Christian Mission and Islam 

Edinburgh 1910: Convictions and Commitments

Certain convictions and motivations were the driving forces of the Edinburgh 1910 Missionary Conference. As part of the ground rules, theological issues and their potential for controversy and division were downplayed. Nevertheless certain key theological convictions drove the conference. Firstly, there was no debate in the minds of the participants that ‘Christianity is the final and absolute religion.’ The missionary task was ‘not primarily that of proving, but communicating the Gospel’s truth.’ Secondly, there was the conviction that mission was the business of the (Western) Church and its missionaries. All of the mission agencies that sent out missionaries were located in the West and the rest of the non-Western world was considered the Mission Field. This is understandable as Western people were, at the time, the representative Christians. The ‘missionary conscience was assumed’ and the conference was to be a ‘gathering of missionary specialists’ united in their commitment and passion for the Great Commission in Matt 28: 19-20. 
 

Thirdly, mission was understood primarily in soteriological terms: as saving the souls of individuals from eternal damnation. Or in cultural terms: as introducing people from the East and the South to the blessings and privileges of the Christian West. And in ecclesiological terms: as the extension and expansion of particular denominations.
 The main task the conference committed itself to was ‘to exchange views on the ways and means’ for ‘a triumphant advance of Christianity abroad.’
 The stated aim of Commission 1V was ‘to study the problems involved in the presentation of Christianity to the minds of the non-Christian peoples.’ Lurking behind without mention by name was “fulfilment theology” as participants repeatedly quoted Matt. 5:17 to make the point that all other religions were in some sense preparations for the Gospel. World evangelization as the main motivation was to be achieved through assessments of the points of contact, on the one hand, and moral, intellectual, and social differences, on the other hand, between Christianity and other religions. 

In their quest for “points of contact”, the Reports concentrated on what missionaries on the field perceived as the highest ideals of other religions. Responding to criticism that the Commission ignored the less estimable aspects of these religions (thus runing the risk of romanticizing them), the vice-chairman of Commission IV, Robert Speer, pointed out that ‘we should do as we would be done by.’
 The Commission in its quest for points of contacts, was faced with serious challenges when it came to primal religions and Islam. African Traditional Religions, for instance were considered collectively a ‘backward and childlike sort of religion’ with little or nothing that could be considered as high ideals, which, in turn, meant that ATRs offered minimal, if any, points of contact with Christianity. The overwhelming majority of missionaries working in Muslim contexts questioned the praeparatio evangelica in relation to Islam. Temple Gardiner in particular argued that it was ‘so transparently absurd to take this attitude towards a faith which explicitly says it came to supersede the original revelation of Jesus and to destroy the current religion of Jesus.’
 
Mission among Muslims: A Brief Historical Recap

Islam and Christianity are the two main missionary religions in the world. From the time of Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, Muslims encountered Christianity from a position of authority and strength. As Muslims conquered vast Christian territories from the seventh century, there came moments of intellectual discussions on matters of religious truth between Muslims and Christians. This pattern can be traced from Muhammad’s discussion with a group of Christians from Najran in 630, to discussions between Christian clergymen and Muslim rulers in the 9th and 10th century. Throughout these periods up to the crusades, the material produced for in-house Christian consumption bore the marks of a polemical approach to Islam with the purpose of preventing Christians from converting to Islam whilst the material meant for Muslim readership demonstrated a more conciliatory approach. St John of Damascus (675-753) and The Catholicos Timothy I (728-850), are representative of these responses.  
As Muslim conquests and rule took a strangle hold over Christians populations, ‘circumstances [became] such that it took considerable tenacity, often a kind of hopeless doggedness, to remain Christian’
 let alone to propagate Christianity. After the crusades, with the exception of a few individuals, the exchanges between the Muslim orient and Christian occident were in the main based on mutual suspicion, polemics and hostilities until European colonial expansion and missionary enterprise in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
 Despite what Muslim scholarship will have the world believe, the colonial political interest did not always coincide with those of the missionaries. In sub-Saharan Africa, Islam, with the patronage of the colonial powers, made more converts during colonial rule than it did in more than ten centuries of its presence.
 In most cases colonialism obstructed Christian missions to Muslims. In some places, missionaries were banned from operating in Muslim areas. The British in particular declared certain Muslim areas in Africa as “mission-proof” and banned Christian missions in those areas. Northern Ghana, Northern Sudan and Northern Nigeria were some of the “mission-proof” areas declared by the British.

In places like nineteenth and twentieth centuries India, the situation was different. Missionaries had the freedom to do missions among Muslims. Missionaries like Henry Martyn (1781-1812) preached without any hindrance. During the 1910 Edinburgh conference, Commission IV reported that ‘workers among Moslems in India all testify that their (Moslems’) attitude towards Christ and his people is more friendly and favourable than it was a generation ago’.
  Nevertheless, on the whole, the missionary enterprise in India amongst Muslims was unsuccessful.  This was put down to the approach adopted by the missionaries. True to their pessimism and protestations during the Edinburgh 1910 conference regarding points of contact between Islam and Christianity, the missionaries working amongst Muslims in the Indian sub-continent took a more confrontational and polemical approach to Islam. J. S. Trimingham aptly describes the approach in the following words:  

[T]hey would admit nothing good [in Islam] and gave a dogmatic presentation of Christianity.  They thought that it was their work to attack and break down the Islamic religious system, and their method was developed accordingly (sic).  They sought to prove to the Muslim by argument and controversy that Christianity was better, and to force an intellectual assent. They failed, for they were fighting on the Muslim’s own ground. 

The polemical approach as a means of reaching Muslims was a departure from the earlier general norm of employing tactics to discredit Islam and render it unattractive to Christians. As a result, the Indian sub-continent produced some of the most outstanding Christian/Muslim apologetic and polemical literature in the history of the encounters but few converts! Around the mid twentieth century, missionaries were starting to get frustrated by the negligible numbers of converts. An Anglican bishop, Timothy Olufosoye, writing about the situation in The Gambia exclaimed in a report: ‘we’ve toiled all night and caught nothing’, a quotation that was also the favourite passage amongst missionaries like Samuel Zwemer who spent more than 38 years (1890-1929) in Egypt and Saudi Arabia.
 These reports somehow led to what J. T. Addison called ‘the almost uniform reluctance of the Christian Church’ to do missions amongst Muslims.
  

Shifting Convictions and Commitments

As pointed out above, during the Edinburgh 1910 conference, the main theological prism through which the nature and practice of mission were viewed was the “fulfilment theology”. Today, however, the dominant theological prism is the “pluralists theology” as propounded by the likes of John Hick, Paul F. Knitter, J. S. Samartha and others.
 The pluralist view holds that all (the great) religions are equally valid paths of salvation. The confidence and conviction in Christian truth claims are now questioned and mission is no longer taken for granted. The argument now is that since all religions are equally valid paths of salvation there should be no need to seek to convert Muslims to Christianity and therefore the Great Commission now needs radical redefinition.
 It is now considered arrogant and imperialistic to seek the conversion of people of other religious traditions. 

In the post-colonial era, Christian missions in general and missions to Muslims in particular have therefore come under severe criticisms. Indeed conversion is a controversial issue especially in such places as India and the former communist countries of Eastern Europe, prohibited by law in Muslim countries and punishable by death in mainline Islamic teaching. Some leading Christian scholars and clergy contend that exclusivist claims and the missions it inspires have bred a ‘Christian superiority complex that supported and sanctified the western imperialistic exploitation of what today we call the Third World.’
 Muslim scholars and activists have also been unrelenting and scathing in their attacks against Christian missions. Muhammad Rasjidi characterises Christian missions in the Indonesian context as the ‘exploitation of the weak by the powerful, of the poor by the rich, of the undeveloped by the developed, of the common man by the clever elite’.
 

At a consultation in 1976 between Christian and Muslim scholars in Switzerland on the nature and history of Christian mission and Islamic Da‘wah, a resolution was passed, under strong Muslim pressure, calling for the suspension of Christian mission in Islamic societies in order ‘to cleanse the atmosphere of Christian-Muslim relations’.
 Many argue that mission poisons interfaith relations and is therefore inappropriate in a pluralistic context and that it should be replaced with interfaith dialogue. One of the many criticisms levelled against the late Pope John Paul II was that he actively encouraged evangelism while at the same time calling for dialogue with people of other religions.

As a result of attacks and criticisms against mission, the few Christians and mission organizations operating in Islamic contexts do so under a veil of secrecy, or so they think, as clandestines. The Insider Movements or C5ers in Islam is a typical example of clandestine missions among Muslims. As a strategy, new believers are required to remain within the mosque and the Muslim community, and, in some cases, missionaries are required to take Muslim names and observe the pillars of Islam.
 For these mission groups, undercover missions are the only way around threats from fundamentalists Islamic groups, laws against conversions in Muslim countries and to escape the critical eye of a google-ized world and the liberal secular media and academia. The practice of mission in Islamic contexts has therefore undergone radical, and some have argued, unethical revisions as a direct result of the criticism and attacks.

The World Council of Churches, which is a direct outgrowth of the Edinburgh 1910 Conference issued a document in November 2000 entitled Striving Together in Dialogue: A Muslim-Christian Call to Reflection and Action from a Christian-Muslim dialogue meeting in the Netherlands. In this document, the WCC talks of ‘a new understanding between Christians and Muslims’ and talks of a ‘change’ made possible as Christians in the West ‘were willing and able to rethink their relations with Islam and the Muslim world.’ This change includes ‘the critical re-examination of Christian mission and the awareness of increasingly being pluralist societies -- some formerly "Christian" -- account primarily for a new call to dialogue.’
 It is fair to say that the WCC has no clear position when it comes to missions amongst Muslims.

Mission and Dialogue: Locating our Discussion

To start with, it is important to note that the debate as to the appropriateness of mission is wholly targeted at Christian missions. Islam is a missionary religion and Muslims are engaged in da’wah, but so far, no scholarship or calls are directed at the suspension of Islamic da’wah. Furthermore, as someone from the majority south, it is important to locate the present discussion on the nature and practice of mission within its liberal Western Christian context. Tom F. Driver makes this point unashamedly in the following words: ‘It will be the better part of wisdom to acknowledge, even to stress, that the whole discussion about “religious pluralism,” as it is represented in this book [The Myth of Christian Uniqueness], belongs to Western liberal religious thought at the present time.’ Driver asserts that pluralism is a demand laid now upon Western Christianity, as a result of a history, which has largely been one of ‘universal colonialism.’

Christendom’s legacy of anathematization, damnation, excommunication and even extermination of dissenters, as well as slavery, colonialism, the two world wars and the enlightenment in Western Europe, all combine to provide the historical and intellectual context for the present discourse on the nature and practice of missions. These have combined to produce an inherited guilt complex so acutely felt in the West. Added to this legacy is the fact that the phenomenon of religious plurality is fairly new in the West as compared to Africa and Asia.  Similarly, to a very large extent, the religious ‘other’ in the West are immigrants, whereas in Africa the religious ‘other’ are blood relations and fully fledged citizens. The implication of all these factors is that the questions posed by religious plurality to Western Christianity are not necessarily the same as those for African Christianity. 
Mission Redefined and Reclaimed
From the majority South perspective, calls for the suspension or radical redefinition of missions will be viewed as misplaced for the following three reasons. There include the fact that, firstly, mission, properly understood is God’s business and not the Church’s business. Those who attack and call for the suspension of mission do so with the understanding that mission is the Church’s activity. However, from the second half of the last century, the understanding of the nature of mission has changed dramatically. The concept of Missio Dei, attributed to Karl Barth, means mission is understood as deriving from the very nature of God. Mission is not an activity of the Church but an attribute of God. God is a missionary God. There is a Church because there is mission, not vice versa. Missio Dei is about God the Father sending the Son, and God the Father and the Son sending the Holy Spirit, and the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit sending the Church into the world.
 The Church is therefore birthed out of mission, and missionary by calling not by nature. This is a significant departure from the understanding in 1910 that mission was the activity of the Church. 

Secondly, since the second half of the last century, the demographics and the very nature of Christianity itself have changed from what it was in 1910. The point has been made that in 1910 Western people were the representative Christian. From the post-colonial and post-missionary era, i.e. the mid 1960s onwards, ‘the map of the Christian Church, its demographic and cultural make-up, changed dramatically.’ Christianity exploded in the most unlikely places, given the least consideration by missionary specialists who gathered in Edinburgh in 1910, Africa. Andrew Walls notes, ‘After a Western phase that lasted several centuries, the Church has a new shape, a new ethnic composition and a new cultural orientation.’
 The face and very nature of Christianity are different today from what they were in 1910. As Lamin Sanneh points out, even though African Christianity is riddled with all kinds of ills and corruptions;
[it] has not been a bitterly fought religion: … no bloody battles of doctrine and polity; no territorial aggrandizement by churches; no jihads against infidels; ... The lines of Christian profession have not been etched in the blood of enemies. To that extent, at least African Christianity has diverged strikingly from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Christendom.
 

The shift of Christianity to the global South has implication for the discourse about the practice of mission. Western missionaries might have taken the seed of Christianity to the rest of the world, but the practice of missions today is largely the responsibility of world Christianity, which, unlike Christendom, is striking in its lack of political clout and imperialist ambitions. The “mission field” has changed and so has the missionary force whose ranks are now filled predominantly by Asian (Korean), African and Latin American Christians. Indeed there is now what some are calling “reverse mission”, mission undertaken by Christians from the global South to formerly Christian heartlands of the West, not through Home Mission Boards, but migration. It is now an established fact that about half of all churchgoers in London are black.
 A feature writer in the British Guardian newspaper declared in near exasperation that as the city of London, ‘the cynical capital of the unbelieving English … continues to be Africanised, so it is being evangelized’.
 The responsibility of determining the practice of mission therefore lies with world rather than western Christianity. 
Thirdly, as we have pointed already, Islam and Christianity are the only two world religions that have missions at the heart of their faith. Christian missions to Muslims in this context should go beyond the making of converts. As the only two missionary religions, it is in the interest of adherents of both traditions to have an open discussion on missions itself. In such conversations, the point has to be made that there can be no missions unless there is freedom of religion and that there is an inherent contradiction between mission or da’wah and criminalization of change of religion. As Kenneth Cragg puts it: ‘A true understanding of freedom, as freedom of movement of mind, demands that the option should exist’ and ‘freedom of belief must include freedom of disbelief’. This is so important, Cragg believes, because;

Freedom of conscience has an absolute value that transcends all special pleading. We are not seeking such changes primarily for the benefit of potential converts. Nor should thoughtful Muslims resist them for the sake of deterring such converts.’

Also, Muslims have to recognize the changing face of Christian mission in the twenty-first century borne by the Church from the global South. Which means instead of continuing to beat the dead donkey in western Christianity, Muslims have to engage with world Christianity and their understanding of mission. For majority world Christians, mission to the Church is like water to a fish. Worship and witness, profession and proclamation to the Church in the global South are like breathing-in and breathing-out. Another point is that a belief system that denies freedom of disbelief is a prison and no self-respecting faith wants to be a prison. My own understanding of mission as propagation or evangelism and dialogue is that while the former is primarily concerned with a change in the belief of the other, the latter is primarily concerned with a change in perceptions of and attitude towards the other.  The two cannot be mutually exclusive and are equally vital in any genuine pluralistic context.  

Christian mission in an Islamic context should therefore involve open and consistent conversations on religious freedom instead of missionaries behaving like drug traffickers or terrorist operatives constantly devising clandestine and underhanded ways of operation. Timothy Tennent is right in observing that the clandestine behaviour that has characterized Christian missions to Muslims in the last couple of decades is unethical and damaging to the credibility of Christians, breeding further distrust towards Christian missions. I share Tennent’s counsel that: ‘A more open witness in a straightforward, but contextually sensitive way seems to hold the greatest promise for effective and ethical Christian penetration into the Muslim world.’
 The Insider Movement, in my opinion, is therefore not the answer to the criminalization of Christian missions. 
Doing Mission God’s Way

Christian mission is not only about the Great Commission in Mathew 20:19-20. It is also about John 20:21: ‘As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.’ If mission is God’s business and the church only called to partake in it, then mission must be done God’s way. Doing mission God’s way, in my view, involves stepping up; stepping out; and stepping in. Christian mission starts with a call from God and a response from us. We need to step up in response to God’s call to mission. Abraham had to step up in response to God’s call to leave his homeland to an unknown place. The second point is the need to step out. The very act of creation as recorded in Genesis 1 and 2 is an act of God stepping out. In Philippians 2:6 Paul talks of the humility of Christ; ‘who, though he was God, did not demand and cling to his rights as God’ (LB). 2:7 ‘Instead, he emptied himself, taking on the very nature of a slave.  He became like human beings, appearing in human form’ (SE). In other words, God in Christ stepped out of his very being, his very nature. 
Mission is about expending the self not extending the self, which was the driving motivation at Edinburgh 1910. It is about going into a different culture, learning a different language rather than teaching others ones language and imposing ones culture on others. This was the Pauline missionary model: ‘To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law’ (1Cor. 9:20). In mission, we are called to step out of our comfort zones in order to step into unfamiliar and even strange areas. In Christ, God did not only step out, but stepped into our humanity. Mission is therefore incarnational. Mission is not only being prepared to “dirty” our hands, but, like clay pots bearing treasure, it involves being prepared, and in some cases, meant to be broken. Doing mission God’s way therefore is about stepping out in confident vulnerability.  
Finally, in carrying out God’s mission, Christians should bear in mind how the Lord Jesus himself chose to be remembered. ‘And he took bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me”’ (Luke 22:19). It is significant that of all that he accomplished during his time on earth, Jesus chose the brokenness of his body, his crucifixion and death for his own memorial, rather than his miracles or exaltation. That Jesus chose to lay power and fame aside and even to allow his own body to be broken in order to heal a broken world is what makes him unique and makes Christian mission imperative in a broken world. By his example, Jesus is teaching us that it takes a cross to fix a broken world not a crown! Christ as a person, rather than a dogma, should form the core of Christian witness. And, ‘as long as Christ is Christ, and the Church knows both itself and him, there will be a mission to Islam.’
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