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The early 1960s saw "mission" and "church" come together in the revolution of Vatican II and the amalgamation of the International Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches. The theology of the Vatican II documents, not to mention that of Karl Barth, together with Joahnnes Blauw's classic, Missionary Nature of the Church, 1962, gave theological and biblical weight to a view of the Church as missionary in its essence. The 1990s have seen a theologically sophisticated renewal of these emphases in the developed theology of Lesslie Newbigin and the "Missional Church" project of the North American Gospel and Our Culture Network.

This paper revisits the issue of the Missionary Nature of the Church and asks whether this emphasis has the centre of gravity of a theology of the mission of the church in the right place after all. The church in its total mission has other valid purposes besides "mission" as outreach. A concern to stimulate missionary commitment that collapses the identity of the church into its external mission runs the risk of the language of mission being retained without the substance. A commitment to the “total mission” of the church will look for balance less in combinations of elements in a missionary paradigm, and more in the quality of its commitment to outreach, worship, and the appropriate maintenance of its life.
If the mission that we are studying is the mission of the church then it does not quite go without saying that thinking about the Church (ecclesiology) and thinking about mission (missiology) automatically go together.
 Theologies of the Church often fail to get as far as mission. Doctrinal concern characteristically concentrated on questions of ministry, unity, and the demarcation between church and state. Historically, ecclesiology has been typically concerned with defending the legitimacy of one’s own tradition and using the classic marks of “one, holy, catholic and apostolic” and in the Reformed tradition “where the Word is preached, sacraments administered, and discipline exercised” to cast doubts on others.
At the same time theologies of mission can neglect the church. Passion for mission or a desire to correct the lack of interest of others can claim “mission” as the sole legitimate concern of the whole Christian enterprise. It is possible to be so keen to get on with mission that the church gets in the way. People argue whether mission is for the whole church, or whether the committed should just get together and get on with it  - but both approaches see mission at the centre and the church as an instrument.
 Even commitment to mission as Missio Dei, can be so concerned to save the world politically or spiritually, that the church itself is inconsequential. Missiologies can also be preoccupied with the threat of other religions, worried about compromising the uniqueness of Christ, and busy with strategies for effectiveness and the call of missionaries to the task, to the point that linkage with the actual life of the people of God is effectively overlooked. 

One way to set represent the major dimensions of the total mission of the church is in the following diagram:
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This carries some theological presuppositions of its own, but it also provides room for discussion about what it is that missiology or mission studies may wish to talk about. As is now commonplace, mission is seen to originate in the purposes of God. Many would now express this in terms of an understanding of the nature of the Trinity in which the love relationships within the Trinity spill out into God’s love for the world as the Missio Dei, the mission of God. This love is then seen as expressed to the church, where it is reciprocated in worship, and to the world both through the church and directly by the work of God’s Spirit. The diagram allows for discussion about response and rebellion towards God on the part of both Church and Society. It does not of itself dictate what views may be held about the validity or extent of the “traffic” on each side of the triangle.

Discussion about mission is affected by confusion about the scope of the word. In the diagram above, the phrase “total mission” is used to refer to three elements in the life and work of the church of which mission to society is only one. This is consistent with secular usage of the concept of mission which encompasses both references to a cluster of reasons why a group may exist (as in a mission statement) and to specific goals that a group may wish to achieve at a particular time (as in a military mission). Whereas some church mission statements may refer to the broader concept and refer to worship (for example) as an element in their mission, it is more usual to use the word mission in the narrower, more specific sense.

This is understandable, but it lends itself to thinking that the only mission of the church that matters is this particular direction of mission. If missiology is to take account of context, it needs to take the other mission elements seriously and also address the Missio Dei, the life of the church, and the “religious” traffic depicted on the right hand side of the triangle. It seems that our theological agenda may be closely linked to the scope we give to the idea of mission in the first place. 

When mission is taken in the restricted sense, it can be helpful to indicate that there are other things that the church properly attends to. Andrew Kirk, drawing on John Stott, has stated:

The church’s mission . . . encompasses everything that Jesus sends his people into the world to do. It does not include everything the church does or everything God does in the world.

This approach allows church life and worship its space and the word mission can then be used in an unencumbered way to explore elements of mission in the familiar schemas of social and evangelistic mandates, Bosch’s thirteen “Elements of an Emerging Ecumenical Missionary Paradigm”
 and other dimensions such as overcoming violence, care for the environment,
 women in mission, reconciliation, and globalization.

It may be that this approach to the language of mission is the best we can hope for. The two major World Council of Church’s journals, International Review of Mission and Ecumenical Review, also reflect a use of language that attaches mission to the roles of the church in the world rather than to the many other concerns about church life with which the WCC is involved.
Other issues arise when either there is no reference to other activities of the church as valid, or mission is stated to be the defining purpose of the church in which all other activities effectively have to find their place. In the face of the need to revive missionary commitment towards Western society and culture it is not surprising that language about “the missionary nature of the church” and the church as missionary or “missional” is widespread. The idea of the church as missionary in its essence has considerable credentials in the work of David Bosch,
 the Documents of Vatican II, and in theological writings associated with the Gospel and Our Culture Network in North America.
 It is also well known from Johannes Blauw’s classic study in biblical theology, The Missionary Nature of the Church.
 What is striking is how often this language goes beyond restoring mission to the life of the church and instead appears to take it over. In Transforming Mission Bosch draws on Vatican II, Karl Barth and I Peter 2:9 to state:

The church is not the sender but the one sent. Its mission (its “being sent”) is not secondary to its being; the church exists in being sent and in building up itself for the sake of its mission. . . . Ecclesiology does not precede missiology. 

In a series of such statements drawn from a variety of sources Bosch makes a strong case for the central role of mission in the church. However he seems to go beyond that to suggest that mission is not just part of the nature of the church, but the defining reason for its existence. Phrases about not being “the sender but the one sent” are catchy, but the implications are not immediately obvious. Common sense might say that the church is still a sender in the sense that commissioning and accountability are part of responsible engagement in mission - unless mission is a total free for all. 

In Bosch and elsewhere
 we are told that theology has to be missionary or it is not real theology at all,
 indeed that mission is the mother of theology.
 While we are not told that worship, ethics, church polity, perhaps even spirituality, require a mission dimension to have any worth, that is a fair implication of taking this view of the place of mission in the life of the church. Worship, for instance, may have “mission” effects, and it may (as in “seeker services”) be appropriate to shape worship accordingly, but if worship is not first of all about expressing and nurturing relationships with God, we have lost the plot. The truth about God exists apart from our perception of it, however important engagement in mission may be as a catalyst for theological discovery and formulation. Mission requires some theology before the process can start, and neither mission nor theologizing can be sustained apart from worship.

The assertion that missiology precedes ecclesiology is part of a cluster of ideas around the people of God existing for the sake of others and not their own sake. But there is another party to the action – God, and that does not go without saying. The church as the people of God exists first of all for God’s sake, and that is what being part of the believing community is intended to affirm.

This particular issue can also be explored around the question of the reason for the election of the people of Israel. This is a major theme in Lesslie Newbigin’s theology analyzed by George Hunsberger.
 Newbigin joins with Barth and others to seek to shift interest in election in the Reformed tradition away from questions of “why me?” and personal privilege, to those of corporate purpose and responsibility. He disagrees with the idea of Abraham’s call to be a blessing to others being seen as focused on the work of Christ,
 rejecting that as an overly instrumental view (as in Oscar Cullman) of Israel in which her history has no significant purpose other than to prepare the way for the coming of Jesus the Messiah. Newbigin talks instead of “bearing the witness of the Spirit” as a purpose common to Israel and the Christian church. 

This is an important debate and Newbigin’s critiques are telling; yet problems remain. “Bearing the witness of the Spirit” may be a useful overarching descriptor, but it is still reading a type of mission responsibility into the life of Israel with an emphasis that not all would recognize. If we want a picture of what Israel was meant to have done in relation to its own life, to God, and towards the nations, it is instructive to look at sin in the Hebrew Bible. Sin is about failures in faith, worship, loyalty, morality and social justice, but it is not about failure in external mission. The prophets are relentless in highlighting many things, but not that. If Israel was meant to have the sort of mission commitment Newbigin and others suggest, why is this not a major element in the prophetic tradition? Is not the story instead a reminder of the importance of other dimensions of the life of faith – worship, morality, internal as well as external justice, that carry over into the life of the church? Newbigin may have wished to avoid an instrumental view of the people of Israel in relation to preparing the way for the Messiah, but it is not really clear that he has escaped having an instrumental view of the church however dynamic and nuanced is his understanding of mission, in relation to a plurality of cultures and to other religions. He appears to have widened our understanding of the mission of Israel, and narrowed that of the church to those things we call mission.

Other members of the Gospel and our Culture Network made similar statements that are worth noting. Wilbert Shenk, begins a thoughtful series of essays in his book Changing Frontiers of Mission by saying:

To be authentic, mission must be thoroughly theocentric. It begins in God’s redemptive purpose and will be completed when that purpose is fulfilled. The God-given identity of the church thus arises from its mission. This order of priority is foundational. Yet for sixteen centuries Christians have been taught to think of church as the prior category and mission as one among several functions of the church. 
This view is based on a deformed understanding of the nature and purpose of the church. . . . Mission must precede the church. Jesus the Messiah formed his disciple community for the express purpose of continuing his mission. . . . The renewal of the church . . . is linked to recovery of the priority of mission.

This is strongly felt, but it is not clear where worship comes in to it. Does mission really need to precede the church to find its proper place? Did not the formation of the disciples have something to do with their relationship to Jesus, and not only their continuing of his mission? Darrell Guder, in his introductory chapter to Missional Church. A vision for the sending of the Church in North America, writes in similar vein to Shenk:

The church of Jesus Christ is not the purpose or goal of the gospel, but rather its instrument and witness. 

. . . It has taken us decades to realize that mission is not just a programme of the church. It defines the church as God’s sent people. Either we are defined by mission, or we reduce the scope of the gospel and the mandate of the church. Thus our challenge today is to move from church with mission to missional church.

I do not disagree that neglect of mission reduces “the scope of the gospel and the mandate of the church” but I find it difficult to share Guder’s sense that there is something wrong about the church having a purpose for its existence in its own right, or in its having mission as a programme. There may well be characteristic failings that go with those ideas, but correction does not demand the rejection of the idea of the church as a worshipping righteous community. The church has a mission to its own society it needs to reappropriate, but it does not necessarily follow from these or other premises that it must therefore be defined by its external mission. 

Whatever the questions that might be raised about particular aspects of how they make a case for a revived missionary commitment, these writers of are major importance for contemporary missiology. The Gospel and Our Cultures Network Missional Church Project to undergird a missionary challenge to pluralistic North American culture is unprecedented in its theological depth. The project is notable for its teamwork and like David Bosch they not been afraid to invited critique.
 They have published other viewpoints including comment that they are weak on worship
 – though it is included among the “empirical indicators” of a “missional church,” albeit as number 10 among 12.
 Part of the significance of their project is that it is applying mission categories to one’s own culture, not just to somebody else’s in another place.

These theological issues need to be explored further than it is possible here, but there are other factors supporting concern about mission claiming too much for itself. It has been demonstrated often enough that when mission is the defining concept, other church activities have to be spoken about in mission terms, and when people tire of doing mission all the time, the language remains, but not the mission. In the language of modalities and sodalities, it may be an ideal that modalities – the church as a whole – should be the mission agent, and it may be the reality that mission is achieved by small group sodalities. It may also be the case that both the ideal, and the pragmatic solution, share flawed assumptions about the relationship of the church to its external mission. 

When the concept of mission is restricted to the responsibility of the church towards the world, it is easy to imply that other dimensions of the church’s life only have validity in so far as they serve the role of the church as an instrument of mission. Defining mission this way can be emphasized to the point where the totality of the life of the church is collapsed into this one aspect of its legitimate life. This is further compounded when the mission of the church to the world is itself defined in restrictive exclusive terms, such as social or evangelistic. 

Vatican II and subsequent Roman Catholic documents avoid this difficulty by placing statements about the missionary nature of the church alongside those dealing with other dimensions of its life so that these are never wholly disconnected from the totality of the church. Part of the problem in the material we have noted is that Protestants produce documents that do not formally relate to balancing statements unless explicitly stated. 

It perhaps needs to be said that it is possible to have a high sense of the importance of mission that is not exclusive. Mission can be vigorously promoted and related to other aspects of the life of the Church without needing to be the dominant player. Scriptural witness, and not just the Hebrew Bible, might suggest that the Bible is about quality of life and relationship to God as well as about missionary intent. We ought not be afraid that if we do justice to how little the Bible talks about mission, not just how much, the missionary enterprise will collapse and those of us who teach mission studies may find ourselves out of a job. If we have faith enough not to make the Bible speak the language of mission when it does not do so, and not to make the church missionary when it has other things to do, we may in fact be helping secure a firmer commitment to mission both for the church, and for the academy. A sustainable commitment to mission and missiology may also be one that is more theologically sound than statements better suited to shocking the moribund out of their sleep than defining how mission and church are actually meant to relate.

One effect of affirming all the dimensions of the total mission of the church (worship, inner life, external mission) may be that the question of holism will apply more to the relationship between the dimensions of the total mission than to the balance between the elements of missionary paradigms. The elements Bosch and others discuss are often profoundly important, but their actual implementation is so related to gifting and circumstance that it is difficult to see how the appropriateness of a particular denominational or congregational mission can be determined by how many it has in its portfolio. Of greater concern should be the balance between the dimensions of the total mission. Does this church worship and it does have outreach and does it pay some attention to its inner life in terms of things like polity, equipping for ministry, Christian education and the rest? The problems that are usually attached to humanization and church growth were sometimes addressed in terms of trying to have churches embrace both. That may not have been a bad thing, but a more telling critique could have been to examine how much each of these affirmed worship and the ordinary business of corporate Christian life. 

The renewal of mission cannot secure its end by seeking to take over the entire enterprise of the Christian life. A firm and lasting commitment to mission requires a credible and sustainable engagement rooted in the actual nature of the church more than in a desire for motivation for its own sake. The riposte to the idea of mission as the mother of theology might yet turn out to be that worship is the mother of mission.
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