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Problematizing missio Dei

 “… Listen, my darling, if you’re going to be religious, you must be either a Hindu, a Christian or a Muslim. …”

“I don’t see why I can’t be all three. Mamaji has two passports. He’s Indian and French. Why can’t I be a Hindu, a Christian and a Muslim?”

“That’s different. France and India are nations on earth.”

“How many nations are there in the sky?”

She thought for a second. “One. That’s the point. One nation, one passport.”

“One nation in the sky?”

“Yes. Or none. There’s that option too, you know. These are terribly old-fashioned things you’ve taken to.”

“If there’s only one nation in the sky, shouldn’t all passports be valid for it?”

A cloud of uncertainty came over her face.

“Bapu Gandhi said –”.

“Yes. I know what Bapu Gandhi said.” She brought a hand to her forehead. She had a weary look, Mother did. “Good grief,” she said.
 


Faced as we are, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, with a plethora of mission theologies, combined with major efforts to think about the need of mission in a globalized context, the question regarding the relevance and understanding of the term “mission” is a pressing one.  A recent issue of the International Review of Mission is devoted fully to the theme “Missio Dei Revisited Willingen 1952-2002.”
  This issue contains a wide range of articles looking at the concept from historical and contextual perspectives.  Writing from a contemporary Korean perspective, one of the writers points out that the concept has “broken down barriers but it has also created new ones: barriers between conservatives and progressives, between evangelism and humanization, between saving souls and social involvement,” and goes on to say that such barriers are only “gradually disappearing.”  This article raises two important questions as a conclusion: first, the relationship between missio Dei and money; and second, the relationship between missio Dei and other religions.
 


This paradigm, that of understanding mission as missio Dei, has dominated missiological thinking for the last fifty years at least,
 and has been enormously influential and generated a rich assortment of theological, ecclesiological and missiological thinking.
  However, for various reasons, not least connected with my engagement with the issues and themes raised by a pluralistic and post-colonial approach to the missiological questions of our time, I have increasingly become uneasy with the concept of missio Dei.  It is not that I believe that the concept has not made a significant contribution to our understanding of mission and missiology, but I have come to believe that we need to interrogate this concept and offer a theological critique of how this concept has played out in empirical terms, in order to provoke and stimulate other, possibly more productive and more relevant, ways of thinking and acting in this religiously plural and culturally globalized world.
  This discontent resulted in the following proposal that I made during an international consultation sponsored by the World Council of Churches.  (The theme of the consultation itself is symptomatic of the wider concern with the issue of missiology and relevance, missiology and credibility.)  At this meeting
 I suggested that

[a] re-examination of the missio Dei paradigm is necessary, because what is needed today is a mission paradigm that affirms our mission to God. Having gone through the consequences of theological thinking regarding the mission of God, and having explored human responsibility in this task, a reversal of the direction in trying to take seriously the human experience of both variety and difference in God/divinity, and what this means for the question as to whether there can ever be an understanding of a common mission of humankind, becomes an urgent theological task.


Naturally, such an affirmation provoked concern, a desire on the part of the participants to probe into the source of such discontent, and a genuine bewilderment that such a mode of questioning had even been thought necessary.   If Nirmal was right in his famous assertion that God does not read or write theology and that “theology has nothing to do with God,”
 can we “transpose” this theological point to the field of missiology and ask in what sense we can make the claim that mission is of God?  If mission is not of God, then what mission are we talking about?  We have not been afraid of coming to terms with the reality that mission as a human enterprise has been flawed and problematic,
 where it has been asserted that “[a]long with gunboats, opium, slaves and treaties, the Christian Bible became a defining symbol of European expansion.”
  Have we then tried to cover up for the harsh realities of how mission was organized, and how mission was experienced, by talking about something which could be indicated to have a divine origin?
  If mission is both a divine and a human enterprise, then what? Why use binaries?
  Can binaries become so intertwined that disentanglement is not only impossible, but also unnecessary?  Why not talk about mission as “theandric” – not as the “result” of binaries being intertwined, but as the very nature of the being of the divine?


If “life is always on the way to narrative, but it does not arrive there until someone hears and tells this life as a story,”
 then has the missio Dei concept reversed the direction and tried to shape a story out of its own understanding of the narrative, a narrative not weaved on the way, but offered ready-made, one-size-fits-all, to those on the way?  The recent prophetic and provocative “Princeton Proposal for Christian Unity” notes that the “life of the church … calls for continuous critical sifting and reconstruction of human identity. Elements that constitute our differences must be questioned, judged, reconciled, and reconfigured within the unity of the body of Christ ….”


In one sense this concern was also the concern of the one who did more than anything else to put the concept of missio Dei at the forefront of ecumenical thinking: Georg F. Vicedom.  It was dissatisfaction with the way in which mission had been sought to be justified on the basis of “missionary thought in the Bible,” or as being “possible and necessary among the nations,” or as “being derived from the church as a secondary assignment,” or as part of the spreading of “Christian culture.”  For Vicedom the missio Dei derives from the reality that “the Bible in its totality ascribes only one intention to God: to save [hu]mankind.”
  One is justified in asking whether Vicedom is right in ascribing the desire to save as being the only intention exhibited by God in the Biblical testimony.  Nevertheless what emerges is the sense of dissatisfaction with what passes for mission in his context and his desire to remind the church that “God Himself does mission work.”
  It is interesting that Vicedom concludes his work with a section on the “church of suffering” and writes that the “suffering of the congregation culminates in the redemption which is bestowed when Jesus Christ ushers in His Kingdom.  With this God concludes His missio.”
  What happens when the missio Dei is trumpeted and reinforced by churches and structures which have moved a long way away from “suffering,” however catchily suffering is defined?


Of interest at this point is the Princeton Theological Seminary doctoral dissertation by Ken Miyamoto.  Miyamoto, in his impressive work, which offers a nuanced and critical reading of the emergence and use of this idea in the ecumenical movement and in the Asian setting, reminds us that the Trinitarian understanding of missio Dei quickly moved to an exploration of how this matters and has consequences when one affirms the reality of this world as the arena of God’s activity and God’s mission.
  Miyamoto has revised and summarized part of his thinking in his contribution to the noteworthy new book edited by Lalsangkima Pachuau, Ecumenical Missiology.
  Here he writes that “ecumenical Asian theologians have almost always used ‘missio Dei’ with a world-centric connotation.  They have appropriated this Western term as the symbol that provides a focus around which this-worldly holiness in the Asian churches is given a coherent expression.”
  Questions abound: How does one link “this-worldly holiness” and the commitment to justice and social transformation?  The respected ethicist James Gustafson offers us sharply-pointed questions regarding our understanding of God’s “preferential option” for the poor and oppressed:

If God prefers the poor, why am I, my family, and countless others so fortunate?

If God prefers the poor, is the destitution, the pain and suffering of those millions whose plight draws our compassion due only to the human fault – sin?  Or is much of it the outcome of historical and natural conflicts and forces beyond the capacity of any individual human, or any government, or any nongovernmental organization, to alleviate, not to mention eliminate?  If God prefers the poor, is God impotent to fulfill that preference?  Or is it up to Christians, and non-Christians who often better marshal their powers, to actualize God’s preference for the poor? …  It is clearly the Christian mission to prefer the poor and oppressed.  But if that is a purpose of the Almighty, the Almighty is not Almighty.
 

These poignant questions serve to raise more questions.  Is missio Dei the only authentic way of valorising mission?  Must we “regress’ into the infinite depths of the heart of God in order to find a “source” for mission?  In other words, as Richebächer asks, is missio Dei the “basis of mission theology or a wrong path?”

Mission “to” God – Understanding missio Dei as 

missio humanitatis qua itinerarium in deum


At first glance the formulation of the phrase “mission to God” appears almost comical; we are so used to the other phrase, “mission of God”, which runs off our lips and emerges almost full-blown from the mind,
 that any “tampering” with such a time-honoured formulation seems sacrilegious.  While it is true that it has certainly been a powerful concept which has generated reams of theological reflection and informed missiological praxis, nevertheless, a shifting of the point of view is desirable in order to interrogate this concept and respond from a perspective which has been impacted by this concept, but has not been given sufficient opportunity to inform it.  What I am saying is that in order to stimulate and generate divergent viewpoints one needs to interrogate our understanding of the missio Dei concept, which seems to have achieved a paradigmatic status on par with homoousios in contemporary theological and missiological discourse.


These ideas resonate with what Thomas Thangaraj fears, when, drawing upon his experiences of dialoging in intercultural and inter-religious contexts, he writes that using missio Dei as a starting point results in opening “the discussion with well-developed Christian theological assertions about God’s nature and character [which] already close the doors on conversation before it begins.”
  One may ask what is wrong with “well-developed” theological assertions.  Thangaraj does an admirable job of tracing the appearance of the concept in ecumenical discussions, situating it in the emergence of the ecumenical movement, and presenting its meaningfulness, or otherwise, in contemporary religious and social realities.  Drawing from his own experiences in India, along with a deep sense of gratitude to the missionaries whose labour among his forebears led to “liberation, the flourishing of their human potential, and a regaining of their dignity and pride,”
 Thangaraj discusses problems associated with the uncritical use of the missio Dei terminology and goes on to investigate the concepts of missio humanitatis (defined as “an act of taking responsibility, in a mode of solidarity, shot through with a spirit of mutuality”)
 and, in terms of a Christian theology of mission, missio ecclesiae, where he develops the understanding of the mission of “ecclesial communities” as “cruciform responsibility, liberative solidarity, and eschatological mutuality.”
  Thangaraj is aware that an uncritical use of terms like “human” and “church” can lead to the charge of essentialism, and notes that even though there is “a multiplicity of understandings of the human, we can recognize the interconnectedness of these differing views at the level of self-consciousness, historicity, and ecological interdependence.”


Coming to a specifically Christian theology of mission, Thangaraj picks up the metaphor of a journey and asks:

Is God indeed in mission?  If so, what does it mean to speak of God’s being in mission?  If we go back to our earlier definition of mission as going-forth-ness, one can see how the Christian theological tradition can rightly claim God to be in mission.  This claim is sustained by two specific beliefs about God.  First, at the very heart of the inner self of God there is a journeying or going forth.  The doctrine of the Trinity is a significant way in which the Christian faith has celebrated this idea. … 

Second, God is also portrayed as One who is going forth toward all creation.  The doctrine of the Incarnation is concerned precisely with the explication of the idea of God’s going forth toward the world. … 

… the picture of God that emerges in the Christian theological tradition is a God who is in mission – going forth in God’s own self, and going forth toward the world for its redemption and fulfillment.  Therefore, what we are attempting is to reconstruct the three leading concepts – responsibility, solidarity, and mutuality – in light of this “missionary” God.


Thus, for Thangaraj, one needs to take seriously the question of the movement, the movement of God, the movement by God, which raises the question if “God takes time in his time for us,”
 then how do we use our time for God?  How do we “use” our time in a meaningful and authentic manner, when time has to be measured against eternity?  What I want to reiterate here is that we need to recognize that our inter-relationship with each other and with God involves our “movement” to God, a God who is on a pilgrimage to us.  Avoiding the charge of disguised Pelagianism, I want to use a modified version of the title of one of the most important works by the Franciscan saint Bonaventure (1221-1274),
 through which one can talk about the journey of humanity to God: humanitatis itinerarium in deum.  While this particular phrase may echo the many efforts that have been made to talk about the pilgrimage or quest of human beings to know or to seek God,
 what we need to do is to add the word “mission” and see how it unfolds: missio humanitatis qua itinerarium in deum.


Given the fact that the heading of this section has used a lot of Latin, one is justified in raising the issue regarding the “Latin captivity” of mission.  Must mission be conceptualized in neat Latin phrases in order to generate discussion, not least about what things “really” mean?!  In moving away from the Latin phrase missio Dei why are we talking in Latin about another way of looking at things?  Is there a subtle attempt here to display intellectual and philological sophistication and erudition in order to make a point?  At the same time, we have to ask about how the concept of “missio” itself functions.  If one does not deal with this then one is in danger of playing “language games” and trivializing the importance of this investigation.


At this point let me recollect a story from the writings of India’s Nobel-Prize winning author Rabindranath Tagore. In one sense it is an incomplete story:

Once after school I saw a most amazing spectacle from our western verandah. A donkey – not one of those donkeys manufactured by British imperial policy but the animal that has always belonged to our society and has not changed in its ways from the beginning of time – one such donkey had come up from the washerman’s quarters and was grazing on the grass while a cow fondly licked its body. …


What’s the purpose of this you may well ask? I’m not trying to draw a connection between the missio Dei as traditionally understood and the donkey “manufactured by British imperial policy,” nor am I trying to link my attempt to define “our mission to God” as something that “has not changed in its ways from the beginning of time”. Nevertheless I think that Tagore has made an interesting point.  The same (or at least a similar) thing can appear differently when

· the ideological basis of how an issue or concept has been presented in discourse is probed and explored;

· the location of the one doing the interrogation becomes a matter not just of information, but is acknowledged and problematized; and 

· the taken-for-granted nature of something that has won a well-deserved place not only in the history of literature, but in the imagination of thinking people, is now held up for investigation.

Probing into alternate ways of thinking and acting missiologically


There has been a great deal of thought expended on the understanding of mission as missio Dei.  It is not my intention to discount this.  At the same time we need to recognize and take into account the reality that dissatisfaction with this term already exists.
  Bosch writes that

It cannot be denied that the missio Dei notion has helped to articulate the conviction that neither the church nor any other human agent can ever be considered the author or bearer of mission.  Mission is, primarily and ultimately, the work of the Triune God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier, for the sake of the world, a ministry in which the church is privileged to participate ….  Mission has its origin in the heart of God.  God is a fountain of sending love.  This is the deepest source of mission.  It is impossible to penetrate deeper still; there is mission because God loves people.

Given this, I believe that my own exploration is an attempt to honestly and creatively explore how a shift from the overbearing emphasis on missio Dei (with all the epicycles that it generates) to understanding our mission to God can contribute to our discussion.


Bert Hoedemaker has pointed out that mission thinking

was domesticated by an ecumenical paradigm that was characterized by the rediscovery of the church as the essential unit of witness and by a concept of global salvation history with the reigning Christ as its center. The concept of missio Dei served to express the coherence of these elements, and a continuing discussion on the relation between mission and unity became necessary. Against the background of serious challenges to the missionary movement … the whole paradigm became a powerful tool to create a broad and strong ecumenical movement. At the same time, it can be observed in hindsight that the vagueness and pliability of the missio Dei concept, as well as the unsolvability of the mission-unity question, signalled the incompleteness of the learning process.


The theologian of inter-religious dialogue and inter-religious relationships, Paul Knitter, has examined the question of mission in a dialogical context in great depth in his many writings.  Exploring the idea of the reality that within “God’s very being there is communication, communication that is not one-sided but relational,” he writes:

This same dialogical nature of God is carried out in God’s missio ad extra – the divine going forth in self-communication to finite creatures.  It is a communication that is never imposed on the recipients.  Rather, creatures are affirmed, respected.  They, too, must speak.  And God’s communication, in a real sense, is dependent on that speaking and response (otherwise free will would not be real).  Creatures may not have the power to break off the conversation for good, but they certainly are part of determining its content, direction, and outcome.  Therefore, in the self-communicating mission of God, the Divine not only speaks, but listens, waits, values, challenges, and – some Jewish and process theologians would add – learns from the response of creation.  The missio Dei is therefore the dialogus Dei.

Given this reality, we need to ask:

· What is the relationship between mission and the church?  If the church can only be defined in relation to its self-understanding of the mandate which it claims to have inherited, then has the experience and reality of mission in the twentieth century been sufficiently and soberly investigated?  Can one claim to need some more “distance” before such an undertaking is carried out, or, given the urgency of the situation at the beginning of the twenty-first century, especially in the current Indian scenario, can we be complacent and watch things as they are and allow our theological thinking and our missiological praxis to drift, and claim that this is because of the “blowing of the Spirit”?

· How do we come to terms with the “deep ambivalence”
 with which those of us who are the recipients of the missio, whether of God or not, have to reckon with in our attempts to come to terms with what such a missiological encounter has led us to be today?  Asking, along with Samartha, as to why the words “mission and conversion” are “received with such dread in countries in Asia and Africa even to this day,”
 it is necessary to face up to the reality that mission as experienced hardly meets the criterion spelt out in the theological understanding of the missio Dei.  One may argue that it is precisely because of this difference that the need and necessity of the missio Dei corrective is necessary – in order that such issues can be put in perspective.  However, is this not like offering soap made by multi-national companies to poor children in Indian villages to make them wash their hands to prevent diarrhoea and dysentery, and then making them pay for the fact that rural sanitation has deliberately been a low priority for national economic planning and for the globalized practitioners of local forms of self-reliance? 

· Recently, seemingly informed and comprehensive, detailed and elaborate Biblical exegesis led to a conclusion that “the role of the church of the ages” is to acknowledge that the “disciples’ mission is to be characterized by an obedient relationship to their sender, Jesus, by a separation from the world, and by an inaugurated eschatological outlook.  This perspective is to inspire the church’s ingathering of believers into the Messianic community.”
  In this context where one is not able to get away from Biblically-inspired traditional language and imagery, then should we not acknowledge that the usage of missio Dei has only served to reinforce such traditional concepts and understandings of mission and missiology and has hardly played a role in offering alternate and more nuanced and sensitive ways of thinking? 

· In India there is an extensive discussion going on regarding the nation, identity, religion and tolerance.
  How have we succeeded in integrating such analysis into our discourse on mission?  How has missiological praxis been impacted and how have the wide variety of the practioners of mission responded to such discourse?  Since postcolonialism has enabled one “to throw off the victim syndrome” and prevents “interpretation from being too nativistic or nationalistic,”
 how have we imbibed such modes and ways of thinking into our understanding of ourselves and of our mission? 

Another important point that needs to be taken up here, is that regarding the link between the understanding of “our” mission to God and terrorism.
  This is an important and, as all of us are aware, a painful reality as we move, chastened and uncertain, into the 21st century.
  The issue becomes even more pressing as we are confronted with two realities: 

· the reality that many acts of terror in the present are motivated and informed by an understanding that such actions are part of an important and even soteriologically significant accomplishment of the individual (or group) to and for God.

· the reality that many acts of terror in the past were motivated and informed by an understanding that such actions were part of an important and even soteriologically significant accomplishment of the individual (or group) to and for God.


It is precisely because of this history that I believe we need to explore how an understanding of our mission to God has functioned and ought to function in contemporary theological discourse and action in India today.

Prioritizing our mission to God


Am I not being rather naïve in all this?  Isn’t any attempt to move the discourse from talking about the mission of God to our mission to God dangerously simplistic?  At least in talking about the missio Dei we had a reference point beyond ourselves and an orienting center beyond ourselves.  Who is this “our” – who are the “we”?  Is this not sinking into the sands of relativity and subjectivity, and is such an attempt doomed not even to leave footprints on these sinking and shifting sands, which all too quickly will regain their original texture, undisturbed by the struggles played upon them, benignly waiting for the next theological debate to fall into them?  Even if this “we” encompasses the church, “[i]n this time of unparalleled threat to all of existence, the idea of a solely church-centered approach to mission seems parochial and self-defeating.  The missio Dei proves greater than the limits of vision and resources of Christ’s church.”
  So – doesn’t the affirmation of the missio Dei help to serve as a corrective to our quick, and perhaps futile, attempt to locate missiological activity in the church or in ourselves? 


What are the contours of talking about the implications of a missiological understanding of our mission to God?  For those of us who have a deep and abiding commitment to the exploration of theological issues and themes that we believe are crucial in the present context of pluralism and disparity, religious and economic, the question regarding our mission to God holds both promise and frustration.  Promise, because we can now own responsibility for our actions and truly attempt to translate our commitment to both inter-religious understanding and missiological praxis in a world of competing claims and counter-claims regarding how the divine is conceived and understood; frustration, because such an endeavour is fraught with the possibility of motivations being misunderstood and propositions and proposals being misattributed, with motives being implied. 


Yet, in this postcolonial context, it is necessary to straddle the world of promise and frustration, because our mission to God speaks of responsibility and not just of grace.  “In postcolonial memory it is the memory of present predicaments that recalls the dislocations of the past.”
  Such memories demand that we go in search of not just new meanings but new epistemologies – even those that have to be arrived at by rejecting the existing ones.  It is only then that what we do belies the fear expressed in the following words:

On one hand, it is critical to question authoritative Eurocentric imaginings, to interrogate the aggressive self-representations of post-Enlightenment traditions and Western modernities.  After all, epistemic violence is very much part of our here-and-now, defining the murky worlds we inhabit.  On the other hand, we also need to guard against adopting and reproducing the several facile strains of anti-Enlightenment rhetoric that are on offer today.  To reify and romanticize traditions or communities is not only to construct a new nativism – it is also to mock the subjects we study, to pillory the peoples who form the basis of our interventions, to stage other forms of epistemic violence.
 

Thus, what one is engaged in is not the “dissolution of differences but about re-negotiating the structure of power built on differences.”


Our mission to God is not afraid to affirm new knowledge forms that come from the so-called margins.  It will find a way of questioning received ideas of mission and yet create a notion of mission that is not simply built on any form of nativism.  Those for whom the violence of mission in various overt and subtle forms has contributed directly and indirectly to what it is that defines their identity in the India of today are not prepared to run away from the processes necessary for the re-signification of what it means to talk about our mission to God.  The “our” seeks to reclaim space, reach out in order to seek partnerships across ancient enmities, explore traditions and experiences from the past, valorise and interrogate the complexities of the present, and foster any inquiry that seeks to understand rather than explain, in a spirit of honest listening and learning.


How far have we really got?  Talking about our mission is not just talking about us. We’re very good at that and can go on indefinitely on this track.  We need to talk about our mission to God.  Is this a long and convoluted way round to come back to our starting point about the missio Dei?  While we continue to debate on this, let me affirm that this displaced (misplaced?) way of interrogation forces us to re-examine the manner in which we begin and the way in which the beginning is shaped not by a referent outside ourselves, but by an appeal to indicate, as unambiguously as possible, how we understand ourselves and our mission to God in this world of religious variety and economic disparity.


In India, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, as we attempt to articulate the way in which we understand and define our mission to God, we need to affirm that we 

have to look beyond the traditional hermeneutical arenas, such as in the Christian West.  What these new readings in foreign contexts do is to relativize the Christian text and invite and force Christian interpreters to keep their eyes open to disruptive, even uncomfortable, readings.  This means constantly rethinking Christian hermeneutical conclusions, accepting them as only provisional, and acknowledging their methods as tentative.  Anything other than this will be a return to the exegetical imperialism that has often marked and marred Christian scholarship.


Herein lies the challenge that we should not be afraid of accepting.  Our mission to God forces us to try and articulate – and contemplate – who this God really is.  This attempt comes about because we are forced to look into ourselves, our fears and frustrations, our prejudices and our value-systems, our happiness and our use of pleasure, in order that we may be ready and willing to give expression to the hope that is within us, a hope that engages our very being in our mission to God through our mission to our neighbor, whoever this neighbor may be, and whatever “mission” this neighbor may have to us, in the gloriously frightening and exhilarating multiplicity of the pilgrimage of life in India today.

Conclusion: On the way to mission


Donkeys have become quite a rare sight in urban India today.  But as a child, growing up in Bangalore, I remember feeling sorry for the dhobi’s donkeys, plodding patiently along, with an immense burden of either dirty or freshly-washed clothes on their backs.  My grandmother pacified me by saying that donkeys have a very strong backbone and that what looked like a terribly heavy load was actually quite manageable! Well, if Jesus deigned to ride on a donkey’s back, symbolizing the missio humanitatis qua itinerarium in deum, there must be something in it ….
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Blessed the parents, too weak to brush away


the vibrant flies. … 


					Blessed


my silence and my wife’s as we chewed our hot
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