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E 2010 Transversal « Bible and Mission »  
Summary of results of work done by Francophone missiologists and biblical scholars

(Personal summary, pointing to some of the contents of the book prepared by the French-speaking ecumenical association for mission studies, the “Association Francophone Œcuménique de Missiologie”, AFOM)
This is a personal summary. My choice has been to emphasise common threads in our work, but also tensions or dialectic poles resulting from the biblical interpretations offered, in order to open up interpretative possibilities and avoid the temptation of a “symphony” that might lead to “fundamentalism” (be it ecumenical), or to imperialism of interpretation.

1 

Core conviction: mission results from the dynamics of God revealed/understood as trinitarian God, Father, Son and Spirit, who provides a holistic frame for transforming life, personal and collective, and intervenes through humans as well as directly to reach the final goal of a new creation, announced by signs of hope.

Within that frame, many emphases or unresolved tensions and even oppositions appear. Some are named below:

2

A first creative tension results from the fact that the wide mission of God embracing the whole world, history and creation, is intrinsically linked to the mission of a particular people or group of people – people of God, group of disciples, local and universal church. God always precedes humans in mission, but they are called as members of the church to play a central role in it. The tension between missio Dei and missio ecclesiae has to be revisited in the contemporary conditions.

A further hopefully creative tension then appears: The link between God’s mission and the mission of the church can be emphasised in two distinct, but necessarily related dynamics. One emphasises “sending” and understands the church as resulting from and being drawn in God’s own dynamic of sending the Son and the Spirit to heal the world. The church then is a community sent into the world to contribute to God’s mission. Other  interpretations emphasise the “calling” of the church as the primary emphasis, the church being – like the people of God in the First Testament – called to “assemble” (ekklesia), so as to worship and give glory to God. Liturgy then takes precedence over an instrumental understanding of mission as “action” in the world. A creative balance must be sought to hold together these two aspects of the biblical witness.

3

Our book starts with a study on benediction, as a foundation guaranteeing the character of the relationship between God and humans. Benediction appears as a “soft”, permanent, ongoing divine action, permeating nature’s life-cycle, and sustaining the whole creation which it characterises as “good”.  Benediction can result in procreation and posterity (many children), or in life in prosperity in the promised land. Some (rare) pre-exilic circles seem to have come to the conclusion that God’s beneficiant presence would last even after death. Basically, a theology of benediction  leads to universalist assumptions as to God’s offer of life and salvation to all human beings, based on God’s unconditional gift, which aims at reaching all peoples of the earth, present and future.  Other interpretations of the benediction theme contrast that by the way they understand how the benediction impacts humanity. This then applies both to the people of the covenant and to peoples of the earth.  Instead of suggesting an automatic appropriation, this second interpretation requests acceptance and ethical behaviour, both personal and collective, for God’s benediction to become effective. Two translations of Genesis 12, 3 b illustrate the choice. Either one understands that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”, or “in you all families of the earth shall bless themselves”. The verb form determines theology of mission! The first interpretation leads to a universalist soteriology and related mission theology. In the second interpretation, one can say that whereas God opens a wide horizon of hope, God also denounces individual and collective or structural sin, injustice and pleads for conversion and transformation. One could formulate it as a creative tension between God’s openness to “religious asylum seekers” and God’s judgment on the “stiff necks of the covenant people”.

4

It is as Holy Spirit that God is present as dynamic actor in church and world. Personal vocations to witness and service are such signs of God’s intentions and methods, as well as the formation of an ekklesia, a church called to become Christ’s body. Thanks to the Spirit, Christian faith came to radiate in the whole Roman Empire (cf. Acts). However, the studies insist on the fact that this form of religious globalisation must not be misunderstood as a divine justification of Roman political imperialism. God’s mission requires the valorisation of the other, of otherness, as is confirmed at Pentecost. The Spirit is a force of unity, but moves people to creative diversity and to forms of democracy, because the Spirit is poured out on all flesh of all cultures, on all people of all age and gender.

In line with this emphasis, the calling coming from God may take culturally “foreign” forms, such as manifested by Jesus’ dialogue with the Samaritan woman whom he commits to mission, according to John 4. The related study published in the book shows that there is a structural parallelism between this dialogue and sending and the dialogues and sendings of the disciples. In that sense the Samaritan woman indirectly receives the status of pioneer in evangelistic mission (cf. the role of women after resurrection). But God’s calling to mission can also take place through visions and dreams, like the “Macedonian call” to which Paul responds by moving to Europe. That call has been a classical motive for mission in church history, first in Protestantism, more recently in Catholicism.

5

One of the most difficult tensions in theology and praxis of mission is the question of power and weakness. God’s mission leads to the radical critique of all that tends to claim absolute value in culture, society and religion, i.e. of all powers. The radical message of God’s kingdom as incarnated in Jesus’ way of life led him to the cross. God vindicated the crucified and through his presence and the Spirit empowers people for witness and community-building. But those called to witness to Christ are not called to rule over others. The encounter with the resurrected, the experience of benediction, leads to humble service, which resists, but cannot destroy, evil forces and structures. Many major personalities within God’s mission, such as the suffering servant (Is. 52,13-53,12), Jesus or Paul (not to mention contemporary ones), manifested the power of the message through the weakness of the witness. The way to respect this difficult balance will differentiate true evangelism and authentic healing from alienating proselytism or militancy and false manipulations. In that sense, discerning the spirits cannot be separated from discipleship and following the wounded healer. Pneumatology requests the corrective of Christology within a Trinitarian framework.

6

The already mentioned tension between universality and particularity leads to the problem of the theology of election. It seems obvious that election cannot but be understood as gift and grace to a people, being offered a special role in God’s mission. However where this is misunderstood as a reward for religious performance, it leads to mismanagement of election and to racism. To prevent that, it seems that God has regularly called/elected new peoples or groupings. One can discern the election of the people of Israel, the special role given by God to the “rest” or to the ‘anawim’ in Israel, the election or call of the church, finally throughout the Bible indications of an election of the poor by God to be particularly active in mission (see James 5 or I Cor. 1). How these different elected peoples or groups relate is a difficult matter in missiology, and has consequences for both ecclesiology and theology of religion.

A particularly delicate problem in the present political conditions in the Middle East is the relation between a continuous value of the promises of God for Israel as God’s people (to be distinguished from the state of Israel) – and the new covenant with the church. If earlier missiologies considered that after Christ’s resurrection the church was substituting Israel,  renewed interpretations of Romans 9 – 11 do challenge this and open the way to a consideration of a continued role of the people of Israel. Missiologically important is then how to interpret the remaining value of God’s promises for God’s people with the challenges brought by Christ to the ritual and legal contents of the Torah.  

One of the studies considers that the creation of human beings according to God’s image calls each person to an “ontological” mission, i.e. living according to the profound essence of  a human being. This “ontological” mission could refer to the covenant with Noah, and its ethical principles valid for all peoples. Other studies (published in this book), in particular on  Esther and Judith hint at the role in God’s plan of  persons who are not part of God’s people. The Hebrew text of Esther is very “secular” insofar as the story is written to indicate that chance, coincidence, political behaviours and conflicts, do serve to show God’s purposes. In the more recent Greek version of the same book, the message has been theologically interpreted, pointing to the fact that God builds on predispositions of human nature among “pagans” to further God’s cause. Political rulers are shown as acting in a way to save the people and serve God’s mission. In the book of Judith, a leading army officer of the enemy of Israel formulates a correct faith statement about Israel and God (Akhior in Judith 5, 20-21). Later, that same officer can join the people (Judith 14,10). This means one can become member of the elected people, which is a challenge to an exclusivist election theology.
If God uses people of other religious communities in God’s mission, this has consequences for a theology of religions today. Part of the church’s mission then could also be to show the potential of universality in the covenants of the First Testament and discern today how God works with peoples of different religious convictions.
7

The study and book affirms God’s benediction and its universal significance for humanity and creation. However, both human experience and biblical analysis point to personal or collective guilt, suffering, to oppression and the reality of evil in humans and in creation. Texts are ambiguous on the question of God and evil. Suffering and evil are understood in certain biblical traditions as a consequence of God’s own will and action, as result of collective or individual sin or both. There are even texts in which God seems to be understood as a God using violence, directly or indirectly, to reach objectives of God’s mission. The book of Esther could be a case in point. In the older Hebrew version of the book, the liberation of the people of Israel from the political danger of foreign oppression results in massacres of other peoples. The shocking text has led to various interpretations: One emphasises the joy of the reader at the death of the oppressors and expresses emotions of people suffering from dicatorship and enmity. Another interpretation suggests that the violence is so exaggerated that it cannot possibly be realistic (and makes a relationship with how one reads killings in fairy tales). The third possibility is to consider that the horrible end of the story invites the reader to take his/her distance, by showing how violence takes over even the just ones, leading them to commit abominable crimes. It is to be noted that the Greek version of the book has softened the original violence in the text.

Prophets often acknowledge evil as a consequence of the refusal by the people to whom God had offered the covenant under certain ethical and religious conditions. The whole deuteronomistic school reads the tragedies of history as God’s punishment for the refusal to do God’s will. This tradition is known in the NT as well, as is shown by the disciples in John 9. The blindness of the man at the pool of Siloam indicated, so they thought, that somebody had sinned. Paul himself also shared this world-view (I Cor. 11, 30).

It seems that on this question, because of the ambivalence of the tradition, Christians are called to choose a hermeneutical key, prioritising certain biblical traditions over others. On the basis of Christ’s trajectory, life and message, and in particular his reaction to the disciples’ position in John 9, God shall be announced as a God who wants to overcome evil,  through signs of life in the present time, leading at the end of history to the full manifestation of the kingdom. In mission, it is an essential choice to be made to prioritise God’s plan of life in fullness, for all, over a misunderstanding of God as sending evil to sinners or granting automatic prosperity to right believers.

Christians in mission cannot pretend to explain evil, but are called to affirm God’s shalom/eirene , God’s concrete power to heal through the way they preach, live and serve. Mission resists evil and announces grace, while leaving to God and God’s unrevealed mysteries the unexplainable scandals of evil. Mission as accompaniment of the suffering does not eliminate the tension between grace and evil, but affirms the lasting value of God’s benediction. This is of key importance in the healing ministry and in formulating a biblically based deontology of  healing communities.
8

Several studies of the book relate to the praxis of mission. It is assumed that there is a specific mission of the church which is to offer a link between contemporary questions and the story of Jesus in Palestine of the first century. Only the church can make such a link and point to the significance of Christ for humans, world and creation through its message and a life structured and inspired by agape.
Three points deserve being mentioned as potential tension points:

A

Mission can be understood as sending to the ends of the earth, linking the universality of the message to a geographic extension of the church. Mission can also be emphasised as the call to witness in ones’ own context first, to one’s people, the universal aspect being incarnated in the way to approach “others” in one’s local situation (Matthew 10). The texts justify both interpretations, and the classical mission sending speeches encompass both visions. One must not consider them as antagonistic.

B

The tension between unity of the community and the variety of charisms widely distributed and discovered among its members. Mission can at times stress the unity by leading to new forms of inculturation of the gospel. Again, there must not be an opposition, since it’s the same Spirit who pushes for a concrete manifestation of unity and who empowers people with various charisms or leads to the formation of new communities. The criteria for the validity of charisms, however, remain their contribution to the edification of the community and their submission to the call to agape.

C

There are also apparently opposed forms of sharing the gospel. There are biblical authors and traditions which approach the communication of the message in terms of its effect on and clarity to the public. It’s the contextualisation approach, in which the emphasis in language and method is linked with the culture and tradition of those with whom one communicates (Luke-Acts). There is however also a strong biblical tradition, in particular in the johannine writings, according to which the message is proclaimed in paradoxical form, preventing it from being understood by the people to whom it is addressed. Such a radical paradox intends to prove that the gospel cannot be grasped fully if not by faith (see the dialogues in John).

These are serious alternatives, still incarnated today in different Christian spiritualities and church traditions of East and West. However, one should not overstate the difference: in every case, at least in the NT, a full understanding of Christ’s saving message is only possible by faith and with the help of the Spirit.

*************
All these examples show how important an ecumenical dialogue on mission is – to highlight ways of consensus, but also tensions and differences, with a particular aim to avoid aggravating existing divisions. Both biblical exegesis and missiology must be intrinsically ecumenical if they are to be faithful to the trinitarian and missional God.
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