Mission At and From the Margins: Patterns, Protagonists and Perspectives:

Exploring the Features of Mission of Churches on the Margins: A Contribution to Edinburgh 2010 Conference based on Studies from the Perspective of Dalit  Churches.

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me

to bring goodnews to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim 

release to the captives

and recovery of sight to the blind

to let the oppressed go free

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 

Luke 4: 18-19 (NRSV)

The moral (sic) and social elevation of this large section of the population will be a marvellous witness to the truth of Christianity…

this great work ought to have the foremost place in the campaign of the Christian church in India…

Preamble:
Previously notoriously known as the ‘untouchables’ the Dalit communities are those communities who have over the years suffered the worst exploitation and oppression under the Hindu caste system, the world’s longest surviving hierarchy. Inspite of the ongoing atrocities against them, Dalit communities today are increasingly asserting themselves. This assertion manifests itself in naming themselves as Dalits, writing themselves into history,  converting to religions which they perceive to be egalitarian, celebrating their religion and culture, reclaiming Dalit rights as human rights and engaging actively in the political processes of the country.
The Church in India today is predominantly comprised of the Dalit communities. This can be attributed, to a great extent, to the positive influence of the Christian Missions on Dalit communities in their struggle for identity and emancipation. It may not be an exaggeration to say that the growth of the modern Dalit movement in South India in general and the state of Andhra Pradesh in particular has been facilitated to a great extent by the educational and pastoral ministry of the various Missions. Thus, Christian Missions have played a significant role in the social empowerment of the Dalit communities.
Though the establishment of the Missions provided the condition for social change, the native evangelists, catechists and the masses were the protagonists of the story of the mission of the church among the Dalits. As the missionaries encountered these communities, they were challenged to review and rearticulate their understanding of mission. Sometimes it called for a conversion on the side of the missionary. These communities actively participated in the proclamation and practice of the gospel, imagined creative modes of carrying the mission through and set the agenda of the mission. In this process the missionaries, the native evangelists and the masses had to come to terms with the position of the power of the missionary and the position of powerlessness of the masses. In the interaction of these two positions (of power and powerlessness), the Dalit communities creatively navigated their quest for the reclamation of identity, self-worth and rights. 
The Church in AP today, which comprises of several denominations, evolved as a result of a transition – (from being a mission to becoming a Church) – with a significant numerical growth of believers. Several paradigmatic shifts have shaped this transition, the most significant being that the Church no longer continues to be the only space through which the Dalit communities could realise their aspirations for emancipation. In the post-independence context the state also began to assume responsibility for the education of the Dalit communities because of the safe guards provided by the constitution framed under the leadership of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar an iconic Dalit leader. In such a context the Dalit communities in Andhra Pradesh found a ‘post-Christian’ secular space (the constitutionally accorded educational and employment opportunities) to carry on their struggles for emancipation, with a distinctively socio-economic focus. Further, the rise of the Ambedkarite Movement which found its expression through the formation of Dalit student associations, Dalit employees associations, Dalit agricultural labour and trade unions and political parties also emerged as another alternative space to articulate the Dalit quest for emancipation, with a pronouncedly political focus. In such a context characterised by the emergence/presence of several other agencies of emancipation, mission at and from the Dalits necessarily entails a critical engagement with the implications of this interface between the church, the state and the Ambedkarite movements exploring the dialectical tensions within this interface. 

It is in this context that the present project ‘Mission At and From the Margins: Patterns,  Protagonists and Perspectives’ envisages an ethnographic, historical and theological study of  the features of mission of churches on the margins, as a critical and constructive contribution to Edinburgh 2010 Conference. The endeavour will be primarily based on empirical studies with and among Dalit churches in the state of Andhra Pradesh, India. This study project will seek to understand the patterns, perspectives and protagonists of mission both present and past from a Dalit perspective as an attempt to recover the Dalit agency and agenda in Christian missions in Andhra Pradesh and draw the implications of this agency for the ecumenical imagination of church’s mission in the world today.   The rationale behind the empirical studies is that perspectives and understandings of mission emerging from Dalit communities offer radically enriching and challenging paradigms of mission, which have the potential to re-shape the identity and vocation of the Church. 

 The state of Andhra Pradesh offers an exciting terrain for this study as it has witnessed the historical Dalit mass movements of the 19th century, the growth of ‘mainline’ denominational churches and the emergence of several indigenous church and mission movements as well an incipient and inchoate interaction between the Church and secular Dalit movements. Moreover, being a predominantly Dalit Church the conceptualisation of mission of the churches in Andhra Pradesh has been distinctly centred around the theme of God’s engagement in the struggles for Dalit identity, dignity and liberation. Inspite of all the richness of resources that churches in Andhra Pradesh offer for any research on mission, they have been hitherto unexplored as being significant for the articulation of an ecumenical theology of mission.  This study therefore is an attempt to address this lacunae.  

Purpose:
This research project seeks to 

1) Understand the perceptions and patterns of mission, evangelism and social change which emerge from the Dalit churches on the basis of field research in order to draw implications for an ecumenical theology of mission.
2)  Explore the inter-relationship between pastoral practice and mission by analysing the development of the idea of the pastoral office and the ecclesial role of the laity historically and on the basis of empirical research. It will also look at the self-understanding of the pastors, lay leaders and members of the church today and its impact upon their ecclesial and societal involvement. 

3) Understand how mission is interpreted, understood and expressed in the Dalit imagination on the basis of the field studies.

4) Understand the contours and content of the interface between the contemporary Dalit movement and the Andhra churches.
5) Examine the historical processes of mission among the Dalit communities with a particular focus on the role of the native evangelists in the proclamation of the gospel and the Dalit communities in appropriating it and being subjects of the mission.

6) Study the changing role of the native as the administrator of missional activity /engagement of the church and its impact as the Missions transformed themselves into churches.

7) Critically re-view the emergence of national missions/churches like the Bhakth Singh movement, the Bible Mission church, and the emerging Shudra churches and the challenges these phenomena pose to our ecumenical understanding of mission. 

8) Offer insights on mission from biblical, theological and ethical perspectives as an attempt to envision a more relevant ecumenical theology of mission.  

Process:
The research project will comprise primarily of field studies and archival research by various scholars from different denominations, theological institutions and the secular academia, who will present and discuss their findings and perspectives in a colloquium leading to a publication of the papers presented. While several contributions would be by individual scholars from Andhra Pradesh who are engaged in research in various fields across the world, it is proposed to have a major chunk of the study to be  based on a group study in a rural congregation. This group study would primarily involve ethnographic research as well as a ‘Reading With’ project which will attempt to read biblical and theological texts on mission with the local Dalit communities. The purpose of this study is to derive impulses, identify patterns and offer perspectives that come from the Dalits. The study group of six scholars from various theological disciplines and two research assistants will stay with a village congregation for 15 days. 
The project is to be carried out jointly by CODECS-AP (Collective of Dalit Ecumenical Christian Scholars of Andhra Pradesh), Hyderabad, and the Department of History of Christianity, the Mennonite Brethren Centenary Bible College (MBCBC), Shamshabad, AP. 
Planned Events:
Colloquium

September 23-27
Venue:


 Henry Martyn Institute for Inter-Faith Relations



 Hyderabad
Programme: 
About 20 scholars working on issues related to Christianity in Andhra Pradesh will read papers, which will eventually be published as a book. There will also be a report of an ethnographic projects in a village in Andhra Pradesh.
Study Conveners:

Rev. Joseph Prabhakar Dayam,  Convenor, CODECS-AP (Collective of Dalit Ecumenical Christian Scholars - Andhra Pradesh) and Lecturer in the  Dept. of Theology and Ethics, United Theological College, Bangalore.

Rev. I. P. Asheervadam, General Secratary, Mennonite Brethern Historical Commission and Asst. Professor in the Dept. of History of Christianity at the Mennonite Brethern Centenary Bible College, Shamshabad. 

Rev. Dr. Peniel Jesudas Rufus Rajkumar, Lecturer in the Dept. of Theology and Ethics, United Theological College, Bangalore.
� World Missionary Conference, 1910,  Report of Commission 1, Carrying the Gospel To All The Non-Christian World With Supplement: Presentation and Discussion of the Report in the Conference on 15th June 1910, (Edinburgh and London: Oliphant, Anderson & Ferrier, New York, Chicago, and Toronto: Fleming H. Revel Company), P.149





