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‘Edinburgh 1910 was one of the great landmarks in the history of the church.’
 Indeed, it was not only a landmark of the worldwide missionary movement, ‘it was crucial for the ecumenical movement as a whole’.
 For the first time in history, an attempt was made for a global gathering in order to facilitate cooperation across denominational barriers. 

Reflections on the question of unity of the Christian church in mission were an important agenda of Edinburgh 1910. The theme of Commission VIII of the conference was ‘Co-operation and the Promotion of Unity.’ This Commission gave impetus to the founding of the International Missionary Council (IMC) in 1921, which merged with World Council of Churches (WCC) in New Delhi, 1961. By this, the first permanent organ was created in the history of the church with the  intention of worldwide assistance for the  activities of Christian organizations of different denominational allegiance.
The Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME) is the direct heir of the IMC within the WCC. One of its primary concerns is the promotion of mission in unity of the churches and mission bodies and Christians in the world. This intention led the present Commission to focus its reflection on the theme of ‘mission and ecclesiology’ as one of its priorities, with special respect to the centenary of Edinburgh 1910. It will also be significant for the Commission to revisit the issue of the relationship between mission and the church on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the integration of the IMC and WCC.
In this context, it was highly significant that the CWME chose ‘Theme 8: Mission and Unity – Ecclesiology and Mission’ as the subject of its contribution to the polycentric global missiological study process preparing the centenary celebrations of Edinburgh 2010. A Working Group on Mission and Ecclesiology was set up within the Commission in order to facilitate this study project. This present study is the result of a series of reflections by, and consultations with, mission actors from diverse ecclesial backgrounds. We, the CWME, submit the outcome of the studies on Theme 8 to the Edinburgh 2010 Conference for further reflection.

1. The Journey towards Mission in Unity 

The issues of mission and unity have always been intertwined throughout the history of the modern ecumenical movement of which the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh 1910 was the beginning. It is remarkable that the issue of mission and unity was the very concern out of which the conference was born. The parallelisms, competitions, conflicts and divisions on what was then called ‘the mission fields’ gravely undermined the credibility of the witness of the love of Christ. This was painfully felt by those committing their lives to mission in different contexts. Although attempts were made to settle these conflicts on local and regional levels (‘comity agreements’), the need was still felt that Christian mission should be coordinated on a global level. Intercultural situations on the mission field also led to unprecedented personal experiences of loyalty and even friendship of Christians, over denominational and organizational borders. This – and the generally optimistic sphere of the turn of the century – led to the fulfilment of William Carey’s dream of a world missionary conference. 

Edinburgh 1910: An Ecumenical Watershed


It is a well-known fact that Edinburgh 1910 was a conference of missionary societies and not of churches. Nevertheless, the experience of the possibility that very different missionary organizations from various denominational backgrounds could work together was a source of optimism for the future of ecumenical cooperation. The issues of doctrinal and structural differences between churches were not addressed systematically in Edinburgh 1910. John R. Mott, Joseph H. Oldham and other leaders of the conference intended to avoid all the areas of theological conflict. However, Commission VIII did address the theoretical issues of the unity of mission. Although, Edinburgh 1910 did not offer a systematic elaboration of the relationship between mission and unity, nevertheless the relevance of it was felt and addressed in a surprisingly illuminating way, and the importance of this issue was expressed clearly. As the Report of Commission VIII puts it: 

…for the achievement of the ultimate and highest end of all missionary work – the establishment in these non-Christian lands of Christ’s one Church – real unity must be attained.

This report of Commission VIII led the conference to unanimously decide on the establishment of a Continuation Committee to continue the journey of seeking unity in mission. At the national level, missionary agencies and churches started to form National Missionary Councils or Councils of Churches as a domestic vehicle for seeking unity. This Continuation Committee and the National Councils formed the IMC at Lake Mohonk, 1921. 

The civilizational optimism of the 19th century came to an abrupt and disillusioning end when the great European, so-called Christian, powers entered into unprecedentedly brutal and devastating world wars.The painful consequences of these wars accelerated the disintegration of the colonial system and brought into question the Christian quality of Western civilization. This growing disillusionment could also be felt at the two World Missionary Conferences between the wars. At Jerusalem 1928, the issue of emerging younger churches became an important part of the agenda. The paternalistic, West-centred model of mission was challenged and the relationship between the churches in the home base and the younger churches made its way to the agenda of mission. Mission and the visible unity of the church became a burning question. As the movements of Life and Work (Stockholm, 1925) and Faith and Order (Lausanne, 1927) emerged, and then later merged to form the WCC (Amsterdam, 1948), the quest for the visible unity of the church became the agenda of the ecumenical movement par excellence.

In the meantime, however, an inner fermentation within the missionary movement led to a growing uncertainty about the mission of the church itself. The exposure of the interrelatedness of colonial structures and Christian mission and – among others – the philosophical consequences of the two wars and of the Holocaust raised the question of whether it was possible  to speak about authentic Christian mission at all. On the other hand, in spite of positive developments on certain regional levels (e.g., National Councils of Churches), separations and divisions of the churches contributed largely to this loss of the credibility of mission.

Missio Dei

It was the rediscovery and reinterpretation of the ancient Trinitarian concept of the missio Dei that provided the way out of the crisis of the concept of mission, at the Willingen world mission conference in 1952. The missio Dei concept became a frame of reference for defining what mission was. According to this understanding, God’s mission is directly related to the world and the church is defined as the instrument – a privileged instrument – of God’s mission of redemption and recreation of humanity and of the cosmos. This theological paradigm shift in the interpretation of what mission is has far-reaching ecclesiological consequences. In this concept, it is impossible to separate mission and church.
 But if the church is defined by mission, then the unity of the church and mission are deeply interrelated (John 17:21), not just technically – disunity being a scandal for those looking at the church from ‘outside’ – but also theologically. The church as the sign of the kingdom of God should also be structurally congruent with  the nature of God’s kingdom, which is characterized by divine love. As the Willingen 1952 Report puts it: 

The missionary movement of which we are a part has its source in the Triune God Himself. Out of the depths of His love for us, the Father has sent forth His own beloved Son to reconcile all things (ta panta) to Himself, that we and all men might, through the Spirit, be made one in Him with the Father in that perfect love which is the very nature of God.

Church and Mission United 

A structure informed by God who is love cannot be other than a structure expressing unity. At the Rolle 1951 meeting of the Central Committee of the WCC, this conviction was already powerfully expressed, when reflecting theologically on the relationship of the concepts of ecumenism and mission: 

It is important to insist that this word [‘ecumenical’], which comes from the Greek word for the whole inhabited earth, is properly used to describe everything that relates to the whole task of the whole Church to bring the Gospel to the whole world. It therefore covers equally the missionary movement and the movement towards unity, and must not be used to describe the latter in contradistinction to the former. We believe that a real service will be rendered to true thinking on these subjects in the Churches if we so use this word that it covers both Unity and Mission in the context of the whole world.

This understanding led the IMC and the WCC to make a decision to merge, the consequence of which was the formation of the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism within the structure of the WCC. 

In New Delhi, on Sunday, November 19th, 1961, two world councils were integrated. The International Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches became one council. The Assemblies of the two bodies had voted that this union should take place, because they believed it to be God’s will that they should come together in their task of mission and unity.

The IMC brought with it to the ranks of WCC the representation of missionary organizations (today we call them ‘affiliated bodies’) as well as churches involved in mission. But more than that, the structure of the WCC became congruent with its theology of church. However, certain developments since New Delhi show that, although the structural integration of the missionary movement was achieved, there are still several open questions and challenges regarding the theological and practical issues of mission and unity. 

In the General Assembly of the IMC at New Delhi, 1961, the integration was decided upon by all members of the constituency of the IMC, with the exception of only one of the member councils from 37 countries.
 

Contemporary Context: Mission in Unity Redefined

A second development is related to the well known debates in the 1960s and 1970s, especially around the concept of salvation and the role of evangelism (Uppsala, 1968; Bangkok, 1973). This led to a growing distance between the Evangelical Movement (Lausanne Covenant, 1974), which – together with the World Evangelical Fellowship/Alliance – represents an alternative approach toward issues of unity and mission. With the high numerical growth of the Christians in the world represented – at least partially – by these bodies, this development needs our close attention. The sad reality that there are parallel global Christian structures and that there is still much distrust and sometimes even animosity presents challenges our generation that entail a heavy responsibility when seeking the visible unity of the Church of the Lord Jesus Christ today. 

There is, at the same time, an ever-growing diversity of all kinds of interdenominational cooperation in mission. A growing communication in the area of mission can be recognized overarching denominational borders in Evangelical and Pentecostal/Charismatic circles. The Global Christian Forum, a new way of ecumenical encounter, represents another new challenge to reflect on. 

In the meantime, within the framework of the CWME, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Anglican, Evangelical and Pentecostal Christians work together closely in reflecting on relevant issues of Christian mission. At the Conference on World Mission and Evangelism held in Athens, 2005, the full participation of these ecclesial families was made visible. 

It can be concluded that much has been achieved regarding mission and unity since Edinburgh 1910. The epochal integration of New Delhi 1961 demonstrates that the inseparability of the quest for the unity of the church and of her missionary nature can also lead to far-reaching, ‘visible’ structural consequences. The same is expressed by positive examples of united and uniting churches all over the world.  

The missionary nature of the church and the deep interrelatedness of this with unity has become a widely accepted theological consensus. The WCC approved its official position on mission and evangelism in 1982 (Mission and Evangelism: An Ecumenical Affirmation), where this is expressed eloquently: 

There is a growing awareness among the churches today of the inextricable relationship between Christian unity and missionary calling, between ecumenism and evangelization. ‘Evangelization is the test of our ecumenical vocation.
 

This understanding is affirmed, too, in the study document on ecclesiology issued by the Faith and Order Commission: 

Mission thus belongs to the very being of the Church. This is a central implication of affirming the apostolicity of the Church, which is inseparable from the other three attributes of the Church – unity, holiness and catholicity. All four attributes relate both to the nature of God’s own being and to the practical demands of authentic mission. If in the life of the Church, any of them is impaired, the Church’s mission is compromised.
 

The WCC defines itself as ‘the fellowship of churches on the way towards full koinonia’
 Thus the quest for the visible unity of the church has always been and still is its primary goal, especially in the context of and for the sake of the authenticity of participation in God’s mission. There are still painful experiences of divisions and disunity present in the life of the world church, which hinder churches in putting the missionary nature of the church into practice. However, a deep conviction is expressed repeatedly that however hopeless it appears to be, the high goal of the visible unity of all God’s people cannot be given up: 

Mission in unity requires Christians to work for the authenticity of the apostolic faith. Doctrinal divisions, especially those that prevent the sharing of the eucharist and the full participation of women in the church, keep Christians from making a common witness… the one faith we share and the one cup and one bread we are given should be vital actions for mission, particularly if ‘the eucharist is bread for a missionary people’ (ME 21).
 

Thus, one hundred years after Edinburgh 1910, the Christian churches still have much for which to ask forgiveness and much work to do for the reconciliation and healing of relationships, being ‘called to unity, for the sake of mission’.

2. The Present Context of Mission and Church 

The ethos of the Edinburgh 1910 World Missionary Conference was shaped by the spirituality of the Student Volunteer Movement with the watchword, ‘the evangelization of the world in this generation.’ This watchword reflected the optimistic air of that time, and it illustrates the prevailing understanding of mission.

This understanding of mission was characterized by a concept of geographical dichotomy: the Christian North/West was to evangelize the non-Christian South/East. An identification of mission and evangelism was taken for granted: mission was predominantly understood as the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ and as converting non-believers to faith in him, in order to “win over the souls in darkness.” There was still a prevailing optimism that the Western Christian civilization had both the mandate and the means to convert the majority of the population of the globe to Christianity within a foreseeable period of time. 

The question of unity was predominantly looked upon as a strategic question: joining forces, avoiding duplication in the investment of human and financial resources, and good coordination of missionary activity would, it was hoped, help accelerate the geographical progress of the Christian religion in the then “unreached territories.” However, as demonstrated above, unity was also seen as a theologically undergirded precondition for the credibility of the proclamation of the gospel: divisions must be overcome to be able to give an authentic witness of Jesus Christ as the head of the one body.
Promising Developments

The situation of Christianity has fundamentally changed during the past century, since Edinburgh 1910. In a sense, the dream of the participants of the conference has come true: Christianity is a world religion today with followers – although with differing density – all over the planet. 

The Christian faith has permeated almost all the cultures of the Earth. While the Edinburgh 1910 Conference was dominated by white, male, Western Protestants, the churches today show an endlessly colourful picture: women and men from almost all nations and regions are represented in a rich variety of ecclesial structures, worshipping in many languages and in multiple forms of liturgies shaped by a wide spectrum of local cultures.. 

One hundred years after the first large-scale attempt to bring Christians together in order to express their unity, there are functioning and stable global structures to safeguard, promote and reflect on the unity of churches. The Commission on World Mission and Evangelism of the WCC is the direct heir of the initiatives taken by the Edinburgh 1910 Conference in order to facilitate the quest for unity in mission, as an integral part of the WCC – the most comprehensive representative body of 349 Orthodox, Anglican, Protestant, Evangelical and non-Western churches from all over the globe. In the framework of the CWME, churches and mission agencies have the structure to seek ways of expressing and strengthening unity in mission. 

Orthodox churches have also become an integral part of the ecumenical movement. While Edinburgh 1910 was a predominantly Protestant event,
 the Orthodox tradition now plays an important role in the common quest for visible unity of the churches. Although there are still obstacles hindering Eucharistic communion of Orthodox and Protestant churches, it is significant that the last Conference on World Mission and Evangelism was held in a country with Orthodox majority (Athens, 2005). Orthodox churches are not only present in the ecumenical gatherings, but they shape the mission theology and practice in the ecumenical dialogue, as well. 

At the Edinburgh 1910 Conference, no representatives of the Roman Catholic Church were present
 and there was little cooperation, at the time, between Roman Catholic and Protestant missionary activities. Since the 2nd Vatican Council (1961–1965), the attitude of the Roman Catholic Church towards mission and unity has changed fundamentally. Although there are still areas where doctrinal and structural differences do not make full participation in the ecumenical movement possible, there are many promising signs that express the serious quest for unity. There is active and integral participation of Roman Catholic members in the CWME. The Roman Catholic Church has officially been involved in preparations for the Edinburgh centenary celebration, as a member of the Edinburgh 2010 General Council. Collaboration with Roman Catholic mission actors has grown dramatically as well.

The Changing Landscape of Global Christianity Today
One hundred years after Edinburgh 1910, we recognize the ever-changing landscape of world Christianity. There are several elements in these changes that could not have been foreseen by the participants of the first World Missionary Conference. In the optimistic sphere of the early 20th century, the confidence of Western Christian civilization in its own cultural superiority had not yet been challenged in a fundamental way. However, as a result of radical secularization, active followers of the Christian religion have become a stagnating or shrinking minority in the Western/Northern world. Mainline, established, historical churches are struggling with decreased membership, financial difficulties, and sometimes with a grave identity crisis. On the other hand, the end of the Christendom era offers a new opportunity for the churches in the West to find new ways of authentic discipleship, which can be expressed by terms like holy diaspora, prophetic witness, advocacy for the disadvantaged, evangelism in humble solidarity, etc.  At the same time – as convincingly demonstrated by authors like Andrew F. Walls – the Christian churches in the global South/East are experiencing a constant – sometimes even explosive – numerical growth. As Walls puts it: ‘The fact remains that, by a huge reversal of the position in 1910, the majority of Christians now live in Africa, Asia, Latin America or the Pacific, and that the proportion is rising.’
 The geographic dichotomy of Christian and non-Christian worlds is not sustainable any more - as was already noted at the Tambaram IMC in 1938 - and this phenomenon also has far-reaching missionary consequences. While Edinburgh 1910 was still thinking about mission as ‘one-way traffic’ from the Christian West to the non-Christian South/East, today we experience the reality of mission ‘from everywhere to everywhere.’ New mission concepts arise and the diverse expressions of Christian faith that are deeply rooted in the cultures of the global South, and have contributed to the development of a truly global Christianity. 

Another phenomenon that needs special attention is the emergence of a strong Pentecostal/Charismatic movement during the last century. While the Pentecostal/ Charismatic form of Christianity was present as an existing, though marginal, phenomenon in world Christianity at the beginning of the 20th century, this community of Christianity has become the second largest one (after the Roman Catholic Church) today. The exponentially growing Pentecostal/Charismatic communities show a strong missionary fervour. They are able to reach out to underprivileged communities in the global South, and their missionary activity often results in mass people’s movements. The Pentecostal/Charismatic experience of the Christian faith is embodied both as a diversity of denominations and as movements within the traditional, established churches. The Charismatic experience creates, therefore, a new sense of belonging together for Christians from very differing ecclesial affiliations (a spectrum from the Roman Catholic to, e.g., un-institutionalized youth churches). Another important emerging phenomenon is the direct missionary activity of Pentecostal/Charismatic communities from the global South within the global South itself, as well as in the West. At the same time the rapid expansion of these movements raises questions for some about the criteria for authentic expressions of the Christian faith.  
The new landscape of world Christianity is even more colourful when the very diverse world of the non-Western Christian churches is taken into account. African- and Asian-initiated churches, the Christ Bhakti movement in India, the home churches and cultural Christians in China – these and others are challenging  traditional Western ecclesiological and missiological concepts, even as they make a new approach to ecumenical dialogue necessary. 

At the same time, new forms of Christianity are emerging in the West. Non-denominational communities, the so-called emergent church, mega-churches, networks of house churches, approaches like the Alpha-course, the Neocatechumenate movement, and Cursillo are all expressions of a search for a renewed understanding and experience of Christianity. And forms of an anonymous ‘cathedral Christianity,’ reviving pilgrimage experiences (El Camino de Santiago de Compostela), the Taizé Community, and the presence of Christianity in ‘cyberspace’ are other examples of new, sometimes experimental forms of living as  followers of Jesus Christ in the post-modern context of  global Western civilization. Adding another layer of complication to this multicoloured picture are the alarming signs of intolerant Christian fundamentalism and even extremist voices. The Western context is made even more diverse by the presence of strong migrant and non-Western church communities. While the traditional churches are often dwindling, vibrant African, Asian and Latin-American congregations are emerging, especially in urban areas. 

These new forms of Christianity – in the global South and in the North – challenge traditional concepts of the unity of the church. Ecumenical dialogue and cooperation must handle questions around the lack of established structure, the absence of creeds and doctrinal systems, and radically new liturgical expressions. The emergence of these new expressions of Christianity has led to an unprecedented growth in the number of Christian denominations. This increasing diversity of world Christianity is an important challenge when seeking unity today.

A century after the first World Missionary Conference, the context of Christian mission and of the search for the visible unity of the church has changed fundamentally. Much has been achieved toward the realization of the vision of the participants of Edinburgh 1910; however, there are still many steps ahead on the common pilgrimage towards a visible unity of the church. And the fact that the percentage of world population identified as Christian has not changed since the beginning of the 20th century (33%) reminds us that the goal formulated in the watchword of Edinburgh 1910 has not yet been achieved: the whole world has not been evangelized – not in their generation, and not in ours.

3. Biblical and Theological Foundations of Mission in Unity

The Triune God’s Mission

The theological foundation of mission in unity is built on the koinonia of the Triune God. Mission is based on the infinite love of God, who created out of nothing the whole of creation and humankind in his image and likeness, so as to make us part-takers of this ineffable love.
 The Father sent the Son (John 16:5) to fulfil the plan of the Divine Economy. The Word of God became incarnate, born fully human by the Holy Spirit. (Nicene Creed). This inner communion of the Holy Trinity is the ultimate source of the unity of the church and the aim of God’s mission: to invite every human being to experience fellowship with God and with one another according to the inner unity of the One God in three Persons (John 17:21) in the eschatological hope of the restoration of the whole created world. The aim of God’s mission is uniting all things in God as new creation so that God may be all in all (Eph. 4:6).
 

The mission of Jesus Christ is to proclaim the kingdom of God to the world. The salvific work of Christ starts with the kerygma of metanoia because the kingdom of God is no longer an expectation, but has come near. Thus, the world will believe and gratefully accept reconciliation with God and one another and be saved. Jesus Christ, through his obedience to the Father, is led to the ultimate in humility: he undergoes insults, suffers on the cross, dies as a human, and offers new life to sinful human beings. At Pentecost, the mission of Jesus Christ is carried forward by the sending of the Holy Spirit, which derives from the Father and is sent by the Son to the world for the salvation of all. 

After the resurrection, the disciples receive the ‘great commission.’ This is to call all nations to be disciples of Christ, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, reassuring them that he will be with them always, even unto the end of the world (Matthew 28:19–20, see also John 20:21, Mark 16:15). Teaching all the nations means to spread the good news of the Risen Christ and salvation over against death for all humanity, which is a gift offered by the incarnated Lord regardless of race, sex, culture, social status, or tradition. It is the task of the church to bring this good news to the ends of the earth. 

This mission is being fulfilled by the first disciples of Christ and by their disciples throughout the centuries,as they give witness to the gospel through preaching, teaching, and the good deeds of Christian communities in solidarity with the suffering people of God. This ‘imperative commission’ is to be fulfilled in Christ’s way (John 13:16; John 17:21). So the mission of the church is to witness to the salvation of all, and to offer prophetic witness (martyria). The church is thus called to exist as the Body of Christ and as a community of those who believe in Christ, living as reconciled and reconciling fellowship (koinonia), as a sign of the Kingdom of God that has come near but that is still to come in its full consummation.  
Mission in Kenotic Love

This witness determines our ethos as Christians, doing mission in Christ’s way: kenotic love; humility; co-suffering with the those who suffer; offering healing of the whole person, giving rather than taking; respecting cultural, ethnic and social diversities and especially the dignity of each human being as if he or she was Christ himself. The disciples are sent into the world by the Son, as he was sent by the Father (John 17:18). Those who are baptized in Christ and are clothed in him act within the world like yeast. Their lives are an actual mission in Christ’s way. Those having experienced the love and wonders of God spontaneously share their treasure with others no matter who they are. This treasure is the experience of the Triune God, who is affirmed to be a continuous sharing of love. Therefore, a community of believers cannot be conceived without the sharing of love, in Christ’s way and in specific ways according to the needs of each cultural and social context. This experience of love determines the mission of the church, which cannot be understood without an opening to the other – not aiming to oppress, subordinate, underestimate or pity, but wishing to share with another the richness that was offered.
 

Thus, the mission to the world in koinonia becomes a testimony to Christ himself. The church, as the Body of Christ rejoices in constantly receiving God’s love as a free but costly gift and worshipping the Triune God in liturgy and in life. For this to be realized, it is necessary for the communities in mission to be in continuous repentance, and to be constantly nurtured by the grace of God. This is manifested in the sacramental life of the church and in a vigilant spirit, which abolishes every threat of egoism, arrogance and self-contentment. Such a witness becomes the expression of our visible unity, which is realized through our deeds. Our common work for peace, justice, reconciliation, and love for the poor, in a humble spirit of ceaseless metanoia, is all done for the glory of the Triune God (Matthew 5:16), who first loved humankind. ‘Thus the missionary opening-up of the church to the world is not an optional activity, but, on the contrary, a fundamental condition for her catholicity’.
 

Although invisible unity as the work of God already exists, visible unity is the work of humans, living in love and, despite different ecclesiologies, being able to cooperate in the common call for mission, through the grace of God. If the commandment to love extends even to our enemies, then love and understanding should be considered as a given among those who confess the same Triune God, as his co-operators in God’s mission.  Diversity as such is a gift in the church, uniting people of all kinds of backgrounds, cultures and identities and it enriches ecclesial life, being congruent with God’s creational intentions. However, diversity may also lead to divisions, to discrimination, to intolerance, to animosity and even to violence. Mission may create more diversity which is welcome, but it also may lead to tensions and to the emergence of church-dividing differences.  Unity in mission should be a unity in diversity, but, in the same time, must avoid creating divisions.
Church as Missionary by Its Very Nature

 A theology that starts from the participation of the church in God’s mission
 cannot fail to point out that the church was come into being through the mission of Jesus Christ. Therefore, from a missiological perspective, the church has not always existed historically but, both theologically – as shown above – and empirically, has come into being as a result of mission.

It is not possible therefore to separate the church from mission in either its theological or its historical origin. Nor is it possible to separate church and mission in terms of their purpose. The church came into being as a result of the purpose of God to bring salvation to the world. The missionary intention of God is the raison d’être of the church, and its goal is to fulfil God’s missionary purpose. The relationship is even more intimate than that: the Spirit of Christ who empowers the church in mission is also the life of the church. Jesus Christ breathed the Holy Spirit into the church at the same time as he sent the church into the world (John 20:19-23). In this sense, mission theologians often quote from Emile Brunner, ‘the church exists by mission as a fire exists by burning’
. Unless the church is participating in God’s mission the church in history will expire. From a mission perspective, therefore, it is impossible to separate the nature and mission of the church. The church is ‘missionary by its very nature’.

4. Ecumenical Evangelism
The prayer of Jesus Christ, ‘May they all be one…so that the world may believe,’ invites Christians and the church in history to live out a ‘double wrestling’
 between evangelism and unity, as the Edinburgh 1910 World Missionary Conference aimed to do. The goal of Edinburgh 1910 was the evangelization of the world within the present generation. In order to achieve this urgent task, the participants prayed together for the unity of Christians, missions and churches. Edinburgh 1910 reached a common conclusion that the division of Christians is a scandal and an obstacle to the witness of the church.

The modern ecumenical movement has been directly rooted in this double wrestling of Edinburgh 1910, seeking evangelism through overcoming the disunity of Christian families. After a century of ecumenical endeavour inheriting and developing the ethos of Edinburgh 1910, it is time for the worldwide Christian families to reflect together on our journey of evangelism in unity during the last century, and to envision ecumenical evangelism for the new century, on the historic occasion of the Edinburgh centenary celebration in 2010. There is a growing awareness among Christians and churches today that common witness of the life and teaching of Jesus Christ is an authentic way of participating in God’s mission. Is evangelism still something we are unable to do together across different denominational backgrounds in spite of Jesus’ prayer? 

Holistic Salvation and Unity

Evangelism means ‘the proclamation of the good news accompanied by an invitation to turn away from false absolutes and to turn to the living God, to follow Jesus Christ as one’s only Saviour and Lord, to join the community of his church and to live under the prompting of the Holy Spirit and take the ethics of the kingdom of God as one’s guide.’
 Evangelism, while not excluding the different dimensions of mission, mainly focuses on the explicit and intentional proclamation of the gospel, including the invitation to personal conversion to a new life in Christ and to discipleship.
 

The ultimate goal of evangelism is bringing about the salvation of the whole world through witnessing to Jesus Christ. Therefore, ‘the only valid theological method for evangelism is conscious participation in the whole of human life and its problems… evangelism is a question not of apologetics but of life.’
 ‘The teaching of Jesus on the kingdom of God is a clear reference to God’s loving lordship over all human history.’
 As God does not give us a partial salvation, we cannot limit evangelism only to the spiritual realm. Rather, we must acknowledge that evangelism proclaims good news for every part of our life, society and creation.  Jesus prayed for the unity of all. He did not pray exclusively for unity for Christians and their churches. He prayed also for the unity of human community and society, and for our relationship with creation which are also, therefore, important parts of our ecumenical evangelism. 

Understanding of Evangelism

Evangelism is proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. It is not expanding one’s own dominion. It is sharing the news of salvation through the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is not overwhelming others with our own experience. Therefore, evangelism should not be regarded as simply the expansion of Christendom, but as witnessing to the sacrificial love of God. The nature of this love is the servanthood of Christ, who was sent as the Lamb of God for the world. ‘The self-emptying of the servant who lived among the people, sharing in their hopes and sufferings, giving his life on the cross for all humanity – this was Christ’s way of proclaiming the good news, and as disciples we are summoned to follow the same way.’
 

This kenotic understanding of evangelism does not merely shape our methods, but is the very nature and essence of our faith in Christ. Jesus became our Christ not through power or money but through his kenosis (Philippians 2:7). We believe in God who ‘made himself nothing.’ Therefore, we, the disciples who have been sent by Christ to proclaim his good news, have to follow in his footsteps by witnessing to his humility and humbleness in our own practice of evangelism. 

Edinburgh 1910 was organized at the height of triumphalism of the Western missionary movement. However, evangelism in the 21st century has to overcome this image of ‘winners’ and ‘conquerors’ through evangelism in humility. 

As the subject of mission is the Triune God, we are the servants of God, who gives us the mission of proclaiming the good news to all suffering humanity and creation longing for new hope in their lives. Ecumenical evangelism is not conquering or winning against the others. Rather, it is a humble invitation to the ‘feast in the kingdom of God.’ The people of God are not conquerors, but humble servants called to invite all God’s people to his banquet in the ‘garden of life.’ 

Proselytism and Freedom of Religion

We are living in the ‘highly competitive environment of the free market which is reinforcing many churches and para‑church movements in their perception of mission as the effort to attract and recruit new ‘customers,’ while retaining the old ones... They evaluate the success of their mission in terms of growth, of numbers of converts or of newly planted churches. Unfortunately, very often their ‘new members’ already belonged to other churches. Thus proselytism (as competition and ‘sheep-stealing’) is one of the sharp contemporary issues facing the churches.’
 Proselytism is used to mean the encouragement of Christians who already belong to a church to change their denominational allegiance, through ways and means that ‘contradict the spirit of Christian love, violate the freedom of the human person and diminish trust in the Christian witness of the church.
 

On the other hand, it is important for Christians to embrace and act upon the imperative of religious freedom. ‘Religious freedom will not be respected by the state if it is not respected by Christians or, even worse, if Christians attempt to recruit the state in repressing religious freedom’.
 Freedom of choice is the centre of freedom of religion. Institutions cannot own persons. The concept of ownership can lead to the abuse of religious power. The subjective choice of each person is the heart of religious freedom. It is not compatible with subjugating or stealing persons to another religious structure.

Towards Common Witness

The churches are called to identify ways of witnessing in unity, of partnership and cooperation, and of responsible relationships in evangelism. In order to reach such a mutually enriching missionary ethos, the churches must

· repent of past failures and reflect more self-critically on their ways of relating to one another and their methods of evangelizing; 

· renounce all forms of denominational competition and rivalry and the temptation to proselytize members of other Christian traditions; 

· avoid establishing parallel ecclesial structures, but rather stimulate, help and cooperate with the existing local churches in their evangelistic work; 

· condemn any manipulation of humanitarian assistance to individual Christians or churches to induce people into changing their denominational allegiance or to further the missionary goals of one church at the expense of another; 

· help people who are in process of changing their church allegiance to discern whether they are being guided by worthy or unworthy motives; 

· learn to ‘speak the truth in love’ to one another when they consider others to be proselytizing or engaging in dishonest practices in evangelism.

In order to overcome the scandal of proselytism, we are called to practice common witness as an act of ecumenical evangelism. Common witness is the ‘witness that the churches, even while separated, bear together, especially through joint efforts, by manifesting whatever divine gifts of truth and life they already share and experience in common.’
 In order to do this together, it is extremely important to develop a process of reconciliation between churches through the healing of wounds and memories. Mutual recognition of baptism (as expressed in the WCC’s Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry text) can be the foundation for Christian unity and common witness.

As new contexts call for new initiatives in proclaiming the gospel in unity, churches in partnership in mission must commit themselves to

•
deepened understanding of what it means to be church in today’s world, and acceptance and celebration of their interrelatedness in the one body of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 12:12);

•
deepened conviction that it is God’s mission in which the churches share as God’s co-workers, not their own;

•
efforts to come to a greater common understanding and vision of their missionary role in contemporary society;

•
reaching out together in Christ’s way to new frontiers of mission – listening, accompanying, walking with, resourcing, receiving from one another;

•
renewed determination to manifest together ‘the one hope of [their] calling’ (Eph. 4:4) in order to

•
share more fully in the drive plan of salvation for the reconciliation and gathering up of all peoples and all things in Christ (cf. Eph. 1:9–10). 

Creative Tension between Evangelism and Prophetic Witness

The ecumenical debate on evangelism has reminded us that we cannot allow a false dichotomy to be created as we play out truth and unity, prophetic witness for the values of the kingdom of God, and the vocation for the unity of the church. Therefore, ecumenical evangelism does not mean unity at any price, but is about costly unity for prophetic witness.
 

There is a long debate about holistic salvation and social justice and reconciliation.
 Its relevance for the understanding of ecumenical evangelism in a context of grave global injustices and inequalities should not be overlooked. As Melbourne has stated: ‘In a world of large-scale robbery and genocide, Christian evangelism can be honest and authentic only if it stands clearly against these injustices which are diametrically opposed to the kingdom of God and looks for response in an act of faith which issues in commitment.’

Therefore, ecumenical evangelism does not seek cheap unity through diminishing either evangelistic zeal or the passion for justice and peace. Rather, it seeks to firmly hold together both, to be truly holistic in carrying out God’s mission today. 

The theme of Edinburgh 2010, the centenary celebration and study process, is ‘Witnessing to Christ Today.’ From an ecumenical point of view, ‘common’ should be added in the theme, because one of the most important legacies of Edinburgh 1910 has been ‘mission and evangelism in unity.’ This refers to the search for ways of witnessing together in unity and cooperation – despite differing ecclesiologies – within the context of the burning challenges facing churches everywhere today, ‘so that the world may believe,’ avoiding any form of confessional rivalry or competition. This does not imply an unrealistic super-church ecclesiology; neither does it deny the intrinsic relationship between mission and ecclesiology.
 Seeking unity and evangelism together is not an impossible task. Indeed, it is one of the most authentic ways of participating in God’s glorious mission. 

5. God’s Mission of Healing and Reconciliation 

Since the late 1980s, mission has been increasingly connected with healing and reconciliation. Furthermore, the language of healing and reconciliation has come to the fore in many different contexts, and has caught the imagination of people both inside and outside the churches. This is certainly also an invitation to the Christian church in this broken world to promote the concept of healing and reconciliation through both words and deeds.

Unity and Diversity – The Role of the Holy Spirit

Just as the world in general and the church in particular are a colourful and not a monochromic reality, the encounter of diversity is not meant to be synonymous with the experience of brokenness and fragmentation. Humanity, as God’s creation, is blessed with a great variety of diverse and complementary gifts that are expressed in a multiplicity of cultural and historical contexts. It is God’s design that such diversity does not lead to separation and division, to opposition and hostility, but to interdependence and harmony. 

When considering the ministry of the Holy Spirit as a ministry of unity, it is essential to see the work of the Spirit as equipping the church to experience unity in diversity both proactively and constructively The Spirit becomes the Helper who transforms the problem of difference into the promise of difference.
 
The Spirit is also the Teacher who provides both the dynamic context and the resources needed for people to explore differences in a safe, positive, nurturing environment. Individuals from a variety of backgrounds, and with ideas and concepts that are new to their experience, need an appropriate educational framework in which to understand each other and move beyond simple tolerance to the embrace and celebration of the rich dimensions of diversity contained within each individual and community. 

The ministry of unity is a ministry of conciliation (Latin conciliare, to bring together), which refers more generally to the process of bringing various different parties into relationships of mutual benefit and enrichment, in order to live in a model of unity in diversity. Reconciliation refers more specifically to the healing of broken relationships and the resolving of conflicts and wrongs of the past, in both cases promoting peace, justice and solidarity.

Healing a Broken World

The church, as a community of believers, brings a message of healing to a broken world longing for hope to replace despair. In order to be God’s instrument of healing for others, the church needs first to be a recipient of God’s healing power and grace. The healing ministry of the church will find its credibility rooted in a demonstration of resurrection of life, i.e., restored wholeness and unity within.

 However, the history of the church is, sad to say, also a story of divisions, separations and crises that have often harmed the living organism it is called to be by severely disconnecting its members from each other. It has often produced congregations that failed to serve the needs of the community. It is essential for the church to acknowledge its brokenness and repent of its present shortcomings. A return to good health within the body of Christ needs to be seen as an integral part of the church’s mission. A range of significant strategies and initiatives needs to be taken in order to ensure that responding to the Spirit’s work will allow such recovery and restoration to take place radically and/or gradually. 

From the very beginning of the church, Christians have grappled with the issue of what it means to be human in light of the gospel. This understanding of what it means to be human in light of the gospel in many cases deeply challenges the social structures that demean human beings. It sets its face resolutely against all that disgraces or destroys human beings created by God in God’s own image. 

In a world where views of humanity veer between confident optimism and utter cynicism, Christians believe that human beings, the family, the local communities, societies and cultures all have the potential for creativity, responsibility and goodness that comes from being made by God, and yet being deeply affected by sin and brokenness. Sin denies the worth and dignity of human beings, disrupts community, and hampers the flow of love and justice. Sin must be faced, confessed, forgiven and healed. For Christians believe in costly reconciliation and love, not an easy and unreal optimism.

While  the worth and dignity of the human person have been under threat throughout history  the current context in which human beings live presents a number of pressing challenges. The Christian gospel is a significant contributing force to the quest for justice, peace and reconciliation in general and among nations in particular.
 Its basic thrust is to experience a Spirit-empowered work of re-creation that replaces hostility with proximity, thus enabling a new kind of relationship both with the Creator and creation. The book of Revelation paints the vision of a renewed creation described in terms of ‘new heaven and new earth’ (21:1). In summary, the sin and brokenness of our world is a reality which cannot be ignored nor minimized. It results in the alienation of humanity from God and from the person, the family, the church, communities, nations, and creation, and leads to structural injustice, too. To put it differently, the sin of human beings contributes to, and belongs within, a wider context: the disorder and evil which affect the whole of creation. Paul expresses this graphically when he writes that ‘the whole creation has been groaning’ (Romans 8:22). This cry for help needs healing and reconciliation.

Called to Be Healing and Reconciling Communities

The Bible is full of stories of reconciliation from which we can draw our own stories of healing and reconciliation.  The Old Testament addresses the estrangement between God and God’s people, and also God’s work for the healing, reconciliation and restoration of a relationship that was broken against the God of life and justice. Similarly, in the New Testament, Paul is greatly concerned that those whom Christ has reconciled in his body should not be divided, and that community life should be the first expression of God’s plan to reconcile all things. He envisages the unity of not only Jew and Gentile, but also of slave and free, male and female, in Christ (Galatians 3:28). 

Where does the church get its inspiration to respond to the call to become healing and reconciling communities? The answer is found in the healing ministry of Jesus which provides a model for the church to  explore today. Healing includes the transformation of life made possible by crossing cultural and religious boundaries.
 In this connection it becomes important for the church to realize that its calling is a response to the gifts of healing, which equip it and enable it to fulfil that role.
 The healing ministry of Jesus has always been an integral part of His mission. A closer look at the experience of various churches will show a consistent link between salvation and healing. A rediscovery of the work of Holy Spirit for healing, and reconciliation – at the heart of today’s ecumenical mission theology has significant ecumenical implications. 
In summary, over the past years, reconciliation has become the emerging new paradigm that defines the mission of the Christian church in today’s Global Village. Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant and Pentecostal voices from all over the world are increasingly speaking one and the same language.
 As witnessed by various international conferences during the last five years,
 a spirituality of reconciliation is called for in order to face the challenges brought about by the damaging effects of cultural and religious clashes, and of economical and political boundaries. The Athens 2005 report contains a statement on mission as reconciliation ‘in the power of the Spirit’ in the context of a broken world. Truth, memory, justice and forgiveness are understood as four essential aspects, needed within both the church and society at large, to enable the dynamics of the reconciliation and healing process.

Healing and reconciliation as the restoration of right relations with God is the source of healing and reconciliation with oneself, with people of our own faith and other faiths, and with the whole of creation. It is time for the worldwide Christian family to heal the pain of our divisions, because unity through healing and reconciliation is an integral part of God’s mission.

6. Conclusion

The World Missionary Conference held at Edinburgh in 1910 marks the beginning of the modern ecumenical movement. The primary basis for the concerns expressed around the issues of mission and unity at Edinburgh 1910 was strategic. Problems related to the lack of unity were hindering the conference’s goal of ‘the evangelization of the world in this generation’.  During the century that has passed since Edinburgh 1910, the world, and especially the Christian world, has undergone incredible changes.  The centre of world Christianity has shifted from the global North to the global South. There has been an explosion of new ecclesial communities and of new forms of Christian expression around the world that the participants at Edinburgh 1910 could not have imagined. 
Ongoing reflection on issues of mission and unity has lead to a deeper understanding of the missio Dei, in which the church is called to participate, by which the relation of unity and mission has acquired a more than strategic importance. Mission is increasingly seen as being a matter of the very essence of the church. Therefore, the inextricable link between unity and mission becomes more important than ever. Significant steps have been taken towards the goal of Christian unity over the last century, but there have also been many setbacks along the way. While recognizing the intransigent nature of the many sources of their division, churches need to recommit themselves both to the ongoing struggle to overcome their divisions and also to engage in ‘common witness’ whenever and wherever it is possible to do so. The growing consensus among theologians from many ecclesial traditions that the mission of the church in the twenty-first century must be a mission of healing and of reconciliation is presented as an approach to mission that can both express the unity that is already present in the churches’ mission and also prepare the way for a greater unity to come.   
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