must be fundamentally 
re-examined in close collaboration with the representatives of the southern churches.  
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