THE SOUTH MOVING NORTH. THE NEED OF A NEW PARADIGM OF MISSION
Wout van Laar
In 2010 from all over the world we will celebrate the centennial of the first world mission conference in Edinburgh. Within one century the map of Christianity has dramatically changed. Christianity was a western phenomenon. In 1910 European and North American executives came together in order to see how the work of mission could be organised in such a way that the Gospel might reach the whole world. What they hoped and prayed for, took place, but it took place in ways that no one at the Edinburgh conference could have predicted. Halfway 1910-2010, the missiologist Kenneth Cragg demonstrated clear insight, by writing: ‘Christianity must be ready to die to the possessiveness of western forms in order to live authentically within the fullness of human cultures. Christ, being so long associated with Europe and North America, becomes the Christ of the whole world.’
 Edinburgh 2010 will be celebrated within the context that Christianity has become a non-western religion and the missionary initiative has been taken over by the churches of the global South. Let us reflect what this fundamental shift means for the traditional institutions and constituencies of mission.
In 2004 the Netherlands Missionary Council celebrated its 75th anniversary in Rotterdam. Theme of this event was: “The World Church on a square kilometre.” Visits were made to seven different migrant churches in a small part of the Cool district, the heart of the city, where, in total, about 5,000 people live, of whom somewhat more than half are ‘foreign’.
In earlier times, missionaries sailed from Rotterdam harbour bound for a colony or some other distant country. Many men and women felt compelled to spread the Gospel overseas. They went from the West to the East and to the South. Those times are past history. 
Now, evangelists come here from those same countries, to the Netherlands and other countries in Europe. And with them come thousands more, hoping for freedom, happiness and a future. Non-Western faith communities are flourishing in many parts of the city. In the very places where thirty years ago Christian presence had almost disappeared, Christianity has staged a come back. Rotterdam numbers about 95 migrant churches, originating from Asia, Africa and Latin America, many of them with a strong missionary presence. Actually, there are hundreds of migrant churches spread all over the Netherlands.
 
This reality offers the churches of the West unique opportunities to meet the world church on their own ground. The old European churches are confronted with new faces of Christianity alongside their church buildings and in their parishes. They are being challenged by hitherto unknown expressions of Christian faith, brought from all over the world. Unfamiliar African, Korean, Brazilian and Chinese shapes of Christianity give rainbow-colour to multiethnic cities like Rotterdam, Madrid and London. On an average Sunday in these cities one meets more non-Western migrant Christians on their way to places of worship than Christians of ‘white’ established denominations going to their church buildings.
Global shift in Christianity 
The inflow of migrant churches into European countries has to be understood in the context of migration movements from the South to the North. In the present-day world, international migration plays an important albeit often unacknowledged role. In its global dynamics, migration affects every level of public life and is driven by powerful economic, social and political forces. The number of international migrants has increased from 75 million to some 200 million in the past three decades, including 9.2 million refugees. This is equivalent to the present population of the fifth largest country in the world, Brazil. Numbers are increasing rapidly and migrants are now to be found in every part of the world. The number of migrants living in the western world has reached 110 million (60% of the world’s migrants). 
 By 2000, according to Dutch government statistics, almost 100,000 Africans had settled in the Netherlands. This figure represents only those with a legally recognised home and do not include the many unregistered Africans whose presence remains officially unknown. The real number of immigrants may double the official figures.

The multiplicity of migrant churches in Europe reflects the enormous shifts in world Christianity, which during the last decades have been deeply changing the world map of Christianity. At the beginning of the 21st century, the centre of gravity of the Christian world has definitely shifted from the Northern to the Southern hemisphere. Lamin Sanneh, a theologian from Gambia signals two developments that are interconnected: a post-Christian West goes along with a rapidly increasing post-Western Christianity.
 Almost two-thirds of all Christians live in Africa, Latin America and Asia. Churches and their mission offices are not sufficiently aware of the consequences for world mission. 
In a matter of a few decades European Christians could have come to be no more than a fragment of non-Western Christianity. In particular, churches and movements of charismatic and Pentecostal traditions are attracting great numbers and offer new inspiration and hope to millions of people. Pentecostalism could be seen as the fastest growing expression of Christianity of all the time. Half a billion Pentecostals and charismatics are predominantly Asians, Africans and Latin Americans.
 We are witnessing a rapid “pentecostalization” of world Christianity. 
An interesting observation is that the churches from the global South do not any longer fit in the western categories of ‘ecumenical’ or ‘evangelical’. They do not anymore duplicate what has been prompted by the churches of the North and respond to the Gospel in their own distinctive ways. World Christianity today is a variety of non-western responses to the invitation to follow Jesus Christ, without necessarily the European Enlightenment frame.
It is evident: as never before the global Church has as a multi-ethnic face. And behind its great diversity of denominations and fragmentation the one Church of Christ elsewhere as well as in Europe has become a multicultural reality. What we are able to experience in our generation reminds us of the day of Pentecost (Acts 2). In some moments of intercultural worshipping and common witness we are privileged to get a glimpse of what the apostle John with regard to the future has seen on the island of Patmos: the great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and praising God (Rev. 7:9). The appropriate biblical metaphor to develop an ‘ecclesiology of multiculturality’ is the concept of the body of Christ. “For we are baptized by one Spirit into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were given the one Spirit to drink” (1Cor. 12:13).

From the margins

The framework in which ‘mission’ today takes place has completely changed. The era of the modern missionary movement is over. The traditional paradigm of mission presupposed that mission went from the North to the South, from the rich world to the world of the poor, from the centres of power to the margins, from above downwards. Today we witness the opposite: the mainstream of the missionary movement goes from the South to the North, from the poor to the rich world; from the margins to the centres of power, from below upwards. 
In the beginning of the 21st century the most dynamic expressions of faith and witness are those of the people and communities of the less affluent societies on the globe. Christ is discovered in the most desolate places of the earth, where he brings hope and comfort to those on the underside of society. Also in our European cities, mission predominantly takes place from the margins. On the ‘periphery’ of our cities, a new Christianity is appearing, which will sooner or later provide what is left of the ‘old’ Christianity with new impulses. Once again the city is acting as a breeding ground for spiritual and social renewal as experienced by Christians in the first centuries and also in the Reformation era.
  

What is happening in our generation reminds us of the early church: the apostle Peter says to the crippled beggar at the temple gate: “Silver or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you” (Acts 3:6). It is through the spontaneous witness of some vulnerable asylum-seekers, that the breakthrough to the non-Jewish world takes place and that the Gospel reaches the Hellenistic metropolis of Antioch. Those foreigners and refugees proclaimed in all their weakness the crucified one as the Lord (Acts 11:20). Today, it is mainly due to the enormous streams of migration that the Gospel is being carried all over the globe. Much of the time it happens spontaneously, in an unorganized way and beyond the control of the headquarters of our mission agencies. In the rich West we see how the initiative for mission is taken over by the churches of the South. Those who don’t have the money will be the main players to do mission in the 21st century, as they have the passion for the gospel. 
Latin American mobilisation for global mission

As an interesting example, I would like to share my experience of a passionate Latin American Missionary Congress that took place in November 2006 in the Spanish city of Granada. No less than 2000 representatives of churches and mission organisations from Latin America flew in for this occasion to our continent. The choice for Granada was remarkable. It was not Latin America, but Europe where the meeting took place and precisely in the place where Columbus took off in 1492. In this place, where the violent colonisation of the New World started, now people considered strategies to evangelize the world in the reverse direction. If the Spanish kings had known about it, they should have turned themselves in their graves located in the nearby cathedral. The choice for Granada also had a practical purpose: it enabled 300 missionaries from Europe, Northern Africa and Asia to participate.

The congress became a true fiesta with a mix of Latin cultures: The rhythm of the Argentinean tango, the Brazilian samba, the thin Andes music from the Cordillera and the gracious Dominican meringue filled the congress hall. Jubilant flags of dozens of nations filled the platform. The passion for mission that filled the congress centre recalled me the early years of the mission movement of Europe; it brought us back to the time of the first love, when the English cobbler William Carey motivated numerous men and women to leave their countries showing a great willingness to sacrifice and commitment, without knowing where the journey should bring them.

The congress was organised by COMIBAM. The ‘Congreso Missionero Iberoamericano’ is a cooperative structure focussed on the transformation of the Latin American church to missional church. In 24 countries national networks were established that help churches to look over their national borders in order to be mobilised for global mission. At the moment more than 7500 Latin American protestant missionaries are working all over the world whereby the emphasis is on the unreached areas in the world. This number is excluding the Latin American migrant societies all over the world that spontaneously preach the gospel in their immediate region.

COMIBAM, though initially a rather conservative movement dominated by Northern American evangelicals, has gone through quite a development as appeared during the congress. This was revealed in different ways in Granada. First results were shown of a serious and critical self examination, where not only was looked at the role of the sending church and the missionary, but also connections on the field with already existing Christian societies were taken into account; sometimes with great cultural sensitivity. The weak points were honestly stated: lack of missionary training, a lack of member care, but all with a creative adjustment focussed on the continuation of the task. The mission movement of Latin America has grown up and has its own part in the evangelisation of the world. The North is no longer needed to develop its own strategy, because of its powerful self-consciousness. North Americans played no role in the programme of the congress. The few representatives from the North limited themselves to be careful listeners.
It is noteworthy that increasingly mission takes place from South to South. Sparks of recognition become visible between Latin American, Indian and African churches. People work together in intercultural teams, where local churches are the facilitators. They serve the Gospel within a context of shared poverty, sensitive to what the Bible says about injustice as cause for poverty and death. In the margins of the world and within the context of poverty new forms of mission come into existence.  
Granada 2006 was a remarkable congress and a milestone in the history of the missionary movement. Before we admit to the temptation to put COMIBAM in a certain corner and thus to look for confirmation of our Eurocentric prejudices, we should ask ourselves what the Spirit of Christ has to tell us in the North through these developments. Are we willing for the benefit of the world and ourselves to show that humility that is needed to build bridges between our missionary endeavour and the vital mission movements of the South? 

Do we respond to emerging paradigm?
Are the churches of Europe prepared to respond to the new things ‘from the margins’ which the Spirit is doing in world history? We have to recognize that most ‘mainline’ churches seem to hold on their mono-cultural patterns. Western missionary organisations tend to ignore the implications of the shift from the North to the South. They generally do not see the need to adapt themselves to the new emerging paradigm. 
In February 2007, three months after COMIBAM 2006, I had the privilege to attend the Assembly of the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI) in Buenos Aires. In the documents and discussions there was no reference at all to Granada. The reality of significant participation of the Latin American churches in global mission was completely negated. In the official Paper on Mission, presented by the Region of Argentina, the authors expressed the deep concern of the ‘historic churches of Latin America about the survival of Protestantism, due to the ‘considerable decrease of membership of our churches’. That seems very remarkable in the context where books have been published with titles such as The explosion of Protestantism in Latin America.
 The truth is that CLAI, being the project of the ‘historic churches’, only represents 10% of the Protestant churches. The evangelical churches and most Pentecostal churches (85% of Protestant churches!), hardly participate in CLAI. The question arises, whether CLAI, in its strong dependency of the centres in West, in finances and theology, does not reflect the crisis of the global ecumenical movement as represented in the WCC and its affiliated bodies. In spite of programmes of exchange and ecumenical learning much ecumenical activity is still caught in the structures of the past. The majority of the theological seminaries and institutions of the global South were created as extensions of western initiatives. Sometimes the whole thing seems closer to what is invented in the bureaus of Geneva than to the reality of the poor which one pretends to serve. 
It is obvious that the modern missionary movement is a product of the Enlightenment, determined by its rationalities and presuppositions. However, the traditional ‘mainline churches’ of the West represent a minority in world Christianity, that not necessarily has gone through Enlightenment and lives different expressions of faith and witness. Nevertheless, many church leaders hold on the conditions of the past, still considering what comes from their institutions and offices as normative. Non-Western Christianity no longer fits in our concepts and boxes, and it is time to recognise this. We should give room to the new Christianity of the Majority world, learning to adapt ourselves to their initiatives. We have to understand them on their own terms, positively welcoming the ‘otherness’ of the other, opening ourselves to the richness of gifts which the Spirit offers through them.
 
Migrant churches in Europe: an uneasy presence
Different answers are being given to the phenomenon of migrant churches. With regard to the Netherlands, in a first stage Protestant churches have failed to offer a spiritual home to the migrants. There was hardly any interest in them. Migrants and their churches were almost completely negated in their existence. Many established churches still consider migrant churches in their variety as exotic leftovers from the ancient ‘mission box’, or as some questionable religious by-product of western imperialism in the ‘third world’. Until now one could speak of an uneasy relationship between ‘white’ and ‘black’ churches in Europe. 
This was clearly illustrated at the Twelfth Assembly of the Conference of European Churches in Trondheim (2003). This meeting paid much attention to the cause of migrants in Europe and their rights. But during the gathering more than once the question was raised why not even one migrant church had been invited to attend to the Assembly. Until now, migrants are mostly seen as object of social concern. The existence of Christian communities amongst them is often forgotten. One of the documents of Trondheim praises the richness of Islam and other non-Christian cultures as gifts of God to Europe, denying the large amount of vital non-western Christian traditions on our continent. The attention that in later years by CEC is paid to migrant churches is an indication that something has changed.

In some way migrant churches present a problem, or even a threat to the old churches. They proclaim a gospel that is considered conservative or even outdated. They promote an evangelism that was relinquished long ago by the older churches. They ask to adhere to ethical standards that are no longer considered acceptable in Western society and in Western churches. That sometimes results in a condescending attitude: ‘conservative’ migrant churches should first be upgraded theologically before they are acceptable in the ‘progressive’ ecumenical movement. On the other hand, some tend to romanticize the non-western churches. They do welcome them as if salvation should be expected from the South. Their models and way of believing should be copied. Others propose, based on idealistic images, to start programmes in order to revitalise the old churches in their struggle to survive. The actual encounter itself often leads to great disappointment. The problem is that in the end migrant churches have to fit into the ecumenical or evangelical vision of the mission of the church. 
We should respect that migrant churches have their own agenda and determine their own priorities. Their first concern has to do with their search for identity. Their congregations offer a spiritual home in an environment that does not understand or even accept them. It is remarkable that many migrant Christians, unlike many western Christians, do not emphasize cultural differences so much as the desire to celebrate with others the unity in Christ that transcends cultures. Their identity is defined neither by their African-ness, nor by their blackness, but by their Christian faith that does not know cultural or racial frontiers. In their own understanding, partaking in the world wide mission of the universal Church, God has given them a unique opportunity to spread the Gospel among those who have gone astray. “They don’t see themselves as exiles bent on return to their home country, but rather identify with the former slaves in Egypt who were brought by God into the Promised Land. They have a right to be here, even if officials or governments tell them that this is not the case.”
 

Many new ecumenical questions arise: How will ecumenical cooperation in the national and regional councils of churches view ‘integration’? Will the presence of so many Christians change the attitude of white Christians towards ‘foreigners’? The best chance for unity will not be achieved in common documents and confessions, nor in organisational structures. Nor should the relationship be defined in philanthropy terms, such as diaconia. Only ecumenical relationships in reciprocity can lead towards fruitful cooperation in God’s mission.
The Hispanic historian and theologian Justo Gonzalez has argued that “the vision of many peoples, tribes, nations and languages involves much more than bringing a bit of colour and folklore into our traditional services. It involves radical changes in the way we understand ourselves, and the way we run our business”. 
 Required is a change in mentality in the white European churches and believers. As long as we see these ‘foreign’ churches as exotic and temporary phenomena, we can ignore them and see our own forms and traditions as normative. Their permanent presence will force us to look more and more at their richness and gifts. We should welcome the variety of those ‘foreign’ churches in their vitality as outposts of future Christianity and as a remarkable gift of God to a secularized world, which is desperately longing for new sense of life and hope. They could contribute to the renewing of the whole church, bringing reconciliation in the midst of all forms of brokenness in our countries and societies. The deep spiritual sickness afflicting the rich North might actually be healed when voices from the non-western world are properly heard and understood.
Utrecht / London, January 2008    
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