
HAVE WE FAILED

Acts 2: 1-lU* S8* iH#

I came across a sentence some time ago that sounded as if it had been lifted

straight from the Acts of the ApostLes. But it was a' report from a 20th century

African* an evangelist. **We did not begin to preach* n he said* "until- we had called

for the power of God... That power came; we took it and went forth to preach.

PeopLe came confessing Jesus like the fish of the sea in number."

That is how we all like to think of the world mission of the Church of Jesus

Christ in terms of power* and witness* and overwhelming results* 'like the fish

of the sea in number". But how far do the real facts actually bear out that

romantically optimistic picture of the mission field. That is what we would like*

but is it what we’ve got?

I stand before you* I am affaid* as a depressing reminder of what my be

the real facts of the ca.se. After all* which is the truer symbdL of the world

Christian mission of our time: those African evangelists* incredibly successful

fishers of men* reaping hreat harvests out of the human sea for Christ—are they

the symbol of our times—or am I? I am a missionary on the run. I went out

bravely to win China for Christ and in ny own spectacularly successful fashion*

within lit months of ry arrival we had lost Chin*.

credit for that; but that is what happened. or a perpetual j-irdc oerm

missionary.’ I*m always in language school* ±irst one* and then another. Pm
^

^

alt-jays beginning* and never fisnishlng. I’m a very poor object lesson in missions.

[
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I don ! t me an to be facetious about this. It is too great a tragedy ior that.

Once we had 8000 missionaries in China. Now we have one—just released from live

years of prison. That is not power; that is failure. We talk about the power of

God* but how^any of us* lik^. thpse ^angelist^rjc^y tpr it. How

get it.
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Some say we are failing in Latin America. Not long before I sailed

I talked to a missionary who had just come up from the continent below us.

mood*" he said* "is pessimism and despair. There is no future for the mission /£*
- *

there." Or take Colombia: ^3 Protestant martyrs in 6 years* k3 chapels and °

churches destroyed by fire or dynamite; 120 Protestant primary schools closed b

;

violence or government order. Isn*t that failure? Aren*t we being wiped out.

Some say we are failing out on the frontier; that though it is true that we have

built up tid little mission centers* neatly organized* subsidized and institution-

alized* they are no longer radiating* outreaching centers of the Christian faith.

They t&ll us that we in the major churches have abandoned to the sects and uhe

independents the great outer rim of the unreached pLaces of the lost. Have we left

the pioneering to to others.

I have a cousin in New York* and anthropologist and explorer. A coupLe of
.

summers ago* with a holy* scientific zeal he set out alone on one-man expedition

for the Explorers* dub to track down an untouched stone-age tribe in the ^ung-es

of Brazil. Friends begged him to take a gun.
ue refused. He took oriLy a bow-ana

arrow which he didn*t know how to shoot. When he found his tribe* he discovered

somewhat to his embarrassment* that the didn*t wear clothes* but he proved equal

to he occasion; he promptly took off his own. "I didn*t want them to think I

was hiding anything*" he explained to Suzy* his long-suffering wife. 2nd aiter

all* it was



/

aLl, It was just as- well not to take any chances. The last white man in there
had been killed. Ed Weyer found his tribe, and lived with them for six weeks
and came out with "his outh renewed like the eagle"— "most wonderful experience
(he»d) ever had". As he told me the story, all aglow, one thing kept bothering
me. He said he hadn’t found any missionaries around there. I checked up later,
and could find information about only one Protestant attempt to reach those
particular tribes—and I read aba t it not in Presbyterian Life, or the Christian
Century, but in the Noddy Monthly, If we have abandoned the geographical
frontier to the scientists and the sects, then I say we have failed. Jesus said,
"Go ye into all the world,”

Some say we are failing at home. Once we Presbyterians, for example, were
sending out 100 new missionaries a year. Last year we sent out, I think, about
60, and the year before that, 3b • Once we had over 1600 overseas missionaries;
today we have barely over 1000. What’s the matter with the Presbyterians . The
Evangelical Alliance Mission is sending out over 200 missionaries a year these
days. We 1re the ones who are failing.

There is another curious charge of failure le-velled against us. It is
anti-climactic, in a way, bufcause it is so insubstantial, but it is widespread
enough to need mention. They say that we, with our new insights, our emphasis
on rthe ecumsnical\ the rise of the younger churches, ^on fraternal workers "J are
undercutting the mission of the church. They say that we, with our emphasis on
the ecumenical are doing what the post-apostolic church did with its over-exaltation
of the apostles, destroying the world mission by giving the impression that the
mission has already been accomplished. You find it in Origen (Acts of Apostles, Syriac)
and in Justin Martyr (Apology 1,39, ca. 1?0 AD) "From Jerusalem there did go out
men, 12 in number, into the world, and these unlearned and with no ability In

Nonsense. They didn't even begin to reach the world. But the early church thought
they had and stopped trying. You’re failing too, say the critics, because with
all your talk about the rise of the younger churches you’re giving the impression
that the job has already been done. ALready you’re beginning to cut down your
efforts, . -tite

'**

„ . +„ . to „
Over and over ag?-in the charge is hurleaat us—we’ve failed, we’ve failed.

And as I look back at the wreckage of ny own hopes and dreams for iry -ork in
China, it becomes an insistent personal question that demands an answer. Have we
failed: Does the heroic story of the modem missionary movement end with us,
in disaster. Or if not disaster, in decline.

Not with a bang, but a whimper.

"

Is this our whimpering end?

Part of the answer came to me one day as I was listening to Mozart’s Requiem
Mass on the radio. Jhe announcer told us some of the story of the composer’s life.
Mozart died young, :>n abject poverty. Five p opLe came to his funeral. But there
were 18 bodies with him ;n the grave, for his todrgs body was dumped with 18 others
into a common, unmarked pauper’s grave. But was Mozart a failure?

Be very careful before you label ary man or any movement a failure. Was ^aul

0

speech; and in the power of God they proclaimed (Christ) to every race of men"

"This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
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and himself, Sorced^ut of°the ^unt^^neioved, an old, old nan, and a failure. J

I'm very proud to be the son of a failure like thatfailure, was he. And I am proud to be a member ofthe church of Jesus"irist, even when it staggers and bleeds from the hardest knocks that thi
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Just how discouraging is the picture, anyway?
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Tney say we are failing inL.A. Why L .A. has some of the most rapidl; growing
' —

evangelical churches in the world. The church in Brazil, often called the fastest
growing ch urch in the world, is reaching out so fast, they can»t claw landing strips
out ol^the jungles fast enough for our missionary planes. Or take Colombia. You
hear o± much persecution there, and you should, but you should also hear this: persecutic
V»r>c nr>+ artrl r* n +- ^4-,-x-r^ 4-U/-. v-.-? ~ -P 4.1 - -1 -1 . . « _ _ . . . *-has not and canriot stop the rise of the evangelical church of, Colombian/
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"As you are -well aware, the First rresb.

Church of has sent many of her own sons and

daughters to the mission fields of the world, some

under the Bodrd of Foreign Missions, and others

under the various undenominational boards. We

have others preparing for service and we are confider

ly expecting man more during the coming yyears.

But what plans does our Board of Foreign Mission

have for sending out these young volunteers for

service for Christ... the Rresb terian emphasis

seems to be shifting from missionaries to

tfraternal workers*. 1-fast our young people look

to the Evangelical *Fa. th* Missions for their

opportunities for service?"
—Letter, Jan. 2, 19% to SHM
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