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The significance of the Missio Dei concept for effective mission today.
Introduction 

In assessing the significance of the missio Dei concept for effective mission today I propose to examine the concept from the perspective of the missionary Church.  My argument is that the concept of missio Dei is essential to the nature of the Church as it serves the world by proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ not just through acts of good works, but also through its proclamation and witness. Participation in the missio Dei, and therefore its significance,begins with an understanding of the role and place of the Church in the Biblical story.  The Church is called to bear witness to the kingdom of God and has both a prophetic and eschatological dimension to its witness.  The Church is a sign, though not perfect, of the Kingdom. Therefore an understanding of the missio Dei developed from within the context of the universal history of the Biblical story is essential to the mission of the Church. Participation of the Church in the missio Dei always happens from a particular context and discerning how we are to respond in mission may differ from one context to another.  What is the purpose of God in this place at this time? is a question that we must continue to return to.   In a globalised, post-modern, multi-faith and no faith world can a concept of mission be based on an understanding of the missio Dei? 

Definition and origin of the missio Dei concept 
Missio Dei is God s self-revelation as the One who loves the world and is actively involved in and with the world, it embraces both church and world, and the church is privileged to be called to participate in God s mission[1].  The concept, though not the exact words, have been attributed to Karl Barth who believed that all theology, including mission, begins with God and could never be conceived as a human activity.  This signalled a major paradigm shift in mission thinking and represented a break from the theology generated by the Enlightenment.  Barth s influence on missionary thinking reached its peak at the Willingen Conference of the International Missionary Council (IMC) (1952], where mission was understood as being derived from the very nature of God.  The Willingen statement on the Missionary Calling of the Church is derived from the mission of God.  There are two sides to this emphasis:  First, mission is first and foremost God s mission.  Second, God s mission is defined in terms of the Triune character and work of God.  Our mission therefore has no life of its own, only in the hands of the sending God can it truly be called mission, not least since the missionary initiative comes from God alone.  Taken to its logical conclusion participation in the missio Dei, is about setting people free to be the people God made them to be (individually, communally and globally) free to be, to live, to believe.
Missio Dei signaled a major paradigm shift in mission thinking 

Mission is no longer thought of as the Church s activity overseas or in another culture.  The frontier of mission has shifted from being primarily a geographical one, to one of belief, conviction and commitment, thus addressing the ethical dilemmas of the imperialism that shaped mission in the colonial age, where mission moved from the world that immediately surrounded the church to beyond the frontiers of the empire(s) of Christendom.  Loren Mead identifies some of the implications of this shift as: No longer is the ordinary participant in a congregation personally and intimately on the mission frontier.  The individual is no longer called to witness in a hostile environment.  No longer is she or he supposed to be different from any other citizen.  Indeed, citizenship has become identical with one s religious responsibility.
The Mexico City Conference of the World Council of Churches (WCC) Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (1963) described the mission shift away from Christendom thinking as follows: The missionary frontier runs around the world.  It is the line which separates belief from unbelief, the unseen frontier which cuts across other frontiers and presents the universal Church with its primary missionary challenge. Missio Dei, whilst originally a Western development in ecumenical thinking,challenged the Western Church to recognise and participate in the mission of God within our own context, a challenge that many of our local congregations are still struggling to come to terms with.  The clerical nature of our church structures and our emphasis on our gathering for worship has served to blunt the mission potential of the church as the scattered people of God. 
  

Mission is at the heart of what it means to be Church. 
Mission is the heart of the Church s life and if it ceases to be missionary, it has not just failed in one task, but it ceases to be the Church.  In my own work within the Woodlands Project I am working with congregations operating in pastoral or maintenance mode who are seeking to become missionary congregations.  They are essentially trying to discover what it means to be church in their gathering for worship, fellowship and discipleship, but more importantly what it means to be a sent people when they scatter into the work place, leisure pursuits, home life, etc. Among the Project Churches and the Church in general there is broadly agreement about the overall purpose of the Church s mission, namely the Kingdom of God. 
  

Failure to appreciate the role of the church in the missio Dei allows some people to talk of the church as if it were an alternative option.  The relationship between the church, the world and the missio Dei has been vigorously debated during the last half century.  There have been times in the past when Christians assumed that all God s purposes would be fulfilled exclusively through the church.  There have been theologies which have either identified the kingdom completely with the Church or which have regarded the kingdom as a purely future event.  A Church-centred missiology has and continues to under gird the extraordinary missionary thrust of the last two centuries, with its emphasis on the planting of self-supporting, self-governing and self-propagating churches. 

Missio Dei holds that mission, rather than being an activity for the church, is the initiative of God towards the world and the essential nature of the church.  As the Father has sent the Son, and the Son the Spirit, so the Son and the Spirit have sent the Church into the world.  Thus it is only by going in obedience to the sending Son and Spirit that the Church truly participates in the missio Dei.  At the WCC consultation on Mission and Ecclesiology in Hoxter-Brenkhausen, Germany[11] some of the representatives challenged the coherence of these assertions.  First, missio Dei assumes a direct correlation between the essence and effects of God and the consequent nature of the church.  This is open to challenge on philosophical and theological grounds. It amounts to an apparent claim for the primacy of mission over ecclesiology, which is hugely difficult for Roman Catholics and Orthodox Churches.  It raises questions about essence in terms of the convergence and distinction of being and doing.  It tends towards confusion between our action in the world and God s effective intentions towards the world.  It raises the continual problem of making mission everything and therefore nothing.
Since the IMC held in Willingen in 1952, ecumenical enthusiasts have found a lot of common ground through their understanding of the missio Dei, but the danger has been to regard mission as a mandate given to the Church and has tempted us to do what we are always tempted to do, namely to see the work of mission as a good work and to seek to justify ourselves by our works. Lesslie Newbigin, one of the Willingen delegates, put it like this: The Church is not so much the agent of mission as the locus of mission.  It is God who acts in the power of his Spirit, doing mighty works, creating signs of a new age, working secretly in the hearts of men and women to draw them to Christ. [13]  
 

Missio Dei can easily degenerate into a justification for the actions of individuals and the actions of the Church.  For example since the events of 11th September 2001, a lot of religious rhetoric has been used to justify the war on terror and a possible war against Iraq.  President Bush in one of his speeches shortly after September 11th inadvertently used the word crusade , thus conjuring up images of past conquests against other cultures in order to impose our way of life and religious values. On a local level I can fulfil my participation in the missio Dei through acts of goodness, without challenging those around me with the good news of Jesus Christ.  In the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God s purpose, that is missio Dei, for His whole creation was revealed and accomplished. This good news has universal implications. 
  

The Biblical Story as the basis for defining the missionary identity of the church. 
The significant factor in defining the missionary identity of the church, that is its participation in the missio Dei, has to be firstly through its role in the Biblical story.  The Gospel, the Good News, can only be understood in the context of the whole Biblical narrative.  That is through creation, fall, election, redemption, and consummation.  The purpose of God has been revealed in Jesus Christ.  The church is the community chosen, called, and set apart to be the bearers of that good news.  The role of the church is to be God s chosen bearers of the ultimate purpose of God.  In other words the actions of the church in mission must be consistent with the Gospel, which is revealing the meaning of human history, of the origin and destiny of humankind and the church is the clue to the goal of history as it witnesses to its revelation, accomplishment, and future realisation in Jesus Christ.  The logic of mission is that the true meaning of the human story has been disclosed. Because it is the truth, it must be shared universally.  And the church is that body that has been chosen to make the gospel known.  If I carry this argument to its logical conclusion then the measure of whether a church is church or not has to be whether it is engaged in mission or not and by that I do not mean projects of good works. This does not mean that those outside the orbit of the Church are not fulfilling God s purposes. 

The second factor in defining the missionary identity of the church is shaped by the place it occupies in the Biblical story.  The whole Old Testament looks forward to the completion of God s redemptive work in the future that he began in Israel.  That work will be consummated with the coming of the Messiah equipped by the Spirit to usher in the age to come.  Jesus comes and makes the startling claim to be that Messiah. He announces that the kingdom of God is at hand and so saying that the missio Dei has an eschatological dimension in that kingdom of God.  Yet the end does not come as promised.  Even John the Baptist is confused as he asks whether or not he should be looking for someone else.  Later the New Testament authors would interpret the coming of the kingdom as hidden. However, for the original disciples and faithful Jews, the coming of the kingdom would be the end of history. When it does not come, the question is raised Why? (Acts 1:6).
 

If the kingdom does not come in fullness, then what is the purpose of this delay?  Newbigin s answer to this is: It is so that there may be time for the mission to all nations and for the calling of all peoples to repentance and faith.  The extending of the Day into an age is the work of God s mercy. He holds back the final unveiling in order that there may be time for repentance.  The meaning of this overlap of ages in which we live, the time between the coming of Christ and His coming again, is that it is the time given for the witness of the apostolic Church to the ends of the earth.

This time between the times opens up the opportunity for repentance and reception of a foretaste of the promised salvation of the kingdom.  And it is the calling of the church to bear that good news to the ends of the earth.  The answer to the question of the disciples in Acts 1: 6 about the coming of the kingdom is that they will be witnesses to the ends of the earth.  They will receive the end-time Spirit that will enable them to share in the salvation of the end and thus witness to its presence and future reality.  Understanding that the church has been called out as the first fruits of the new humankind during this already/not yet time period defines the identity of the church as missionary.  This place in redemptive history the time between the incarnation and parousia of Jesus defines the church s nature. 

Therefore, I would argue that if the missio Dei is to have any value as a doctrine it must remain within the context of the universal history of the Biblical story, but must not be restricted to an interpretation by the story of the Western Church.  Newbigin proposes that we should begin with salvation history of the Biblical story as universal history and interpret the current events of world history in the context of the Bible story.  The gospel gives us a clue to the understanding of the events of world history.  When placed in the broader context of the Father s rule over history our understanding of the church s mission is taken to a deeper level.  God is not concerned simply with what is going on the historical community that arose in the ministry of Jesus.  God s rule is over all and He is sovereign Lord of history. The events of world history are not mere props for a play in which the church is the only actor. The missio Dei must also always have a Biblical and a Trinitarian context.  The revelation of God s purpose for history in Jesus gives the church its compass-direction; the actual accomplishment of this end-time reign enables the church to participate in the salvation that is now present in history.   

Missio Dei and Contextual Theology 
Classical theology conceived theology as a kind of objective science of faith.  It was understood as a reflection in faith on the basis of scripture and tradition.  This has been the tradition of the West and the theological tradition from which Karl Barth first formulated the missio Dei doctrine and would therefore be challenged and even be regarded as meaningless in other cultures.  The contextualisation of theology the attempt to understand Christian faith in terms of a particular context is really a theological imperative.  It is a process that is part of the very nature of mission theology itself.  Theology that is contextual realises that culture, history, contemporary thought forms, and so forth are to be considered, along with scripture and tradition, as valid sources  for the development of a theology of mission. As our cultural and historical context plays a part in the construction of the reality in which we live, so our context influences the understanding of God and expression of our faith. Applied to the missio Dei we can speak of discerning the purpose of God at a certain time and in a certain place.  This does not contradict the Biblical story, but affirms the relevance of the missio Dei within the context at any time and place in history.  Such an understanding of the missio Dei broadly resonates with the Biblical narrative and prevents us embracing the many taken-for-granted presumptions and priorities that characterise the dominant worldview of a given context, instead of testing the values and perspectives against the biblical standards. The interaction between the Biblical story, tradition, and the context local, national and global - is why the church can only be missionary and subversive or counter cultural if need be. It needs to be missionary to itself to challenge and purify itself of the surrounding culture so as to be missionary, that is participating in the missio Dei, to be missionary to the world. 

Missio Humanitatis   

Thomas Thangaraj raises some serious questions about whether in our post-Christian, multi-religious and secularised world we can develop a theology of mission based on an understanding of the missio Dei as outlined.  Many of the assumptions that gave rise to the development of missio Dei thinking assumed an interaction with the Biblical narrative.  Thangaraj argues firstly that neither the Christian Church nor the Christian Scriptures are suitable to construct a theology of mission within and without the Christian community because there is no definitive understanding of church . The word church is often linked with mainline Protestant, Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches and it excludes people who belong to other religious traditions who have their own Scriptures]  Secondly, to begin an interfaith dialogue starting with the missio Dei puts the theology of mission squarely in the context of the Trinity and therefore assumes the direction of the process in predetermined forms and stunts conversation.  Thirdly, some would argue that the missio Dei is a helpful starting point because of the inclusive nature of the word God , but that would exclude so-called secular people from our circle of discussion and those who are already disillusioned with the idea of God.
Thangaraj then proposes that the best place to begin a dialogue that is inclusive of all is to begin with the idea of the mission of humanity.  Let s call it missio humanitatis.  The word humanity includes all human beings, irrespective of their faith in God or in their membership in any religious community.  Thus we can see the limitations of missio Dei thinking once we step outside of the Christian community and into interfaith dialogue or a dialogue with those who do not advocate any understanding of God.  Can we construct a theology of mission by starting from a human perspective? Karl Barth with his characteristic focus on divine revelation, in which no human involvement is possible, would certainly take issue with Thangaraj s assertions.  Nevertheless within a theology that takes the Biblical story, tradition and the local context seriously, it is possible to dialogue with integrity with all people, whilst recognising the limitations of the missio Dei.
Conclusion 
Missio Dei placed within the context of the Biblical story, tradition and our present day context remains effective for mission today.  Nevertheless we need to avoid mission being equated with acts of good works or restricted to particular projects.  Mission is part of the essential character of what it means to be church.  Emil Brunner put it like this: The church exists by mission, just as a fire exists by burning.  If we are faithful to the mission of the Church we are faithful even in an imperfect way to the missio Dei provided that it remains rooted to the Biblical narrative and takes account of our present day context.  Missio Dei is limited as a starting point when we are engaged in inter-faith dialogue or if we are to be truly vulnerable and open in our dialogue with those who do not have faith in any god.  If the church is to be actively engaged in the missio Dei it cannot simply continue what it has always done turning what should bring health and focus to church life into dullness and nominality.  Missio Dei remains, despite its limitations, significant as a concept for effective mission 

