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The Mission of Protestant Churches: Making meaning and mission on the margins of a world of Raplexity and Digital Pluralism.
How will the beginning 21st century be characterized by future church historians and missiologists? The 20th century has been called by Protestants “the Christian Century”. In contrast to “the great European expansion” in the 19th century, the 20th century was significantly influenced by American Protestant mission. This period was marked by Herculean attempts by Protestant churches and mission agencies to “evangelize the world in this generation.” And these attempts did make a huge impact on the spread of Christianity around the world. But these attempts must also be characterized by massive failures caused by misguided commitments to remake the entire world in the image of western civilization. Perhaps the most ironic development during the past “Christian Century,” however, lies in the very transformation of America itself from being a “light to the nations” into, concurrently, a self-identified “mission field.” The United States today, for example, distinguishes itself as both the world’s most active “sending nation” and the world’s fourth largest mission field.

The mood, theology and approach to mission over the course of the 20th century, consequently, have changed dramatically. Now, at the beginning of the 21st century, what was once referred to as “home mission” has once again taken center stage for many congregations, denominations and missiologists. Protestants question evangelizing “the nations” when the real challenge is to evangelize their own changing neighborhoods. Furthermore, faced with voices around the world accusing missionaries of rampant cultural imperialism, world missions, once an unquestioned accomplishment of American and European Protestantism, have virtually been morphed today into denominational “foreign offices.” Whereas some churches no longer speak of “mission,” because the term is too historically tarnished, others indulge in constant bouts of reminiscing about mission’s golden age. Still others, tired of fruitless theological debate, move forward in characteristically pragmatic fashion, using “whatever works” to do mission “successfully” in the 21st century.

On the academic front, missiology became a new, exciting discipline in the 20th century. After being orphaned in most curricula at the end of the 20th century, missiology is making a comeback today. Although mission studies are overlooked in many seminaries, the theology of mission is developing quickly. Universities, however, prefer “religious studies.”

Finally, while many of those mainline Protestant churches that were the driving force behind mission during the 20th century have been shrinking by millions, new Pentecostal and independent evangelical churches have taken their place. This is a global phenomenon. This ecclesiastical shift is also starting to create significant ripples in religious life as well as in mission theology all over the world. [Note: The most notable religious demographic in the U.S., however, reflects those claiming no religious affiliation. In 10 years, from 2000 to 2010, this number has grown from 6 to 16 % of the U.S. population (Pew Research).] 

A summary of key mission trends in world Protestantism today needs to include at least eight items. First, the centre of gravity of world Christianity has shifted during the first decade of the third millennium to the Third World. This widely recognized shift will be most difficult for Americans to accept because of their primary role in the “Christian Century.” Second, North American and European cultures have increasingly become both ethnically and religiously diverse. The world has come to North America and Europe making “local” mission increasingly “global,” multicultural, and inter-religious in nature. Third, the term “post-Christendom” is increasingly used to describe the contextual heart of an Western culture that is deeply spiritual but no longer formally religious, Christian or otherwise. Fourth, western and Latin cultures (Europe, U.S., Latin America and Canada) have once again become a mission field, lands grasped by both secularism and a whole smorgasbord of spiritualities. Fifth, missions who would still call themselves Christians are at best nominal church members, ill-grounded in the church’s scriptures, creeds, moral teachings, and worship traditions. Sixth, the most “successful” church institutions in negotiating this new landscape have been Pentecostals, Roman Catholics and independent evangelical churches. These churches differ dramatically from the Protestantism that was growing at the beginning of the 20th century. Seventh, missiology as a whole, despite its multifarious streams, has become more focused on the twin concepts of the “reign of God” and the missio Dei in trying to intentionally and self-consciously develop a “glocal” [global + local] missiology.

Finally, a word about “context.” That word is “change.” Change is on everyone’s mind. The future comes fast now – repeatedly, every week, punctually, without fail – and with such complexity (“raplexity”= the speed and complexity of change) that one desires to take a vacation from its constant pressure. But we dare not jump off the train of raplexity for fear of being left behind politically, economically, personally, etc. So we keep up the fight, with little confidence that we control the future, let alone a better future. Raplexity is a global reality. As an example, recession and joblessness outweigh all other concerns in the U.S., even making five wars seem minor in comparison (Iraq, Afghanistan, terror, Israel/Palestine (proxy) and Pakistan (drone). Thomas Friedman has told us that the earth has gotten flat; the financial markets have told us, in a globalized economy, national debt in Greece, Ireland, Spain and Portugal will influence my pension the U.S.; the idealistic ideology behind Obama’s “yes we can” has been shredded by the political strife in Washington D.C.; demographers have told us that racial/ethnic composition of many populations has change more quickly than anticipated; flattened mountains in Appalachia and oily waters in the gulf of Mexico tell us that our fossil-fuelled past cannot extend far into the future; Tunisia and Egypt may lead to a changed Islamic world; and the media has become cynical in its attempt to win market share. If one cannot be objective with the news, than just entertain your niche demographic. And, as mentioned above, the church can’t keep step with all these changes. 

Within this ever changing – and scary – world of raplexity, the presence and influence of the Christian story has shrunk considerably (Lose). The proliferation of different and competing stories about reality - some of which are religious, while many more are about material wealth, political tribalism, nationalism, or ethnicity – has occupied more and more of our attention. We may see these stories proclaimed on the from covers of magazines or more subtly hidden in the logo of a powerhouse brand, but they are all around us, each inviting us to subscribe to a particular understanding and worldview about what is good, beautiful, and true. The religious pantheon has returned to the public square, but with digital architecture this time. Taken as a whole, the proliferation of all these different worldviews has crowded out the biblical story as the narrative by which to make sense of all others and rendered it just one among a multitude of stories. I say this neither to render judgment on the culture nor to pine nostalgically for bygone days, but rather to acknowledge our current situation; in a land of many faiths and belief systems, most of the cultural reinforcements that the church once depended on to lift up and teach its story have withered away. 

As a consequence, our people do not know the biblical story anymore – but neither do our churches - and this is problematic for a crucial reason: we make sense of pretty much everything in light of a larger story. When you recognize how little influence the biblical story has in the everyday lives of our people, you gain some sense of the enormous challenge before us to nurture genuine Christian identity. And with genuine Christian identity, it becomes nearly impossible to imagine God’s missionary engagement with the world. Present ecclesial trends in Protestant churches around the world reflect many dynamics; but this issue of identity weighs more heavily than any other.

Key Questions:
1. So, given the present statistics, information and pronouncements vis-à-vis World Christianity, do we have a “story” – tied to a biblical narrative - which helps explain what is happening (or mere ecumenical and denominational position papers, books and confessions)? What is God up to in our present world? (And we know the power and destructiveness of how the mission story is told). 

a. Growing strength in south and east;

b. Stagnation and decrease in north and west (check statistics on attendance, stewardship and youth participation);

c. Percentage of Christianity in the world – the same as in 1910.

d. Which remnants are thriving – and why? Macro-narratives? Micro-narratives?

e. Past Narratives: Matthew 28; the Exodus; “Come over and help us!” Conquering the Promised Land; Deuteronomy and the Covenant People, “Left Behind – Revelations” - dispensationalism. 

2. Does the Christian narrative help people’s imagine a different world than the one in which they live? Does this narrative capture key ethical themes like:

a. Justice, mercy and humility in a global world.

b. Empires, Imperial Power and the Christian response,

c. Financial Markets and sustainable economics,

d. Consumerism,

e. Justice and ecology

f. Water as a gift of God for all the people.

g. Justice and gender;

h. Globalization and Militarism

3. Who defines the present challenges and what do we need to do as a global church to address them: a. another ecumenical mission conference like Edinburgh 1910, b. another confession [e.g. Dreaming a Different World: Globalization and Justice for Humanity and the Earth – The Challenge of the Accra Confession for the Churches (Allan Boesak, Johann Weusmann, Charles Amjad, Ali.)] and/or renewed and ecumenical and/or inter-church bodies? 

4. The ecumenical movement arose out of the modern missionary movement. But today, the child has become the parent, and the parent a ward of the child. What should be the relationship between ecumenism and mission? How will mission and ecumenism be “practiced” in the future: denominations, independent networks, mission agencies, ecumenical bodies and agencies, fellowships, congregations, national churches, church communions, etc.?

5. World Christianity reflects multiple “ecumenical” movements and fellowships today: 1. WCC – the old mainline, 2. Evangelical – Lausanne Movement, 3. Orthodox Churches, 4. Anglican and Lutheran Communions, 5. Pentecostal Fellowships, etc. Are these movements more relevant as fragmented ecumenical voices or should they be brought together in new ways?

6. Will the rise of Pentecostalism change everything about World Christianity – or little to nothing?

a. Pentecostalism has not always been to the fore of my mind when I have thought about ecumenism. Considering the movement’s strength, it is no doubt a serious failing. There is perhaps this fragment of an excuse: Pentecostalism has for most part held itself aloof from the ecumenical movement and its constituting concern for the unity of the church. I think of Wittenburg and Canterbury – even Rome – before Asuza Street and Bethel College.

b. Is Pentecostalism the fourth great reformation:

i. 1st Reformation: Lutheran, Calvin/Reformed and Anglican

ii. 2nd Reformation: Reform churches emerge in protest of the State Churches in 1648 (Baptist, Methodist, Free Churches, etc.)

iii. 3rd Reformation: Denominationalism in the U.S. A free market church creates a whole variety of congregations as sociological entities (volunteer; free association). The mission movement spreads this “structure” all across the world. 

iv. 4th Reformation: Pentecostalism

7. How will World Christianity be affected by the massive move of peoples across national boundaries (immigration, migration)? Or in underground small group movements (Chinese churches)?

8. In the west, the cultures around our congregations, denominations and agencies are pos-Christendom, but the practices inside these same groups are squarely rooted in Christendom. How long can the old wineskins be sustained?

9. What is our theology of economics; and how will ecclesial economics change World Christianity?

a. There are few topics so poorly grasped by Western theologians as economics? (e.g. compare with church/state issues, sexuality, religion and science, war and peace, poverty and plenty, etc.). This gap has left our congregational woefully unprepared in understanding the present recession and possible Christian responses to it. 

b. How will the recession change the ecumenical landscape – and the horizon of theological schools and other ecumenical infrastructures?

10. Can ecumenism survive in a world that doesn’t trust institutions?

An Outline of Interests and Talking Points:
1. How will historians/missiologists define our age/period? The move from the “Christian Century” to a bold and humble World Christianity. What have Protestants learned about themselves and mission since Edinburgh 1910? The percentage of Protestants in the world is the same since 1910? What does this mean?

2. Unity and Fragmentation: How will this dominant them among Protestants shape their future?

3. How role will mission (missional church) play within World Christianity? Has ecumenism replaced mission as the driving narrative since Edinburgh in the WCC conversations? What has been the result?

4. The nature of change = Raplexity (Rapid and Complex Change). Will churches be able to keep up with cultural change? 

5. How do various contexts help define Protestants (identity and mission). For example: Post-Christendom, minority/majority status, secularity, economic disparity, environmental challenges, neo-pagan cultures, liberalism, fundamentalism, Enlightenment, immigration, religious plurality, etc...

6. The growing role of Digital Pluralism (Lose) is threatening the biblical narrative among Protestants. Discipleship – and thus Christian presence and action in the world - is becoming harder in an age where the biblical narrative has such attractive alternatives. 

7. Shifting demographics: Watch the numbers! What story are they telling? Where is God in the numbers? North-South; East-West. Catholic, Pentecostals and Protestants (independent and non-denominational groups). The mainline churches are in decline. Who is on the rise (and why?). What should be learned from these shifts?

8. Look at the numbers – deeply. To understand Protestants, look at membership – yes. But also look at Stewardship, worship attendance and new congregational starts to understand vitality and strength.

9. Protestants are greatly challenged by religious diversity. Responses have ranged from A to Z. What is syncretism? What is appropriate inter-religious dialogue? And among all religions, Protestants are most challenged by Islam? 

10. Can Protestants keep up with all the global issues? (see comment above). The demand for “relevance” is pushing churches in a thousand directions, often leaving them depleted and without focus. Where do churches have a call to engage the world? What expertise do we bring to the table? 

11. Protestants are experimenting with different forms of Christian leadership all over the world. These experiments will continue. What implications will this have for leadership formation (seminaries, theological schools, Bible Schools and universities)? 

12. How must the face of “ecumenism” change if it is to help all churches cope with these challenges and changes? How can international movements, forums and councils resource churches for the opportunities in front of them? How might the Global Christian Forum redefine and resource churches for a missional engagement with the world?
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