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The Missionary Church and

Its Vocation in the World

The end of universal history has been revealed and accomplished in
the work of Jesus Christ. What must inevitably follow historically is
the mission of the church: this good news must be made known to all
peoples and to the ends of the earth. “The Church.. . is set by God in
the midst of the world as the sign of that to which all creation and all
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world history moves.”” This chapter is concerned with the question

of how Newbigin understood the missionary vocation of the church

in the midst of the world. In what ways was the church a sign set in
the midst of the world to make known the goal of universal history?
We begin this chapter with some foundational distinctions about the
nature of mission that are important for Newbigin's missionary eccle-
siology. Then we turn to five forms of witness that Newbigin especially

emphasized.g

The Nature of Mission



Three helpful distinctions undergird Newbigin's understanding of the
vocation of the church in the midst of the world: (1) God’s mission and
the church’s mission, (2) missionary dimension and missionary inten-

tion, and (3) mission and missions.

God’s Mission and the Church’s Mission

The first important distinction is between God’s mission and the
church’s mission. We begin with Newbigin's affirmation that “the
Church’s mission to all the nations is a participation in the work of
the triune God.”* This statement was made in the early 1960s, about a
decade after the emergence of the language of the missio Dei. Already
there had been a major divergence between two major interpretations,
and Newbigin was in the middle of these debates.

To understand the emergence of the missio Dei, it is important to
understand the background of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries: mission was considered to be primarily a work of the church.
The optimism and anthropocentrism of the Enlightenment infected
the missionary movement. This human-centered confidence was
dealt a number of blows in the twentieth century that called for a new
understanding of mission. It is in this context that the language of
the mission of the Triune God emerged. This language makes clear in
the strongest possible way four things: the church’s mission must be
distinguished from God’s mission; God’s mission has priority; it is the
mission of the Triune God; and God’s mission determines exactly the
what and how of the church’s mission. All this is true for Newbigin.

The theological framework of the missio Dei remains firmly in place
today. There continues to be much reflection on a trinitarian under-
standing of the missio Dei as the framework for the missional church.
Some of it appeals to Newbigin. And while there is much variety, some

of it bears little resemblance to Newbigin’s own understanding. So we



must carefully articulate what Newbigin meant when he spoke of mis-

sion as participation in the mission of the Triune God.

Characteristics of Newbigin’s Understanding of the Missio Der

The first characteristic to note in Newbigin’s understanding of the
missio Del is its strong Christocentrism. The starting point for thinking
about the missionary nature of the church is Jesus Christ. He gathers
and commissions the church, and mission is participation in and con-
tinuation of his mission. Newbigin penned the following words for the
Willingen report and then quotes them to begin his own articulation
of a theology of mission: “There is no participation in Christ without
participation in His mission to the world. That by which the Church
receives its existence is that by which it is also given its world-mission.
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‘As the Father hath sent Me, even so send I you.”~ A trinitarian under-
standing of God and his mission begins with Jesus. Two questions—
Who is Jesus? and What was his mission?—Ilead to reflection on the tri-
une nature of God.>

If our mission is to continue the mission of Jesus, then what is his
mission? This was the question faced by the early church, and they
responded by expounding the explicit trinitarian context of Jesus’s
mission. “The development of the doctrine of the Trinity in the early
Church was only the making explicit of that which is from the begin-
ning the presupposition and the context, the source and the goal of
the mission of Jesus. It is in Trinitarian terms that we have to under-
stand the nature and authority of the mission in which we are called to
share.”®

This is important. Trinitarian reflection is Christocentric and tied
closely to the mission of Jesus—that is, it arises from the confession
that Jesus is Lord and from the mission of the early church to express

that confession in the pagan-classical world. And further, it develops



as the church struggles to understand what it means to follow Jesus in
mission. How are they to carry out their mission? Their answer is, in
the way of Jesus. What is that way? This question gives rise to trinitar-
ian reflection. The starting point is the sending of Jesus into the world.
In a skirmish with Konrad Raiser over a trinitarian understanding
of the missio Dei within the ecumenical tradition, Newbigin again
makes clear his starting point in Christ.” Raiser believes Newbigin’s
Christocentrism blurs a trinitarian understanding of God. Newbigin re-
sponds that “a Trinitarian perspective can be only an enlargement and
development of a Christo-centric one and not an alternative set over
against it, for the doctrine of the Trinity is the theological articulation
of what it means to say that Jesus is the unique Word of God incarnate

"2 This Christocentric starting point is fundamentally

in world history.
historical; it begins with Jesus of Nazareth—who he is and the nature of
his mission.

A second characteristic of Newbigin’s understanding of the mission
of the Triune God is the immense space he gives to the work of the
Spirit. Raiser and others may believe that Newbigin's Christocentrism
has obscured the work of the Spirit, but such a judgment can be made
only if one is not familiar with Newbigin’s body of writing. Newbigin
gives enormous space to the work of the Spirit because the Spirit is the
primary actor in the mission of the church (as we have already seen in
the preceding chapters).

The third point to note about Newbigin's understanding of God’s
mission is the clear narrative shape. The way Newbigin relates the
various persons of the Trinity is in terms of the story of Scripture. It is
impossible to read very far into Newbigin’s work without recognizing
that the overriding framework for everything is the biblical story. The
work and mission of God narrated in the biblical story is fundamen-

tally historical. The Triune God reveals himself in the context of his



work in history to unfold his purpose to renew the creation. The strong
historical feel of Newbigin contrasts with other trinitarian formula-
tions that have a much more static, doctrinal, or metaphysical sense.

It also contrasts with any kind of formulaic articulation of the missio
Dei. For example, the statement that the Father sends the Son, the Son
sends the Spirit, and the Father and Son send the church in the power
of the Spirit certainly captures the Bible's teaching. However, if we
unhinge that statement from the full narrative of Scripture, it becomes
a wax nose that can be, and in fact has been, shaped in many ways.

If that formulation is utilized, it must be as shorthand for the actual
content of the biblical narrative. Any trinitarian understanding of the
missio Dei that does not make redemptive history the primary context
for the word “participation” or “sending” is not in line with Newbigin's
understanding.

Finally—and closely related to the former point—Newbigin’s
understanding of the missio Dei is eschatological. The whole biblical
story is moving toward the goal of salvation for all nations. The gospel
announces that the end-time salvation has broken into the middle of
history in Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. The consummation of the
End is held off so that in these last days the gospel may go to the ends
of the earth. The Spirit is given as an end-time gift that witnesses to
the kingdom revealed and accomplished in Jesus. This brief statement
again makes clear that the goal of the Father’s work is the kingdom as
the climax of history. In Jesus and by the work of the Spirit, that king-
dom is now present. Newbigin's understanding of the missio Dei gives a

prominent place to eschatology.

Mission in Christ’s Way
“It seems to me to be of great importance to insist that mission is not

first of all an action of ours. It is an action of God, the triune God. . ..
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"= How do

This is the primal reality in missions; the rest is derivative.
we articulate the mission of the church as participation in the mis-
sion of the Triune God? We will expound it here in terms of mission

in Christ’s way, mission in the kingdom of the Father, and mission as
bearing the witness of the Spirit.

“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” With these words
from John 20:21—a favorite verse for Newbigin—Jesus sends the
church into the world to continue his mission. “This must determine
the way we think about and carry out mission; it must be founded and
modelled upon his. We are not authorized to do it in any other way.”m
How is the mission of the church modeled and founded on Jesus? New-
bigin's answer is rich and can only be summarized briefly.

Mission in Christ’s way is, first, to continue the ministry of the in-
carnate Jesus. This means we are to make known the kingdom of God.
And we do it in the way that Christ did: by way of life, word, and deed.
As Jesus formed and taught a community to bear witness to him, so
that is essential to our own mission. Prayer and suffering marked the
ministry of Jesus, and so it should characterize ours. And finally, Jesus
carries out his mission in total dependence on the Father and in the
power of the Spirit, so the church must follow in his way. This provides
the impetus for the development of a trinitarian shape of mission;
Jesus made known the kingdom of the Father in the power of the Spirit.
This defines the church’s mission: if we follow in the way of Jesus, our
life will be fully trinitarian.

Continuing the mission of Jesus, second, is in the way of the cross
and resurrection. The cross is a sign of the kingdom: it pictures the vic-
tory of God in seeming defeat, signifies the way of conflict and suffer-
ing, and shows us the way God identifies himself fully with the world

and at the same time rejects the sin that distorts the world. Again and



again Newbigin returns to the cross of Jesus to show that our mission is
also in the way of the cross.

The mission of the church is also in the way of the resurrection. The
resurrection is the dawning and inauguration of the new creation. We
begin to share in the resurrection life of the Son. This means the renew-
ing power of God is at work in the church bringing the new creation
into the midst of history. Sharing in the resurrection life means also
that we follow in the way of the cross, not only as a model for our mis-
sion but also in its power as a historical event that gained the victory of
God over sin and evil.

Mission in Christ’s way, third, is in relationship and submission to
the living and exalted Lord. The church is “connected with Christ in
two distinguishable ways.” It is connected to the historical Jesus as the
founder of the church who gathers the church and entrusts his mission
to them. But the church is also “connected with him as the living and
ascended Lord” who is our Eternal Contemporary.~ This means that
the church is not simply a historically continuous institution founded
two thousand years ago to continue the historical mission of Jesus.

It has also been incorporated into the kingdom of God, and Christ
continues to rule his church as he lives among them. The character of
the church is not just historical but also eschatological. He continues
to nourish the life of the kingdom with his own life in the Word and
sacraments of the gospel, and he works in and through them to carry
out his mission in the world. Mission means ongoing and intimate
communion with the living Lord, and submission to and proclamation
of the Lord of history.

Mission in Christ’s way, finally, is in the power of the Spirit. The
Spirit whose proper nature is eschatological is poured out on Jesus at

the beginning of his ministry. Jesus carries out his mission in total and



complete dependence on the work of the Spirit. That same Spirit is then

poured out on the church to equip it for its mission in the world.

Mission in the Kingdom of the Father

In the 1960s Newbigin believed that reflection on mission had
“perhaps been too exclusively founded upon the person and work of
Christ” and therefore needed to “make a large place for the work of the
Holy Spirit.” At the same time, he observed that “it is equally true that
a true doctrine of missions will have much to say about God the Father.
The opinion may be ventured that recent ecumenical thinking about
the mission and unity of the Church has been defective at both these
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points.”

He himself sought to make the necessary corrections. But it
may be said fairly of Newbigin’s thought that while his development of
the work of the Spirit is full and rich, his reflection on the Father is less
so. Yet what he does say is significant.

Newbigin's own starting point is to note that according to the New
Testament witness, Jesus carries out his mission in a relationship of
the Son to the Father. Jesus’s mission unfolds in relation to the Father
as the sovereign ruler of history who is directing all things to accom-
plish his purpose. Jesus steps into the story of the Old Testament,
which is the long narrative of God’s mighty deeds directed toward the
goal of reestablishing his sovereign rule over creation. While the focus
of his redemptive work recorded in the Old Testament has been Israel,
his sovereign rule extends over all nations, even world powers, as well
as over all creation and history. Thus Jesus rests in God’s sovereign rule
to work out his purposes for the world in Jesus’s own work.

Moreover, Jesus carries out his mission in relation to God as a caring
Father. The rule of God narrated in the Old Testament is one not of an
arbitrary despot but of a gracious and loving Father. “God’s fatherly
rule of all things is at the very heart of [Jesus’s] teaching."E Heis the



beloved Son who carries out his mission in intimate communion with
the Father. He can trust the Father’s wisdom in his sovereign rule. And
so mission in Christ’s way is in the way of trust, love, and the obedience

of a son to a father.

God who created all things also sustains them and directs them according
to his will. Even the great pagan political powers are in his hands to be
used for his fatherly purposes. . .. God rules and uses them all. .. . [Jesus]
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 be-
come himself a ruler and director of events. . .. He appears as the Son who

lovingly submits himself to the will of him who rules all things.M

Newbigin's strong sense of God working out his purpose in history as
narrated in the Old Testament forms the backdrop. But this portrayal
of God as sovereign ruler is tied to an intimate portrait of God as Fa-
ther. This leads Jesus, and us, to a joyful and unanxious witness and
participation in God’s mission, trusting him to work out his sovereign
purpose in fatherly wisdom. This is a terribly needed reminder for a
church that plans, strategizes, and manages, while trusting its own
efforts to fulfill God’s mission. And it is also a necessary perspective for
the church in the midst of anxiety over the future. If we understand
our mission in light of God’s sovereign rule, “we shall be delivered from
much of the anxiety which we find around us. . .. We do not need to
waste our time being anxious about whether God’s Kingdom will come;
what we have to be concerned about is whether or not we are being
faithful witnesses to it now, whether when the Lord comes we will be
found awake and alert.”**

But I would register one plea to move beyond Newbigin: the Father’s
work in creation needs to be developed much more fully as a context

for the mission of the church today. While this is far from absent in



Newbigin's work, today it needs to be much more explicit and devel-

oped.

Mission as Bearing the Witness of the Spirit

When we turn to the work of the Spirit, we find rich reflection.
Mission is “bearing the witness of the Spirit.”** The Spirit belongs first
to the age to come: in the last days the Spirit will be poured out. With
the coming of the Spirit, the End has arrived. The Spirit is an advance
installment of the kingdom in the world (2 Cor. 1:22; Eph. 1:14). The
Spirit’s work begins in Jesus, in whose life, words, and deeds the Spirit
acts in power to make the kingdom present in the midst of the world.
It continues as Jesus pours out the Spirit on his gathered community
at Pentecost. As Luke’s Gospel begins with the anointing of the Spirit
on Jesus for his mission, the sequel, the book of Acts, begins with the
outpouring of the Spirit on his community for their mission. Now the
Spirit works in this community through their life, words, and deeds
as a witness to the kingdom to the ends of the earth. And so by an
outpouring of the Spirit, the church is launched on its mission" and
throughout Acts is the “active agent of mission.” The Spirit “is a power
that rules, guides, and goes before the church: the free, sovereign,
living power of the Spirit of God. Mission is not something the church
does; it is something that is done by the Spirit, who is himself the wit-
ness.”** It is the Spirit who witnesses to Jesus creating signs of the new
age. “The Church is not so much the agent of mission as the locus of
mission. It is God who acts in the power of the Spirit.”H

This needs to be kept clearly front and center if the church is to
avoid turning its mission into a military operation or a sales campaign
carried out simply as a human project. “It is impossible to stress too
strongly that the beginning of mission is not an action of ours, but the

presence of a new reality, the presence of the Spirit of God in power."@



Forgetting this important reality, the church is tempted to view its own
strategies and plans and efforts as the way the kingdom comes.
Newbigin tells a couple of stories to illustrate this truth. On one oc-
casion, in an industrial area of Madras there were forty adult baptisms
in a short period of time. He invited all the new converts to tell their
stories. Each of their stories was different, and in each case their com-
ing to Christ was a series of events over a period of time. It might have
been a talk on the factory floor with a friend, a visit from a Christian
during an illness, the reading of a tract or Scripture, an act of kindness,
a sermon, a prayer, a dream, or a vision. Newbigin concludes that it
must be the work of the Spirit: “No one could have programmed all this.
The strategy (if that is the right word) was not in any human hands.”*
On another occasion, as the bishop of Madurai he received a letter
from a village requesting baptism for twenty-five families. There had
been no evangelistic initiatives organized by the church in that area,
and so he tried to piece together how these families had come to Christ.
He says it was a story in four acts. Act 1: A Christian engineer from a
mainline church comes to town to help install an electric pump for
clean water. He tells them he is a Christian but says no more. They
saw he was a good man who worked hard. Act 2: A villager purchases
a copy of the Gospel of Mark in a nearby village from a colporteur (a
religious bookseller) and a few folks begin to read it together. Act 3: An
evangelist visits the village, preaches a fiery sermon, and leaves behind
a tract asking, “If you die tonight, where will you go?” These villagers
decide this is a more serious matter than they had realized, and so they
ask a Christian congregation five miles away to send them someone
to tell them more. Act 4: The congregation sends an injured and un-
employed laborer, or “coolie,” to spend a month with them answering
their questions. The result: twenty-five families ready and eager for

baptism. Newbigin concludes: “The point of the story is obvious. If you



had assembled the engineer, the colporteur, the evangelist, and the
coolie for a seminar on missionary methods, they would probably have
disagreed with each other—perhaps violently. Unknown to each other,
each had done faithfully the work for which the Holy Spirit had given
equipment. The strategy was not in any human hands. . .. It is the Holy

Spirit who is the primary missionary; our role is secondary.”*

Missionary Dimension and Missionary Intention

A second distinction important for Newbigin's missionary eccle-
siology is between missionary dimension and missionary intention.
During the middle of the twentieth century, the scope of mission
broadened to include everything the church was doing. Newbigin was
concerned that the more specific evangelistic and cross-cultural mis-
sionary tasks of the church might be lost in this widening mission. On
the one hand, Newbigin affirmed the comprehensive scope of mission
that was emerging. This was undoubtedly biblical. On the other hand,
the expansion of mission had the potential to marginalize if not eclipse
intentional activities that had as their deliberate aim a witness to
Christ to those who did not yet know him.

To preserve both concerns, Newbigin makes the helpful distinction
between missional dimension and missional intention. This distin-
guishes “between mission as a dimension of the Church'’s whole life,
and mission as the primary intention of certain activities. Because
the Church is the mission there is a missionary dimension of every-
thing that the Church does. But not everything the Church does has a
missionary intention.” Certain activities can be considered to have a
missional intention when they are “an action of the Church in going
out beyond the frontiers of its own life to bear witness to Christ as Lord
among those who do not know Him, and when the overall intention of
that action is that they should be brought from unbelief to faith."*



Since the whole life of the church—both as a gathered community
and when it is scattered throughout the world—is the place where
the Holy Spirit witnesses to God’s renewing work, the whole life of
the church partakes of the character of witness. If Christ is Lord of all
human life, then the whole of our lives will be part of God’s mission as
it directs others to his sovereign rule and renewing power. All Christian
life has a missional dimension.

There are certain activities, however, that are undertaken specifically
with the deliberate intention of bearing witness to Jesus Christ.
Flowing out of a church that is aware of the missionary dimension of
its whole existence will be words and deeds whose conscious goal is
to point to Jesus Christ and invite others to follow him. For example,
evangelism and cross-cultural missions will be deliberate and inten-
tional activities that aim to witness to the gospel and invite the re-
sponse of faith.

Newbigin believes that both of these aspects of mission are essential.
One without the other will cripple the mission of the church. “Unless
there is in the life of the Church a point of concentration for the mis-
sionary intention, the missionary dimension which is proper to the
whole life of the Church will be lost.”** A church that reduces mission
to only intentional activities narrows the scope of the gospel and re-
moves the full context in which witnessing words should take their

place. Each needs the other.

Mission and Missions

A third crucial distinction is helpful for understanding Newbigin's
missionary ecclesiology. The broadening view of mission was threat-
ening all intentional efforts at witnessing to Christ. However, cross-
cultural missions was perhaps most threatened. This was because,

throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, mission had



been reduced to cross-cultural missions. But cross-cultural missions
came to be viewed as oppressive in the postcolonialist period, even

as “theological racism”** by some. Moreover, with the growth of the
church in the non-Western world, it seemed to no longer be needed. To
the degree that Western churches participated in the cross-cultural en-
terprise, it would be more through social and economic development
than through evangelism and church planting. A broader vision of
mission threatened the cross-cultural missionary task of the church.
Again, while Newbigin sees the importance of broadening mission in
light of the church’s role in the biblical story, he also sees that it is es-
sential “to identify and distinguish the specific foreign missionary task
within the total Mission of the Church.”**

Newbigin distinguishes between mission and missions (with an s).
While mission is the total calling of the church to make known the
gospel as it participates in God’s mission, missions consists of partic-
ular enterprises within the total mission of the church that “have the
primary intention of bringing into existence a Christian presence in
a milieu where previously there was no such presence or where such
presence was ineffective.”** Thus, missions remains an essential part
of the ongoing mission of the church.

Indeed, missions is important for maintaining the missional dimen-
sion in all of life. While “the church is mission, we still need ‘missions’
in order that it may be truly so. ... This is not in order to relieve the rest
of the church of missionary responsibility but to ensure that its whole

»2% Missions must be to the ends of the earth and is

life is missionary.
a test of whether one really believes the gospel. It is still important

to identify need throughout the world and to commission gifted and
called individuals to take the gospel to those places in evangelism and
church planting. We will return to the subject of missions toward the

end of the chapter.



Forms of Witness

God'’s end-time renewing power has broken into history. And now
“God’s saving power known and experienced in the life of the redeemed
community has to issue in all kinds of witness and service to the
world.”* What kinds of witness and service did Newbigin focus his at-
tention on? There are five points of special emphasis: the distinctive life
of the community, the calling of the laity, deeds of mercy and justice,

evangelism, and missions to places where the gospel was not known.

New Being and Communal Life

For Newbigin, mission is first of all about being—being the new
humanity, being a distinctive community. The doing and the going
flow from this. But to be a sign of the kingdom is first of all a matter of
being a people that embody the new life of the kingdom, a picture of
true humanity.

Newbigin makes this point repeatedly throughout his writings. We
can note three places where this is made clear. First, his little book
Truth to Tell records three lectures on the mission of the church in
modernity. In the first he argues for the public truth of the gospel,
and in the second he shows how this has been undermined as the
evangelical and liberal wings of the church have each in their own way
compromised the gospel. In the final lecture he is concerned with the
mission of the church in the public square. He points to the calling of
God’s people in their vocations in the not-so-naked public squarein a
way that would have a shaping impact on society.ﬁ He concludes with
these words: “The most important contribution which the Church can
make to a new social order is to be itself a new social order.”** If the
local congregation “understands its true character as a holy priesthood

for the sake of the world . . . then there is a point of growth for a new



social order.”*% It is in local congregations that the first shoots of new
creation life can be nourished so as to subvert the principalities and
powers of culture, especially the growing economic, financial, and
technical forces of globalization. The church must be visible and rec-
ognizable as a community that lives out the Father’s love in every city.
And so, “the chief contribution of the Church to the renewing of social
order is to be itself a new social order.”**

A second place where Newbigin makes new being the primary form
of witness is in his discussion of mission as word, deed, and new be-
ing.3—4 He notes the long tradition that has isolated evangelism as the
first priority in mission. And today in the missionary movement, he
says, there is an ongoing battle between those who affirm the priority
of words and those who believe that deeds of justice and peace must
take precedence.

When we turn to the Gospels, we see the inextricable connection
between deeds and words. The powerful deeds call forth explanatory
words. But beneath both is a powerful new reality. And what is this
new reality? The answer of the gospel is the arrival of the kingdom of
God in the presence of Jesus himself. In him the kingdom of God has
come in power. And so in the mission of Jesus, the mighty works and
the preaching point to the new reality of the kingdom in the life of
Jesus.

But that presence does not come to an end with the close of Jesus's
earthly ministry; it continues in the new life of the community. “What
he did was to prepare a community chosen to be the bearer of the secret
of the kingdom. ... The intention of Jesus was not to leave behind a
disembodied teaching. It was that. .. there should be created a commu-
nity which would continue that which he came from the Father to be
and do—namely to embody and announce the presence of the reign of
God.”**



The new reality is, first, the coming of the kingdom in the person
of Jesus by the power of the Spirit, but second, it is in the power of the
Spirit creating new life in the church. The church is incorporated into
the mission of Jesus in the power of the Spirit. Like him, their deeds
and words testify to a new reality: the coming of the kingdom in Jesus.
To pit one against the other “is profoundly weakening the Church’s wit-
ness.” But “both parties have hold of an important truth.” Both words
and deeds are an important part of the witness to the kingdom. How-
ever, “both parties to this dispute need to recover a fuller sense of the
prior reality, the givenness, the ontological priority of the new reality
which the work of Christ has brought into being.”® That new reality is
a community whose whole life is rooted in Christ as Lord and Savior,
who is indwelt by the Spirit, and who challenges the idolatrous cultural
powers. And so, Newbigin concludes, “It is clear that to set word and
deed, preaching and action, against each other is absurd. The central
reality is neither word nor act, but the total life of a community enabled
by the Spirit to live in Christ, sharing his passion and the power of the
resurrection.”*” The “new being” created by the work of Christ and the
Spirit has primacy in the mission of the church. The total life of the
people of God as the new humankind restored to their true humanity
is the foundational witness of the church. Words and deeds flow from
this restored community. “The mission of the church, following that of
Jesus, has to be both word and deed and the life of a community which
already embodies a foretaste of God'’s kingdom.”E Note the word “em-
bodies.” It is a common word in Newbigin’s vocabulary for mission and
captures the point of this section: the new being of the church’s life is
central to mission.

There is an important point to be made here in both arguments we
have sketched thus far. Neither the church as new being nor the church

as a new social order is limited to the church as a gathered community.



This is the mistake made by some interpreters of Newbigin. In both
places I have referenced, this new being or new social order is ex-
pressed not only in the life of the church gathered as a community but
in the life of the church scattered in their various callings. In his dis-
cussion of the church as “the first shoots of a new creation,” Newbigin
explicitly says that the “true character as a holy priesthood for the sake
of the world” involves “its members. .. equipped for the exercise of that

priesthood in their secular ernployments.”ﬁ

And, even more clearly,
when he speaks of the “total life of a community” enabled by the Spirit
to live out the new reality of Christ’s life, he notes that “members have
different gifts and are involved in the secular life of the society in which
they share.”*® This new being is the new humankind, whether gath-
ered together in community or scattered in their various callings.

The final place that illustrates how Newbigin makes new being the
primary form of witness is his discussion of the church as a hermeneu-
tic of the gospel. Newbigin has established that “the gospel cannot be
accommodated as one element in a society which has pluralism as its
reigning ideology. . .. To be faithful to a message which concerns the
kingdom of God, his rule over all things and all peoples, the Church has
to claim the high ground of public truth.”* What would it mean for the
church to live out this public and comprehensive vision of the gospel?
It will not be by a return to the coercive power of earlier Christendom.
Rather, it will be by local congregations who believe the gospel and
shape their lives by it. “The primary reality of which we have to take
account in seeking for a Christian impact on public life is the Christian
congregation. How is it possible that the gospel should be credible that
people should come to believe that the power which has the last word
in human affairs is represented by a man hanging on a cross? ... The
only answer, the only hermeneutic of the gospel, is a congregation of

men and women who believe it and live by it."4%



There are many activities that witness to the public truth of the
gospel and challenge the public doctrine shaping culture. However,
“these are all secondary, and they have power to accomplish their
purpose only as they are rooted in and lead back to the believing con-
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gregation.”—

Newbigin goes on to offer six characteristics of such a
community that is a hermeneutic of the gospel. It will be a community
of praise in a world of doubt and skepticism. It will be a community of
truth in a pluralistic society that overwhelms and produces relativism.
It will be a selfless community that does not live for itself but is deeply
involved in the concerns of its neighborhood in a selfish world. It will
be a community prepared to live out the gospel in public life in a world
that privatizes all religious claims. It will be a community of mutual re-
sponsibility in a world of individualism. It will be a community of hope
in a world of pessimism and despair about the future.

A community that lives like this will be a “foretaste of a different
social order.” They will be congregations that renounce an introverted
concern for their own lives and recognize that they exist for the sake of
those who are not members. This self-giving and outward-oriented life
will be a “sign, instrument, and foretaste of God’s redeeming grace for
the whole life of society."ﬁ

It is quite instructive to note the origin of these various aspects of a
distinctive community. At the time, Newbigin was in “retirement” but
pastoring a church in Winson Green, a poor area in the inner city of
Birmingham, United Kingdom. He delivered an address in a conference
called to discuss the church’s social calling in a cultural context divided
by the “selfish society” created by Margaret Thatcher. The situation
was urgent: market forces were gaining final sovereignty over Britain’s
life. This was an era of ideology and idolatry. “We were coming into a
»as

confessional situation.”” He critiques both the right-wing economics

of Thatcher that were creating this idolatrous situation and the re-



sponse of the left, calling both “a product of the Enlightenment’s exal-
tation of the autonomous individual with his autonomous reason and
conscience as the centrepiece of our thinking.” Both have consequently
separated rights from duties, freedom from responsibilities, and have
drawn different conclusions. In this context he says that it is “not the
primary business of the Church to advocate a new social order; it is our
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primary business to be a new social order.
tics of such a community: praise and self-giving love amid selfishness,
mutual acceptance amid autonomous individualism, mutual responsi-
bility amid a demand for rights, and hope amid despair and consumer
satiation. “When that hermeneutic is available, people find it possible
to have a new vision for society and to know that the vision is more
than a dream.”*

Note in these examples four important observations about New-
bigin’s vision for the church as a new social order. First, the church
is called to live its life in a way that is distinctive from the lives of its
contemporaries as they are captive to cultural idolatry. There is an
alternative or contrasting way of living. Second, the scope of this new
being is comprehensive: it is all of life under the lordship of Christ.
Third, one must understand well the idols of culture. If one reads New-
bigin’s contextual address, “Vision for the City,” and his analysis of the
powerful idols at work in Thatcherite Britain—both on the right and on
the left—one can see why he discusses the characteristics he does. He is
calling the church to be distinctive in a very particular kind of cultural
setting in contrast to specific idols. And finally, this new life involves
both a communal embodiment and a life lived out in the context of
culture. The new being is the church both gathered as a community
and scattered as the new humankind to live out their lives in a different

story.



Vocations of Believers in Culture

The business of the church in the biblical story is to bear witness to
the comprehensive salvation that is coming at the end of cosmic his-
tory. The new life that is given to the church is as wide as human life:
all of life is being restored—cultural, social, economic, political, artis-
tic, academic, familial, and more. The church'’s first witness is by way of
new being—a renewal that covers all of life.

One of the areas of the church’s witness that is of primary impor-
tance to Newbigin and occupies a good deal of space is his concern to
see believers live out this new being in the context of their particular
vocations.** It is in the various callings of each member that “the pri-
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mary witness to the sovereignty of Christ must be given,
“enormous preponderance of the Church’s witness is the witness of the

thousands of its members who work in field, home, office, mill, or law

He is not referring to the obligation to evangelize one’s coworkers
or even to manifest the gospel in microethical categories within one’s
vocational setting, although these are not excluded.** It is much
deeper than that: it is the obedience in their vocations that is faithful
to God’s creational intent. Christ is Lord by virtue of being Creator
and Redeemer. The believer who lives under Christ’s lordship in the
various spheres of public life witnesses “to the true purpose for which
God created [those structures]."s—2 When Christians believe that their
work from Monday to Friday is not the “Lord’s work” and thus leave
those areas to the powers of cultural idolatry without challenge, they
“deny Christ’s cosmic Lordship."ﬁ Thus, “the entire membership of the
Church in their secular occupations are called to be signs of his lord-
ship in every area of life.”** For example, Newbigin writes, “A farmer
who farms his land well but neglects to say his prayers will be certainly

condemned by Christians as failing in his duty. But a farmer who says



his prayers, and allows weeds, bad drainage, or soil erosion to spoil

his land is failing in his primary duty as a churchman. His primary
ministry in the total life of the Body of Christ is to care rightly for the
land entrusted to him. If he fails there, he fails in his primary Christian
task.”>

Sadly, many Christians working in secular areas of culture don’t
understand this. When it comes to the various cultural spheres, they
“behave as though they were completely outside the area of Christ’s
rule.”** The reductionist vision that limits ministry to the church and
defines witness as evangelism leads to the “deep-seated and persistent
failure of the churches to recognize that the primary witness to the
sovereignty of Christ must be given, and can only be given, in the or-
dinary secular work of lay men and women in business, in politics, in
professional work, as farmers, factory workers, and so on.”*

On occasion Newbigin speaks of the goal of Christian vocational
engagement in the public square as shaping society with the gospel or
of creating a Christian society.*® But that is not his primary emphasis.
Rather, he stresses that suffering will normally be the result of our
engagement in the public square because we are put on the front lines
of a battle. “The ‘secular’ society is not a neutral area into which we can
project the Christian message. It is an area already occupied by other
gods. We have a battle on our hands. We are dealing with principalities
and powers.”*? Thus, suffering is integral to the vocational witness of
the church. “The closeness of our missionary thinking to the New Tes-
tament may perhaps be in part judged by the place which we accord to
suffering in our understanding of the calling of the Church.”*

This encounter with the religious beliefs of culture is especially
acute in the public square. In a series of Bible studies on 1 Peter, Newbi-
gin uses as one example a contrast between the gospel and the world of

business, driven by the profit motive. He poses a series of questions to



illustrate this antithesis: Does a Christian employee in a store persuade
his customers to buy worthless products on orders from his employer
or challenge the firm and risk his livelihood? Does a businessman
challenge the whole standard of business ethics if it is wrong and risk
status and livelihood? And so on. He then comments that “if we take
seriously our duty as servants of God within the institutions of human
society, we shall find plenty of opportunity to learn what it means
to suffer for righteousness’ sake, and we shall learn that to suffer for
righteousness’ sake is really a blessed thing."6—1

Newbigin’s emphasis on the work of the church as it is dispersed does
not diminish the importance of the church gathered as a community.
One can feel the passion of his concern in the following questions,
which he poses to pastors early in his first bishopric: “Are we taking
seriously our duty to support them [believers in their callings| in their
warfare? Do we seriously regard them as the front-line troops? ... What
about the scores of Christians working in offices and shops in that
part of the city? Have we ever done anything seriously to strengthen
their Christian witness, to help them in facing the very difficult ethical
problems which they have to meet every day, to give them the assur-
ance that the whole fellowship is behind them in their daily spiritual
warfare?”**

In his writings on the calling of individual believers, we find at
least four different ways that the local congregation can support and
strengthen believers for their task in the world. The first is through a
fellowship that nourishes the life of Christ through the means of grace.
In one address to church leaders he speaks of “the only source of the
church’s life—the gospel.” If the church is to fulfill its missionary
calling, they must first experience the saving presence and power
of God himself through the Word, sacraments, and prayer. He asks,

“Are we placing these in the very centre of our church life? ... Do we



understand, do our congregations understand, that when the Word is
truly preached and the sacraments duly administered, Christ Himself
"2 When God’s sav-

ing power is known and experienced in the life of the congregation,

is present in the midst with all His saving power?’

it will issue in the faithful witness of the thousands of its members
who work in field, home, office, mill, or law court.** But the good news
proclaimed and signified in the sacrament must be an all-embracing
gospel of the kingdom that calls men and women to submit their whole
lives to the lordship of Christ.

The second way a congregation can strengthen believers is through a
fellowship that supports. How does the congregation support those who
face difficulty as they oppose cultural idolatry?

There are existential decisions which must be taken from time to time in
the midst of the battle by those who are actually engaged in the battle and
who will pay the price of the decision. But they are not decisions which
ought to be taken in solitude. We ought not to ask each Christian in soli-
tude to bear the burden of the real front line warfare. . . . The Church must
find ways of expressing its solidarity with those who stand in these fron-
tier situations, who have to make decisions that may cost not only their

own livelihood but also that of their families.*

The congregation might express solidarity through encouragement,
prayer, financial support, and insight.

The third form of support is structures that equip. Throughout his
life Newbigin suggests many bold experiments in ecclesial structures
to form God’s people for their vocations. Perhaps one of the more
w86 ug

am thinking of groups of men and women in—say—a particular pro-

important and enduring of his suggestions is “frontier groups.

fession, or a particular sector of commerce or industry or in one of the

sectors of education or politics, who can wrestle on the basis of direct



personal involvement with the claims of Christian obedience in partic-
ular situations, who can share experiences.”l

The fourth way of strengthening and supporting is through a lead-
ership that enables.** A leadership that equips believers in their tasks
in the world is a frequent theme in Newbigin's writings, one to which
we will return. The following comes from a sermon he preached as a
bishop to pastors in his diocese: “At the most sophisticated level we
have to think of our task in a city like Madras to train our lay members
who are playing key roles in life of government, business, and the pro-
fessions to become ministers of Christ in these secular situations. All of

this is involved in our calling and ordination.”**

Newbigin believes that
church leadership must take on the responsibility to equip and nourish

believers for callings in the public life of culture.

Deeds of Justice, Peace, and Mercy

Newbigin regularly points to a threefold witness to the kingdom:
“By its witness—in word and deed and common life—to the centrality
of the work of Jesus in his ministry, death, and resurrection it offers to
all peoples the possibility of understanding . .. the meaning and goal

”.7_0

of history.”~ There is a consistency in the way he relates the three: the
presence of the new reality of the Spirit is present in the total life of
the community and is attested by mighty deeds, which in turn call for
an explanation—that is, the preaching of the gospel of the kingdom.n
This gives us the logic of Newbigin's view of mission. Out of the pres-
ence of the Spirit in the total life of the community—gathered and scat-
tered—comes deeds, which in turn call for words of the gospel, which
explain the new reality. And so in the first place we turn to the witness
of the church in its deeds.

Jesus challenged the powers that ruled the world by deeds of justice

and mercy. These were not marginal but central to his ministry. There-



fore, since the church’s mission is in Christ’s way, “it is clear that action
for justice and peace in the world is not something which is secondary,
marginal to the central task of evangelism. It belongs to the heart of the
matter.*

This seems clear enough. But Newbigin spent so much time defend-
ing deeds of mercy and justice because he carried out his own ministry
in a context in which there was a dispute between the evangelical and
ecumenical traditions. It led, on the evangelical side, to a position that
emphasized evangelism and neglected—and even sometimes rejected
—issues of mercy and justice. On the ecumenical side, there was a
diminished commitment to evangelism—to be addressed in the next
section—but also a mistaken understanding of the nature of deeds of
mercy, justice, and peace.

Newbigin sets the discussion in the context of the nature of salva-
tion. First, salvation is restorative and comprehensive. It is not the
escape of individuals into another world but the restoration of all
of human life as part of the nonhuman creation. When those in the
evangelical tradition misunderstand this, they “shall be little inter-
ested in programs for its improvement, and much interested in what
happens to the individual human person as he prepares or does not
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prepare for his eternal destiny.
both communion with God and commitment to justice and peace.

On the one hand, “in the Bible salvation concerns the whole man and
the totality of his relationships. It includes. . . the political, and social
and economic.” On the other hand, this vision of salvation “is never
merely a secular vision. It is never just a vision of political liberation
or economic progress or social peace and justice.” The “true kernel of
salvation” is “fellowship with the Living Lord.”"* When churches pur-
sue social action apart from a relationship with God, they depart from

Scripture. But so do those who emphasize knowing God yet neglect



political and social issues. Finally, salvation is an eschatological reality;
the future has entered history. The kingdom is present but future,
already but not yet, hidden but someday yet to be unveiled. Rightly de-
termining the relationship of the kingdom to history is essential if we
are to correctly understand the true nature of our social action.

The kingdom does not come as a smooth, incremental process in
history. Thus, our actions of justice and peace do not build the king-
dom. The kingdom will only come fully by an act of judgment and the
coming of Jesus. Until that time, there will be conflict and suffering.

If this perspective is lost, then an uncritical triumphalism wherein

the church is an auxiliary to the social and political programs of the
day will characterize the church’s mission. But the kingdom is present
in history and not just in the future. There will be evidence of God'’s
renewing power at work by the Spirit. If this is lost, then a selfish
withdrawal that separates salvation from culture and avoids costly
engagement in society will epitomize the church’s mission. So, on the
one hand, there is discontinuity between the kingdom and history; this
is what the ecumenical tradition needed to recover. On the other hand,
there is continuity between the kingdom and history; this is what the
evangelical tradition needed to recover.

The Bible offers no hope that the kingdom will be realized within
history this side of the return of Christ. And further, the Bible gives us
a picture of deepening conflict between the kingdom of God and the
powers that produce crisis and suffering. If we cannot build God’s king-
dom with our political, social, and economic action, then why do we do
it? What is the nature of our deeds of mercy, peace, and justice? Newbi-
gin offers a fivefold answer.

First, our deeds are not optional, secondary, or marginal to the
mission of the church; rather, they are essential to the very nature of

salvation and the church. They belong to the nature of salvation and of



the church as an instrument of the kingdom. “It is a disastrous misun-
derstanding to think that we can enjoy salvation through Jesus Christ
and at the same time regard action for justice in the world as a sort of
optional extra—or even an inferior substitute for the work of passing
on the good news of salvation. Action for social justice is salvation in
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action.”"—

Anyone who thinks of salvation apart from seeking “deliver-
ance from sickness or hunger or oppression or alienation” is “very re-
mote from the biblical use of the word.”*®

Our deeds also belong to the nature of the church. “If we are faithful
to the New Testament we shall recognise that care of the poor be-
longs . . . to the fundamental bases of the Church’s life.”” We are not
dealing with one aspect of the church’s life that can be left aside; it
belongs to the “integrity of the church itself, its fundamental character
as Church.”” There is a terrible distortion in our understanding of the
church when it becomes “no more than a self-centred community only
faintly interested in justice and mercy for this earth’s exploited masses
but passionately devoted to our own protection and advancement as
a community and, if we are piously inclined, to assuring that after a
comfortable passage through this life we can look forward to a guaran-
teed place in the foam-rubber-padded seats of heaven.”” In short, the
“piety which can comfortably co-exist with flagrant social injustice is
an abomination to God.”*

Second, our deeds have the character of witness to the coming of the
kingdom in Jesus. We must not believe that somehow through our
deeds we are going to usher in God’s kingdom. Deeds of justice and
mercy are “signs of the new reality."g—1 They are a “necessary part of the
Church’s witness to the presence and power of God’s Kingdom.” Yet we
do not establish the kingdom through our deeds. We are to “reject the
idea that Christian action is to be conceived of as ‘building the King-

dom of God.””** Our activities on behalf of justice and peace “are not the



means by which God establishes his Kingdom. They are witnesses to its

present reality.” They are “signs rather than instruments.”**

They are
hope in action, an acted prayer for the coming of the kingdom.s—4

Our deeds, third, are an expression of the love and compassion of the
kingdom in Jesus. “The first outward mark of the presence of the new
reality in the world will certainly be a multitude of loving service
to men in their need.” This is “not a conscious missionary strategy,
though it is part of the Church’s total mission.” Rather, these are “Chris-
tian works of love” and “should be as Christ’s were, a spontaneous out-
flowing of the love of God for men, not a means to something else.”**
The church’s solidarity with those who are suffering and all attempts
to relieve that suffering in acts of justice and mercy are not done “with
an eye on possible conversions, but because these are the things that
love must do.”*® For Jesus, his deeds “were the overflowing of the love
which filled his whole being. Just so, the Church’s deeds of love ought to
be—not contrived signs but natural and spontaneous signs of the new
reality in which we have been made sharers through Christ. Those who
have received so much cannot keep it to themselves. It must overflow
in love to others.”*

Fourth, our deeds are aimed at conversion to Jesus. This might seem
surprising in light of what was just said. Yet Newbigin does speak of
a concern for conversion, though he carefully qualifies it. It is not “to
create a situation in which people will listen to the Gospel.” There may
be some truth in this, but it is “utterly repellant” to use our social work
primarily as “bait to make people swallow our preaching.” This is a sub-
tle form of selfishness that earns contempt. However, if we are asked,
“Have you come here to convert us?” then quite rightly the answer
would be yes, because “if our social work does not change people .. . it

has failed. . .. We are out to convert people not just to feed them.” When



he asks “what kind of conversion,” he answers with words and deeds
that point to Jesus and the kingdom and that invite people into it %
Finally, our deeds may have a transforming effect on culture. This is
certainly not a primary point for Newbigin. He speaks of our actions
as a drop in the bucket or as producing only a little more justice in the
world. He does affirm that we seek change, but this is not the primary
goal of social concern; it is witness. We see less and less emphasis on
transformation as he grows older. Yet if we love people, we will try
to influence society and transform the unjust structures of society.
The service of the church involves “political actions which may be
necessary to break structures of injustice, which dehumanise him [my
neighbor], and to create new structures wherein a genuinely human
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social existence is possible.”™

Yet one may become involved in proxi-
mate goals of justice but may never offer full commitment to any social
or political program. This leads to cynical despair and disillusionment
when the transformation does not take place. Transformation is not
our primary goal but may be the spillover effect, the salting of society,
when a community points to the kingdom in deeds of justice and
love. >

We see here that for Newbigin both justice and mercy are important
to the social deeds of the church. Mercy does not get to the root of the
problem; to attack a disease one must not simply treat the symptom
but the root cause. “It is not enough to deploy Good Samaritans around
the place; we must also guard the road.”** Yet at the same time one can-
not leave a person dying at the side of the road and go organize a police
force. Both justice and mercy are important, but mercy will always
maintain first priority. “To work for the reformation of structures, to
expose and attack unjust structures. .. is as much a part of the mission

of the church as to care for the sick and to feed the hungry. ... If the



legitimate call to political action is allowed to replace the call to com-
passionate service, then the church has betrayed the gospel.”ﬂ

If deeds of mercy, justice, and peace are to maintain the character
of witness, it must be clear that those deeds are connected to the local
congregation. One way this has been obscured is when parachurch
organizations or denominational arms take over the task of mercy and
justice. When the church hands over this task to bodies outside the
local congregation, at least two problems develop. First, the church
loses its missionary consciousness and allows the expert bodies to be
responsible for mission. Second, deeds of justice and mercy are not
seen to flow from the body of Christ, and they lose their proper charac-
ter as signs and witnesses to the kingdom. They appear to be part of a
moral crusade or agency for political action. Yet these denominational
and parachurch agencies can play an important role if they enable and
coordinate the witness of the churches.

As Newbigin struggles with the nature of social action, he introduces
a new image of the church to which he returns often: the church as
a servant community. The “fundamental form”** and “authentic na-
ture”* of the church will be as a servant community. With this image
he characterizes the church as a community who follows in the way of
Jesus by serving the needs of others out of a heart of sacrificial love. He
points to the well-known story of Jesus stripping, taking a towel, and
stooping to wash his disciples’ feet. “The church will prove its faithful-
ness to the Lord when it is seen in the same posture."ﬁ Being a servant
church means loving solidarity with the poor and deeds of justice and
mercy that flow on their behalf.** A servant church must be “recognis-
ably a body which is on the side of the oppressed” and that reaches out
its hand “to victims of [the unjust established] order.”*

Newbigin does not forget the eschatological nature of the church

when he speaks of the servant nature of the church. The church “is



intended by God to be a first-fruit and sign and instrument of his new
creation.” How does the church fulfill this role? “The congregation is to
be a humble servant of Jesus for the sake of its neighbours.”ﬁ Precisely
as a sign and foretaste of the self-giving love of the kingdom, the ser-
vant church must take the stooping and kneeling posture of its Lord. As
an instrument, it must be ready to help meet the needs of its neighbors.
If the church is to become a faithful servant church that follows
Jesus in the pursuit of justice and mercy, there must be structures that
enable this kind of service to take place,ﬁ worship that nourishes a
comprehensive mission and social vision,**® members of the congre-
gation equipped for their callings in the public life of culture,*** and
leadership that equips and leads the church in justice and mercy.** On
the last, Newbigin points by way of example to the way the office of the
diaconate functioned in the early church.*® The deacon was responsi-
ble throughout the week to show compassion to the poor, to widows,
to the sick, and to the marginalized. This brought care for the poor
to the heart of leadership. Moreover, care for the poor penetrated the
liturgy when, at the Lord’s Supper, these deacons collected gifts for the
poor, and at the time of intercession they stood up and shared urgent
concerns for prayer for the poor. Diaconal leadership moved the early

church to solidarity of the whole church with the poor.

Evangelism

The witness of the church to the cosmic salvation at the end of uni-
versal history happens in three characteristic ways: “in the existence
of a new community based upon a common sharing in the life of the
Holy Spirit; in activities which reveal in action the presence of the new
reality; in words which bear witness to the new reality.”*** We turn

now to the last of these. God has entrusted this story to the church, and
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“there is no other body that will tell it."~— And so there is a duty and
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obligation to announce the good news.™
For Newbigin, evangelism is “communication—by written or spoken

word—of the good news about Jesus. In this definition there will be
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no evangelism unless the name of Jesus is named.”™ He is concerned
for definition not simply to be systematic in his thinking but because
“it confuses certain issues to extend this word beyond its proper
meaning.” This is precisely what has happened when evangelism or
evangelization is redefined in the ecumenical tradition primarily in
terms of programs of service. Then there is no confidence in the power
of the gospel to bring forth fruit, and the church is guilty of depending
on human endeavor rather than the Spirit. “That has often happened,
and a loose use of the word ‘evangelism’ has been used to cover real
betrayal. There is not and there cannot be any substitute for telling the
story of Jesus."*%

In this verbal communication of the message of the gospel, one must
preach Jesus and the kingdom. To preach Jesus without the kingdom
or to preach the kingdom without Jesus “distorts salvation.” One turns
the gospel into a political program apart from an invitation to know
Christ, and the other is the pedaling of “cheap grace” that invites one
only to personal salvation.'® The danger of the first is what the ecu-
menical tradition succumbed to, which led to an eclipse of evangelism.
The danger of the second—preaching Jesus without the kingdom—
is what the evangelical tradition had fallen prey to. And so Newbigin
stressed the importance of the kingdom with the evangelical tradition
in view. “If I am not mistaken, our current evangelism hardly ever uses
the category of the Kingdom of God. And yet the original preaching of
the Gospel on the lips of Jesus was—precisely—the announcement of
the coming of that Kingdom. I believe that we may recover a true evan-

gelism for our day if we return to that original language (translated



into the idiom of our own time and place) as the basic category for our

proclamation of the Gospel.”m
To those in the ecumenical camp, Newbigin used strong language

to remind them that the church has an obligation to make known the
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good news in words. He believed we need to “denounce sharply”
the tendency to support social concern but marginalize evangelism.
“There is a gospel to be proclaimed and we are not allowed to be silent
about it. However much we may wish we could, we are not allowed to
deceive ourselves into imagining that anything we are, or anything we

do, can take the place of the name of Jesus. We are not allowed to be
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silent.”~= Silence is nothing other than a betrayal of the gospel! If our
presence or deeds become “a substitute for the explicit proclamation
of the name of Jesus and his saving work, then we have to rejectitasa
betrayal of the gospel. There can be no substitute for the name of Jesus.
Men must have opportunity to know him"**

Much of Newbigin’s discussion of evangelism is in the context of
affirming an indissoluble nexus between word and deed: the presence
of the reign of God by the Spirit is attested by both words and deeds
together. Deeds demonstrate that the new eschatological reality of
the Spirit is present, and words point to Jesus as the origin. But “if
nothing is happening no explanation is called for and the words are
empty words. ... They can be brushed aside as mere talk. They are
only meaningful in the context of the mighty works. They presuppose
that something is happening which calls for explanation.”M The deed
without the word is dumb; the word without the deed is empty. To
set these over against each other is absurd. And the conflict between
evangelical and ecumenical traditions, which separates the two, is
profoundly weakening the church’s witness. Both are essential because
both are the means by which the Spirit witnesses to the presence of the

kingdom. “The all-inclusive word, corresponding to the new reality of



the Spirit’s presence, is witness. Within that total reality, both evange-
lism and service, both word and action have their place. Both of them
can be used by the Holy Spirit for the total work of witness to Christ

when they belong to and spring out of the life of the new community
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which the Spirit creates.”

In light of this, Newbigin expands further.”* Not every word needs a
deed attached to it, and not every deed needs a word. It is the combina-
tion of the two that arises out of the total witnessing life of the church
in the midst of the world. And further, there are different gifts—some
in evangelism, others in showing mercy, and still others in pursuing
justice. All the gifts are needed. But the Spirit, who is the primary wit-
ness, uses both words and deeds to witness to Jesus and the coming
kingdom. Therefore, the church may not be silent nor absolve itself
from deeds of mercy and justice.

But, again, Newbigin stresses that both word and deed arise out of a
congregation where the Spirit is at work creating new life. Evangelism
would lose its power apart from “the life of a new kind of community
[where] the saving power of the Gospel is known and tasted.” He ex-
plains further: “The purely verbal preaching of the story of Jesus cruci-
fied and risen would lose its power if those who heard it could not trace
it back to some kind of community in which the message was being
validated in a common way of life which is recognizable as embodying
at least a hint and a foretaste of the blessedness for which all men long
and which the Gospel promises.”m

So it is evident how closely Newbigin ties evangelistic words to the
embodiment of the gospel in the total life of the community and the
demonstration of the gospel in deeds. Evangelistic words answer ques-
tions as to the new reality created by the Spirit in life and deed. Words
that have nothing to explain lose their power: “If the Church which

preaches [the gospel] is not living corporately a life which corresponds



with it, is living in comfortable cohabitation with the powers of the
age, is failing to challenge the powers of darkness and to manifest in its
life the power of the living Lord to help and heal, then by its life it closes
the doors which its preaching would open.” Thankfully, he adds, “That
does not mean that the preaching is void, because there is no limit to
the power of the word of God.”***

Our evangelistic words aim at conversion. The gospel is not simply
announced as historical facts that can be received for information.
The announcement is about the arrival of the new creation, and such

is the enormity and momentous significance of this “world news” that
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it “requires an immediate response in action.”~— There is no room for
neutrality or indecision. “A note of crisis, with the implied demand for
immediate decision, runs through this as through all proclamations of
the Gospel.... Thereis God's salvation! Stand there, and accept or reject
it!"*® Thus, in our evangelism we “have the clear duty to bring to every
man this call for radical decision.”*** This call for a response follows
Jesus's example of calling for radical repentance, conversion, and the
forsaking of all to follow him. And so we call for a response of faith and
repentance that leads to conversion.

What is conversion? This is a critical question if our evangelism is to
produce a healthy church. We noted earlier that for Newbigin conver-
sion involves three things: personal relationship to Jesus, entry into a
visible community taking up its mission, and commitment to a pattern
of behavior.*** True evangelism is “concerned with the radical conver-
sion that leads men to explicit allegiance to Jesus Christ.”*** The call to
a personal relationship is with Jesus, who has ushered in his kingdom.
Thus, it demands radical loyalty and commitment. But it also calls for
entry into a community chosen to participate in God’s mission to the
world. And finally, it summons men and women to a lifestyle of obedi-

ence that is costly and comprehensive.



When evangelism makes this kind of invitation, it makes clear what
is at stake in following Jesus. But if evangelism weakens the call, it
produces from the outset a compromised and domesticated church.

A weak form of evangelism may produce “baptized, communicant,
Bible-reading, and zealous Christians who are committed to church
growth but uncommitted to radical obedience to the plain teaching of
the Bible on the issues of human dignity and social justice.” There may
be the appearance of successful evangelism with growing numbers,
but alas the church remains “marked by flagrant evils such as racism,
militant sectarianism, and blind support of oppressive economic and
political systems.” There may be mass conversions, but following
Christ is reduced to “personal and domestic behavior” and sadly “has
nothing to say about the big issues of public righteousness."M Num-
bers accompanied by shallow conversions do not constitute successful
evangelism.

Moreover, if evangelism is selfish—that is, inviting people to enjoy
the benefits of salvation—it also creates a church that is not ready to
take up its mission in the world. The mission of the church is to invite
people into the kingdom. That means participation in the mission of
Jesus: “The ministry of the Church as a whole should be manifestly and
explicitly ... a ministry of proclamation and enlistment—the procla-
mation of the coming of the reign of God in Jesus, and the enlistment
of men for the service of that reign.”*** Proclamation calls listeners to
enlist in Jesus’s kingdom mission. This kind of evangelism makes clear
from the outset that there is no participation in Christ without partici-

pation in his mission.

Missions

We have been primarily concerned up to this point with Newbigin’s

understanding of the missionary vocation of each local congregation



in their particular context. God makes known the good news of the
kingdom to the world through the total life of the community gath-
ered and scattered, through deeds and through words. But what about
places where there is no missionary community like that? That is the
task of missions: intentional activities undertaken by the church to
create a Christian presence in places where there is no such presence or
no effective presence. As noted earlier in this chapter, Newbigin distin-
guishes this task of the church from the more comprehensive mission
of the church by using the word “missions” (with an s).

Newbigin struggled with a new paradigm of mission throughout the
1950s and 1960s, when it was clear that the colonialist paradigm of
missions was breaking down. The church in the West was in trouble,
and the churches throughout the Southern Hemisphere were growing.
If one could no longer call the West the “home base” and the non-West
the “mission field,” then what was mission? Was there still a place for
cross-cultural missions? The problem was that the ecumenical tradi-
tion was fleeing the whole business; development and social action
replaced making the gospel known. The evangelical tradition was
reacting and simply affirming much in the old paradigm. Newbigin’s
desire was to move beyond this stalemate to a new vision for what mis-
sion could be in the time of a global church.

His starting point is that the church is missionary by its very nature.
Mission isn't simply one more task but defines the church’s very na-
ture: “Mission is not a detachable part of the Church’s being, but is
the central meaning of the Church'’s being."m This means, first and
foremost, that each local congregation has a responsibility to make the
good news known in its particular location. They are put there in that
place to witness to God’s ultimate purpose in history revealed in Christ
in life, deed, and word. But that congregation also has a responsibility

to lift up its head and look to see where there are places and peoples



without a witnessing community. Each church is responsible for the
establishment of a witness in those places. Missions “is not the whole
of the Church’s mission, but it is an essential part of it

The specific task of missions is concerned with intentional activities
to take the gospel to places where the gospel is not known, erecting a
witness and ultimately a witnessing community in places where there
is none. Missions is concerned with initial evangelism and church
planting. “Missions must concentrate on the specifically missionary

intention of bringing the Gospel to those who have not heard it and
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this must be directed to all six continents.”= “Missions are particu-
lar enterprises within the total mission of the church that have the
primary intention of bringing into existence a Christian presence in
a milieu where previously there was no such presence or where such
presence was ineffective.”** Thus, when a witnessing community has
been established, missions is finished and mission begins.m
Newbigin finds support for this understanding of missions in the
church in Antioch (Acts 11, 13). He calls this “the central New Testa-
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ment paradigm for missions.”

The church in Antioch is a witnessing
community that is growing as it faithfully points to Christ in word and
deed (Acts 11:19-30). However, the Spirit moves the church to set aside
some men for the specific purpose of taking the gospel to places where
it is not known. The purpose of those sent is to establish a witnessing
community where there is none. When such a body is established there
then they take up the mission in that place. Paul is one of those men
sent from Antioch to do just this. When he establishes a witnessing
community in the various cities, he would move on and say, as it were,
“You are now the mission in this place.” This is something Newbigin
himself did as he followed Paul’s model. After establishing a church in
a village, he would say, “Now you are the Body of Christ in this village.

You are God’s apostles here. Through you they are to be saved. I will be



in touch with you. I will pray for you. I will visit you. If you want my
help I will try to help you. But you are now the Mission."***

Missions is necessary not simply because there are many places
where there is no faithful witnessing community. It is also bound
closely to the very theological nature of the gospel itself and thus the
extent of mission. The gospel is about the sovereignty of God in Christ
over all nations and all of life. It is public truth for all, and therefore
missions must be to the ends of the earth. The ends of the earth is
the ultimate horizon of God’s mission and the church’s mission. Since
Christ is Lord of all, his authority must be acknowledged by all, to
the ends of the earth. Mission begins in the neighborhood of the local
congregation, but by the very nature of the gospel the missionary task
must move to the ends of the earth. Mission without missions to all na-
tions is an emaciated and distorted concept. “The Church’s mission is

concerned with the ends of the earth. When that dimension is forgot-
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ten, the heart goes out of the whole business.”~ Missions is mission

carried out faithfully toward its ultimate horizon—the ends of the
earth.

Foreign missions is the true test of whether one really believes the
scope of the gospel. If one believes that what Jesus has accomplished
has universal validity, one will be committed to seeing that message

reach all peoples.

[The] Gospel is the truth, and therefore it is true for all men. It is the unveil-
ing of the face of Him who makes all things, from whom every man comes,
and to whom every man goes. It is the revealing of the meaning of human
history, of the origin and destiny of mankind. Jesus is not only my Saviour,
He is the Lord of all things, the cause and cornerstone of the universe. If I
believe that, then to bear witness to that is the very stuff of existence. If I
think I can keep it to myself, then I do not in any real sense believe it. For-
eign missions are not an extra; they are the acid test of whether or not the

Church believes the Gospfel.l—34



If missions is creating a witness in places where there is none so as
to reach all peoples, then it excludes much of what is done by mission

"22 The leftover mental habits of colo-

boards and called “missions.
nialist missions label everything that happens overseas “missions.”
Specifically, various enterprises of interchurch aid in which Western
missionaries were engaged overseas are all called “missions”—teach-
ing, pastoral work, administration, and many other activities. Newbi-
gin affirms the importance of these “fraternal workers.” But they are
not missionaries, and they are not doing missions. While both may

“be working in a common field . . . each would have a distinct focus of
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concern.”~— And it is that distinct focus of concern of missions that is
Newbigin’s concern.

Mission and missions—the difference might appear to be simply
semantics. But to assume that would be a mistake. Newbigin saw the
notion of missions—that is, establishing a witness in order to found
a witnessing community—being lost amid all the other tasks. This
particular aspect of the church’s mission was not being clearly distin-
guished. The majority of monetary and personnel resources were being
used for interchurch aid, and the most needy places were not being
reached with the gospel. Newbigin believed it was important to distin-
guish between other cross-cultural tasks and the work of intentional
missions to establish a witnessing community. That dimension of the
church’s mission must never be surrendered.

Missions is the task of the church and specifically the responsibility
of every local congregation. Every congregation anywhere in the world
is at the same time a mission to that place and part of God’s mission to
the ends of the earth. Newbigin writes,

Every church, however small and weak, ought to have some share in the
task of taking the gospel to the ends of the earth. Every church ought to
be engaged in foreign missions. This is part of the integrity of the gospel.



We do not adequately confess Christ as Lord of all men if we seek to be his
witnesses only among our neighbours. We must seek at the same time to
confess him to the ends of the earth. The foreign missionary enterprise be-
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longs to the integrity of our confession.”’

Not only does each church everywhere have the “duty and privilege”
to be involved in the worldwide task, but also every Christian has the
same duty and privilege to take up their role in mission to the ends of
the earth.

If it is the duty of the church to be involved in missions to the ends
of the earth, this raises large questions about the validity of mission
boards and organizations. These are the bodies that have been the pri-
mary agents of missions for several centuries. What are we to make of
these missionary bodies? Newbigin called the creation of these mission
agencies, which had separated mission from the church, “one of the
great calamities of missionary history.”M And indeed there were fatal
consequences for both bodies. For the congregation, the consequence
was a loss of its missionary identity, which led to its becoming an
introverted body that caters to its own members and is not concerned
with mission to the world. For the mission board, its witness is not
seen to arise out of a community centered in the gospel. That did not
mean, however, that Newbigin believed these bodies could play no
positive role. On the contrary, he believed that, if those agencies coordi-
nated the efforts of local bodies to carry out their mission at home and
abroad, they would play an important role in God’s mission. They must
not replace that mission but enable and facilitate local cooperation.

But missions is not only the responsibility of the local congregation;
it is also the obligation of the global church together. There is a need for
ecumenical partnership and sharing the task together that acknowl-
edges the vocation of the church in each given area. The problem is that

the financial and organizational structures of missions remain caught



in a colonialist framework and need to be totally revamped so there
could be equal partnership among churches. Newbigin has much to
say about this, but we need not traverse this territory. He wrote a half
century ago, and there is much detail that is not relevant for our pur-
poses. The need that does remain today is to struggle with how to make
missions the task of local congregations and the global church working
together in partnership. For Newbigin missions is part and parcel of
the task of the missionary congregation. The question for us is whether
that same passionate conviction is part of those who claim him as an

ecclesial mentor.

The Ultimate Goal of Mission Is the Glory of God

The goal of the biblical story is the cosmic renewal of the creation, and
the church’s mission is to participate in God’s purpose by a faithful
witness in life, word, and deed to what he is doing to the ends of the
earth in order to invite others into it. Newbigin asks, “What, then, is
the point of missions?” Is our ultimate concern the need of all people
for salvation? Is it the renewal of society? These are valid concerns, but
they are not our primary goal. So what is? “The answer I believe quite
simply is the glory of God.” If God has done what the Bible says he has
done, then our response should be to witness to his love and ask, “How
can I glorify God?” so that there “may be throughout the world those
who turn their faces to God and give Him thanks and glorify him. The

glory of God is the purpose, the goal of mission, and our one aim is that
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we should praise and glorify Him.
Newbigin was consistently averse to any kind of anthropocentric

view of mission. He believes mission in both the evangelical and

the ecumenical traditions has been “terribly Pelagian.” He explains:

“Whether the emphasis was upon the saving of individual souls from



perdition, or on the righting of social wrongs, the overwhelming em-
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phasis has been upon missions as our program.”—

In the evangelical
tradition, the whole discussion has been derailed by asking the wrong
question concerning “the individual and his or her need to be assured
of ultimate happiness, and not with God and his glory.” When we
privatize God’s mighty work of grace and talk “as if the whole cosmic
drama of salvation culminated in the words ‘For me; for me’...thisisa
perversion of the gospel.”ﬁ In the ecumenical tradition the discussion
has centered on our task to renew society, and this too has led to a mis-
understanding of mission. “The center of the picture is not the human
need of salvation (from sin, from oppression, from alienation) but God
and God’s immeasurable grace. So the central concern is not ‘How shall
the world be saved?’ but ‘How shall this glorious and gracious God be
glorified?’ The goal is the glory of God."*

The New Testament provides us not with a Pelagian picture of
human effort saving people and the world but with a picture of an
overflow of gratitude and joy that arises from God'’s grace for us in
Jesus. “For anyone who has understood what God did for us all in Jesus
Christ, the one question is: ‘How shall God be glorified?’ How shall his
amazing grace be known and celebrated and adored?” In this context
he turns to a text he often quoted throughout his life: “He shall see the
travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied” (Isa. 53:11 KJV). Our goal in
mission is that Jesus might be satisfied when he sees the fruit of his
atonement. Our whole discussion of the Christian faith is skewed if
we make the main questions, “Who is going to be saved at the end?”
or “How shall the world be saved?” Rather, we “have to begin with the
mighty work of grace in Jesus Christ and ask, How is he to be honored
and glorified? The goal of missions is the glory of God.”***
Perhaps the most important indicators of Newbigin's focus on

the glory of God are not these explicit statements. The whole of his



theological work on mission has a defining theocentric cast, and it

is evident in many places that he abhors the anthropocentrism and
narcissism that so often corrupt Christian faith and mission. I have a
vivid memory in this regard. I was present at a talk he gave on mission.
He was protesting the human-centeredness that so often shapes Chris-
tian mission. He searched for language in an attempt to express what
should be our focus—the glory and transcendence of the living God.
He sputtered, “We are talking about . ..” and paused, looking skyward
as he searched for the strongest word possible. Not finding a word big
enough, he threw his hands straight down to his sides in frustration
and finally simply blurted out, “... God!” And, indeed, there is no bigger
word to define the goal of our mission.

Conclusion

The church’s missionary existence is rooted in God's mission. The
mission of the Triune God is to move history toward cosmic renewal.
This has culminated in the kingdom mission of Jesus. The church
participates in that mission as a firstfruit and instrument of this
restoration. The church continues the mission of Jesus to make known
the kingdom in Christ’s own way, in the confidence that the Father is
working out his purpose and the Spirit is witnessing in power to the
coming kingdom. This will mean an ecclesial witness that is as broad
as life; all of the church’s life, both gathered and scattered, has a mis-
sional dimension. But it will also mean intentional efforts to erect signs
to the coming kingdom—the witness of deed and word. This is the
vocation of every congregation in the place they have been set. Their
calling, however, also invites them to participation in the witness of
the kingdom to the ends of the earth. And our goal is not first and fore-

most the salvation of individuals or the renewal of society, although we



pray for that. Rather, it is that God might be glorified. The business of
the missionary congregation is to embody and tell the true story of the
world, narrated in Scripture and centered in Jesus, in its own place and
to the ends of the earth, all to the glory of God.
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