The post-modern condition and the churches’ (co)mission
This article has been prompted by the discussion of post-modernity and mission initiated by Professor Henriksen of the Norwegian School of Theology. 
 His thesis is, in my opinion, challenging, provocative, and in parts questionable. I will, therefore, set forward a different missiological response to the phenomenon of post-modernity, in so far as this latter can be grasped with some degree of accuracy. On reading Henriksen’s approach to the question of post-modernity and mission, four main elements seem to stand out. I will take these as the main headings of my interaction with the issues.
Understanding post-modernity
Although a fairly prevalent social and cultural set of circumstances, known as post-modernity, has influenced the beliefs and life-styles of many people living in Western nations in recent decades, its exact nature is not easy to pin down. It is an exaggeration, however, to say that “quite a substantial part of the time-span of the 100 years since Edinburgh 1910 has been postmodern.”  Most historical accounts place its incipient origins in the mid 1950s, beginning in the field of architecture, with the collapse of modernist architecture, described as
“…harsh, rigid skyscrapers and standardised mass housing which does away with individualized nooks and crannies, the idiosyncrasies of clutter, in the name of purity and clarity.” 
 
      However, a notable cultural revolt against the pretensions of modernist aspirations in other fields of endeavour did not really gather momentum until the beginning of the 1970s (at the earliest); whilst Lyotard’s book, 
 first published in 1978, was a main contributory factor in the development of a post-modern consciousness. The statement that a society “has been postmodern” is also problematical. It suggests a massive shift of thought and value systems away from the cultural assumptions imbibed from a modernist or Enlightenment worldview to something substantially different. I believe that the force and influence of post-modern ideas are greatly exaggerated, not least by Christian thinkers, perhaps under the illusion that these produce a cultural environment more conducive to spiritual and religious sympathies than the rigid, secular mentality fostered by an over-rationalist modernity. 
      Western societies are neither modern nor post-modern in any all-pervasive sense. They shown signs of an unstable mixture of elements from both tendencies. In many areas of life, such as science, technology, economics, business, law and education (not least the requirements for higher degrees in the University sector), the rational procedures highlighted by modernity are still taken for granted. At the same time, some of the characteristics of the post-modern condition, highlighted by Hendriksen, are apparent in some sectors of society. He identifies the following traits. First, there is a scepticism towards grand narratives. These are over-arching accounts of the reality of the universe and of men and women’s place in it. They may claim to describe the direction in which history is going, as in the case of Marxist accounts of the class struggle or neo-liberal accounts of the beneficial progress of capitalism as a wealth-creating mechanism. They may subscribe to the belief that scientific discoveries will eventually explain all the mysteries of life and will ultimately produce for all freedom from the struggle for existence. They may be based on religions that proclaim a universal message of liberation from the anxieties, abuses, violence and self-centredness of human life. 
“In contrast to these comprehensive and globalizing theories about human existence, postmodernity proposes a reading of history always bound by limited, context-specific, fallible, and therefore constantly revisable perspectives.” 

   Secondly, there is doubt about the view that language accurately depicts an objective reality. In the words of Hendriksen,

“There is no neutral, commonly valid or acceptable description of the world…There is no neutral language and no generic language accessible to all.”

Language, it is said, is rooted in particular contexts, and can only ultimately be understood by those who share that context. The consequence of recognising this, according to Hendriksen, is that

“We also get different understandings and expressions of understanding when we discuss the same topic. The insistence on the difference in understanding…has been a growing one over the last 100 years.”
This could well mean that our use of concepts is so diverse, given radically different cultural assumptions, that we simply fail to engage in a mutually comprehensible conversation with those of other backgrounds.

   Thirdly, following on from the variations in the use of language, we cannot assume that there is a common human rationality. According to Hendriksen,

“We construct different or plural forms of rationality according to specific interests, needs and concerns. We cannot transcend in any radical way the fact that we live in and are conditioned by a certain context that has its special patterns of understanding, rationality and communication.”

   Finally, and most importantly, we live in an age that celebrates a plurality of views, expressions, customs, traditions and ways of living:

“In its attitude to social existence, postmodernity delights in difference. In line with its deep suspicion of a culturally imposed, rational uniformity, it proposes the inviolable right of minority groups to deviate from the norms of the majority.” 

To recognise plurality is to recognise the legitimacy of being different and thinking in divergent, contrasting, inconsistent and even conflicting ways. The result is that ‘the Other,’ (the excluded opposite) is given a chance to be listened to and is allowed to 

“unsettle the ‘essences’ and ‘certainties’ of ‘normal’ society, in order to rehabilitate those ideas and institutions which have been marginalized or eliminated from the mainstream of social engagement.” 

   Post-modern thought is concerned to undermine the assumption that there is only one way of thinking, reasoning, relating to the world, using language, setting goals, relating to other humans and discerning right and wrong. It wishes to subvert the view that the only future for humanity is an extrapolation of a civilisation (Western) that emphasises rational planning, creates global markets, encourages endless consumerism, considers scientific knowledge to be the only universally valid understanding of the world, exalts technology as the solution to all ills and exploits and corrupts the environment. Above all, it is troubled by the perceived threat of an imposed uniformity on social engagement and cultural expression through the enactment of ever more restrictive laws that control what may be said and what it is permitted to do. 

Challenges to Christian mission
There is, of course, much more that can be said about post-modernity. 
   This is enough, however, to realise that the post-modern condition poses serious questions to the Christian community in assessing its calling to be light in the world and the salt of the earth: what world and which earth? Hendriksen spells out some of these problems. There is the case of what he calls hard pluralism. That is the realization that there are differences of opinion so severe that there is little or no hope of them ever being resolved. To use the language of philosophy, they are incommensurable. This fact has implications for inter-religious dialogue. It is futile to pretend that all religions, though using different languages and concepts, are all pointing to the same ultimate reality:
“You offend both Jews and Christians if you say that they are basically one and the same religion…You thereby…ignore how one of these religions (Christianity) is in fact constituted by its difference to the other.”
What is true of these two religions, which share the same Scripture, is even truer of other religions which stand much further apart. 
   Given that there is abroad a deep scepticism towards any statement that claims to be addressed equally to all people, promoting a message of universal importance and relevance becomes problematical. Moreover, there is the danger that 

“the church under postmodern conditions runs the risk of becoming just one more “cultural tribe” which seeks to increase its influence and dominion.”
In other words, it is hard to avoid the accusation that the church has concocted a message, simply in order to be able to assert and promote its own unique and privileged position within all cultures and social contexts.
   Another major question has to do with notions of historical contingency and limited perspectives. If it is true that “there are unlimited possibilities of understanding phenomena in different ways” and that, therefore, “one should not stick to one mode of understanding, but constantly try to overcome, criticize, make more complete and transcend what is a finalized and given position”, then “the past and the already given cannot have any inherent and final normativity”.  And, if it is true that no-one can claim an “authority based on “God’s eye view” of the world, then it would seem logical that in order “to clarify what can count as reliable”, one needs to “have a serious discourse with all relevant positions”. 
   In other words, nothing from the past can be taken for granted (including a written text as Scripture and the formulation of basic beliefs in the ecumenical creeds) and nothing in the present is secure, unless it has been subjected  to the opinions of others who may legitimately see the meaning of existence in radically different ways. This will lead the Church to “the necessity of constantly rearticulating the Christian message in new ways”. The message at all times (including presumably the time of the apostolic testimony to Jesus, the Messiah) could have been stated differently. It is basically a message set out in terms of shifting cultural resources. This being the case, there is always 
“the possibility to reconstruct patterns, constructions and rationalities in the light of other insights. This not only contributes to the multiplicity of constructions, but also amplifies the experience of plurality and contingency.”
The present situation of Christian faith 

Prior to setting out his own vision for the mission of the church in a post-modern context, Hendriksen turns his attention to two further considerations relevant to the question in hand. First, he wishes to give full sway to the notion of ‘the Other:’
“The Other is not someone determined and perceived solely from my own privileged point of view, but someone who offers me another point of view…” 
In other words, the Other represents a disturbing presence which (who?) does not allow me to remain content with my understanding of reality, but challenges me to leave the comfort zone of my own understanding hitherto and embrace (in all likelihood) another way of looking at the world. As often cited in post-modern thinking, the Other cannot be reduced to the same. This means that I cannot simply fit different views into my own framework, thereby nullifying their critical force. Hendriksen hints that the Other ultimately can be categorised as God, the one who stands over against humanity calling it to account and expanding the boundaries of what can be perceived. 
   Hendriksen is surely right that “we have more to learn and to understand from this world in which God has placed us with God’s mission.” It would be arrogance of the most extreme form to pretend that we already had all the answers to the complexities of human existence in a vast universe. We do not know from what direction we may receive wisdom and knowledge that will enrich our appreciation of the full reality of existence. All this is true. However, it is not necessary to invoke the spectre of post-modernity to make this point; it should be deeply embedded in our self-understanding as the finite creatures of an infinite God. Not only is there always more to learn about God and God’s world, there is a responsibility to be open to correction. 
   In the case of post-modernity, it is not easy to see why I should be interested in listening to and regarding as important what the Other has to say. The problem is that, in a post-modern setting, I personally am the ultimate reference-point for deciding what is worth listening to, and what is not. And, if this is so, by what criteria do I judge whether the Other is to be taken seriously?  I do not believe that post-modern thinking can give a coherent answer to that question. Listening to the Other may simply give rise to more confusion. There is an incredible babble of voices in our contemporary world, many of them saying wholly contradictory things. What we need, therefore, is not simply a listening ear, but discernment: we need to know whether the other is talking sense. We need some kind of utterly reliable reference-point in relation to which we can have some assurance that we are not being deluded. 
   Hendriksen points to God as this ultimate benchmark. However, he immediately invalidates his own line of reasoning by suggesting “that God always transcends our notions and ideas of what God is.” Here, we have to be extremely careful that we do not fall into the post-modern trap of an endless deferment of knowledge, such that we are constantly revising our notions, never ever capturing the essential nature and meaning of anything. Such a move would be self-defeating, for we could never know that God is not like the way we know him, unless we already had reliable knowledge of how God is. In other words, we need to be able to start with a true understanding of God, even though limited, in order to be able to correct our false notions of God. Apart from this, everything we say is either pure personal preference or speculation, neither of which amounts to an Other from whom we may receive additional insights and understanding about the human condition. 
   So, contrary to Hendriksen’s assumption that the post-modern “insistence on plurality and construction” points to the figure of the Other, the Other actually vanishes in the very undifferentiated plurality that post-modernity espouses. Now, Hendriksen seems to acknowledge that this may be the case when he turns to his second major consideration, the notion of givenness. The Other now becomes the given. This implies a robust doctrine of creation and the related ideas of natural law and natural theology. “God is active in all of creation, also outside the spheres of faith and church.” “God’s work is prior to any human activity.” “Not everything in the world is constructed – something is there before the construction that takes place in human reasoning through understanding and reflection.” “The given suggests boundaries for our constructions as well. This implies that a total relativism is impossible, simply because we cannot construct the body or the world in any way we like.” “Our constructions are dependent upon the given character of God’s creation. Hence, they are already initially determined by what God has done.”
   The burden of Hendriksen’s argument at this point is that there is a given reality, which remains what it is independent of our thinking about it or acting upon it. This is profoundly un-postmodern, which stipulates that the real can only be reached through our subjective perceptions and constructions. The philosopher Kant has been enormously influential in persuading generations that we cannot know how things are in themselves; “we can only know them as they appear to us through the categories of the mind.” 
 Here, Hendriksen seems to be somewhat equivocal, for having developed the concept of the given in ways that suggest an objectivity not compromised by our whole subjective mental apparatus, he then seems to advocate another form of philosophical idealism:
“The given itself is only accessible through a certain cultural shape (construction).”

   The problem with this affirmation is that, if taken at face value, it means that we cannot get behind our constructions of the world to the ultimately given. Hendriksen, however, wants to maintain that we must, so that we can deconstruct “outdated or obsolete constructions of cultural forms” and set up “a barrier against any total relativism.”  Science, ultimately, is dependent on a realist view of the material world, for the predictive success of scientific theories demonstrates the ability of scientific method to make contact with the ultimately given. It shows that the given is not just an hypothesis but can actual be known. Science, however, does not have the ability to know everything about human life in God’s given world, so we also need God’s word to help us discover the fuller picture:

“God’s word can have an impact upon how we develop the constructions of our culture, and on our understanding of and ordering of the world.” 
   Here, I think Hendriksen could be more positive about the place of God’s word in appreciating the nature of reality and being involved in its guardianship and supervision. Thus, for example, if “God is…working in and by means of our cultural constructions …by inspiring us through his Word”, he also sometimes has to work against us when we decide to flout the workings of creation and do violence to the people he has created.
 We also need to know whether the Word has a determining impact not just a motivating and encouraging one. The main given has to be the Word of God; creation is also a given, but needs the Word to interpret it. These are the two ‘books of God’ to which Francis Bacon made reference. 
   Hendriksen’s final conclusion to his discussion of the ‘Other’ and the ‘given’ is that 

“this means respect and tolerance for those not sympathetic to Christian faith and thinking. That is a consequence of accepting that we live in a postmodern culture, marked by plurality.”

There are two basic problems with this statement. Firstly, respect and tolerance do not belong to the same moral categories. Respect for other human beings, whatever their beliefs and actions, is an absolute moral injunction, since they bear the very image of God. They have a value, intrinsic to their humanity, which cannot therefore be either conferred upon them by other humans or taken away. Tolerance, however, is by no means a categorical moral duty. There are many things we should not tolerate, such as withdrawing respect from others, abusing them and arbitrarily taking away their freedoms. 
 The two moral virtues may well clash; when they do, respect trumps tolerance. This is a truth often misunderstood in our ultra-liberal, post-modern societies in the West. Tolerance of difference, often in the name of multi-culturalism, can easily be the consequence of or result in indifference to various forms of ill-treatment. 

   Secondly, for a Christian neither respect nor an appropriate tolerance is the result of “accepting that we live in a postmodern culture, marked by plurality.” It is, rather, the consequence of accepting the Gospel of Jesus Christ that takes both the dignity of human beings and the reality of their sin seriously. In other words, our attitude and behaviour towards others cannot be grounded in the shifting sands of an ever-changing cultural mood, but in the tried and tested eternal Word of God. 
The mission of the Church
The whole preceding discussion sets the context in which the church’s engagement with contemporary Western society and culture takes place. Naturally, the nature of this engagement will depend to some degree on one’s assessment of the character and importance of the post-modern condition. I have already given reasons why, at crucial points, I dissent from Hendricksen’s interpretation of the present context for mission in the West. It is not surprising, therefore, that I should find myself disagreeing fairly profoundly with his principal proposal that the major task of those who represent Christian faith in the West is to find appropriate ways of retraditionalising it. 
   The key defining point for engagement in mission is apparently no longer, as the church had long thought, the commission that comes from its resurrected Lord to proclaim and live out the reality of God’s kingdom and make disciples of Jesus among all peoples, but “the secularized individual and his or her need for finding a more comprehensive pattern of meaning and understanding in his/her life.” The church’s task, according to this way of looking at mission is to offer “resources for the shaping of personal identity in a culture of pluralism,” where individuals decide, according to their own sense of need, what makes their life worth living.
   According to this view, in an inescapably pluralistic culture, the church simply represents one set of traditions among a plethora of options available that may or may not seem relevant to people’s felt need for “resources of morality, cultural identity etc....irrespective of their personal faith.” It is to be hoped that in societies like the Nordic countries, where “a majority of people maintain their membership in these (mainstream) churches without actively practicing religion or sharing the “official faith” or confession of these churches,” the people may turn to the church in order to “develop as humans – in a way that leads to deeper spiritual life.” “Thus, the churches will be filling the void left by a consumerist culture that not only leads to a uniform and flat type of cultural sphere, but which is also basically unable to provide people with a sense of life’s meaning and direction.” In this kind of context, the church’s main task, according to Hendriksen, is to find ways of capitalising on its long deep association with and impact on society and culture in Western secularised nations, so that people may find “resources for life-interpretation and a different way of engaging with reality.”

   For a number of reasons I believe that this approach to mission in a post-modern climate is profoundly mistaken. I will try to set out the arguments that should, I believe, point to a different account of the church’s mission engagement with contemporary life-forms in Western nations.

Post-modernity is itself a problem

Throughout his article, Hendricksen seems to believe that post-modernity is a given reality that simply has to be accepted. He allows that a plurality of beliefs, moral values, and life-style choices are just a fact of life, and are to be welcomed because they challenge all monolithic interpretations of human existence. He resolutely refuses to admit that the main characteristic of post-modernity is that it is infused with a spirit of relativism. Humanity’s great enemy, according to post-modernity, is the claim that ultimate truth can be known, for this leads inexorably to hegemony and doctrinaire authoritarianism:

“Post-modernism…means cutting ourselves adrift from solid and stable boundary markers of what is right and wrong, good and bad, correct and incorrect, true and false, real and illusory and sailing off into the unknown without benefit of map and compass.” 
 
   For post-modern thinking truth-claims are always relative to a particular tradition. There is no universally valid norm to measure all possible deviations. Human discourse can describe what is counted as normal belief and behaviour at any one time; it has no tools for measuring what is normative. Now Hendriksen seems to go along with this way of conceiving reality, rather than seeing it as a profound difficulty for human flourishing. It leads to the absolute authority of the individual “I” in deciding what is to be believed and practised:

“Authority in a retraditionalization process does not lie with the tradition in question, but with the individual.” 
   What post-modernity recommends is that individuals keep their options open among a wide variety of interpretations of experience. Choice becomes the main factor; and for choice to be meaningful there needs to be “a wide spectrum of resources that can be called tradition.” It is amazing that, given Hendriksen’s subsequent criticism of some forms of Christianity (most notably those that associate themselves with “powers that may appear as having imperial aspirations”), he should recommend a process that can and does lead to people choosing the exotic and the unfamiliar – the whole gamut of new age fantasies, alternative medicine and therapies and any crackpot invention that can be touted for profit – or an authoritarian creed, where the individual submits blindly to the programme of a cult figure. The problem is that post-modernity dismisses truth-claims as discriminatory and, therefore, oppressive; for, if there are true statements about reality, there are also false ones. However, in his account of the plurality of traditions, Hendriksen does not seem to acknowledge the very real possibility that some may be erroneous and destructive. With the emphasis on the authority and choice of the individual and the entirely pragmatic advantages of opting for one tradition over against another, what might hinder a person choosing to follow a tradition (perhaps unwittingly)  that is thoroughly harmful to human life?
“It is a strange irony of the post-modern stance that the apparently radical idea of ridding thought of the notion of correspondence actually encourages the determination of ‘truth’ by means of arbitrary power and authority. Unless there is an independent point of reference, truth equates with subjective reckonings and issues are settled by either superior force or persuasive power.”  

To take the post-modern condition at face value without apparently submitting it to critical scrutiny is to expose people to the very real possibility of deceptive, noxious and fantastical beliefs and practices.
The Christian faith is not just one option among many

Hendriksen certainly gives the impression that in a post-modern climate it would be arrogant and futile to distinguish too readily between different kinds of religious traditions and spiritual experiences. Thus he says, for example,

“With postmodernity, emphasis is not on doctrine, but on religious culture as providing means of self-expression…Globalization makes world-views more relative, and recognizes the equality of different forms of socio-cultural formation and simultaneously celebrates heterogeneity and variation.” 

It is true that Hendriksen is here describing the way in which post-modern consciousness shapes the attitude of the contemporary generation in their attitude towards religion and experiences of the spiritual dimension of life. He is not necessarily giving his own view. Nevertheless, in the final section of his article, he appears to endorse the legitimacy of plurality in people’s approaches to the spiritual:
“The days of rejecting people’s experiences as not “fitting” Christian doctrine are past…A constructive and productive engagement with people’s experiences is called for in a postmodern context where the church can no longer define on its own what counts and what does not as having spiritual significance.”
Taken at face value, these affirmations seem to be saying that every experience that people have of a reality beyond the mundane should be affirmed by the Christian community. If this is not the case, how may one discriminate between valid and invalid experiences, if Christian doctrine is not a reliable guide? 
   The church as it contemplates its calling within a post-modern climate is caught in a dilemma. On the one hand, and quite rightly, it no longer commands any particularly privileged position within the populace. It cannot any longer take for granted that people will listen to its message as having authority and a normative value just because it comes from the church. In this sense, Western nations are decidedly post-Christian:

“The church cannot any longer take for granted that it is well known what its message is. We can no longer count on people to know what Christianity is all about.”

On the contrary, what often filters through to the general population as constituting the belief of Christians is a highly distorted version, fabricated by the media. One can almost guarantee that many professional commentators on matters religious, including the religious correspondents of newspapers and the broadcast media, not to mention the opinions of the ‘new atheists’ (Dawkins, Grayling, Harris and many others), will seriously misrepresent mainstream Christian belief. Therefore, there is no alternative but to begin where people are ‘spiritually’ in their post-modern habitat. 
   On the other hand, as Hendriksen recognises, there is a givenness to the shape of the world and human existence within it, which is objectively real, whatever people may think or experience. Moreover, the church has been entrusted with “a responsibility for maintaining a unifying tradition based on preaching the one Word of God to all people at the same time.” In other words, God’s revealed Word is applicable to all people. It is contemporary. It is one, in the sense that it is not open to many, varying and even contradictory interpretations. Hendriksen sums up this aspect of the Church’s calling by saying that “a basic affirmation of this world as God’s world is a precondition for arguing that the Gospel is good news.” However, this strand in Hendriksen’s perception of the mission task of the church is not developed. Nowhere does he equate God’s Word with Jesus Christ as interpreted by the first witnesses of his life, death and resurrection. Nowhere does he set forth what he understands by the good news of the Gospel; that, for example, the Gospel is good news because it proclaims what God has done and is doing to rescue humanity from all kinds of idolatry (including religious idolatry) and injustices that are destroying God’s good creation.
   Whatever Hendriksen’s ultimate intention, he gives the impression of promoting what one might call an ultra-accommodationist approach to culture. It appears to begin from the old presupposition (strongly represented in the 1960s) that ‘the world sets the agenda.’ His diagnosis of the mood of contemporary Western, secular cultures, is perceptive. However, he does not really begin to explore the negative effects of pluralism and relativism. Though he speaks about Christian tradition, he does not identify it. Does it have an irreplaceable core that is not modifiable according to the shifting sands of time and place? His argument about difference would seem to show that he is equivocal at this point. If it does not have this recognizable and non-negotiable core self-understanding, from where does the identity of the Christian community come? How do we recognise one another across history and cultures as belonging to the same one body of Christ? The Christian faith (tradition) can only offer resources, if it is true to its founding message; otherwise, it can easily be remade in the image of culture, and lose its distinctiveness and its savour.
   It is symptomatic of Hendriksen’s approach to contemporary post-modern culture that he finishes his article by reaffirming, in the vaguest of terms, that “the Christian message also (is to) be presented and proclaimed in the future as what opens up people’s lives to the fullest.” 
 This is a significant statement for it is precisely the kind of attitude that Charles Taylor in his massive study of the rise of what he calls ‘exclusive humanism’ diagnoses as one of the main causes of secularism. It is the belief that has crystallised over the last three and a half centuries in the West that human beings can flourish without recourse to the transforming power of God’s grace. The problem with many attempts to analyse the post-modern condition is that they presuppose a deep rupture with the convictions of modernity. This, however, is far from being true. There is an enormous amount of continuity between the two, and not least in their common assumption that our age is defined by its secularity. Without a thorough grasp of the all-pervading notion of the secular mind-set, people have misinterpreted post-modernity as a rediscovery of the spiritual, a re-enchantment of the world. 
   Taylor’s analysis of contemporary western, secular culture is more profound than that which pretends that post-modern thinking represents a radical break with the world-view of modernity. Already in the late 19th century, he recounts how some people who had firmly rejected Christian faith nevertheless returned to the assumed spiritual capacity within human experience “but within the bounds of an impersonal framework.”
 In other words, it is still viable to speak the language of the spiritual, but only within an imminent world order:
“Religion is afraid to face the fact that we are alone in the universe, and without cosmic support. As children, we do indeed, find this hard to face, but growing up is becoming ready to look reality in the face.” 

I suspect that the post-modern generation, whom Hendriksen wishes to address, considers itself to be adult in this sense, and yet at the same time is willing, indeed feels a strong need, to explore a ‘spiritual’ dimension to life. Many of them are the people (dare I say it?) who have been confirmed within the Nordic Lutheran churches as adolescents and who have, subsequently, interpreted their experience as the culminating-point of their relationship with orthodox Christianity, from which they have graduated into a kind of indifferent agnosticism. The only novelty that post-modernity has brought into the situation is to give a kind of cultural permission to explore spirituality, without having to accept all the baggage that comes with formal religion. As Taylor says, I believe correctly, “a spiritual-but-not-Christian (or Jewish or Muslim) position, adopted on something like these grounds, has remained a very widespread option in our culture.” 


If this is a more comprehensive explanation of the majority view of religion in contemporary Western societies than that given by those who confine themselves to reflecting on post-modernity, then Hendriksen’s proposal for engagement with the present generation may well fall wide of the mark. Of course, the Christian message has to be related to the present context. It is not enough to assume that language familiar to the church community will have any direct resonance with those outside. The word of God must be in the language of the people. Mission is about communication (not only with words, but also deeds), and communication is about translation. The language of many of our contemporaries is devoid of any reference to anything beyond the mundane. The principal point of contact between the Gospel message and a so-called post-modern generation is not so much post-modernity, as a view of the world, as the experience of being human. What is at stake is what it means to be human. I believe that the notion of human flourishing is a place where Christian faith can engage with contemporary culture with a starting-point that both sides can agree is significant. 
   However, unlike, what I take to be Hendriksen’s approach, the mission of the church is not to offer resources that will help people articulate better for themselves their own sense of meaning and direction, but to persuade people first that genuine human flourishing or fulfilment is impossible within a secular view of life, and secondly that it can be accomplished only by allowing one’s life to be transformed by the real presence of Jesus Christ in every aspect of existence. Mission in the Western world has to be engaged in advocacy, partly to correct all the false pictures that people may have of the true nature of faith and spirituality, but more importantly as witness to the ways in which God, who created us as human beings, wishes to restore to us the fullness of our humanity. 
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