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designed as a sequel to One Body, One Gospel, One World, which was published 
onal Missionary Council in 1958. That booklet arose out of the discussion, which 
g place on the proposed integration of the IMC with the World Council of 
 an accomplished fact. The integrated World Council of Churches carries the 
 in the field of world mission which were formerly carried by the IMC. The 
n World Mission and Evangelism, which is particularly charged with these 
, is required also to concern itself with questions of evangelism in all parts of the 
 Europe and North America, with which the IMC did not deal. The Commission 
ts first full meeting at the end of 1963. This will be the first opportunity for 
sion of the missionary task of the Church within the context which is provided by 
ether in the integrated World Council of Churches. The present booklet is written 

hat discussion. 

an Ecumenical Perspective 
 of the two world councils may be said to be the sign and the fruit of an 
sensus which has been developed during the past two decades. This consensus has 
 in a series of statements from ecumenical gatherings. With a variety of accent and 
statements have reiterated that the mission of the Church and its unity both belong 
aracter of the Church, because the Church is that one body in which God wills to 
en to himself. It may be sufficient here to quote two typical examples of that 
h dating from the year 1952. In that summer the Willingen meeting off the 
issionary Council adopted a statement on “The Calling of the Church to Mission 
ch opens with the following paragraphs:  
 calling of the Church to mission and unity issues from the nature of 
 himself, made known to us in the whole biblical revelation of the work 
purposes of God in Christ. God has made of one blood all nations of 
. In Christ we see God’s redemptive action; in Christ God is still at 
k reconciling all things to Himself in one restored humanity. Christ 
d His apostles that they might be one with Him and with one another, 



and that He might send them forth, to share with Him His mission for the 
redemption of the world. The calling of the Church is to be one family in 
Him and to make known to the whole world, in word and deed, His Gospel 
of the Kingdom. Christ prayed for His disciples that they might be one in 
Him, as He and the Father are one, that the world might believe that the 
Father had sent Him. 

‘The love of God in Christ calls for the threefold response of worship, 
unity, and mission. These three aspects of the Church’s response are 
interdependent; they become corrupted when isolated from each other. 
Division in the Church distorts its witness, frustrates its mission, and 
contradicts its own nature. If the Church is to demonstrate the Gospel in its 
life as all as in its preaching, it must manifest to the world the power of 
God to break down all barriers and to establish the Church’s unity in 
Christ. Christ is not divided.’ (The Missionary Obligation of the Church, 
p.6).  

In the following month the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches meeting at 
Rolle, Switzerland, prepared a statement with the same title which said – inter alia  

‘The division in our thought and practice between “Church” and 
“Mission” can be overcome only as we return to Christ Himself, in Whom 
the Church has its being and its task, and to a fresh understanding of what 
He has done, is doing, and will do. God’s eternal purpose is to “sum up all 
things in Christ.” According to this purpose He has reconciled us to 
Himself and to one another through the Cross and has built us together to 
be a habitation of God in the Spirit. In reconciling us to Himself in Christ 
He has at the same time made us His ambassadors beseeching others to be 
reconciled to Him. He has made us members in the Body of Christ, and 
that means that we are both members one of another and also committed 
thereby to partnership in His redeeming mission.’ (W.C.C. Rolle Minutes 
p.65). 

Several strands of experience have contributed to these expressions of the nature of the 
missionary task. The experience of the missionary movement during the past two hundred years, 
and as its fruit, the coming into existence of churches in all parts of the world, have brought about 
a slow shift of perspective in the thinking about the Church even among those not directly 
involved in missions. The rise of the ecumenical movement, itself in large part a product of this 
missionary experience, has created a new context for the missionary task. Events in the western 
world, especially in Europe, have destroyed from men’s minds the concept of society as a corpus 
Christianum. The tendency towards practical identification of the influence of the European 
nations with the influence of Christianity which appears in some missionary writing before 1914 
is no longer possible. The western world has had to be recognised once again as a mission field, 
and the churches have been compelled in a new way to define their nature and mission as parts of 
a divine society distinct from the wider society of nations in which they live and all these factors 
have contributed to developments in the field of theology in the direction of a missionary 
understanding of the nature of the Church itself. The truth that the Church is itself something sent 
into the world, the continuation of Christ’s mission from the Father, something which is not so 
much an institution as an expedition sent to the ends of the earth in Christ’s name has been 
grasped with a new vividness. Among those who have reflected about these matters it becomes 
less and less possible to speak of the missionary task otherwise than as the embassage of the 
whole people of God to the whole world. 

At the same time there are factors, distinct though not unrelated, which reinforce this 
movement of thought. The shift in the balance of political power in the world, the attack on 
“colonialism” and the rise to independent nationhood of the peoples among whom foreign 
missionary work was conducted all combine to discourage patterns of missionary thinking which 



assume a western base. Missions can hardly claim to be respectable at the present time unless they 
take pains to disown publicly the patterns of colonialism. Such influences as these from the 
secular world powerfully reinforce the movements within the life and thought of the Church 
towards an understanding of missions in terms of the mission of the whole Church to the whole 
world. 

This understanding is assumed as the starting point of the present discussion. Let it be said 
plainly that this does not mean that such an understanding of the task is generally operative in the 
practical work of missions. It is not. And it must be added that the dichotomy between public 
statement and day-to-day practice in this matter is likely to become (to quote a paper accepted by 
the Commission at New Delhi) “morally debilitating” to the whole missionary movement if it is 
not tackled urgently. Under the title “Joint Action for Mission” the Commission is committed 
during the coming years to a sustained effort to assist churches and missions to move from talk to 
action in this matter. But the fact of integration, by which the World Council of Churches 
becomes responsible for the kind of missionary discussion hitherto promoted by the International 
Missionary Council, does effectively symbolise the acceptance of this conception of the 
missionary task and ensures that discussion begins from it. This is where we shall begin. 
 
2. The Limits of Ecumenicity – the Question of Truth 
The integration of the IMC and the World Council is an event in the field of relationships. It 
provides, as those who have advocated it believe, a set of relationships which will be helpful in 
the reshaping of missionary action in the direction of a pattern more exactly conformed than the 
present pattern to the understanding of the nature of the missionary task which we share. But 
behind these questions of pattern there are deeper questions of substance. In One Body, One 
Gospel, One World, the statement was made that the missionary movement of today as contrasted 
with that of earlier decades, was characterised by “a certain hesitancy, a certain loss of 
momentum.” That statement has not been seriously questioned. Some of those hesitancies arose 
from a sense that the patterns of missionary action do not conform to the realities either of the 
Gospel or of the world today. The earlier paper was primarily addressed to these questions of 
pattern. The recent paper seeks to probe further the questions concerning the substance of 
missionary action which are the deeper cause of hesitancy and loss of momentum in the work of 
missions. 

That there should be hesitancy among minds sensitive to the spiritual atmosphere of our 
time is not surprising, for one of the most obvious facts of our time is the dominance of a spirit of 
relativism in matters of religion. Claims to final and absolute truth are, in effect, made by such 
modern messianic movements as Communism; and statements are sometimes made about science 
which imply the claim to finality not – it is true – for particular conclusions of science, but for the 
‘scientific method.’ But in the field of religion claims to absolute truth, to authoritative revelation, 
are almost automatically ruled out of court. Not since the Christianisation of Europe after the time 
of Constantine has western man had the experience of living in a world of religious pluralism 
such as the present. Certainly the great religions of Asia have existed for millennia, but western 
man was almost wholly isolated from contact with then. And even when contact began to be 
made, the cultural situation was such that those religions had very little opportunity to make an 
impact on the mind of western men comparable to the impact of Christianity upon them. It is true 
that among an elite of scholars from the 18th century onwards the discovery of – especially – 
Chinese philosophy made a tremendous impact, which in turn affected the general direction of 
western thinking. But it is only in our day that the means of travel and communications have been 
such as to break down for ordinary men the barriers that separate the world religions. For the 
western supporters of missions in the 19th century the men of other religions were remote figures, 
objects of compassion or of curiosity, but not the bearers of an alternative view of life which 
could seriously challenge the spiritual security of western man. 

But now the situation is wholly different. The religions are no longer insulated from each 
other by distance. Students from every part of the world and from every religious community 



jostle one another on the campus’s of western universities share the same studies, the same books, 
the same discussions of world affairs. The great international and inter-governmental 
organisations, both the United Nations itself and also its many specialist agencies, provide a 
sphere in which some of the ablest men of all religions are constantly cooperating in the solution 
of the pressing problems of mankind. In UNESCO there is an organisation which deliberately 
seeks to create the means for a common spiritual basis for the life of mankind. In a multitude of 
international conferences, for all sorts of commercial, scientific, and cultural purposes, men and 
women from all over the world meet as equals in a milieu in which any suggestion that absolute 
truth belongs to one of the many strands of human religious life seems simply absurd. And 
finally, for those who do not share in any of these opportunities for intercultural meeting, there is 
the ceaselessly growing flood of tourists which spreads over every accessible bit of the earth’s 
surface, bringing ordinary men and women of every land into direct contact with each other, not 
to mention the movements of migrants, refugees and people forced by pressure of population to 
seek work in other lands. 

It is not surprising if, in the face of these new experiences, some of the traditional supports 
for the missionary enterprise began to shake. For it must be frankly admitted that – whatever 
might be said from the pulpit about the true basis of missions in the Gospel itself – the motives 
with which they have been supported have been mixed. The very word “mission” has come to 
suggest an operation in which one reaches down in pity and sympathy to the less fortunate, the 
unenlightened, the under privileged. The picture of “the heathen” to which Christians have 
responded with the devotion of their prayer and substance to the work of missions has too often 
been the picture of the poor, the ignorant, the diseased. To the extent that this has been so, it is not 
surprising that now, when one has a chance to meet “the heathen” in the persons of the highly 
competent and cultured participants in the life of modern international society, there is a shaking 
of the traditional foundations. 

Moreover, there is a very critical question addressed to the Church from those who are most 
sensitive to the spiritual situation of mankind. There are those who ask us whether, by continuing 
to insist upon the uniqueness and finality of the revelation of God in Christ, the Christian Church 
is not incapacitating itself to play its proper part in healing the divisions of mankind. To these 
critics it appears that missionary thinking – even when it is in ecumenical terms – has simply 
failed to take account of the new situation of the human race. Humanity is now in a situation 
where it must learn to live as one community or perish.  

In all former ages of human history mankind was divided into great cultural groups, 
effectively separated from one another by distance. In each of these groups religion was one of 
the great integrating factors making for cohesion and stability. But the human race is now in a 
wholly different situation. There is no more separation. All parts of the human race are 
increasingly involved with one another in all phases of human activity. In this new situation the 
greatest need for mankind is to find a centre of cohesion capable of providing unity and stability 
for the human family as a whole. To take the religion of one of the great human groups – even if 
this religion now has some kind of foothold in all parts of the world – and claim for it that it is the 
proper faith for all mankind, is simply to prove oneself blind to the realities of the human 
situation. It is to invite a religious civil war just at the moment when mankind needs above all to 
find civil peace. 

If the critics are asked to move from this negative position to a more positive statement of 
their conception of the role of religion in the unification of mankind, their answers will naturally 
vary. There are those who believe themselves to possess an understanding of the inner reality of 
all religion as one, and who therefore press upon the adherents of all religions that they should 
accept this one essence as the reality of their faith. There are those who look rather to a 
confluence of religions in the course of their evolution in response to the new human situation. 
And there are those who advocate a kind of working alliance among religions in the practical 
interest of securing peace for mankind. All of these agree in thinking that – however great may 
be the importance of religion in human affairs – the issues which divide Christians from other 



believers in religion are not the vital issues for the human race at this moment, and they therefore 
urge Christians to give up the kind of missionary zeal which is really a survival from a previous 
era of human history, and to concentrate on those things in which all men of faith can unite – the 
promotion of peace, the elimination of race prejudice, the uplifting of under privileged peoples, 
the establishment of social justice and personal freedom. The ordinary Christian layman, finding 
himself called upon to work in all sorts of practical relationships with men of other faiths, is liable 
to feel the force of this argument more than the person who has never dealt directly with Hindus, 
Muslims or Buddhists. He will ask how far the picture of these other faiths which he learned from 
the literature of foreign missions is merely the reflection of old cultural separations, comparable 
with the Greek picture of “the barbarian.” He will not be able to accept the missionary task even 
in its ecumenical shape unless he has himself faced the question. “Is the issue ‘Christ or no 
Christ’ more fundamental for mankind than any of the other issues on which men are at present 
divided?” To put it bluntly are there not more important jobs to be done in the modern world than 
the job of seeking to turn good Buddhist, Hindus and Muslims into Christians? 

This question does not merely come from outside the Christian Churches. It finds also an 
echo from within. It would be surprising if it did not, for Christians also live in this world. 
Moreover, there are reasons why the echo should be especially strong in those who have learned 
in this movement how great is the enrichment which comes when – instead of attacking and 
excommunicating each other – we listen to each other. We have discovered many times in these 
years of inter-church discussion that even those who seemed to be contradicting us had something 
to teach us about Christ. We have seen walls of fear and suspicion crumbling, and new ranges of 
experience opened up in the wider fellowship into which we were brought. It is therefore 
understandable if the question is raised; “Should not this process be extended further? May we not 
find that if we extend this kind of discussion we shall have yet more to learn, yet more enrichment 
of our fellowship? Is not the logical development of this whole movement something like a world 
fellowship of religions? Are we so sure as our predecessors were that there is salvation for 
mankind only by the explicit acceptance of the Name of Jesus Christ?” 

Plainly we come here to the central question a question of ultimate truth. The ecumenical 
movement has grown out of the missionary movement. It has reached a point at which we have 
come to see the missionary task as the continuing work of Him who was lifted up to draw all men 
to himself. Therefore we have come to see missions and unity as indissolubly connected. And 
now, having reached this point, we are compelled to recognise that we are confronted in a news 
way with one single question: the question of the uniqueness, sufficiency and finality of Jesus 
Christ as the one Lord and Saviour of the world. This question is raised in two ways by our 
experience in the ecumenical movement. It is raised in the form, “Is Jesus alone the Saviour?” 
and in the form, “Is Jesus the only Saviour?” That is to say: 

a) when the missionary task is placed in a fully ecumenical setting, every other question 
except the question about Christ is in principle excluded. Every motive for missions to which one 
appeals must be one which is valid (in principle) equally for the Asian and for the European, 
equally for the Russian and for the American. Any open or covert suggestion, for instance, that 
missions are valuable as an insurance against communism, or as an agency of technical aid to 
backward areas, is ruled out. By placing missions in an ecumenical setting one commits oneself to 
the belief that the one essential question for all mankind is the question concerning Jesus Christ 
and that every other question which missions may raise is secondary. 

b) When the movement for unity is understood in missionary terms, then every other 
potential centre for human unity except Jesus Christ is ruled out. This means that we have to face 
the negative as well the positive implication of the confession of Jesus as Lord. If it is Jesus only, 
Jesus in his concrete human reality who has been exalted to the right hand of God as King and 
head of the human race, then what was true of his earthly ministry will be true also of his 
continuing action through his Church – it both unites and separates. The words, “I came not to 
bring peace but a sword” will have to be accosted. If He is the one appointed by God to be the 
king of men, then all other claims to provide a final basis for human unity will have to be 



denounced as disobedience. If He is the concrete revelation of God’s truth, then all that does not 
conform to that revelation will have to be exposed as false. Every proposal for unity among the 
religions rests upon some belief which may be open but is usually covert about what is ultimate 
truth. A proposal for a unity which includes both Christianity and other religions rests (openly or 
covertly) upon belief in some reality other than God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. The experience 
of learning to listen to one another, which the ecumenical movement has given us, is certainly 
valid beyond the confines of Christendom. We have indeed to learn to enter into real conversation 
with men of other religions if they are to apprehend Jesus Christ as Saviour and if we are to learn 
all the manifold wisdom of God which He set forth in Jesus. But the ecumenical movement 
remains missionary through and through because it is a movement not for any kind of unity but 
for that unity which is God’s creation through the lifting up of Jesus Christ upon the Cross and 
through the continuing work of His Spirit. 

One can put the same double point through another pair of like affirmations: 
a) The ecumenical movement remains open to all who confess Jesus Christ as God and 

Saviour. The movement springs from the faith that it is in Jesus Christ that God has chosen to 
unite all men to Himself, and that therefore all who confess Him ought to acknowledge one 
another as His, however great be the difference between them. 

b) The ecumenical movement remains open only to those who confess Jesus Christ as God 
and Saviour. Because Jesus Christ is God’s mercy seat given for mankind, no other proposed 
basis for the unity of the human race can be accepted. 

The openness of the ecumenical movement to all who confess Jesus as God and Saviour 
occasions criticism from those who believe that thereby questions of truth are being 
compromised: the restriction of the ecumenical movement to those who confess Jesus occasions 
criticism by those who believe that thereby human unity is hindered. The truth is that it is the very 
essence of this movement that it must be acknowledged that the limits of its comprehensiveness 
are set, not by men but by God, because he has provided in Jesus Christ the one who is the only 
king and head of the human race. We may therefore neither disown those who acknowledge Him 
nor acknowledge those who disown Him. 

To sum up what has been said so far, the development of the missionary movement; of the 
movement towards unity which has sprung from it and the present consensus concerning the 
mission-in-unity of the Church leaves us face to face with one central question, “Is Jesus Christ 
alone the Lord and Saviour of mankind, the king and head of the race?” In a sense this is, of 
course, no new question, but the ancient question which the Gospel has always raised. But the 
way in which it is raised today is new in the experience of ordinary men and women in the 
churches of the western world. The ordinary church member is now in a position where he must 
be able, amid this pluralistic society in which the claims of all the religions to final truth compete 
openly in the life of society, to believe and affirm the final authority of Jesus Christ. Within the 
conditions of “Christendom” this issue did not arise in quite the same way or with quite the same 
sharpness. For the vast majority within the Christian nations, the Name of Jesus stood simply for 
the ultimate religious truth. That truth might be honoured or dishonoured, obeyed or disobeyed, 
but there was no serious religious rival. Today the affirmation of the final authority of Jesus must 
be made amid all religious truths and in a society which has become saturated with the idea that 
all truths are relative and partial. 

There was a time when it was possible to support the work of missions without having 
seriously faced this question of religious truth. That time is past. There can be no recovery of 
vigour and directness in the work of missions so long as that question is not faced. There can be 
no alacrity in obeying the command “Go and make disciples of all nations” if there is no 
assurance of that which is the presupposition of the command: “All authority is given to me in 
heaven and in earth.” 

This study is written in the faith that Jesus is indeed the Lord and Saviour of all mankind. It 
is written out of the desire to confess Him as Lord and thereby to give praise to God the Father, 
because He has not left us in the dark and in the bondage of sin, but has given us in His Son the 



revelation of Himself and has delivered us, through Him, from the power of evil. It is written in 
the Faith that God the Holy Spirit can use even such human words to kindle faith and to 
illuminate what is dark and perplexing. It does not attempt to expand the implications of this faith 
otherwise than as they bear directly on our present missionary obedience. Nor does it attempt an 
apologia for the Gospel in face of the claims of its rivals. It is an attempt to face with as much 
honesty as possible the reasons for hesitancy in the thrust of the missionary movement and to 
draw the necessary conclusions for our understanding of the missionary task. 

 
3. Occasions for Questioning Today: Where are Missions Going? 
The causes which account for the spread of any faith are no doubt complex and mysterious. There 
is something more in them than anything that a calculus of sociological probabilities could 
account for. But one of the factors must surely be that the faith enables men to make some sort of 
sense of their experience. This is not the only factor; one could mention several others. But for the 
sustained vitality and converting power of any faith over a long period this is surely 
indispensable. 

Certainly, the faith which appeals to the Bible is committed in principle to give some kind 
of interpretation, not only of inward and individual spiritual experience but also of the social and 
corporate life of man in history and of the natural world. Nothing less than this is implied in the 
doctrine that God created all things in Christ and will sum up all things in Him. The Christian 
world mission cannot command wholehearted and continuing commitment unless through 
participation in it men and women are persuaded that they are participating significantly in what 
God is doing for mankind as a whole. This is not to ask for an easy pragmatism, a faith simply in 
what “works”. 

The sign by which the Christian makes sense of the world is the sign of the cross. We 
cannot commit ourselves, or ask others to commit themselves, wholly and finally to the 
missionary task unless we are able to see in some way how that task fits into the whole of what 
God is doing in the secular history of the world. A mission which is merely “our effort”, an affair 
about which we can be optimistic or pessimistic, anxious or hopeful, an affair which is merely 
one of the various “good causes” which one might support, is not the mission of God as the Bible 
portrays it. One cannot for example become a real missionary to the world of modern industry 
unless one is able in some measure to meet industrial man at the point where he is concerned and 
show that the Christian faith can illuminate his world and give him power to act constructively in 
it. The Christian in industry must have some understanding, however, tentative and groping of 
what industry means in the purpose of God, what He is doing in it and how He would have us 
become His fellow-workers in it. Similarly, to take another equally pertinent example, one cannot 
become a real missionary to a modern Hindu, involved in the struggles of his own nation, without 
meeting him at the point of his concern. One must be willing to wrestle with the things with 
which he is wrestling and show how the Christian faith enables him to understand what God is 
doing to India and to Hinduism and to the resources to meet the demands of this time. Without 
this approach the missionary will seem to be a mere proselytiser, one who is seeking adherents for 
his cause and his opinions, he will seem to be one who comes simply to draw men out of their 
world into his, rather than one who comes into their world with the light that can illuminate it and 
the spiritual strength that can enable men to walk rightly in it. 

What is true of these particular human situations is true of the missionary tasks seen as a 
whole. There cannot be sustained conviction in the prosecution of the missionary task if there is 
not some illumination – by faith, not by sight – of the way in which this task is related to God’s 
whole purpose for the world. It is perhaps at this point that we may find the occasion for the 
present hesitancy in the missionary movement. For we have recently passed from a time when it 
seemed rather easy to interpret the place of the Christian world mission in the secular history of 
mankind to a time when it seems more difficult. For western Christians during the century before 
1914 it did seem that the movement of world history was in the same direction as the movement 
of the Christian mission – namely towards a more just, human and peaceful world order. They 



could believe that in pressing forward with the Christian missionary task they were moving with 
the forces of world history; forward towards a better future. But today this is no longer so. The 
idea of general universal progress has broken down, leaving behind either some sort of utopian 
fanaticism – Marxist or other – or else scepticism and despair. For those who have not given way 
to despair and who have not accepted the Marxist interpretation of history, there does not seem to 
be any generally accepted alternative framework for the understanding of events. There is a vague 
feeling that things ought to get gradually better and that Christian missions ought to contribute to 
this betterment. If they do not do so there is a feeling that one should look elsewhere. It may be all 
very well to have an inward experience of the love of God, but if it is not matched by any faith 
that the same loving purpose is operative in the world, the experience does not provide an 
enduring basis for missionary witness. When missions meet such shattering set-backs as have 
occurred in China, and when events seem to move towards similar experiences in other parts of 
the world, a doctrine of missions which has no doctrine of secular history breaks down. 

It is illuminating in this connection to note the different ways in which the great world 
missionary conferences have approached their task. At Edinburgh in 1910 the sense of the world 
as a whole, of its ripeness for evangelisation and of the imminence of the coming of the Kingdom 
of God, was uppermost. Both at the beginning and at the end the mysterious word of our Lord 
was quoted:  “There be some standing here who shall not taste death till they see the Kingdom of 
God come with power!” In the closing moments of the conference, Mott quoted the words, “The 
work which centuries might have done must crowd the hour of setting sun.” Nothing less than the 
evangelisation of the world now and the coming of the Kingdom of God was the key-note of 
Edinburgh’s climatic utterances. 

At Jerusalem 1928 the concern was still with the Kingdom of God, but it was thought of in 
a different way. “The end is nothing less than the production of Christ-like character in 
individuals and societies and nations, through faith in and fellowship with Christ and the living 
Saviour, and through corporate sharing of life in a divine society.” The meeting was profoundly 
concerned with what was going on in the world and with the attempt to understand it from a 
Christian point of view. It devoted much attention to the rise of secularism and to its meaning for 
Christians. It reflected much of the same thinking which was later to lead to the Oxford 
Conference on Church, Community and State. Its closing words were of “hope and expectation of 
His glorious Kingdom”, though perhaps the whole context leads one to infer that for many of the 
delegates this kingdom was conceived rather in terms of “a Christ-like world” than in terms of 
“new heavens and a new earth”. 

By contrast the Tambaram Meeting 1938 was much more concerned with the Church. Its 
theme was “The World Mission of the Church”. “Notice”, said Dr Mott in his opening address, “it 
is the Church which is to be at the centre of our thinking and resolving these creative days – the 
Divine Society founded by Christ and His apostles to accomplish His will in the world.” And so it 
was to prove. The Tambaram Meeting marked the beginning of an exceedingly necessary and 
fruitful period during which missionary thinking was, to use the oft repeated phrase, church-
centric. It is to the practical developments which arose out of the Tambaram meeting that we are 
largely indebted for that “consensus” about mission and unity with which this essay began and 
which the Willingen meeting of 1952 also helped to develop. 

But at Willingen there was also strong criticism of the exclusively “church-centric” 
understanding of missions. The meeting wrestled with the question of the relation between God’s 
work in the mission of his Church and His work in secular history, but was not able to come to a 
common mind. “It is precisely at this point, where men ask the questions: What is happening to us 
in our time? that they find it most impossible to take any account of God’s rule – whether they ask 
it with perplexity and despair or whether they ask it with compelling secular hope.” (Missions 
under the Cross, p.239). During the succeeding decade Christians have wrestled with this 
question: How shall we understand what God is doing in the events of our time? With the sense 
that this was a central question for the understanding of the missionary task. But it is significant 
that at the New Delhi Assembly this was the issue on which it was hardest to find agreement. 



There were on the one side those who insisted that, because Christ is the Lord of history, He is at 
work in the events of our time, that we must expect to discern his working there: that it is there – 
in the world, among men in their ordinary lives – that we must find him that he comes to meet us 
in the man of another faith and of no faith, with whom – therefore – we must engage not in 
monologue but in true dialogue. There were, on the other side, those who feared that language of 
this kind could lead to a sort of syncretism in which the distinctive claims of the Gospel would be 
compromised. The Assembly did not have the time to carry the discussion far, or even to achieve 
a real meeting of minds on the question. It is an urgent and necessary task to carry forward this 
discussion, for it is quite certain that there cannot be a convincing affirmation of the authority of 
Christ which does not explain how the events of secular history are related to his sovereignty.  

We must grant that the period of missionary history dominated by the “church-centric” 
understanding of missions has been fruitful. It has brought us to our present consensus regarding 
the unity and mission of the Church and it has been the pre-supposition of the events that have led 
to the integration of the World Council of Churches and the International Missionary Council. But 
a “church-centric” doctrine and practice of mission can also be the occasion of misunderstanding. 
The Church is indeed the agent of God’s mission and a clue to his dealing with mankind, but this 
does not mean that the work of God in the world is simply identified with the progress of the 
Church in mission and unities. It does not mean that the events of secular history are mere 
background for the story of the Church, or merely scenery for the drama of salvation. 

Plainly the Bible does not permit us to look at the matter in this way. The Gospel of God 
with which both Testaments are concerned, does not refer merely to one of the strands of man’s 
cultural history. It refers to the beginning and end of all things and therefore to the real meaning 
of all that happens. It follows that there cannot be an absolute separation between the history of 
our redemption, the sacred story of the Old and New Testaments, the story of the Church and the 
whole story of mankind. The Bible does not make such a separation. The point here is not merely 
the obvious one that the story of Israel is intertwined with that of the pagan nations round about. It 
is that the whole history of these pagan nations is in the hands of God and is propelled by Him 
towards the end which He has revealed to His own people. When Israel is told “You are 
Winesses” (e.g. Isaiah 44: 8), it is plain that Israel is not being summoned to help God to cope 
with the otherwise unmanageable powers of the pagan empires, or to organise a movement which 
will carry out God’s purposes in contradistinction to the godless purposes of these empires. They 
are but a little thing in God’s hands. He raises them up and casts them down as He will. Israel’s 
role is to be – precisely – witness of His purpose to these pagan nations to whom it would be 
otherwise unintelligible. Israel knows what God is doing – or ought to know; the others do not. 
The revelation of His nature and will which God has given to Israel equips her to understand the 
meaning of what He is doing. 

The New Testament carries on the same teaching. Christians are not called upon to organise 
a movement to counter the powers of paganism. They are called upon to be witnesses to Him who 
is sovereign over history, whose character and will have been revealed and who – in Christ – has 
done the deed which precipitates the final issue for all mankind. They are called upon to recognise 
the signs of the times – that is to say the signs of the last days which follow the coming of Jesus 
and point to His coming again. In the light of what Jesus has done they all understand that war, 
tumult persecution, and suffering, the appearing of false messiahs and the manifesting of the 
antichrist, with all his deceitful powers are not evidence of defeat for the Christian cause, but are 
among the things which “must come to pass”. There is a close parallelism between these words 
and the words which the Lord speaks about His own sufferings. To these also there is the term 
“must” attached. They are a necessary part of the birth of the new order. And so are the sufferings 
of the world. The coming of the Messiah precipitates the crisis of human history. In Him God 
presents every man, and the whole of mankind, with the possibility of receiving or rejecting the 
end for which He created all things. The whole of human history, after the coming of Christ until 
His coming again is the pressing of this choice to the final issue. And the Church is the body 
which understands this, which is called to bear witness among the nations to the real meaning of 



the events amid which we live, and thereby to present to all men and nations the concrete 
alternatives of acceptance or rejection.  

It must be confessed that in some of our thinking about the task of missions we have taken a 
wholly unbiblical view of the world. We have spoken as though the affairs of secular history 
concerned us only when they either assisted or impeded the work of the Church. We have often 
made it appear as though we believed God to be interested only in religious questions. Thereby 
we have repelled from the Gospel the artist and the scientist and the lover of men, because we 
appeared to be insensitive to the beauty, the truth and the goodness that they found everywhere 
about them; because it appeared that we tried to assert the uniqueness of Christ by denying the 
splendour of God’s work in creation and in the spirit of men. We have made it appear that we 
have regarded the man who gives himself to the service of God and men in politics or social 
service or research as having a less central part in God’s purposes than the man who gives full-
time service to the Church. In the operations of the missions we have made it appear that we 
regarded a doctor in a mission hospital as doing “God’s work” in a sense in which a doctor in a 
government hospital was not 

But if we avoid the error of denying God’s work in the world outside the Church, we have 
also to avoid the opposite error, which is so to identify the dynamic movements of secular history 
with the work of God that one judges the “relevance” of the work of the Church by the measure in 
which it relates itself to these movements. It is not enough simply to affirm that God is at work in 
the affairs of the secular world – for instance – in the revolutionary movements of our time. If we 
believe in the sovereign governance of all things by God, and if we believe that all that is good 
comes from Him, we are bound to agree that, in some sense, he is at work, in these movements in 
the movements of national liberation, of scientific discovery, of cultural renaissance and – 
certainly – in the movements of rebirth and reform in the non-Christian religions. But it is not 
sufficient to leave the matter there. We must go on to ask “In what sense?” If we do not, it will be 
a very short step from saying, “God is at work in these movements” to saying, “It is enough to be 
involved actively in these movements in order to be in line with the will of God”. The more 
attractive and impressive the movement is, the more easily will this happen. 

That way lies sheer paganism. It means in the end that every kind of vitality is accepted as a 
manifestation of the divine In the field of history it leads to the deification of success Charles 
Cochran (Christianity and Classical Culture, p. 474) has shown how the classical attempt to 
formulate a philosophy of history came to an end with the concept of “Fortune”. When Rome, 
Fortune’s favourite, fell, nothing was left of the philosophy. There will presumably always be 
movements in human history the protagonists of which imagine that success is the only 
justification that they need. Such high-sounding phrases as “the logic of history” may easily cover 
the same banal paganism as Rome’s “Fortune”. But a Christian cannot possibly identify the 
purpose of God with whatever is currently the successful political line – imperial, anti-colonial or 
any other. The Church should by this time have learned that it is normal for it to work “against the 
stream”. 

But what is “the stream”? Is it not also under God’s government? Is it not also part of that 
“all” which is to be summed up in Christ? Is it not part of that creation which was “through 
Christ”? It is common to hear theologians speak of the Gospel as God’s “intervention” into 
human history. But is God absent from human history apart from this intervention? Is the world 
outside of the Church “an atheistical patch in the universe”? Is God not at work in the affairs of 
the world outside the bounds of the body that confesses Christ as Saviour? The Bible does not 
allow us to doubt that He is. But how? In what terms shall we affirm the uniqueness, sufficiency 
and finality of Christ without either denying the reality of His working in the world or blunting 
the sharpness of the challenge which He puts to every man to choose? 

It is at this point, I believe, that the real difficulties lie for those in the younger churches 
who are trying to re-open a living dialog through which the Gospel can be commended to men of 
other faiths and of no faith. In the older churches of the West it may well be that syncretism is the 
real danger; there seem to be many who think it only natural that the usual list of religious 



allegiances – Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish – should be extended as the occasion arises 
to include Hindus, Muslims, and Buddhists also. But this kind of syncretism is not a living danger 
in the churches of Asia. Here the danger, as their leaders have often pointed out, is “ghettoism” –  
a practical withdrawal into the position of a tolerated and static minority, a cultural and religious 
enclave within the majority community. Correspondingly the great need is to find ways of 
breaking out of this isolation and of entering into real dialogue with the men of other faiths who 
are wrestling with the problems of the modern world and who are seeking resources to meet its 
demands. 

In this situation, to re-open the famous debate concerning the continuity or discontinuity of 
the Gospel with the religions of mankind is not helpful to the Asian churches. There is little 
temptation to go back to the kind of thinking which called for Kraemer’s famous and decisive 
proclamation of the uniqueness and otherness of the Gospel. What is needed now, if there is to be 
a living dialogue with men of other faiths, is that we should see how God’s unique and saving 
revelation of Himself in Jesus Christ enables men to understand what is happening to them and to 
respond to the calling of God in the midst of the life of the world. The mere assertion of 
discontinuity, true as it is, necessary as it is in certain contexts, is not the word which is required 
at this moment. What is required is an understanding of the relation between what God has done – 
uniquely and finally – in Christ and what he is doing in the life of mankind as a whole; an 
understanding which will enable Christians to communicate the Gospel in words and patterns of 
living which are in accordance with what God is doing, and is calling men to do, in their secular 
life. 

In what terms is this understanding to be reached?  
The most common form in which the answer to this question has been attempted in recent 

discussion has been the form which one might describe as an extended Christology. A recent 
discussion of Indian nationalism from a Christian point of view says: “Jesus Christ is Lord of the 
World, and His salvation is both social and cosmic. This is a basic affirmation which is the 
Church’s starting point for a Christian interpretation of national development.” (M.M. Thomas: 
Indian Nationalism: A Christian Interpretation, 1959). The Lordship of Jesus Christ over the 
Church and the World is the title of an important ecumenical study, and the title illustrates what 
has been – it is fair to say – the main line along which this question has been approached. Since 
Jesus Christ is Lord of all, we must acknowledge that he is at work in what happens in the world, 
even though it does not seem to coincide with “success” for the Church. Since “all things were 
created through Him and for Him…. and in Him all things hold together” (Col. 1:l6-17), it 
follows that we must learn to recognise His working in all things, including the events of secular 
history, the revolutions of our time, the renaissance of the non-Christian religions, the 
secularisation of human culture and the growth of modern science. Clearly there is truth in this 
line of argument. In the first place these things are happening, and if Christ is on the throne of the 
universe it must be true that He at least permits them to happen. In the second place, within these 
movements, standing outside of the Church as they do, no Christian can refuse to recognise 
elements of good. In the third place, the New Testament itself requires us to be ready to recognise 
the presence of Christ in the world. He is present in the needy man or woman, and we are given 
the privilege of serving Christ in serving those in need (Mt. 25: 31 ff.) He warns us that even the 
pagan nations will be called upon to stand up on the Day of Judgment to condemn God’s people 
for their unbelief (Luke 11:31-32). Indeed the whole cosmos may be said to be the sphere of His 
activity, for through Him it is all to be reconciled to God (Col. 1:20) and in Him it is to be 
summed up (Eph. 1:10). 

All this is true and important. And the corollary is true, that loyalty to Christ will properly 
lead Christians to a deep concern with what is going on in the secular world. It is not enough for 
Christians simply to be concerned with what Christ is doing through the Church, with the 
“success” of missions with the expansions of the sphere of Christian influence in the world. He 
must constantly bear in mind the cosmic range of God’s purpose, which is nothing less than to 
sum up all things in Christ. 



But the difficulty remains. If Christ is at work everywhere, in the secular world no less than 
in the Church, in the renaissance of Hinduism no less than in the missionary work of Christians, 
what is left of the sharp command to leave all and follow Jesus? Of the sharp reminder that the 
world lies in the evil one? The problem remains: “How is His work in the world related to his 
work in the Church?” 

 
4. A Trinitarian Approach 
The thesis here presented is that a satisfying answer to this question can be reached only along 
lines which take the full trinitarian doctrine of God as the starting point for systematic thinking. In 
other words, we shall understand the mission of the Church aright only if we see it as the work of 
God who has sent his Son and given His Spirit, as a sharing through the spirit in the obedience of 
the Son to the Father, as a participation in the spirit who enables us to know God as Father and to 
confess Christ as Lord, and to wait with assurance and patience for the coming of His Kingdom. 

It will be the purpose of the discussion which follows to seek to justify this thesis. But at 
this stage it is helpful to point out that the purely christological approach to the question seems to 
be a characteristically “Christendom” approach – a way of thinking which comes naturally to 
those whose minds have been entirely shaped by the Christian tradition; but that in situations 
where the Church has had to articulate its message in the terms of a culture dominated by a non-
Christian faith, it has been driven to do so in trinitarian terms. 

For the first example of this fact it is helpful to look at the situation of the early Church, 
confronted by the pagan world-view of the Graeco-Roman era at the height of its power and self-
confidence. The Church had to articulate the Christian message of God’s Kingdom in a world 
which interpreted human life mainly in terms of the interaction of “virtue” and “fortune” and 
which believed that the story of Rome was the story of a people among whom Fortune had 
entered “to take off her sandals and remain for-ever” (Plutarch, De Fortune Romanorum 4; quoted 
in Christianity and Classical Culture). Put in terms more relevant to our day, human life was 
interpreted as the interaction of man’s intelligence, skill and courage with the forces of his 
environment. It is significant that the Church found itself driven to articulate the Christian 
message in this situation in terms of trinitarian doctrine and that during the period in which the 
intellectual struggle took place to state the Gospel in terms of Graeco-Roman culture without 
thereby compromising its central affirmation, it was the doctrine of the Trinity which was the key 
to the whole theological debate. In other words, it was in terms of this doctrine that Christians 
were able to state both the unity and the distinctness of God’s work in the forces of man’s 
environment and God’s work of regeneration within the soul of man. The vehemence of the 
doctrinal struggles which centred on the formulation of the trinitarian doctrine, and especially on 
the question of the relation of the Son to the Father is evidence of the centrality of this issue for 
the whole Christian witness to the pagan world of that time. 

By contrast, during the era of “Christendom” the doctrine of the Trinity has not occupied a 
comparable place in the thought of Christians. Not that there has been any widespread tendency 
among devout Christians to deny the doctrine, but simply that it has usually been regarded as a 
venerable formulation handed down from the past or perhaps – if we are in an apologetic situation 
– a troublesome piece of theological baggage which is best kept out of sight when trying to 
commend the faith to unbelievers. It is significant that during the great theological struggle of the 
Reformation, the doctrine of the Trinity was never in dispute. 

But it is also significant that, when one goes outside the “Christendom” situation to bring 
the Gospel to non-Christians, one soon discovers that the doctrine of the Trinity is not something 
that can be kept out of sight; on the contrary it is the necessary starting point of preaching. Even 
in the simplest form of missionary preaching, one finds that one cannot escape dealing with this 
doctrine. When an evangelist goes into an Indian village where the Name of Jesus is unknown and 
preaches the Gospel for the first time how is he to introduce the Name? How does one say who 
Jesus is, in a pagan situation? Presumably the hearers have already the word “god” in their 
vocabulary. How is the Name of Jesus to be related henceforth in their minds to that word? I have 



sometimes heard the Gospel preached in such a way that the hearers – accustomed to many god’s 
– were led to think that the Name of Jesus represented yet another god, this time more powerful 
and beneficent than those they already knew. Clearly that would not be the Christian faith as the 
New Testament understands it. I have already found, in talking to such village groups, that they 
had already in their minds the consciousness – however vague – of one God behind all the god’s, 
One who was their Creator and judge. If this consciousness is present, how does one relate the 
Name of Jesus to it? Does one say that “Jesus” is the name of that One God? Clearly, again this 
would not be the New Testament faith. The truth is that one cannot preach Jesus even in the 
simplest terms without preaching Him as the Son. His revelation of God is the revelation of “an 
only begotten from the Father”, and you cannot preach Him without speaking of the Father and 
the Son. 

Moreover, if the evangelist is wise he will take time to listen before he talks. And if he does 
so, he will probably find that things have happened in the experience of his hearers which – 
without any human planning – have prepared the way for them to receive the Gospel. A time will 
come when they will look back upon these things as Christians and will recognise then as the 
preveniant work of the Spirit, the same Spirit who spoke to them in the preaching of the 
evangelist, the same Spirit who enabled them to receive the human words of the evangelist as the 
word of God. The true evangelist knows that the faith of these new Christians is not the effect of 
which his words were the cause; he knows that his words were but instruments of the work of the 
Spirit, a work which began before he arrived and continues after he left, of which their faith is the 
fruit. 

Thus even in its most elementary form the preaching of the Gospel must presuppose the 
doctrine of the Trinity. It is not, as we have sometimes seemed to say, a kind of intellectual 
capstone which can be put on to the top of the arch at the very end; it is, on the contrary, what 
Athanasius called it, the arche, the presupposition without which the preaching of the Gospel in a 
pagan world cannot begin. 

 It is at least a reasonable suggestion that the articulation of the Christian message afresh in 
the terns of pluralistic, polytheistic, pagan society of our time may require us likewise to 
acknowledge the necessity of a Trinitarian starting point. 

 
5. Three Questions 
If this thesis is valid it should follow that many of the current perplexities regarding the mission 
of the Church will be illuminated by thinking which starts from the revelation of God as Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit. I suggest three such areas of perplexity and propose to ask what light is 
thrown upon them by the Trinitarian faith. 

a. There was a time when it seemed possible to believe that, as the result of missionary 
endeavour, more and more peoples would be brought into the Church and that the life of the 
nations would be brought more and more under the power of the Gospel. An expectation of this 
kind seems to underlie much of what was said at the great missionary conference of 1910, with a 
hope that if only all the forces of Christendom could be properly mobilised for the task, very 
much greater progress in this direction could be made. It was a reasonable hope in the 
circumstances of the time. The experience of the “Great Century” during which the vast 
expansion of Christianity in Asia and Africa took place could be adduced as solid ground for it. 
But events in the recent past have seemed to shake it. China, the area of the greatest single effort 
in modern missions, has been abruptly closed. The Indian historian of Asia’s experience under 
Western dominance – K.M. Panikkar – concludes his survey with a chapter entitled The Failure 
of Christian Missions. Large parts of formerly “Christian lands” are now firmly controlled by 
communist governments which seek by all means to destroy the Church. Even where Christian 
expansion continues it does not keep pace with the growth of population. Proportionately to the 
human race as a whole, Christians are a diminishing minority. It does not look as if Christianity 
were the clue to the future of the human race. 



b. It is not only that Christians are a diminishing minority. It is also that the area of human 
life in which Christianity has authority seems to be shrinking. More and more realms of life 
appear to be taken over by systems of thought and organization which take no account whatever 
of religious questions. Even a zealous Christian working in a vast modern factory finds it hard to 
see where anything that he can say about Jesus has any relevance. The family problems which in 
a former day were unhesitatingly taken to the parish priest are now likely to go to the psychiatric 
social worker provided by the local authority. The African migrating from the village where the 
Church was the centre of the common life to a “location” dominated by the shafts and slag-heaps 
of the diamond or copper mines finds himself thrown into a turmoil of affairs for which nothing 
that the Church taught him seems to offer any guidance. The Chinese students suddenly swept up 
into the tide of communist “liberation” bitterly accuse their missionary teachers for having 
deceived them about the real character of power in the world. It is not just that Christians are – 
relatively – a shrinking minority but also that – even for those who are Christians – there seems to 
be a shrinking part of human experience in respect of which Christianity has authority. 

c. Moreover those who know the work of missions best are most aware of the ambivalent 
character of their fruits. With a vast expenditure of lives and resources the Church has been 
planted in most parts of the world. But it remains in the greater number of places a small and 
apparently peripheral community. The great masses of Asia remain apparently impervious to the 
appeal of the Gospel. 

The churches are, too outward seeming, very much like western cultural colonies 
precariously situated on the edge of the old societies, tolerated chiefly because they show no signs 
of threatening the old faiths. They are heavily dependent, both spiritually and financially, on 
continuing support from the West. They are divided along the lines of the historic cultural 
divisions of western Europe and, in spite of some movements, towards unity they show very little 
sign of becoming strong united and uniting bodies within the cultural life of their nations. They 
show little power of spontaneous growth and depend rather upon a continual flow of resources 
from outside to keep them where they are. Though eyes of faith may see them as the first-fruits of 
the peoples of Asia and Africa, eyes not so lighted will be inclined to write them off as the 
ineffectual remnants of the era of western dominance – comparable to the little communities of 
eastern Christians that survived the end of the first great missionary period of Christianity and the 
rise of the power of Islam. 

I do not suggest that these questions are more than illustrations of the grounds for perplexity 
among those who care for the missionary work of the Church. But they are real and important. It 
will be the aim of the next three sections to ask what light is thrown upon them by the revelation 
of God as Father, Son and Spirit. 

 
6. Missions and World History 
We have seen that this is an urgent question, and we have seen that in the recent past it has been 
answered in two principal ways. On the one hand missions have been seen as forwarding and 
completing the natural evolution of human society. The “Christianisation” of the world has been 
understood as something substantially continuous with the general progress of human 
development. On the other hand, and in sharp reaction to this, it has been insisted that the Gospel 
is radically other than all natural human religion and culture and that the mission of the Church is 
therefore something other than a mere reinforcement or prolongation of the natural course of 
human progress. We have seen also that this necessary and proper reminder has created a 
situation in which missions have been in danger of proceeding as though they were concerned 
only with the development of the churches as though the events of secular history were merely the 
background for the working out of God’s plan of salvation, and not part of the plan itself. We are 
now in a situation where it becomes urgently necessary to ask: What is the relation between what 
God has done once for all in Christ, and is continuing to do through the witness of the Church, 
and the events of world history as a whole? Does the trinitarian starting point help us to face this 
decisive question? 



The Gospel records, and the New Testament as a whole show us Jesus as the Son of the 
Father, as the “Beloved Son”, as the “Only begotten from the Father”. It is impossible to think of 
Him or to speak of Him truly apart from the Father. He reveals God by showing us the love and 
obedience of the Son to the Father. No account of the Gospel which does not put this in the centre 
can be adopted. 

As the Son he loves and obeys the Father. He submits himself wholly to the Father’s 
ordering of events. He does not seek to take control himself of world history. He rejects every 
temptation to become himself a ruler and director of events. He does not appear among men as a 
theophany, in the sense of a temporary manifestation of the Ruler of all things; he appears as the 
Son who lovingly submits himself to the will of Him who rules all things. Nor does he seek to 
launch a movement which will have power to control world events. When his disciples seek to 
take such power into their own hands he rebukes them. He warns them that they cannot expect 
power and influence. From first to last he accepts the Father’s ordering of events as the form in 
which is his mission, and that of his followers is to be fulfilled. 

Nevertheless his coming is the decisive event for mankind – for all men and for all history. 
In him the Kingdom of God has come, but it is hidden. His coming therefore means both salvation 
and judgment for the world because by their acceptance or rejection of him men are judged. His 
coming is not merely the launching of a religious movement. He does not send out his disciples 
merely to spread a doctrine or a programme. He sends them out as witnesses to men of the fact 
that the decisive event of all history has arrived and is impending. But this event is not one of 
which he is in control. The Father alone is in control. Yet the coming of the Son is the event by 
which the Father has chosen to bring all things to the point of decision, to the issue of judgment 
and salvation. And this event is – so to say – extended in the mission of the disciples sent out 
before the crucifixion and of the apostles sent out after the resurrection. In those events the Father 
is bringing human history to its decisive moment – like a householder calling his servants to the 
reckoning, or the farmer setting out to reap his field. 

Thus the Son and those whom he has made his brethren are sent into the world not as the 
agents of the Father’s rule, but as the witnesses of it; by his coming, and by their going in his 
Name, the Father calls human history to its final issues. But this is not otherwise than by the 
presence of God’s Spirit Himself. It is when he sees the Spirit descending as a dove that Jesus 
also hears the voice “Thou art my beloved Son”. It is as one anointed by the Spirit that he stands 
up in the synagogue at Capernaum to announce the year of the Lord’s favour. And it is not 
blasphemy against the Son, but blasphemy against the Spirit speaking and working in him that 
becomes the occasion for final condemnation. Likewise for the disciples also, it is the Spirit who 
is the witness. It is by His presence that they receive the gift of sonship and are enabled thereby to 
continue in the world the ministry of the Son. It is the Spirit who is the earnest of their 
inheritance, the instalment and proof of the glorious end to which history is being brought by the 
Father; and therefore it is the Spirit himself rather than the disciples, who is the witness of that 
which the Father is doing. It is He who speaks when the persecuted disciples are on trial. It is He 
who convicts the world of sin, righteousness and judgment – that world which hates and rejects 
Jesus. It is He who is, properly speaking – the missionary. 

 Thus the Christian mission is the clue to world history not in the sense that it is the 
“winning side” in the battle with the other forces of human history, but in the sense that it is the 
point at which the meaning of history is understood and at which men are required to make the 
final decisions about that meaning. It is, so to say, not the motor but the blade. Christians do not 
go through the battles of history as the master race. They go through them as the servant people, 
looking up to the Father who is alone the Lord of history, accepting his disposition of events as 
the context of their obedience, relying on His spirit as their guide. They go through history as the 
witness people, in whom the spirit is present to bear witness of the real meaning of the things 
which happen in the world, so that – in relation to these things – men are compelled to make 
decisions for or against God. 



The most sustained and explicit New Testament statements of the relation between the 
mission of the Church and events of world history are to be found in the apocalyptic sections of 
the first three Gospels and of the discourses at the end of the fourth Gospel. In both the synoptic 
and Johannine discourses certain notes are repeated – hatred of the world against the Church, the 
rejection of Christ by the world, the tribulation of the Church in the world, the presence of the 
Spirit who answers the accusations of the world, the victory of Christ. It will be helpful to look in 
a little more detail at the discourse attributed to our Lord in St. Mark 13 as an answer to the 
enquiries of the disciples about the things to come. 

The discourse is placed in the context of the question about the Temple. The disciples had 
been marvelling at its splendours. The Lord answers with a prophecy of its utter destruction. 
There could not have been any prophecy which more completely negated the hopes of loyal 
Israelites for the coming of God’s kingdom. Mount Zion was the place to which, according to 
Isaiah, the nations of the earth would come to acknowledge the Lord as the source of justice and 
peace. The discourse that follows is the negation of that which symbolised the success of Israel’s 
mission to the nations. 

The disciples, naturally shocked and perplexed, asked for an interpretation of what is to 
come. The answer which they received has at least the following elements relevant to our present 
discussion. 

1. “Many will come in my Name saying I am He and will lead many astray.” That is to say 
there will be false Christ’s, those who falsely claim to bring what only the true Messiah can bring. 
This is not a warning against the powers of evil in general, it is far more specific. It is a warning 
against that particular form of evil that is possible only in a context in which the Christ is known 
or expected. It is a warning against the false Christ’s, ultimately against the Antichrist. 

The need for this warning arises from the nature of God’s revelation in Christ. His coming 
into the world brings men face to face with their final destiny. The possibilities which are opened 
up for men by His coming are the possibilities of total salvation and of total loss. In His presence 
neutrality is ultimately impossible. Men are driven, gently but inexorably, to the point where they 
must either acknowledge Him as Lord or denounce Him as impostor. 

 In the fourth Gospel this is expressed by means of the symbolism of light and darkness. He 
is the light of the world, the true light, the only light that men have. By His coming men are 
compelled either to accept the light in its fullness, or else to walk in darkness. Therefore His 
coming means judgment, separation, polarisation. In the fourth Gospel this is most graphically 
shown in the story of Judas, who in the end separates himself finally from Christ and his people 
and goes out deliberately into the darkness. 

Both the discourses of John 14-16, and the apocalyptic passages such as the one we are 
studying, project this process of polarisation prophetically through history. It does not stop with 
the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry. It is extended through time by the witness of the Church. And it 
is in this context that we are to understand the warning against false “Christ’s”, who offer men 
salvation on other terms than those which God has offered to mankind in Jesus. The offer of the 
false Christ’s can be made only in a context in which God’s gift of salvation in Jesus has been 
made. 

Thus it is entirely in accordance with what the New Testament would lead us to expect that 
the present era, in which for the first time the Christian message (in however diluted a form) has 
penetrated into every part of the world, should also be a time in which messianic movements of 
all kinds arise. The greater part of the human race has lived until relatively recent times without 
belief in the possibility of a total salvation in the sense in which the New Testament portrays it. 
There has been indeed belief in the possibility of salvation for the individual by withdrawal from 
involvement in the affairs of the world, but there has not been belief in the possibility of a 
corporate salvation for mankind as the goal to which human affairs move. This is a new and 
revolutionary belief. The effect of it is to disrupt forever the ancient cyclical conceptions of time 
in which the majority of men have lived and to set man thinking in linear terms – in terms of 
progress towards some kind of new order in the future. 



The revolutionary character of our time arises from the fact that whole peoples who have 
lived for millennia without the expectation that human life would ever be radically different from 
what it has been are now persuaded of the possibility of a wholly new order of existence. 

The content given to this vision of a new order varies; but the form of the hope is 
recognisably the same everywhere. It has not arisen from any of the ancient non-Christian 
systems of thought. It has arisen from the contact of these systems with the impulses that have 
come from a culture shaped by the biblical understanding of the meaning of history. In fact it is 
this hope of a new order which gives to western culture its driving power and enables it to disrupt 
such ancient and stable human structures as the civilisations of India and China. It is a striking 
fact, as Christopher Dawson has pointed out, that the movements which have been successful in 
enabling the former colonies to throw off the political yoke of the colonial powers have been 
themselves movements dependent upon the West for their ideological basis. Movements – such as 
the Hindu Maha Sabha in India, and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt – which sought their 
ideological basis in the ancient non-Christian faiths have not been successful in capturing the 
political leadership of the anti-colonial movement. The revolutionary movements of our time, 
even though predominantly anti-western in their political orientation, are movements which 
would be inconceivable as products of the ancient religions of Asia or Africa. They are powered 
by a variety of secularised forms of the biblical hope of the Kingdom of God. Essentially they are 
messianic movements. They cannot be understood in the categories of the non-biblical religions. 

If we have understood the passage we are studying, this is what we should expect. The 
coming of the true Messiah leads to the appearing of the false ones. The coming of him who is the 
true End of history – the Omega as he is the Alpha – precipitates the necessity for decision and 
forces man out of the cyclical understanding of time in which no decisions are final. The offer of 
God’s salvation precipitates the offers of salvation (total welfare for mankind) on other terms than 
God’s. This is part of that polarisation of human affairs which begins with the coming of the 
Word made flesh. It does not mean that God’s cause has suffered a defeat; it is among the things 
which “must come to pass”. It is part of the price God is willing to pay for man’s salvation. 

Here one must enter a word of caution. To say that these revolutionary movements are to be 
understood in the terms of this chapter does not mean that any one of them is to be identified as 
the antichrist. This discourse itself, which is a summons to recognise the signs of the times and to 
interpret the events of human history in the light of God’s work in Christ, itself also contains a 
warning against the error of identifying a particular event with the ultimate event. “Of that day or 
that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father”. We are 
not permitted to know what are the limits of God’s patience, or of the bounds which He has set 
for human history. But we are bound to recognise in these movements a conscious answer to a 
question which – apart from Christ has not been posed, the question of salvation for mankind, an 
answer which is therefore post-Christian and anti-Christian in a sense in which paganism is not. 
They are movements, therefore, orientated towards the issue which Christ raises for mankind, and 
this fact determines the duty of the Church in relation to them. That duty is indicated in the next 
section of St. Mark 13. 

2. “Take heed to yourselves; for they will deliver you up to councils and you will be beaten 
in synagogues; and you will stand before governors and kings for my sake. to bear testimony 
before them. And the Gospel must first be preached to all nations.” The task of the Church in 
relation to the events of world history is not to be the governor and controller of them, but to be 
the suffering servant and witness of the Lord, manifesting in its witness a true meaning of these 
events. The Church is not the instrument of God’s governance of the world, but the witness of His 
governance both by speaking and by suffering. 

The closeness of our missionary thinking to the New Testament may perhaps be in part 
judged by the place which we accord to suffering in our understanding of the calling of the 
Church. During the long centuries of the “Constantinian” era of Church history, when Christians 
have normally had the authority of the state behind them, it has been regarded as abnormal that 
Christians should suffer for their faith. Even when modern missions went out into the non-



Christian cultures of Asia, Africa, America and the Pacific, they had behind them the power of the 
European nations, and they often expected to be protected by it. As the result of this long 
experience, many Christians seem to take it for granted that the “normal” state of affairs, which 
one ought to be able to expect, is that one can go anywhere and preach Christianity – or indeed 
any other religion – and be protected by the forces of law and order in doing so. This is a mirage 
for which neither Scripture nor common sense provides any foundation. No human societies 
cohere except on the basis of some kind of common beliefs and customs. No society can permit 
these beliefs and practices to be threatened beyond a certain point without reacting in self-
defence. The ides that we ought to be able to expect some kind of neutral secular political order, 
which presupposes no religious or ideological beliefs, and which holds the ring impartially for 
plurality of religions to compete with one another, has no rational foundation, unless religion is 
understood as a purely private, spare-time occupation. The New Testament makes it plain that 
Christ’s followers must expect suffering as the normal badge of their discipleship, and also as one 
of the characteristic forms of their witness. 

This does not, however, mean that the Church is to play a merely passive role in relation to 
the events of the world. Christians are called with their Lord, both to preach and to act. The 
preaching of the Gospel to the whole world is the witness to the cosmic nature of what God has 
done in Christ. It is the witness to the fact that “what Jesus began to do and to teach” was not just 
one of the strands that make up human history, but was the disclosing of the true end of that 
history. This is why the disciples are bidden to hurry on without waiting to argue with those who 
reject the announcement that the Kingdom of God has drawn near. This is why St. Paul hurries to 
the farthest west without waiting to build on the foundations which he had laid in the eastern 
lands of the Roman world. This is why foreign missions have an abiding significance which is not 
exhausted by the conception of universal church-extension. The preaching of the Gospel to all 
nations (and the word “nation” is not to be identified with those political groupings which are in 
modern English called by that name) is an essential part of the Church’s witness to the character 
of what God has done in Christ. 

And Christians are called also to act. In this they are one with their Lord, who was anointed 
both to announce good news and also to embody that good news in acts of healing, releasing, 
quickening. These acts will also have the character of witness. They will be signs rather than 
instruments. This is true of the older forms of service in institutions of teaching and healing, and 
in the newer programmes of technical aid. These signs may be – like the loaves and the fishes – 
misinterpreted. They may be made the occasion for perverted forms of messianism (see John 6: 
15). They may become themselves the objects of men’s desire, and so cause a rejection if the 
claim of Jesus himself (John 6: 41ff) and even the falling away of disciples themselves (John 6: 
60-66). Yet properly understood they are a necessary part of the Church’s witness to the presence 
and power of God’s kingdom. They are not the means by which God established His Kingdom. 
They are the witnesses to the present reality of His kingdom. The Church is not required (as 
speakers sometimes suggest) to try to control or overcome the revolutionary movements of our 
time. These movements are themselves inexplicable apart from the impact of ideas and ways of 
life derived from the Bible upon the peoples of the world. The Church is rather called to be 
present everywhere within these movements as the witnessing, suffering servant of God, 
believing in His sovereign rule and becoming the place where that rule is made manifest, the 
place, therefore, where men are called upon to decide for or against God. 

3. But this witness is not a work of the Church. It is the work of the Holy Spirit dwelling 
with the Church. “When they bring you to trial and deliver you up, do not be anxious beforehand 
what you are to say; but say whatever is given you in that hour, for it is not you who speak but the 
Holy Spirit.” Similarly, in the Johannine discourses it is said that when the Spirit comes he will 
convince the world of sin, of righteousness, and of judgment. The witness which the Church bears 
to the world is thus not something contrived by the Church itself. It is the work of the Triune God. 
The occasions for it are ordained by the Father in whose ordering of all things it is permitted that 
Christians should be brought into suffering and rejection. The substance of it is the work of the 



Holy Spirit who, in His sovereign freedom, uses the occasions of the Church’s weakness and 
trouble to speak his own convincing word to the world. Christians are called thus to continue 
through history the ministry of Christ, looking up to the Father as those who share his Sonship, 
accepting the Father’s disposition of events as the form in which their mission is to be 
accomplished, rejoicing in the presence of the Spirit who gives them the foretaste of God’s 
completed purpose and therefore confronts the world with the most powerful witness to that 
purpose and with the necessity to accept or reject it. 

Thus the Church can make her own the words of the great missionary apostle: “Thanks be 
to God who in Christ always leads us in triumph, and through us spreads the fragrance of the 
knowledge of Him everywhere. For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are 
being saved and among those who are perishing, from one a fragrance from death to death, to the 
other a fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 2: 14-15). It ought not to surprise us if we find that the 
penetration of the Gospel, and of ideas and ways of life shaped by the Bible, into all parts of the 
world has been followed both by the creation of living Christian communities and by the rise of 
messianic movements which claim to offer salvation to the nations on other terms. This is simply 
the continuing of that which God began to do in Jesus, the confronting of the nations in ever 
sharper terms with the choice between the true purpose of the Father to sum up all things in Him 
through whom they were created, and the substitutes for that purpose which are offered by those 
who falsely claim to bring total welfare to men. It is the Father’s purpose, revealed in Jesus, to 
lead all mankind to this ultimate decision. The presence of the Church in the midst of mankind is 
the means by which He does so. But the witness to His purpose which brings men to the point of 
decision is the witness of the Holy Spirit himself. Precisely in the midst of opposition and 
rejection the Church can say: “Thanks be to God who, in Christ, always leads us in triumph.” 

It is worth while adding that this understanding of the relation of the Christian Mission to 
world history has a close relevance to the question of the meeting of the Gospel with the non-
Christian religions. In their present form these religions must be understood as post-Christian 
phenomena. Their present signs of renaissance are their response to the impact upon them of all 
the spiritual forces that have come from contact with the western world. Their leaders are 
wrestling with the problems raised by the impact of the dynamic society of the West upon the 
relatively static societies of Asia and Africa. For the most part they are eager to explore and make 
their own the scientific ideas of the western world, but are uninterested in the biblical roots of 
western thought. 

If Christians are to bear witness to Christ in their contact with the modern representatives of 
these great religions they must be able to interpret the source and character of this dynamic 
society which is becoming the common society of mankind. They must be able to show how it 
raises issues which have not been raised in the ancient non-Christian religions, and how it must 
disrupt the ancient cyclical understanding of human life and raise new questions concerning the 
nature and destiny of man, questions which ultimately lead to the question of Jesus Christ 
Himself. Such matters of urgent concern to the nations of Asia and Africa as the nature and 
limitation of planning, the idea of the secular state, the character and purpose of education, the 
place of the family in society are matters on which Christians ought to be able to bear witness to 
the meaning of what God is doing with mankind through Christ. 

But this witness will occur only if it is, so to say, not the contrived witness of the Church, 
but the sovereign activity of the Spirit dwelling in the Church. It may be in a quite unexpected 
way and from a quite unexpected quarter that the Spirit will bear witness, using perhaps some 
small piece of simple fidelity, or some unstudied word, to illuminate with the authority of light 
itself what the Church has been trying to say about the purpose of God. The Church must 
therefore not be anxious how or what to say, but be anxious rather that all her life, even in the 
seemingly unimportant details, is open to the sovereign government of the Holy Spirit of God. 

4. Finally the whole 13th chapter of St. Mark is dominated by the assurance that God is 
leading all things to a final consummation in which the powers of anti-christ will muster all their 
strength against the kingdom of God and will be finally vanquished. The process of polarisation 



goes on to the end. The conflict grows more acute, the decisions become more urgent. There is no 
gradual ascent to a perfect world. World history does not contain in itself the secret of its own 
redemption. The Church, which is embedded in world history, belongs to it, and bears witness to 
its true beginning and end, is nevertheless apart from world history, in the sense that its witness is 
to an end which is not merely implicit in the story itself. The relation of the Church to man in his 
history is, therefore, not merely one of solidarity, but also one of separation. Here also the 
Church, when it is faithful, follows the Lord who by his very solidarity with men pronounced the 
divine judgment on them, whose Cross was both the ultimate sign of his complete identification 
with sinful men and also the point at which God’s total rejection of men’s sin was manifested. 
Perhaps this double character is expressed in his preference for the mysterious title “Son of Man” 
which could mean both “man” in the simplest sense and also the mysterious supernatural figure 
whom Daniel saw coming with the clouds of heaven. 

This eschatological perspective belongs to the essence of the missionary task. But it is 
rightly understood only in the context of the full trinitarian faith. It is the Father alone who knows 
the time of the end, and who determines it. The Church like, the Son himself, does not know. The 
Church, sharing his Sonship, looks to the Father in faith, and obedience accepting His disposition 
of times and seasons, content to await His will. But this is possible only through the gift of the 
Spirit, who is the guarantee and witness of that end to which the Father is leading all things. 
Through the Spirit Christians share now the foretaste of the final victory, eagerly look for it, and 
by that very fact bear witness to it even in their unguarded words and acts. And this witness 
concerns not merely the narrowly “religious” concern of the Church. It is witness to that which 
God, the Creator and Father, will do with human history in its fullness. It is witness relevant to 
every sphere of human life. Thus in every sphere of life the Church is called to become the point 
at which God’s purpose is manifested, and at which decision is called for, concerning the purpose 
for which she exists. That means that the Church must expect to live through deepening conflict, 
following the Lord himself along the way of the Cross. The victory is wholly God’s. 
 
7. Missions and the Secularization of Human Life 
The second factor which we suggested as a ground for perplexity in the work of Christian 
missions is the increasing secularisation of human life, the withdrawal of more and more areas of 
human experience from direct reference to religion. 

In spite of the fact that this process of secularisation was already well established in Europe 
in the 18th century the missionaries of that and the succeeding centuries still had a great deal of 
the mental attitude of a religiously centred society. They came from towns and villages in which 
the Churches were the most notable buildings and from nations in which, for most part, the 
Church held a central place in public life, in works of teaching, healing, and philanthropy, and in 
“the cure of souls”. What is still more important, they came to societies which were for the most 
part thoroughly “sacral” in their structure; that is to say in which religion held a controlling 
position in the affairs of the community and the family. It was therefore only natural that the new 
Christian communities which grew up around the person of the missionary had a similarly 
“sacral” character. Where, as in some of the Pacific Islands, the whole community accepted 
Christianity the sacral character of the whole community continued without rupture. The new 
religion became the effective bond of the old society. Where, as in India, only a minority accepted 
the Christian faith, it was nevertheless true that the Christian community and the institutions of 
the Church were shaped by the general understanding of the relation between religion and society 
which existed before the Gospel came. The Church conducted schools, hospitals, and institutions 
of social service, involved itself directly in the conduct of industries, the improvement of 
agriculture and the general organisation of society. Within the frontiers of the Christian 
community the missionary and the pastor had many of the functions of the magistrate. The 
Church, even in the 20th century, had a position of centrality in the life of the community which it 
had long since lost in the majority of the countries from which the missionaries came. 



In most parts of the world this situation is changing rapidly. The educational and social 
services which the Church began are taken over by the State. The old forms of ecclesiastical 
discipline are no longer accepted. The old village community centred, in the Church gives place 
to the new town, dominated by the factory, in which the Church appears to represent only the 
private and spare-time interest of a minority. The process of secularisation goes forward 
relentlessly in every part of the world. 

From one point of view one can describe this process as a growing liberation of the 
individual from the control of the national communities of family and locality. In the old type of 
village community men are confined to the society of their neighbours and they have no choice of 
friends. In a modern city, aided by car or a telephone, a man can ignore his neighbours and choose 
his friends at will. He is thus free, in large measure, to choose the standards under which he will 
live. The same freedom extends to other areas of life. The form of government under which he 
will live is not something simply given, it is chosen. The way in which one earns one’s living is, 
in a modern society, a matter of personal choice to a degree undreamed of in older societies. 
Money is no longer a fixed standard related finally to the value of gold or silver, by which the 
values of things may be compared; it is a flexible instrument manipulated by Governments to 
control economic development. Less and less is mankind compelled to accept the facts of social, 
political and economic life as given: more and more are they matters for deliberate decision. This 
extends from the most intimate matters of personal and family life to the widest questions 
concerning the life of man in society.  

Since from one point of view this is a liberating process, it is quite futile for the Church to 
regret it, even when it means that old social solidarities are dissolved. This dissolution may be 
painful – as when an African pastor sees his village congregation eroded by forces coming from 
the mines and the big cities: or when the elders of an island community in the South Pacific 
witness the shattering impact upon their people of the tourist invasion. The Church may, and 
indeed must do what it can to mitigate – for the sake of the human beings involved – the 
immediate effect of the inrush of these new forces into old communities. But it is clear that in the 
long run the old kind of sacral community cannot be preserved. The challenge of man’s coming of 
age has to be accepted. Christian faith and discipleship will be more and more a matter of 
personal decision: less and less will it be possible to hold men to that faith by the bonds of custom 
and the sanctions of social pressure. There may still be room, among relatively primitive peoples, 
for group movements into the Church such as have characterised most of the story of missions 
through the centuries, but it will surely be a diminishing place. Likewise also the place of direct 
ecclesiastical action and influence in the fields of education, medicine and social service will 
surely be a diminishing one, as these areas of life become increasingly secularised. The Christian 
teacher, the Christian doctor and the Christian social worker will increasingly have to work – like 
the Christian merchant, manufacturer or engineer – without the protection of a “Christian 
institution” around him. 

What has been said in the previous section concerning the Church as the place where God 
presses mankind towards decision for or against Christ should prepare us to recognise the 
development we are now considering. It ought not to find Christians perplexed or unready. The 
fact that Christian faith and discipleship become more and more a matter of personal decision is 
fully in line with what we have understood of God’s work in Christ. But it can also be 
misunderstood. The withdrawal of more and more areas of human life from the direct control of 
religion can be taken to mean that the Christian has nothing to say about them – that politics, 
economics, culture are not his concern. The fact that Christian faith becomes increasingly a matter 
of personal decision can be misunderstood to mean that Christianity is concerned only with the 
narrow range of personal moral problems. When this happens, there is a grave danger that the 
Gospel may be mistaken for a mere offer of personal salvation – like the mystery religions which 
were its rivals during the first centuries of its mission (There will always be an eager market for 
such religions!). The Gospel is concerned with something greater, with the redemption of the 
world, including precisely those realms of human life which are being so drastically secularised in 



our day. How are we to understand the secularisation of these areas of human life in the light of a 
Gospel which announces their redemption? That is one of the burning practical issues for the 
Christian world mission today. How does the Trinitarian faith help us to understand it? 

The life of the incarnate Son of God as shown to us in the Gospels was a life lived in full 
acceptance of the human institutions of His time – political, social, economic. When St. Peter 
writes: “Be subject to every human institution for the Lord’s sake”. He is faithfully reflecting the 
example of Jesus, who did not seek to overthrow or control the social structures under which he 
lived, though he was the emissary of a divine rule which in principle overturned them all, making 
the last first and the first last. The primitive Church followed this example, apparently accepting 
such social and economic institutions as slavery and the subjection of women while yet 
proclaiming that in Christ there was neither male nor female, neither bond nor free. The same 
Paul who wrote “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities for there is no authority 
except from God”, also wrote that “all dominions, principalities and authorities were created 
through Christ and for Christ”, and added “he is before all things and in Him all things hold 
together”. These “authorities” and “institutions” were in no sense “Christian”. The era of 
Constantine was still far in the future. Nevertheless they were to be acknowledged as God’s 
creation through Christ and for Christ. 

Christians have erred in two directions in seeking a right relation to these “authorities” and 
“institutions”. On the one hand they have sometimes forgotten that these things were created 
through Christ and for Christ and that they are therefore subject to his will. This has led to an 
absolutising of certain forms of these institutions – such as slavery or personal monarchy – as 
unalterable parts of the created order at a time when the Spirit of God was moving Christians to 
find new forms for the economic and political ordering of human society. On the other hand 
Christians have sometimes forgotten that Christ was subject to these institutions and that the 
Church is called to be – for his sake – subject to them also and not to seek to rule them. The best 
remembered example of this second error is the Hildebrandine papacy, but there are others which 
could with more immediate profit be remembered – including some in the recent history of 
missions. 

If the churches are now forced to relinquish such direct control or influence as they have 
had in the recent past over the cultural and social life of mankind this is not necessarily a defeat 
for the mission of the Church. It is a two-fold reminder negatively of the fact that these spheres of 
life are indeed subject to Christ but not to the Church, and that part of the Church’s conformity to 
the will of her Lord lies in her accepting, like him, a certain subjection to the institutions which 
the Father has ordained for the safeguarding and ordering of human life. Positively it is a 
reminder that Christ’s Lordship over these spheres of life is manifested not otherwise than by the 
work of the Holy Spirit, who is the earnest of our participation in his now hidden Lordship, and 
who takes of the things of Christ and shows them to us – not all at once but, as we are able to bear 
them. This positive point requires some further elaboration. 

At this point we have to anticipate what will be said in the next section of this essay about 
the work of the Spirit in the Christian congregation. It is not the official organs of the churches, 
their clergy, synods and “church executives” who are in the closest daily contact with the 
institutions of political, economic and cultural life. It is the whole lay membership of the 
churches, living and earning their daily bread in the business of politics, commerce, education, 
industry, scientific research and so on. It is by the decisions of these men and women, taken in the 
course of their week-day working lives that these institutions of social life are changed – if they 
are changed at all. It is indeed possible – it happens all too often – that Christians working in 
these spheres behave as though they were completely outside the area of Christ’s rule; as though 
their work in farm or factory from Monday to Friday were not the “Lord’s work” in the sense in 
which they apply that designation to their work in Sunday School or Bible Class. That is, in 
effect, to deny Christ’s cosmic Lordship. If we believe that all these spheres of human life, and all 
the “principalities, dominions, and authorities” which hold sway in them, were created through 
Christ and for Christ, then we shall expect that the Spirit who takes of the things of Christ and 



shows them to us, who is the foretaste of our share in His victory, will in His sovereign freedom, 
lead men and women engaged in these secular tasks – singly or in groups – to specific acts which 
challenge the existing structures and witness to the true purpose for which God created them. The 
history of Christianity has many examples of such movements of the Spirit sometimes resisted by 
the official authority of the churches by which the institutions of the state, economic life, 
education and law have been changed through the action of Christian men and women. But one 
has to confess with sorrow that these examples have been few in relation to the total involvement 
of Christians in the life of these institutions of human life in society. 

It can certainly be said with thankfulness that the missionary record of the past two 
centuries is bright with the memory of successful battles in the name of Christ against social evil 
of all kinds. This is not the place to cite details. Two things are relevant here; firstly that these 
achievements have been largely the work of the organised forces of the churches, using the 
advantages which the power and prestige of the western nations gave them; second, that with the 
changes now taking place in the world (to which missions have made a very large contribution) 
the place for this direct action of organized churches and missions in the attack on social wrong is 
becoming much smaller. Secularisation is everywhere the order of the day. Nostalgia for the days 
when Christian schools hospitals, and institutions of social service had unquestioned dominance 
in the field is of no avail. The call of this hour is to understand in depth the relation of the mission 
of the Church to the structures of social existence such as state, industry, economic life, and 
culture and to draw the necessary consequences for practical action. It will already be clear that 
the essential elements of such an understanding will be something like the following.  

1. These structures are part of God’s creation as the framework for human life. They are 
“ordained by God”. The Church, following her Lord, has to accept them as the framework in 
which her life is to be lived, acknowledging them and fulfilling the specific duties which their 
proper character requires. They are not subject to the Church and are not to be directly controlled 
by ecclesiastical power. The obedience which Christians render to the “authorities” of – for 
example – the state, is part of their sharing in the obedience rendered by the Son to the Father. 
Thus even the obedience of a Christian slave to his master is commended by the example of him 
who “when he was reviled did not revile in return…. but trusted to him who judges justly”. 

2. Like all things created, they have been created through Christ and for Christ. They are to 
be summed up in Christ. This is therefore the norm by which they are to be interpreted. Yet, 
because of sin, they share in the corruption of the creation. They become –under demonic powers 
which claim an absolute authority apart from Christ – the authority of “reasons of state”, 
“economic necessity” and many others. When this happens they become the occasion for the 
enslaving and dehumanising of man. The extreme example of this, so far as the New Testament is 
concerned, is the assumption of divine authority by the head of state. That which was “ordained 
of God” then becomes “the Beast”. 

3. Christ who, as the Son, humbled himself and became utterly subject to all the “powers” 
for man’s sake has become victorious over all the demonic powers and has been exalted by the 
Father to His right hand until all things are put under his feet. Both the past and the future tenses 
have to be taken seriously. His victory is complete; yet we await its completion. The creation still 
groans in bondage waiting for its liberation. Demonic powers still work in the structures of human 
society. We do not yet see them manifestly subject to Christ, their rightful ruler. The Church has 
still to accept them as – even in their corrupted form – still part of God’s creation. 

4. But the Christ who sits at God’s right hand till his enemies submit has not left us without 
a Comforter. The gift of the Spirit is the sign of Christ’s victory. By sharing in the life of the 
Spirit, Christians share already in that victory and have therefore an unshakeable hope and 
assurance of it. It is in the light of that assurance that they see and judge the working of the 
“structures” of society. By their sharing in the life of the Spirit they are able to confess Jesus as 
Lord of all these structures, and to acknowledge God as the Father who gave them to men to be 
his home – even though so much in them denies His Fatherhood. But this confession and 
acknowledgment does not remain a merely interior mental state. It breaks out into words and 



deeds, which the Spirit may use in His own freedom and sovereignty to bear witness to the 
Lordship of Christ over these structures of human life. This will not normally or primarily be a 
matter of the formal acts of the organised churches – though these of course have their place 
within the administration of the Spirit. It will be more commonly the words and acts (perhaps 
casual and unpremeditated) of Christian men and women in the midst of their involvement in 
these “structures” – as manager, technicians or labourers, as legislators civil-servants or voters, as 
teachers or students, as landowners or tenants or doctors or architects or journalists. It will be acts 
and words which arise within the workings of these structures as Christian men and women, 
accepting the fundamental disciplines which these structures impose, wrestle with their problems 
in the assurance of Christ’s Lordship and God’s Fatherhood. 

But not as isolated men and women. To say “Christian men and women” is to speak of men 
and women knit together in the life of Christian congregations, sharing the common life which the 
Spirit gives, expressing it in worship and receiving it constantly afresh in the word and 
sacraments of the Gospel and the mutual help, counsel and admonition of the fellowship. It is a 
grave weakness of much of our congregational life that it does not appear to rest upon a serious 
belief in the authority and freedom of the Holy Spirit – His freedom to give gifts of discernment 
and leadership to any member of the fellowship which may be used for the strengthening and 
guiding of the rest; and His authority to determine the real strategy of the Christian mission – 
opening up lines of advance at points where we did not expect them, using the witness of those 
whom we had held of little account, sometimes closing doors that seemed open and full of 
promise. This point is stressed here, because it is surely only by learning what this authority and 
freedom of the Spirit means in the life of a congregation that we shall go on to learn to trust and 
follow Him in the formidable tasks of Christian witness in the world of politics, industry and 
culture. 

The stress must fall first on the local congregation because this is the point at which men 
learn to live together as neighbours, in which the neighbour becomes – in Christ – the brother. But 
in relation to the specific questions with which this section deals it may be that free association of 
Christian men and women working in the same field of secular life may be of crucial significance 
for the future. The more that education – in for example – Asia and Africa is secularised and 
taken out of the hands of churches, the more necessity will there be to provide opportunities for 
Christian teachers to share common membership in professional associations or orders in which 
they can seek together the guidance of the Spirit for their daily work. In areas where the churches 
have not had, in the past, a comparable influence – such as industry or commerce, the need may 
be less acutely felt than it is by teachers; it is not less real and urgent. 

There is a particular example of this need which is so important for the present phase of the 
world mission of the Church that special attention should be drawn to it. It is for a fellowship of 
Christian men and women who will accept the calling to a missionary penetration of the rapidly 
growing movements of international assistance for technical development. This would surely be 
the proper response of the churches to the movement of secularisation which is curtailing older 
forms of missionary outreach. It was suggested in some memorable sentences spoken at the 
Willingen Meeting in 1952. 

“I believe there is a call for an entirely new type of missionary activity 
to be developed alongside the traditional modes. We need, for instance, to 
envisage men and women of scientific training who will be ready to give 
their service in development schemes, going to their work as ordinary 
salaried officials and bringing their expert knowledge to bear on some 
local situation. But they will go, not merely as those whose Christian 
convictions are marginal to their work, as is commonly the case of many 
today. Rather, they will go with a vocation consciously and deliberately to 
seek to work out “a disciplined and purified technology” in the light of 
Christian insights. Promotion and financial reward will, by such men, be 
completely subordinated to their Christian vocation. Others with the same 



dedication will go as experienced trade unionists, to help ensure that the 
young trade union movements of Africa and Asia are built up on Christian 
insights as to the meaning of society and the responsibility of individuals 
to society and of society to individuals. Yet others will bring a Christian 
integrity to the development of cooperative movements. These are just 
three illustrations. 

“I envisage the possibility of such a missionary brotherhood being 
pioneered by a number of men who would be banded together in a 
dedicated fellowship, with something of the same tense of cohesion and of 
spiritual support that has characterized the historic missionary societies. 
But I also dare to envisage something new. Such men will be going out 
into particular situations in what is largely unexplored territory. They will 
be often isolated and very much alone. They will need a very deep 
assurance of backing from the whole Christian Church. Such an 
enterprise, then, should from the very start be envisaged on an ecumenical 
basis and on an inter-racial basis. The world of activity into which such 
men will be going is one in which denominationalism is totally irrelevant. 
Moreover, it is a world in which the distinctions of national culture and 
tradition are also irrelevant. Here might well be an opportunity for a new 
step forward in the whole task of the Christian mission in our time.” 

(Missions under the Cross, pp. 31-32) 
After 10 years it has to be sadly confessed that not much has been done to respond to this call. It 
does not fit easily into the patterns of action which we have inherited. It requires a firm faith that 
the secular world of industry and technology is part of God’s creation, ruled by Him, and destined 
to minister to the fullness of the new creation in Christ. It requires equally a willingness to trust 
the Holy Spirit to lead us in new paths and to create new forms of fellowship for new adventures 
in obedience. A truly biblical understanding of the mission of the triune God must surely furnish 
these things. 

A certain nostalgia for “Christendom” is very human and understandable – whether in the 
countries of western Europe which see the old ecclesiastical landmarks being more and more 
obliterated or also turned into museum pieces; whether in the old “mission fields” where Christian 
schools and hospitals no longer have the leadership in national evolution; or whether in countries 
like Cuba where the old security of the Church is suddenly and dramatically removed. But we 
have to accept gladly the way God leads us, recognising that a “Christendom” situation can only 
be a temporary and passing phase in the mission of the Church and that the “desacralising” of 
great areas of human life is all part of the journey by which God leads the world to the ultimate 
issue of faith or unbelief in Jesus Christ. By participation in the life of the Spirit we are enabled to 
acknowledge His fatherly rule in this as in all things, to share that acceptance of the “powers that 
be” which marked the life of the Son on earth and to have the assurance of the Spirit He gives to 
bear witness to that victory within the life of a radically secularised society. 
 
8. The Pattern of Missionary Advance 
Among the questions chosen for consideration in this essay the third is the one which touches 
most closely the nerve of missionary action. It is the question of the immobilisation of the 
missionary movement itself,  the question – in other words – of the failure of missions to produce, 
in the measure in which the Gospel should lead us to expect, spontaneously multiplying Christian 
communities among the peoples of Asia and Africa. It is – to put it in yet other words – the 
question: “Why are the resources of the missionary movement today so largely exhausted in the 
support of dependent churches and why is so little energy available for fresh advance?” 

Modern missions have proceeded for the most part along the currents of secular power. It 
was from the relatively wealthy and powerful nations that missions generally went, often to the 
territories which were at the same time coming directly under the political and economic 



influence of their mother countries. They had behind them material resources superior to those of 
the people to whom they went. They were able to use these resources to employ native agents, to 
buy lands and buildings and to establish institutions of training and service modelled upon those 
of the sending countries. These institutions, being related to the economy of the sending country 
rather than to that of the receiving country, continued to depend heavily upon the resources of the 
missions that founded them. And – still more important – the newly established Christian 
communities generally depended from the beginning upon the support of the founding missions, 
both spiritually and materially.  

So long as the political and economic power of the western nations continued to grow 
relatively to the rest of the world, missionary advance could continue along these lines. But as the 
advance continued the value of required support also continued to increase as did the proportion 
of resources available for fresh advance increased. The whole movement tended to become 
immobilized by its own success. There are notable exceptions to this statement but taking the 
whole modern missionary movement it is a justifiable generalisation.  

It was inevitable that this situation should cause comparisons to be drawn with the 
missionary methods of the first century. So far as the evidence of the New Testament enables us 
to understand them, the missionary methods of St. Paul and his colleagues differed profoundly in 
many respects from what has just been described. Manifestly the apostles had behind them no 
predominant financial and political power such as was enjoyed by the missionaries of the 19th 
century. Nor did they have behind them the prestige of a so-called higher civilization. They were 
not going to “under-developed” areas. They were in no position to offer “technical assistance” to 
the citizens of Corinth, Ephesus and Rome. There is no evidence that they paid salaries to their 
converts in these cities to become “agents” of the mission, nor do we read of any appeals to 
Antioch for additional funds to support the new churches and to make fresh evangelistic 
advances. The financial transactions of which we read are all the other way – gifts from the 
“younger church” for the support of the Apostle (e.g. Phil 4: 10ff), or for the relief of distress in 
the “older churches” (2 Cor. 8: 9 et al). There is no sign of financial dependence of younger on 
older churches. 

More important still is the fact that there is no sign of the kind of spiritual dependence with 
which we have become distressingly familiar in the story of modern missions. The younger 
churches of modern times have – in most cases – been dependent for ministerial leadership upon 
the founding missions for years and even decades after their first establishment. The churches 
established by St. Paul, so far as we can tell from the available evidence, had their own ministry 
of elders or bishops and deacons, as well as others from the very beginning. They were at no time 
dependent upon the older churches of Syria or Judea for the essentials of their life as Christian 
congregations. They had – it is true – an abiding relationship with St. Paul which he expresses by 
such phrases as “You may have ten thousand tutors in Christ but you have only one father. For in 
Christ Jesus you are my offspring and mine alone” (1 Cor. 4: 15 NEB). He is their father in God, 
and he does not hesitate to remind them of the fact when it becomes necessary. But there is no 
suggestion that this paternal relationship is automatically bequeathed to the authorities of the 
Church in Antioch. And the fact that St. Paul is so plain about it makes it all the more striking that 
he always addresses even the most erring and sinful congregation as – in the fullest sense – the 
Church of God. He does not address them in the manner of a superintendent addressing 
subordinates. He disclaims any thought of lording it over them: he is their colleague, not their 
controller (2 Cor. 1: 24). They have their own free standing in the faith and he speaks to them as 
to adult sons, members with him in the household of God. 

It is these living congregations which become, in turn, the centres of further missionary 
advance. They do not depend upon the “Antioch mission” for their support and advance does not 
depend upon increased resources from outside. They have in themselves – or rather in the Holy 
Spirit who is with them – the essential resources for witness and growth. There is no suggestion 
that they are “secure” in a human sense, or that they can enjoy any protection from the mother 
church. On the contrary they are warned – at the moment when the apostle takes leave of them 



after they have believed and been baptised, that “through many tribulations we must enter the 
kingdom of God”. But it is precisely in the context of that warning that we read that the apostles 
“when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer and fasting, they 
committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed” and passed on (Acts 14: 23). If we ask 
what is the secret of this extraordinary confidence, which permits the apostles to ordain to the 
holy ministry men converted only a few weeks before, to leave without any personal supervision 
congregations newly won from paganism, surrounded by all the evil and corrupting powers of 
pagan society, without visible support, and with – so far as we know few men and women of 
influence and education among them, there can be only one answer; it is because they are 
convinced that these new Christians have received the Spirit. It is not too much to say that the 
whole “method” of St. Paul (if that be the right word for something which is far more than a 
method!) rests upon this single point: that the Holy Spirit of God is Himself the missionary; that 
His presence and blessing are given to those whom receive the Gospel; that that presence and 
blessing are recognisable by those who have the Spirit; and that where the Spirit is, there is all the 
power and all the wisdom and all the grace that man needs or can expect for the life in Christ. 

If, with many scholars, we accept the view that the Epistle to the Galatians was addressed 
to those same congregations of whom we read in Acts 14, we have an exceptionally clear 
statement of the grounds of that confidence which enabled the apostle to take what – in the view 
of modern missionaries – would be regarded as the appalling risk of leaving new congregations 
without proper supervision. For here is a case in which the new congregations did in fact go 
astray very quickly. It might seem an important piece of evidence against the missionary method 
of St. Paul. Certainly the very fact of the letter makes it clear that when the apostles committed 
the new congregations to the Lord and left them in charge of their own elders they were not 
severing their links with them. Every paragraph of the letter bears witness to the intense spiritual 
solidarity of the apostle with these Galatian Christians, his deep love for them and his sense of 
responsibility for them. Yet the whole argument of the letter shows that he rests everything on his 
faith in the adequacy of the Spirit as the source of truth and holiness. The false apostles who have 
led the Galatians astray have every appearance of authority on their side. They can quote both 
Scripture and Tradition with apparently overwhelming effect. St Paul takes them back to the 
Cross, interpreted through his own experience, and then asks them this question; “Let me ask you 
only this; did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by hearing with faith?” Everything 
rests upon this assurance – that their being in Christ is a matter of having received the Spirit. 
When he goes on to meet his opponents on the ground of Scripture it is to persuade them that the 
true sons of Abraham are those “born according to the Spirit”. And finally he shows them that the 
real issue is not to be put in terms of law, but in terms of Spirit and flesh. There are two powers 
which may control us, the flesh and the Spirit. Those who are under the power of the Spirit have 
no law against them, for the Spirit himself produces in them that which the law commands but 
cannot give – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. 
These things are not produced by law; they are the fruit of the Spirit. And the Spirit is given by 
the hearing and believing the Gospel of the Cross. Therefore Paul comes back in his autograph 
post-script to that with which he had begun; “Far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our 
Lord Jesus Christ by which the world has been crucified to me and I to the world.” 

That is the apostle’s answer to an erring congregation – not to devise means of bringing 
them under a closer ecclesiastical control, but to remind then of the source of their life as 
Christians and of the place where they must go if they would be at that spring whence the life of 
God flows. In this epistle the reference is especially to the relation of the Spirit to the Law. In 
other epistles – notably Romans, 1st Corinthians, and Ephesians, much is said about the relation of 
the Spirit to the various ministries in the Church. Both of these have great importance for our 
understanding of the weakness of the modern missionary movement, and we shall look for a 
moment at each. 

1. No one who knows modern missions can doubt that one of the greatest problemS 
confronting them is legalism, – the tragic consequences of the attempt to achieve in nEW 



Christian communities conformity to an ethical standard by means other than the free assent of 
the conscience of those concerned. One hesitates to say much about this for the subject is so full 
of both sorrow and perplexity. There are indeed some strands of humour in it too: who could read 
without laughing the stories of the struggle between missionaries in South India and their high 
caste converts about whether or not the traditional tuft of hair on the top of the head of a devout 
Hindu must be shaved off as a condition precedent for baptism? But there is much more matter 
for tears. There is the tragic story, for instance, of the struggle against polygamy in Africa which 
it has seemed that missions were trying to impose the rule of monogamy as a law before the 
conscience of African converts had awoken to the real issue, with the result that polygamy 
continues to flourish and the Church seems often to represent rather the company of those who 
have managed to evade it, rather than the place where victory and joy are given by the Spirit in 
the life of the family. Legalism is a besetting danger for Christians everywhere, but its dangers are 
multiplied when there is an authoritative organisation, representing the superior power and 
prestige of the ruling race, standing alongside the Church to enforce by its many-sided authority 
the ethical standard accepted in the country from which the missionaries come. One cannot 
believe that St. Paul would have recognised in this situation the kind of evangelical freedom in 
defence of which the passionate pleading of the Epistle to the Galatians was written. Have 
modern missions really acted as though they believed that the life in Christ, in all purity, grace 
and integrity, can only be a fruit of the presence of the Spirit and can never be the result of the 
impositions of law? And does not the failure at this point account for much of the spiritual 
weakness, the attitude of dependence that has characterised the younger churches during most of 
the period of modern missions? 

2. No less central to our problem is the question of the Church’s ministry. We have noted 
startling contrast between the apostles, who apparently ordained the presbyters of the new 
congregations from among the new converts within a few weeks of their baptism and modern 
missionaries who have generally thought that a period of some decades was needed before an 
ordained native ministry could be produced. Much can be, and has been written, about the reasons 
for this. There is no doubt that great deal is due to the fact that the thinking of missionaries about 
the ministry was (naturally) shaped by the fact that the ministry in the churches from which they 
came was full-time salaried occupation for men of high academic attainments, accorded a place 
high in the scale of the social influence. In such societies a ministry of shepherds, fishermen and 
tentmakers would have seemed impossible. But the attempts to transfer these sociological 
concepts of the ministry unaltered to the new congregations growing up, generally among village 
people, in the pagan societies of Asia and Africa, has produced absurd results – such as those not 
uncommon situations in which one man is nominally the “pastor” of forty or fifty congregations. 
Basically the pattern of the ministry in the younger churches arising from modern missions has 
been shaped by the relation between the missionary and converts, and has thereby been 
conformed to an administrative rather than a pastoral model. It has been difficult, in this situation, 
to take simply and seriously the apostolic belief that the Holy Spirit, who is able to call simple 
and unlettered men and women into the fellowship of the Gospel, is also able to raise up from 
among them the men and women needed for the manifold ministries of teaching, preaching, 
guiding and counselling and government. Consequently, unlike the churches described in the Acts 
of the Apostles, the younger churches of the modern period have remained for decades dependent 
on their parent churches for the supply of ministerial leadership. 

Surely there is no missionary who goes forth to preach the Gospel to others who does not 
know that it is only by the power and presence of the Holy Spirit that his words can accomplish 
anything. And surely there is no pastor who does not acknowledge that it is only by the work of 
the Holy Spirit in his congregation that holy lives can be produced. It may seem that in stressing 
the role of the Holy Spirit in the mission of the Church I am simply repeating what everyone 
knows. And yet I have become convinced that, even when this belief is present and vivid, there 
are factors in the structures and traditions of our work which can prevent the belief from 



becoming effective. I move at this point deliberately into the first person because I doubt whether 
what needs to be said can be said except in the form of personal testimony. 

I have lived and worked as a missionary within the structure typical of modern missions  – 
responsible for the conduct of institutions, for the supervision of Indian workers, for the 
employment and control of teachers and others in charge of congregations. I have seen this 
system come to a practical standstill: funds were not available to increase the number of salaried 
workers. New areas could not, therefore, be occupied. Teachers could not be offered to new 
villages. Enquirers who came to ask for a teacher to be sent to their village had regretfully to be 
turned away. Only if some fresh resources came from “home” could the mission become a 
mission again. As it was, it was plain that any talk of “winning India for Christ” was not serious. I 
was compelled to ask myself whether it is really true that the Church’s obedience to the Great 
Commission is intended to be contingent upon the accident of a budgetary surplus. 

The answer came through various experiences. Firstly, through seeing how ordinary lads 
from village congregations removed from the situation in which everything was under the 
direction of the official agencies of Church and mission, to the conditions of Army life in North 
Africa or the Middle East, could themselves become active witnesses and evangelists among their 
comrades. Secondly through learning to call on the services of all kinds of lay men and women as 
volunteer pastors and evangelists for the village congregations left without the guidance of a full-
time worker. And thirdly, most decisively, through the experience of a small group-movement in 
a very backward area where the Gospel had only recently been preached for the first time. Out of 
this last experience certain clear convictions emerged which I believe to have wide significance. 

Firstly, it became clear that the decisive moment is the very first moment, when the first 
contact is made between the evangelist and the enquirer. In this area the Gospel was spreading 
through the witness of new converts. Groups would come from villages too which no agent of the 
Church had been sent, asking for instruction and baptism. The traditional response to such a 
request would have been to send (budget permitting) a salaried teacher to work among them and 
prepare them for baptism. Experience made it clear that there is another possible response. It is to 
find out what the Holy Spirit has already done among them and build on that. Invariably it was 
found that, behind such a request, there was some experience which had prompted a desire to 
know more of Christ. It might be a dream, an answer to prayer, a providential deliverance, the 
“chance” reading of a tract or a scripture portion, contact with a Christian from another village. It 
might seem very insignificant. But questioning would bring out the fact that the Holy Spirit had, 
in this way, touched the life of man or a group of men to a new desire for God. That touch of the 
prevenient and sovereign Spirit must be accepted and acknowledged by the evangelist as his 
guide. 

It follows, secondly, that the evangelist must acknowledge the person whom the Holy Spirit 
has thus touched as – for the present at least – the chosen minister of the Gospel to that 
community. It is a simple fact that the Spirit has chosen him; for it is through his experience that 
the group has come to ask for baptism. He may conceivably be an ignorant and illiterate man. 
This is important, but it does not prevent the Holy Spirit from using him, and continuing to use 
him. He has already a spiritual authority which the evangelist has no right to ignore. Specifically, 
he cannot be brushed aside, to be replaced by an “agent” of the mission sent in to take charge of 
the community. It is he whom the Spirit has used to awaken in the group a desire for the Gospel, 
and it must be assumed until there is evidence to the contrary that the Spirit will continue to use 
him as their spiritual leader. Such help as is provided from outside will be by way of brotherly 
assistance; it will not replace the leadership which the Spirit has already provided. If the man 
concerned is illiterate he can learn to read, and experience shows that a man who has been thus 
spiritually awakened will learn quickly. 

Thirdly, once it is clear that the group has made the decision to turn from all trust in idols to 
the living God, baptism should not be delayed. Some instruction is plainly necessary but it must 
not be such as to suggest that baptism is a kind of certificate of attainment. To suggest, as is 
sometimes done, that the enquirers should be placed under probation for a period before a 



decision is made to baptise seems perilously like suggesting that baptism is a certificate of good 
conduct rather than a laver of regeneration by the Spirit. Everything in the Gospel surely suggests 
that once the clear decision is made to turn to God, the Church should receive the new members 
of the Household with the same immediate welcome as Jesus gave to the sinners who came to 
him. 

Fourthly, baptism must be followed by the fullest possible instruction. Experience shows 
that it is at this point that there is a real eagerness to learn. The attitude should be: “Now you have 
been received into the Father’s house let us together learn what his household is, how we have 
been brought into it, how it is conducted, and what is the conduct which befits it and is pleasing to 
the Father”. But at every point it will be understood that the life of the new home is not the result 
of conformity to a law handed over by the evangelist; it is a gift of the Spirit who is Himself the 
life of the new home, so that the new life is received by sharing in this life of the Spirit himself. 

Fifthly, because this is so, learning and witnessing go together. During the months when the 
new congregation is learning the essentials of the faith, it is at the same time bearing witness 
among its neighbours. From the very beginning this is so. Because what is being learned is not a 
lesson, but a life, the life of the Spirit Himself whose very nature is to communicate. To put it 
another way what is being learned is the love of God, and love is know in loving; therefore 
learning for oneself and communicating to others go together. The result of this, in the area of 
which I am speaking, was that the churches began to multiply themselves by a kind of 
spontaneous growth which was not dependent upon increasing outside resources. In an area 
almost entirely pagan, the number of Christian congregations rose from 13 to 55 in 12 years. The 
secret of growth was the spontaneous witness of the new Christians themselves. And because the 
spiritual leadership was there, and not outside the new congregations were proof against resolute 
attempts to destroy them by discrediting Christian missions. In the midst of a movement of this 
kind, one could speak seriously about winning India for Christ. 

This small piece of personal experience is offered as evidence for the faith that the secret of 
the recovery of missionary advance lies in taking more seriously the New Testament 
understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit. Doubtless there are many features of the situation 
here described which are not typical of all the situations with which the Christian mission has to 
deal. But it is difficult to avoid the sharpness of the challenge which is presented to the 
conscience of any reflective Christian by the tremendous contrast between the missionary 
methods of the modern period and those of St. Paul. It is difficult to doubt that modern methods 
have been – as is indeed natural – very largely shaped by the historical circumstances in which 
missionaries went from the Western world to Asia, Africa and other parts of the world. It is very 
clear that the era in which missions were an operation directed by the strong and wealthy 
churches towards people relatively backward and ignorant is coming to an end, and that a pattern 
of missionary operations which depended upon the possessing of superior wealth, power and 
secular influence holds no hope for the future. It is therefore not surprising that in many places 
and in many ways the traditional work of missions is being challenged by movements which seek 
to reproduce more faithfully the pattern suggested by the New Testament, and to stress more than 
missions have done in recent decades the primacy and sovereignty of the Holy Spirit in missions. 

No one who has shared in such experiences as I have tried to describe can doubt the 
pertinence of this challenge. Faithfulness to the New Testament must bring us to give to the Spirit 
a much more central place not merely in the theory but also in the practice of missions. He is still 
sovereign and free – free to do the unexpected thing that astonishes us just as Peter and the Elders 
at Jerusalem were astonished when His manifest presence was given to the uncircumcised 
Gentiles. He opens up ways that the missionary never expected, and when He does so, the 
missionary must follow. He chooses as His instruments people who would never have been 
selected by the missionary and when this happens His decision must be honoured. He makes out 
of very humble and insignificant people powerful witnesses in the face of hostile powers that 
daunt the ablest and most resolute Christian strategy. He uses apparently small and casual deeds 
and words to shake the powers of this world. He makes out of simple and uneducated people 



evangelists and pastors of whom the Good Shepherd himself will not be ashamed. He “calleth 
things that are not as though they were”. It is possible to be blind to His presence. It is possible to 
organise the work of missions as though the strategy were wholly in our hands. The things of the 
Spirit are discerned by the Spirit, and such discernment grows only with use. One can become 
progressively blind to them. But when one has grown accustomed to looking for His presence, 
one discovers that precisely at the moments when all the human factors seen to be stacked against 
us, He bears His witness and shakes the powers of this world to their foundations. He does not 
depend for His victories upon the superior resources of “Christendom”. He asks everything we 
have, and uses what He will. If missions are indeed subject to the mission of the Spirit, then they 
need not fear, but should only rejoice, if they are now called upon after two centuries of working 
with the stream – to go against the stream, to go not from the rich and powerful of the earth to the 
poor and ignorant, but precisely the other way round. In such situations we shall learn afresh what 
that word means: “It is not you who speak but the Holy Spiri”t. 

Having said all this, one must now go on to say something more. There are movements in 
our time which lay such exclusive emphasis on the Work of the Holy Spirit that they appear to be 
in danger of distorting their witness by failure to recognise that the mission is the mission of the 
triune God, Father, Son, and Spirit. There can be a kind of monism of the Spirit which is not the 
faith of the New Testament. The recovery within the missionary movement of faith in, and 
experience of, the centrality of the Spirit in missions will be distorted if it is not within the context 
of the full Trinitarian faith. 

The Spirit is the Sprit of Christ. The decisive mark of His presence is the confession that 
Jesus Christ is Lord (1 Cor. 12: 1-3; of 1 John 4: 1-3). His coming in power is the fruit of hearing 
and believing the Gospel of Jesus Christ crucified and risen. He takes the things of Christ and 
shows them to us. He leads men to Christ, and in Him We are baptised into one body – the body 
of Christ. He is no will o’ the wisp leading men on to all sorts of individual vagaries but the one 
who leads men to Jesus Christ and binds them to Him in fellowship of one body. It is true that He 
is free and sovereign; He goes ahead of the Church, as every missionary knows – but it is (if one 
may put it so) the Church that He goes ahead of. The word of St John is very decisive on this:  
“By this you know the Spirit of God every Spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come in 
the flesh is of God”. The Spirit binds men to Jesus, to His historic life and to the fellowship of 
those who confess him as Lord. When this is forgotten, the name of the Spirit may be invoked to 
justify attitudes and practices which destroy the unity of the Body. 

The Spirit is the Spirit of God. He proceeds from the Father. It is by Him that we are able to 
acknowledge God as Father. The characteristic utterance of the Spirit is “Abba Father”. By Him 
are able to believe that the fatherly rule of God governs all the events of human history, and to 
discern – in a measure – God’s will for the secular life of mankind. By Him we are able to live 
and act in expectant hope of the sunning up of all things in Christ, because He is the foretaste, the 
earnest, “the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it” (Eph. 1: 14). To have 
the Spirit does not mean to be withdrawn from the secular concerns of men – from the struggles 
of communities and nations for justice and freedom, from the labour of creative work in art and 
science. On the contrary to be possessed by the Spirit will mean to share in that groaning and 
travailing of the whole creation which waits for its freedom, but it will mean that the groaning and 
travailing is filled with hope and with a sense of direction because the Spirit is the assurance of 
our adoption as children of God. (Romans 8: 14-25) 

It is necessary to say these things, because a recovered emphasis upon the centrality of the 
Spirit in the missionary task of the Church could be itself a distorted and misleading emphasis. 
The Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and of the Son. His work is to enable us to participate in 
Christ’s Sonship, to be one with Him in His obedience to the Father. And only He can enable us 
to participate, and thereby to be the occasions of His witness. 

 
9. The Mission of the Triune God 



The purpose of this essay has been to urge that a recovery of confidence and power in the 
missionary movement requires more than the correction of the patterns inherited from the past; it 
requires a deeper understanding of the nature of the mission itself. The mission is not ours, but 
God’s. That phrase of the Missionary Assembly in Ghana must be taken with full seriousness. We 
are not engaged in an enterprise of our own choosing or devising. We are invited to participate in 
an activity of God which is the central meaning of creation itself. We are invited to become, 
through the presence of the Holy Spirit, participants in the Son’s loving obedience to the Father. 
All things have been created that they may be summed up in Christ the Son. All history is directed 
towards that end. All creation has this as its goal. The Spirit of God, who is also the Spirit of the 
Son, is given as the foretaste of that consummation, as the witness to it, and as the guide of the 
Church on the road towards it. The Church is not promised success; it is promised the peace of 
Christ in the midst of tribulation, and the witness of the Spirit given out of the Church’s weakness 
and ignorance. For the future it has Christ’s promise: it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you 
the Kingdom. And for the present it has His assurance: Be of good cheer; I have overcome the 
world. 
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